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​​Chapter One
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March 1830

Miss Lydia Hamilton knocked on the ceiling of the carriage as it approached Lord Quinton’s townhouse. The coachman slowed and came to a stop. She turned to her two brothers. It was so dark out that she could barely make out the expressions on their faces, but they were looking at her.

“He lives there,” Lydia told them.

Felix Hamilton, the Marquess of Roland, took a closer look at the townhouse. “Are you sure this is where he lives?”

Lydia nodded. “Rachel asked her brother, and her brother said he lives at this residence.”

Felix glanced at Oscar, their younger brother, who was holding a handkerchief and a small bottle containing a chemical mixture he had developed in a lab. “Are you sure we can put him to sleep quickly?”

“I’ve used this on myself to test it,” Oscar said, lifting up the bottle. “I know what I’m doing when I combine chemicals.”

“All right,” Felix replied. “As long as we don’t kill him, we should get away with this.” He paused. “That is if he doesn’t try to put us in prison for kidnapping.”

“He won’t do that once he gets used to the marriage,” Lydia protested. “He already prefers me to other ladies.” When Felix shook his head, she added, “He picked me to be the lady he escorted to dinner that evening at Horatio’s.”

“That was almost two months ago,” Felix pointed out. “How can you be sure he isn’t courting another lady by now?”

“Because he’s a recluse who is superstitious.” Really, how many times did she have to say that? She’d already told them a hundred times that Lord Quinton wasn’t running all through London in pursuit of ladies. From what she had learned about him, he was most likely a virgin. “Felix, you said yourself that he has more money than he can spend in a lifetime. I need to marry someone to help us, and he’s the best option we have.”

Felix and Oscar looked at each other, and, with one accord, they nodded. “Let’s go,” Felix said.

The two brothers pulled their hoods over their heads then left the carriage. She held her breath as they made their way to the servants’ entrance. It was three o’clock in the morning. Everyone seemed to be asleep in all of the townhouses on the street. No one was wandering around outside. She had even asked the coachman to go slow down the street so the horses wouldn’t be so loud. She and her brothers had taken all of the precautions they could think of. This should be a successful venture. 

She gave a silent prayer. They needed this. If they didn’t get money—and fast—they would be destitute. None of the ladies wanted to marry her brothers. Word of their financial situation had spread through London, thanks to their cousin, Leopold. Leopold never did like them.

She waited five minutes before she caught a movement from the servant quarters of the townhouse. She focused on the movement and saw two hooded figures carrying a gentleman wrapped up in a blanket. They had done it! She opened the carriage door and stepped out while her brothers carried Lord Quinton into the carriage. She made a gesture to the coachman then hurried inside and shut the door. The carriage took off down the street before she had time to settle into her seat.

“Why is he going so fast?” Felix asked.

Lydia saw a light come on in Lord Quinton’s townhouse and pointed to it. “That’s why. I figured someone would wake up. We can’t give them time to get to our carriage.”

Oscar lowered his hood and wiped the sweat from his brow. “I’m glad that’s over.” He pulled out a flask from his pocket.

“You can’t drink alcohol at a time like this,” Felix admonished as he placed Lord Quinton against the window so he wouldn’t slip off the seat.

Lydia’s heart skipped a beat. She loved looking at Lord Quinton. He was quite attractive, especially when his blond hair was ruffled from sleep.

“It’s not alcohol,” Oscar told Felix.

Her attention went back to her brothers.

“I made this to soothe my nerves,” Oscar continued. “It’s cherry juice.”

Felix relaxed. “All right. I need you to be on guard with me in case someone follows us.”

Lydia peered out the window but didn’t see anyone. “I think we’re going to be fine. We’re so far from the townhouse now that no one can see the details of our carriage.”

“It wouldn’t matter if they did,” Felix said. “I rented this one from the stables.”

Oscar took a long drink from his flask. “But you used our coachman.”

