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September 1831

Birchwood Abby

Dorset, England

Margot stood at the window, staring up at the midnight sky. Her gaze was wide and intently focused. Anyone seeing her might have imagined she was watching fate’s design unfold in the constellations above. 

They would have been partially correct.

She was trying to read the future in the stars. But she was having little success.

She wrinkled her nose and gave a soft snort. Then she turned away from the window to resume her anxious pacing back and forth in the small but elegant guest room she’d been given at the Viscount Withersfield’s country home. 

Earlier that day, Margot’s beloved cousin Cecily had been married to the viscount’s heir, the Honorable Reginald Vane. Despite the couple’s rather unconventional courtship, the nuptials had been glorious and lovely. Though the guestlist was not extensive and the celebration could’ve been considered intimate by the standards of most society weddings, it was a festive affair made all the more joyous for the undeniable love the couple shared. 

It had been a blessed and wonderful event. 

Truly, Margot wanted to be hopeful for Cecily and Reginald. She adored them both and no one deserved a lifetime of happiness more than her dear cousin. 

But she simply couldn’t shake the disquiet inside her. She’d held it at bay through the ceremony and breakfast and all the socializing and dancing that came after. But as soon as Cecily and Reginald left to enjoy their wedding night at some other undisclosed location and the rest of the guests slowly retired for the evening, the house became unsettlingly quiet. And Margot could no longer distract herself from her relentless internal fears.

Usually, the darkest hours of night were when she felt most comforted and secure. 

Tonight, she was restless and anxious.

Cursing herself for not thinking to pack some paints or knitting or something, Margot took to pacing. She tried to excuse her mood as being caused by the fact that she was in a strange home without her usual midnight distractions and activities. But that was just a lie she told herself so she didn’t have to acknowledge the real reason she felt as though her emotions and thoughts had gotten themselves into a wretched tangle and every attempt to release the mess only made it tighter and more hopeless.

She needed a damned distraction.

Grabbing a thick woven shawl to cover her nightgown, she strode silently but purposefully from her bedroom.

The house had been still and silent for hours already so she wasn’t worried about encountering anyone else along the darkened hallways as she made her way down to the library. A book or two might sufficiently occupy her mind until she was properly tired enough to fall asleep.

The Withersfield library was tucked into a back corner of the house, accessible by narrow twisting hallways and two double-doored passages. By the time Margot reached the deep, dark, and lovely space, she nearly felt herself to be in another world completely.

The door was shut to just a thin crack and opened silently to the gentle press of her palm.

If her vision hadn’t already become so accustomed to the darkness of the house on her way there, the room would have been quite dim. As it was, the faint flicker of dying embers in the grate managed to illuminate the space to a warm inviting glow.

Margot ventured forth, drawn into the sanctuary framed by bookshelves that towered up into the shadows of the high ceilings. Forgetting her desire to find a book, she swept silently toward the hearth. The entrancing flicker of the coals beckoned her forward. It wasn’t the warmth she sought in that moment, but the mystery and secrets promised by the dying light.

She made it to the end of the sofa before her nape prickled sharply and the hair lifted on her arms. Then a tingling rush of heated sparks rained from her crown to her toes. It was an inexplicable physical reaction that was only ever triggered by the presence of one man.

Stopping with a silent catch of her breath and a swirl of heat in her belly, she turned just her gaze to take in the image of a solid, imposing male form lounging on the floor. He sat with his broad shoulders propped against the sofa. One long muscled leg extended toward the fire while the other was bent with the foot planted to the plush Persian rug beneath him. He was still dressed in his formal wedding wear, though he’d discarded most of it, leaving him in a shockingly disheveled state. 

Though the rest of her seemed to be frozen in place, Margot’s gaze flew in sharp, quick movements from his bare feet to his thick forearms exposed by the rolled sleeves of his shirt to the shadows of his throat where he’d removed his neckcloth and loosened his collar.  

Somehow, his state of undress made him even more striking and forbidding than usual. There was an untamed quality to his large, solid form in repose. Rather than appearing relaxed, he seemed...intensely on edge. Like stone under the kind of pressure that threatened to crush it to dust.

Luckily, she’d noticed him a moment before he noticed her, so she was somewhat prepared when his muscles suddenly tightened and he lifted his gaze to pin her with a furious glare. Even in the soft and glowing light, his luminescent blue eyes managed to retain their sharp edges and icy points. His mouth pressed into a hard line as he took in her appearance. 

