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      “Literally perfection.”

      ~Read with Aimee on My Heart Still Beats

      

      “This book was fantastic! It was steamy, funny, romantic, and just about any other emotion you can think of…”

      ~Steamy Book Mama on Lily and the Duke

      

      “Helen Hardt is a master at making you fall for the bad boy.”

      ~Words We Love By on Savage Sin 

      

      “Hardt spins erotic gold…”

      ~Publishers Weekly on Follow Me Darkly

      

      “22 Best Erotic Novels to Read”

      ~Marie Claire Magazine on Follow Me Darkly

      

      “Intensely erotic and wildly emotional…”

      ~New York Times bestselling author Lisa Renee Jones on Follow Me Darkly

      

      “Christian, Gideon, and now…Braden Black.”

      ~Books, Wine, and Besties on Follow Me Darkly

      

      “This red-hot tale will have readers fanning themselves.”

      ~Publishers Weekly on Blush

      

      “Scintillating…”

      ~Publishers Weekly on Bloom

      

      “Helen's intelligent writing style and skills have made this story a must-read.”

      ~FireSerene Reads on Bloom

      

      “It's hot, it's intense, and the plot starts off thick and had me completely spellbound from page one.”

      ~The Sassy Nerd Blog on Rebel

      

      “Craving is the jaw-dropping book you need to read!”

      ~New York Times bestselling author Lisa Renee Jones on Craving

      

      "Completely raw and addictive."

      ~#1 New York Times bestselling author Meredith Wild on Craving

      

      “Helen Hardt has some kind of skill I don’t have the words to describe. Her writing is addictive. She sucked in my mind and I just don’t want to read anything but her right now!”

      ~OMGReads Blog

      

      “Helen Hardt…is a master story teller.”

      ~Small Town Book Nerd
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      London, 1806

      “I’ll have you yet, little one.” Beau had sneaked up on the pretty young housemaid while she was making up one of the many guest rooms in the London terrace home. Now she stood across from him as he backed toward the door and turned the key in the lock. “I’m not leaving for university before I have a taste of those treasures under your dress.”

      Joy frowned, but then giggled and tossed her copper curls. “A few stolen kisses are one thing, my lord. You may think I have no choice to resist you, but I shall.”

      “Come here,” Beau said, as he sat down on the unmade bed.

      “Absolutely not. You touch me and I shall scream.”

      “Who would hear you, dove? I sent everyone else away this afternoon.”

      “You sent an entire household of servants away? ’Tis not possible.”

      “I’m the master’s son.” Beau winked at her. “My command makes anything possible.”

      Joy smiled demurely. “You think you can command me?”

      He grinned. “I know I can, little dove,” he said, “and I’ll have you begging for it by the end.”

      Joy backed slowly away from the bed, into the alcove created by three windows. “I will never beg for anything.”

      “We shall see about that.”

      Beau crawled slowly across the bed and lunged at Joy. She ran toward the door of the chamber, but he was too quick for her. He grabbed her and whirled her around, throwing her on the bed.

      “My lord,” she said, “not like this.”

      “Like what?” he asked breathlessly, his black hair falling into his eyes as he looked down at her sweet innocent beauty, her full lips the color of rubies. He had to have her.

      “You…you wouldn’t force me, would you?”

      He smiled. “No, sweet dove, I won’t force you. That I promise.” He crushed his mouth down on hers and coaxed her lips open, yearning for a taste of her sweetness.

      He had coveted Joy since she first came to the London house two years ago. Her coppery tresses and rich blue eyes enraptured him. A shy lad of sixteen at the time, Beau had worshiped her from afar and had only gained the courage to steal a kiss a mere three months ago. Joy had responded, so he stole another one, and then another. The newfound knowledge that he was attractive to women had led him to steal kisses from a couple of other young servants and a few girls in town, but none were quite so luscious as Joy and her honeyed lips. As they parted for him now, he knew he would have her before he left on the morrow. Damned if he would arrive at Oxford as an untried lad of eighteen.

      He fumbled clumsily with her bodice, the weight of his body imprisoning her beneath him. She wriggled under him, trying to push him off of her, but to no avail. She was trapped, just the way he wanted her.

      “My lord,” she said breathlessly, “you said you wouldn’t force me.”

      “And I shan’t,” Beau gasped. “I won’t take you unless you beg me to. But that doesn’t mean I can’t have a taste of your delights.” He freed her young plump breasts from their restriction. Perfection.

      “How lovely you are, little dove.” He clamped his mouth onto a tight nipple. He wanted to be gentle, really he did, but his passion overwhelmed him. He pulled at her roughly, squeezing and kneading her breasts, panting and puffing as she writhed under him.

      “My lord! Oh!”

      “Yes, yes,” Beau said. “Just a little. You’re so beautiful. Does that feel good?”

      “Aye, my lord.” She panted against him. “So good.”

      He glided his lips over her bosom. “I’ll make it good for you, dove.” He pressed tiny kisses over her milky skin and then returned to her nipples, licking them tenderly, until he felt her body relax beneath him. “Is that better?”

      Joy didn’t answer. She moaned softly, and then inhaled sharply as he stroked her private parts.

      “Such sweet wetness,” Beau whispered against her soft flesh. “Do you want me to fill the emptiness inside you?”

      She sighed. “I want… But I’m afraid.”

      “Don’t be, dove. Let me touch inside of you.” Beau entered her slowly with one finger. So sweet, so tight.

      Soon she was writhing under his touch, wanting more, wanting him.

      “Oh, my lord,” she moaned.

      “Do you want me?” he asked huskily.

      “Aye, my lord. I want you.” Joy arched her hips.

      Beau added another finger, stretching her. “Are you begging me?”

      “Aye. Yes. I want you. Please!”

      Beau ripped the buttons from his trousers, sending them plunking across the wood floor. He freed his aching arousal and plunged it into her, taking her maidenhead with more force than he had intended. She screamed from the pain, but the pleasure he felt overpowered his concern for her.

      “Oh,” he groaned. “Oh my God. Joy. Joy!” He shuddered as he climaxed, spilling himself into her, welcoming the release of his seed.

      He collapsed onto the bed and rolled off of her, too exhausted to move.

