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      LONDON, 1817

      Clenching her white-gloved hands in her lap until her fingers started to ache, Lady Sophie Baxter examined the elegantly appointed study from beneath lowered eyelids. Head tilted at a slight angle, she pretended to wait patiently while her gaze darted to and fro, soaking in every detail. The thick Aubusson rug, the massive mahogany desk, the opulent yet tasteful decor—none of it escaped her notice. She sat erect in the high-backed chair she’d been offered, practicing the perfect posture her mother had insisted she master. Back straight, shoulders squared, neck elongated. To the untrained eye, she presented the consummate picture of a demure young lady—eyes lowered, lips fixed in a pleasant half-smile, legs crossed at the ankle beneath her chair. She’d worn her best carriage dress, though the frock must be at least three years out of fashion, and she had used lace to cover old stains which could not be washed out. Beneath the hem of her gown she hid worn, scuffed boots which would not last another Season.

      Only her clasped fingers hinted at her anxiety. They trembled, despite the way she tightly held them.

      A warm, strong hand came down over both of hers, and Sophie glanced at the man seated to her left.

      Lord Graham Baxter, Earl of Aelhurst—her father. Like her, his clothing had gone out of fashion a few years prior. Yet, he somehow managed to maintain his regal bearing, despite the age of his boots, the old stain on the cuff of his shirt, and the absence the baubles other men of wealth might wear upon their person.

      “Steady, my dear,” he whispered, as if they might be heard through the closed door of the study.

      As it was, the cavernous room seemed large enough to house a family of four, with polished shelves holding hundreds of bound tomes. While the décor had been kept minimal, it screamed wealth, taste, and an eye for the finer things. Oversized chairs faced a yawning hearth in which crackled a roaring fire. The enormous desk across from them proved as imposing as the other opulent furnishings. As imposing as the man it belonged to.

      He had yet to make an appearance, but the butler had said he would meet with them shortly—which might be why her father spoke in hushed tones. The man they’d come to meet had the power to ruin them with a whispered word in the right person’s ear. He would do it if he felt provoked, as he’d been known to. Stories of the brusque, hardened Marquis of Ashton abounded far and wide. Not one member of the ton dared risk angering him for fear of his wrath, which had been known to leave some of the most influential men of England quaking in their boots.

      They had come to incur his favor, and could not afford to botch this chance.

      Forcing a smile, she met her father’s gaze. “I am quite all right.”

      A bald-faced lie, but she did not want him to worry. All hope of saving their family from ruin rested upon her shoulders. The Season’s end drew near, and she could not hope for a better match than Ashton.

      Patting her hand once more, he returned his own to his lap. “Of course you are. Just be yourself, and he cannot help but love you.”

      Lowering her stare to the ragged edges of her gloves, she stifled a sarcastic snort. Love her? The marquis did not even know her. Yet, she had been led to believe that the man wished to meet her, possibly even offer her marriage. She could not help but wonder why.

      She and the marquis had never been formally introduced. They had never danced. He had never called upon her at home, nor had he invited her to walk with him in Hyde Park, or to attend the theater. How on Earth could anyone believe he might love her?

      The sound of the door opening jolted her from her wandering thoughts and caused her to snap to attention, straightening her back even more and sucking in a sharp breath that tightened her corset around her ribcage and almost robbed her of said breath in the process.

      There was no time for speculation; if the marquis wanted her, she would accept his suit because she had to, and because she’d be a fool to refuse.

      Since the door sat behind them, Sophie found herself forced to wait until Ashton appeared in front of them—which seemed to take an eternity. No lady in her right mind would turn and look, displaying a lack of manners. A man as well-bred and wealthy as the marquis wouldn’t want to marry a woman who did not know how to conduct herself in the presence of others. Not a sound could be heard beyond the gentle click of the door being closed, and tension fairly thrummed in the strained silence. She supposed he must be walking toward them, though his footsteps fell silent upon the thick rug. Were she easily given to dramatics, she might have thought the suspense would surely kill her.

      Her father rose first, turning to face the man appearing from behind their chairs.

      “Ashton,” he said. “How splendid it is to see you this morning.”

