
  
    [image: Once Upon a Temptingly Ruinous Kiss]
  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Once Upon a Temptingly Ruinous Kiss by Bree Wolf

      

      

      Published by WOLF Publishing UG

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Copyright © 2021 Bree Wolf

        Text by Bree Wolf

        Paperback ISBN: 978-3-98536-002-4

        Hard Cover ISBN: 978-3-98536-007-9

        Ebook ISBN: 978-3-98536-003-1

        Lulu Perfect Bound ISBN: 978-3-98536-315-5

      

      

      

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, brands, media, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner.

      Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      
        
        All Rights Reserved

      

      

      This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the author except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        WOLF Publishing - This is us:

      

        

      
        Two sisters, two personalities.. But only one big love!

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Diving into a world of dreams..

      …Romance, heartfelt emotions, lovable and witty characters, some humor, and some mystery! Because we want it all! Historical Romance at its best!

      

      Visit our website to learn all about us, our authors and books!

      

      Sign up to our mailing list to receive first hand information on new releases, freebies and promotions as well as exclusive giveaways and sneak-peeks!

      

      
        
        www.wolf-publishing.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Bree Wolf

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Whickertons in Love

        The WHICKERTONS IN LOVE is a new series by USA Today bestselling author BREE WOLF set in Regency-era England, portraying the at times turbulent ways the six Whickerton siblings search for love. If you enjoy wicked viscounts, brooding lords as well as head-strong ladies, fierce in their affections and daring in their search for their perfect match, then this new series is perfect for you!

      

        

      
        #1 Once Upon a Devilishly Enchanting Kiss

        #2 Once Upon a Temptingly Ruinous Kiss

        #3 Once Upon an Irritatingly Magical Kiss

        #4 Once Upon a Devastatingly Sweet Kiss

        #5  Once Upon an Achingly Beautiful Kiss

        #6 Once Upon an Accidentally Bewitching Kiss

      

        

      
        Prequels to the series:

        Once Upon an Aggravatingly Heroic Kiss

        Once Upon a Not at All Innocent Kiss

        Once Upon A Kiss Gone Horribly Wrong

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        London, October 1802 (or a variation thereof)

      

      

      Shadows danced everywhere, their eerie movements taunting her with each step she took down the darkened corridor. They seemed to have arms and hands, reaching out for her, tugging upon her skirts and trailing cold fingers through her hair. She felt sharp tugs upon her scalp, her skin prickling with the sense that something evil and dangerous was lurking nearby.

      Somewhere in the shadows.

      In the dark.

      Just out of sight.

      Her teeth began to chatter as she turned her head from side to side, her eyes wide as she tried to glimpse the contours of whatever hid in the dim world around her. Her heart tensed painfully as though afraid to continue on, tempted to simply stop its rhythm here and now, afraid to experience another moment of this torture.

      Still, her steps carried her onward. Somehow, she knew she could not linger. She should not linger. If she lingered—

      Cold hands seized her, appearing out of nowhere and clamping over her arms.

      Her heart contracted painfully, and a scream was torn from her throat.

      One.

      Only one.

      She began to tug upon her arms, desperate to free herself, but the cold hands remained. They felt like iron shackles, ice-cold and unbreakable. She tried to scream again, but no sound fell from her lips.

      Panic swept through her as she was shoved backwards, those cold hands still wrapped around her arms, until her back slammed into the wall behind her. Pain radiated through her body, and she tasted blood as she bit her lip, her eyes momentarily pinched shut.

      She was afraid what she would see if she opened them.

      Something evil.

      Something otherworldly.

      Something…unimaginable.

      A growl rang in her ears, and she felt her body grow cold under his touch. It was a him; she was certain of it. She could feel it in the way those hands moved over her body, sending ice down her limbs, freezing her resistance as though she were a puppet, unable to move on her own.

      And then her eyes flew open, and she found herself staring at a faceless demon. Its eyes glowed in the dark, bottomless pits that held no pity, no concern, no compassion. The sight froze her heart anew, and she knew that there was no escape.

      As though sensing her surrender, he pushed closer, his breath upon her skin as—

      “Leonora!” a familiar voice called. “Leonora, wake up! You’re dreaming!”

      Surging upward, Lady Leonora Beaumont, daughter to the Earl of Whickerton, opened her eyes and found herself looking at the darkened contours of her bedchamber. Her heart beat fast in her chest and her breath came in gasping pants as her gaze turned to look upon her sister, seated beside her on the bed. “Louisa?” she gasped, squinting into the darkness.

      “It’s me,” her sister confirmed, her hands still upon Leonora’s shoulders, giving her one last shake. “It’s me.”

      Again, Leonora closed her eyes, only this time in relief, her lungs drawing in one long, deep breath, hoping that it would chase away the nightmare, knowing that it would not.

      It never did.

      “Were you dreaming of…?” Louisa’s voice trailed off, her face contorted in regret and shame.

      Leonora nodded, knowing that what had happened to her had not been her sister’s fault. Yes, it had been Louisa’s idea to sneak out of the house and attend the masquerade, but it had also been Leonora’s choice to follow. Louisa had not wanted her to; except Leonora had insisted.

      She had no one else to blame.

      Only herself.

      And him.

      Whoever he was.

      Louisa pulled Leonora into her arms. “I’m so sorry, dear sister.” She rocked them both from side to side as they clung to one another the way they had from the first. Always had they walked hand-in-hand, which had been the very reason Leonora had insisted on accompanying her sister that night roughly six months ago.

      It had been her decision.

      “What can I do?” Louisa murmured into her sister’s hair. “Please, what can I do?”

      Leonora heaved a deep sigh. “Go back to bed and sleep,” she whispered, unwilling to place this burden upon her sister’s shoulders. She could feel that deep-seated tremble reach for her limbs and knew that if Louisa did not leave soon, she would see Leonora break apart.

      It was a torturous routine, and Leonora knew it well.

      First came the nightmares.

      Vivid and stirring.

      Stirring in a way that left Leonora a mere shadow of herself.

      Then came the shivers and that violent trembling that shook her to her bones and threatened to undo her in every sense of the word. It was followed by uncontrollable weeping, forcing her into a dark pit from whence there was no escape…before eventually a depressing calm settled upon her, robbing her of every bit of hope and forcing her to accept that life would always be thus.

      Always.

      “I cannot leave you like this,” Louisa protested, tears misting her own eyes, and Leonora loved her sister for her devotion. Yet, she could not allow it.

      “I want you to,” she whispered, gritting her teeth against the first shiver that drew closer. She could feel it approaching like a gazelle might sense the lion hiding in the tall grass. “I need you to.” She swallowed hard, doing her best to hold on. “Thank you for waking me.”

