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      A Lady Deemed Unmarriageable. A Rake with No Interest in Love. A Passion Neither Expected.

      Lady Charlotte Beckett has resigned herself to her fate. Sent to Havenwood Academy—a finishing school for unmarriageable ladies—she knows her future holds no grand romance, no whispered promises of devotion—only the plans her father has in store for her future. But when an invitation arrives for the students to attend a house party at Easton Abbey, she finds herself in the path of the one man who threatens to unravel her carefully constructed world.

      Declan Hayes, the Marquess of Easton, is a notorious rake with no intention of surrendering his heart to any woman. Yet from the moment he clashes with the sharp-witted and utterly fascinating Lady Charlotte, his carefully honed indifference begins to crack. She is unlike any lady he has ever known—bold, intelligent, and apparently immune to his charms.

      Drawn together by forces neither can deny, Charlotte and Declan must navigate a web of scandal, secrets, and society’s expectations. But even if Declan can convince her that love is worth the risk, will her father allow such a match? Or will duty and propriety tear them apart before they have a chance to claim the love they never dared to hope for?
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        “The Very first moment I beheld him, my heart was irrevocably gone.”

        JANE AUSTEN, LOVE AND FRIENDSHIP
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      The Havenwood Academy was nestled against a thick forest on one side and surrounded by a black fence along the rest of the property’s border. An old castle had been renovated to form the academy, but the changes had done nothing to erase the gloominess that enveloped the building. The shrubbery alongside the castle’s foreboding stone walls had been neatly trimmed, and several trees towered over the tall black barriers designed to keep the young ladies in as much as to protect the inhabitants of the castle. Climbing ivy spread across the exterior, clinging to every inch of it.

      The school’s founder, one Mrs. Grace Havenwood, had established the institute for young ladies after her husband died at Waterloo, and it had been accepting ladies with scandalous pasts for four brief years. In short, in comparison to other finishing schools for ladies, this one bordered on infancy.

      Lady Charlotte Beckett knew all of this because her father, the Duke of Claremont, had explained it in explicit detail. The entire trip from London had been one continuous lecture on what he expected from his only daughter. She’d let the family down, and this was her punishment. Exile. This academy was meant to teach her a lesson. One she didn’t think she fully deserved. It hadn’t been her fault—not entirely, anyway. Her brother should carry some of the blame. She’d done what she had because he’d asked her to help him, after all. In their father’s eyes, though, her brother Warren couldn’t possibly have had a hand in any of it. He could do nothing wrong. He was the future duke and current Marquess of Finley; therefore, his name couldn’t ever be tainted by scandal.

      Charlotte allowed herself to indulge in an inner eyeroll. She couldn’t actually perform that action, or it would add to the lecture she was currently receiving from her father. He so liked his lectures . . .

      “Are you listening to me?” her father chastised.

      Charlotte glanced up at him. His hazel eyes were filled with the same disappointment that dripped through each word he spoke to her. She sucked in a breath as if she’d been punched in the gut. The last thing she’d wanted to do was let her father down. That didn’t mean she thought attending a school that had been dubbed the academy for unmarriageable young ladies agreeable. “Yes, father,” she said in a compliant tone. She turned her attention to the castle. They were inside the gates now, and soon the carriage would stop at the entrance. Then she would have to face the truth. Her father fully intended to leave her there. What would she do if he did? What choices would she have?

      Entering and exiting the property would not be easy if one hoped to circumvent its confines, and yes, Charlotte perused all possible escape routes. A lady could never be too careful, especially one with a scandal hanging over her head. As her father reminded her, she already had one scandal too many attached to her name.

      She would have to explore the wooded part of the school’s border. It seemed like the easiest way to disappear from the school if she wished to leave; however, she didn’t know how dangerous the area might be. It was best she be as careful as possible. There was no need to run . . . yet.

      “You will do everything Mrs. Havenwood says and to be obedient in all ways. Do not sass any of the teachers either.” He hit each word succinctly and with enough force to make it clear how little he thought of her. “When you leave this academy, you will be the young lady society expects, and when your debut is set, you’ll be prepared to find a suitable match.”

      That was what he wanted more than anything. To have her find a husband and wash his hands of her. There was a small chance that he’d already selected a husband for her. It wouldn’t surprise her if he had. Sometimes she wondered if her father loved her or thought of her as a burden. One that he’d been saddled with after her mother had died giving birth. He’d had an heir, but had failed to get the spare. Having been born female instead of male had left her at a disadvantage. She never measured up and had always been an afterthought. Which meant she was always trying to do something, anything to gain her father’s approval. That was never going to happen now. She was damaged in the duke’s estimation. But hadn’t she always been that way? Her birth had taken away the love of his life, and for that she’d been deemed irredeemable from her first breath.

      “Of course, father.” She wouldn’t argue with him. All her previous attempts had proved disastrous, and to do so now would be a waste of her breath.

