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              [image: ]
            

          

          LONDON, MAY 1882

        

      

    

    
      “I am not marrying your sister.” Silas stated this flatly, ignoring the way his companion sat back in the leather club chair with one eyebrow cocked in consternation.

      “I will ruin you if you don’t,” the Earl de Lucey, a man Silas had once considered a friend, answered easily. Almost as if he was as amused as he was irritated with this situation.

      “You can try,” Silas said. “I outrank you.”

      “Barely,” shot back de Lucey.

      Silas did not often flash his lineage about like a protective badge. Frankly, apart from the immense wealth that came with the title of Earl of Huntley, he had little use for high society. But that was before de Lucey’s half-sister, Lady Isabelle Kingston, had cornered him on a balcony and kissed him.

      Ever since that wretched afternoon almost two weeks ago, his surname had become a shockingly apt description for his predicament. He was being hunted through London’s ballrooms. Hounded to do the right thing and marry her already.

      He refused to be cornered into a marriage he didn’t want.

      Yes, Miss Kingston was pretty. Beautiful, even, with flaxen hair, wide blue eyes and a perpetual air of innocent confusion. On the handful of occasions where they had exchanged conversation, she seemed reasonably intelligent. But there had been nary a flicker of interest between them that could possibly have led her to take such rash actions as to entrap him.

      Isabelle Kingston was nothing but a rapacious social climber.

      The earl smiled wolfishly. “Rank aside, you have placed yourself in a precarious position, haven’t you? Withdrawing all that money before the holidays to invest in your factory.” He tsked. “Nearly took down Wilder’s bank in the process.”

      This was, unfortunately, true. Silas had inadvertently set off a bank run, thus forcing Wilder into the predatory arms of Gideon Wentworth, London’s other prominent, significantly more reputable financier, a few months ago.

      “There is always a financier willing to gamble on a good business plan.” Despite his brave words, damp discomfort collected at the small of his back. No one would call his business plan a good one. “I don’t need Wilder or anyone else.”

      De Lucey scoffed, then pinned him with a hard glare.

      “That’s what you think, Huntley.” He drank deeply from his whiskey glass. “If you do not make this right, I will crush you. Your precious invention will never see the light of day. Society will turn on you. You have my word.” He sat back in his leather chair and cocked one eyebrow thoughtfully. “Explain to me, Huntley, what is so off-putting about my dear half-sister. You could have the most coveted debutante in London for your wife.”

      “I’d rather take a damned dollar princess to wife.” Silas took a deep breath and tried to remember that this man was the woman in question’s half-brother. Through a peculiar confluence of events last year, de Lucey had found himself betrothed to his own sibling.

      No wonder he was desperate to see Isabelle married off as quickly as possible. Notoriety clung to the de Lucey family like a bad smell. Perhaps it wasn’t her fault, but it was fact.

      “I barely know her,” Silas complained.

      “A situation easily remedied if you would come to dinner a few times. She is young and impressionable. She can become the perfect wife for you.”

      The perfect wife did not exist, for Silas did not wish to be married. Not now. Perhaps not ever. He certainly had no interest in ushering a naïve young virgin into the pleasures of the flesh. He had important work to do.

      Nor did he have time for children. The getting of heirs could come later, after he had proved his mettle as the greatest inventor of the nineteenth century. This was an era of innovation and international competition. Bringing his electromagnetic engine to market was nothing less than his patriotic duty.

      Besides, he just plain didn’t want to marry a predator.

      That’s what Isabelle Kingston was: a fortune-seeker with guileless blue eyes. Silas’s gut churned with self-loathing. He’d spent his entire adult life successfully avoiding women with marital ambitions. How had he missed this one’s diabolical intentions?

      He despised her on a visceral level that was difficult to articulate. Her cunning. Her false innocence. He could not tie himself to a woman he loathed.

