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Chapter One




Well-mannered ladies were not supposed to chop wood. They were supposed to paint with watercolors, embroider cushions and pray for the day when they landed a rich husband. 

“I wouldn’t mind having that rich husband now,” Emily Barrow muttered to a fallen log as she struggled to lift the heavy axe. It was freezing outside, unusually cold for early February. The clouds brooded overhead, threatening snow. And since she had no coal and didn’t want to burn any more of the furniture, she’d decided to attempt chopping wood in the forest. It was not going well.

“Servants would be nice, too. A footman, perhaps.”

But then, she’d had to dismiss all of the household help. There simply wasn’t any money left. Her brother, Daniel, had spent most of it on the nursemaid he’d hired to care for his two children. Which was as it should be. Emily could cook for herself, bargain for what she needed and make do with what she had. She was nearly twenty-five, a woman firmly on the shelf. There would be no husband to rescue her from this drudgery.

But she would survive, even if it meant becoming a servant herself. And that predicament wasn’t too far away, unless Daniel returned.

Emily bit her lower lip and heaved the axe skyward. With a resounding thunk, the dull metal bit into the wood. It would have been satisfying, except that now she couldn’t get the axe out of the wood.

“Stupid axe,” she muttered, pulling with all of her weight against the trunk. She let out a growl, wishing the blasted thing would let go.

Behind her, she heard the crunch of footsteps in the snow. Probably Mr. Barmouth from the village, come to demand payment for the flour and sugar she’d bought a week ago. Without turning around, she asked, “Could you please help me with this?”

Dove-gray gloves reached around for the axe. She lost her breath when she saw Stephen Chesterfield, the Earl of Whitmore, standing before her. Dark brown hair framed a strong jaw and steel-gray eyes. Her pulse quickened at the sight of his firm mouth.

“You’re back,” she breathed.

Immediately, she wished she could knock her head against the tree. Not a polite Hello, how are you, I haven’t seen you in ten years. No, she’d blurted out the first words that came to mind.

And, good heavens, she’d just asked an earl to soil his hands by hefting an axe.

“Miss Barrow.” Lord Whitmore grasped the handle of the axe and wrenched it free of the wood. For a moment, he stood, eyeing the blade. “Are you planning to use this against me if I give it back to you?”

“Now, why would I do that?” She tried to behave as though nothing were wrong. Her heartbeat galloped in her chest, her face burning with embarrassment.

“Because I left you and never said goodbye.” He leaned the axe against the fallen trunk.

“Oh. That.” She waved her hand, as though he hadn’t broken her heart into a thousand pieces years ago. “Well, that was then.” 

But it wasn't an idle memory from years ago. It was a secret part of her heart that she'd locked away after the Marquess of Rothburne had caught them kissing in the stables. As the daughter of a baron, he didn't consider her worthy of his eldest son. It had been enough for him to pack Stephen off to Eton before the summer holidays had ended. She hadn’t seen him since.

“What brings you to Hollingford House?” she asked brightly. Pretend as if nothing’s wrong. Pretend that you're not at all breathless at the sight of him.

“I am visiting Falkirk. Escaping my meddling family,” he admitted. “I hadn’t seen you in so long, I thought I’d stop to pay a call. But no one answered the door.”

“The footman must not have heard you,” she offered. Because he lived over five miles away and had been dismissed last November.

Lord Whitmore glanced again at her fallen axe. “Do you require assistance with the wood?”

A lie poured from her mouth. “No, no. It’s fine, really. I was just…trying to see if I was strong enough to lift the axe.” Not because the house was freezing cold, and she desperately needed the wood to build a fire. No, no, that had nothing to do with it.

Whitmore looked as though he wanted to argue, but instead, he tipped his hat. “I am sorry I interrupted you at an inconvenient time. Would you prefer it if I returned another day?”

Don't go, please. But she pasted on a bright smile. “Of course not. If you’d like, I could make us some tea.” Her face reddened when she remembered that she was out of tea. “Or…if you’re too busy just now, perhaps another time.”

“Thank you, but I cannot stay long.” He glanced toward Hollingford House and frowned. “I came to invite you to a small gathering for dinner tomorrow evening at seven o’clock.”

If that was the only reason, then why hadn’t he simply sent an invitation? Earls didn’t typically pay calls, not when there were servants to do their bidding. Her suspicions deepened when he didn’t elaborate.

But she voiced a polite reply, “Dinner would be lovely. I’ll see you tomorrow, then.” At the very thought of it, her stomach wrenched with hunger. Food. Oh, sweet heaven, there would be glorious food.

“What about your axe?” he inquired.

“Oh, one of the servants can bring it back,” she lied, for she had no intention whatsoever of admitting how desperate her circumstances had become. She walked with him around to the front of the house, where his gleaming black brougham waited.

“I look forward to renewing our acquaintance,” he said, tipping his hat again. His deep baritone was like rich toffee pudding, tempting her back to her past infatuation.

When his carriage reached the end of the drive, Emily walked calmly inside her brother’s house. Curse it all, she hadn’t a thing to wear. All of her expensive gowns had been sold. She had nothing but the brown cotton day dress she was wearing now, a black serge mourning gown and a threadbare blue tarlatan dress.

The tarlatan dress had been mended so many times, it was scarred with seams. But perhaps with a good shawl…

Her gaze fell upon the printed sofa in the drawing room. Sometimes desperate measures were necessary.


      [image: ]Stephen hadn’t slept well that night, just thinking of the crumbling Hollingford estate. Overgrown boxwood hedges and a veil of ivy shrouded the house, hiding it from the outside world. The estate was practically a graveyard, and it wasn’t fit for rats, much less Miss Emily Barrow.

Though she’d tried to pretend as if everything was all right, it was clear that she’d been chopping her own wood for fuel. Her cloak had been far too thin for such cold weather, and her gloves had holes in them. Worse, she’d grown too thin, not at all like the girl he’d grown up with.