      Heart lodged in her throat, Sophie could not move, despite knowing she must rise to make her curtsy to the marquis, them being lower in rank to him thus required to show deference and humility in his presence. As if they’d have any choice in the matter. Ashton could be a mere baron, and still her father would humble himself and grovel. The man possessed more wealth than them, and stood in a position to take her as his wife. Her father would lick the man’s boots were it required of him.

      She gripped the arms of her chair and tried to swallow past a sensation that felt devastatingly akin to choking, her clothes beginning to feel far too tight. Tremors wracked her, seeming to shake her from her scalp to her toes. The urge to vomit all over the marquis’ expensive rug horrified her to no end. If there existed any action that would cause him to throw them both out, that must surely be it. Swallowing past the sensation, she took a few deep breaths and forced herself to calm down.

      “Good morning,” Ashton replied. “I do apologize for keeping you waiting so long.”

      The tone of his voice struck her like a blow to the gut—deep, resonate, and clipped, as if he did not wish to use so many words at once but found himself forced to in the company of others.

      Stand and greet him, you ninny!

      Despite her inner prodding, her legs did not respond … not even when her father bowed, his body no longer acting as a barrier between her and the marquis.

      She gasped when a pair of pale grey eyes met hers, glancing over her father and piercing her with all the sharpness and frigidity of an icicle. The shock of pitch black hair and matching brows intensified the light color of his irises until they appeared almost transparent. As her father straightened, she shot to her feet as if her arse had been set on fire.

      “Might I present my daughter, Lady Sophronia.”

      Suddenly, the blood rushed back to her limbs, allowing her to move. She dipped into as elegant a curtsy as she could muster and forced her lips to part to murmur something. A polite greeting, she hoped.

      “My dear,” her father continued, turning to give her an encouraging glance. “Might I introduce His Lordship, the Marquis of Ashton.”

      And Earl of Esterfield. There might be a viscountcy, and a possibly barony, as well, but Sophie could not be certain. Nevertheless, the marquis’ impressive lineage saw him honored with multiple titles and their accompanying lands.

      “Lord Simon Fitzwilliam, at your service, my lady,” the marquis murmured, inclining his head to acknowledge her curtsy.

      Simon. She’d never known his first name, and doubted anyone dared utter it aloud.

      “I am pleased to make your acquaintance,” she said, cursing the fact that her voice betrayed her discomfiture, coming out on a raspy squeak.

      “Likewise,” he replied, sounding as if he were anything but pleased. “Aelhurst, I must request a private audience with Lady Sophronia. I have ordered refreshment served here for you while your daughter and I adjourn to the neighboring drawing room.”

      There existed no inflection in his voice indicating a question. He was not asking her father for permission—he simply made known his wishes. Never mind that this request spat squarely in the face of propriety—no one ever denied Ashton anything. Even if that weren’t the case, her father stood in no position to naysay the man.

      In keeping with everyone who encountered Ashton, her father acquiesced without argument.

      “Of course, my lord. I will await you here, at your leisure.”

      Without replying to her father, the marquis approached her, his long legs bringing him in front of her in three quick strides. Offering his arm, he stared down at her, his face betraying not a hint of what he might be thinking.

      “My lady?” he encouraged, prodding her into action.

      She took his arm, not daring to rest hers upon his elbow in a touch any heavier than that of a feather. Despite her light grip, the power and strength of the muscle underneath made itself apparent, even beneath the layers of his shirt and morning coat.

      Her father’s gaze followed them as the marquis ushered her from the room, allowing a footman to open and close it for them. Her petite build and diminutive height made it difficult to keep up with his long strides, which he seemed to notice because he slowed his steps considerably to match hers.

      The drawing room door swung open for them, revealing a chamber as large and impressive as his study. The pale blue and grey décor gave the room a silvery hue, further accentuated by the sun shining through several floor-to-ceiling windows.

      “You may sit here,” he said, gesturing toward a love seat which faced a table laden with a polished, silver tea service and tiered serving platter of various cakes and biscuits.

      Left with no choice but to comply, Sophie sat upon the sofa while the marquis took one of the two armchairs facing her. Sitting back in his chair, he never disturbed his perfect posture—back rigid, head held aloft and slightly inclined, hands resting upon his lap. Her mother would have applauded him.

      Staring pointedly at her, he seemed to wait for her to do something. When she merely met his gaze without speaking, he swept an arm toward the porcelain teapot and Wedgewood china in front of her.