      The carriage came to a stop at the entrance. Up close she could see the entryway with more clarity. The ivy had invaded a little there too. The green foliage drenched the archway and hung over it like a waterfall of leaves and vines. The door itself was a rich dark brown with black handles. She’d thought the castle gloomy on the drive up, but she had to reconsider that assessment. Something about the old stone fortress seemed to call to her. Perhaps it would not be so terrible to be left there. At least she wouldn’t have her father towering over her every day admonishing her about all her failures.

      Her father exited the carriage, then turned to assist her out. She stepped closer to the castle as her father barked orders to the driver and one of the outriders. The heavy brown door opened with a slight creak, and a woman stepped out. She was tiny in stature with rich auburn hair streaked with gold pulled back in a simple chignon. Her gown was a blue so dark that on first glance it seemed black. She walked toward them and smiled at Charlotte. “Hello,” she greeted her. “I’m Mrs. Havenwood. Welcome.”

      She was a strikingly beautiful woman. If she’d wanted to, she could have easily remarried. Why had she decided to remain unattached and open this school? Charlotte’s curiosity could be her undoing at times. She should leave this mystery alone, but she had never done as she should. Why should she start now?

      “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance,” Charlotte said and curtsied. Politeness was a necessity. Especially in her father’s presence.

      Her father joined them. “Mrs. Havenwood,” he greeted her. He ran his hand over his light brown hair as he met her gaze. “Thank you for accommodating my daughter on such short notice.” School had already been in session for several weeks. None of the other schools had made the necessary arrangements to admit her. They didn’t have the room, but this school, in all its newness had space available. Her father liked the idea of it regardless. So here they were, and he would abandon her on Mrs. Havenwood’s doorstep and never look back.

      Her father had never met the proprietress of this academy before that moment. He didn’t offer any niceties. That was beyond the Duke of Claremont. He jumped right into the matter and expected everyone around him to fall in line with his needs. The more she thought about her circumstances, she was glad her father was exiling her. This might be the reprieve she desperately needed. Without his constant disapproval perched over her she might find a way to finally be more than the girl that breathed disappointment.

      “Of course,” Mrs. Havenwood said in an amicable tone. “We will take care of her. You have my word.” This woman couldn’t be as serene as she appeared. What was her secret? Charlotte struggled to remain composed, and the proprietress did it with such ease.

      Mrs. Havenwood didn’t attempt flattery, and she certainly didn’t treat her father as if . . . well, as if he were a duke. Not once since they started talking had she addressed him as “your grace” as she spoke. Charlotte found that quite intriguing.

      “After her trunks are unloaded I’ll leave her in your care, then. Is there anything else you require from me?” the duke asked.

      Wait. Had she missed something? He was leaving immediately? Her strict, demanding father wasn’t even going to tour the school? How could he leave her without doing that at the very least? Charlotte didn’t know if she was appalled or glad he planned to leave so soon.

      “I believe we discussed everything in detail through our correspondence. I’m satisfied I know what you wish and that we are able to deliver what is needed for Charlotte’s care.” Mrs. Havenwood did sound confident.

      They were discussing her as if she was nothing more than a child. No, worse than that. A child would get more consideration. She was an unwanted animal of some sort. A stray dog or cat given minimal upkeep. Should she consider herself lucky that they didn’t make a room for her in the stables?

      Two more ladies came out to join them. One was a little taller than Mrs. Havenwood. She had blonde hair and blue eyes so pale they were like ice during a cold winter day. The other one was even shorter with raven hair and green eyes. She was so tiny she could be a pixie and blend into her surroundings.

      “This is Miss Spencer,” Mrs. Havenwood gestured toward the blonde. “She teaches deportment and dancing.” She motioned toward the raven-haired beauty. “This is Miss Abernathy, another of our teachers. She was one of the first students to attend the academy. Her father is a vicar.” Interesting that she gave more information about Miss Abernathy than Miss Spencer. Did her father need to know all that? Was it because she was so young? Miss Abernathy couldn’t be more than a handful of years older than Charlotte. “Our other instructor, Mrs. Smith, is with the rest of our students. She is a former governess.”

      Her father inclined his head. “If that is all, I’ll leave my daughter in your care now.” Her trunks had been unloaded and stacked in front of the door. “I trust that she’ll learn everything that is proper during her sojourn at Havenwood academy. .” He almost seemed bored with everything Mrs. Havenwood had told him.

      “I promise that she will,” Mrs. Havenwood said. She smiled at the duke, but Charlotte didn’t think it reached her eyes. Did the proprietress dislike her father? She didn’t blame the woman if she did. Her father could be difficult on a good day.

