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Dedication
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To my loyal readers ... you’re back, you gluttons for romance. I love you for it.

To my new readers ... welcome! Here’s a little taste to see if you’re ready to binge until your heart needs a fan and your gadgets needs a charger.

Go on. Thirst is just a teaser. The Pulse series is waiting to spoil you rotten.



The Earl's Acquired Bride
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Chapter One: The Girl Who Brought a Broom to a Betrothal
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The world, as Hazel Freya saw it, was a grand theater of absurdities where women were expected to curtsy their way into matrimonial imprisonment while men applauded their own magnanimity for providing the cage.

It was a world where a woman's worth was tallied not by the sharpness of her wit or the strength of her convictions, but by the circumference of her wedding ring and the speed with which she could produce an heir. A world where mothers began measuring their daughters for bridal veils practically from the cradle, and by twenty-five, they lit candles to every saint in Christendom, praying their spinster daughters wouldn't die unmarried and burden the family name with the shame of independence.

Hazel was twenty-six. She considered this a personal victory.

That particular morning...though she had no way of knowing it would be her last as a free woman...Hazel awoke before dawn in the tiny attic room she'd called home for the past eight years. She pulled on her sensible brown work dress, the one with patches on both elbows and a stubborn ink stain on the hem from the night she'd fallen asleep reading Mary Wollstonecraft's A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. The stain had become something of a badge of honor; she refused to let Aunt Liv scrub it out.

She laced up her sturdy leather boots...practical things that had seen her through countless jobs and never once pinched her feet in service to vanity...and shoved her thick-rimmed spectacles onto her nose. Her unruly chestnut hair, which had a mind entirely its own, was wrestled into submission with a bit of kitchen twine. Fashion, she'd long ago decided, was simply another shackle designed to keep women occupied with frivolity while men conducted all the serious business of the world.

Outside her window, the birds sang their morning chorus, blissfully unaware that their audience was about to have her entire world turned upside down and shaken like a snow globe. Hazel envied them their ignorance.

She gathered her cleaning arsenal with the precision of a general preparing for battle: her sturdy birch broom...hand-carved by old Mr. Fletcher and balanced to perfection...a well-worn mop, soft rags that had once been her mother's Sunday dress, and a wooden bucket that bore the scars of countless campaigns against grime and neglect. These tools were her weapons, and dust was her worthy adversary. Unlike the simpering young men who occasionally attempted to court her, dirt was honest about its intentions and could be defeated with enough elbow grease and determination.

"Hazel, dearest!" Aunt Liv's voice drifted up from the kitchen, tight with anxiety. "Do come down for breakfast before you go. You'll need your strength today."

"No time, Aunt Liv!" Hazel called back, slinging her cleaning tools across her shoulder like a medieval knight donning armor. "Mustn't be late for my first day at the Earl's manor. You said it's the grandest house in three counties...imagine the windows I'll get to battle! And I do so love a good window. They surrender so beautifully to the right technique."

From downstairs came the sound of breaking crockery, followed by Uncle Noah's concerned murmur and Aunt Liv's sharp intake of breath. But Hazel was already marching out the door, her cleaning implements clattering behind her like a one-woman percussion section, entirely too excited about the prospect of combat with aristocratic dust bunnies to notice her godmother's pale face pressed against the kitchen window.

The walk to Thornfield Manor...for that was the grand name Earl Archie Tucker had bestowed upon his newly acquired estate...took Hazel through the village proper, where the morning bustle was already in full swing. Mrs. Kettering was hanging washing on her line and paused to stare at Hazel's unusual parade of cleaning equipment. Mr. Hobbs, the blacksmith, actually stopped hammering to gawk. Little Sophie Clearwater pointed and whispered something to her mother that made the woman clutch her shawl tighter and hurry past.

"Good morning, Mrs. Kettering!" Hazel called cheerfully, adjusting her spectacles. "Lovely day for battling grime, wouldn't you say?"

Mrs. Kettering's mouth opened and closed like a landed fish, but no sound emerged. Hazel took this as agreement and continued on her way, humming a little tune she'd made up about the superiority of honest work over idle gossip.