With her hair in a messy braid down her back, the ruffled hem of her nightgown brushing the tops of her bare feet, and her arms crossing her raggedy old shawl over her chest, Margot was even less properly clothed than he was. 

He cursed—a harsh and ugly sound. Lifting a wineglass, he drained it in one swift swallow. Fortunately, he had the bottle ready—nestled between his muscled thighs—and quickly poured himself another.

Margot knew she wasn’t most people’s first—or even second or third—choice in casual companion. Not at any time, but perhaps especially not past two o’clock in the morning after a very long and taxing day. She’d long ago acknowledged her lack of popularity with pragmatic acceptance. She was odd. She knew it. And until recently, most people—if they deigned to shove past the unfortunate gossip and scandalous whispers that surrounded her family—simply didn’t know what to do with her, which was fine since she didn’t have much use for London society anyway.

This man, however, was well known not to like any company. His reputation for being a devout recluse was only surpassed by his much darker and more concerning reputation for being temperamental and violent. Though Margot suspected he could be cruel if he chose, she simply could not believe the more damning whispers. If all gossip was to be considered absolute truth, then she would be Untouchable. Cursed and wicked and strange. Then again, in her case...the gossips weren’t too far off the mark. 

Even so, there was something undeniably dangerous about this man. By all rights and logic, Margot should have been terrified. She should have turned and fled the room as soon as she saw him. 

But Margot was not in the mood to do what she should just then. The restlessness which had lured her from her bedroom only increased within his presence. There was a strange, subtle humming beneath her skin. A trembling in her core. A deep, internal sense of...urgency and defiance and something else she couldn’t begin to name.  

So, rather than leaving the room and the large brooding gentleman to his solitude, Margot remained where she was. Lowering her chin, she stared at him through the glass of the spectacles she always wore perched on her nose. Perhaps, if she stood there long enough, he’d be forced to acknowledge her with something beyond a beastly glare and irritated grunt. Perhaps he’d look at her...and actually see her.

But when he flicked his stark gaze to hers, he projected nothing but a dark, weighted annoyance. “What do you want?” 

The curt impatience in his tone was not surprising. She’d heard it before. But there seemed a different texture and tenor present on this night. A deeper—almost emotional—vibration hummed beneath the words. 

Margot tilted her head and blinked, wondering what demons kept him awake and alone so long past the witching hour. When his visage darkened further, she realized she been standing there, silently staring at him for an inordinate amount of time, and hadn’t yet answered his query.

“I couldn’t sleep,” she answered in a rush. “I didn’t mean to...I didn’t know you were here.”

“Now you do,” he noted, directing his attention back to the dying embers in the grate.

Margot’s lips twitched with a smile she quickly suppressed. 

No doubt, his gruff rudeness and devilish manners managed to ensure people kept a proper distance. And honestly, at any other time, she likely would have scurried away as quickly as anyone else. 

But the inexplicable resistance inside her was surprisingly fierce. Its claws had dug deep and didn’t intend to let go. For the first time in a very long time, Margot Spencer intended to do only and exactly as she wished to do.

Lifting her chin, she stepped forward. “I’ll only stay a moment.”

His entire body—all six feet some inches of it—drew taut as she lowered herself to the floor beside him. Tucking her feet beneath the hem of her nightgown, she leaned on one hip to partially face him. Although he didn’t turn his head, he sent her a sharp glare from the corner of his eye.

For a moment it looked as though he might bolt to his feet and leave the room himself. She could practically feel him yearning for escape. It sparked an irrational panic, inspiring her to say the first thing that came to mind which might keep him beside her.

“May I have a drink?”

His dark golden brows lowered even further as he glanced down to the bottle in his lap.  But Margot was already reaching for the glass in his hand. Her slim fingers slid between his—unraveling a wealth of sensations she didn’t wish to analyze—as she gently took possession of his glass and brought the crystal to her lips. Strangely, he allowed the theft without resistance or comment. His jaw clenched to stone and his eyes narrowed to slits, but he didn’t stop her.

Margot was shocked by her own forwardness. But the silence and darkness and solitude of the hour gave her the kind of courage she could never access during the day. And she held his glare as she sipped the fine red wine. The flavor was rich and heady and spread a delightful warmth through her belly. But it wasn’t nearly as heated as the flames that stirred to life in her blood when she acknowledged that his lips had touched the same glass only moments before.

With an acute stab of awareness, her eyes flickered to his mouth. Often twisted into a snarl, his sensually shaped lips were currently formed into a hard line as his jaw tensed and released in rhythmic tension.