      “Help yourself to tea.”

      Another command disguised as a request. Stilling her shaking hands, Sophie went through the practiced motions of pouring tea.

      “Shall I serve you, my lord?”

      She glanced up at him, the pot held between two hands. Only a slight tick of his jaw indicated that he’d heard her.

      “No, thank you,” he replied.

      As she poured the tea and stirred two sugar cubes and a dash of milk into her cup—taking comfort in the familiar ritual—she could not help but study Ashton from beneath her lowered eyelashes. She’d seen him from a distance at many soirées, but had been unprepared for how increased the potency of his presence could be up close. He was quite tall, his legs likely long enough to stretch beneath the table and allow his toes to touch hers if he were so inclined. Of course, he did not appear to possess any such desire.

      The length of his body accentuated his slender frame, though his shoulders lent him an air of power. He was not brawny; yet, something about his proportions and the length and breadth of his hands suggested strength. She did not doubt he could hold his own in a duel or a bout of fisticuffs if necessary.

      The thought of him shirtless, covered in a sheen of sweat as he traded blows with a faceless assailant, had her face flushing with heat. She imagined him maintaining his composure, those pale eyes of his as emotionless as they appeared now as he stained his knuckles with someone else’s blood.

      Was Ashton a violent man? He hardly seemed the sort, yet she could not shake the image, causing her to shiver once more.

      Taking a sip of her tea, she told herself to stop being ridiculous.

      “How many years are you, my lady?” he asked suddenly, never taking his gaze from her face.

      She blinked, taken aback by the question. “Four and twenty, my lord.”

      “How is it that you have come by your advanced age without an offer of marriage?”

      Thankfully, she had just swallowed her second mouthful of tea, or she might have choked. Deciding that consuming anything in his presence might prove dangerous to her health, she set her cup and saucer aside.

      “I have received two offers, my lord,” she said. “Neither man felt suitable to me, so I declined.”

      “You mean that neither was wealthy enough to settle your father’s debts and suffering estates?” he offered.

      She gasped, shocked by his rudeness. It was hardly a secret that her family stood on the edge of destitution. Her parents’ opulent lifestyle and propensity for overspending might not have been what had bankrupted them—but in the end, it would prove the reason they’d possessed not the funds to set things right once everything had gone wrong.

      It had all begun with a fire at Aelhurst, wiping out an entire season’s crops—which meant the tenants could not afford to make their rents, which meant her father had needed to rely on his own savings, which had not amounted to much. It had taken an entire year for Aelhurst to begin producing again, but by that time, they’d incurred so much debt, it seemed they would never be able to set it right. It had taken her parents two years to realize that sacrifices would need to be made if they were to ever refill their diminished coffers. By then, it had been far too late. Creditors turned them away as they lacked capital, and whispers soon spread of the frivolous earl and his troubles. They’d been forced to sell their things, desperation driving them to accept far less than their possessions had been worth. There remained nothing except their lands, their townhome in London, and their good name.

      Of course, just because everyone knew about her family’s troubles did not mean the marquis should so rudely remind her of the powerlessness of her situation.

      Yet, she dared not call him out on it. Mustering as much dignity as she could, she straightened and gave him her haughtiest stare.

      “My father’s business is no concern of mine,” she replied, her tone a bit clipped. “I have my own requirements for the man I shall marry, and none of them have anything to do with my father.”

      While her words were not entirely true—she did have her own desires—she must wed this Season or risk the ruin of their family. Due to their financial dire straits, there could not be another Season for her after this one.

      “I see,” he replied. “Your list, my lady … I would hear it.”

      She forced a smile, though this man and his invasive queries made her feel like hiding. “Well, I should like someone amiable … a person I might come to have a friendship of sorts with. He must be a gentleman, even behind closed doors. He should be an honest sort of person, with me as well as everyone else. I am not a demanding woman, but I do not think I’d like to be wed to a man who ignores me, save for the nights he escorts me about town, or when he⁠—”

      Trailing off, she flushed again, realizing she’d crossed into the territory of inappropriate conversation with a man she’d only been introduced to five minutes prior.

      “Visits your bed at night?” he offered, finishing her sentence.

      Suddenly, she wished for her tea again, so she might hide her panic by taking a sip. “Yes,” she said with a nod, deciding there could be no going back now.