When Daniel Barrow, Baron Hollingford, had asked him to look in on his sister, Stephen hadn’t known things were this bad. The question was, what to do about it? Emily wasn’t the sort of woman to accept charity. And if he sent Hollingford funds, Stephen suspected they would be gambled away at the tables.

What Emily Barrow needed was a husband. Someone who would give her a decent place to live and take care of her.

Not him. The last thing Stephen wanted was a wife. He’d had his fill of maternal badgering and his father’s guidelines on Appropriate Women to Wed. When his mother had presented him with her first choice of a bride and a list of possible wedding guests, that had been the final straw. He’d left London without a word of warning, for fear he’d wake up one morning and find himself standing in a church, bound and gagged before the altar.

He noticed his butler Farnsworth shifting his weight from foot to foot. An envelope rested in his hands.

“It’s from my mother, isn’t it?” Stephen predicted.

The butler nodded. “I’m afraid so. And she bade me give you this, my lord. It was among your grandmother’s jewels here at Falkirk.” Farnsworth handed Stephen a velvet pouch. Inside was a ruby ring set with gold.

“Well, it didn’t take Lady Rothburne long to find me.” Were it not for the efficient train service, he’d have gotten a full week of peace, at least.

Stephen took the note and glanced at the contents. Amid his mother’s two written paragraphs of outrage about his sudden disappearance, was also a list of reminders. Stephen was supposed to apply for his marriage license, use the suggested betrothal ring for his proposal when he returned to London, and speak to Viscount Carstairs about permission to wed his daughter.

My God, he hadn’t even asked anyone to marry him. Least of all Miss Harriet Hereford, the viscount’s daughter and his mother’s current Marital Selection of the Season.

Stephen crumpled up the note and strode over to the drawing room fireplace, dropping the list into the coals. He’d marry whomever he pleased, whenever he wanted to. Not because it was his duty to do so.

He shoved the heirloom ring into his waistcoat pocket, remembering suddenly that he hadn’t made any of the arrangements for tonight’s dinner. “Farnsworth, I am hosting a small gathering this evening for the neighbors. Inform Cook to make the necessary preparations, and see to the invitations, if you will.” After a brief pause, he amended, “Only those neighbors with married daughters, if you don’t mind.”

While the butler strode off to do his bidding, Stephen paced the length of the drawing room. The dinner party was nothing but a means of getting Miss Barrow out of Hollingford House. But he had no idea what to do with her after that. He couldn’t very well send her back to her brother, given Hollingford’s ever-present creditors and lack of funds. Perhaps he could locate an elderly aunt or cousin and send her off to be a companion.

It bothered him to see Miss Barrow this destitute. She had the same survival instincts as before, the willingness to roll up her sleeves and do what needed to be done. It appalled him to think of any woman living under those circumstances, especially a spirited one such as her.

Despite her ragged clothing and desperate circumstances, she remained as beautiful as the last day he’d seen her. Her blond hair framed a heart-shaped face with whiskey-brown eyes. The years had given her soft curves and a full mouth.

Damn it all, nothing had changed. He’d stayed away from her for so long, he’d forgotten the way she fired his blood. There was something wild about her, a recklessness that tantalized him. He’d wanted to touch her once again, to taste her bold mouth and…remember what it was like between them.

For the truth was, he still wanted her, even after all these years.


      [image: ]

Ten years earlier



Stephen found Emily in his father’s stables on Christmas evening. She wore a faded rose gown, and her blond hair had been scraped into an updo. Her eyes were swollen, and he couldn’t tell how long she’d been crying. A strand of straw stuck out in her hair, marring the silkiness.

Stephen moved to sit beside her on a bale of hay, still wearing black evening attire from dinner earlier. Emily’s skirts were spread out, and the gown was so many years out of fashion, it was likely one she’d inherited from her mother. The square bodice bared her skin, and the light swell of adolescent breasts pushed against the fabric. He jerked his gaze away, knowing he shouldn’t be looking at her in that way.

“I’m sorry,” she muttered, swiping at her eyes. “I didn’t mean to bother you. I just needed to have a good cry.”

“What’s happened?” He drew up a bale of hay closer to her. It didn’t occur to him to worry about propriety or being discovered alone with her. This was Emily, the girl he’d known since he was seven years old.

“It’s foolish, really. I knew there wouldn’t be any presents this morning. But Mother told us to hang up our stockings near the fireplace.” She braved a smile. “They were empty when we woke up, just as I thought they’d be.”

Stephen reached into his pocket for an orange he’d gotten in his own stocking and offered it to her.

“I don’t care about that.” Another tear slid down her cheek, and she sniffled. “But if you could have seen my mother’s face…It broke her heart that she had nothing to give us.”

He put his arm around her shoulders. It wasn’t the first time he’d touched her, but this time, Emily stiffened. “I didn’t come here for your pity.”

“I never thought that.” He peeled the orange and divided a section. Juice dripped from his fingers as he slipped it into her mouth. He’d wanted to console her, but when his fingers touched her lips, something changed. It was a ripple of intensity, an awareness that he tried to push below the surface.

The rose gown outlined firm breasts, while her slender waist swelled into rounded hips. The need to hold her, to caress the softness of her skin, evoked strange feelings inside. He shifted his coat, trying to hide his unbidden response to her. To distract himself, he tasted a piece of the orange. There was a hint of tartness beneath the juice, but it was sweet just the same. He gave Emily another piece, and after she ate it, he saw a droplet of juice upon her lips.

“Why are you looking at me that way?”

Stephen found himself leaning in, letting instinct guide him. He wanted to soothe her wounded feelings, though he was afraid she might push him away. “It’s going to be all right, Emily.”

As though coaxing a wild animal to draw closer, he cupped the softness of her cheek. He traced the fragile jaw, the delicate eyelids. She closed her eyes, as though drinking in his touch.

“Whitmore, I’m not sure you should—”

He cut off her words, kissing her. Her lips were warm, supple and smooth. He tasted the orange mingled with her tears, the worries she held deep inside. He’d meant only to offer comfort, but a moment later, her arms wound around his neck. She poured her heart into the kiss, and her innocent response shredded his control.