When she took a second sip before extending the glass back toward him, she swore she heard a subtle growl rumbling in his throat, but she couldn’t be sure over the steady thundering of her heart in her ears.

Taking the glass from her in a way that ensured not a bit of their hands touched, he immediately tipped the remnants down his throat before refilling the glass.

Margot sighed softly and relaxed a bit more against the sofa, resting her elbow on the seat so she could prop her head in her palm. Turning her gaze toward the quiet flickering glow of embers in the grate, she ran her tongue over her lips to catch any remaining sweet-bitter from the heady wine. 

Another, barely perceptible sound had her glancing aside at him, but his gaze was directed sternly forward. 

Sighing again, she looked back to the fireplace. “It was a lovely day, don’t you think?” she asked gently.

Silence met her question. When she turned to give him an inquiring glance, he offered a short grunt.

“Cecily made a beautiful bride,” she continued softly, recalling the picture-perfect image of her cousin in her wedding gown. “The glow of her happiness was intensely evident. And Reginald was rakishly handsome, of course. Devotion and adoration practically radiated from him...” she mused. Then her voice dropped. “He loves her quite ardently.”

“He wouldn’t’ve married her if he didn’t,” her reluctant companion replied gruffly.

Margot smiled past the subtle return of her disquiet. “I know. He’s very honorable.” She used the word intentionally as a direct contradiction to the less than favorable nickname society had bestowed upon Reginald Vane and his twin brother Nicholas. People liked to call them the Dishonorables. But not nearly as much as they liked to call them the Villainous Vanes. “If he wasn’t, my cousin wouldn’t love him as deeply and completely as she does.”

She extended her hand and though he displayed obvious reluctance, he passed the glass to her. Surprised by the acquiescence, she didn’t pause to question it. After taking a healthy sip, she looked down into the rich red liquid and whispered the words that had been repeating through her head like a mantra all day, “May they have a long and peaceful and blessed life together.”

He snorted roughly, drawing her gaze to his hard-lined profile. 

Her shoulders squared instinctively. “You scoff at me?”

Arching a brow, he slid her a sideways glance. “Peaceful?” He shook his head slowly and reached for the glass which she automatically handed over to him. “Not possible.”

Distracted by the sight of his firmly arched lips closing over the rim of the glass, it took a moment for Margot to acknowledge that he’d said out loud exactly what she feared. She knew there was a great deal of passion between her cousin and her new husband. Margot has witnessed it—sensed it—every time the two of them had been in the same room together, like a storm brewing around them. She’d hoped it was something born out the circumstances they’d been in at the time and now that the stress of false pretenses was over, the intensity of emotions between Cecily and Reginald might fade. She had to believe it would. The alternative was too distressing to consider.

Blinking, she realized with a start that the man beside her was staring at her rather intently. And that her expression no doubt revealed at least some of her thoughts. She could feel the denial tightening her jaw and the weight of worry pulling at her brow. 

His expression wasn’t any lighter.

Though the man was known for his fierce and glowering visage, at this proximity—even in the very dim lighting—Margot detected there was a great deal more to see in his forbidding glare. 

There was curiosity in the short creases between his eyebrows. And the silent, subtle sneer in the press of his lips was oddly...contrite. Though the muscles of his angled jaw were tensed with stubborn resistance, there was something in the clench of his teeth that seemed a bit mournful.

Mournful and contrite?

Two words that had certainly never been attributed to this man.

Margot dipped her chin and smiled at her own ridiculous fancy. But when she lifted her gaze again and met his, a flash of truth arced through her. In that moment, the azure of his gaze resembled an endless arctic sea of secrets and mysteries. Things that were too dark and delicious for her to name stirred beneath the reflective surface. 

Her body responded in an instant. 

Lightning coursed along every nerve. A strange fluttering spun wildly through her belly. Heat washed over her skin. And a deep, deep trembling settled in the core of her bones.

This same thing had happened before.

More than once.

But only in the presence of this man. And only when he looked at her with that strange, unsettling stare.

Margot sucked in a quick breath, held it, then released it with a soft, helpless sound.

Still holding her gaze, his eyes narrowed and his entire body seemed to harden even more than it already was. She felt it. Sensed it. When his lips parted to release a barely audible breath, her attention fell inexorably to his mouth. His wide, sensual, often cruel mouth.

The wild stirring inside her worsened, spreading from her belly through her chest, making her light-headed and...aching.

“Leave.”