The manor loomed before her like something from a Gothic novel...all imposing stone facades and towering spires that seemed designed to make visitors feel appropriately insignificant. It was, Hazel had to admit, rather magnificent in its ostentation. Every window gleamed, every piece of brass shone, and the gardens were so perfectly manicured they looked as though they'd been arranged by someone with a ruler and an unhealthy obsession with symmetry.

"Well," she murmured to her broom, "at least we know our host has high standards. This should be educational."

She marched up to the great oak doors...massive things that could have housed a small family...and knocked with the confidence of a woman who had never met a cleaning challenge she couldn't conquer.

The door swung open to reveal a butler so starched and formal he might have been carved from mahogany and polished to a high shine. His eyes, pale gray and distinctly disapproving, traveled slowly from the twine in Hazel's hair to the collection of cleaning implements arranged across her shoulders like the world's most domestic arsenal.

For a long moment, they simply stared at each other.

"Yes?" he finally intoned, his voice carrying the sort of plummy accent that suggested he'd been trained to speak as though he were perpetually addressing someone of inferior breeding.

"Good morning!" Hazel said brightly, shifting her broom to a more comfortable position. "I'm Hazel Freya, and I'm here for the cleaning position. I do hope I'm not late. I always believe in making a good first impression, and punctuality is the foundation of all professional relationships. I've brought my own tools, you see, because I find it's always best not to rely on an employer's supplies. One never knows the state of another household's broom, and a woman is only as good as her equipment."

The butler's left eye developed a slight twitch. "Cleaning... position?"

"Oh yes, cleaning. Sweeping, scrubbing, polishing...the full repertoire. I'm particularly skilled with windows, if I may say so. There's an art to achieving true transparency without streaking, and I've quite mastered it. I also do excellent work with fireplaces, though I do hope your master doesn't expect me to climb inside the chimney. I draw the line at becoming a human chimney sweep, no matter how thorough I am."

The butler continued to stare at her as though she'd just announced her intention to perform Shakespeare on the front lawn while juggling teacups. After what felt like an eternity, he stepped aside with visible reluctance.

"If you would... follow me, Miss Freya."

Hazel stepped into the entrance hall and immediately forgot how to breathe properly. The space was enormous... cathedral-like in its proportions, with a ceiling that soared at least thirty feet above her head. Marble floors stretched in all directions, polished to such perfection that she could see her reflection gazing back up at her, looking appropriately awed. Crystal chandeliers dripped from the ceiling like frozen waterfalls, and gilt...framed paintings lined the walls, depicting stern-faced individuals who looked as though they'd never smiled a day in their lives.

"Good heavens," she whispered, then caught herself and cleared her throat. "I mean, what a lovely home. Your master certainly believes in... abundance."

The butler's expression suggested he found her reaction both predictable and distasteful. "Indeed. Lord Thornfield does not believe in restraint when it comes to his domestic arrangements."

"Lord Thornfield? I thought I was to work for Earl Tucker?"

"Lord Archie Tucker is the Earl of Thornfield," the butler corrected with the patience of a saint addressing a particularly slow child. "He acquired the title along with the estate some years ago."

Acquired, Hazel noted. Not inherited. Interesting.

They walked through corridors lined with more artwork than most people saw in a lifetime, past rooms that seemed designed primarily to intimidate visitors with their sheer excess. Everything gleamed and sparkled and practically shouted its expense. Hazel found herself wondering if Lord Thornfield...Earl Tucker...whatever he preferred to be called...had bought his furniture by the pound, because there certainly seemed to be an awful lot of it.

The butler finally stopped before a pair of doors that looked substantial enough to withstand a siege and knocked with the sort of reverent precision usually reserved for religious ceremonies.

"Enter," came a voice from within...deep, commanding, and tinged with the sort of authority that suggested its owner was accustomed to being obeyed without question.

The butler opened the doors and stepped aside. "Miss Freya, my lord."

Hazel walked into what was clearly a study, though it was larger than most people's entire homes. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves lined the walls, filled with leather-bound volumes that looked both expensive and well-read. A massive desk dominated one end of the room, and before a bank of tall windows that overlooked the manicured gardens stood a man with his back to her.