      The duke didn’t say another word. He turned on his heel and strode back to the carriage. After the carriage was well on its way down the path away from the castle, she realized he hadn’t bothered to say goodbye to her. That shouldn’t surprise her, and yet, it did. He must truly loathe her and had found some sort of relief in being rid of her. Why hadn’t he dumped her at a school sooner?

      “Come inside, dear,” Miss Abernathy said to her. “One of the servants will bring your trunks to your room. I will introduce you to your roommate. I think you’ll get along well. Her father is an earl, and much like you, she’s running from a scandal.”

      Weren’t they all? Charlotte sighed and followed her inside. The difficult part was complete. She’d survived the trip to the academy with her father. Now she could settle in and perhaps learn something. They had to teach more than deportment and dancing. She hoped they would provide a more well-rounded education. She wouldn’t mind learning more history and she adored literature—most of the time anyway. As far as becoming a dutiful daughter—she would never be that again. Charlotte wouldn’t try to be the daughter her father wanted any longer. She would never be able to comply with his exact expectations, and she was done trying. From that point on, she was going to be the person she wanted to be, and the rest of the world be damned.
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        One year later . . .

      

      

      Charlotte sat in the garden at Havenwood Academy and stared at the roses that had finally bloomed. She hadn’t been home once since she’d become a student at the academy. Her father had decided she would remain at the castle when the other girls went home on holiday. Some of the girls would return to their families in a few short weeks and wouldn’t return until the beginning of September, and after the fall and winter terms, they would leave and prepare for the season that supposedly would ensure they found a match. Charlotte wouldn’t be one of them.

      She couldn’t be certain how long her father intended for her to remain at Havenwood, but stay she would. At least for the next year. When he had brought her to Havenwood, he ensured her she would stay there for at least two years. Mostly because of the scandal and his belief that time would make the ton forget. A part of her hoped he would leave her at Havenwood forever. It had become her home, and the ladies there were more like family than her own had ever been.

      Her roommate was her dearest friend and the sister she’d never dared wish for; however, Lady Jaclyn Thomas was the sister of the current Earl of Oakley. Her father, the previous earl, had died before Jaclyn had been sent to the Havenwood Academy. Her brother had believed it would be good for her. Especially after the scandal she’d created before her father’s death. Jaclyn still wouldn’t tell Charlotte the details that had led to her being sent to Havenwood. They had both agreed to never discuss the scandals that had resulted in their exile at the school. Charlotte shuddered internally . . . that was an incident best forgotten. As if she ever truly could.

      “It’s a lovely day, isn’t it?” Jaclyn said in a whimsical tone as she twirled a strand of her strawberry blonde hair. “What should we do to entertain ourselves?”

      “Do you have something you wish to do?” Charlotte lifted a brow. She’d learned early on that Jaclyn didn’t ask a question she didn’t already have the answer to. Especially one that was as open-ended as that last one.

      “Nothing specific,” she said, but her tone suggested otherwise. Jaclyn could be a bit of a hellion. It didn’t surprise Charlotte that she’d found herself in the middle of a scandal. It was one of the reasons she liked her so much.

      “Perhaps we could go for a walk.” It was a sedate option for most young ladies. If those young ladies were not her and Jaclyn. Trouble ultimately always landed at their feet, and they gladly picked it up and ran with it. They enjoyed creating a stir and leaving chaos in their wake.  They were not above playing pranks on the other students. Jaclyn had put a frog in a girl’s bed. Of course, it had been a girl that had been assigned to their room and neither of them had found her likeable. It had been Jaclyn’s way of ensuring that the girl was moved to another room. It had been Charlotte’s idea, but Jaclyn had the audacity to do it. That’s what made them such good friends. They were too much alike, though Charlotte could be the more logical of the two of them. Which was a good thing, since it often kept them out of messes they couldn’t extricate themselves from daily. The ones that snared them in a trap . . . they handled those too. Together.

      “We could do that.” Jaclyn nodded. “We should take a trek through the woods. Perhaps we could collect some herbs for Mrs. Smith. She said she would teach us how to make some poultices.”

      Mrs. Smith mostly taught them Latin, math, and history, but occasionally she branched out into other lessons. Everything that she taught was considered unnecessary for young ladies of their station, though, which was why Mrs. Havenwood never mentioned what the former governess taught at the school. Some of the more staid gentlemen in the young ladies' families would frown upon those lessons. The proprietress believed nothing was off limits in a young lady’s education, though. Charlotte admired Mrs. Havenwood and her dedication to her students. Having grown up without a mother, she didn’t have many interactions with women. It was refreshing to have one in her life she could not only respect, but also strive to emulate.

      After a few moments she glanced at Jaclyn and said, “There’s something you are not telling me.” Jaclyn opened her mouth to answer her, but Charlotte held up her hand to silence her denials. “I don’t care what it is. You will tell me when you’re ready. If you want to walk the paths in the forest, I’ll accompany you.” She liked going into the wooded area anyway. It was one of the first things she had done when she’d arrived at Havenwood.

