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      December 26, 1820, Boxing Day

      

      “Thank you, my lady. Primrose is my favorite color!” Faith’s lady’s maid exclaimed with a combination of surprise and joy. “I’ve never had fabric this lovely before.” The tears in Troth’s eyes spoke volumes, and it warmed Faith’s heart to see the effect her gifts had. Everyone at Deer Park had been so welcoming since her arrival four months ago. Not having had a lady in residence for twenty-five years, they were eager to please, and Faith wanted to show her appreciation for all they had done.

      “And this is for you, Caspar. Thank you for your dedicated service.” The look of disbelief when he opened his gift filled Faith with delight. Although this was a foreign world to her, it was just how she had imagined Boxing Day would be at all the grand estates. It had been such a joyous day for her and she could not keep the smile off her face.

      “Lady Hawthorne, I don’t know what to say.” Caspar ran his hand across the small, dark brown leather book.

      “You’re most welcome, Caspar.” As she turned to pick up another gift from the adorned table, her skirt brushed Balder’s head. The dog looked up at her but did not raise his head from the ornate jonquil rug, his black wirehair coat a bold and direct contrast to the rug’s vibrant colors.

      Just then, a cool breeze whipped through the room, sending a shiver down her spine.

      Pine and leather invaded her senses. Even before she turned toward the source, she knew her husband had returned to Deer Park.

      Balder jumped to a sitting position, his ears perked up, a slight snarl rumbling past his jaws. Faith patted his head as much for his comfort as for hers.

      A moment later, she heard the deep masculine voice of her husband growling at her. “What are you doing?”

      Swallowing hard, she turned to face him. He stood larger and more handsome than she remembered, but his honey-colored eyes were not as soft and caring as they had been on the first night when she’d met him. She feared that gentleness and compassion had gone forever.

      Her pulse increased, and her stomach lurched. Her first instinct was to run. She detested confrontations, they always ended the same way. Fighting back tears, she continued to stroke Balder’s head, and desperately tried to maintain her composure in front of the servants.

      “Happy Christmas, my lord.” Her voice cracked with each word. Waving her hand toward the presents, she explained, “I was just handing out gifts to the staff.”

      “I can see that.” Lord Hawthorne’s tone was stern, harsh… cold. His eyes bore into her. The longer he stared at her, the more uncomfortable she felt. And then he strolled up to her, his tall form towering over her petite figure.

      She wanted to run and hide. It was her fault that he was unhappy. It was her carelessness that had got them both into this situation.

      The seconds ticked by. Faith hoped the floor would open up and swallow her whole. Perhaps then she would find some peace.

      “Finish, and then I would like a word with you in my study.”

      All speech escaped her. She nodded in acquiescence and then turned to continue handing out the gifts. Dread sank further into the pit of her stomach, and her shoulders slumped in defeat. She had decorated Deer Park, hoping that her husband would spend Christmas at the house and be pleased with her efforts. Out of the corner of her eye, she watched him storm off. She took in a deep, jagged breath. It will be alright.

      No one said a word now that the lively festive atmosphere had dissipated. All that remained was a dull silence, interrupted only by the sound of footsteps as servants came forth to receive their boxes.

      By the time Faith presented the last gift, all efforts to maintain composure had failed. Her knees were wobbling and she could not contain the tremors that crept up her body. She detested the look of pity she saw in all their eyes. She did not want their sympathy, she wanted respect. But most of all, she wanted acceptance and love.

      Troth cast a consoling look at her. Over the past months, the woman had become more than just a lady’s maid, she’d become a trusted friend. She was the only person in the world who knew Faith’s secret.

      Sucking in a deep breath, Faith could no longer delay the inevitable. The time had come to face her husband.

      A slow funeral march played over and over in her head as she walked toward her imminent doom. The walls inched closer about her with each step she took, and the fragrant evergreen air stifled her breathing. “It will be fine. He will not be like Father,” she murmured to herself. Except for his temper, Lord Hawthorne had never given her cause to fear him. Just like Father before Mary died.

      Shaking that thought from her mind, she smoothed the front of her dress with unsteady hands. Turning the corner, she gazed down the long, dark hall.

      Weighed down with fear, she had to convince her legs to move forward. “It will be fine,” she chanted softly to herself over and over.

      She stopped and, standing frozen in place, stared at the dark mahogany door, debating her next course of action. For one brief moment, she thought to run in the opposite direction and find a safe hiding spot.