      “If you continue to refuse, Huntley, make no mistake. You will be ostracized from society,” de Lucey said quietly. He extracted a thick packet from his inner jacket pocket. All around them, crystal clinked and the dull roar of conversation was punctuated by peals of male laughter. “I will personally ensure that you are banished from this club for publicly defiling and then abandoning my sister. Not a man here would blame me.”

      Silas swallowed. He motioned for more whiskey, his preferred liquor. It burned like hellfire. Right now, he wanted that.

      Needed it.

      Deep down, Silas knew he was about to do something he had never before done in his life: bow to social pressure.

      “This is the contract I had my solicitor prepare.” De Lucey slapped it onto the table placed between their knees. The envelope was remarkably thin for a marriage contract—not that Silas had experience with such things.

      “I can summarize the contents for you. Marry my sister with proper haste and I’ll double her dowry. Refuse, and you’ll live to regret it.” De Lucey stood up and tugged his jacket straight. “Have your solicitor look it over. If you accept my terms, come to dinner at Glenmore tomorrow evening and let us finally all move on from this debacle.”

      Silas stared at the contract as if the devil himself had deposited it there and asked him to sign away his soul. After a minute of blank nonresponse, the earl sighed and strode away.

      Reluctantly, Silas opened the package and scanned its contents. The letters swam before his eyes. He’d had far too much to drink to make a reasonable decision. Yet there was no mistaking de Lucey’s threat.

      A shadow fell over him. Blearily, Silas glanced up.

      “Your Highness,” he slurred. A tall, handsome man with blond hair macassared into submission folded himself into the chair de Lucey had just vacated.

      “I understand you’re in pickle, Lord Huntley, as you English say.” The faintest German accent clipped his consonants. He tented his fingers thoughtfully. “Perhaps I can be of assistance?”

      Tiny hairs on the back of Silas’ neck prickled with alarm. Prince Leopold, nephew to the late Prince Albert, Queen Victoria’s consort. Prince of a now-defunct Prussian province.

      “How ssso?” The room tilted wildly, then abruptly righted itself. Leopold raised one finger to signal for a bottle, and poured three fingers into Silas’s glass.

      “I have heard that you are planning to bring a new product to market. I wish to invest in your production, in exchange for a cut of the profits.”

      Silas had already secured a warehouse and he was setting up the equipment he needed to produce his prototypes in quantity. Bringing on a partner at this stage made little sense—but one did not brush off Queen Victoria’s nephew lightly.

      “What kind of cut?” he asked. He was going to get so drunk he forgot Isabelle Kingston existed. Then he was going to protect the work he had dedicated years of blood, sweat, and tears to bringing to market and marry the damned chit who had hoodwinked him so thoroughly.

      “Fifty percent,” answered Leopold.

      Silas chuckled. “How much are you offering? A million quid?” He tossed off this number without thinking. Dimly, he was aware that getting drunk and falling into bed with a business partner was just as bad an idea as marrying a woman he despised. He would make one bad decision at a time.

      Leopold blanched at the figure Silas quoted.

      “I was thinking more along the lines of a quarter of that amount,” he said.

      Two hundred and fifty thousand pounds was not nothing. But it wasn’t enough to tempt Silas, either. The truth was, he had no market for his invention yet. His hand had been forced by a man named Nikola Tesla who was working on a similar concept. He’d needed to act now unless he wanted to lose out to a competitor before he’d even established a market.

      Perhaps it would take years, but he was determined to create a market for his products.

      Silas was puzzled why the prince was suddenly showing such keen interest in his invention—yet also, a curious lack of it. He hadn’t asked a single question about how the device worked, or who would buy it.

      But Silas was far too sauced to suss out the reason for Leopold’s sudden interest.

      “I’ll give you twenty percent of the profits if you take Isabelle Kingston off my hands.” An embarrassing hiccup took him off guard. “Marry her, and you’ll have income for life.”

      A bold promise for a man who had thrown everything he possessed at an unproven invention.