Even from behind, he was impressive...tall, broad-shouldered, with the sort of posture that suggested military training or at least a lifetime of expecting deference. His dark hair was perfectly styled, and his clothing, though Hazel was no expert on such matters, looked expensive enough to feed a small village for a month.

"Miss Freya, my lord," the butler repeated, then retreated with the speed of a man fleeing a battlefield.

The man at the window turned, and Hazel felt her world tilt slightly off its axis.

He wasn't at all what she'd expected. For reasons she couldn't quite articulate, she'd imagined Earl Tucker would be elderly...perhaps portly, certainly pompous, with the soft look of a man who'd never done an honest day's work in his life. Instead, she found herself facing a man who couldn't be much past his mid-thirties, with the sort of presence that filled a room and demanded attention.

His face was all sharp angles and strong lines...a jaw that looked as though it had been carved from granite, high cheekbones that belonged in a Renaissance sculpture, and eyes the color of storm clouds that seemed to see entirely too much. There was something almost predatory in the way he looked at her, as though she were a puzzle he intended to solve whether she cooperated or not.

For a moment, neither of them spoke. Hazel found herself grateful for the weight of her broom against her shoulder...it reminded her why she was here and helped her regain her composure.

"Well," she said finally, adjusting her spectacles with what she hoped was professional confidence, "you're certainly not what I expected. I'd pictured someone rather more... elderly. And possibly with more facial hair. But no matter, I'm here to work, and I assure you, my lord, that I am entirely capable of cleaning your home to the highest standards, regardless of your age or grooming choices."

Something flickered in those storm gray eyes...surprise, perhaps, or amusement. It was gone too quickly for her to be certain.

"Indeed," he said, his voice carrying the sort of educated accent that spoke of money and privilege. "Tell me, Miss Freya, why have you brought cleaning implements instead of luggage?"

Hazel blinked. "Luggage? I'm sorry, my lord, but I'm afraid I don't understand. I'm here for the cleaning position. I was told you required someone with a thorough approach to household maintenance, and I can assure you that I am exactly that person. I've brought my own tools because I believe in being prepared, and I've found that the quality of one's equipment directly impacts the quality of one's results."

He studied her for a long moment, and she had the uncomfortable feeling that he was seeing far more than she intended to reveal. There was an intelligence in his gaze that was both impressive and slightly unnerving.

"You truly don't know," he said finally, and there was something almost gentle in his tone.

"Know what?" Hazel demanded, though a cold knot was beginning to form in her stomach. "What are you talking about?"

Instead of answering, he moved to his desk and retrieved a folded document, holding it out to her with the sort of careful precision that suggested its contents were significant.

Hazel hesitated, every instinct screaming that she didn't want to take whatever he was offering. But curiosity...that fatal flaw that had gotten her into more trouble than she cared to count...won out. She set her broom aside and reached for the paper.

The moment her fingers touched the parchment, she knew her life was about to change in ways she couldn't begin to imagine.

The document was formal, legal, and entirely incomprehensible at first glance. But as her eyes focused on the words, certain phrases began to leap out at her like accusations:

...betrothal contract between Archie Tucker and Hazel Freya...

...in consideration of the sum of five hundred pounds advanced for medical treatment...

...for the preservation of property and provision of care...

...to be fulfilled upon the bride's twenty-sixth birthday...

And there, at the bottom, were signatures she recognized with a sickening lurch of her heart: her father's careful script, her mother's more flowing hand, and a third signature that belonged to the man standing before her.

The paper slipped from her suddenly nerveless fingers and fluttered to the floor like a wounded bird.

"No," she whispered, and the word seemed to echo in the vast room. "This... this isn't possible. This is some sort of mistake. A cruel joke."

"I'm afraid it's neither," Earl Tucker said quietly. "Your parents approached me eight years ago, Miss Freya. Your father was gravely ill, they were facing destitution, and they needed help. I provided that help in exchange for certain... considerations."

"Considerations?" Hazel's voice climbed to a register she didn't recognize as her own. "Is that what you call purchasing a human being like a... like a piece of livestock?"