Stephen ran his hands down her spine, bringing her hips close. Her lean body fitted to his, and in that moment, he ignored everything he’d been taught about the ways between a man and a woman. There was nothing dignified or respectful about what he was feeling right now.

He wanted to lower her bodice, to bare the skin of her breasts. Through the thin fabric, he could see the cockled nipples, and without asking permission, he moved his hands to touch them. She let out a gasp of shock but didn’t pull away.

It should have been awkward, but instead, it was wondrous to discover that there was something more beneath their friendship. Something forbidden.

He’d wanted to explore it further, but Emily drew back. “Don’t. I can’t breathe right now.”

Her face was bright red, and she trembled. His own breathing was shaky, and the pain of unresolved desire was making itself known. “I’m sorry. I shouldn't have touched you like that.”

“Why did you?” She was holding herself far away from him, as though she didn’t trust him to keep his distance.

Right now, he wasn’t certain himself. “I don’t know.” To break up the raw nerves gathering in his stomach, he offered her the rest of the orange. Emily divided it, handing him the larger section.

For a long time, they stayed silent, not looking at each other. He was afraid that with one glance at her face, he would fall under her spell once again.

“When I was little,” Emily whispered, “I used to dream that a handsome prince would come and rescue me from my family.” She uttered a harsh laugh. “Do you think that will ever happen?”

He extended his open palm to her. She took it, holding his hand. He met her gaze and answered, “For your sake, I hope it does.” A part of him hoped that he might be the one to rescue her.

She ventured a smile, and he leaned in to kiss her again. The intensity of her mouth upon his drove out all knowledge of his surroundings. Sensual and giving, she’d kissed him back until his body ached for more.

He hadn’t heard anyone entering the stables, but strong arms grasped his shoulders, wrenching him away from Emily. He’d lost his balance, falling to the stable ground before he felt the crack of his father’s riding crop across his shoulders.

And after that night, he hadn’t seen her again.










  
  
Chapter Two




Emily huddled beneath her cloak, trudging across the pasture. Years ago, her father had bred horses. Now, there was nothing left but barren land. The grass was damp with frost, and the sky was growing darker, clouded with the portent of snow. 

It would take nearly an hour to walk the distance to Falkirk, and she didn’t want to be caught in the darkness.

You could have told Lord Whitmore that you didn’t have a horse. He’d have sent a carriage for you.

She knew that, in her heart. But a little walking never hurt anyone.

The snow began to fall, a veil of flakes coating the grass. The cold didn’t bother her, for the brisk walk kept her spirits high. But when the sky grew even darker, the snow drifting faster, she cast a backward glance at Hollingford House. The manor sat against the hill, a small dot in the distance. Likely by now it was safer to continue toward Falkirk than to turn back. Doggedly, she kept onward, praying that she wouldn’t lose sight of the road.

With one foot in front of the next, she followed the disappearing path. A light note of fear rose up when she realized that within a few more minutes, the road would be gone beneath a blanket of snow.

She peered hard into the distance, hoping for a glimpse of Falkirk. It couldn’t be very far now. Before her anxiety could deepen, she saw a coach approaching. She stepped to the side, intending to let it pass, but instead it came to a stop before her.

The door opened, and she saw Whitmore beckoning. “Get inside, Miss Barrow. I’ll bring you home.”

She hesitated, for she didn’t want to go back. Tonight, she’d looked forward to a hot meal she wouldn’t have to cook and a house that was warm and cozy. Now it appeared that the weather had changed the earl’s plans.

With the greatest reluctance, she allowed him to help her inside the coach. Once the door was closed, his kind manner vanished. “Why didn’t you tell me you didn’t have a horse?”

“I could have walked.” She’d made it this far, hadn’t she?

“Were you planning to walk through a blizzard?”

What right did he have to be so angry? He wasn’t the one trying to walk across a muddy pasture in the snow. “I’ve no control over the weather, Whitmore. And I didn’t want to stay home.”

“I’ve postponed the dinner party. Few of the guests could come on a night like this. It’s becoming dangerous.”

She relaxed somewhat when she realized he was worried about her. The coach continued down the road, jostling her against the seat. Emily didn’t look at him, trying to keep him from seeing her frustration.

Her stomach churned at the thought of another night of potatoes. She tried to think of something amusing to say, something witty. But all she wanted to do right now was bawl on his shoulders like a little girl. Her evening of escape was already over, and she couldn’t push aside the bitter disappointment.

While they continued back to Hollingford House, she studied Lord Whitmore. Cool and collected, he was nothing like the young man she’d known so many years ago. There was a shield to his demeanor, as though he were a statue, molded into the shape his father had wanted.

“You never came to see me, all those years before,” she said slowly. “We used to be friends." The hurt balled up inside her, and she forced herself to continue. "I know you must have visited Falkirk. Why did you finally come to pay a call now?”

He studied her, his gray eyes discerning. Almost as if he were trying to find a reasonable explanation. He reached forward and drew the folds of her cloak together. “I should have come to see you. There are no excuses for my absence.”

But Emily knew the reason. The marquess ruled his son with an iron rod, and she wasn't good enough for him. She still wasn't. And now she wished he'd never come at all, making her wish for things she wouldn't have.

“And last night, you suddenly changed your mind?" she ventured. "After ten years?”

“The time was right,” was all he would say.

Right for what? she wanted to ask. Once, she’d hoped for someone to sweep into her life and rescue her. Someone to fix her brother’s disastrous finances since she was in no position to do so. But if that was why he’d come, why had he waited so long?

Her suspicions wouldn’t let go of the sense that something was wrong. There was pity on his face, not interest. And she didn’t want that at all.

When they arrived back at Hollingford House, the earl escorted her to the front door and rapped on it sharply.

“There’s no need to knock,” Emily pointed out. “I’ll be fine now. Thank you for bringing me home again.”