He said the word as though it were a curse and a command at once. In the single syllable, she heard the gnashing of his teeth and the tightness of his throat. She felt his fury and something else...something that resonated within her like her darkest fears. 
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Chapter Two
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He lowered his chin and his lips curled into a snarl. His icy blue glare flashed with a seething fire. “Get out. Now.”

His words were heavy. Forceful. Furious. They rolled powerfully through Margot’s body. He expected to be obeyed. 

She didn’t even realize she’d started shaking her head until his stare darkened even more. Though she recalled the many rumors of his violent temper, she didn’t feel violence in him. Intensity, of course. And an odd threatening force. 

But it didn’t scare her. It called to her and that terrified her. She wished it would spark a desire to flee—a need to escape. Instead, it made her wish only to burrow more firmly into his presence so he couldn’t possibly shake her free. There was something in him she suddenly craved with a desperation that could not be denied. It was everything she feared and the only thing she wanted.

“Go,” he growled. “Now.”

Embracing a boldness she didn’t know she possessed, Margot whispered, “Are you chasing me away because you so desperately desire solitude? Or because you’re afraid you don’t?”

His features drew taut as he bared his teeth. “You are the one who should be afraid.”

“I should,” Margot mused with a slight furrow of her brows. 

In truth, she suspected his dark reputation was exactly the reason she didn’t fear him. She couldn’t possibly explain such a thing. It would make no sense to anyone but herself. However, considering all that she knew of him, he might be the one man with whom she could actually feel safe.

His expression became even more forbidding as she stared at him in quiet contemplation. Dark. Dangerous. Frightful. 

“I don’t mind being alone,” she continued. “I often yearn for it. But...sometimes...” Her voice faded as her courage failed at her the last moment and she dropped her gaze to the small expanse of carpet that separated her body from his. “Sometimes...being alone...hurts,” she whispered.

Margot had never confessed as much to anyone. Not even Cecily, though her cousin was very likely aware that Margot occasionally suffered from bouts of melancholia and loneliness. Her cousin couldn’t know, however, that the emotions came from a place so deep and dark within her that she sometimes felt she couldn’t escape it.

As the silence that followed her words seemed to expand into a world of things unsaid and a universe of emotions unexplored, Margot closed her eyes. She shouldn’t have said anything. She shouldn’t have stayed long enough to prove to this man just how strange and awkward she was.

“Are you hurting now?”

His question came to her in a velvet murmur. Dark like the night. Warm and mysterious like the glowing embers of the fire.

Margot opened her eyes and fell instantly into his brilliant stare. She couldn’t answer. But she didn’t think she needed to. He already saw the truth. Just as she did.

He was hurting too.

His expression now—though still forbidding and dark—appeared more tortured than angry. More pained than cruel. And it was clear to her that he was aggressively trying to keep her from seeing any of it. 

But it was exactly those things that resonated with Margot. She often had no idea what to do with the persistent torment inside her. Perhaps he’d understand.

She suddenly quite desperately needed him to understand. She parted her lips to say something though she had no idea what words might be appropriate. A short shake of his head stopped her.

Holding her gaze, he very slowly lifted his hand toward her face. She held her breath, her skin tingling in anticipation of his touch on her skin. But his goal was something else. His large fingers gently grasped the frame of her spectacles and, before she could lift a hand to stop him, he slipped them from her face. 

Margot sucked in a swift breath and held it with her lower lip caught between her teeth. Everything inside her rebelled at the feeling of exposure, but she couldn’t seem to move to prevent it. Though she needed the spectacles to read and do other close work, she could see well enough at a distance and certainly didn’t need to wear them all the time. But they’d become a sort of shield between her and the rest of the world. A barrier she often clung to. She wanted desperately to lower her gaze, escape from his suddenly too-direct stare, but she could only blink. Once. Twice. And a third time, before her eyes widened to stare back at him with stunned wonder. 

Because something was happening in the depths of his blue eyes. 

Something wild and magical. Something frightful and lovely.

The arctic chill was melting away as a deep, smolder stirred to life, its searing heat angling to the very depths of her being. Surprise escaped her in a soft gasp and her jaw softened, releasing her bottom lip from between her teeth. The sound he made then was more than a grunt or a growl. It was a deep vibration that came straight from his core as his attention shifted from her unblinking stare to her mouth.

His gently curled fist came up beneath her chin to lift her face. Then his thumb pressed firmly to the center of her lower lip.

Margot couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t think. 

So many sensations swirled through her in those strangely elongated moments. Time ceased to have any reason. The world had slipped into some new expression and she feared any action by her might tear it all asunder.