      “You’re not going to ask me so many questions I won’t ever be able to answer them all?” Jaclyn frowned. “How unlike you.”

      Charlotte grinned. “I have my reasons.”

      She would steer their direction in the woods down paths that held an interest to her. She’d heard the rumors while they were in the nearby town of Ashington. The Marquess of Easton was in residence, and it had all the local gentry all aflutter. Some of the maids had mentioned he was handsome, and Charlotte had a curious nature. She had to know more about the marquess. Not because she had any designs on the man, but because she didn’t like unknowns. The marquess was the biggest mystery around, and she had a deep desire to uncover all of his secrets.

      Jaclyn narrowed her gaze. “I’m sure you do. Shall we, then?”

      They stood and started down the path that led to the forest. They were not as deeply monitored as Charlotte’s father had presumed when he’d dropped her off at the academy a year earlier. Mrs. Havenwood had gone over the rules and expected them to be followed. The biggest and most important one was that they didn’t leave the grounds alone. As long as they had another student or teacher with them, they could explore the grounds and the woods freely. Going beyond the paths in the woods was forbidden. None of them had any reason to break those rules. They lived a good life at the academy and learned a lot. All of the students loved the staff and the castle.

      The entrance to the first path in the woods neared, and they headed in that direction. “Are you going to go home when we have a summer break?” Jaclyn asked.

      She shook her head. “That’s doubtful. My father hasn’t even written to me in months. My brother sent a letter recently, but even his correspondence is sporadic. There is no real place for me there. I expect when my term here is done, I’ll return home and my father will have an arranged marriage waiting for me. He wants to be done with me, and the quickest way to achieve that is to give me to another man to contend with.” It still soured her stomach to think about how much her father seemed to hate her.

      Jaclyn looped her arm with Charlotte’s. “Your family is filled with fools.” She smiled as they leisurely strolled along. “Lucky for you, I’m here and you can always count on me. We will have a grand summer together.”

      Her father had done her a great favor by sending her to Havenwood. He might not like her, but she’d thank him for that decision one day. They kept a steady pace as they talked, and Charlotte made sure that they went the direction she’d previously decided upon. When they reached the edge of the woods she stopped suddenly. In the distance was a pond, and normally no one would be near that body of water. That was far from the truth today.

      “Oh my,” Jaclyn said. Her mouth hung open as she stared openly in the direction of the pond. Then she said in a whisper so quiet Charlotte almost hadn’t heard her, “He is here . . .” Who? The marquess? Had Jaclyn been introduced to him? Charlotte glanced back at the pond and stared at the sight before her.

      Three men were there. Horses had been tied to a nearby tree. They had probably gone for a ride and had decided to take a respite at the pond. But these three had taken it a step farther. They were in the process of removing their clothing. One had already removed his shirt, but the others were still in the process of unraveling their cravats.

      All three men, from what Charlotte could see at the distance they were from them, were quite handsome. One had blond hair that shimmered underneath the sun, another had hair so dark it mirrored a dark sky minus the stars, and the other one had rich brown hair as dark as the chocolate she drank in the morning. The latter was also shirtless and soon wouldn’t have any boots or pants either. Chiseled muscle graced every inch of his chest, and she itched to roam her hands over every enticing surface of him. God help her, but she’d gotten far more than she’d bargained for when she had decided to take this walk with Jaclyn.

      “We should leave,” Jaclyn said in a hurried whisper. “Ladies shouldn’t watch men strip off their clothing—for any reason. I’m not entirely certain they should if marriage vows have already been uttered.” Even as she said the words, her gaze seemed focused on one of the men. The one with dark hair, if Charlotte was not mistaken . . .

      Charlotte stared at Jaclyn with incredulity. “Less you forget who you’re speaking with,” she began. “I was there when you watched the stablehand break in the new horse Mrs. Havenwood acquired. You were quite enthralled when he removed his shirt. Miss Spencer had to escort us back to the castle.” That had been the beginning of their exploits together, and in the first week of her attendance at Havenwood.

      “That was different,” Jaclyn insisted. “It wasn’t…” She motioned toward the men at the pond. “Them.”

      “Oh, that clarifies it,” Charlotte said, then snorted. As in, it didn’t explain anything at all. Though in some ways she supposed it did. While she had found the groom’s naked torso interesting, she hadn’t been this fascinated by the sight.

      Jaclyn placed her hand on Charlotte’s wrist and started to pull her away from the pond. “We need to leave. Now.” Jaclyn almost sounded panicked now.