Stephen ignored her bidding and pushed the door open. The interior had grown colder, since she hadn’t been able to light a fire. Nor would it have been a wise idea to keep one burning when she wasn’t at home.

He stared at the dusty interior, and she shrank back, fully aware of his disgust. The bare rooms were hideous, devoid of furnishings. Bare patches lightened the wallpaper where paintings had once hung. It was an embarrassment to her family.

Stephen stared into her eyes. “Tell me you’re not living here alone.”

Not wanting to lie exactly, she offered, “When Daniel is in town, I’m not living here alone.”

“Your brother never should have left you like this.” His anger cut through the silence, making her even more uncomfortable. Before she could say another word, she overheard him giving orders to his coachman, to bring back food and coal from Falkirk.

She should have been grateful for it, but instead, she was annoyed by his charity. “You didn’t have to—”

“You cannot stay here. I won't allow it.” He cut her off without another word.

Her mouth dropped open. Why on earth would he say a thing like that? “It’s no concern of yours.” 

She gathered the edges of her cloak, feeling unsettled by the question. Her skin prickled within her gown, and she cast a furtive glance toward him. His expression was masked, and she could not read his intentions.

The earl glanced around. “You’ll need a fire to keep you from freezing to death. From your earlier attempts at chopping wood, I’ll wager you don’t have anything to show for your efforts.”

“I have a few pieces,” she admitted. “But not enough. And the wood outside will be wet from the snow. It won’t burn.”

He muttered a few indistinguishable curses. “I’ve changed my mind. You can’t stay here.” He opened the door to call back the coachman, but the driver had already left to fetch the supplies he'd ordered. The snow fell thickly, the flakes swirling against his hair.

Frustration punctuated his mood as he slammed the door shut. Just as quickly, he masked the anger. “When the driver returns, we’ll go back to Falkirk, and I’ll make arrangements for your belongings to be brought there. You may stay in one of the guest rooms until I’ve located your brother.”

He was treating her like a lost dog, separated from its master. She resented his insinuation that Daniel was incapable of being head of the family. Her brother was doing everything he could to restore their fortunes. And were it not for the shadow of scandal over her family name, she might have tried to find a husband to relieve Daniel’s burden of supporting her.

Who would marry a woman like you? her common sense argued. You don’t even know how a baron’s daughter is supposed to behave in society. You’ve never been to a single ball.

“Don’t trouble yourself about me,” she told the earl. “Daniel will be returning here, soon enough. He asked me to look after the estate.”

“This is unacceptable. He was irresponsible to ask such a thing of you.” His tone was clipped and revealed his fury at her brother.

“I did what I could, with what little money he left me.” Her own mood was growing waspish. Whitmore wasn’t behaving like a prince rescuing her from drudgery—he was bullying her into leaving her home behind while he took command of her life.

Squaring her shoulders, she faced him down. “I’m staying right here.”

“Your brother never should have left you here with no servants.”

“Daniel doesn’t know.” The confession escaped her before she could stop the words.

Whitmore walked closer to her, his intense scrutiny unreadable. Emily felt rather like a deer cornered by a wolf. In the shadowed darkness, he caught her wrist gently. “What do you mean, he doesn't know?”

“I had to dismiss the servants. There wasn’t enough money to pay them.”

His gaze widened with horror. “It’s dangerous for a woman to live alone.”

“Don’t you think I know that? Do you think I enjoy living in this place, wondering whether or not I’ll get any money from Daniel to pay for food? I’ve sold off everything I could. But I just…don’t know what to do now. If our circumstances don’t improve, I’ll hire myself out as a cook.” She couldn’t become a governess, for her education wasn’t nearly good enough.

Stephen removed one glove and brought his hand up to touch her face. The warmth of his palm, the gentle caress, made her legs go weak. His other arm came around her waist, and despite the snow, she didn’t feel cold at all.

“You should let someone else take care of you,” he murmured.

In shock, she stood motionless while his hands traced her jaw, moving down her throat. He parted the edges of her cloak, and with each touch, he rekindled the memories.

Unwanted feelings welled up inside her. Every cell in her body was attuned to him, as though he were still the same boy in the stable. But that couldn’t be true. Not after all these years.

“You’re not responsible for me,” she managed.

Though she tried to break free of him, his hands caught the edges of the floral shawl she’d cut from the sofa. “This is a hideous wrap.”

“Have you a better one I could borrow?” she shot back.

A faint smile caught the corner of his mouth. “I might.” He removed his coat and set it across her shoulders. She could feel the warmth of his body, and his spicy scent surrounded her.

“You’re—you’re going to be cold without it,” she warned.

His gray eyes were unfathomable, and his hands moved to her waist. She wanted to run from him, to gather up the pieces of her traitorous heart and try not to remember all the reasons she’d loved him so many years ago.

“You’re even more beautiful than I’d remembered,” he said. With his knuckles, he grazed her temples, taking her face into his hands.

“We haven’t seen each other in a long time.” Her voice was barely above a whisper, her heart trembling in her chest.

“Too long.” His mouth moved to her throat, gently kissing the bared skin. With the touch of his lips on her nape, her body rose up, straining for something she couldn’t understand. When at last his mouth covered hers, heat flared through her body. This wasn’t an adolescent kiss or a tangle of inexperienced mouths. No, he conquered her mouth in a way that brought back every unrequited feeling.

Desire and need poured over her, and her skin ached to know more, her body awakening in ways she’d never expected. Gooseflesh rose on her arms, her breasts tightening against her gown.

She kissed him back, tentatively learning the shape of his mouth. He reacted with a slight jerk of motion, as though she’d startled him. His tongue moved against hers, sending an unfamiliar ache between her legs. She shifted restlessly, caught up in the forbidden moment. Without thinking, she released the feelings she’d held trapped for the past ten years. The kiss turned hotter, hungrier.

The change in Stephen was immediate. He brought her up against the wall, trapping her in his embrace. His kiss grew more insistent, while his hands moved over the thin tarlatan gown, making her imagine all the wicked things a man might do to a woman. He drew her lower lip into his mouth, tasting her as though she were a delicious confection.