But when his thumb softened against her lip and executed a gentle, brushing caress, she couldn’t keep her throat closed against the sound that demanded escape. 

His gaze instantly returned to hers. The heat there had doubled. Tripled. And the answering fire it ignited within her raged like an inferno. But she could see the shadows buried in his gaze. Shadows that crowded and claimed and threatened.

All she wanted in that moment was to chase them away. To free him—if only for a little while.

And maybe also free herself.

Pulling air slowly and deeply into her lungs, she gathered her courage. “It’s not always necessary to embrace the solitude,” she whispered thickly, her tone low and more mournful than seductive. “We could...keep it at bay...just for tonight.”

His jaw tightened. His gaze flicked between her eyes and her mouth. He knew what she wanted. And she greatly suspected he wanted it too. But he was intensely resistant and she believed she knew why.

“Don’t worry,” she assured in a heavy murmur. “I will not love you.”

At just the mention of love, his expression abruptly darkened again. His brows lowered. His jaw hardened and tension flowed back into his large body. 

“I promise,” she whispered. “Just tonight.” 

The tension in his body increased for a harsh moment as he stared back at her. There was a penetrating heaviness in that stare, but she refused to flinch. Was he shocked at her urgent plea? No doubt, the offers he typically received from women were far more seductive and sophisticated than her awkwardly bold approach. 

As she waited, anxious and uncertain and yet intensely needful, he released a breath and the hard resistance seemed to ease a bit, as if he’d made some decision. 

His gaze remained intent and focused, but it slid gently over her face, following the drift of his fingers as they slid down the side of her throat to where her shawl draped over her shoulders. While his attention remained focused on the gentle unwrapping of the shawl from her body, Margot stared intently at his face. 

She watched the flicker of emotions too dark and silent to read as they crossed his exceptionally handsome features. And she saw the way his breath shortened when her shawl fell to her hips and the neckline of her nightgown slipped off her shoulder. 

It was fascinating to observe him in those moments. The push/pull inside him was evident. As was the heat and quiet urgency and brutal control. She felt that control like a shield around him. And she appreciated it because it allowed her to soften more than she might have otherwise. It gave her room to surrender to her own internal urgings—to embrace the sensations racing through her blood. To indulge in the poignant craving that overcame any remnant of better sense she might have still clung to.

With a fierce scowl weighing down his brow, he almost tentatively smoothed his warm palm over her shoulder and down her bare arm, loosening the neckline until it exposed one of her small, rose-tipped breasts. 

An unholy light flashed brightly in his eyes. Margot stilled, holding her breath.

Then he carefully, deliberately slipped his strong arm firmly around her waist, lifting her and pulling her toward him until he could take her breast in his mouth.

He consumed her. With ravenous attention.  

And she allowed it. She reveled in it.

Margot moaned with the rush of ecstasy his heated, suckling kiss sent coursing through her body. It was a sensation like life and death swirling together as one. It was pain and pleasure and fear and wonder. Sliding her fingers into his hair, she grasped his head, holding him to her as his tongue bestowed swirls of magic over her sensitive flesh.

Her mind ceased all proper function. Her body melted into him. It was not time for assessing or questioning or fear. All that could exist was sensation and instinct and desire. 

Margot willingly—willfully—embraced every intuitive urging that coursed through her. Whatever had come before or might come after these moments didn’t matter. She needed this. And so did he.

When he tugged at her nightgown, she assisted with a shimmy of her shoulders until she was naked to the waist. And when he returned his mouth to her skin, gliding his tongue over every inch of her exposed flesh, she moaned and arched and pressed into him. Until he wrapped his arm around her hips and grasped the back of her head in his large palm as he rose to his knees.  

Within a breath, she was laid out on the thick rug and his broad shoulders loomed over her. When she thought he’d lower his weight and cover her as she suddenly craved with all her heart, he bent down instead to spread more wet, suckling kisses over her breasts, then to her navel, then the softness of her belly.

Her insides quivered and her limbs shook when he sat back on his heels between her spread thighs and met her wide-eyed stare with a gaze that was steady and smoldering as he rested his hands at her knees. Possession flared in his eyes as he smoothed his palms up along her outer thighs, dragging her cotton nightgown up and up and up. Until all the material draped across her waist, leaving her fully exposed above and below.

But Margot didn’t feel vulnerable.

She felt strong and brave and free. So free, that when he lowered his head to flick his tongue against the skin of her trembling inner thigh, she sighed and opened herself more to him.