      He was certain that once his engine found a practical application, he would be rolling in riches beyond imagining. This was his moment. He was not going to let one conniving fortune hunter of a woman stand in his way. If he had to marry the chit to appease society, fine. But he wasn’t above bribing another man to take her off his hands.

      Silas was not so fortunate.

      The prince threw back his head and laughed. “I am not of a matrimonial mindset at present. You should count your good fortune. Lady Kingston is fair of face, quiet, and chaste. You could have been ensnared by worse.”

      Chaste. What a peculiar thing to say. Of course she was. All debutantes were wide-eyed innocents. That was, supposedly, their appeal. Not that debutantes had ever appealed to him, personally. When Silas fancied a goat’s jig, he liked lusty brunettes with nice tits who knew exactly how to provide a night or two of no-strings fun. On the rare occasions when he’d contemplated his eventual marriage—a necessity required of any lord, for the getting of heirs—he’d imagined marrying a wealthy widow who matched his preferences.

      Not a pallid, doe-eyed blonde.

      Besides, the problem was that Silas resented being ensnared at all. He was thirty years old and had been fending off fortune hunters for as long as he’d been perfecting his product, yet a girl barely out of the schoolroom had caught him unaware. He couldn’t decide which of them he despised most: himself, for his blind stupidity, or her, for her avarice.

      They had spoken on a handful of occasions. He’d even liked Lady Kingston, in an abstract, distant way. She was intelligent, if awkward. She had hung on his every word when he talked about his device. She’d asked questions about how it worked. What its purpose was. She had been impressed with his ingenuity. His ego had been flattered.

      Now he knew it was all an act. That stung. Bitterness flooded his heart.

      The prince uttered a few more pleasantries and left.

      Silas abandoned his nearly-full whiskey and stumbled over to the escritoire where White’s kept stationery and writing implements. He smoothed the contract over the gleaming lacquered wood.

      There weren’t supposed to be two contracts. He forced himself to focus.

      Rashly, he skimmed to the bottom and scrawled his name.

      Damn the lawyers.

      Damn him.

      Damn Isabelle Kingston most of all.

      He re-folded the papers and included one more. A note, written on thick cream rag printed with the club’s insignia at the top, scrawled with his nearly-illegible handwriting.

      Forget dinner at Glenmore. Meet me at St. George’s on Sunday morning a week hence. I shall procure the special license.

      Anything to get this travesty of a wedding over with.

      Silas reclaimed his drink, downed the rest of it, and summoned a messenger. His fate was sealed.

      Onward.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Meanwhile, across London…

      

      

      Belladonna rolled the dice in her palms. She blew on them for luck, pursing her lips in an exaggerated kiss before tossing them onto the worn green baize.

      Ivory cubes tumbled, then stilled. Four black eyes stared up from one. Two from the other. Raucous cheers rang out.

      “You lost, Countess.”

      The man who bent to collect her pile of banknotes and coins wore a crooked smile to go with his crooked nose.

      “I challenge you to one more round, Mr. Jennings.” She braced her hands on the scuffed wood and smiled. “Winner takes all.”

      He chuckled. “I already took all.”

      Bella calculated her odds. A win was not in her favor. She was bleeding money, her empire of sin slipping away the more she grasped for it. Yet tonight, money was immaterial.

      “I’ll sweeten the pot,” she said. “Double or nothing.”

      The onlookers chortled. A sly half-smile touched the gaming hell owner’s lips. Those dice were weighted, and half the people in this room knew it. The other half were suckers.

      Jennings’s Joint was an unsavory place in a part of London where only the intrepid stepped foot. The gaming hell was crowded with men. A few whores draped themselves over laps, their tits hanging out for all the world to see. Bella was unbothered by this display. Though rougher, it was tame compared to the sights she might stumble across in her own home.

      The House of Virtue was anything but. Or had been, until her untimely absence, orchestrated by her nemesis, Bridget Ross, the notorious procuress of St. Giles.