      With one hand resting on the elegant brass knob, she tried to convince herself once again. I can do this. She closed her eyes, attempting to numb the feelings that were lashing through her body. “He is not Father,” she murmured to herself. He is not like Father.

      

      Marcus, the Marquess of Hawthorne, paced the length of the room for the umpteenth time. How dare she give gifts to his servants without his permission? Then his conscience reminded him they were now her servants too, but that was a whole other matter. He shook his head. And his dog had actually growled at him. The traitor had growled at him!

      Running a hand through his hair, he scolded himself. What the hell am I doing here? He detested the effect his wife had on him. He had spent years avoiding such emotions, and in one evening, all his efforts had been thrown out of the carriage and trampled upon by a dozen horses.

      After his hasty marriage four months ago, he’d hied his unwanted bride off to the country and returned to London, hoping his family would not discover what he had done. It had been two months since his last disastrous visit to Deer Park. He had tried to stay away, but for the life of him, he could not. He didn’t want to want to see her. His unwanted wife may have been out of sight these past couple of months, but she was never far from his thoughts. How could she be?

      The night they’d first met in London still haunted him. He had never been so attracted to a woman in his entire life. She had been wearing the same pale blue gown she wore tonight. He had barely been able to keep his wits about him then, and the effect had only worsened this evening. The blue gown deepened the color of her eyes, and her fair blonde hair shimmered like freshly fallen snow on a moonlight night. From the start, her sweet nature and bashful glances had mesmerized him.

      It was all a lie, his heart chided. He should have known better. Her father tricked you into marrying her, he reminded himself. Every instinct told him she was just a victim, but his heart convinced him she could not be trusted.

      Where is she? His patience was hanging by a thread.

      He eyed the stack of responsibilities piled on his desk. He should not have neglected his duties for so long. Sifting through the correspondences, he tossed the ones that did not need his immediate attention aside, next to the small holly and ivy centerpiece. “What is keeping her?” he grumbled to himself. Patience was not one of his attributes.

      Throwing the rest of the envelopes down, he marched to the door, grabbed the knob, and pulled the door open wide. A petite figure tumbled forward into his arms. The world stood still for a moment as vanilla enraptured his senses. His hands ached to explore, to claim what was his.

      She pulled away with haste. A red blush stained her cheeks. “I apologize. I...”

      “What took you so long?” The words came out more harshly than he intended. He turned his back on her, not wanting her to see that she had discomposed him, and strolled to his desk.

      “I…I was handing out the gifts, and...” Her voice quavered, then died away.

      Marcus took his seat and sucked in a deep breath. He needed to gain control of his emotions. “Who gave you the liberty to decorate my house, present gifts to my staff, and God knows what else?” His voice reverberated through the room and, with each word that bellowed from his mouth, his wife took a small step back.

      What was she hiding? He was convinced something nefarious was going on in his home, behind his back.

      “It is Christmastide and…” Her words trailed off and she began to worry her bottom lip.

      He would not fall for that ploy. He would not succumb to any of her enticements. Narrowing his gaze on her, he waited for her to finish speaking.

      The silence dragged out for several seconds before she continued. “I thought it would be a pleasant surprise.” Her eyes were wet with unshed tears.

      Don’t fall for this charade. A woman’s tears would not fool him again. Not ever again.

      Her gaze shifted downward, and she stared at the rug, clasping the sides of her dress. When she finally looked up and spoke, her voice was soft and meek, almost unsure. “I…I was hoping you would be pleased and… I just wanted to celebrate Christmastide, my lord.”

      His temper reached a new height the moment she began to weep. How dare she come into his house and stir memories he’d buried deep into the recesses of his mind. She had even decorated his study!

      His fists tightened. He wanted to hit something. Slamming his hand down on the desk with more force than he intended, he stood and walked around the desk. His wife flinched and closed her eyes. That behavior took him aback.

      Lady Hawthorne, his wife only in name, stood with her eyes shut tight, a grimace encompassing her features. She was trembling from head to toe, swaying from side to side. Something was not quite right. Concern nibbled at his conscience.

      Standing in front of her, he softened his tone. “Open your eyes.” With her head still hung low, she did as he commanded. A stream of tears continued anew. She flinched again as he tucked his index finger under her chin.

      When he raised her chin, she stared at him with questioning, almost terrified, eyes. He did not know what he was looking for, so he squinted and leaned in closer. Her scent was sweet and enticing, and her skin glowed against the soft candlelight.

      Pulling away, she cried, “Please don’t!” Before he could say a word, she ran to the door, flung it open, and scurried into the darkness.

      Go after her.

