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Dedication




For those who dare to dream bigger, love harder, and refuse to settle for the ordinary. Here's to the ones who make their own rules, follow their own path, and embrace the beautiful chaos of it all. You know who you are, and you’re exactly who you were meant to be.











  
  
Note to Readers




Thank you so much for picking up my book—I’m truly delighted (and doing an undignified happy dance) that you’re here! 

Before we step into the historical world of Christina Diane, I wanted to share a little something about what to expect. While my books are set in the Regency era, I write with the modern reader in mind. You can expect stories that are character-driven, fast-paced, and heavy on the spice, with lively dialogue and plenty of heart.

I do my best to capture the setting and language of the time through research, but strict historical accuracy isn’t my primary goal. Sometimes my characters insist on doing and speaking things their own way—and I let them. So, if you’re looking for meticulous period detail and perfect historical precision, this book may not be what you are looking for (and that’s completely okay!).

But if you're here for passionate heroines, swoonworthy gentlemen, witty banter, high stakes, high heat, and happily ever afters, all wrapped in a Regency-inspired world that welcomes diverse, bold, and intriguing characters—you’re in the right place.

I hope this story sweeps you off your feet and carries you into a world of romance, tension, and a touch of scandal.



Much love and swoon,
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Content Warnings



This book doesn’t dive deep into the dark stuff—but you might encounter boundary-challenged relatives, oversharing friends, and a generous dash of spice. I aim to flag anything that might need a warning, but if I miss something, send me a message so I can update the list for future readers. To keep this message spoiler-free, you can check out identified content warnings here:  https://christinadianebooks.com/content-warnings/







  
  

Prologue


Kent, England - Summer, 1815: Lucy





Lady Lucy Lygon had never been happier to return home to Ashburn Manor after a miserable London Season. Yet, the reason for that misery had followed her home. 

Her parents.

She believed they loved her—as much as a duke and duchess who valued titles and society above all else could. They had, at least, agreed not to force her into marriage during her first season. Small favors. Yet she knew that reprieve might not last. Sooner or later, they would insist she marry a man of their choosing. At least they would be choosy; perhaps, in the time it took, Lucy might find someone who stirred her heart. But if the crop of men cluttering London ballrooms was any indication, she doubted it.

Not that her choice would matter, anyway. Her parents had their own criteria—title and connections far outweighed something as trivial as love.

After breakfast in her room, Lucy practically flew down the stairs, eager to visit her horse, Thor, after months away. Just as she reached the terrace door, her mother’s voice clipped through the air.

“Lucy, darling.”

Lucy froze and turned with deliberate slowness to face the Duchess of Ashburn. “Yes, Mother?”

“We have guests for tea this afternoon. Please be presentable.”

Her mother’s disapproval was palpable. She hated that Lucy preferred the company of horses to mingling with her mother’s haughty friends.

“I’ll bathe after my ride,” Lucy promised, resisting the urge to roll her eyes. She supposed she did smell rather like a stable after a long ride.

“Very well,” her mother sighed, turning on her heel in a gesture that ended the conversation.

Lucy hurried outside, the sun heating her face as she made her way to the stables. The familiar scent of hay and leather greeted her, warm and comforting. She went straight to Thor, running her fingers along his powerful neck.

“Would you like him saddled, my lady?” a rich baritone asked from behind her.

The deep voice sent a shiver down her spine. She turned and met the gaze of a man who was, quite simply, breathtaking. Chiseled jaw, piercing emerald eyes, and thick chestnut hair that fell just a touch too long. His rolled-up sleeves revealed muscular forearms dusted with dark hair. Her mouth went dry, and all coherent thought left her entirely.

“My lady?” he asked again, his brow creased with concern. “Did you wish to take your horse out?”

“Yes,” Lucy managed, swallowing hard, her voice barely above a whisper. Proud of herself that she had even managed the single word.

“I’ll have him ready for you in just a moment.”

Then he grinned at her.