      “What of children?” he asked. “Are you wanting him to sire them upon you?”

      “I do believe all titled men wish for offspring,” she replied, for lack of anything else to say in the face of his direct line of questioning.

      “I did not ask what you think titled men want,” he said. “I wish to know what it is you want, my lady.”

      Nodding, she clenched her shaking hands together in her lap.

      “I do,” she managed to choke out past the fist-sized lump buried in her throat. “I would like to be a mother very much.”

      Another beat of silence passed between them, during which Ashton continued to study her. She had no choice but to stare back at him, refusing to be intimidated by his perusal. Tracing the planes of his face with her gaze, she found the angular lines pleasing. Despite his peculiar eyes, Ashton was handsome, with prominent cheekbones, straight nose, and just the hint of a cleft in his chin.

      “I am not a man known for being frivolous,” he began, seeming to measure each word carefully before speaking. “However, I am well-known for my honesty, as well as my good manners. I am a gentleman, my lady, and not just in name. I am not the sort of man given to flights of romantic fancy. However, I can endeavor to be attentive and a good companion. Fatherhood is something I’ve always anticipated, and I do not just mean the siring and grooming of sons. I intend to give all my future children the same amount of attention, whether they be male or female.”

      Her jaw slackened, but she snapped her mouth shut lest he think her a complete fool. “My lord?”

      “I do believe I meet all of your requirements, my lady,” he stated. “And while your father’s estates might be none of your concern, I would make it my business to set it all right. No relation of mine shall want for anything.”

      “My lord, are you⁠—”

      “Offering you marriage?” he confirmed. “Yes. Marry me, and find both your needs and those of your father met.”

      A peculiar feeling began to curl low in her belly at his mention of her needs. What a strange sensation!

      “My lord, I am quite flattered by your offer, but the suddenness of this …” she paused, grasping for words.

      He raised one eyebrow. “Am I to believe you are refusing me?”

      Her eyelashes fluttered as she blinked rapidly, her mouth moving without words. She wondered if she were about to suffer an apoplexy.

      “Why, no, my lord,” she managed. “But, we are hardly acquainted and have not even courted this Season.”

      He shrugged. “After we are wed, there will be plenty of time for becoming familiar. Will there not? I could court you for weeks, and I doubt it would change my mind or cause me to rescind the offer.”

      That certainly tore her concerns to shreds. There seemed to be nothing left for her to do, other than say yes or turn him down. What a fool she would be to refuse him. Ashton had long been rumored to be one of the flushest peers in the realm, even possessing more wealth and land than the handful of dukes who outranked him. His influence and money could see her family elevated in a way they could never have dreamed. She would want for nothing, and if his promises proved true, he would try to be a good husband to her.

      What on Earth would that entail? She could hardly imagine the man even cracking a smile, let alone taking her to bed or playing with their children.

      But then, she met his stare and found herself lost in the fathomless gaze. There must be more to the man than met the eye. No one truly knew him, and she now found herself faced with the rare opportunity. This man could be her husband—her lover and the father of her children. Perhaps, beneath his icy exterior, lay a kind and gentle heart.

      Biting her lower lip, she steeled herself for what she was about to do. It was madness, but she had always possessed the most untamable curiosity. However, this was not peeking in on two servants rutting behind a hedge in the garden, or seeking out books containing nude images of the male form inside. This was marriage to a man who might very well prove to be a beast in the end.

      She could never know for certain if she cried off.
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      Simon crossed to the sideboard and selected brandy from among the crystal decanters. He splashed a liberal amount into a clean tumbler, grateful for the moment of solitude. Aelhurst had left, taking his daughter with him.

      Sophronia.

      The Marchioness of Ashton, she’d be before long.

      Despite having made a life-altering decision, he experienced nothing but a sense of calm at the thought of being wed to Lady Sophronia. While their meeting today might seem a bit sudden to her, it had been a long time coming for him. Having first laid eyes upon her at a house party several months prior, he had been watching her ever since. Oblivious to his scrutiny, she had gone about her life, giving him insight into the person she truly was. This was the way he preferred things—no pretext or lies, no room for her to present herself as something she was not. Without knowing he held any interest, she had proven herself to be above reproach.