"I prefer to think of it as an investment in the future," he replied, and she couldn't tell if he was being deliberately cruel or simply matter-of-fact. "Your parents were desperate, I had resources they needed, and a mutually beneficial arrangement was reached."

Hazel felt as though the floor was tilting beneath her feet. The memories of her parents...her gentle, loving parents who had read her stories and taught her to value her mind above her appearance...suddenly felt tainted, poisoned by this revelation.

"They would never have done such a thing," she said, but even as the words left her lips, she could hear the doubt creeping in. "They loved me. They wanted me to be happy."

"They did love you," Earl Tucker said, and there was something almost kind in his voice. "That's precisely why they agreed to the arrangement. They were dying, Miss Freya...both of them, though your mother lasted longer than your father. They knew they couldn't provide for you, couldn't ensure your future. I could."

"By making me your... your..." She couldn't even say the word.

"Wife," he supplied helpfully. "And yes, before you ask, the contract is quite specific about the... expectations of the marriage."

Hazel's hands clenched into fists at her sides. "You mean children. You mean you expect me to bear your children like some sort of... of breeding mare."

"I require an heir," he said simply. "It's not personal, Miss Freya. It's simply necessary."

"Not personal?" Hazel's voice rose to a near...shriek. "You're talking about my body, my life, my future, and you say it's not personal? You, sir, are either the most callous man I've ever encountered or completely mad. Possibly both."

For the first time since she'd entered the room, Earl Tucker's composure cracked slightly. A muscle in his jaw tightened, and his eyes flashed with something that might have been anger or amusement...she couldn't tell which.

"I assure you, Miss Freya, I am neither callous nor mad. I am simply practical. The arrangement has been in place for eight years. You are now of age, I am in need of a wife, and the contract must be fulfilled."

"Must be?" Hazel picked up her broom and brandished it like a weapon. "I am not a piece of property to be transferred from one owner to another! I have rights, I have a mind of my own, and I most certainly have the right to refuse to marry a man I've never met!"

"Actually," Earl Tucker said mildly, "you don't. The contract is legally binding. And even if it weren't, I should point out that your parents' debts have not been paid in full. The remaining balance has fallen to your guardians, Mr. and Mrs. Bowie, I believe? Lovely people. It would be unfortunate if they were to lose their home over this matter."

Hazel felt the blood drain from her face. Aunt Liv and Uncle Noah. Sweet, kind Aunt Liv, who had taken her in without question when her parents died. Uncle Noah, who had taught her to read Latin and never once complained about her unconventional interests. They would be ruined...turned out into the street, penniless and disgraced...and it would be her fault.

"You're a monster," she whispered.

"Perhaps," he agreed easily. "But I'm a monster with a legally binding contract and the power to destroy the only family you have left. The choice, Miss Freya, is yours."

Before she could respond...before she could find words adequate to express her fury and despair...the study doors burst open without so much as a knock. A vision in pale blue silk swept into the room, all golden ringlets and practiced grace, moving with the sort of confidence that came from a lifetime of getting exactly what she wanted.

"Archie, darling!" the vision cooed, her voice sweet as honey and twice as sticky. "I do hope I'm not interrupting anything important. I simply had to see you...Mama said you had some sort of... domestic business to attend to today."

The newcomer's eyes fell on Hazel, taking in every detail from her work-stained dress to the broom still clutched in her hands. A smile spread across her perfect features...the sort of smile a cat might wear after cornering a particularly plump mouse.

"Oh my," she purred. "Is this the new housemaid? How... rustic."

Earl Tucker's expression didn't change, but Hazel caught the slight tightening around his eyes. "Alice, may I present Miss Hazel Freya. My betrothed."

The effect of these words was immediate and spectacular. Alice's porcelain features froze into a mask of perfect horror, her blue eyes widening to an almost comical degree. For a moment, she looked like a beautiful doll that had been struck by lightning.

Then she laughed...a tinkling, musical sound that somehow managed to convey more venom than a serpent's hiss.

"Your betrothed?" she repeated, as though the words were foreign to her. "Oh, Archie, you do have such a delicious sense of humor. Really, you shouldn't tease me so. We both know perfectly well that I am..."
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