It hit her like a lightning strike—sharp, sudden, and impossible to ignore. That grin. It unraveled her. His features softened, and in his eyes, she glimpsed something rare…kindness. No posturing lord, no false airs—just a man, genuine and unguarded. Something in her trusted him, believed in him, though she barely knew him at all.

She stepped back and watched him work. The flex of muscle beneath his shirt as he lifted the saddle, the deft way his hands buckled each strap—it was mesmerizing. Now she understood how a woman could become wanton. Her cheeks heated at the thought.

When he finished, he walked Thor to the mounting block and extended a hand to help her up. The moment her gloved fingers met his, heat flared through her veins. Even the fabric between them couldn’t dull the sensation.

He swallowed hard, his throat bobbing. Had he felt it too?

“I didn’t catch your name,” Lucy said, her voice unsteady.

“Jones, my lady,” he replied softly, still holding her hand. “Mister Jones.”

She stared into those green eyes, unable to pull away. For a foolish moment, she imagined what it might be like if they weren’t bound by their places in the world.

“And what should I call you?” Jones asked, his thumb brushing the back of her hand.

Her breath caught. She wanted to tell him to call her Lucy. Just Lucy. His Lucy. But if her parents so much as suspected a hint of familiarity, Jones would lose his position in an instant.

“Lady Lucy,” she said softly.

His expression shuttered. He released her hand and stepped back. “The duke’s daughter,” he murmured, half to himself.

“Yes,” she said, already missing the warmth of his touch.

Jones nodded stiffly. “I hope you enjoy your ride, my lady.”

Her heart twisted painfully at the shift in his tone. It was ridiculous. They’d barely exchanged a handful of words. But she’d felt something—something real, something undeniable.

She mounted Thor and, without looking back, galloped across the meadow. The wind stung her cheeks, but she barely noticed.

Fool. For once, she’d felt something more than duty and obligation—more than the dull, tedious world her parents had prepared for her. But whatever spark she’d found with Jones, she knew it could never be.

Lucy was the dutiful daughter—obedient in action, rebellious in thought. This would be no different. She could look, she could dream of a life with a handsome groom, but that was all it could ever be. No one could ever know.

And she could only hope that someday, a man from her own world might stir even a fraction of the longing she’d felt in that fleeting moment with Jones. Because what other choice did she have?








  
  

Chapter 1


Kent, England - Summer, 1817: Lucy





Lucy swallowed her irritation, but the sharp edge of it simmered beneath her skin. She knew what was coming. Her mother’s scolding followed a familiar pattern, always laced with that particular tone—one that dripped with disappointment. 

“Lucy, darling,” her mother began, her voice coated in condescension, “you simply must make an effort during our house party. There will be suitable lords in attendance, and Lord Rutherford has expressed a particular interest—”

No. Not again. Not Rutherford. Not this lecture.

“Excuse me, Mother. I’ll just be a moment.” Lucy shot up from the settee.

“Lucy, we are not finished—”

But Lucy was already gone, her heart hammering as she bolted from the room. She quickened her pace, desperate to outrun her mother’s relentless expectations. Fuck that.

In her mind, she could scream all the vulgar curses she swallowed in silence. In her mind, she was bold, defiant—free. Out here in the world, she played the part they demanded: the perfect, beautiful daughter of a duke.

But in her mind, she could dream. And they couldn’t control her mind.

When would it end? When she wed some arrogant lord with a title to match her father’s ambitions? No. Even then, she would still be a pawn—a beautiful, smiling figure in someone else’s game. And that was the role that would break her.

If only her brother were home from his Grand Tour. He’d have stood by her, kept their parents from forcing her into a match she didn’t want. Threatened Rutherford to leave her alone. But he wasn’t here. And their father always got what he wanted.

She was lucky they hadn’t forced her hand already. But their patience was waning—Lord Rutherford’s name constantly discussed, a reminder that time was slipping away.

Thank God Margot would arrive soon. Her cousin’s sharp tongue and scandalous behavior made Lucy feel braver, bolder. Lucy envied her—envied the way Margot did whatever she pleased, without apology.