      Taking a slow sip, he took a seat behind his desk. Before him lay a marriage contract, the terms of which he’d just finalized with the earl. He would part with a king’s ransom to set lands and coffers of his future in-laws right, as well as to see his bride outfitted with a proper trousseau. No one knew better than he how little a king’s ransom was to him—it would hardly leave him hurting for funds.

      Pushing the contract aside, he sought something else to occupy the rest of his afternoon. There remained the correspondence from his man at Ashton Abbey, who oversaw all the estate’s affairs while he spent the Season in London. Luckily, the time had almost come to retreat to the country, a respite he looked forward to. The demands of Parliament sessions and other social obligations could be grueling, and while Simon had never been one to shy away from his duties, he couldn’t deny anticipating leaving it all behind, even if only for a short time.

      The door suddenly opened without preamble, but he didn’t bother to glance up at the intruder. Only one person dared enter his domain without knocking.

      “Isn’t there another man somewhere you might torment with your incessant pestering?” he muttered, retrieving a fresh sheet of parchment.

      He caught sight of his sister’s bright yellow morning gown as she perched on the edge of his desk. Her hair—in a shade of black as dark as his—hung loose down her back in a cascade of soft curls. If he was not mistaken, she traipsed about sans shoes, as well.

      “Me, a pest?” she huffed in mock horror. “Never!”

      He scoffed. “Right. Well, let’s have it.”

      Placing a hand over his letter and hindering him from writing another word, Amelia leaned toward him, until he found himself forced to meet her gaze. Unlike him, his younger sister possessed silvery eyes which twinkled with mischief. He supposed all the times he had stood in her place to accept their uncle’s wrath must be responsible for the difference. Simon regretted nothing, seeing her so carefree. A bit of an oddity among the members of high society, Amelia did as she pleased and damned the consequences. Because of her status as his sister, and one of the wealthiest women among the ton thanks to her inheritance, no one dared speak ill of her.

      “Have what?” she murmured with a coy smile. “I haven’t the slightest idea what you refer to, Simon.”

      “Ashton,” he corrected. “Do not forget yourself.”

      Batting her eyelashes at him, she swiped the paper from his desk. “Simon. I do not care how many titles you have, or how frightened of you everyone else might be. You do not scare me, brother.”

      He scowled. “What if I threatened to halt your allowance, or cease paying your many bills from the modiste?”

      “Oh, do stop being an ogre, and just tell me,” she insisted. “Did you offer for her or not?”

      Leaning back in his chair, he crossed his arms over his chest and stared up at her. “Lady Sophronia has agreed to marry me. We shall be wed in four weeks, just in time to quit London.”

      A wide smile spread across her cherubic face—a visage that had often tricked people into thinking his sister innocent. It never took long for Amelia to prove what a hoyden she could be.

      “Oh, dear,” she quipped. “The girl must be quite mad.”

      “Time will tell, I suppose,” he replied, which was as close to a joke as he was likely to come. “I shall need your help, Amelia.”

      Clapping her hands together, she laughed with glee. “Oh, I do love meddling! With your permission, it will be ever so much easier.”

      “You will do no more than I instruct you to,” he warned, though he knew it fell on deaf ears. “Lady Sophronia possesses the proper etiquette and social standing to become a marchioness, but she lacks the proper wardrobe. Along with my proposal came a bank draft to be used for the sole purpose of outfitting her with an elegant trousseau. Your only directive from me is to offer her assistance in selecting the proper items. Accompany her to Bond Street, and ensure she spends every last cent on herself. Something tells me she has never been allowed to spend so lavishly; she might be a bit apprehensive.”

      “What a lucky little chit she is,” his sister murmured. “She has only to laugh and frolic in a meadow to capture a wealthy husband and gain several hundred pounds’ worth of new clothing in the process.”

      Simon clenched his jaw, his nostrils flaring as he sucked in a ragged breath. “Never again are you to imply that my betrothed is a fortune hunter. Do you understand?”

      “Oh, la!” Amelia giggled, rising to her feet. “Your betrothed now, is she? My, the little thing truly does have a hold of your balls. And she hasn’t even spread her legs for you yet.”

      Piercing her with a narrowed glare, he pointed toward the door. “Leave, now … and do as I have asked.”

      “As my lord wishes,” she called over her shoulder as she lifted the hem of her gown and skipped from the room.