“I’d forgotten what it was like,” he murmured against her face, even as his hands poised at the buttons of her gown. When he realized where his hands were, he took a step back. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that.”

She didn’t know what to say. Her mouth was swollen, her body alive and tingling. The desperation of her circumstances, and the heartbreak still frozen inside made her uneasy.

“Emily.” His use of her name was intimate and rough. “I didn’t come here for this. I came to look after you.”

“I know it.” She crossed her arms, drawing his coat around her. All of a sudden, she felt the cold, the dreariness of the house. For a single moment, he’d made her forget her loneliness and how awful it was living here.

Whitmore seemed lost in thought, as though deciding what to do. From the intensity on his face, she knew she’d affected him just as strongly.

“I’ll—I’ll prepare something for us to eat,” she said at last. “You can try to build a fire to warm the house.”

But Stephen caught her arm, refusing to let her go. His gray eyes stared into hers, his gaze penetrating. “You need someone to take you away from this place. You’re a baron’s daughter, not a scullery maid.”

Bittersweet feelings tightened her throat, and she willed herself not to let the tears fall. “I’m more of a servant than you’d know.”








  
  
Chapter Three




Stephen made several trips up to her bedchamber, his arms loaded with wood. Emily was downstairs in the kitchen, preparing a meal for them with God only knew what. He wasn’t sure if she was planning to spin straw into bread, but perhaps by some miracle his coachman would return to the house with supplies. From the way the weather had worsened, it seemed unlikely. 

He dumped the last of the wood on the hearth, using the physical labor to distract himself from thinking about their kiss earlier. Try as he might, he couldn’t forget the sweet surrender of her lips beneath his or the way her arms had embraced him. Emily had offered a piece of herself back to him, of the innocent girl who had loved him long ago. And he couldn't deny that he craved her with every breath.

What kind of a man took advantage of a woman living in distress like this? Only a damned reprobate. He wouldn’t let himself fall into temptation again. He’d come here to rescue her, not to ruin her.

It took him nearly an hour to get the fire started, and even more tinkering with the damper to keep the room from filling with smoke. Once it was done, he turned and saw Emily’s bed. At least four quilts covered it, lending evidence that she’d slept without a fire on more than one night. It bothered him to think of her huddled beneath the covers, struggling to stay warm.

“I’ve made us something to eat.” Emily’s voice interrupted his thoughts, and she stood at the doorway, a covered tray in her hands. There was no table, and she looked around as if searching for a place to set it down.

“Wait a moment.” He lifted one of the quilts off her bed and spread it on the floor. “We’ll eat here, in front of the fire.”

“An indoor picnic.” Her lips curved upward, as though she hadn’t expected it. “At least it’ll be warm.”

He took the tray from her hands and set it down between them.

“I apologize in advance for the food,” she began. “There wasn’t much in the house, and I haven’t had the opportunity to go and get more.”

“You didn’t have the money for supplies, did you?”

Her cheeks flushed, and she shook her head. “Not really. But we won’t starve.”

He lifted the cloth covering the tray and found two chipped plates. Thinly sliced potatoes were roasted and seasoned with salt and pepper. She grimaced at the plate, but forced herself to take a bite. “I’ve been eating potatoes for the past fortnight. I’ll be happy if I never eat another.”

“You won’t have to,” he promised. “I’ll see to it.” Guilt slid over him, and he decided that once he got her out of Hollingford House, he’d feed her the greatest of feasts, with succulent meats, soft breads and exquisite cheeses. He didn't exactly know what that would mean for her, but he couldn't turn his back on Emily Barrow. She had been his friend all those years ago, someone who had made his father's overbearing control more bearable. She didn't deserve a life like this, and by God, he was going to change it.

Upon his own plate, he spied something unusual. “Are those…ginger biscuits?”

Emily stiffened, though he hadn’t meant to insult her. “Taste them before you decide you don’t want them.”

“I’m sure they’re fine. It’s just that I didn’t expect to see them as part of my dinner.” Stephen reached for one to pacify her. Even if the biscuits were dry and tasteless, he’d eat them. It was possible that she’d only had flour and spices on hand.

As she sat across from him, nibbling at the food, he saw the circles beneath her eyes, as though she hadn’t slept well. And was it any wonder, given the way she’d been living? It was unacceptable. Even if she were a complete stranger, he couldn’t allow a lady to live like this.

But Emily Barrow wasn’t a stranger—she’d been his closest friend once. And though years had passed, tonight it seemed like only yesterday since he’d seen her last. It was impossible to tear his attention away.

He found himself staring at everything about her, from the way she savored each bite of the food, to the way she tried to hide the jagged seams of her gown. She sat with her posture straight, as though she were a princess locked in a tower, waiting for someone to steal her away.

To distract himself, Stephen bit into one of the biscuits. He was startled to find it moist and delicious. Rich black treacle blended with ginger seamlessly, and he found himself reaching for another.

“What do you think?” Emily prodded the potatoes on her plate as though she weren’t certain she wanted to hear his reply.

“I’ll have to taste a few more before I decide if I like them or not.” He devoured the others and eyed the two resting on her plate.

“Don’t even think about it, Whitmore. Those are mine.”

“Are they?” He pushed his plate aside and eyed them with full intent to capture.

Emily grabbed both biscuits and tried to scramble away, but she got caught up in her skirts when she tried to stand and fell against the wooden floor. Groaning to herself, she rubbed her elbow and winced. “Take them. I surrender.”

He reached out and touched her arm gently. “Are you all right?”

“I am fine. You needn’t worry about me.”

He couldn’t stop himself from caressing her elbow, trying to ease the pain. Emily closed her eyes but didn’t pull away from him, as if she needed his hands upon her. Seeing her veiled yearning only intensified the dishonorable needs rising inside him.

Stop touching her. Leave her alone. He let go of her arm and stood, trying to put more space between them.