Once outside, Lucy inhaled deeply, the fresh air cutting through her irritation. Her favorite place lay just ahead—the stables. Everyone believed it was her love of horses that drew her there. But, in truth, that was only part of it.

It was him.

Gathering her skirts, she broke into a run.

Her breath came in uneven gasps by the time she reached the stables. Empty. Disappointment tugged at her chest. She approached Thor’s stall, pressing her fingers to his warm muzzle.

Thor nickered softly, nudging her palm in greeting. Lucy leaned her forehead against his neck, closing her eyes.

She wanted more—more than vacant suitors chasing her for what they deemed as assets, more than a life dictated by rules and expectations. More than a husband chosen to secure alliances instead of affection.

She wanted him.

For two years, she had carried her torment. Watching him. Finding excuses to cross his path, to steal a moment in his presence. He made her feel seen, not as a duke’s daughter, but as herself. She could laugh with him, tease him. He listened, really listened, in a way no one else did. But did it mean anything to him?

Her fingers curled into Thor’s mane, her throat tightening.

Because the cruelest part?

Even knowing it was hopeless... she still wanted him.

Her parents would never allow it. The world would shun them. Not that she truly cared about any of that. If he loved her, she would fight. Rail against the walls of her cage. But she wasn’t even certain if the man felt anything for her at all.

Her parents would never allow it. Society would shun them. Not that she cared. If he loved her, she would fight, railing against the walls of her cage.

But she didn’t even know if he felt anything for her at all. And that uncertainty hurt most of all.

Sighing, she patted Thor again, picturing Jones in her mind. She’d long since lost count of the ways she’d imagined his lips on hers—the endless nights spent awake, aching for him.

You must stop this. The thought came often, a futile reprimand. She had tried to dismiss her feelings as infatuation, a passing fancy. But that was a lie—one she could no longer believe. Not when her mother was determined to push Rutherford into her path.

If her mother had even the faintest inkling of Lucy’s thoughts, or what she did alone in her chamber, whispering Jones’ name into the dark as her hands roamed her body—well, the duchess would surely succumb to a fit of apoplexy.

Her parents wanted Lord Rutherford for her—a man of wealth, status, and good breeding. They’d actually said that. Good breeding. Yet when Lucy closed her eyes at night, it was never Rutherford’s face she saw.

It was always his.

Fool that she was, Lucy’s gaze flicked to the stable doors, heart pounding with the desperate, unspoken hope that he might appear.

And then—he did.

Jones entered, carrying a saddle slung over one shoulder. His chestnut hair was tousled, a few locks falling across his brow. His emerald eyes glinted in the afternoon light, and Lucy’s breath caught.

“Good afternoon, Lady Lucy,” he said, his voice low and rich. “We’ve been preparing for your family’s guests.”

She swallowed hard, willing her breath to return. “I wondered where everyone was,” she lied.

“Out exercising the horses.” He placed the saddle on its rack, then glanced back at her. “I didn’t expect to see you here. I thought you’d be busy with the party preparations.”

“I… needed some air,” she said, still gripping Thor’s mane like a lifeline. Even the man’s voice impacted every inch of her body.

Jones moved closer, each step narrowing the unbearable space between them. The scent of leather clung to him, mingling with something distinctly, intoxicatingly him. It made her dizzy. Reckless even.

“Is everything all right, my lady?” His voice was softer now, laced with concern.

Her carefully constructed mask slipped. He always had that effect on her. Every. Single. Time. Around him, she couldn’t pretend to be someone she wasn’t. She had only ever wanted him to see her truest self.

“No,” she admitted. “My parents are determined to marry me off, and I fear they’ve set their sights on Lord Rutherford.” Her voice faltered. “And I don’t think I can bear it.”

She risked a glance at him then, searching his face for… something. Disapproval. Pity. Maybe even jealousy.

But Jones gave nothing away. His gaze held hers, steady and intent, unreadable but warm. Damn him.