Felix shot him a pointed look. “Our coachman agreed to come since I told him I’ll have to relieve him of his duties if Lydia doesn’t marry. Like us, he wants the money to keep flowing into the household.”

Oscar took another drink then let out a long sigh. “I just hope this works. When will we make it to the vicar’s?”

“By midnight. He promised to be ready by the time we get there.” He gestured to Lord Quinton. “I’m more worried about our friend’s compliance. He’s likely to fight this.”

“We’ll just have to show him that marriage will be a good thing,” Lydia spoke up.

Felix took a deep breath then released it. “Let’s hope this whole thing is going to be as easy you think it’ll be.” 

***
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AT FIRST, GUY MILTON, the Earl of Quinton, thought he was having a terrible nightmare. Nightmares weren’t all that uncommon. Danger, after all, was lurking around every corner, and the subtlest thing could inspire a nightmare. But as he became aware that he was swaying from side to side, he knew he wasn’t in bed. And since he wasn’t in bed, he wasn’t having a nightmare.

His eyes flew open. He was sitting in a carriage that had seen better days. He was propped up against the window so he wouldn’t slip and fall to the carriage floor. By the looks of it, it was mid-morning. He struggled to sit up straight, but the part of his body that had been pinned up against the window had fallen asleep, leaving him unable to move his arm and leg. He had to use his other arm and leg to shift himself upwards. 

His eyes grew wide. A sleeping gentleman sat next to him while another sleeping gentleman and a sleeping lady sat across from him. His gaze went back to the two gentlemen. He blinked in horror. The two gentlemen had red hair. That was a very unlucky color, especially on someone’s head. 

He jerked away from the one lounging next to him, but the blanket around him made it impossible for him to budge more than a couple of inches. He was wrapped in it all the way from his chin down to his feet. With the hand that had feeling in it, he pushed aside enough of the blanket so he could see if he was clothed. Thank goodness. He still had nightclothes on. For a moment, he worried he might be naked. 

He didn’t remember coming to this carriage. The last thing he recalled, he was safe in his bedchamber. Then he thought he heard a door open. After that, he didn’t remember anything. How had these people managed to get him out of his townhouse without him being aware of it?

He shifted closer to the window. That was as far from the redheaded gentleman as he could get. Fortunately, the lady across from him had sunny blonde hair. And she wore a soothing blue coat. That helped ease his nerves a little. But two redheads were not a good sign, even if they were wearing muted clothes.

An even worse sign, of course, was being kidnapped. While his research didn’t come out and state that kidnapping was a bad omen, he couldn’t think of anything good that could possibly come from it. He took a couple of deep breaths to help calm himself down. He shouldn’t panic. Panicking would hinder his ability to think clearly.

When he was able to get his breathing under control, he forced himself to evaluate the situation. One, he was in a carriage. Two, there was vacant land all around them. So he wasn’t in London. Judging by the position of the sun, they were heading north. He would try not to think of what might be up north that was of interest to them. He closed his eyes and took another deep breath. He opened his eyes. All right. There were three people against him. One of those people was a lady. Ladies weren’t as strong as gentlemen. So he wouldn’t have to worry about her being able to force him to do something he didn’t want. That left him against two gentlemen. Two redheaded gentlemen. 

Just as he began to plot a way he might overtake the two so he could escape, he recalled that he was in his nightclothes. He was even barefoot. He slouched in disappointment. He wasn’t going anywhere. He was stuck here. 

He took another good look at his three captors. The only one he knew was Miss Hamilton. Miss Lydia Hamilton, if he recalled right. He’d met her at a dinner party. He’d thought she’d been pleasant. Truth be told, he had even fancied her. But the timing was all wrong. It was still winter. Spring was always best for starting a new relationship with someone. Summer was all right, too. But once the first leaf fell up to the time of the first flower bloom, it was best to hold off on any new ventures. Autumn and winter were the seasons of death. And that was why he had decided to hold off until April to seek a courtship with her.