      Now, the House of Virtue was like a butterfly in the midst of a metamorphosis. Transformation was underway, and what would become of it—or of Bella—once it was finished, remained to be seen.

      Tonight, she wanted something more than money. She placed five gold coins in a stack on the table and waited. Money was simply the bait.

      Jennings laughed. “That’s all you have to offer?”

      She smiled and stacked another five. This was more that most of these men saw in a week. Casually, she added another stack. Then another.

      When twenty-five gold coins sat stacked temptingly upon the worn green baize, she again braced her arms on the wood and waited.

      “Can’t match that,” said Jennings, suddenly suspicious.

      “I propose a trade,” she said. The men crowded around the table hushed. “I will give you all of these coins, if you answer three questions truthfully.”

      “She could’ve just bribed ‘im outright,” one man grumbled. But he was wrong. That wouldn’t have worked. No one in the slums would risk crossing the Witch of St. Giles.

      “Or we can roll once more, and if I win, I’ll take all of your earnings for the night as my prize.” Either outcome suited Bella. Money and information were both currency. Now she had Jennings in a spot. The point of playing this game publicly was to put him in a position where pride would force him to accept her bargain.

      She’d offered him a rich, guaranteed payday, or the chance of losing a Saturday night’s income. Bella could all but see the scales in his eyes as he weighed the choice.

      “Roll,” Jennings said curtly, shoving the dice to her.

      Chance it would be, then.

      Bella scooped up the dice and rolled them between her hands. She closed her eyes.

      “Call your number,” said Jennings. “Ladies first.”

      “Seven,” she said. Lucky number seven. Jennings scowled. It had not escaped her notice how often that figure had appeared this evening. Apart from the number two, even numbers were far less likely to turn up, thanks to the dice being weighted to come up with a single black dot painted on its side.

      “I call five.”

      Two odd numbers.

      She tossed her dice carefully, praying she wouldn’t lose everything in one fell swoop. The almighty was rarely on her side, blasphemer and unbeliever that she was, but tonight, the dice fell at three and four. With a smile, she said, “Your turn, Jennings.”

      His expression turned sour.

      “She cheated,” one malcontent muttered. A lie. Bella sighed. Jennings had been cheating all evening. Now she was the one accused.

      He chucked the dice across the table, apparently confident that his suspect dice would deliver the number he needed.

      They did not.

      A four and a five turned up. Nine. A loss. Bella exhaled. The crowd jeered.

      “Fair’s fair,” Jennings said, quieting the onlookers. “A lady has no reason to cheat, now does she?”

      “I don’t, and I didn’t,” she said neutrally. “In fact, I’ll forfeit my prize if you answer my questions.”

      Jennings lifted one brow. Now her true aim came into focus. “Depends upon what you want to ask about.”

      “I need to know where to find the Witch of St. Giles.”

      The hush deepened. Several men edged away from the table.

      “I know her son used to gamble here,” Bella said. Jennings spat into a dented brass container on the floor.

      “Ain’t seen ‘im in months,” one man said.

      “That is because he’s dead,” she said neutrally. Killed by Hawke, Bella’s…what? Hardly a protector—right before her eyes. The queen’s personal spy was the one who’d gotten her kidnapped in the first place.

      Nor was he her lover, despite one shared kiss. Remembering it now sent a shiver coursing through her. An uncomfortable reminder that she could not control her reaction to the queen’s spy.

      Hawke did not belong to her. He belonged to Victoria. He was going to be knighted. He would become her peer, though she would still outrank him.

      All of the men backed away from the table.

      “Get out of here, Countess. I don’t know nothing. Nobody’s seen Brody Ross in months.”

      Her gamble had not paid off the way she needed it to. Reluctantly, Bella scooped coins and crumpled bank notes into her purse and tucked it under her arm. An imposing, unsmiling man fell into step behind her as she ventured out onto the sidewalk. The light spring air caressed her cheek, though it was tainted with the stench of the roadway.