He leaned against Thor’s stall, close enough that Lucy felt the warmth of his body. Too close.

“It’s a heavy burden you carry,” Jones said softly.

A bitter laugh escaped her lips as her fingers absently traced Thor’s mane. “You have no idea.”

How could he? Even as a servant, he had choices—more freedom than she was afforded. “It would be easier if I weren’t the daughter of a duke. If I could choose a husband for…”

Her voice faltered, heat crawling up her neck.

“For what, my lady?” His voice was low, coaxing.

She swallowed hard. “Love.”

The word lingered between them, heavy with all the things she couldn’t say. Her gaze dipped to his lips—a mistake. His mouth was far too tempting.

“From what I know of you,” he murmured, his voice impossibly gentle, “I’m quite certain you would be easy to love.”

Her breath hitched.

Did he just…? No. Surely she’d imagined it. She blinked, and he was still there, watching her with an intensity that left her breathless.

“Tell me,” she whispered, her throat tight. “If you were in my position… what would you do?”

Jones kicked off the wall, stepping closer. Again, he was far too close. His breath warmed her cheek, his presence a magnetic pull she couldn’t resist.

She could kiss him. Just one step forward, a tilt of her head, and she’d know. If this fire between them was foolish longing… or something far worse. Because she couldn’t marry another man feeling as she did for him.

His gaze dropped to her lips. His hands clenched at his sides as though he were waging war with himself.

This might be her only chance.

Before she could second-guess herself, she reached for him, fisting his shirt and pulling him down. Her lips met his in a reckless, desperate kiss.

For a moment, nothing happened. Then his hands found her waist, strong and sure, gripping her as though she might slip away. His mouth moved against hers—hesitant at first, then demanding. Heat surged through her, robbing her of breath and reason. Her body melted against his, her heart hammering wildly in her chest.

And just as quickly, he tore himself away.

His chest heaved, hands raised in surrender. “My lady,” he rasped, voice ragged. “I… that was…” He swallowed hard. “Please forgive me.”

Forgive him? She could barely think past the blood pounding in her ears.

“I kissed you,” she managed, mortification burning her face.

“And I shouldn’t have returned it.” His voice was rough, strained. “Shouldn’t have put my hands on you.”

His words stung, but her eyes drifted downward—and there it was. The undeniable strain in his breeches.

Heat pooled between her thighs, knowing she had undone him. Whatever noble restraint he clung to, his body betrayed him.

“But did you want to kiss me?” Her heart hammered in her chest, awaiting his response.

His breath faltered, his gaze locking onto hers. It was dark, smoldering, as well as raw and unguarded. His fingers flexed at his sides, like he was fighting the urge to reach for her again.

“Lady Lucy,” he said, voice hoarse, “if we’re caught… your family would give me the sack. And you have gentlemen arriving—men far more—”

“And yet you are the one I want.” The words escaped before she could stop them.

He flinched as though she had struck him.

But she wasn’t finished. Stepping forward, she looped her arms around his neck, pressing her body flush against his. “I can’t stop thinking about you. And I’m tired of pretending.”

His eyes closed, his jaw flexing tightly. Yet still, he didn’t pull away.

“Please,” she whispered, voice trembling. “Kiss me. Truly kiss me. And if you feel nothing… if you tell me this is all in my head, I’ll never bother you again.”

A low, tormented growl rumbled in his chest. “Damn it,” he ground out.

Then he seized her, his mouth crashing down on hers in a kiss that she felt throughout her entire body.

This was no tentative meeting of lips—it was fire. His tongue traced the seam of her mouth, and when she parted for him, he deepened the kiss with a hunger that stole her reason. His fingers dug into her hips, pulling her closer.

Lucy arched into him, fisting his hair, desperate to be even closer. Desperate to drown in him. He groaned low in his throat, a sound that sent liquid heat pooling between her thighs.

And then—footsteps. Rapid, purposeful.

“Lady Lucy?” a familiar voice called out. “Are you here?”
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