      With a grimace, he returned his attention to his work. Remembering the papers Amelia had thrown to the floor, he stood to retrieve them. Before going back to his desk, he took up his tumbler and returned to the sideboard to help himself to more brandy.

      While his sister could be an annoying, intrusive little harridan, Amelia was almost never wrong in her observations. It was true that the first time he had laid eyes on Lady Sophronia Baxter, he had been bewitched. Quite by accident had he come upon her while seeking solitude at a crowded house party. He hadn’t wanted to attend the Langleys’ annual fortnight-long event, but had declined to attend the previous year. Decorum dictated he accompany his sister, who had complained that she could not attend alone as an unwed woman.

      Days of card games, outdoor romps, evening musicales, and dances had put him on edge, as he generally did not enjoy the company of so many people at once. By the sixth day, he had just about gone out of his mind. To escape, he had excused himself with the pretense of suffering a headache. Instead of returning to his guest chamber, however, he had ducked into an empty drawing room near the back of the house, hoping to find a stocked sideboard and a bit of privacy.

      He’d found both, and while enjoying a fine brandy, he had also discovered Lady Sophronia Baxter.

      A group of young women had gathered on the manicured lawn for a game of Pall Mall, their gowns offering picturesque bursts of color along the green landscape. Despite not being the only one dressed in pale blue, she’d drawn his eye—perhaps because the color perfectly complemented her long, sable locks. She’d stood with her profile presented to him, allowing him to trace the angle of her cheekbone and jaw. A peaches and cream complexion, and a wide mouth which split into the most radiant smile when someone said something to make her laugh. He could not hear what had been said, but he’d detected that laugh ringing out across the field and penetrating the pane of glass separating them. Then, gripping her mallet in both hands, she had given a little twirl—a frivolous action, that—and Simon was not one for frivolity. But she’d been having such a ripping good time that her excitement had felt contagious. The grace in that single twirl had pulled him in, and he had found himself intrigued by her.

      He did not know her name, nor could he determine the color of her eyes. As far as he knew, they’d never been introduced. However, he’d made up in his mind at that very moment to make her his. Nothing could dissuade him from the notion that he had just laid eyes upon the future Marchioness of Ashton.

      He’d determined both her name and the color of her eyes that evening at a card party. Making his way through the room, where acquaintances in eveningwear indulged in cards, dicing, and billiards, he’d forged a path toward the table where she sat playing whist. He hadn’t ceased his sedate pace, but had kept his gaze upon her until she’d glanced up from her cards.

      Green. Her eyes were the most stunning shade of vibrant green.

      She had glanced at him for a moment before returning to her game. That she hadn’t held his gaze for long did not cause him upset. There existed few people who could withstand looking into his eyes overlong. He’d heard the experience described as unnerving. Whether because of the odd hue of his irises, or the depravity he felt certain they contained, he did not know.

      Instead of approaching her straightaway, he had taken the time to study her from a distance, wanting to know if the purity of spirit he had witnessed that day on the Pall Mall field carried over into her everyday life. In the months that he had been observing her, Simon had never seen her scowl, nor trade harsh words with anyone. While never dressed in the height of fashion, she seemed to bring sunshine and spring into every space she inhabited. A fascinating ability, that.

      Amelia had declared him insane when he’d told her his intentions, but once a bit of investigation turned up her father’s dire financial straits, he’d known Lady Sophronia would accept him. If nothing else, an offer to set her family’s estate right would entice her to the altar. All that remained now was to ensure she never found cause to leave him. His sister might think him mad, but he had convinced himself that her sunny nature might prove a counterpoint to his churlish one. It would be enough … he would ensure that it was enough. If not, perhaps there truly was no cure for his affliction.

      She could never know about his predilections, so he must endeavor to keep her from catching wind of the things he engaged in when no one was looking. Once Sophia became his wife, he would stop at nothing to protect her from the monster lurking in the darkest corners of his soul.

      Until then, he supposed he must continue indulging until he no longer found a need to sate the dark desires that plagued him. His greatest wish was for her light to banish that darkness, so that his cravings would never again rear their ugly head.

      Standing, he finished off his drink and decided a bit of afternoon indulgence might take the edge off. He remained in a state of heightened awareness, even after Lady Sophronia had left him. Despite the fact that she hadn’t sat in his library for long, he could still smell her. Some feminine aroma he could not place … a flower, perhaps. He would make it his business to find out.