The growl of satisfaction that rolled from his chest reverberated in her deepest core, softening her limbs and flooding her sex with liquid heat. And when he closed his hot, wicked mouth over her, she moaned her pleasure in a song of surrender to all that he was and all he made her feel and all she wanted but feared she could never have.

He made love to her with fervent devotion, coaxing endless sensations that overwhelmed her senses and her body. The suckling pull of his mouth and the lavish strokes of his tongue left her trembling and writhing beneath the firm pressure of his hands. And when the pleasure built to its explosive pinnacle, he held her to his mouth, claiming every pulse of her flesh with his open, wet kiss.

Margot was awed, bemused...lost in sensation when he moved over her. Pressing another kiss to her navel, then the peak of her breast, then the side of her throat, he rose up to settle his hips between her trembling thighs and slip his hand into her mussed hair to cradle her head. 

Margot arched into him—into his strength and weight and silent ferocity as he stared down at her. The silence between them was not an awkward thing. In truth, words were not a sufficient tool to express what Margot was feeling. Instead, she smoothed her hands up his arms to the broad frame of his shoulders, feeling the warmth of his body through the thin material of his shirt. 

Warmth. Heat. Pressure. That’s what she wanted.

Bending one leg, she hooked it around his hip and tried to press more firmly to him.

The guttural moan that rolled from his throat matched her gasping sigh as the hard length of his erection fit perfectly against her sensitive core. There was a brief, barely noticeable flicker in his blue eyes before he shifted his weight and reached down between them to release the fastening of his pants.

Margot held her breath and held his gaze as he slowly, intently claimed space inside her.  

Whatever discomfort she felt at first quickly dispersed as he began to move. Long, rocking strokes that took possession of her loneliness and ignited her deepest shadows. The stretching, filling pressure and the gliding friction of his smooth hardness along her swollen flesh awakened a wealth of stunning new sensations. Sensations that compounded and expanded until she was flushed from head to toe and sweat plastered his clothing to his skin.

And in that last moment, as pleasure once again overwhelmed her existence, Margot gasped a harsh breath. Ensnared by the gorgeous, glittering depths of his heavy-lidded stare, she didn’t fail to see an unexpected flash of pain before he closed his eyes and gave a raw throaty moan. His large body shuddered and the powerful pulse of his release flooded her womb.

The beauty of the experience held Margot for a long moment, kept her limbs soft and her mind in a lovely haze. But it couldn’t last. Even as her body still tingled and vibrated with receding pleasure, a stark and terrifying reality settled into her marrow. Panic invaded her bloodstream. Her heart stuttered with the fear swiftly claiming her. 

In one moment, she’d never felt such contentment. But in the next, she became overwhelmed with anxiety. She had to get away. Away from him and everything she felt, everything she suddenly yearned for in the depths of her being. Everything that terrified her.

As soon as she started to move, he lifted his weight and withdrew from inside her. The sensation of sudden emptiness made Margot gasp, but she quickly slid out from beneath him. Keeping her gaze averted—knowing she couldn’t look at him and still manage to keep herself together—she scurried to put her nightgown to rights and then rose unsteadily to her feet. 

She could feel him staring at her, no doubt glaring with those piercing eyes. But he said nothing and did nothing to stop her frantic escape. And she could still feel the pull of him. The allure of presence, his heat, his visceral attraction. 

She had to fight it. Deny it. 

Enfolding herself in her old woven shawl as if it were a precious piece of armor, she focused her eyes on the door. “I’m sorry.” She hesitated. She had no idea what one should say in such a moment. Her brain was nearly as muddled as her emotions.  “I must...I cannot...” She sighed, then cleared her throat. Even as fear enveloped her, she felt a need to reassure him. “I will not love you.”

Then, before she lost what strength she still possessed, she walked away. Her legs were unsteady but they carried her across the room, then along the silent hallways until she reached her bedroom where she dropped into bed and curled into herself, trying desperately to hold onto the most amazing thing she’d ever experienced while also doing her damnedest to protect against it. All the while, knowing deep in her heart that there had never been a more cursed fool than she.
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Chapter Three


[image: image]




Four and a half weeks later

Stepping from the hackney cab to the stoop outside the modest townhouse, Margot drew a needed breath and forced her rioting insides to calm. Peering at the front door of the residence as though trying to see through the wood to what—or who—was inside, she both hoped the man she sought was there and hoped he wasn’t. 

It was early in the evening, just around dusk. Though she’d managed to ascertain that he had not yet left town to return to his home in the north, she had no way of knowing if he’d actually be at the townhouse. From the steady stream of speculative gossip that surrounded his name, she knew he didn’t often go out at night. Beyond that, however, she had no idea what his habits might be. No one did.