      “Shall I hail a cab, my lady?”

      “Thank you, Starke.” Her longtime manservant raised one arm. Immediately a cabbie began to pick his way over to them across the crowded street. She would not have enjoyed such immediate success had she attempted to hail one.

      “Countess,” a woman’s voice came from behind her.

      Bella whirled on the balls of her feet, as agile as a dancer despite her thirty-eight years. A weatherbeaten woman with missing teeth edged out of the shadows.

      “The Witch has my son. I can help you find her.” She fingered the hem of her ragged shawl nervously despite the determination that shone in her eyes. “I know where she keeps the boys she sells to the gents. I want my son back.”

      “I will find him for you,” Bella promised. “Starke, call off the cab. We’re going to find a bite to eat.”

      She would find this woman’s child. She had to. Perhaps no one else cared about the safety of poor boy, but Countess Oreste did. She would exhaust her entire fortune, call in every favor she was owed, if it meant taking down the Witch of St. Giles.

      She would bring that woman to justice if it was the last thing she ever did.
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          JUNE, 1882

        

      

    

    
      Isabelle peered out the window of Lord Silas Huntley’s luxurious coach with interest as they approached Bascombe Hall, her husband’s country estate. Grand leafy oaks marched along the road, their spring leaves not yet thick enough to obscure the rolling countryside beyond.

      This is where I belong.

      The thought sprang into her mind fully-formed, like Athena from Zeus’s head. A seed of satisfaction took root in her belly. The jangly anxiousness that had tied her tongue during most of the train trip from London to the East Midlands eased.

      Her gamble had been worth it.

      She dared to cast a glance at the man sitting opposite. Her husband. She rolled the word around on her tongue, testing it. Huzz-band. The velvety buzz of the s leading into the soft b, ending with a firm d. Isabelle liked this word. It tasted delicious.

      “What are you mumbling about?” asked the esteemed bearer of this title. His brow remained lightly furrowed beneath a thick sweep of brown hair. A feverish thrill coursed down Isabelle’s spine, looking at him. Her husband was so handsome. So intelligent. Wealthy as a robber baron, too, but that didn’t matter much to Isabelle. She was not an extravagant woman by nature or habit. If anything, she was intimidated by Lord Huntley’s immense wealth.

      One of the richest men in England. How he’d become that way was a story of brilliance usually spoken in hushed, awed tones. Isabelle had heard rumors during her abbreviated Season. It was said that Huntley had the instincts of a predator. Unlike his contemporaries, he sought out business opportunities and invested heavily in them. Despite his eccentricities, he had a mind like a steel trap and everything he touched turned to gold.

      Perhaps when he touched her tonight, she would turn to gold, too. Not literally, of course. He wasn’t King Midas.

      But perhaps he could transform her into someone she was not. A woman who was confident and refined, like he was. Her mother had spent months attempting to craft her into a perfect lady, but all Esther de Lucey had achieved was to undermine Isabelle’s already shaky self-assurance.

      Everything she said came out wrong. People looked at her oddly whenever she tried to bring up a seemingly innocuous topic, such as locomotive travel, or the Fibonacci sequence’s elegance and how its pattern was replicated in nature. She meant to be interesting and intelligent, but as the Season had gone into full swing, she had gone quiet. Then, silent.

      Only one person had spoken to her like she had a brain in her head: Lord Silas Huntley. He indulged her whimsical musings and shared his own. On the few occasions they had conversed, she felt she had finally found a friend amongst the ton. Someone who understood her and enjoyed her company.

      For the first time ever, she’d felt the unfamiliar stirring of passion. Who knew that the novelists were sincere when they wrote about butterflies in your stomach whenever your beloved was nearby?