      For a seemingly endless moment, Louisa looked at her sister, the expression on her face torn between reluctance and the inevitable understanding that even if she stayed…she could not help. “Very well,” Louisa finally said and rose to her feet. “I shall see you in the morning.”

      Forcing a smile onto her face, Leonora nodded. “In the morning.”

      When the door finally closed behind her sister, Leonora let go. She did not wish to. She did not wish to feel the pain and fear and terror. Worse, the helplessness. The powerlessness. But she needed to.

      In the early days after the attack, Leonora had fought the onslaught…and it had wrecked her in a way nothing else ever had. She had been unable to recover for days, her body weakened, her mind unable to form a clear thought, her heart twisted beyond recognition.

      She had lost herself in these moments.

      Now, after half a year of practice, Leonora knew better. She knew she needed to let these feelings in. She needed to feel them. She needed to shake and shiver, to weep and sob in order to reclaim at least one small part of who she was.

      And so she did.

      By the time the last trembles ceased, the sun was beginning to rise in the East.

      Exhausted, Leonora slumped back into the pillows, hugging her knees to her chest as she curled into a ball of misery. The bruises of that night had long since faded. She had burnt the gown she had worn that night, ripped beyond repair—although Leonora knew that that had not been the reason why she had burnt it. Every physical reminder of that night was gone, and yet, Leonora still found herself trapped.

      Unable to leave that night behind her.

      Unable to step back out into the light.

      Unable to…live.

      Would it ever stop? Would she ever be free? Or forever remain locked in this prison, tormented by the past? Would she ever forget that moment when he had looked upon her, their eyes locking for no longer than the length of a heartbeat? Would she forever feel his hands upon her? His lips upon hers? Would she forever see him in every man to cross her path, never knowing who he was?

      All these questions and more swirled in Leonora’s head—All day! Every day!—and deep down, she knew the answer.

      Had known it since the night of the masquerade.

      The night she had wandered away from the ballroom, curious to observe those around her. Never had Leonora’s observations guided her toward something dangerous, and she had not expected what had happened then. She had ventured deeper into the darkened maze of corridors and alcoves, and then—

      Her hands still balled into fists at the thought of how he had come upon her. She could still feel his hands upon her, his breath upon her skin, his mouth upon hers, silencing any objection she had voiced.

      Eventually, Leonora had managed to free herself and gotten away before anything more could have happened. Still, it had not been soon enough.

      The damage had been done…

      …and it seemed irreversible.

      Yet, lately, Leonora could not help but wonder if there were others. Other women who had experienced the same hell she had. Of course, like her, they could not speak of it for fear of repercussions. After all, society was merciless when it came to a woman’s reputation.

      Did no one care?
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        * * *

      

      Close to dawn that very night, Drake Shaw, Marquess of Pemberton, stood in a small clearing in Hyde Park, surrounded by tall-standing trees. His gaze was trained straight ahead, his arms at his sides, one hand holding a pistol, the muzzle pointed upward. He took a step forward, and then another, and another, his strides large and calm. He felt his heart beating in his chest, wondering if indeed it knew any other rhythm but this steady thump he felt against his rib cage. Indeed, he might well die tonight, and yet, not even that seemed to be reason enough for his heart to quicken its pace.

      Mist lingered upon the ground this early in the morning, and the faint light slowly illuminating the sky touched upon a dew-covered world. An owl hooted in the distance, a last call before it would seek out its nest. The aroma of wet dirt under his boots drifted to Drake’s nostrils, and he welcomed the coolness lingering upon his forehead. Indeed, he felt quite at ease or would have if it were not for the man, he had come here to kill this morning.

      Another three steps carried him across the clearing before Drake stopped, his hand steady, and then turned to face Lord Crawford.

      In the dim light, Drake could no longer make out the other man’s features. He no longer saw that self-righteous gleam in his eyes, the hard set of his mouth and the complete disregard for all he had done upon his face. All Drake did see in that moment was a lone figure standing there, his arm extending as he brought the pistol forward, aiming it at Drake.

      Drake, too, was taking aim, not rushing, but instead taking his time to—

      Bang!

      A shot rang out, a deafening sound in the still morning air, and Drake felt a sharp pain pierce his left forearm. The force of the bullet jerked his shoulder backwards, and his brain registered pain. Yet, it did not signify. It did not matter.

      Inhaling a deep breath, Drake steadied his nerves, one eye closed, helping him adjust his aim. Dimly, he noticed the figure on the opposite end of the clearing flinch and imagined Lord Crawford’s eyes filling with utter panic and fear. The thought brought a smile to Drake’s face for it seemed appropriate that the man ought to at least feel the same terror he had caused others in the last moments of his life.

      Drake’s finger tightened upon the trigger. His chest rose and fell with one final breath, his hand steady as a rock.

      Bang!

      Another deafening shot rang through the clearing, and at its opposite end, Lord Crawford crumbled to the ground.

      Dropping the dueling pistol where he stood, Drake cast one last hateful glare at the man who now lay dead or dying upon the ground, his pale-faced second by his side, and then turned and walked away.

      The sun rose swiftly now that another evil had been taken from this world, and Drake felt his chest rise and fall with more ease. The pain in his arm still lingered, but he did not mind it for it only served as a reminder of what he had achieved that night. Nevertheless, Drake knew that far more predators remained, their twisted minds and evil souls hidden behind charming smiles and protected by laws that did not serve to uphold justice.

      This duel had not been Drake’s first, and it would not be his last. He would continue to walk among the ton, eyes and ears wide open, searching for others, wives trapped in a marriage with a monster, unable to protect themselves.

      As Drake pulled himself back into the saddle, he momentarily closed his eyes, his fingers pinching the bridge of his nose as he remembered the day that had made him the man he was.

      Blood had been everywhere, the knife she had used still in her hand. Her eyes had been closed, the look upon her face was one Drake would never forget. In fact, she had seemed peaceful, unburdened, free. Never had Drake seen her like that before, and in that moment, Drake had realized that he had never truly known her. He had walked the world blind, unaware of the horrors she had faced on a daily basis.

      Now, he knew. Yet, he had been too late. The realization had come to him far too late.

      He would not be too late again. He would do what he had to do in order to prevent the same tragedy from happening again.

      One by one, he would rid the world of these men. He would do it for her.

      If only he had known when that knowledge could still have made a difference to her.