      Joy remained silent for several moments. Then, “My lord?”

      He turned to look at her beautiful face flushed like a ripe raspberry. “Yes?”

      “I… May I go now?”

      “No, don’t go.” Beau took her delicate hand and lightly brushed his lips over it. “I’m sorry. I just couldn’t… It will be better for you the next time. I’ll make sure of it.”

      She smiled. “Aye, I know, my lord.”

      But a next time never came. When Beau came home from Oxford on holiday, Joy was gone.
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      Laurel Ridge, Lybrook Estate, Wiltshire County, England

      Wedding Ball for the Duke and Duchess of Lybrook, 1853

      Cameron Price downed his fourth glass of champagne and cursed the day he’d ever laid eyes on Lady Rose Jameson. Watching her waltz with Lord Evan Xavier for the fifth time this evening was more than he could stomach.

      When the Duke of Lybrook had approached him six weeks earlier to compose a wedding waltz for his bride, Cameron had no choice but to take the commission. His family, tenants on the Lybrook estate, needed the money badly, and the sum of two hundred pounds also offered him the opportunity to hire a man to work his family’s farm so he could devote more time to his music.

      The duke had insisted that he work closely with Lady Rose, a talented pianist, while composing the waltz, so she would be adequately prepared to play it at the wedding. The many hours of sitting next to her at the piano, working out measures and harmonies, their elbows grazing as her fingers danced across the keys… He’d nursed many a cockstand afterward. Fighting his attraction to her had become a loathsome burden, a constant duel between his head and his heart. Her sapphire eyes haunted him. Even in slumber he found no peace. Rose’s beautiful visage tormented him in his dreams.

      No one played as Rose did. She made the pianoforte sing, giving Cameron’s music a power and seductiveness it didn’t otherwise possess. The waltz had been well received tonight, but he had no doubt that Rose’s interpretation, not his talent as a composer, had made the difference.

      Watching her now, in the arms of Xavier, who was courting her, felt like a punch in the gut.

      No.

      More like a stampede of heavy-hoofed stallions trampling him.

      Xavier had been an oarsman at Weston and was consequently a big man, tall and blond with friendly brown eyes and a pleasantly handsome face. Surely a perfect match for the quietly virtuous Rose.

      Cameron disliked him on principle.

      Cam had bedded his share of females in the past, but never before had he felt such an intense attraction to a woman as he did for Rose. He ached inside. She was meant for parties and high teas, silk gowns and diamonds. He had nothing to offer her.

      He set his champagne glass down on the refreshment table and walked out of the ballroom.

      “You’re not leaving yet, are you, Mr. Price?”

      Cameron turned to face the duke’s mother, Morgana Farnsworth, the Dowager Duchess of Lybrook.

      “Yes, Your Grace,” he said. “I believe it is time I got back to my family.”

      “We’ll be serving a small meal at midnight. Won’t you stay and join us?”

      “I’m sorry. I couldn’t impose.”

      “Nonsense. The duke and duchess would never forgive me if I let you leave. Everyone here is dying to talk to you about your compositions. You have an exciting career ahead of you.”

      “Thank you for the compliment, Your Grace.” Cameron bowed politely. “However, I don’t think it would be appropriate for me to stay. After all, I’m one of the duke’s tenants.”

      “You’re an invited guest,” the duchess said.

      Cameron sighed. If these people wanted to speak to him about his music, he couldn’t afford to leave yet. Perhaps it might lead to another commission, and he needed the money to provide for his widowed mother and two younger sisters. “Thank you, Your Grace. I would be honored to stay.”

      “Wonderful, Mr. Price. Please make yourself welcome.” She touched his arm in a maternal fashion and then hurried off to speak to another group of guests.

      Cameron headed back toward the refreshment table, inhaled another glass of champagne, and strode toward the ornate double doorway that led to the back terrace. He needed some fresh air.
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        * * *

      

      Rose thanked Evan for the waltz and hurried to the ladies’ retiring room to check her appearance. Her pale green satin gown was in fairly good shape, considering she had been wearing it since early afternoon. She fussed with her blond tresses a bit, which were swept atop her head in an elaborate coiffure of cascading curls, and then bit her lips and pinched her cheeks. The midnight meal was only minutes away. Rose was not hungry, but it would be bad form not to attend. She smiled in the looking glass as she thought of her sister, Lily, who had already left the ball with her new husband, Daniel, the seventh Duke of Lybrook. They would no doubt be missing the repast, as well they should. To have a wedding night with the man she loved—Rose envied her sister’s good fortune.

      Seven weeks ago the sisters had come to Laurel Ridge with their parents, the Earl and Countess of Ashford, and their brother, Thomas, Viscount Jameson, for a pre-season house party hosted by the Duke of Lybrook. Lily had caught the eye of the duke soon thereafter, and the two had fallen deeply in love. The way they looked at each other took Rose’s breath away. She couldn’t imagine feeling that intensely for someone.

      Well, she could. Just not for Lord Evan Xavier. She cared for him and she enjoyed his company…and his kisses. But they didn’t share the ease together that Lily and the duke—Daniel—did. It was still difficult for Rose to call her new brother-in-law by his Christian name. Then again, she and Lily were two very different people. Perhaps Lily, with her disdain for convention and the dictates of the peerage, was just more comfortable using Christian names than she, Rose, would ever be.

      Rose took a few deep breaths and walked to the back terrace for some air before the midnight meal. Several couples hid in the shadows, chatting intimately. Some were embracing each other and laughing softly. She walked swiftly away from them, looking for a dark corner where she could be alone with her thoughts for a few moments. She finally settled on a spot against the railing, outside the glimmer of the torchlights. She inhaled the fresh night air, expanding her lungs as much as her corset would allow.

      “Good evening, my lady.”

      Rose turned, squinting in the dark shadows. About ten feet away from her, concealed in the nightfall, stood Cameron Price. Rose’s skin erupted in tiny bumps and her breath caught. He never failed to affect her, and this evening, dressed formally, he was an intoxicating vision.

      Cameron drained the glass of champagne he was holding and shuffled toward her.

      “A wellborn lady such as yourself shouldn’t be out here unescorted,” he said, the aroma of alcohol on his breath unmistakable.