Outside, the wind howled, whirling against the chimney flue. “If my coachman doesn’t arrive with supplies tonight, I’ll send a small staff along with everything you need, tomorrow morning.”

She shook her head, already protesting. “Whitmore, you’re not responsible for me. I won’t take any charity from you.”

“This is about your survival, not charity. Why is it so difficult for you to set aside your pride?”

“Pride is all I have left.” She rose to her feet and went to stand beside him. The warm firelight illuminated her hair, the honeyed strands gleaming. Worry creased her face, and she avoided his gaze. “I can’t repay you.”

Money wasn’t a concern of his, and the cost of providing her with food and supplies for a few months wouldn’t be a noticeable expense. “You don’t have to.”

With her standing so close, he could smell the fragrance of vanilla emanating from her skin. She held herself motionless, as though uncertain about what to do. A soft tendril of blond hair curled against her breast, and she kept her eyes averted.

Her cheeks flushed with color, and she swallowed hard. “Are you expecting me to become your mistress in exchange for the supplies?”

Her bluntness caught him unawares. The thought hadn’t entered his mind, and it irritated him that she would think that. “I’m not that mercenary. You need my help, and I intend to grant it. Nothing more.”

That wasn’t the sort of man he was. After all the years they’d known each other, surely she had to know this.

“Then why did you kiss me before?” Emily looked at him, her brown eyes searching. She drew his coat tighter around her shoulders, her expression vulnerable.

He didn’t answer. How could he answer the question when he didn’t know the answer himself? She should have been a stranger to him, a woman he hardly knew. And yet, he found the past merging with the present, blurring lines he should not have crossed.

“I apologize.” He gave a slight bow. “You should be warm enough for the night. I’ll find another place to sleep.”

She offered him his coat back, and he took it, abandoning the meager plate of food. Behind him, the door swung closed, and he left her alone.

What had come over him? There was no reason to touch Emily again, no matter what had happened between them years ago. She had her own future apart from his. Though he wanted to alleviate her hardship, he knew better than to trespass upon the boundary of their friendship.

His imagination flared with thoughts of her smooth skin, the dip of her stomach and the curve of her breasts. When he’d kissed her earlier, there had been a madness, an instinctive craving. A night such as this made it easy to fall prey to desire. Being trapped in a house, alone with a beautiful woman…it was like walking upon shifting sands.

He needed to keep as much distance as possible between Emily’s room and his own. The house was cold and dark, forcing him to don the coat once more. Hardly any furnishings remained, and when he searched the house, he discovered that none of the bedrooms had a single mattress.

At last he gave up, deciding to sleep upon a sofa he’d located earlier. A gust of cold air swept into the drawing room from the hall, and he wondered if there was a window that needed to be sealed off. Stephen buttoned his coat to ward off the freezing chill, following the source of the cold until he saw Emily standing at the back door. It was open slightly, and snowflakes were drifting into the hall.

“What are you doing?” he demanded, moving forward to close the door. But she placed herself in the door frame, blocking him.

“Come here,” she ordered. She held a lantern in her hand, and the amber glow revealed swirls of white snow. Dizzying fat flakes fell so fast he could hardly see beyond the garden. The wind slashed at his coat, but Emily didn’t seem to notice the cold. Her face was shining with a wide smile, her lips wet from the cold. “Look.”

“It’s freezing, and you’re going to make yourself ill if you remain out in this weather.”

She lifted her hood as a compromise, and dashed forward. Leaning down, she reached into the wet drift and formed a snowball.

“Don’t even think of it, Emily. We’re not children anymore.”

But she took aim and fired it at his shoulder. “What good is snow if you can’t play in it?”

With the snow falling against her hood, a few flakes landed upon her lashes. Her brown eyes were dark and mischievous, like the eyes of the girl he’d known. In that moment, he no longer cared that it was the middle of the night, and they were caught in a snowstorm. It didn’t matter that he was an earl with a respectable reputation to uphold.

He strode forward with a snowball in his own hands. “Do you really want to play, Emily?”

Before he could throw it, his foot caught on a patch of ice and he stumbled forward. He grabbed Emily’s hands, trying to regain his balance, but he tipped over, dragging her with him.

She laughed, smashing snow into his collar. He didn’t find it amusing at all, but with her body straddled atop him, unexpected desire roared into full force. His hands moved into her hair, dragging her mouth down to his. Though her lips were cold, he didn’t care. The spiraling attraction made it impossible to think clearly, the kiss tempting him beyond reason.

He kept waiting for her to strike out at him, but she didn’t. Instead, she cupped her hand to his face, seeking comfort. She nipped at his upper lip, and when her silken tongue touched his, it took everything he had to break free from the spell she’d cast upon him.

“Emily, stop.”

His hardened erection pressed against her body, and right now he wanted to unfasten his breeches, burying himself inside her warmth. He wanted her naked skin against his, her body at his beckoning. “This isn’t a game anymore.”

It was becoming physically painful to have her body so intimately pressed against his. Gingerly, he lifted her off him and stood. “Let’s go inside.” Or better yet, she could go inside, and he could go stand in a snowdrift to cool his ardor.

“Wait. I want to watch the snow for a moment.” A wistful smile curved at her lips. “I used to love seeing it fall against my window during the wintertime. I’ve always thought it was enchanting.”

To indulge her, Stephen stood while the snow swirled around them. Emily didn’t look at him, but her fingers brushed against his in silent invitation. He took her cold hand in his, trying to warm it.

The wild flakes blew wherever they wanted to, gracing tree branches and bushes with a rich icing of white. There was no pattern to it, nothing predictable. Only freedom in its purest form. And in that moment, he understood why she loved it so.

Though her teeth were chattering, he waited until Emily was ready to return. Her hair was dotted with white, for her hood had slipped off.

“That was foolish of me, I know,” she said, when they entered the house once more. “My clothes are soaked.”

He walked her to the stairs. “I’ll put some hot water on the stove for you. You can bathe and warm yourself.”

“But the wood—I need to make it last.”

