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CHAPTER ONE
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“Think carefully before you answer, Olivia, for your honesty or dishonesty now will determine the future of everything between us.”

Olivia looked up. She had been staring at her wedding ring, twisting it round on her finger. She still was not accustomed to the heavy gold band with its single square-cut emerald. And she was not accustomed to hearing the grim anger that quivered in her husband’s voice. It set her stomach to quivering as well.

But she had nothing to fear. She had done no wrong. Or had she? Her mind scampered madly over the past fortnight, but she could find nothing to which he could object.

Nothing. And everything.

Since they had returned to London earlier that month, after spending the holidays at Duncastle, everything seemed to have changed between them. Now she stared across the room to her lord husband, wondering what had happened to the gentleman with the sweet smile who had walked with her along the wild shores of her native Devon, dodging the lapping white foam. The man who had courted her so ardently. The man who had vowed to love her forever.

They had met and married, all within a scandalously short time. An autumn courtship, and then two months of separation as political duties pulled him away. He had returned to her with his ring and his promises, and they had wed last February. On the day of love, on St. Valentine’s.

They had not yet even celebrated one anniversary.

And already she did not recognize this dark, unsmiling man, austere in his black-and-white evening clothes, handsome in the candlelight of his study, but so forbidding that her heart thudded against her chest and her throat tightened.

Tonight he looked like Lord Duncastle, a dark-haired man with a lean, narrow, aristocratic face. A man with a cold, intimidating intelligence in his gray-green eyes. She sought for some glimpse of her dear, laughing, charming Layton Carlisle, but that man seemed to have vanished.

Lifting her chin, as if that might also lift her courage, she met the guarded stare from her husband’s eyes. A touch of panic fluttered in her stomach. She saw no love in those eyes.

”I have never lied to you,” she said, indignant that he should presume she would deceive him. Olivia twisted her wedding ring again.

Duncastle frowned and folded his hands behind him.

When Olivia had entered the room, Duncastle had been standing beside the fire, staring down into the flames. He had turned away from the white marble fireplace when she entered, and had folded his hands away from her sight. He had not invited her to sit in one of the brown velvet-covered chairs in his study.

She had not often been in this room. Duncastle kept it for his work, for the political meetings and diplomatic affairs that formed his life. In truth, this room, with its walls of leather-bound books with Greek and Latin titles stamped in gold, and its dark wood paneling, daunted her. This room made her feel a country nobody. It made her feel a frippery woman without education. It made her feel as if she did not belong here, although she had tried desperately to make a place for herself at her husband’s side.

I have done nothing wrong, she thought again, seeking some reassurance and remembering all the parties she had learned to give, and the polish she had fought to achieve. She needed those few threads of comfort. She found none in her husband’s implacable stance.

He moved at last, unfolding his hands, taking a step toward her. That put one of the high-backed chairs between them. He rested one hand on the chair back. The gold signet ring he wore on his right hand glinted in the candlelight.

“Then tell me the truth now. Did you tell Lady Albers that it is part of our plan in negotiating peace with the French to exploit the weakness of their envoy for gambling?”

Olivia hesitated. His tone held so much hostility and contempt that the urge to deny everything leapt at once to her tongue. She wanted to lie. She, who had never before told him any untruth, wanted desperately to blurt one out now. But what was so wrong with what she had done?

Swallowing the dryness in her mouth, she gripped one hand tightly within the other to keep them steady. She wet her lips and said, “And what if I did? She had a right to know. It is Lord Albers, after all, who has lost so much money to the Comte Guillium, and...”

“And did you not think that Lord Albers would keep his wife informed if he wished her to know of such things?”

Her cheeks burned, but she met her husband’s accusing stare. I did nothing wrong, her mind protested. But her stomach nevertheless twisted with guilt and shame.

“The poor woman was fretting that her husband should lose so much to the Comte,” she told him, her voice sharp. She let her dislike of being confronted as if she were a child mask the fear that lay just underneath. “Besides, I did not see why his gaming should have any affect on your negotiations, anyway.”

His mouth tightened and his eyes narrowed, and he said, “I would tell you why it does if I thought I could trust you.”

A sharp pain twisted in her chest at such a deliberate insult. He did not trust her. The muscles in her legs seemed to turn liquid. Desperate to sit down, she would have moved to one of the chairs, but that meant moving closer to him. And she could not bring herself to do that.

She was afraid of him. Of that unbending tone in his voice, of the lack of emotion in his eyes, of the loathing he seemed now to bear for her.

Oh, what had she done?

Duncastle went on, his voice flat and as cold as the room had become for her. “I shall tell you, however, that Lady Albers confided in Guillium that her husband was intentionally losing to him.”

Stunned, Olivia could only stare at her husband. A foolish denial rose in her. Lady Albers could not have done such a thing. She had vowed not to mention this to another soul. Olivia had trusted her.

Dear Lord, I have been an idiot.