Approaching the door with her attention fixed upon its brass knocker, Margot reminded herself that she had faced far more terrible challenges in her life and though this one was daunting, she would survive it. There was a chance he’d vehemently deny any responsibility to her or the situation. And although that prospect filled her with weighted dread and painful foreboding, there was no escaping her responsibility. She had to tell him. He deserved to know. 

With a violent trembling that originated in the very marrow of her bones, Margot lifted the knocker and dropped it with the sharp sound of brass on wood. The door was opened immediately by a staid young butler.

Keeping her voice firm and clear, she said, “Hello. I’m here to see Mr. Vane, if you please.”

“Mr. Vane is currently out of town. I can—”

“The other Mr. Vane,” she interrupted, causing the servant to sharply clamp his mouth closed as he looked down his nose at her. 

Margot stood firm and silent. She would not be turned away. There was a good chance she’d never return if she was and despite her distress, she had to do this.

After a moment, the butler gave a short nod and stepped back, allowing her entrance. “Wait here and I shall ascertain if Mr. Vane is accepting visitors. Who shall I say is calling?”

She hesitated, wondering if her name would make Vane more or less inclined to see her. 

“Miss Margot Spencer.”

The butler walked away without even a nod of acknowledgement, heading down a hallway at the back of the foyer.

Margot stood exactly where he’d left her, her fingers tightly linked, the current queasiness in her stomach attributed entirely to her nerves and nothing else.

The butler came back after barely two minutes.

“Mr. Vane is not receiving callers at this time.”

Margot’s resolve flickered then firmed. Doing her best to imitate the authoritative tone her grandmother employed when a situation required it, she strengthened her spine. “I’m afraid I must insist. Advise Mr. Vane that I come to him on an issue of vital importance.” 

The butler arched a brow but did as she asked.

Another three minutes passed before he stepped back into the foyer. “This way, miss.”

Taking a deep breath, Margot did her best to quell or at least conceal the riot of nerves claiming her from head to toe as she followed the butler down the dimly lit hallway.

#
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NICHOLAS SAT BEHIND his brother’s desk, glaring at the empty doorway. His entire body ached with intense denial.

His brother’s butler was wrong. He had to be.

What possible reason could Margot Spencer have for calling upon him?

In the five months he’d been in London, he’d only encountered his new sister-in-law’s cousin a small handful of times. The last being at his brother’s wedding weeks ago—an encounter he tried very hard not to think about. Because every time he did, the memories rushed through him with a violence he couldn’t quite control. 

Bare feet stepping softly across the plush rug. Thick black hair framing pert, elfin features. A midnight blue stare, unwavering and disturbingly assessing. A smoky voice that caressed his skin like drifting fingertips in the dark.

Nicholas forced the recollections to the back of his mind. He could not be reliving such things when she arrived. The woman’s gaze was far too probing. Too unsettling and intrusive. If she got even a hint of what went on in his thoughts when she was near...

Nicholas ground his teeth in a furious effort to regain himself.

And not a moment too soon.

Appearing soundlessly in the doorway, the young lady was modestly clothed in a dark blue dress and matching jacket that made her complexion almost unnaturally pale. Her raven-colored hair was pinned up beneath her bonnet, but those spectacles did nothing to soften her direct and silent stare. 

In an instant, he experienced the same searing stab of internal discomfort she always inspired. Her dark blue eyes peered from behind her spectacles with an owlish regard that seemed to see more than it should. Even a brief touch of those eyes had the ability to trigger a sharp tingling at his nape. A pressure in his chest. And the sudden, overwhelming desire to shield himself.

It was all he could do to glare back at her with the hope of dissuading her intent regard. 

His reputation for being cruel and foul-tempered kept most people in a state of anxious dread when in his presence. Yet this small, quiet creature had never been afraid to meet his glowering stare, as she did now, with a curious tilt of her chin and a quick blink of her sooty lashes.

White-hot awareness shot through him and angled straight through the dark pit of his being before expanding to the edge of every nerve. His body hummed. His bones ached. His belly clenched. He had given up on trying to deny his severe and overwhelming reaction to her. But he could prevent her from seeing it.

Curling his hands into tight fists atop the desk, he directed his fiercest scowl across the room. But after the aggressive length of silence that had followed her appearance, rather than being intimidated, she issued a soft sigh and stepped into the room, carefully and deliberately closing the door behind her. 