“We’re going to use it all up tonight, Emily,” he informed her. “I’ll be sending you coal in the morning.”

She sobered, then gave a nod. “I suppose.” Even so, she appeared uneasy, almost afraid of him. It was his own fault for touching her.

“I’m not going to ask anything of you tonight,” he swore. “You’ll get warm and sleep in your own bed. I won’t come near you.”

Her brown eyes gazed into his, and with trembling hands, she reached out to him. He saw the same aching desire that he was feeling, mingled with her fears.

“What if I want you to?”








  
  
Chapter Four




Emily waited for nearly an hour before Stephen brought up the last of the hot water. He’d added it to the small hip bath, mixing it with snow to bring it to the right temperature. Heaven help her, she’d been fascinated by his muscles straining as he lifted the heavy pots, pouring the water into her bath. 

He didn’t have to work this hard, nor had she expected him to assume the role of a servant. When the last of the water had been added, he turned to leave.

“Stay,” she whispered. She pushed away all thoughts of how wrong her invitation was. The chances of her marrying anyone were slim, and she didn’t doubt that Whitmore would leave her again. This might be the last moment she would ever be alone with him.

The old feelings of unrequited love threatened to bury her. In her girlish dreams, she’d hoped that one day they might marry. And though he’d never spoken a word of his own feelings, she’d known they had friendship.

They still did. For tonight, it was enough.

He crossed the room to stand before her. A thin sheen of sweat lined his skin, and he’d loosened his cravat. His steel-gray eyes bore into hers. “I can’t stay with you, and you know it.”

“I’ve been alone for so long,” she whispered. “I don’t want you to go.”

Emily didn’t speak of the feelings she’d locked away, deep inside. If she did, she might break apart. Right now, she was offering herself to him, hoping he wouldn’t abandon her. There would be no other man for her, not at her age. She would never know what it was to lose herself in a man’s touch, to yield beneath his body and unlock the mysteries of taking a lover.

But honor shielded him. He wouldn’t touch her as long as he believed he was taking something away from her. Didn’t he know he was granting her a gift?

She took his hands and brought them to the front of her gown. She’d had to alter this dress, sewing the buttons down the front since she had no ladies’ maid to help her. Stephen’s gaze was unrelenting, his eyes burning into hers. “You owe me nothing, Emily.”

“Show me what it would have been like,” she whispered, “if your father hadn’t taken you away from me.” Though it went against everything she’d been taught, she wanted a memory that would last for always.

His mouth drifted against hers in a kiss that was hardly there. She unbuttoned her own gown, placing his hands upon her chemise. His hands curved over the damp fabric, and when he encountered no barrier, he demanded, “Why aren’t you wearing a corset?”

“I’ve no one to help me dress. It was impossible to put on by myself.” Her cheeks grew warm with the confession, but his palm reached out to cup her breast. His thumb stroked the erect tip through the fabric, caressing her as he had that night in the barn. A flood of rich pleasure welled up inside her, and she found herself reaching for his shirt, lifting away the cambric.

His chest was broad and muscled, his firm shoulders ridged with a quiet strength. She laid her palms over his heartbeat, wishing she could make him feel the same longing she was feeling.

He removed the rest of her clothing until she stood naked before him. It was cold in the room, and her nipples were taut in the frigid air. Emily removed the remaining pins in her hair until it spilled over her shoulders, down to cover her breasts.

Stephen’s eyes were raw with need, and he pushed the hair aside to look at her. “Don’t cover yourself in front of me. You’ve nothing to hide.”

He lifted her into his arms, setting her down into the hip bath. The water warmed her skin, tingling all the way to her toes. He scooped up a handful and let it spill over her throat, down her breasts and stomach.

“Do you know how beautiful you are?”

She shook her head, and his hands moved through the water to rest upon her skin. “You’re driving me to madness.” He reached for the soap, his voice turning wicked. “And now, I’m going to make you feel the same way.”

He rubbed the cake of soap, bringing his hands to the curve of her breast. He rubbed circles over her skin, the slippery motion arousing her sensitive flesh. When his palms cupped her breasts, she felt an answering warmth between her thighs. He leaned in to kiss her while his hands soaped her breasts, his fingers stroking the nipples over and over in a slow rhythm.

More warm water rinsed her skin, and he kissed her shoulder, trailing down to the side of her breast. His tongue slid under the curve, and then his mouth fastened upon her nipple.

He sucked gently, and Emily moaned at the contact. Beneath the water, his hands roamed lower. Past her stomach, to the juncture of her thighs.

“You’re beautiful, Emily,” he said roughly, moving his hand against her delicate flesh. His fingers stroked her, and he brought her other hand to her own breast. “Touch your breasts while I show you how badly I need you.”

Emily’s face turned scarlet, but she obeyed. It was strange, to touch her own body. She felt shy about it, but he coaxed her to rub the nipples, to pinch them gently. Aching heat rose through her as she caressed the tips, and he supported her hips, using his other hand to explore her womanhood.

“Do you know how badly I wanted you that night in the stable, so many years ago?” he murmured, kissing her rib cage. “It’s even worse now. I want to fill you up inside.” He slid a finger into her warmth as he spoke, and she shuddered against his hand. His thumb flicked the nub above her entrance, and as she continued to caress her nipples, a dark warmth began to descend. She felt herself straining against him, none of the cold air bothering her now. Her body was unbearably hot, reacting to his touch until she shivered. But she couldn’t seem to understand what it was she needed so badly.

He inserted another finger, mimicking lovemaking. Her body stretched against the unfamiliar invasion, and yet the torment went on. Over and over, he caressed her, while she touched her breasts. Something strange began to happen to her, a wild blossoming heat in her center. Stephen increased the pressure, and her hands suddenly gripped the edges of the tub, while shimmering tremors racked her body, flooding it with a release so hard, she nearly wept from the intensity.

She was boneless, melting against the edges of the tub as he lifted her up and dried her off with a linen towel. Naked and shivering, he laid her down upon the bed, covering her body with the sheets. His expression was dark, almost pained. But he made no further move toward her.