      Rounding his desk, he left the room and made a beeline for the staircase. Thankfully, he did not encounter Amelia again, nor did he find any servants in his path. He took the stairs one at a time, allowing anticipation to sing in his blood, which took up a pounding that caused a dull roar in his ears. Reaching into his coat pocket, he retrieved the key he always kept on his person when it wasn’t in the drawer of his bedside table. In the lowest part of the house sat his dungeon, the only place he allowed himself the freedom to indulge.

      Closing and locking the door behind him, he sighed with relief at the solitude the dark room offered him. Tucking the key away, he removed his coat and hung it on a nearby hook. His waistcoat followed, then his cravat and shirt. Once partially undressed, he crossed to the center of the room. On the walls around him hung the many implements he had collected over the years for practicing his secret obsession. Various lengths of rope and restraints hung beside riding crops, belts, and paddles, while a collection of other odds and ends lay spread neatly on a table against the opposite wall.

      At the back of the space rested a St. Andrew’s cross, while other restraining mechanisms took up various corners of the room.

      Pausing just in the center of the chamber, he glanced down at the nude figure bound by coarse rope who knelt at his feet. He’d left her here over an hour ago, and it would seem she’d followed his instructions not to move or try to free herself from her bonds.

      Simon’s cock grew hard as flint at the sight of the ropes binding her from chest to hip in a display left to capture as well as titillate. He’d secured her himself, ensuring that the ropes lay just across her shoulders, then wound beneath her breasts to make the blood rush to the large, round orbs. The rope continued winding around her waist downward, then twined between her legs, where a solitary knot lay just between the lips of her mons, pressed against her clit. He’d also bound her hands behind her back, thrusting her breasts forward in a decadent display. He’d tied her ankles, then knotted a length of rope between them and her wrists, ensuring she could not move. He preferred his prey to be unable to escape him when he exacted his torture—a brand of torment they willingly welcomed knowing the sort of pleasure he could offer when he was done.

      Circling her with slow steps, he stared down at the tumble of blonde curls caressing her shoulders, and the plump cheeks of her buttocks resting upon her heels. He found himself duly impressed that she’d maintained the position on her knees, balancing without toppling sideways.

      She flinched when he reached out to stroke her hair, but did not move when he wound one of the strands around his finger. Giving her locks a rough tug, he tilted her head back as he knelt behind her.

      He pressed his lips to her ear. “I see you were a good girl while I was gone. For that, you will be rewarded.”

      No response, even though he’d declined to gag her.

      “You may speak,” he added.

      “Thank you, My Lord,” she murmured, keeping her gaze lowered.

      “But first,” he whispered. “You will receive your punishment. When I give a direct order, I expect it to be followed. You failed to do that yesterday, and will give me what I am due.”

      Keeping her head bowed, she nodded. “I understand, My Lord. I will not disobey you again.”

      Reaching around her, he caressed the ropes binding her torso, his cock beginning to throb as the rough fibers rasped against his fingers. He trailed upward and took one of her breasts in his hand, causing her to gasp. The heavy tit felt warm to the touch, the nipple pebbling in an instant against his palm. He took the bud between his thumb and forefinger and gave it a twist, causing her to whimper. Not content with her restrained reaction, he lowered his hand to the rope cleaving the lips of her mons. Taking hold of it in his fist, he gave it a tug, agitating the knot against her clit. Her hips bucked, and she screamed, yet still maintained her balance.

      Standing, he reached up until he found the harness hanging from a beam spanning the length of the room overhead. Taking hold of the device he’d fashioned himself from old reins and bridles, he prepared it to hold her weight. A few moments of looping the leather reins through her ropes saw him satisfied that she’d been safely tethered. Grasping an overhead rope, he yanked on it, propelling her upward until she dangled in the air, held aloft by the harness. With a flick of his wrist, he released the knot tethering her ankles to her wrists. Her legs now dangled straight down, while her upper body remained horizontal to the floor with her arms still bound behind her back.

      Circling her once more, he reached down and applied pressure to his groin, easing the ache enough to keep him from freeing his cock and ramming into one of her orifices. Instead, he pinched another nipple as he crossed in front of her, then grazed one hand up her inner thigh as he came behind her again.