      “Mr. P-Price,” Rose stammered. “I…I was just getting a breath of fresh air.”

      “Won’t Xavier miss you?”

      “I don’t know… I…I’m not wholly his concern.”

      Cameron snorted. “He certainly monopolized you on the dance floor this evening.”

      Rose’s cheeks warmed. She was thankful for the darkness. “Not many others asked me for a dance.”

      “How could they, with him breathing down your neck? He’s the size of a mountain, for God’s sake.”

      Rose wrinkled her nose. “You’re inebriated, Mr. Price.”

      “Slightly.” He chuckled. “Tell me, would you have danced with another man if he had asked you?”

      “Of course,” Rose said. “I danced with my father and my brother, and my cousin’s friend Mr. Landon.”

      “You danced with a mister?” Cameron shook his head. “You mean you’ll dance with an untitled gent?”

      “Why wouldn’t I? Mr. Landon is an impeccable gentleman. He owns land here and in the Americas, and he’s a cousin to His Grace.”

      “Ah, I see.” Cameron lifted his champagne glass to his lips. “Damn, it’s empty.” He set it down loudly on the railing. “Money is the issue then, as well as blood.”

      “Mr. Price,” Rose began, unable to look at him, “I fail to see what⁠—”

      “My lady,” Cameron interrupted, “would you have danced with me, had I asked you?”

      Rose turned. His silver eyes penetrated her flesh like daggers. She felt defenseless. All those heart-wrenching hours spent at the pianoforte with him, fighting her attraction to him and telling herself they had no future, flooded into her like a tidal wave. He had treated her with such disdain, never missing an opportunity to make a snide comment about their different stations. Was it possible he felt an attraction too?

      “You’re foxed, Mr. Price,” Rose said, forcing herself not to stammer. “This conversation would be better served if we were both in our right minds.”

      Cameron tentatively reached toward her arm and touched her lightly with his finger. A spark shot through Rose at the contact.

      “I may have imbibed a bit more than usual, my lady,” he said. “But I assure you, I am in my right mind. I asked you a question. Would you have danced with me?”

      “I…don’t know. It wouldn’t really be appropriate.”

      Cameron snorted again. “Of course. What would the other peers have thought if you, the daughter of the Earl of Ashford, were seen dancing with a commoner? Pardon, not just a commoner, but a tenant on your brother-in-law’s land.” He turned away from her. “Good evening, my lady.”

      Rose’s heart hurt. She had wanted to dance with him. She had dreamed of more than that. Of kissing him the way she kissed Evan. Of doing…more than kissing. “Wait, Mr. Price.”

      He turned. “What is it?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      “Yes, what?”

      She gulped. “Yes. I would have danced with you.”

      He walked back to her and brushed back a stray curl. Her skin burned where he touched her.

      “Will you dance with me now?”

      “It’s nearly time for the meal.” Rose swallowed. “The orchestra is taking a break. I…we should go in.”

      “Please. Dance with me.”

      Her heart hammered against her chest. “There’s no music.”

      He cupped her cheek. “We don’t need music. You and I together have it in our souls.”

      “Mr. Price…”

      “Come with me.” He took her arm and led her to the stairs of the terrace.

      Rose looked around quickly. They were alone. Completely alone. The other couples on the terrace must have gone in to be seated for the meal. Cameron pulled her down the stairs and out onto the soft grass of the lawn. He led her away from the torchlights to a dark crevice where only the light of the crescent moon veiled them in a lustrous cloak.

      “Dance with me,” he said, taking her into his arms. He led her left hand to his shoulder and pulled her to him. “Look at me.”

      She gazed up into his sterling eyes, the moonlight illuminating his handsome face and casting highlights into his coal-black hair. He looked like a pagan god come to earth to deflower an innocent maiden. Her heart raced and fear coursed through her, but she didn’t look away. He began moving in a slow waltz, leading her around the lawn in intricate steps that surprised her.

      “You dance very well, Mr. Price,” she said.

      “Yes, we common folk dance too,” he said, a bit sardonically.

      “I didn’t mean⁠—”

      “Shhh.” He pulled her closer.

      She laid her cheek on his shoulder and inhaled his salty cinnamon scent. She closed her eyes, the pulse of his throat racing against her forehead, her own heart thumping madly. Being in his arms at last felt wonderful. Too wonderful. She started to pull away.

      “No,” he said, resisting her. “Stay with me. We haven’t finished our dance.”

      She relented, melting into him. He stopped waltzing and simply swayed gently. To finally embrace him, feel him against her, filled Rose with joy and agony. If only this moment could last a lifetime.

      Slowly he pulled away from her, just slightly. With one hand, he tilted her chin up and gazed into her eyes. Her lips trembled, but she knew what he wanted. She wanted it too. His mouth descended until his lips were on hers.

      Rose knew how to kiss. Evan had taught her well. She parted her lips and Cameron’s tongue invaded her mouth, tasting her gently, slowly. He withdrew his tongue and brushed it delicately over her lips. She sighed softly and tentatively reached her own tongue out to explore the fullness of his lips. They were softer than Evan’s, and she felt a surge in her womb that was new to her. Frightened, she turned her head away. His lips caressed her cheeks, her neck, nibbling and nuzzling her until she shivered.

      “We should go in.”

      “No. Not yet,” Cameron said. “I know I can never have you. I need at least this much of you. Please.”

      She turned and sought his mouth with her own. This time the kiss wasn’t gentle. Cameron clamped onto her, absorbing her. He swirled his tongue with hers, tasting her, taking her. He tasted of champagne and tea, passion and lust. She wanted to kiss him forever, to lose herself in his strong body. He moved from her mouth to her ear, tracing its outer edge with his tongue and dipping into its cove just enough to wet it. When he caressed the wetness with his breath, the tingling made her shudder.

      “Do you like that?” he whispered.

      “Oh, yes,” she breathed. “Yes.”

      He nibbled on her earlobe and then moved to the other ear, tantalizing it as he had the first. Rose squirmed, her body possessed by new and exciting feelings. Evan had never kissed her ears. Her skin blazed and her heart raced wildly, her blood like molten lava in her veins. Cameron caressed her cheeks with moist kisses, moved down to her neck, her pulse throbbing as he licked her in little circles, blew softly on the wetness, and kissed it.