      If only.
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          A FIRST STEP
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        Whickerton Grove, December 1802 (or a variation thereof)

      

        

      
        Later that same year

      

      

      Always had Leonora felt at peace at their family estate far out in the country. Especially in winter, she loved the house and the grounds, snow everywhere. She loved the soft crunch under her boots as she walked through the gardens, white wherever she looked, the sun glistening upon the ice on the trees and roofs. It seemed magical somehow, otherworldly, and every once in a while, Leonora experienced a moment like those she had known long ago.

      And yet, not much time had passed, had it? Not a year had passed since the night that had changed everything.

      Leonora’s gaze swept over her surroundings, touching upon all the sights that had once brought her joy. Now, however, that joy no longer felt true and unrestrained. Now, there was something dark lingering upon it, something Leonora could not explain, something she could not put into words. Unfortunately, as much as she had tried to forget, her mind still conjured the night at the masquerade whenever it chose. She had no control over it. Images or sounds would pop into her mind without warning. Once again, she would feel hands upon her, rough and demanding. She could not help but cringe at the memory, cursing herself for allowing something that was far from tangible to hold such power over her. After all, almost a year had passed! Should that not have been sufficient time to master these lingering emotions?

      “You cannot stay behind on your own,” Louisa stated rather vehemently, her blonde curls all but hidden in the fur-lined hood she had drawn upon her head. “Everyone is going. You will be utterly bored. Also, people might talk if you remained here all by yourself.”

      Leonora knew that Louisa meant well. Still, her sister’s words cut deep. Leonora knew that she ought to move on—had she not promised herself that very thing? Nevertheless, it seemed that she did not possess the strength or perhaps the determination to do so. “I know,” Leonora mumbled, watching the cloud of her breath drift away on the icy breeze. If only she could follow it. “What am I to do?” She turned to look at her sister, one of only a few people in this world who knew most what had happened that night. “I cannot imagine attending and…and…and…”

      Indeed, the mere thought of attending Lord Archibald’s Christmas house party threatened to send her into a panic. Leonora knew not why and hated that she could not find a way to rise above it. After all, what were memories if not simply thoughts? Unfortunately, the thought of mingling, of conversing with others, of others stepping closer…

      Leonora closed her eyes, willing the panic back down.

      Ever since that night, she had not ventured out into society. The Season had ended, and her family had retreated to their country estate soon after. At Whickerton Grove, Leonora had kept to herself, spending most of her time in her chamber or going for long walks through the countryside. Although her thoughts always turned back to that painful moment, she now knew how to bear it…at least when she was alone.

      Lord Archibald’s Christmas house party was always well-attended. Leonora knew so from personal experience. After all, her family had been attending every year for as long as she could remember. It had always been great fun, seeing friends and family, exploring the outdoors, skating upon the frozen lake and chasing each other through the snow. Only last year, her cousin Anne had gotten engaged at that very house party. Today, she and her husband were happier than Leonora had ever seen her.

      Before the masquerade, Leonora had secretly hoped that perhaps this year she too would meet someone special. Perhaps this year would see her under a sprig of mistletoe. Then, the thought had excited her and made her yearn. Now, however, it sent cold shivers down her back and fear into her heart.

      Leonora felt her sister’s hands grasp hers tightly, giving her a quick shake. “You will not be alone,” Louisa promised her, her voice solemn and the look in her green eyes passionate and compelling. “I promise I shall not leave your side. Nothing will happen. Trust me.”

      Looking into her sister’s eyes, Leonora wished that she possessed Louisa’s spirit. Indeed, the two sisters were like night and day. Louisa was fair and sparkling and full of light, her green eyes always shining with mischief. Leonora, on the other hand, always seemed to stand in her shadow. Her dark curls and pale blue eyes rarely drew anyone’s attention; neither did her curious mind, no doubt due to the countless questions that often flew from her tongue. In fact, more than one gentleman had regretted seeking her out, quickly bored by the thoughts that occupied Leonora’s mind.

      Perhaps, now, that would serve her, Leonora could not help but think. After all, she knew not who her attacker had been. It had been a masquerade, and his face as well as her own had been concealed behind masks. He could be anyone. Had she spoken to him before at one event or another? Had she danced with him before? Would she meet him at Lord Archibald’s Christmas house party?

      It was that thought that would not allow Leonora to return to society and pretend that nothing had happened. She knew that her family wondered. She knew that their acquaintances wondered. Yes, Leonora had retreated from the world and she could not imagine returning to it. Still, before long the questions would come, more insistent than the ones she had thus far heard. What would she say then?

      In truth, Leonora knew that she needed to try and reclaim her old life. Not even for those around her, but for herself. Ultimately, she needed to accept that she would never find out who her attacker had been, and she needed to make her peace with that. Somehow, she needed to make peace with that.

      “I know I cannot shut myself away for the rest of my life.” Leonora drew back her shoulders and tucked a dark brown curl back behind her ear as she met her sister’s fierce, green eyes. “And I do not want to.” A dark scoff left her lips, a bit of a hysterical chuckle following suit. “This is silly! Of course, nothing bad will happen. Nothing bad ever happened before. Not at a ball. Not with my parents, my grandmother, my family around.” She swallowed hard, willing herself to finally believe this. “Nothing will happen.”

      Nevertheless, despite every encouraging word she whispered to herself, Leonora knew that doubt remained in her heart. Would this wound ever heal? A wound she could not even see. A wound that was elusive and intangible. It was ludicrous, was it not? She ought to be fine. She truly and honestly ought to be fine.

      Willing her thoughts to remain in the here and now, Leonora finally agreed to attend and found herself stepping into the carriage only a few days later. She sat down next to Louisa, her eldest sister Juliet and Grandmother Edie across from them. She tried to smile and chat with them, allowed her gaze to stray to the window every once in a while, willing herself to be distracted, her thoughts to remain in the present and not run off to a future moment that might bring new panic.

      A future moment that might never come.

      After all, what was the probability of her meeting her attacker at Lord Archibald’s Christmas house party?

      Marginal at best.

      Indeed, the carriage ride was quite pleasant. It had been some time since Leonora had spent a longer period of time in her sisters’ company, and she realized that she had missed them. Retreating from the world had its drawbacks after all.

      “Perhaps I should play matchmaker yet again this year,” Louisa remarked with a smirk as her gaze moved from Leonora to their eldest sister Juliet. “You must admit I was quite successful where our dear cousin was concerned.”

      Leonora remembered well how her sister had maneuvered their poor cousin and her childhood friend under a sprig of mistletoe the year before. “In case you have forgotten,” Leonora remarked, grateful to have something other than her own misery to think about, “their kiss was rather disastrous. It looked remarkably…uncomfortable. Anne was all but inconsolable afterward.”

      Grandmother Edie chuckled. “Yet, the girl is married today, is she not?” Her brows rose teasingly as she looked at Leonora.