      Charlotte couldn’t move. She was transfixed as she observed them. Her curiosity had always been her undoing, and in this instance she would find herself completely ruined if they were caught. Still she couldn’t move. “No,” she said firmly. “We are not leaving yet.” She wouldn’t take one step until she saw everything. If that made her wrong, she never wanted to be right again. Charlotte licked her lips and kept her attention focused on the three men. This was decadence that no woman should ever walk away from. No wonder she’d become embroiled in a scandal…apparently Charlotte had a wicked nature she could not ignore. Not that her actual scandal had been wicked in any way. Charlotte had done one tiny favor for her brother and that made her immoral. Well, why not embrace the concept and discover where it led.
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      Declan Hayes, the Marquess of Easton, kicked off his boots and let them drop near his shirt and cravat. The warm air was unbearable for late May. The pond would be freezing, but it would cool his heated skin. It wouldn’t be the first time he had taken a dip in this particular pond. Sometimes he’d dived in to cool his ardor when he couldn’t have a particular woman. That hadn’t been an issue he had to handle in quite a while, though. Most women threw themselves at him, and he had to keep them at a distance or he’d find himself leg shackled before he could blink.

      He had his choice of lovers and he made sure to be discerning in whom he decided to take to his bed. Still, it had been a while since he had partaken in the sins of the flesh. He had grown bored with being a rake and had given up many of his vices, which was why he’d come home for the first time in a very long time. As a rule he avoided Easton Abbey and the responsibilities of running it. Estate managers were hired for that very reason, and he had an excellent one in his service.

      “We might regret this,” the Duke of Amberwood said as he pulled his cravat free. “That water is bound to be bloody cold.”

      The Earl of Foxmoore grinned as he slid his shirt over his head. “What you’re saying is you are afraid of a little cold water. I never took you for a coward, Amberwood.” He ran his fingers through his blond hair, leaving it a ruffled mess. “Quit worrying about it. I doubt we will regret a swim. It’ll feel great once we become accustomed to the frigid temperature.”

      Declan grinned. The earl and the duke were his two closest chums from school. There wasn’t much they hadn’t done together. They had even traveled to several different countries in their youth. That had been a grand adventure, and they had done plenty they should have regretted. “We have been in far more dire circumstances before. This will be nothing,” he reminded them both.

      Amberwood glared at the earl. “I’m not afraid of anything.”

      “Of course you’re not,” Foxmoore agreed, but his tone implied otherwise. “You’re a brave lad, yes you are.” He mocked the duke and then laughed.

      The duke glared at him and then leapt toward Foxmoore and they tumbled into the water. Neither had fully removed their clothes. Amberwood had barely removed his boots before he had jumped and then tumbled them both into the pond. Foxmoore surfaced first and spit out water. When the duke’s head popped out, he bounded forward and tackled the earl until they were both wrestling for control. Declan grinned and finished removing his pants, then dived in. Sometimes, even at their age, it was bloody glorious to act like boys still in the schoolroom. A good brawl could be invigorating. At least he wouldn’t have a pile of wet clothes at the end of it.

      They frolicked in the pond for a while until their skin wrinkled and they were properly cooled off. Declan slowly slid out of the water and strolled nude along the bank of the pond. His friends still swam and argued a bit in the pool, but soon they pulled themselves out of the water too.

      “Aren’t you the exhibitionist,” Foxmoore drawled. “Good thing we’re in the middle of nowhere.”

      Declan shrugged. “It’s my land. I don’t bloody care if anyone sees me in the buff.” Still he should get dressed. Just because it was his property didn’t mean no one would come upon them, and he didn’t want to be caught without a stitch on.

      He leaned down to retrieve his shirt, then something caught his attention at the edge of the woods. Declan stilled and casually glanced in that direction as he pulled his shirt over his head. He spotted two people at the edge hiding behind a tree. If he was correct, they were not just any two people, but two women. Maybe girls. Good grief, had they given innocents a show they shouldn’t have been privy to?

      One had blonde hair the color of honey, and the other had reddish blonde locks that reminded him of soft pink roses mixed with gold. He couldn’t see their faces, but they were most definitely ladies. They had dresses that were clearly quality, so not of the servant class. Hadn’t he heard that a school had opened up in the castle nearby? It had been an unentailed part his estate he’d agreed to sell several years ago. It had been too costly to repair, and the Viscount of Havenwood had hoped to restore it for his son’s widow. Declan had never imagined that it would be turned into a school, though. He might come to regret the decision to sell the property.

      “What is it?” Foxmoore asked.

      “We have voyeurs,” he said quietly. He didn’t want the girls to know he’d noticed them. “Keep your tone down.”

      Foxmoore grinned. “Should we give them something to look at?”

      Declan glanced at him and rolled his eyes. “I think we’ve already accomplished that feat.” His friend had a recklessness in him that could never be fully curbed. “I do believe we’ve corrupted them thoroughly.”

      “Good,” he said and grinned. “I’d hate to have failed to do my duty.” He casually glanced toward the woods. “Do we know who they were?”

      “Were?” Declan lifted a brow.