He glanced at the two gentlemen. They were still sound asleep. Maybe he could reason with Miss Hamilton. She was a sensible lady. At the dinner party, she’d understood why he couldn’t escort Miss Carnel to dinner, and, unlike the others in attendance, she hadn’t criticized him.

He straightened up then leaned toward her and whispered, “Miss Hamilton?”

When she didn’t stir from her slumber, he tapped her slipper with his foot. 

She stirred, but she didn’t wake up.

He nudged her slipper again. “Miss Hamilton?”

She finally opened her eyes.

“It’s imperative that you help me,” he whispered.

She straightened up and began to speak, but he shushed her.

“We need to be quiet,” he whispered. “I don’t want to risk waking the others. Did they kidnap you, too?”

“No, they didn’t kidnap me. These gentlemen are my brothers. The one next to you is Felix. He’s the Marquess of Roland. My other brother is Oscar. I hope they didn’t scare you last night.”

“I have no recollection of them taking me from my bed. What do they want to do with me?”

She glanced at her brothers, who were still sleeping. “I don’t know how much I can explain without waking them up, but we’re taking you to a vicar so you can marry me. Then we’re going to my family’s estate.”

It took him a good couple of seconds to realize what she was telling him. He was so shocked that he shrieked, “You and your brothers abducted me so you could marry me?”

Next to him, Felix started to wake up.

Great. Now he’d done it! Once her brothers were fully awake, he wasn’t going to accomplish anything.

“Felix tried to talk to you when he saw you, but you always headed off in another direction,” she whispered. “Time is of the essence. I need to marry you now, or we’ll lose everything.”

“Now?” He checked out the window. “We’re in the middle of nowhere.” His gaze went to Felix, who was straightening up in the seat. He noted that Oscar was rousing from sleep. “Is one of your brothers a vicar?”

“No. We’re going to a vicar who lives near our estate. We should be at his home late tonight.”

He gripped his blanket. “Tonight? You mean, you plan to marry me after dark?” And in winter? With two redheads nearby? This was turning out to be worse than he’d expected.

“Yes. We’re taking as few breaks as we can, but the horses can only go so fast. The soonest we can get to the vicar’s is tonight. After that, we will go to my family’s home in the country.”

“We should be at the vicar’s at midnight,” Felix spoke up.

Guy stiffened. “Midnight? That’s the witching hour.”

“The witching hour?” Felix asked.

“Some think the witching hour is at three in the morning,” Guy began, “but it’s really midnight. I did considerable research in this area. I know what I’m talking about.”

Felix looked at his sister then shook his head in bewilderment. 

Lydia shifted in her seat. “How long does the witching hour last?”

“You can’t be serious,” Felix told his sister. “There is no such thing as a witching hour.”

“This marriage must happen, Felix,” she argued. “If there is a better hour to marry, then we should consider it.” 

Her gaze went back to Guy, and something about the hopeful look on her pretty face made his heart leap. He’d experienced the same strange sensation that evening he met her. It was that particular sensation that had given him ideas on courting her in the spring.

“How long does the witching hour last?” she asked him.

The gentle tone in her voice prompted him to answer, though he doubted any of them would take him seriously. Most of the time, people laughed at him. “One hour. Though evil can happen at any time of the night, the hour of midnight to one is the riskiest time of all.”

Felix rolled his eyes. “If evil can happen at any time of the night, then you are marrying my sister as soon as we get to Vicar White’s.”

Lydia’s eyes lit up in excitement, and her gaze went back to Guy. “The vicar has a lucky last name. White is associated with innocence and purity. That could counteract the witching hour, couldn’t it?”

“Why are you asking him that?” Felix asked her. “All you’re doing is giving in to his delusions.”

“My concerns are valid,” Guy protested. “I’m not making this up about the witching hour. It is established in books. I’m not just talking about fiction, though I admit there are tales told from a fictional viewpoint that have valid points in them.” Since Lydia had yet to criticize him, he told her, “You bring up a reasonable point. There is a balance of good and bad luck in the world, and it’s important that we keep that balance so we don’t descend into chaos.”