      “Oh, Rose,” he whispered. “Rose, Rose. You’re so beautiful.”

      He nibbled down below her neck to the sensitive skin above her breasts. Rose buried her hands in his hair, pulled out the queue that bound it, and laced her fingers through the thick black locks. Cameron kissed the tops of her breasts, tracing his tongue around the neckline of her gown. She moaned as he forced his tongue between her breasts, down into her cleavage, retreated, and did it again.

      “Goodness,” she said. “We shouldn’t….”

      “I know.” He moved his lips upward. Gently he eased the sleeve of her gown down and kissed her shoulder, his hands cupping her breasts.

      Even through her corset, Rose felt her nipples tighten. She gasped.

      Cameron tore his mouth away from her arm. “Are you all right, sweetheart?”

      The endearment surprised her, and her pulse quickened. “Yes, yes, I’m fine. I just feel so…” She panted, trying to catch her breath. “We really should stop.”

      “Do you want to stop?” he asked, running his finger up and down her bare arm ever so lightly, giving her the chills.

      “No…I mean, yes…”

      But his mouth was on hers once more, their tongues mating and swirling, feasting on each other.

      His lips found her ear again. “Your kisses are magic, Rose,” he whispered.

      “Yes,” she sighed. “Magic.”

      “Do you want me, sweetheart?” Cameron’s voice was rough and smoky. “Do you want me to touch you?”

      “Oh, yes,” Rose whispered, the ache in her womb nearly more than she could bear. “Touch me, Cameron. Please touch me.”

      He pulled her into a shadow. Gently he lowered her to the ground, positioning her into the crook of his arm, and kissed her mouth again as his free hand fumbled with her bodice. He eased her gown down around her arms and loosened her corset, freeing her full breasts, which glowed incandescently in the moonlight.

      “You’re more beautiful than I imagined,” he rasped, gently kneading them, brushing his fingers over her taut pink nipples.

      She moaned his name softly.

      “Do you want me to kiss you here?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she pleaded. “Yes, please.”

      He lowered his head and licked one pink circle, gently kissed it, and sucked the nipple into his mouth, tugging and then releasing it slowly, and tugging again. Rose closed her eyes and arched her body toward him, reaching for something elusive that she couldn’t imagine, but that she wanted more than anything.

      “Please, Cameron.”

      He sucked her nipple harder, and then moved to her other breast and licked her, kissed her, his breath coming in rapid pants against her flesh. With one hand he reached under her dress and tugged at the ribbons of her drawers.

      “Sweetheart,” he said, “you need to stop me now.”

      “What?” she rasped.

      “If you don’t stop me now, I’m going to take you.”

      Take her? Make love to her? Her skin was tight around her body, and her only thought was how she wanted him. “Yes, take me. Please, Cameron.”

      “Dear God,” he said, exploring her flesh with his fingers. “You’re dripping wet.” He rubbed against her slick folds and then brought his hand to her mouth. “Taste.” He traced her lips.

      She darted her tongue out and licked the musky sweetness from his fingertips.

      “Your ambrosia,” he said. “You made it for me.”

      He glided his fingers under her skirts again, finding her sex and touching her wetness. He brought them to his own mouth this time. “Sweet,” he said. “So sweet.”

      Rose thrashed against him, arching her hips wildly.

      “Do you want me to touch you again?”

      “Yes, yes, again.”

      He complied, reaching under her skirts, finding her swollen nub, and teasing it with his fingers. “Does this make you feel good?” he whispered.

      “God, yes, Cameron. Yes,” she sobbed, grabbing his hand and rubbing it harder against her.

      She moaned, writhing beneath him, running toward something—she didn’t know what—until her insides exploded in a wave of pleasure that sent stars into her body, crashing her into a wall of joyful euphoria. When her shuddering finally slowed, Cameron released her.

      He lowered his head to hers, kissed her mouth lightly, and whispered, “Does Xavier make you feel like that?”

      “No,” she said, breathing heavily, seeking his mouth with hers.

      “Who makes you feel like that, Rose?” he asked, his breath tickling her neck.

      “You, Cameron.”

      “Who do you want to take you? Who, Rose?”

      “You, only you.” And she meant it. She wanted him inside her. Now.

      Cameron brushed his hand down her arm, making her shiver, taking her hand and leading it to his groin. “Do you feel that?” He moved her palm over his arousal. “That’s for you, sweetheart. Only for you.”

      Rose explored the hardness through the silky fabric of his trousers. “Cameron,” she whispered. “My goodness.”

      “I ache for you, Rose.” He groaned. “Only you can ease my suffering.”

      “I want to. I want to, Cameron.”

      “Are you sure, sweet?”

      “Yes, yes. Take me now.”

      “Do you…understand what will happen?” He panted in her ear. “Do you?”

      “Of course. And what I didn’t know my sister told me. I just didn’t expect you to be quite so…engorged.”

      Cameron laughed softly. “Perhaps I’m better endowed than the duke.”

      “What?”

      “Never mind, my darling. Are you sure you want to do this?”

      “Yes, yes, please. I want it more than anything.” Rose sat up and tugged at Cameron’s black formal coat. “I want to touch you.”
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        * * *

      

      Rose’s face was flushed in the moonlight, her eyes shimmering with passion and promise as she looked at him, her shoulders creamy white as a new-fallen snow, and her bare breasts hanging gently, their tips rosy and puckered. God, she was lovely, and Cameron wanted her, hungered for her. She was his for the taking. He could have her once and remember this night forever.

      “Damn it,” he said gruffly.

      He couldn’t do it. She was a virgin, a lady of the peerage, the daughter of an earl, for God’s sake. Cameron removed her hands from his coat. “Rose, we’re going to stop now.”

      “No, no.” She pulled at his hands, trying to release her arms. “I want to, Cameron.”

      “Sweetheart, I need to leave you while I still have a shred of sanity left.” He pulled her to her feet. “You’ll regret it if I take you this way, outside, in the grass. You deserve to be loved in the comfort of a bed. Your first time shouldn’t be like this.”

      “No,” Rose said. “If…If this is all we’ll ever have, I want it now. Please.”

      “You deserve more. You deserve better. Better than…”

      “What?” she asked, toying with his cravat. “Better than what, Cameron?”