Pride rose to her defense. And anger. Anger at Lady Albers for misleading her. Anger at herself for having thought that lady her friend. Still, she clung to the thought that she had acted in the best interest of a woman who had been kind enough to offer sympathy and support last spring. Olivia had been a new bride, and new to London society. Lady Albers had shown her how to go on, and had become a friend. A good friend, she had thought.

Lady Albers had also had a right to know that her husband—for whatever reason—was intentionally gaming away his fortune, and could therefore be counted upon to put a stop to it before it went too far. It had not been simply gossiping to tell her ladyship. It had not!

Giving Duncastle back a chilly stare, Olivia sought for a righteousness as haughty as his own. “You did not say I should not mention this to anyone.”

Duncastle arched one eyebrow. “I did not think I would have to mark what occurs between us in the marriage bed as something that is between us alone.”

The cruel truth of his words dug into her, and she did not know how to answer. Ashamed now, she only knew that she had to get away from here. She had to get out before the tears that stung her nose and blurred her vision began to fall, disgusting him with her frailty and turning her into a swollen-red-eyed wretch.

Thankfully, he turned away from her. She had time to swipe at her eyes and pull in a shaking breath before he stood beside his desk and faced her again.

“I am sorry if you think I did wrong,” she said, praying he would relent just a little. Just enough so she might know that he could forgive her if she asked it of him.

“Sorry that you did it, or sorry that I think it?” he asked, his voice still indifferent and his eyes still guarded.

Both, she wanted to say. However, she only answered, with her chin high, “It shall not happen again, my lord.”

He looked down at the papers on his desk, lifting one as if it now interested him more than she did. “You need not worry, Olivia. I know it shall not happen again. I shall keep temptation from your tongue.”

Shaking inwardly, she waited for more from him. For that anger she sensed inside him to be unleashed. She braced for arguments such as she had heard as a child between her own parents over her mother’s inability to manage the household accounts and her father’s inability to be faithful.

Duncastle continued to look at his papers. He glanced up, his eyes now an icy gray. “Is there something else you have to say?”

The quivering apology almost burst out. But the last scraps of her pride stopped it. In his present mood, would he accept anything from her? Even the most abject repentance? He had certainly not accepted her reasoning. And he had made it completely clear that he no longer held any trust for her.

Cold bands tightened around her heart. Had she ignored the signs that his love had not lasted? That he now cared more for his papers and his diplomacy and his meetings—for he certainly spent more time with them than with her. She shook her head. If he would not bend to her even a little, why should she bend to him?

Turning, she walked to the door. She let herself out, pulling shutting the latch softly behind her, although she wanted to slam the heavy oak door until it shook the foundation of the house.

Oh, Lord, what had she done? Was this the beginning of the end of their love?

––––––––
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DUNCASTLE WATCHED HIS wife walk from the room, her slender back straight and her head proud. Gold lights glinted from the fashionable crop of short, curling, light-brown hair. Under the blue and white stripes of her elegant gown, her hips swayed and the desire for her flashed hot in him as it did every time he watched her.

He tamped down such traitorous impulses.

He must learn to school his desire. He must learn to temper feeling with caution. He must remember he could not trust himself with her. Nor could he trust her.

When the door clicked shut, he put down the paper that he had been blindly staring at and sank into his chair. Propping his elbows on his desk, he put his face into his hands and shut his eyes, but still the look in Olivia’s eyes haunted him.

Those guileless, seemingly innocent blue eyes. They had darkened with hurt, a pain he had put there. He hated himself for that. The tears that had glistened in her eyes, making them luminous, had nearly undone his determination to do what he must.

Yes, she was an innocent. Or she had been when he had married her. But she had learned much this past year.

He had watched with pride as she had mastered the art of holding political affairs, inviting the right mix of people, and insuring their attendance with tempting delicacies, a free flow of wine, and entertainment. He had seen her acquire polish and poise, and he had loved her even more for it. But over the past few weeks, he had also watched her tongue sharpen and her wit grow more cutting. He had overheard her pass along other things that had been told to her—things she ought to know how to keep to herself. And he had heard her and Lady Albers just last week quite happily tear apart the character of another lady, and all without a thought as to how words could harm.

His country innocent, the woman he had loved, had become a London lady. And a part of him mourned the transformation.

Where was the generous, sweet woman he had loved? Where was the woman he had trusted? Was this what happened when love died and only the shell of a marriage was left?

And was it his fault for neglecting her and allowing her to learn that worst vice of London—a thoughtless and therefore dangerous tongue?

With a frustrated oath, he rose and took up the poker to jab viciously at the fire. 

How could she have done this? How could she so easily betray a confidence between them? He could have forgiven her anything. But not this tattle-mongering.

Gossips. He loathed their vicious rumors, their eagerness to reveal secrets, their need to feed on the wrongs—real or supposed—of others. He had watched his father succumb to such malicious mutterings, and all started from a careless phrase let loose by his mother.
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