      “They’re gone now,” he said. “I think we may have frightened them away.”

      “What are we discussing?” Amberwood said. The duke shook his head and water sprayed everywhere from his black hair. He carried his boots in his hands, but he’d donned his shirt. His cravat was stuffed into his boots. “Shouldn’t we return to the abbey?”

      Declan nodded. They’d done enough damage for the day. He’d have to pay a call on the school and discuss the students with the proprietress. They shouldn’t come so close to his land. Especially if they didn’t want to witness things no innocents should ever observe. He cursed under his breath and finished dressing. The last thing he needed to contend with was innocents, and if he didn’t tread carefully one of them could lead to the very thing he’d avoided at all costs—marriage. God help the young lady who trapped him into an unwanted union. She would regret it far more than he ever would.
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      Late morning sunshine flooded the sitting room, bathing Charlotte in its warmth as she attempted to read. They had lessons with Miss Abernathy in an hour, and they had assigned reading to complete, but Charlotte couldn’t concentrate on the literature. It was the first volume of the Waverly Novels that had caused a sensation when it had been first published. It probably still did in some circles. The historical connotations were actually intriguing, at least Charlotte thought so . . . if only she could stop picturing that naked man long enough to read more of it.

      She’d never seen a completely naked man before. Charlotte hadn’t believed she ever would either. Surely that wasn’t required, even in marriage. He had been a splendid specimen of manly flesh too. She sighed as she recalled every hard plane and delectable muscle she’d been privy enough to gaze upon. Did all men look that impressive? Somehow she doubted they did. He was glorious, and it was unlikely she’d ever forget him.

      “Charlotte,” Miss Smith said from the entrance to the sitting room. “Mrs. Havenwood requires you to join her in her study.”

      She glanced at Miss Smith and frowned. Mrs. Havenwood rarely summoned them. Jaclyn had gone up to their bedchamber to read, or she’d ask her friend if she knew why the summons had been issued. Her friend always knew the gossip in the school. Her nosiness knew no bounds, and Charlotte always found it amusing.

      “Did she mention why she wished to see me?” Charlotte closed the book and stood quickly. It was best not to keep the head mistress waiting.

      “She did not,” Mrs. Smith replied. Her gray hair was pulled back into a stern bun that didn’t do anything to soften the older woman’s features. It also didn’t make her appear stern at all. She was the sweetest woman Charlotte had ever met, but that didn’t mean the students could take advantage of her. She kept them all on task quite easily. “On with you, now. She doesn’t like tardiness, and you’re expected.”

      Charlotte rushed out of the room and went down the hall to Mrs. Havenwood’s study. She stopped short when the sound of a man’s voice drifted out and down the hall toward her. Who was in there with the headmistress and why had he come to visit the school? Was it one of the students’ family members? Should she wait until after Mrs. Havenwood was done with her meeting? None of this made sense.

      “I’m glad you brought this to my attention, my lord,” Mrs. Havenwood said. “The safety of the young ladies at my school is very important to me.”

      “I assumed it might be,” the man said. His voice was rich and decadent. The timbre of it sent shivers down Charlotte’s spine in the most delicious way. It held a hint of sensuality that she’d never experienced before, and she wanted to wrap herself within it. “A school such as this is nothing without a pristine reputation to offer.” That sounded like a threat. Had he come to the school for that reason?

      “Trust me,” Mrs. Havenwood told him. “I’ll ensure nothing of this sort happens ever again. The young ladies in question should never have gone that far away from the school.” Her tone held a hint of displeasure she hadn’t been able to hide. Something about the gentleman must have seemed off to Mrs. Havenwood. It seemed as if she hadn’t liked the veiled threat any more than Charlotte had.

      “I’m glad we understand each other,” the man said.

      Charlotte couldn’t listen a moment longer. She had to go into the room and discern for herself the quality of the man in Mrs. Havenwood’s study. He shouldn’t do his best to intimidate her. He clearly wasn’t a true gentleman, or he never would have treated a lady of such high regard so callously. Charlotte stepped into the doorway and paused. She wouldn’t go inside fully until she’d been given leave to enter.

      Mrs. Havenwood glanced up and met her gaze, then gestured for her to join them. Charlotte took a few tentative steps until she stood next to the man seated in front of the headmistress’s desk. She peered down at him through her lashes and almost inhaled sharply. It was him. There was only one gentleman that would have immediately gained her attention upon entering a room. He’d been beautiful from a distance, but up close he stole her breath.

      His dark chocolate hair fell haphazardly over his forehead, and his blue eyes were as cold as ice as he met her gaze. If not for that taciturn glare she might have reached out and touched him. Something about him spoke to her soul, and it took everything inside of her to focus her attention on Mrs. Havenwood. “You wished to speak with me,” she told the headmistress.

      “Yes, I did, Charlotte,” she said. “I am waiting on Jaclyn, and then we can begin.”