      He looked down at the grass, at his feet shod in shiny leather boots. His formal wear had cost more than he normally paid for clothing in a year, yet he had used a portion of the money he had earned from the duke’s waltz, money that could have helped his family. The duke had requested his presence at the wedding ball as composer of the piece, and Cameron had bought the garments so he wouldn’t look like a mere peasant. He had bought them for Rose. To impress her. He knew he was attractive to women. He knew he looked elegant in his black courtly clothes. He knew she would notice him, and she had. But he was still a tenant on the duke’s land. The expensive suit didn’t change that. He was nothing.

      “Better than me, Rose,” he said quietly.

      Rose reached up and touched his cheek. “You’re the one I want. The one I’ve always wanted. Perhaps we can’t be together for the long-term, but⁠—”

      “Then what is the point of this?” he asked gently. “I’ll ruin you.”

      “I don’t care.” She reached for his arousal through his trousers. “You still want me.”

      “God, yes.”

      “Then take me, Cameron. I’m yours tonight.”

      God forgive him his weakness. He pulled her to him and kissed her passionately, easing her down to the grass once again. He reached under her skirts and stroked her. She was still wet for him. He hastily unbuttoned his trousers, freeing his aching erection, and moved on top of her.

      “It may hurt a bit,” he said. “I’ll try to be gentle.”

      “Yes, I know. It will be all right.”

      He nudged the head of his cock through the slit in her drawers, rubbing it against her juices. “Oh God,” he groaned. “Oh God, Rose.” He teased her entrance, braced himself to begin his descent.

      “No!” Rose pushed against his shoulder, her eyes suddenly icy and full of terror. “No! I changed my mind. I can’t, I can’t!”

      He moved away from her quickly, the unsated hunger almost unbearable. “Damn you,” he said between clenched teeth. “I gave you two chances to stop me, you little cocktease. Damn you!”

      Rose began to weep quietly, hurriedly tucking her breasts back into her bodice. She stood. “Please forgive me,” she said, her gaze cast downward. She ran away, sobbing.

      “Damn it,” Cameron said under his breath, and then, loudly, his voice strained with remorse, “I’m sorry, Rose. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean it. I didn’t mean it! Come back, sweetheart. Please!” He would hold her and comfort her, tell her it was all right, that he would wait for her.

      But Rose ignored him and ran toward the mansion, disappearing into the vacant ballroom.

      Cameron buttoned his trousers, his arousal still burning. “Fuck you, you stupid idiot. How could you believe she actually wanted you?”

      He walked away from the house. He couldn’t go in and join the party for dinner. If he missed out on a chance for another commission, so be it. He couldn’t see Rose again. Never again. It was over. Hell, it hadn’t even begun.

      It never could.

      He trudged home to his cottage on the Lybrook land. The sun was edging over the horizon when he finally fell into his bed, exhausted, his feet blistering from the long walk in his new boots.
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      Rose entered the ballroom from the back terrace. Several servants were cleaning up, but they paid her no heed, thank goodness. She hurried to the back stairwell and made her way to her bedchamber on the second floor of the east wing. She longed to fling herself on her bed and cry herself to sleep, but she couldn’t miss the midnight meal. Her parents would never forgive her. She wished for a moment that she were Lily, who wouldn’t think twice about defying convention and doing what she wished. But she wasn’t Lily. She was Rose, and Rose always did what was expected of her. Lily would have slept with Cameron tonight, on the grass, if that was what she had desired. Rose, however, knew her place.

      She strode into her dressing room and sat down in front of the looking glass. Her eyes were puffy, her cheeks streaked with tears, her lips dark and swollen from Cameron’s kisses. Cameron’s kisses, so different from Evan’s. Evan’s kisses were gentle and sweet, and Rose enjoyed them. But Cameron’s… She had never imagined… Kisses that took as well as gave, kisses that made her womb ache, that changed the very composition of her soul. She went to the basin, splashed cold water on her face, and returned to the mirror. She pinched her cheeks until they had regained their peachy rosiness and began to work on her hair. When she was satisfied that she was presentable, she rang for a maid to tighten her corset. She moved to the full-length looking glass and smoothed her gown as best she could, tucking in her swollen breasts.

      As she walked down the hallway toward the stairwell, she hesitated for a moment, tempted to go up instead of down and find Lily. But her sister was no doubt in bed, making love to her new husband. She would never forgive Rose for disturbing her wedding night.

      Lily and Daniel were leaving early the next day for London to begin their wedding trip. Rose would rise early tomorrow, no matter how exhausted she was, and catch Lily before she left. In the meantime, she had no choice but to venture downstairs and partake of the midnight meal. She was already unfashionably tardy.

      Lord Evan Xavier stood when Rose entered the dining room. “Where have you been?” he asked. “Your mother has been concerned.”

      “Please forgive me, my lord,” she said. “I was feeling a bit poorly so I went to my chamber to rest for a bit. I didn’t mean to cause anyone needless worry.”

      Evan furrowed his brow. “Are you better now?”

      “Yes, thank you. I hope I haven’t missed too much.”

      “Only the appetizers. The soup is being served now.” He led her to her table with the rest of the wedding party. The chairs for the duke and duchess were conspicuously vacant. “I see Lybrook and your sister decided to forego the feast,” Evan said, chuckling. “Not that I blame the bloke.”

      Rose’s cheeks warmed. “I’m sure they didn’t mean to be disrespectful.”

      “Who said anything about disrespect? Here you are.” He held out her chair and sat down next to her. Her brother, Thomas, was on her other side, and her cousin Alexandra next to him.

      “Where have you been, dear?” Alexandra asked.

      “Just resting a bit. I was feeling poorly, but I’m much better now.” Rose took a taste of the winter squash soup set before her. “This is delicious.”

      “Yes, it’s divine,” Alexandra said. “Guess what? The most wonderful thing has happened!”

      “What?” Rose asked.

      “Well,” Alexandra said, “you know that Mama and Miss Landon have renewed their childhood friendship during the past several weeks.”

      “Yes, of course,” Rose said. Lucinda Landon, sister to the dowager duchess, and Rose’s Aunt Iris had been best friends as girls.