      Louisa laughed. “Thank you, Grandmother. I appreciate your support.”

      Again, their grandmother chuckled. “I call them as I see them. No need to thank me for speaking the truth.” Then a wide yawn stretched over her face, and she rested her head against the side wall, closing her eyes. Before long, the sounds of deep slumber drifted from her lips.

      The three sisters smiled at one another before Louisa turned to look at Juliet. “Perhaps I should try to match you this year.” Her gaze drifted meaningfully to their grandmother. “Perhaps if we all work together, we can manage to dislodge her hold on you long enough for you to find a suitor.”

      For a reason none of them understood, Grandma Edie had made it a habit of holding on to their eldest sister at each and every outing or societal event. Poor Juliet could not take a single step without their grandmother glued to her side. In consequence, at the advanced age of seven and twenty, Juliet was still unmarried. In fact, most of society believed her to be on the shelf for good.

      A tentative smile flitted across Juliet’s face before she shook her head softly. “There is no need,” she told Louisa. Still, an inkling of regret lingered in her soft gaze. “I am perfectly content with the way things are. Please, don’t worry about me for I truly enjoy being our grandmother’s companion.”

      Louisa scoffed, her brows drawing down, clearly signaling that she did not believe a word Juliet had said. “We shall see.”

      Juliet tensed, and Leonora noted concern coming to her eyes, the muscles in her jaw tightening ever so slightly. “Please, do not worry yourself on my account. I assure you I’m perfectly—”

      “Yes, I heard you the first time, dear sister,” Louisa exclaimed, all but throwing up her hands in exasperation. “However, I cannot believe that you truly mean what you say. How can you not dream of love and marriage? You of all people should be a mother. Do you not feel any desire to have children?”

      The smile upon Juliet’s face seemed far from genuine, the corners of her lips tight and her eyes unblinking. “I will be perfectly happy doting on yours,” she assured Louisa before her gaze moved to Leonora. “On all of yours.”

      Leonora felt a cold chill dance down her spine at the suggestion that she might find a husband and have children one day. Always had it seemed like a normal part of life. Something that would eventually happen down the line. Now, however, everything was different. What once had seemed natural, now seemed impossible. The thought of allowing any man to step closer than an arm’s length away—which was already a distance much too short in Leonora’s opinion—was utterly unthinkable.

      Even now, after months had passed, she still awoke in the middle of the night, the feeling of hands upon her body lingering even after she found a way out of the nightmare that held her in its clutches. It was the strangest sensation, and it made the notion of being close to anyone in an intimate way all but impossible. Would she ever marry? Or was she to remain unmarried for the rest of her life, never a wife, never a mother?

      Fortunately, most of the carriage ride passed in a cheerful manner. The sisters discussed who might be in attendance, looking forward to meeting friends and acquaintances whom they had not seen in weeks. Every so often, though, Louisa’s utterances included none other than Phineas Hawke, Viscount Barrington, the man who no doubt held her heart. Leonora had been watching those two dance around one another for the past year or two. They had been all but enemies in the beginning, a misunderstanding between them, driving them apart. However, lately, it seemed that they had found common ground.

      Phineas Hawke would be at the Christmas house party as well, and Leonora wondered if this year Louisa might be the one who would find herself proposed to. Leonora truly hoped that it would be so for she knew how deeply her sister felt for the dashing viscount. Indeed, they were a perfect match, both spirited and passionate, particularly about one another.

      When the carriage finally rolled up the drive toward Windmere Park, Leonora felt unease creep into every part of her being. Her hands felt ice-cold, and a soft shiver continued to dance across her skin. She felt her whole body tense, putting up every effort to counteract the tremors, an echo of her nightmares.

      Louisa’s hand settled upon Leonora’s clenched fist. “All will be well,” Louisa whispered, her kind green eyes looking into Leonora’s as she lifted her chin. “I’m here. Don’t worry. I’m here.”

      Leonora managed a small smile for her sister, grateful beyond words to have someone here with her who knew, who understood. Apart from Louisa and Grandma Edie as well as Phineas Hawke, no one knew what had happened that night. In fact, it had been Phineas who had found them at the masquerade and come to Leonora’s rescue. Still, her attacker had gotten away, his identity a mystery they would never solve.

      “Have we finally arrived?” Grandma Edie asked with a yawn as her eyes blinked open and she pushed herself upward. “About time.”

      One by one, they disembarked from the carriage, stepping out onto the swept cobblestones leading up to the front door. Snow covered every surface around them, glistening in the sun like a sea of diamonds. Leonora felt good, and a spark of Christmases long ago bloomed in her heart, reminding her of the joy she had always found in this place. How would she find it this year?

      As they stepped into the front hall, leaving the icy cold air behind, Lord Archibald stepped toward them, a wide grin upon his face. “Welcome!” He spread his arms wide, his brown eyes warm as ever. “I had hoped you would make it in time for tonight’s games.”

      Louisa was about to voice her delight when the door opened once more, allowing their parents and younger sisters to enter. They had been in another carriage, traveling close behind them. Leonora watched as her father and Lord Archibald embraced one another, old friends, all but considering one another family. Her two youngest sisters, Christina and Harriet, seemed rather bored as well as relieved finally to be able to step out of the confines of the carriage. Then the door opened once more, and in stepped none other than Phineas Hawke, accompanied by his brother Tobias as well as his wife and their cousin Anne. Leonora’s only brother Troy was the last one to enter the large foyer.

      Finally, they were all assembled, together once again after such a lengthy journey.

      Lord Archibald stepped forward to greet them all, and in doing so, he moved past Leonora, his arm almost brushing hers. Still, Leonora felt it as though he had all but shoved her aside. He had not touched her, and yet, he had stepped too close. He had done nothing wrong, his only intention to greet her family, and yet, Leonora felt the flame of panic lick higher.

      Again, Louisa’s hand settled upon her arm. “Take a deep breath,” her sister mumbled, her watchful green eyes once more upon Leonora.

      Leonora looked up at her sister, grateful beyond all measure. “This is silly,” she mumbled under her breath, deeply disappointed in herself. “It was nothing. It…”

      Louisa’s hand upon her arm tightened reassuringly, offering comfort. “Do not chide yourself,” she whispered, leaning closer so the others would not hear. “You have every right to feel the way you do. There’s nothing wrong with it.”

      Leonora loved her sister for saying so even though she knew she did not believe so herself. She was disappointed. She was frustrated. She was exasperated. When would it ever stop? After all, nothing had truly happened! Yes, a masked stranger had put his hands on her. However, she had not been injured in any way. Her body was still whole, and yet, parts of her seemed tormented beyond repair. How was she to heal something she could not even make sense of herself?