      Charlotte froze in place. Had he seen them in the woods? Embarrassment flooded her at the idea. He’d been naked, and if he knew she’d ogled him like a fallen woman . . . she swallowed hard. She closed her eyes and took several breaths. He wouldn’t have mentioned that part to Mrs. Havenwood. It would have left him in an unfavorable light, and a scandal of that magnitude wouldn’t help either one of them.

      “I understand,” Charlotte said in an obedient tone. Would he remain for their dressing down? Why wouldn’t he leave already?

      Jaclyn came to the door before Charlotte had too long to consider all the ramifications of the situation she found herself in. If her father found out she courted scandal again. . . she might be sent somewhere she would never be able to escape from, or worse she’d be married off to an old man in the wilds of Scotland.

      “Come in, Lady Jaclyn,” Mrs. Havenwood ordered.

      Once Jaclyn was in the room, she gestured toward the gentleman and said, “This is Lord Easton.” She waited a moment for that information to settle through them. Charlotte grimaced but remained mute. Saying anything at all would not help. She had gazed upon the Marquess of Easton lasciviously, and he’d caught her. It remained to be seen how much he had disclosed of her wicked behavior. “He’s informed me he saw two young ladies walking in the woods near Easton Abbey.”

      Jaclyn pursed her lips defiantly. She couldn’t let her friend say anything because her temper would land them in far more trouble than they were already in. She reached out and grasped her hand and squeezed a silent message. Charlotte prayed that she understood.

      Mrs. Havenwood gestured toward them. “Are Lady Jaclyn and Lady Charlotte the two ladies you saw Lord Easton?”

      Slowly he lifted his gaze toward them. He had inky black lashes that framed those ice-blue eyes. It made them startlingly beautiful. The marquess was a truly breathtaking man. Too bad he held the ability to completely ruin them both. “I cannot say with certainty,” he began. His gaze traveled over them both with such ease it made Charlotte squirm. Had he found them both wanting? His gaze held little interest as he studied them both. “All I can say is one was blonde.” Those cold eyes met hers, and she barely suppressed a shiver. “It might have been this girl.” He waved his hand flippantly.

      The marquess turned away as if dismissing her. Her presence meant little to him. She was nothing, an unimportant girl that had dared to trespass near his land, and had also witnessed him swimming naked in the pond there. Clearly he had failed to mention that part. Not that she’d expected him to explain his penchant for swimming nude to Mrs. Havenwood. That would have been ruinous.

      Mrs. Havenwood frowned. “I’ll speak to all the ladies to ensure no one goes near the abbey, but I’ll start with these two.” She met their gazes. “If the two of you took the paths we allow you to utilize too far yesterday, please note that if you do so again, you’ll be on restriction. We have rules for a reason. They’re there for your safety.” She pursed her lips in displeasure. “I do believe it was the two of you the marquess noticed, and for that reason I’m going to bar you from the woods for the next week as punishment. You’re to remain on school grounds until given leave to do otherwise. Do you understand? Nod if you do.”

      They both bobbed their heads in agreement. It could have been much, much worse. Charlotte held her breath hoping they would be dismissed soon. She had to speak with Jaclyn in private. Mrs. Havenwood seemed satisfied with their acquiescence. “Go. Prepare for your afternoon class with Miss Abernathy.”

      They scurried out of the room as fast as they could. She could hear Mrs. Havenwood’s reassurance as they left. “I can assure you that Lady Charlotte Beckett or Lady Jaclyn Thomas will not wander onto your property. If they disobey my rules, please inform me immediately.” Neither of them wanted to receive any more punishment than they already had. Charlotte stopped briefly and sneaked one last glance at the marquess. She’d probably never see him again, and she needed to memorize his features. He glanced up then and stole her breath once more. This time, she found heat in those blue eyes that burned through her. Perhaps he hadn’t expected to see her still there and must have forgotten to keep the ice at the surface. She rushed away from him and couldn’t help wondering what the blazes had just simmered between them.
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      Declan left the headmistress's office and frowned. That blonde girl had been quite lovely. Far too beautiful to be closeted away in a finishing school. She should have been launched into society already and married off to some lovesick lord. He bloody hell would never fall into that state of being. He refused to fall in love. When he had to inevitably marry, it would be a union without that impractical emotion. His mother had been in love, and that had ended tragically for her. His father had gotten bored soon after he’d said his vows. Once his mother conceived, he’d gone off and found the first in a series of mistresses and ignored both his wife and son’s existence.

      He might not want a wife, but he also knew he’d have to marry one day. His title and land demanded he had an heir. When he had children, he’d treat them far better than his father had. No child should feel as unwanted as Declan had. Unwanted wasn’t a fair word. The former marquess had desired an heir, but he loathed the responsibility of being a father. Declan often wondered if his father had actually believed himself in love with his mother or if he’d pretended long enough to marry her. The latter seemed a far more likely scenario.