Felix was getting ready to respond, but Lydia inserted, “The marriage will take place tonight then. All will be fine. We have a perfect balance. We might be marrying at the witching hour, but the vicar, who happens to be a holy man, has a name that banishes out darkness.”

Felix glanced between both of them and shook his head as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Guy didn’t care if he believed it or not. It was dangerous to tamper with the balance of good and bad luck. At least Lydia was willing to give his concerns some credence.

“What do we need to balance?” Oscar asked as he rubbed his eyes. 

“Nothing,” Felix replied. “Our guest is spouting off some superstitious nonsense.” He turned to Lydia. “I’m shocked you picked him when we could have kidnapped any of the bachelors in London. There’s quite a few of them, you know.”

Guy narrowed his eyes at him. “I’m not exactly happy to be here, either. Do you think I want two brothers-in-law with red hair? Do you think I want to be in nothing but a blanket and nightclothes? Speaking of which, did anyone pack any day clothes for me, or will I be forced to wear my night attire for the rest of my life?”

“There’s no need to be dramatic,” Felix said. “Of course, we have clothes for you. You can wear my father’s clothes.”

Guy gasped. They couldn’t be serious! “I can’t wear a dead person’s clothes.”

Felix groaned. “Why not? He’s not wearing them.”

“They belong to a dead man. A dead man,” Guy emphasized since they didn’t seem to understand why that was both creepy and disgusting. “I refuse to put them on. Whatever ailed him could very well ail me. I demand we go back to London and get my clothes.”

“Be sensible,” Oscar spoke up. “We can’t go all the way back to London. We’ll lose all of this time in getting you to the vicar.”

Felix shook his head. “I’m beginning to think we can’t reason with him, Oscar. He’s raving mad.”

Raving mad? Guy had never been more insulted. “I’ll have you know that I’m the only sensible person in this carriage. I would never abduct a gentleman while he’s sleeping. However, if I were to do such a despicable thing, I would take his clothes, boots, and grooming supplies.” 

“We were in a hurry to get you out of there before someone noticed us,” Oscar told him. “You have servants in that townhouse. Any one of them could have stopped us. Time was of the essence.”

“A lot of good those servants did me,” Guy snapped. “I’m still here.”

“Gentlemen, please,” Lydia inserted. “I know this isn’t ideal for any of us, but can’t we make an effort to get along?”

“Why should I make an effort with a lunatic?” Felix asked. “You can’t reason with a lunatic.”

“I have no desire to get along with you,” Guy quipped back. “Your temperament is as awful as your hair color.”

Oscar’s jaw dropped. “What’s wrong with red hair?”

“Don’t get him started,” Felix warned his brother. “I’m still worn out from listening to him ramble on about the witching hour.”

“I wasn’t rambling,” Guy said. “I briefly mentioned my knowledge of it.”

“You gave us a lecture on it,” Felix replied.

Lydia shot them a pleading look. “If we can’t get along, can we at least be quiet? Voices carry, and I don’t want the coachman to know what’s going on in here.”

Guy decided she was right and shut his mouth. It was bad luck if someone overheard them. Private matters needed to be kept private. Guy offered her a nod to let her know he would do his part to keep things quiet. After a long moment, Felix let out a frustrated sigh of agreement. Oscar chose to retrieve a small bag of crackers then began eating them.

Guy’s gaze went to Lydia. It was a shame someone so lovely was associated with two redheads who were impossible to deal with. 

Lydia picked up her needlepoint from the valise next to her feet. His eyebrows furrowed as he struggled to make out what she was working on. After a moment, he realized she was sewing pink and yellow flowers on white fabric. He relaxed. There was nothing unlucky about that. She might come with two obstinate brothers, but she was pleasant. Maybe this marriage wouldn’t be doomed after all.
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​Chapter Two
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That night, they reached the vicar’s at midnight. Lydia had hoped they would get there sooner, but the timing couldn’t be helped. Between the breaks to eat, drink, and relieve their bladders, it had taken all the time that Felix had anticipated. She did experience a twinge of guilt for dragging Guy all the way out in the middle of nowhere in the dead of night. The fact that he had to pull the blanket closer around himself to ward off the chill in the air only made that guilt more pronounced.