      His damn conscience should mind its own business!

      Guilt pressed against his chest. Perhaps he had been too harsh. Running a frustrated hand through his hair, he walked with reluctance toward the door. Best to deal with this now.

      He had only taken a couple of steps when Caspar entered, silver tray in hand. “This has just arrived for you, my lord. The young man said it was urgent and is waiting for an answer.”

      What, now? He had not even been home for half a day, and he was being bombarded with problems. He took the missive from the salver and tore it open. Pinching the bridge of his nose, he took in a deep breath.

      Damn his cousin.

      “Send him in.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, after one scandal was averted, it was now time to deal with his wife. He didn’t know what he was going to say yet, but he would do his best not to lose his temper… again. This place brought back too many childhood memories that he’d rather forget. He shook those distant thoughts away and summoned Caspar to the study.

      “Fetch Lady Hawthorne. Tell her I wish to speak with her immediately.”

      Caspar did not question or look twice as he set about his task, while Marcus began to formulate in his head what he was going to say. Time and again, Faith had declared that she’d had no knowledge of her father’s actions. Regardless, he needed to extract the truth before his aunt or grandmother discovered what he had done.

      Twenty minutes ticked by and his mood did not improve. Lady Hawthorne was keeping him waiting for the second time in one evening. His rehearsed speech sounding, in his own mind, more like an interrogation than the conversation he was hoping to have.

      At the sound of Caspar clearing his throat, he turned around. “She is nowhere to be found.”

      “It is ten o’clock at night. What do you mean, she is nowhere to be found?” The words rumbled past his lips.

      “Troth said Lady Hawthorne returned to her room over an hour ago, visibly upset. She asked to be left alone.” Caspar held out a scribbled note. “Troth found this on the bed.”

      Marcus grabbed the letter from Caspar. The two words jumped off the page and punched him in the gut.

      I’m sorry.

      Why would she apologize and then leave? Those two words echoed in his head. Had he really been that cruel to her? The events of the evening, the one-sided argument, and his reaction to her thoughtfulness toward the servants all spun through his mind, confusing his already muddled thoughts. I’m sorry. He had heard those words before from another woman who’d broken his heart over twenty years ago. He didn’t know what to believe.

      He walked to the window. The full moon illuminated the slumbering landscape and the coldness of winter emanated through the glass. Dark clouds had begun to roll in, consuming the night stars. She wouldn’t dare venture out on a night like this, would she?

      One thing was for certain, he could not live with himself if something should happen to her. Despite the way everything had happened between them, he was still responsible for her.

      And you care for her.

      He shook that thought away. “Gather the men together. I want her found tonight.”
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      A frigid wind whipped through the countryside, signaling a storm was approaching. Faith hoisted herself onto Frigga, questioning her sanity for leaving so abruptly. After ensuring the pouch that held her meager funds was tightened at her waist, she pulled her cloak closer to her chest and began her flight into the unknown.

      “What… choice do I… have?” she questioned herself through chattering teeth, the winter cold already seeping through her body. “I can’t stay. I can’t…”

      The moment Lord Hawthorne’s hand had struck the desk, thoughts of her father slamming his hand down on the dining table moments before he’d reached across and grabbed her had ricocheted through her mind.

      I won’t stay.

      Faith knew all too well the pain of staying. She could not face that again. These past months had opened her eyes to a different kind of life, one in which fear did not dictate her every movement. She did not want to see her father ever again, had been avoiding his letters. Since moving to Deer Park, she’d discovered an inner strength that she did not know she had. A year ago, she would have never contemplated leaving any environment.

      Although Lord Hawthorne had never directly threatened or raised a hand to her, she could not escape the fear that he would become just like her father. Worse still, that same tingling she’d felt the first night she met him at the theatre had intensified each time he was near.

      Why did he have to affect her so? Too many different emotions toiled within—he was handsome with eyes like honey and the staff had all praised his generosity, but his temper caused her despair. Troth had told her to have patience, that Lord Hawthorne would come around, that he was a good man who would never cause her harm.

      The full moon lit her way as the sounds of night closed in about her. A deep shiver reached into her very core. She must be insane. Why else would she run away in the dead of winter? She could not remember ever being this cold in her entire life.

      Frigga carried on at an even canter, seemingly oblivious to the temperature. Faith wanted to put as much distance between herself and Lord Hawthorne, and her father, as possible. She determined she would ride to the coast and book passage to…

      “I d…don’t know where. Any… where b…but here,” she rattled out to herself. “P…perhaps some p…place war…rm.”
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