      Crossing the room, he took a riding crop from the wall and held it between both hands. She was trembling now, tremors causing her to sway a bit. He paused, still standing behind her, allowing her to wonder when he might strike. After what he knew must’ve felt like an eternity to her, he raised the crop and brought it down onto her arse with a grunt and a great deal of strength. The skin blossomed red, and the flesh quivered as the sound of the blow resounded through the room. Throwing her head back, she began to scream.
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      Sophie’s wedding day arrived with a speed that left her reeling as she stood at the altar. When agreeing to marry the marquis within four weeks, she hadn’t fathomed the time would pass so quickly. Now, she stood at his side in St. George’s Cathedral, her hand shaking as her father placed it in Ashton’s. Sneaking a glance up at him, she found him regarding her with the same inscrutable expression he always wore. She’d come to realize that his facial expression rarely wavered, giving not a hint as to what he could be thinking or feeling at any given moment.

      Was he pleased with her appearance? Two days after she’d accepted his proposal, his sister Amelia had arrived at Aelhurst House, insisting that they begin shopping for her trousseau. This, of course, included the fittings for her wedding gown, which Ashton had insisted be custom made. She’d endured numerous appointments with the modiste while the dress slowly took shape and became the lavish creation she stood wearing now.

      She had to admit, it wasn’t a gown she might have chosen for herself, but it was quite beautiful. A work of art—with tiny cap sleeves and an intricately beaded bodice. The skirts were white silk overlaid with decadent silver lace that lay trailing for several feet behind her in a train. White gloves covered her arms past the elbow. Because the dress itself was so ornate, she’d forgone heavy jewelry in favor of a simple pair of pearl earrings and matching bracelet. Her lady’s maid had styled her hair into an elaborate coiffure of spirals adorned with white flowers.

      The gown and its accoutrements made her feel like an ornament. She supposed that was what she would become once the deed had been done. The wife of one of the most powerful men in the realm. A marchioness.

      Tucking her hand into the crook of his arm, Ashton stared at her a moment longer, taking her in from head to toe. She tried to suppress a shiver and failed, feeling as if he’d been able to see down to her very bones. With those alarming eyes of his, she would not put it past him.

      With his opposite hand, he reached out and patted hers. The movement was swift, and if she hadn’t been paying attention, she might have missed it. It had almost been affectionate—as if he’d been trying to reassure her.

      Sophie returned her gaze to the bishop, determined to get through this with as much poise as possible.

      As the ceremony began, she found it hard to focus. As anxious as she felt, she couldn’t help but notice how dashing Ashton looked—his black cutaway coat molded to his chest and shoulders like a second skin, matching breeches hugging powerful thighs. Even the white linen at his throat could not soften his appearance. He stood at her side looking like something out of a novel. Whether he would turn out to be the hero or the villain remained to be seen.

      The service passed her by in a blur of solemn words and vows— declarations carrying such heavy finality. This man now owned her per the law and could do with her what he pleased.  Though she hardly knew him, she had just pledged to love, honor, and obey him … a concept that caused her to inwardly rebel.

      As he took her hand and deftly opened the button of her glove to bare her left hand, she gazed up into his eyes. Keeping that frigid stare on her face, he ever so slowly slipped a gold ring onto her third finger. She shuddered, the movement of the cold metal like a sensual caress as he inched the ring along her digit.

      His voice rang out, clear, deep, and resounding, as he uttered the words that turned her knees into jelly. “With this ring, I thee wed. With my body, I thee worship. With all my worldly goods, I thee endow. In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen.”

      The inside of her mouth became dry.

      With my body, I thee worship.

      Dear God, what had she gotten herself into? At the end of this day, Ashton would carry her to his bed and … and …

      Her face flamed hot as her gaze dropped to the wide shoulders straining at the seams of his coat, the slender waist, and sinewy thighs. If a man were going to worship a woman with his body, he might as well possess one as magnificent as Ashton’s. Yet, the prospect still left her stomach in knots.

      Somehow, she managed to get through the end of the ceremony—placing the ring on Ashton’s finger and repeating the words he’d just said to her. She could not help but notice the intentness of his gaze, his eyes never wavering as he watched her say the words. One would almost think the man anticipated hearing her say them.
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