      “They’ve so enjoyed each other’s company,” Alexandra continued, “so Miss Landon and the dowager duchess have invited Mama and Sophie and me to stay here at Laurel Ridge for the summer! Isn’t that amazing?”

      “It sounds lovely,” Rose said.

      “Just wait. The best part is that they’ve asked that you join us! Mama will be here to keep an eye on you, and then we’ll all be here to welcome Lily and the duke home when they return from France. Mama has already spoken to Auntie Flora and she says you may stay if you wish. What do you think, dear?”

      “Oh, goodness.” Stay here? And possibly see Cameron? She couldn’t….

      “That way you can continue to…you know.” Alexandra winked and nodded toward Evan.

      Evan’s estate was only a few hours away by carriage. If Rose returned to the Ashford estate in Hampshire, continuing Evan’s courtship would be difficult at best. No doubt her mother, Flora, the Countess of Ashford, was in favor of keeping the relationship going.

      “If the two of you are going to continue to talk over me,” Thomas interjected jovially, “perhaps we should exchange seats?”

      “Yes, Thomas, that’s a marvelous idea,” Alexandra said, rising. “Here you go.”

      Thomas held out his chair for Alexandra and then took her vacant seat.

      “But what of the season?” Rose asked. “We were all to be presented for the first time this year.”

      “Yes, yes, I know,” Alexandra said, “but we’re all young yet. We can wait until next season. Sophie and I have discussed it at length and have decided we’d like to stay at Laurel Ridge.”

      Rose didn’t doubt it. Her cousins, Sophie and Alexandra, had both met men they fancied at the Lybrook house party. Alexandra had been keeping company with Mr. Nathan Landon, the duke’s second cousin, and Sophie had caught the eye of Lord Marshall Van Arden, heir to an earldom and a very amiable fellow, if not the most handsome one. They were both having a wonderful time, and Rose was happy for them. They hadn’t had easy lives. Their mother was Lady Ashford’s older sister, Iris, the Countess of Longarry. She hadn’t received an offer of marriage on her own, so her parents had married her to a brutal Scottish earl when she was twenty-five years old. He had mistreated her and the girls, and had died two years earlier, his reckless spending leaving them penniless. The Earl and Countess of Ashford had taken care of them since then, setting them up in a townhouse in Mayfair and bestowing dowries upon the girls.

      “I’ll think on it,” Rose said.

      “Oh, you must stay,” Alexandra urged. “We’ll have the most fun. Miss Landon, who has asked that we call her Auntie Lucy, by the way, and the duchess—er, the dowager duchess—wants us to call her Auntie Maggie. Isn’t that a hoot? Anyway, what was I saying? Oh yes. Auntie Lucy says there is the most wonderful Midsummer festival in that lovely little village outside of Bath. Won’t that be fun?”

      “Yes, I suppose so,” Rose replied. They had all enjoyed the May Day festival several weeks before. It was unlike anything Rose had ever experienced, as her father, Crispin, the ninth Earl of Ashford, was a devout Christian and frowned on anything with pagan origins. The earl and Thomas had returned to Hampshire to conduct estate business before the wedding, but the countess and Rose and Lily, along with Aunt Iris and the cousins, had stayed at Laurel Ridge, and the duke had escorted all of them to the May Day Festival. It had been a merry day, and Rose smiled slightly. Cameron had won the archery contest, besting even the duke himself, who came in second.

      Cameron. If she stayed at Laurel Ridge, she would no doubt see Cameron. Just the thought of it made her heart skip a beat, even though he must be terribly angry with her at the moment. She wanted to see him more than anyone, but they had no future. They both knew that. And if she stayed, Evan would still court her. She cared for him, but he didn’t evoke the passion in her that Cameron did. Perhaps leaving would be best. She would leave both Cameron and Evan, and hope that she could find someone else in Hampshire or during the London season.

      But no need to upset Ally right now. Rose would tell her tomorrow that she was returning to the Ashford estate.

      She would also tell Evan.
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        * * *

      

      A young housemaid rapped on Rose’s door at six in the morning. Rose was exhausted, having not gone to bed until after two, but she had asked to be wakened early so not to miss Lily before she left. She rose from her bed and went to the door.

      “It’s six, milady,” the maid said.

      “Yes, thank you. Do you know if the duke and duchess have left the estate yet?”

      “No, not yet, milady. The staff was told they were coming down to breakfast at seven.”

      “Perfect,” Rose said. “Could you ready a bath for me please?”

      “Yes, milady.”

      Rose bathed quickly, dressed in a morning gown, and descended. The house was silent. No one would be about yet this early. Lily and the duke sat in the informal dining room, smiling at each other. Lily was radiant in a light brown traveling outfit, her dark hair plaited and piled on her head. She looked up to see her sister enter the room.

      “Rose, dear, what on earth are you doing out of bed this early?”

      “Good morning, Lily, Your Grace.” Rose nodded to her new brother-in-law.

      “Please, no more of this Your Grace,” Lily said. “She may call you Daniel, right?”

      “Of course,” the duke replied. “I get a little tired of all the formality anyway. We’re all family, now.”

      “Yes, of course…Daniel. Th-Thank you,” Rose stammered. “Lily, I’m so sorry to interrupt your breakfast, but I need to talk to you. It’s…urgent.”

      “Goodness, is anything wrong?” Lily asked.

      “No, not exactly. But I desperately need a half hour of your time. When are you leaving?”

      Lily gestured to her husband, who replied, “In about an hour. Our baggage is being loaded into the carriage now.”

      “Since I’m all packed, I’m yours,” Lily said. “Do join us, will you?”

      “No, I couldn’t. I’ll wait for you in the ladies’ sitting room. I need to speak to you in private.”

      “Lily,” Daniel said, “I need to see to some…arrangements for our trip. Why don’t the two of you breakfast together in here while I take care of matters.”

      “No, I couldn’t possibly—” Rose began.

      “Nonsense,” Lily said. “That is a spectacular idea, Daniel, and you’re a darling for thinking of it.” She gave him a loving smile as he strode from the room.

      “Is there anything he wouldn’t do for you?” Rose asked.

      “If there is, it hasn’t come up yet. He’s a gem, isn’t he?”

      “Yes, you’re very lucky.”