      Either way, Declan knew he’d be a terrible husband. When he decided to marry, he’d have to ensure his bride understood that fact. When it came to love, he’d never be a good bet. That girl though . . . she had briefly made him reconsider his stance on marriage being something for the distant future. The only way he could have her was to tie himself to her forever. That might be taking things a bit far just to sate his lust though. What had Mrs. Havenwood said her name was again? Lady Charlotte Beckett. He couldn’t stop thinking about her. She’d perused him the day before like a wanton woman who’d found her next conquest. Declan couldn’t have been more surprised.

      She was an innocent. He’d known that on an intellectual level. Especially as she'd come from a finishing school for young ladies. Still, he felt desire rise up inside of him. Desire he had thought he might never feel again. No lady, wanton or otherwise, had made him want to strip them bare and have his wicked way with her so much. He’d had many lovers over the years, but they were not memorable. They were part of his past. A past that he didn’t look too hard at. No woman had made him ever rethink the idea of marriage as a feasible prospect. Not until he’d seen her. Perhaps it was the brazenness wrapped in an innocent package that intrigued him. Either way, he had to steer clear of her. She would prove to be his undoing otherwise.

      He strolled outside and stopped short. She was there. Bloody hell . . . He’d hoped to avoid her. Declan nodded at her and then turned ready to mount his horse. He stopped short when she rested her hand on his arm. This couldn’t be happening. “Yes,” he said without meeting her gaze. Doing that would be a terrible idea, but oh how he wanted to. Her eyes were an amber hue mixed with gold that mesmerized him. He could easily become lost in her gaze if he allowed himself to become ensnared.

      “You didn’t tell her everything,” she said softly. “Thank you.”

      He stared at her and almost considered not responding at all. But then he thought better of it. She might not let this go if he didn’t set boundaries now. Those limitations had to be clear. She had to know that he did not welcome her in any fashion into his life.

      “I didn’t do that for you,” he said in a gruff tone. “I don’t need a naïve schoolgirl as a wife. Be careful where you tread, darling; you might find yourself caught in a fire you cannot escape from.”

      She gasped but didn’t protest. “I’ve never been good at following advice,” she admitted. “Besides, sometimes the heat is worth the potential burn.”

      He stared at her for several heartbeats. Declan couldn’t have heard her right. Did she actually match his innuendo with a retort as carnal as his own? He’d never been dumbstruck before. How did he respond to her? Should he ignore her or test her willingness to share erotic barbs?

      He decided to test her a little. Surely she wouldn’t continue down this path if she knew how treacherous it would be. He tilted his lips upward into a wicked half smile. “You’re correct, darling.” Declan stepped toward her, but she didn’t back away. There was little distance between them. If he wished to, he could pull her into his arms and let her feel his growing hardness. That might actually frighten the innocent into running from him. “The burn can feel exhilarating when done right.” He leaned down so she could hear his words, but if anyone else were nearby they’d strain to make them out. “Did you enjoy watching us? Are you always that bold? I’m sure you could find a man willing to rid you of your innocence if that’s the path you wish to take.” He stepped back and turned away from her. “But that man is never going to be me. Stay away from my property, Lady Charlotte. You are not welcome there.”

      He didn’t wait for her to respond. Declan mounted his horse and rode away from the school. When he reached the abbey, he might have to jump into the bloody pond to cool his heated blood. What was it about Lady Charlotte Beckett that made desire erupt through him with one glance? How could one innocent miss ruin his carefully constructed demeanor? If he allowed her into any part of his life he’d completely fall under her spell. Hell, he’d nearly done so already. A haze of lust had clouded much of his sensibility, and he already craved what he knew he could not have.

      Declan rode his horse hard until the abbey came into view. He slowed the horse to a walk when he noticed a carriage at the entrance. This could not be happening to him. Surely his mother hadn’t decided to visit the abbey. Had she learned about the finishing school nearby and taken that as a sign to assist him in finding a wife? There were several eligible young ladies at the school she could present to him as potential prospects.

      He closed his eyes and hoped he could convince her to return to London. Lately she had been urging him to marry more and more. She wanted grandchildren, but he didn’t want the wife required to give them to her. He had to make her understand now was not the time for him to hunt for a wife. Declan would make a terrible husband. No lady should suffer through his apathy.

      There was no helping it. He had to face her sometime, and he’d rather have it done with than put off the inevitable. Maybe fate would be on his side and she only intended a brief stay at Easton Abbey. He snorted. That was as unlikely as him waking up and deciding marriage a grand idea indeed. He could never allow her to realize how attractive he found Lady Charlotte Beckett. If his mother hoped to trap him into marriage, she’d make a a pretty package to tie himself to. One he already had difficult resisting.
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