      After her father’s death, Isabelle had numbly accepted whatever fate was handed to her. When the handsome earl appeared at her door when she’d been left orphaned a few months shy of her eighteenth birthday, and said they should marry, she had agreed without protest. She missed the carefree country life she’d led with her father, Tulliver “Tully” Kingston, full of books and long, aimless walks and looking at stars. She hadn’t been able to envision any future for herself, and an earl was an unexpected catch for a peasant like herself. She therefore ignored the twinge of misgivings that managed to break through her numb grief, only to discover that she had accidentally accepted a marriage proposal from her own half-brother.

      When they’d met, Huntley reminded her so much of her father so much it made her heart ache. There was no physical resemblance, only an air of jaunty insouciance and an openness to living that inspired her to action.

      But that was before she lured Huntley out onto a balcony and surprised him with a kiss.

      This version of Huntley was a stranger.

      She dropped her gaze to her hands, folded demurely in her lap. “I was saying that Cheveny Hall is impressive.”

      Huntley stared at her crossly. Everything she did seemed to make him cross. The anxious, fluttery feeling that had plagued her in London resurged with a vengeance.

      “You shall find Cheveny quite comfortable. No need to add the ‘Hall,’” he said, shifting his gaze away from hers and adjusting his position in the seat. “We will remain here a week. Then I shall return to the city while you remain here.”

      “Only a week?” She swallowed.

      “I have affairs to attend to in the city.”

      “But the Season will be over by then.” As she understood matters, the aristocracy fled to the countryside in June when the city’s stench became unbearable.

      “Not everything revolves around your social calendar, Isabelle.”

      She stiffened. She didn’t even have a social calendar to speak of. Esther, her mother, had taken care of everything. Just look pretty and make pleasant conversation with the gentlemen. I will tell you if anyone is unsuitable. Lord Huntley had been deemed suitable but unlikely to make an offer. According to Esther, he was a confirmed bachelor with obscure interests. The dowager countess was on a mission to find Isabelle a husband and put that embarrassing incident with Alexander behind the family once and for all.

      Imagine becoming accidentally betrothed to one’s own half-brother. Absurd. A farce straight out of a Shakespeare play.

      Hopefully, now that she was married, everyone could forget about that little oversight. Except for the part where her husband didn’t seem to like her very much, Isabelle thought she’d done rather well for herself. Her huzz-band was distracted by his business affairs. Once those were settled, he would return to Cheveny where they could talk like old friends again.

      “I had hoped we could spend the summer together,” she said softly. “We are newlyweds. I promise I will be an obedient wife.”

      He will expect you to be still during lovemaking, no matter how much it hurts, Esther had told her during their cursory, embarrassing conversation after the wedding and before their departure. Do not disappoint him. Isabelle was curious about the act, and she had been matter-of-fact about the subject of sex, to her mother’s consternation. Theirs was still a relatively new relationship. They had met for the first time since Isabelle was a baby when Esther rushed back from the Continent to stop her wedding to her own half-brother.

      Then, the truth of her own parentage came out. All these years, Tully had told her that her mother had died in childbirth. He loved her too much to ever look for another wife.

      Except that Esther had never been his wife. Not only was she very much alive, she was married to the previous Earl de Lucey.

      Huntley acknowledged Isabelle’s promise with a cocked eyebrow. Frustration flared within her. What was she doing wrong? She hadn’t had any difficulty attracting that wretched Prince Leopold. He’d pursued her with too much enthusiasm, in ways that made Isabelle deeply uncomfortable. The more she tried to avoid him, the more he tried to corner her privately. He had touched her inappropriately several times when they were alone, brushing off her protests and telling her she was too tempting to resist. During those weeks of misery, Isabelle felt like a mouse being chased by a lion. Never quite able to escape. Her inevitable doom looming.

      Until Huntley.

      He glided easily among different in-groups, greeting them all as friends. Where the other noblemen looked at her like she was a prize mare at auction, Huntley offered crumbs of empathy. Moreover, he’d offered to dance with her at a key moment when she was desperate to escape Prince Leopold’s pursuit. Isabelle had managed the steps but being near him tied her tongue in knots. She had never before experienced that heady rush of aching awareness. From that moment forth, he was her savior.