“Can’t one of you let him wear your coat?” she whispered to her brothers while they waited for Guy to get out of the carriage.

“I’m not giving him anything,” Felix whispered back. “All he’s done is complain all day. I liked him better when he was asleep.”

“He has a right to be upset,” she softly argued. “We did kidnap him.”

“One would think we’re going to kill him with the way he’s been acting,” Felix said.

Giving up on Felix, she looked at Oscar, who was taking a quick drink from his flask.

Oscar groaned. “His blanket is thicker than my coat. He’ll be fine.”

She sighed. Maybe he was right. That blanket might be thicker than their coats. “Well, he is right about one thing; we should have packed a few of his things. We don’t have any fabric to make him clothes at the estate.”

“He will wear Father’s clothes or go around in his nightclothes,” Felix insisted. “I don’t care what he thinks. It’s not bad luck to wear Father’s clothes. Father was a good and decent gentleman.”

Yes, but since their father was dead, she could see how it bothered Guy to wear them. Deciding not to point this out, she turned her attention to Guy, who had finally managed to get out of the carriage without exposing more than his feet. She thought it was adorable that he was mindful of not disturbing her sensibilities when they were so close to being married.

He headed over to them and grimaced. “I had no idea grass could be so rough. It looks soft. I wonder if this is because it’s cold out or if it’s like this in the summer, too.”

“Are you telling us that you’ve never felt grass before?” Felix asked in shock.

“Felix,” she reprimanded. “Stop pestering him.”

“I’m just asking a question,” her brother said. 

“The question is fine,” Guy assured her. “To answer your question, I was born to a titled gentleman. I was raised to wear the appropriate attire at all times, and that included wearing things on my feet when I left my bed.”

“I happen to be the son of a titled gentleman, too,” Felix began, “but I wasn’t so stuffy that I couldn’t take a stroll through the grass in my bare feet when I was in the country.”

“He’s even run all through our London townhouse in his bare feet,” Oscar added.

Lydia’s face warmed as she recalled the evening when Felix got drunk and ran through the place looking for a dragon to kill so some damsel in distress could be saved. No doubt, Felix recalled that event, too, since she saw his face go red in the moonlight. 

“Never mind all that,” Felix told Oscar. “We’re here for a wedding. We best not keep the vicar waiting.”

Glad for the change in subject, Lydia turned her attention to the parsonage where lanterns were lit. The four made their way to the door, but it was Felix who knocked on it.

“What time is it?” Guy asked.

“It’s late,” Felix replied.

Guy looked heavenward. “Yes, I can see that. I just want to know how close we are to the actual witching hour.”

Felix groaned. “We’re not going to go over this again, are we?”

“I don’t want to get married at exactly midnight.” Guy’s gaze went to Lydia. “I know the vicar is a man of God, and I know he has a good last name, but I still feel better if it’s not exactly midnight when we marry. Marriage is for life. The smallest thing can lead us into good fortune or bad.”

Before Felix could comment, she told her brothers, “I see no harm in taking a look at the time. He’s willing to go through with this marriage. That’s the important thing. Oscar, you have a pocket watch on you. What time is it?”

Oscar took another drink from his flask then slipped it into his pocket. “Let me get it.”

Though Felix grimaced, he kept quiet.

“It’s 12:03,” Oscar said. “Is that all right?”

Guy nodded. “That will be fine. Just as long as we’re past the exact stroke of midnight.”