      In that moment, Leonora felt completely overwhelmed, realizing that coming to Windmere Park this year had been a huge mistake. How was she to keep her secret when the mere presence of a man unhinged her in such a profound way? What if someone addressed her? Simply asked after her summer? Or commented upon the weather? Would she be able to answer? Or would she melt down, panic rising, threatening to overwhelm her?

      Leonora forced a deep breath down her lungs, doing her best to concentrate on nothing but the feel of her sister’s warm hand upon her arm. She was not alone. And yet, she had never felt so alone in her life. For as much as Louisa did her best to comfort her, to offer counsel and advice, she did not know how it felt to be tormented by these memories. Was there anyone in this world who did?
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          A RARE WOMAN
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      Drake spent two days at Windmere Park before the friend who had asked him here finally arrived. Normally, he would not attend a house party, preferring to spend the Christmas season on his own, far away on his remote estate where he would not be forced to look upon smiling faces and see what was hidden beneath. Part of Drake wished that he had never acquired the ability to see what was truly there, hiding behind masks of tight smiles and widened eyes.

      Looking out the window, Drake watched the many guests walking through the snow, strapping on their skates and heading toward the frozen lake. Merriment was in the air, laughter echoing here and there; Drake kept on wondering which of the sounds he heard were true and which were deceptive.

      “There you are,” a deep voice exclaimed from behind him before its owner stepped across the threshold and then closed the door. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.” A chuckle could be heard. “I suppose, I should’ve known I would find you here, alone, far away from everyone else. This is how you like it, is it not?”

      Inhaling a deep breath, Drake slowly turned away from the window, his gaze falling upon a man his own age, a man he had not seen in years, but knew well. “Phineas Hawke in the flesh,” Drake remarked dryly, uncertain how he felt about hearing from his old classmate after an eternity of silence. “You have not changed a bit, it would seem.” Indeed, Phineas Hawke, Viscount Barrington, was a cheerful, lighthearted, endearing man, who often spoke too fast and possessed a bit of a wicked streak. Yet, Drake knew better than anyone that at his core Phineas was a good man. A man who knew the meaning of kindness and compassion, and to Drake, that was worth more than anything else in the world.

      Phineas laughed. “Why would I?” He strode closer, his dark gaze sweeping over Drake, no doubt trying to assess how the years had changed him. Then the smile vanished from his face, and the look in his eyes sobered. “Thank you for coming. I truly appreciate it.”

      Drake nodded in acknowledgment. “I admit I was rather surprised to hear from you.” The letter he received had made it quite clear that Phineas intended to propose to a young lady, here, at Windmere Park. However, there was a problem he wished to address first. Apparently, the young lady had only recently begun to learn how to read and write. For the longest time, she had hidden her inability from all those around her, ashamed of her shortcoming.

      It was something Drake understood quite well for he, too, had struggled in his early years to make sense of letters and words, frustrated with his inability to master them. Yes, he too had felt inferior at some point. Drake could no longer recall what had allowed him to move past that feeling, to continue on and eventually master this challenge. He had, though, and now his friend was asking for his help, worried that the woman he had lost his heart to would continue to think low of herself.

      Never would Drake have suspected that such a deeply empathetic heart beat in his old friend’s chest. It was a surprise, but a most welcome one. Generally, people tended to surprise Drake in a most foul way. Indeed, it felt good to be reminded that here and there some good was left in the world after all.

      “Would you like to go for a stroll?” Phineas asked as he gestured toward the snow-covered world outside the window. “I believe Louisa and her sister are headed down into the gardens.”

      “Very well.”

      Together, the two men donned their winter coats and then headed outside, snow crunching below their feet as they turned to walk around the house and toward a cacophony of voices, laughing and chatting. Dozens of people were out and about, walking through the maze or skating on the frozen lake. Some even engaged in a snowball fight while footmen carried trays laden with hot beverages out to the lake.

      Farther down the grassy slope, now hidden under a layer of snow, Drake spotted two young women walking slowly up the path. They were quite similar in stature, but of different coloring: one fair-haired, the other dark. As the men moved closer, the two women caught sight of them, their feet stilled as the blonde, young lady—presumably the one who held Phineas’ affections—looked up at them with open curiosity. The dark-haired one, however, seemed to tense. Drake could not quite say how he knew, considering the layers of clothing she needed in this weather. Still, even from farther away, he recognized the look of apprehension upon her face. There was something in the way she moved, the way her feet seemed to retreat ever so slowly as she all but maneuvered herself farther away from the men approaching. She moved to her sister’s other side, putting more distance between herself and them.

      Drake could not help it, but he felt the little hairs on the back of his neck rise. The woman had been hurt. He knew it! He simply did! It was a sixth sense.

      “Good day, my ladies,” Phineas greeted the women once they had reached their side, his voice cheerful as Drake remembered it. “I hope you’re well and have not suffered overly from our journey.”

      The fair-haired lady chuckled, and Drake was not surprised to see that she possessed a similar disposition to his old friend. “I cannot say that we have. Although Grandma Edie’s snoring became a tad irritating after a while.”

      Drake’s old friend laughed. “So did the meaningful looks exchanged between Anne and Tobias.” Drake frowned, wondering who they were and when his friend would finally provide introductions. “Perhaps on our way back we can make other arrangements.” A teasing smile came to Phineas’ face.

      Clearing his throat rather loudly, Drake drew all their attention. It was not something he preferred, however, under the circumstances, he considered it necessary.

      “I apologize,” Phineas exclaimed immediately, casting him a companionable smile. “Ladies, may I introduce you to an old friend from Eton, Drake Shaw, Marquess of Pemberton. Pemberton, these are Lady Louisa and Lady Leonora.”

      “A pleasure, my ladies.” Drake offered them a formal bow, his eyes returning to Lady Leonora as she stood off to the side, her hands clenched and her eyes downcast.

      Lady Louisa, however, did not refrain from voicing her surprise about meeting an old friend of Phineas’ here at Windmere Park that she had never even heard of before. Drake had to admit he rather liked her direct nature. It was unusual, but it proved to him that she possessed a strong will and strength of character, something that would serve her in this world.

      “To be quite truthful,” Phineas explained, “we have not seen each other in many years. I admit, we were not the closest of friends at Eton. However, Pemberton has always been a man, who despite our many differences, has earned my respect.” Drake did his utmost to ignore the teasing grin that came to his friend’s face.

      “And you’ve come across each other here by chance this Christmas season?” Lady Louisa inquired, suspicion in her green eyes.