He was going to stop now, she realized. He wasn’t going to become her lover tonight. He’d given her unspeakable pleasure, while he’d taken nothing for himself.

She didn’t like it. It wasn’t fair, and she wanted him to experience the same wildness. Was it the same for a man as a woman?

He was starting to reach for his shirt, but she stopped him. “Where are you going?”

“To my own bed. Probably after I go and stand outside in the snow for an hour.” He sat on the edge of her bed, and she reached out to touch his shoulder.

Embarrassment colored her skin, but she didn’t want him to go. Not yet. The thought of him spending the night in a cold room, away from her, was unbearable.

“I’ve done something wrong, haven’t I?” Her voice caught in her throat, and he turned to face her.

“No, Emily. I’m the one who’s doing something wrong.” He closed his eyes, as if his own desire was still on the edge. “I took advantage of you.”

Though tears stung her eyes, she forged ahead. He wanted her still, she could see it. But likely, he feared he’d have to marry her now. She understood that it couldn’t happen. They were as far apart as a prince from a serving maid. Even so, she didn’t care.

Her cheeks burned with fear and embarrassment, and she realized that he wasn’t going to touch her again. But could she…touch him? Was it so wrong to want this moment for herself, just to love him for a night?

Without asking permission, she ran her hands over his warm skin, across his shoulders and down to his stomach. The sheet fell away, baring her naked body as she walked to stand in front of him. His face tightened, but he made no move to stop her. Instead, he stood and faced her. 

When her hands moved to the button of his trousers, he caught them. “Emily.” His voice was husky, and he drew her fingers to his lips. “What is it you want?”

She froze, wishing she could hide her head beneath the covers and die. Had she misread him?

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I just…don’t want you to stop.”

She moved her hands away, but he took them and brought them around his neck. Her bare breasts rested against his warm chest, and as soon as their skin touched, her arousal heightened. “I’ve never asked you for a future, Whitmore,” she breathed against his throat. “Not in all the years we’ve known each other. I would never make demands that you couldn’t give.” She hoped he would understand that this night was not a means of trapping him.

His hand moved down her spine, tracing a silken trail to her hips. His eyes were hooded, like a man on the brink of losing control. “You deserve better than this.”

“I want a memory to cherish.”

She leaned forward to kiss him, and he cupped her hips and drew her close to him. Against her body, she could feel his rigid manhood. It swelled, straining against the fabric of his trousers. His hands palmed her bottom, torment etched upon his face. Once more, she reached for the buttons of his trousers, and this time, he removed the rest of his clothing. Skin to skin, he embraced her, lifting her leg over his hip. The heat of their bodies evoked needs she didn’t know she had.

The iron ridge of his manhood glided against her intimately, and a breathless moan escaped her. Her body welcomed him, the slick moisture making her desire more.

“I want you, Emily,” he said roughly. “Even more now than I did ten years ago. But I don’t want you to have any regrets. We can stop this right now if you want.”

“The only regret I’ll have is if you leave me tonight,” she murmured. “Please don’t go.”

He lowered her to the bed, his body above hers as he kissed her collarbone, trailing his mouth upon her skin. She sighed with thankfulness, welcoming him. His mouth moved over the curve of her breast, his tongue swirling over her nipple. Teeth nipped the edge, before he suckled the tip. Her hands dug into his hair as he feasted upon her body, his warm mouth and tongue making her forget the devastating loneliness.

Between her thighs, she felt the thickness of his shaft, the head probing into her wetness. The foreign sensation startled her, and as he lifted her knee, he ran his mouth over the sensitive skin. Her hips spasmed at the shock, and he cupped her bottom, kneading the skin as he eased himself inside.

He was larger than she’d expected, and it was difficult for her to take him into her body. Emily fought to relax, but instead of thrusting inside, he began to move gently. Only an inch within, he used his manhood to caress her warmth. And when his mouth came down on hers, his tongue slid inside in the same manner. Slowly. Gentle and deep, he continued to move.

“Are you all right?” he whispered, and she nodded. There was nothing at all invasive about his lovemaking, only the deepest caress. His face was strained, as though he were fighting against himself.

He moved a little farther inside, and she felt her body trembling harder. He pressed his hand against her center, while sliding his shaft within. Emily gripped his neck, raising her knees to bring him closer. When he breached her virginity at last, she was so ready for him, the full contact made her shudder.

She let out a gasp as he withdrew, holding himself poised at her entrance. “No, don’t—“ she pleaded.

A knowing smile crossed his face, as he slid back inside. The feeling of his full length pressed within was intoxicating, a sweet hunger that kept building higher. Stephen palmed her hips, forcing her close as he kissed her mouth. Then he moved her hand to the hooded flesh above her womanhood, touching her fingertips to a sensitive place.

“Hold your hand there,” he commanded. He withdrew his length, and when he plunged inside again, she cried out at the delicious pressure. “Do you feel it?”

She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think clearly. His hard length filled her while the tight bud beneath her fingers seemed to intensify the pleasure. “As I take you, give yourself the pleasure you need.”

His mouth moved back to her breasts, sucking hard while he increased the pace. With each stroke, he brought her closer. The sensations building up inside her threatened to spill over.

“Let go, Emily,” he said. And suddenly his lovemaking turned from gentle to reckless. He couldn’t seem to get enough of her, thrusting deeply as she cried out. The pleasure poured over her, a violent release that pounded even harder as he pumped against her body. She spasmed against his length, tears spilling from her eyes as she wrapped her legs around his waist.

With one final thrust, he found his own release, and he entered and withdrew a few times more. At last, he rested his cheek against hers, their bodies still joined.

He fell silent, not speaking as he finally pulled away from her body. She couldn’t read his thoughts as he wrapped her in the heavy quilts, moving to the opposite side of the bed. The fire crackled on the hearth, making the only sound in the room.

And, God help her, she didn’t know what he must think of her now.
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