      Now she was his, body and soul, yet she had the distinct impression that he didn’t want her around.

      “Isabelle, may I ask you one question? Answer honestly.”

      Her pulse leapt, blood racing through her veins. She had the insane urge to throw herself out of the moving coach and run away into the countryside.

      “Yes?” she said, her voice catching.

      “Why did do it?”

      “Do what?” She blinked.

      “Entrap me.”

      Isabelle swallowed hard. “Entrap is such a charged word,” she muttered, avoiding his eye and watching that rolling countryside pass by. Ahead, barely visible from one corner of the window, Cheveny Hall grew larger with each turn of the spoked wheels. “I thought you liked me well enough. I was told I could have any man I wanted—” She stopped. That hadn’t come out right. She was flummoxed and words never worked the way they were supposed to when she was nervous. “I mean, I had been led to believe you were amenable to a match...”

      …and I was running out of time.

      But saying that would invite more questions. Ones she did not always have an answer for. Accusing a prince who was connected to the Queen of England’s late husband of inappropriate behavior was an excellent way to become an outcast, and while Isabelle didn’t enjoy Society very much, she hated feeling unwanted. Besides, she already had a massive black mark against her.

      “You wanted me, and so you kissed me on a balcony at a ball.” His brow furrowed further. “Do I understand that right?”

      Isabelle wanted to shake her head no, that it wasn’t as simple as catching him off guard and making sure they’d be caught publicly. But wasn’t that also the truth? She had followed him onto that balcony. She had engaged in polite conversation until she saw the French doors push outward. She’d then risen on tiptoe and kissed Huntley, knowing full well that social rules compelled him to marry her or be shunned as a ruiner of innocents.

      She had known all of this. She had done it deliberately. She had told herself it would work out in the end because she loved him and he at least liked her well enough to dance with her, converse with her instead of talking over her, and because she would be the most obedient and grateful wife in the entire history of wives.

      Clearly, that was not going to be enough to earn his forgiveness.

      Words stuck in her throat. She gaped at him in mute horror as his scowl deepened. Lord Huntley leaned forward with his elbows on his knees and tented his fingers thoughtfully. Were it not for the anger simmering in his deep brown eyes.

      “I am a reasonable man,” he stated. Isabelle flinched. “You shall have a reasonable allowance. You shall provide me with the heirs I require, and you shall not embarrass me the way your mother did to her husband.”

      Isabelle’s fingers tightened into a knot of anxiety. “You know about that?” she squeaked.

      “Your brother was completely honest about the reasons for your existence. He said I had a right to know.”

      She nodded, feeling lightheaded. Outside, a fluffy cloud drifted across the sun, casting a long shadow over the countryside. The bright day that had seemed so full of promise now mocked her. There was no safety here at Cheveny. No safe place for her anywhere.

      “Apart from that, you may conduct your life in any way you see fit, provided it does not shame me or the Huntley name. If I hear one whisper of indiscretion, I will have you confined to an institution. Or I will petition for a divorce. Do I make myself clear?”

      Her jaw dropped. Every lofty, fervid imagining she had entertained about this man since the day they had met popped like a soap bubble on a thorn. Had she guessed him capable of imprisoning her against her will, she would never have kissed him in the first place.

      She’d been such a fool. Entertaining a girlish fantasy in which he saved her from a predatory prince. Fell in love with her. There would be no happy ending. She saw that now.

      “Answer me, Isabelle.”

      “I understand, Lord Huntley. I will be an obedient wife,” she repeated. If she said it often enough, perhaps he would understand. “In all ways.”

      He leaned back against the squabs. “Good enough. For now.”

      Isabelle stared morosely out the window. She’d never heard such despondence. One thing was certain. She did not understand her husband at all—and he had no interest in understanding her, either.
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