The door opened, and the vicar stood on the other side of the doorway. Guy breathed a sigh of relief. Surprised, Lydia took a good look at the vicar. He was middle-aged. He still had dark hair, though there was some white coming through. He wasn’t dressed in the attire he wore on Sunday mornings, but he was nicely dressed. She wasn’t sure what it was about the vicar that made Guy feel better about the wedding. It would take her time to figure out what little things bothered him. At the moment, she was just glad the marriage was taking place.

The vicar smiled at them. “Lord Roland, Mr. Hamilton, and Miss Hamilton, welcome.” His gaze went to Guy. “And welcome to you. I believe you’re Lord Quinton?”

“Yes, I am,” Guy spoke as the four entered the little home. 

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lord Quinton,” the vicar said.

Guy gave a good look around the room. Whatever he saw put his mind at ease, for Lydia noticed the way his shoulders relaxed. The last of Lydia’s worries melted away. He was really going to go through with this marriage. What a relief. Now she was assured of a love match, and she didn’t have to sacrifice her family’s financial standing in order to achieve it.

The vicar shut the door. “I have prepared tea to help warm you up. Even if it’s March, there’s still a chill in the air.”

The group accepted their cups of tea, and Guy was careful to keep the blanket tucked firmly around his body as he sniffed it. 

Before anyone noticed, Lydia asked, “Is everyone in the congregation well?”

Thankfully, everyone’s attention went to her. Guy took a tentative sip of the tea, offered an approving nod, and drank more of it. 

“They are,” the vicar said. “Mr. and Mrs. Carver had a boy last month.”

“Those two had another child?” Oscar asked in surprise. “What does that make it? Twelve children now?”

The vicar laughed. “The more, the merrier. Children are a blessing from the Lord. Anything worth having requires time and attention. I can attest to the fact that children bring a lot of joy. But we should be quick and speak softly so as not to wake my wife and children.” His gaze went to Guy and Lydia. “Do you want to get started?” The vicar picked up his book. “Given that the hour is late, I’ll shorten the ceremony. I know everyone is anxious to go to the family estate.”

“I’d feel better if you didn’t shorten it,” Guy said as he put his cup down. He pulled the blanket closer around himself and took a step toward Lydia. “I think it’s best if we hear the entire thing. I want to know exactly what it is I’m agreeing to.”

“What’s to know?” Felix asked. “Everyone who gets married promises to be faithful to the other person for as long as they live. That’s all there is to it.”

“Well, there is the part where he has to share his worldly possessions with her,” Oscar told Felix. 

“Yes, the two often unite their possessions,” Felix began, “but we all know this. It’s why so many marriages are arranged.”

“When it’s your wedding,” Guy interrupted, “you can do it the way you want, but since it’s mine, I insist we hear the entire thing. Do you mind reading the entire thing, Vicar White?”

The vicar shook his head. “No, I don’t mind. I just hope you’ll be able to stay awake through the whole thing.”

“I won’t have trouble staying awake. I’m sure it’s bad luck to fall asleep during something as solemn as a wedding ceremony.” Guy looked in her direction as if he worried she might fall asleep.

“I’m wide awake,” she assured him and the vicar. With a glance at Felix, she added, “This ceremony will only take place one time. I see no reason to shorten it.”

That relaxed Felix, who poured himself another cup of tea. Oscar straightened up as if he was the one getting married. Lydia felt a smile tug at her lips. She ventured that Guy would get along with Oscar before he got along with Felix, but she had no doubt that they would all get along in time. Felix and Oscar were good, decent gentlemen. They just approached things differently. 

Their time in the country would be good for all of them. It would give her and Guy a chance to fall in love, and it would give Guy and her brothers a chance to become friends. As the vicar started the wedding ceremony, she let her mind wander to how pleasant her marriage was going to be.
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​Chapter Three


[image: ]




It was almost two in the morning when they arrived at the estate. Though she couldn’t make out the details in the dark, Lydia noted the vines that were creeping up the walls of the stone manor. They were worse than the last time she was here. She glanced at Guy and was glad to see that he was drifting off to sleep. It was best if he didn’t see the condition of the estate until he’d had a good night’s sleep. Things always looked better after one was able to get sufficient rest.