      “I know exactly how lucky I am, dear. Now what is troubling you?”

      Where to begin? Rose took a deep breath. “Oh, Lily, I don’t know what to do!”

      “About what, Rose?”

      “I…I did something very foolish last night. Something I can’t take back. I…I don’t want to take it back, but I… I nearly slept with…with…”

      “Evan?” Lily asked.

      “No,” Rose said. “If only… Not Evan. Cameron Price.”

      “Mr. Price? Oh, Rose.”

      “I know. He’s completely unacceptable. He’s a commoner, a tenant, for goodness’ sake. But Lily, I…I’m attracted to him.”

      “Yes, I know you are.”

      Rose rubbed her forehead. “Oh, you can’t imagine how hard it was. While he was writing your waltz, he and I had to work together so I would have it ready to perform for the wedding. We spent hours together, working at the grand piano in the conservatory. It was wonderful…and terrible. And of course I couldn’t talk to you about it because the waltz was a surprise, and I didn’t dare talk to anyone else either, for fear they might divulge it. He’s brilliant, Lily. His music is so poignant and touching. It made me want to weep sometimes. It’s that beautiful.”

      “Yes, the waltz was lovely. He’s quite a talent.”

      “He’s amazing,” Rose said dreamily.

      “What about Evan? Do you still care for him?”

      “Yes, I’ve always cared for him. He’s a kind man, and he’s been a perfect gentleman but for a few stolen kisses, which I gave permission for. We get on well, and I enjoy our time together. But with Cameron…that is…Mr. Price…oh, I don’t know how to explain it.”

      “You don’t have to explain it to me. I know what that kind of attraction feels like.”

      “I know you do, but it was different with you and Daniel.”

      “How so?”

      “Lily, he’s a duke! A perfect match for a daughter of the Earl of Ashford. But Cameron is… Well, he’s nothing.” An invisible thud hit Rose’s gut. “God, I didn’t mean that. He’s not nothing. He’s…everything, actually.”

      “Tell me what happened last night,” Lily urged.

      Rose’s pulse fluttered at her neck. “I went to the terrace for some fresh air, and he was out there, alone in the dark. He had been drinking, but he seemed sincere. He was upset that Evan had monopolized me, and he asked me to dance with him on the lawn.”

      Lily smiled. “That sounds heavenly.”

      “It was.” Rose closed her eyes and inhaled the smoky scent of Lily’s morning tea. “I always thought he found me attractive, but he treated me with such scorn while we were working together. He made snide comments about my being above him, and the like.”

      “No doubt he was fighting his attraction for you, hoping it would go away because he thought you and he had no future.”

      “Perhaps. Yes, that would make sense. Anyway, we danced, and it was lovely. It felt so right to be in his arms, Lily. Do you know what I mean?”

      “Yes.” Lily winked. “I know.”

      “Anyway, we stopped dancing after a while and simply swayed together, and then…he kissed me.”

      No hint of shock graced Lily’s face. None at all. Well, of course not. She’d had a passionate affair with the duke only weeks before.

      “It was unbelievable. He said he knew he couldn’t have me, but he wanted at least that much of me. It was so romantic. I melted.”

      “But, Rose, how did you go from a kiss to almost sleeping with him?”

      “I don’t know. One thing led to another, I guess. He told me I should stop him. In fact, he tried to stop it twice. He was a dear, actually. He said I deserved better than to have my first time on the grass. But I wanted him. I wanted him so much. I never imagined that I could want another person like that. It was nearly…uncontrollable.”

      “I know exactly what you mean.”

      “I know. That’s why I wanted to talk to you about this before you left for a month. There’s absolutely no one else who would understand.”

      “Rose, you said you almost slept with him. What happened?”

      Rose bit her lip. “I got scared, Lily. The emotions were…overwhelming.”

      “Lord,” Lily said, frowning. “He didn’t take it well, did he?”

      “No, he didn’t.”

      “Men are built a little differently than we are, Rose. They reach a point where it is actually…painful to stop.”

      Rose’s heart sank. She never wanted to cause Cameron any pain. “God, Lily, I didn’t know.”

      “There’s no reason why you should have, dear.”

      “But I told him I wanted him to take me. That I was his. Oh, he must hate me!”

      “No, I don’t think he could ever hate you.”

      Tears misted in Rose’s eyes. “I ran away from him in tears. He called for me, and he said he was sorry, but I kept running.”

      “You poor thing. Are you in love with him?”

      “I don’t know. How do you know when you’re in love?”

      “Good question.” Lily paused a moment. “I’m not sure I could tell you exactly when I fell in love with Daniel. Once I realized it was love, I felt like it had been there from the beginning. Does that make any sense?”

      “No. Yes. I don’t know.”

      Lily took Rose’s hand. “You’ll need to figure this out, and I’m sorry I won’t be here to help you. But I’ll be back in a month. What can happen in a month?”

      Rose stared into her sister’s warm brown eyes. “Lily, you and Daniel were betrothed after three days.”

      “God, you’re right.”

      “And here’s another thing. Miss Landon—who wants us to call her Auntie Lucy, as if I’ll ever get used to that—has invited me to stay here with Auntie Iris and the girls for the summer. Sophie and Ally have decided to forego the season and stay. If I stay, I’ll have to see both Evan and Cameron, and if I don’t, I won’t see either of them.”

      “What do you want to do?”

      “Last night I thought I had made up my mind to return to Hampshire. To forget both of them and start again. Maybe have a season by myself. But now, talking to you, I just don’t know.”

      “I think you should stay.”

      “Really. Why?”

      “Because you can’t run away from your feelings, Rose. Lord knows I tried. It doesn’t work. You need to sort this out and decide whether you want Evan, or Cameron, or neither.”

      “But what if it’s Cameron? Papa and Mummy would never let me⁠—”

      “Nonsense. It’s your life. You have a generous dowry. You’ll want for naught, no matter whom you marry.”

      “Papa could disown me. He could take away my dowry.”

      “He wouldn’t do that.”

      “He might.”

      “I don’t think so, and even if he did, Daniel would give you a dowry.”

      “Oh, I could never⁠—”

      “Hush. It’s unlikely it would come to that,” Lily said. “The fact remains that you need to work this out. And if you stay, you’ll be here when I return and we can spend the summer together!”