      In that moment, Drake realized that the young lady had no idea why he was here. He wondered how she would react once she understood that Phineas had shared her struggles with him. Drake suspected she would be more than simply displeased. Indeed, her passionate nature would surely send her into a fury, would it not?

      Phineas had to have realized the very same thing in that moment for the look upon his face changed drastically. “Not quite. In fact, I asked him here.”

      “Why?” Lady Louisa inquired, the suspicion upon her face deepening, her teeth set on edge. Indeed, she was not one to cower. Drake admitted he rather liked that about her. In contrast, her sister, Lady Leonora, seemed to wish the ground would open up and swallow her whole. She barely managed to lift her eyes off the ground, glancing at him for no more than a split-second before retreating within herself once more.

      Phineas stepped toward the woman he loved, inhaling a deep breath. “Please, hear me out.”

      The young woman tensed. “Say it then.” It was all but a snarl.

      “I reached out to him,” Phineas began, caution in his voice now, “because I thought he might be able to help you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Phineas seemed to grit his teeth. “I apologize for not consulting you beforehand.” He shook his head and scoffed. “In retrospect, of course, I should have. Still, all I can say is that it did not occur to me at the time. I’m sorry.”

      When the truth finally spilled out, Lady Louisa stared at Phineas in shock. All blood seemed to drain from her face, her eyes wide and disbelieving. “You didn’t! I trusted you.” Still staring at him she shook her head, her feet retreating, giving her the space she no doubt needed right now. “I never should have. I was wrong to think that you—”

      In that moment, the young woman became aware that they were not alone, that Drake was standing only a few steps away, hearing every word. Instantly, she clamped her lips shut, glared at Phineas one last time and then spun around and rushed off.

      Phineas instantly set off in pursuit.

      Drake’s gaze moved from his friend’s receding back to the young woman who had remained behind. Her eyes, too, were directed at the two rushing up the slope toward the house. Then, however, they returned and settled upon his for a heartbeat or two.

      That was when realization hit.

      Drake could see it in her eyes. They widened in a way that was familiar to him. He had seen it before, countless times. He knew that she was not simply shy or disconcerted. After all, with Lord Archibald’s guests mingling around them, there was no threat to her reputation. They were not alone, not in a sense that could lead to her societal ruination.

      Nonetheless, her breathing quickened. Drake could see her chest rise and fall with each breath, each one faster than the one before. Fear stood in her eyes, and she clasped her hands together in a way that had to be painful.

      Yes, she feared him. Not him in particular. After all, they had not met before this day. However, something about him, something about the situation she found herself in, something about him standing right here with her, no more than a few steps separating them, upset her deeply. Terrified her even.

      Anger surged through Drake, and he felt the sudden impulse to stride forward, to come to her side, to protect her from any threat that might be lurking nearby. It was a powerful emotion; one Drake had felt before. It was moments like these that gave him strength, a purpose, because here, now, his actions still mattered. He could still make a difference. His actions were not too late. Not yet. Not completely.

      Lady Leonora had clearly suffered some horrible atrocity, and yet, her heart was still beating. Blood still flowed warmly through her veins, and she still drew breath into her body. Her eyes were wide and seeing, something equally weak and strong shining in their blue depths. She was alive. She was still alive. And here and now, for her, Drake could still make a difference. He could not undo what had happened, but perhaps he could even the odds.

      Blinking, Drake found his gaze drawn back to the young woman, his inner reflections drifting away. Reality returned, and he noticed the deep apprehension upon her face. She did not retreat from him, though she clearly wished to. Perhaps fear was rooting her to the spot. Had it done so before? Drake could not help but wonder, a new wave of anger rolling through him.

      Nevertheless, he could see that the outrage simmering in his veins did not go unnoticed by her. Her blue eyes widened, and her hands clasped more tightly about one another. She knew his feelings, could see them upon his face, yet, she was misinterpreting them, fearing his anger was directed at her.

      Inhaling a deep breath, Drake sought to clear his mind, to will his emotions back under control. He remained where he was, careful not to appear threatening in any way, careful not to approach in the slightest, not even to lean closer. No more than a few paces separated them; it seemed like an insurmountable chasm.

      For a long moment, Drake simply looked at her, his eyes holding hers as he drew one breath after another into his body, his chest rising and falling slowly, willing her to see that he had no intention of approaching, of harming her.

      Her eyes remained wide, watchful, and as the moments ticked by, Drake noticed that the paralyzing fear he had seen there before was slowly retreating, partly replaced by something different. To his surprise, it was nothing else but the spark of curiosity. Her eyes narrowed ever so slightly as though she was trying to look closer, to make sense of him, of what lay at the root of him.

      Drake swallowed. Never had anyone ever quite looked at him like that before. He inhaled another deep breath, then glanced around, ensuring that they were indeed not within earshot of another. After all, no one could know what he did at night.

      Still watching him, Lady Leonora slightly cocked her head to the side, a scrutinizing gaze coming to her eyes as though she knew that he was about to say something. Her hands once more tensed, and he noticed that a slight tremor traveled along the line of her jaw.

      Linking his arms behind his back, Drake made certain he remained where he was. Only the look in his eyes belied his intention. She could see it. He knew she could. And thus, without another moment of hesitation, without thinking twice about what he would say, certain that on some level she would understand, Drake said, “Tell me who hurt you, and I’ll put a bullet between his eyes.”

      Drake was not certain what he had expected. Of course, the widening expression in her eyes, the slight drop of her jaw, all spoke to a rather normal reaction to such a request as he had just made. Of course, he had shocked her. How could he have not? Yet, once again, what Drake saw on her face went beyond shock or fear or terror even. Indeed, there was something in her eyes that whispered of intrigue, of curiosity.

      Drake had to admit that she was a rare woman, unlike any he had ever met before.
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      The moment Louisa dashed away, Phineas following in close pursuit, Leonora’s world turned upside down. Of course, she understood Louisa’s reaction. She knew that her sister had never meant to abandon her. She had simply reacted on impulse, overwhelmed by the fact that Phineas—in his thoughtlessness—had spoken to another about something deeply intimate between them. Leonora knew that her sister was not quite ready yet to share her secret with the world at large, and by speaking to his friend, Phineas had taken the decision out of her hands. Leonora knew equally well that he had not meant what he had done in a disrespectful way. He was an impulsive man, hotheaded and one who often acted before thinking things through. He had a kind heart, though, and she had seen with her own eyes how deeply he cared for her sister. Leonora hoped with all her heart that they would be able to make up and come out of this stronger.

      If only she could also dash away, could simply dash away, Leonora thought the moment Louisa and Phineas disappeared, and she found her gaze returning to the tall, dark stranger standing only a few paces away from her.