Without a word, they lumbered into the manor while the coachman took the carriage to the stables. Felix was about to light a candle, but Lydia touched his arm and gave a slight shake of her head. Guy didn’t need to see how long it’d been since the place had a thorough cleaning. She and her brothers had cleaned up the drawing room, the dining room, and their bedchambers, but that had been about six months ago. There was no telling how much dust had returned, and quite frankly, she didn’t want to know until after she’d also had a good night’s sleep.

With a shrug, Felix led them up the stairs, carrying their valises. Oscar carried his own valise, and as they passed the bedchambers, he wished them a good night and went into his room. Felix, probably feeling it was his duty as the oldest, led Guy and Lydia farther down the hall.

“This is the room you and Lydia will share,” Felix told Guy as he gestured to the open door. “I won’t have clothes and other necessary items ready for you until late tomorrow morning, so I’ll have my sister bring you breakfast.” He went into the room and placed her valise on the dresser. Turning to her, he added, “I trust you can deal with things from here.”

Glad it was too dark for anyone to make out the blush on her face, Lydia said, “I’ll see you in the morning, Felix.”

He left and closed the door behind him.

A wave of shyness overtook her, so she took the time to scan the room in the moonlight. It didn’t seem like too much dust had accumulated in her absence, but then the dark could hide it. Either way, at least the sheets were clean. And she’d made the bed, so no dust would be under the large blankets she’d draped over them.

A howl sounded in the distance, and Guy shivered. “We can’t share the same room tonight. We haven’t had a courting process, nor was this marriage properly arranged. If we were to...” He paused then cleared his throat. “We had a good start with the vicar being appropriately attired and his home in good condition. Going through the entire ceremony also set things off in a direction that makes me feel much better. But there still must be a courtship. Everything is better when done in proper order.”

“Are you saying it would bring us bad luck if we were to...” Unable to complete the sentence, she motioned to the bed. 

“It could bring lots of bad luck. Years could be removed from our lives, we could end up without children, I could lose my money in some terrible ordeal. The possibilities are endless.” Another howl came from outside, and this time, it sounded like it was closer than before. “Do you hear that, or am I the only one?”

She immediately felt better. So he wasn’t rejecting her. He was just frightened. “No, I hear the howling, too.”

“I don’t mean to be contrary,” Guy began, “but I would feel better if we did this the proper way. I am the gentleman, and it is my job to court you. I had intended to do that once spring came, but your brothers kidnapped me before I had the chance.”

“You were going to court me in the spring?”

He nodded. “Spring is a much better time of year than winter. Winter is a time of death. We are close to spring, but the first bloom hasn’t come yet.”

Her eyebrows furrowed. “So do you want to wait until the flowers start to bloom before you court me?”

“I was going to, but since I’m here and we spoke our vows, I suppose it’s all right if we start now.” He paused. “When I say now, I don’t mean right now. It’s night, and I’m not properly dressed. No one ever courts a lady in his nightclothes.”

She chuckled. “I understand what you mean, and I’ll be happy to let you court me.”

“You don’t think I’m being unreasonable?”

“No. I think it’s romantic.”

“I was thinking of our situation in practical terms.”

Yes, she supposed that, for him, all of this was practical. It had everything to do with warding off bad luck. She, however, was thrilled beyond words to learn he had planned to be her suitor. She’d been right. The attraction went both ways. 

“I think you’re being perfectly reasonable,” she assured him. “I’ll be delighted to let you court me.” She went to her valise and picked it up. “Felix wants me to bring you your meal tomorrow morning. What time would you like to eat?”

“Oh, well, I usually eat at eight, but since it’s late and that thing out there keeps howling, I’d rather wait until lunch to eat.”

She wasn’t sure what the animal howling had to do with breakfast, but she decided it didn’t matter. He was here, and better yet, he was romantically interested in her. If he wanted to wait for lunch to eat, she would oblige him. “I hope you will come to feel at home here.” Though he probably couldn’t make it out in the dim light, she offered him a smile before she left the room.