      “Don’t you want to spend the summer with your new husband?”

      “Of course. But he sees to estate matters during the mornings. That leaves me free to spend time with you.”

      Rose sighed. “All right. I’ll stay. My, what have I done?”

      “You’ve done nothing wrong.”

      “I’ve been compromised, Lily.”

      “Yes, but no one knows, and Cameron won’t tell anyone.”

      “No, I don’t think he will. I think he…cares for me.”

      “Of course he does. Anyone could see it from the moment he first laid eyes on you.”

      Rose smiled. “I felt something the first time I saw him too. It was a…well, almost a stab, in my…you know.”

      “Yes, in your womb.” Lily smiled. “I know the feeling well.”

      “And then, last night, he did something to me, with his fingers. It made me feel… I’m not sure I can describe it, except that it was the most sensational feeling ever. Something I never imagined.”

      Lily giggled. “It’s called a climax, dear. It’s heavenly, isn’t it?”

      “Yes,” Rose sighed. “Yes. Have you ever…with anyone other than Daniel?”

      “No. He’s the only one who made me come.”

      “Come?”

      “That’s just another word for it.”

      “Oh.” Rose warmed and her insides tingled. “How can you talk about these things so nonchalantly? I don’t feel at all like a lady right now.”

      “Of course you’re a lady. Ladies can enjoy the bedchamber as much as gentlemen can, Rose.”

      “Still, it makes me feel a bit…wicked.”

      “Rose, need I remind you that you aren’t the same person you were before we came to Laurel Ridge. You’ve engaged in some scandalous behavior since we’ve been here. We got foxed together celebrating my betrothal, and you punched a woman in the nose.”

      “Yes, that’s true.” Rose laughed, recalling the antics. “And I nearly slept with a commoner, and had a…a…”—she lowered her voice—“a climax.”

      “You don’t have to whisper,” Lily said. “It’s not a bad word.”

      “I suppose not. Anything that feels so good can’t be bad.” Rose giggled. “So Daniel’s the only one who made you…come, and you married him.”

      “Yes, but that doesn’t mean you have to marry Cameron.”

      “I suppose not,” Rose said. “But I would like to have that feeling again.”

      “You will.”

      Daniel entered the room, clearing his throat to announce his presence. “I’m sorry, love,” he said to Lily, “but we need to be going.”

      “Yes, of course.” Lily rose and gave Rose a quick kiss on the cheek. “I am going to miss you, Rose. Please don’t worry. Stay here, and follow your heart. I’ll be back in a month, and we’ll talk then.”

      “Yes, Lily. Do have a good time, both of you.”

      “We will,” she said, smiling and taking the arm of her handsome husband. “There is no doubt about that.”
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        * * *

      

      After Lily and Daniel left the estate, Rose returned to her chamber and slept for a few more hours. She rose at eleven, dressed in an afternoon dress, and went down to join the others before luncheon. She found her cousins lounging on the front terrace.

      “Rose!” Alexandra called.

      “Yes, Ally, what is it?” Rose asked.

      “Lord Evan has been looking for you. None of us had a clue where you were, so we sent him to the stables. We thought you might have gone riding.”

      “No, I slept late,” Rose said. “I was fraught with exhaustion from yesterday’s excitement.”

      “I know,” Sophie chimed in. “Can you believe our Lily is married, and is a duchess? It’s too romantic for words.”

      “Romantic, yes,” Ally said. “But who cares about being a duchess? The duke is rich, rich, rich, and Lily will never want for anything for the rest of her life. What I wouldn’t give for that kind of security.”

      “I’ve told you before,” Sophie said, “that there are more important things than money.”

      “Yes, yes, I know.” Alexandra rolled her eyes. “And I’ve told you that money is paramount as far as I’m concerned. I couldn’t care less about a stupid title. The man I marry will be loaded with gold. I don’t ever want to have to worry about money again.”

      “You don’t have to worry now, Ally,” Rose said.

      “Only because your parents are supporting us,” Ally replied. “It sticks in my craw, it does. I hate being a charity case.”

      “You’re no charity case,” Rose said soothingly. “You know that.”

      “What else would you call it? Father left us penniless. If it weren’t for Uncle Crispin and Auntie Flora, we’d be living in the gutters. Poor Sophie and I would probably have had to sell our bodies to support mother.”

      “Ally, really!” Sophie admonished.

      “I doubt it would have come to that, Ally,” Rose said.

      “But you can’t say for sure, can you?”

      “We’re family,” Rose said. “We would have never let anything so terrible happen to you.”

      “Yes, yes, I know. But I’d like to know for sure that my future is secure, and the only way to do that, for a woman anyway, is to marry money.”

      “What about love, Ally?” Sophie said.

      “We’ve been through this before,” Ally said. “Love is an illusion, Sophie.”

      “I think Lily might disagree,” Sophie replied.

      “Yes, I suppose so,” Ally said, “and I couldn’t be happier for her and the duke. But then again, Sophie, Lily also made a great financial match. The duke is one of the richest men in England.”

      “She’s so happy, too,” Rose said dreamily. “If only someone that wonderful could love me.”

      “I’ve no need for love,” Ally stated. “Only money.”

      “You may change your mind about that,” Rose said.

      “Yes, of course you will.” Sophie smoothed her dress. “What if you could make a match with an incredibly rich man, but he mistreated you, the way Father mistreated Mother? Would you still marry for money?”

      “Probably not. But I’m not Mother. She has a weak spirit. I don’t.”

      “How can you say that about Mother?” Sophie cried.

      “Because it’s true, Sophie. You know I adore Mother and would do anything for her, but she never fought back. I would.”

      “A married woman has little or no legal rights,” Sophie said. “What could Mother have done?”

      “She could have left.”

      “And spent her entire life running? What would that have been like for her? Or for us?”

      “For God’s sake, may we end this drivel?” Ally demanded. “I want to marry money. The end. Case closed.”

      “The two of you go round and round on this subject,” Rose said. “Perhaps you should just agree to disagree.”

      “Never,” Sophie and Ally said in unison.

      The three of them broke into gales of laughter. They were still chatting and giggling when Evan approached.
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