      Indeed, there was something deeply intimidating about him. It was not merely his tall stature or the breadth of his shoulders. Yes, he seemed strong, his hands so large that they would have no trouble at all breaking her arm in two like kindling. Still, it was not the physical threat that made Leonora’s heart beat wildly in her chest and send a fresh wave of panic through her body. It was that dark expression in his eyes, that tense set of his jaw. She could see powerful emotions simmering just below the surface, and she could not help but fear them.

      It was an instinct of hers. A new one. One she had acquired nearly a year ago. One that now warned her of men who looked at her in a certain way. If that instinct was reliable or not, Leonora did not know. Nonetheless, her feet itched to carry her away; they would not move, though. No matter how much she urged them, they remained rooted to the spot, refusing to carry her to safety.

      As movement proved impossible, Leonora tried to think of something to say, an excuse that might encourage her body to act, to move away. Yet, her mind seemed equally frozen, blind panic all it saw and felt. If her rational mind had indeed been capable of rational thoughts in that moment, it might have encouraged her to see that no true threat lingered nearby. After all, she was not alone with a stranger in a darkened hallway, but instead outside in Lord Archibald’s gardens, countless guests milling about. Many were still skating across the frozen lake or tossing snowballs at one another while others promenaded across the snow-covered lawns. Indeed, she was quite safe here where she was. Unfortunately, her mind was incapable of realizing that simple fact, allowing her emotions to run away with her, to linger upon the fear that had been her constant companion these past few months.

      A small eternity passed as they simply stood there looking at one another, and although Leonora was not aware of any conscious thoughts, she could not help but notice something…rather odd about the man looking back at her. Indeed, there was something in his eyes that did not speak of a threat or danger. Yes, she could see emotions, deep, powerful emotions simmering just below the surface. Something was clearly upsetting him, angering him. And although Leonora did not know what that was, she suddenly had the strangest sensation of not looking upon a threat or an enemy, but instead…an ally? Could that be? How could he possibly know anything about her? Before today, they had never even met. Leonora had never even heard of Phineas’ old friend from school.

      Leonora could almost feel his eyes upon her and wondered if perhaps, in some odd way, he could read her thoughts. Indeed, there was something in those gray, almost silvery eyes of his that echoed within herself. Fear still lingered in her chest, but it was that familiar, constant fear that never quite seemed to leave, not one caused by an imminent threat.

      And then, to Leonora’s utter shock, Lord Pemberton leaned toward her—almost imperceptibly—and said in a voice Leonora knew she would never forget, “Tell me who hurt you, and I’ll put a bullet between his eyes.”

      Leonora could not say if it was the words themselves or the deep sincerity in his voice that stunned her the most. Her eyes widened in utter surprise and she felt her jaw drop as she continued to stare at him, momentarily wondering if he was nothing more than a mirage. Had she heard him correctly? Had he truly said those words? Was she finally after all this time losing her mind now?

      As her eyes looked closer once again, seeking his, seeking to understand, Leonora saw that same sincerity she had heard in his voice. Indeed, he had meant what he had said. Still, what had prompted him to say it? How could he possibly have known that…?

      And then something odd, but wonderful happened.

      Leonora felt her rational mind reawakening, elbowing those overwhelming emotions aside. Her gaze narrowed in a most familiar way. She found herself looking closer, questions springing up in her mind as they had many times before when she had been driven by nothing else but curiosity itself. Her teeth sank into her lower lip as she cocked her head to the side as she always did when she was observing a most fascinating behavior.

      Lord Pemberton remained where he was, his feet firmly planted upon the snowy ground. He held his arms linked behind his back, his shoulders drawn back, his chin lifted. He held her gaze, something insistent in those gray eyes; blessedly, he did not move. He remained where he was, and Leonora suddenly knew that he was doing so to avoid frightening her. How could he know? Was he equally adept at reading another’s behavior, their facial expressions? Was she an open book to him?

      The thought unsettled her. Nevertheless, after everything that had happened, the notion that someone could simply look at her and know felt strangely comforting. It seemed there was no necessity for her to speak any words at all, was there? Or was she mistaken? Had she truly misunderstood him, and he knew nothing of what lived in her heart?

      Still regarding him curiously, Leonora finally managed a reply. “You’re mistaken,” she stammered, her voice still unsteady, panic still lurking on the fringes of her mind. “No one—” Oddly enough, the lie would not leave her lips. Indeed, she had lied to most of her family, unable to tell them the truth, not wishing to hurt them or herself by digging up this ugly moment of her life. Surprisingly though, lying to this stranger seemed…impossible. Was it simply because somehow she knew that he would not believe her? He would know it to be a lie, would he not?

      “Lady Leonora!” Lord Sedgwick’s voice drifted to her ears from farther down the slope, and Leonora turned to find him striding toward her. “How wonderful to see you here!” A wide smile lingered upon his face as the young lord strode closer. Indeed, they had conversed every now and then, had shared a dance or two in the past. Still, now, the world was a different place. At least, for Leonora.

      Unfortunately, Lord Sedgwick did not know that.

      Fresh panic surged through her at the thought of him stepping closer, of him coming to stand right in front of her, close enough for her to smell the soap upon his skin and the scent of tea upon his breath. Her hands began to tremble, and she felt as though her knees would buckle at any moment. She felt completely powerless, angry at herself and her inability to act, to stand up for herself. Unfortunately, it was not enough, not enough to break this paralysis that had befallen her.

      And so, Leonora simply stood there and stared as Lord Sedgwick headed toward her.

      The sound of boots crunching upon the blanket of snow behind her suddenly drew Leonora’s attention and she found Lord Pemberton stride past her and toward Lord Sedgwick. He signaled to the approaching man and once they had drawn closer, she saw words drift from his lips, though she could not make them out.

      Moments passed as the two gentlemen conversed quietly.

      Leonora watched, her breath still coming quickly. That sense of paralysis no longer felt as suffocating as it had before. Again, curiosity piqued, and she wondered what was happening, what had prompted Lord Pemberton to intercept Lord Sedgwick.

      Before long, Lord Sedgwick cast her a kind smile, respectfully inclined his head to her and then…walked away. Leonora exhaled a sigh of utter relief, her body suddenly feeling weakened after the tension that had held her in its grip before it evaporated into thin air as though it had never been.

      Lord Pemberton once more returned to the very spot he had occupied before, careful to maintain the same distance between them. It was as though he knew! But how could he?

      Once more, his gray eyes turned to her, softness in them all of a sudden, replacing that deep anger, fury even, she had seen there before. “Breathe,” he whispered, his voice resonating with kindness, the sound of it oddly comforting.