***
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IT TOOK GUY A FULL hour before he was able to fall asleep, but that wasn’t surprising since he was in an unfamiliar bed. One of the reasons he stopped going to his country estate was the fact that staying at inns along the way provided him very little sleep due to the fact that he wasn’t used to those mattresses. Once someone got used to sleeping in a certain bed, the mattress became very comfortable, and that comfort went a long way in helping a person sleep. 

Therefore, sleeping in one’s own bed was always preferable. But it wasn’t like he could haul his own bed out to this estate. He hadn’t even been able to get his clothes out here. Whether he wanted it or not, he was stuck with this unfamiliar bed, and, worse, he was at the mercy of whatever clothes Lydia’s brothers thought to give him. All he could do was make the best of it, if that was even possible.

When Guy finally fell asleep, he had nothing but nightmares where Lydia’s brothers turned into werewolves and hunted him through the forest beneath the light of the full moon. He was certain the incessant howling from that beast outside was to blame for the dreams. When he woke up, he did feel better about being out here, but he was still stuck here with two redheaded men, and red was such an unlucky color. Why couldn’t they have been born with the same golden hair that Lydia had? At least then, they wouldn’t be so worrisome. Every lucky charm he had was back in London. 

He rubbed his eyes and took a deep, cleansing breath. All right. It was daylight. That was good. It wasn’t raining, nor were clouds threatening rain. The room was much cooler than he would have preferred, but the maids had probably been asleep when they arrived here. Even if the maids had been awake, he probably wouldn’t have allowed any in here to start a fire. He didn’t like strangers in his room. 

He took a good look around the room. It was overtly feminine. It had pink furnishings and bedding. The floral patterns on the blue drapes came with big blue bows that pinned each panel of the drapes to the wall. Well, this came as a relief. There were no wicked colors in the room, and, better yet, there were no unlucky objects set out anywhere. He hadn’t picked up on anything to worry about when he met Lydia at the dinner party, and it turned out his instincts had been right about her. Those brothers, on the other hand, were an altogether different matter.

He sat up in the bed. He was still wrapped up in his blanket, but he had slipped under Lydia’s blankets so he didn’t get chilly while he slept. As he emerged from his cocoon, the cold air swept over him. He shivered. He pulled his blanket back around himself then pulled the cord to summon one of the servants. He couldn’t be sure if the maid or a valet would show up, but he was in no condition to leave the room until he was properly attired.

He returned to the bed and sat down. He tucked his bare feet in his blanket and shivered again. He should get a fire going in here. At least, he would do so before it was time for bed this evening. For the moment, he needed to wash up and get dressed. 

A knock came at his door about ten minutes later. He hurried to open it. To his shock, Felix was standing in front of him with an arm full of clothes.

Without waiting for Guy to speak, Felix came into the room and dumped the large pile of clothes on the bed. “If these don’t fit you, Lydia can mend them. As you can see, they are neatly folded so you can be assured no one has worn them after they were washed.”

Guy inspected the clothes. “Are these the clothes your father used to wear?”

“I could give you the clothes my grandfather wore, but he was bigger in the stomach than you are. That would require more mending from my sister, and I don’t wish to give her any more tasks than she already has to deal with.”

Guy frowned. “Why should she mend anything? That’s what a maid is for.”

“We don’t have a maid. In case you weren’t aware, Lydia married you because we need money.”

“I don’t have any money with me. You didn’t take anything but me and my blanket when you hauled me out of my townhouse.”

“Which is why we aren’t hiring a maid any time soon.” Felix turned to the doorway as Oscar came in with a pair of boots and a bowl with grooming supplies in it. “You’ll have to make do with the boots. Lydia can mend clothes, but she can’t adjust footwear. At the moment, she is making something to eat. You’ll have to wait until after lunch for the mending.”
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