It was bold of her to secure them in such private intimacy. Certainly, it was improper. But considering what had happened the last time they’d been alone together, it was also brazenly foolish.

Then again...she’d made it quite clear that she had no wish to repeat what had obviously been a regrettable experience.

“What do you want?” he asked, his voice gruff and challenging. The smartest, most noble thing he could do now was get her out of there as quickly as possible.

Ignoring his query, and with only the barest hint of hesitation, she continued toward him. When she stood directly in front of the desk, she stopped to peer at him with discomfiting intensity. 

Nicholas curled his fingers tighter into his palms and took a deep, weighted breath through his nose. Inhaling the scent of fresh mint and some other earthy flowering herb, he quickly held his breath as a memory of smooth alabaster skin textured with goosebumps and warmed by his breath flashed through his mind.

Goddammit.  

Though he didn’t intend to, he must have growled the curse beneath his breath because she lifted her chin—a minute degree—, blinked once, and spoke, “Good evening, Mr. Vane.”

Nicholas’s stomach muscles drew painfully taut as heat rushed through him, enflaming every inch of him. She didn’t speak in soft whispers or intimate murmurs, but her textured voice drifted through his blood like erotic tendrils.

“What do you want, Miss Spencer?” he repeated, the question even more aggressive than the first time he’d uttered it.

There was a flicker in her gaze. Then she sighed again and muttered quietly, as if talking more to herself than to him, “I’d hoped for a bit of civility, or even—foolishly perhaps—a semblance of cordiality. But if that isn’t to be the case, I may as well get to the point. Quicker and certainly more abruptly than I’d intended, but such as it is...” she mumbled regretfully. Then she took a deep breath, held his gaze with hers, and said, “I’m with child.”

The air suddenly left his lungs, left the room, left the universe. A silent, frozen moment of horror and disbelief was all that remained in the vacuum left behind.

Nicholas couldn’t move. He couldn’t think. 

Iciness traveled along his scalp, down the length of his spine, then out along his limbs. It sliced straight to his core.

He didn’t even realize he’d risen abruptly to his feet until she took a quick step back. She suddenly looked very small standing there in his brother’s study, her eyes wide but unerringly steady, her jaw tense, and her body poised. To battle or flee? He couldn’t tell. Either way, she was but a field mouse facing down a bear.

And he absolutely felt like a predatory beast. It took every bit of self-control not to roar with the riot of emotions seething through him. It felt like his chest was being crushed. He could barely draw a breath.

“Impossible,” he growled, his voice harsh and heavy. “I took measures—”

“They clearly failed.”  Her words were anything but meek. Frustration and something else permeated every syllable. 

Nicholas narrowed his gaze. Distrust and suspicion flooded his system. “What do you want?” 

It was the third time he asked the question. This time, the query caused a swift darkening of her eyes, turning them nearly black as her chin angled upward. 

“I wanted you to know. This...” She paused, making a delicate gesture with her hand in a subtle reference to the area of her womb. “Is not of my making alone. You also had a part in its creation, Mr. Vane.” Then she tilted her head and blinked. “Surely, you understand how such a thing works.”

The slight condescension and subtle mockery in her tone was infuriating even though he suspected it wasn’t entirely intentional. “Of course, I understand,” he growled as the chaos inside him urged him into movement. 

He strode out from behind the desk and angled toward the far corner of the room, but there was nothing to ease him there, so he turned and stalked to the adjacent corner, then turned again and again, until he had nowhere else to go. He was caged in. Locked down. Trapped. 

Had that been her plan? Had she intended this outcome all along?

Stopping, he made a final turn to glare furiously at the small woman still standing before the desk. 

She was watching him. Curiously. Cautiously. Attentively. As though she were observing a wild animal, waiting for some sign that he might go on the attack. 

Against the warnings firing relentlessly through his mind, he stalked toward her.

Instead of backing away from his approach, she turned to face him and boldly met his menacing glare.

He wanted to shout accusations and denials. He wanted to send her from the room so he could attempt to pretend she’d never appeared before him. Not now and not that first day in Hyde Park and sure as hell not that night in the library of Birchwood Abby.

But as he came to a stop directly in front of her—close enough for the flowery mint of her scent to swirl around him...close enough to see the tiny silver stars in the midnight sky of her fathomless gaze...close enough to recall exactly how it felt to have her slim arms wrapping around his neck as she panted so breathlessly against his throat—an instant shock of truth stabbed through his core. An instant knowing that cut deep and sure to the very heart of him. 
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