      Realizing only then, that she had all but been holding her breath, Leonora sucked in a lungful of air, her chest heaving up and down as her body rejoiced.

      Once her pulse had calmed, Leonora returned her attention to the odd specimen across from her. Indeed, Lord Pemberton seemed to be a man like no other. Never had she met anyone as perceptive as he. Still, questions remained, and she wondered if she would dare ask them as they continued to watch one another. Indeed, Lord Pemberton did not speak another word, but remained where he was, patiently waiting as though knowing that she needed some time to gather her wits.

      The world around them all but disappeared as Leonora’s heart and mind focused on the stranger looking back at her. Finally, she managed to speak. “How did you know?” It was no more than a whisper, and yet, it was a start.

      Lord Pemberton inhaled a deep breath, and Leonora could see a shadow fall over his face. “Unfortunately, I’ve seen the signs too often to ignore them.”

      Leonora felt herself tense, once again wondering if indeed she was an open book to the rest of the world. Or was it only him? Without thought, her thoughts flew from her lips. “Do you think…others might have taken note? As you have?” Uneasily, she glanced around as the world once more came rushing back. People, friends and acquaintances, walking here and there, wrapped up in their own lives, their own enjoyments; every once in a while, they cast a look in her direction, offering her a kind smile or a nod of the head. Did they know?

      Lord Pemberton replied, and something dark came to his eyes. “I doubt it,” he answered in a curt tone, giving a bit of a scornful scoff. “Most people walk through life blind, only seeing what they want to see, ignoring what is right in front of them.” He sighed deeply, and that shadow once more returned like a dark cloud lingering above his head. “I did, too, once, but no more.”

      Watching him carefully, Leonora could not help but think that at some point in his life someone dear to him had been hurt, and no one had been there to see it, to notice, to help. It seemed to haunt him still, and for the first time since that night months ago, Leonora felt her heart go out to another.

      A stranger, no less.

      “Tell me his name.”

      Blinking, Leonora returned her attention to the man now appearing all but eager to rush off and…

      She shook her head, not daring to finish that sentence. Indeed, something dark and threatening lingered in his gaze, and she could not help but fear what he might do if she indeed told him her attacker’s name. What had he said before? Tell me who hurt you, and I will put a bullet between his eyes. Had he truly meant it? Why would he have said so if he had not?

      Still…

      Something imploring rested in his eyes, and for a moment it seemed as though he wanted to take a step closer, to urge her to confide in him. Yet, he thought better of it and remained where he was. “Tell me, and I promise I shall free you of him.”

      Overwhelmed, Leonora shook her head. “I–I cannot. I do not know his name.”

      Lord Pemberton’s brows drew down, and a dark frown settled upon his face.

      Leonora swallowed against the lump in her throat. “It was a masquerade,” she whispered, allowing her gaze to drop to the glistening ground. “I never saw his face.” Unwittingly, her eyes moved to sweep around her surroundings, to touch upon all those many faces she had seen countless times throughout her life. “It could be anyone.” An ice-cold shiver snaked down her back, and she closed her eyes against the tremors that shook her.

      Silence lingered for a long moment before she heard Lord Pemberton exhale a deep breath, something impatient and frustrated in that sound. Her eyes opened once more, and she saw him still looking at her, the anger in his expression tempered by something kind and compassionate. “For as long as I am here,” he said almost solemnly, “I shall look out for you. I swear, no one will lay a hand on you.” He held her gaze for a moment longer, his head dipping down in a slow nod.

      Stunned, Leonora stared at him. After all, he was a stranger, someone she had not even laid eyes upon before this very day. Yet, he knew exactly what to say. He knew exactly how she felt. And he was offering his help.

      To Leonora’s utter surprise, a warm feeling spread through her chilled body, something she had not felt in a good, long while. Once, it had been a natural part of life, to feel good and safe and at peace. Over the past few months, it had been absent, an empty void reminding her of what had once been.

      Now, it was back. Not in full force. Not exactly as it once had been. But still strong, noticeable. It was relief, the absence of fear. It whispered of safety. After the tension that had held her nerves in its clutches over the past few months, it felt utterly freeing to breathe again in such a profound way. Only at home with her family had Leonora felt comfortable enough to venture about, to leave her chambers and look upon others. Her family had her trust. They loved her, and she knew that they would stand by her side no matter what. She was safe with them.

      Outside the boundaries of Whickerton Grove, everything was different. It was no longer simply her family she would have to face, but others. Potentially others who might seek to harm her. Rationally speaking, Leonora knew that most people were quite decent, and she had nothing to fear from them. Still, one or two here and there possessed a darker spirit. Leonora knew that to be true, but she knew not how to find them…and how to avoid them.

      Her gaze swept over Lord Pemberton’s face, and in that moment, she had to remind herself that only minutes ago she had been frightened of him. That only minutes ago he had been a stranger. Now, a most peculiar feeling settled in Leonora’s heart, and she felt the ghost of a smile tug on the corners of her mouth. “I don’t know what to say,” she whispered, her shoulders drawing back as a deep breath returned to her body. “Thank you. Thank you for your kindness.”

      Lord Pemberton shifted on his feet, his gaze momentarily dropping from hers as though her words had made him uncomfortable. “Even if you do not see me,” he assured her, his gaze once more as penetrating as it had been earlier, “I will be nearby. You have nothing to fear.”

      Another deep breath filled her chest, and Leonora felt chains falling away. Chains that had kept her trapped. Chains that had kept her from breathing in deeply. She no longer felt the need to flee Lord Pemberton’s side. Instead, his presence somehow made her feel stronger. It gave her a sense of normalcy after the upheaval of the past few months. “I do hope my sister will forgive Phineas for his thoughtlessness,” Leonora heard herself say as though she was once more her old self, able to communicate with others, to speak freely and comment upon life’s ups and downs. “I know he meant well.”

      Lord Pemberton nodded, the look upon his face as stoic as ever. “He did,” he confirmed despite a hint of disapproval in those gray eyes of his.

      “I believe he wishes to marry her,” Leonora exclaimed all of a sudden, thoughts all but bursting from her lips after treading so carefully for so long. “He has been in love with her for a long time, has he not?”

      “I do believe that to be true,” Lord Pemberton replied before his gaze moved past her shoulder and up to the house where Phineas and Louisa had vanished. “Do you believe your sister will accept him?”

      Leonora chuckled, enjoying every second it took for that sound to bubble up in her throat. “She would be a fool not to.” And in that moment, Leonora realized that she would be a fool to allow Lord Pemberton to disappear from her life after this house party ended.

      And a fool she was not.
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not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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