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      Charlotte Hawthorn had everything she could ever want. She lived alone, enjoyed freedoms that few women ever experience, was a governess and an artist, and she had not seen her husband in four years. Theirs was a marriage in name only, a convenience.

      Victor Hawthorn, Viscount Blackmar, had not wanted to marry a stranger at the age of one and twenty. However, when a wealthy merchant purchased all his father’s debts, Victor was given the choice to either marry the man’s soon-to-be sixteen-year-old daughter or his family would face complete ruination. Victor had chosen marriage then left his young bride on a small estate and returned to his life.

      When he reluctantly returns four years later, Victor doesn’t find the girl he left behind, but an enticing, independent woman who not only creates beautiful art but would rather be a governess than married to him. Will they find their way to love and happiness or will all be ruined by an enemy who sets out to destroy their future?
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      Hartfield Hall, Cheshire, England, May 1812

      

      Victor Hawthorn was so angry he could not think straight. Disgusted by how his life had been manipulated, Victor stomped out of the house and into the gardens. The spring flowers may have been bursting with color, but they did little to soften his mood. On any other day, he may have allowed the quiet of the country to calm him. But not today. He was far too livid.

      If only he could wipe his hands clean of this entire mess. He would too, if not for Marcus and Maria, his younger siblings.

      The unacceptable position that Victor found himself in was all his father’s doing, yet it fell to Victor to keep his family from being completely ruined, shunned from society, and his father out of debtors’ prison.

      A bee buzzed past his ear and Victor swatted it away in irritation. Even the bloody chirping birds were putting him on edge. Damn his parents for ruining what should have been a pleasant visit to the country, away from the crowds, filth, and noise of London. It was the middle of the Season and he had welcomed the break, until he learned the reason they were here. His father had ruined much more than a holiday, he had just altered Victor’s life and future.

      Somehow Mr. Thompson had managed to purchase all his father’s notes—the amount staggering, and now Thompson held control over Victor’s father, thus the entire family. However, the whole of that debt would be cleared, as well as a substantial fund gifted when Victor married the man’s daughter, thus providing the elusive title Thompson had always coveted. It would not be his but would eventually belong to a grandson by way of the merchant’s daughter. If Victor did not follow through, the debts would be called due, and his family would lose what little they had left. The only exception was Thornhill Park, the crumbling estate in Shropshire, and that was only because it was entailed.

      Victor kicked a few stones along the path in the garden and turned toward the house. The one conciliation in this arrangement, if one could be found, was that his father would receive none of the funds himself. Victor would have full control of the purse strings and Victor had made it perfectly clear that he would never again bail his father out of gambling debts. His funds would be limited to the allowance Victor provided and not a shilling more.
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      Charlotte Thompson strained to look out the window on the nursery floor where she’d been sequestered when the important guests had arrived. She honestly didn’t mind and preferred to be up here, away from her father and not being reminded that she was forever a disappointment. This was where she could paint and be herself.

      “Are you certain that is Mr. Victor Hawthorn?” she asked her maid, Tilly.

      “He and his father, Viscount Blackmar, arrived with Lady Blackmar this afternoon,” Tilly confirmed. “They were meeting with your father for the longest time.”

      “Perhaps Lord Blackmar is seeking a loan,” Charlotte mused aloud. Why else would the Viscount be here? If gossip sheets were to be believed, Blackmar was a gambler who had taken the family to the brink of financial ruin several times. He was also rumored to be a womanizer and imbiber. “Father is richer than most and it would not be the first time a lord has shown up on our doorstep.”

      “Your father must have denied the request, given all the yelling I heard,” Tilly responded.

      “Thank goodness I am to stay up here. I do not like to be around father when he is in a foul mood.” Charlotte frowned. “Then why are they still here? Others with similar requests have left immediately upon rejection.”

      Mr. Hawthorn’s walk through the gardens was not a casual stroll, but more of irritation. He’d stop, push his fingers through his hair, or shake his head. His shoulders rose and fell with some frequency as if he were taking deep breaths before blowing them out. What could have happened in the meeting with Father to put Mr. Hawthorn in such a foul mood?

      If the gossip rags received from London were correct about Blackmar, then they must be correct about his son as well. “Do you suppose Mr. Hawthorn still keeps Lady Cartwright as his mistress?” she giggled. Their names had been linked only a month ago with speculation as to whether it was a courtship or more intimate. Lady Cartwright was a widow of only two and twenty while Mr. Hawthorn was one year her junior. Charlotte supposed a gentleman could marry a woman who was older, though it was usually the man who was the oldest in a marriage, and why Society decided that they must be lovers and nothing more.

      “Hush, Miss Charlotte,” Tilly chastised. “You should not know about such matters, nor should they be discussed.”

      “It is only you and I with nobody to hear,” Charlotte reminded her. “Besides, you know how much I enjoy the gossip sheets. It is the only outside entertainment we have.” Mr. Hawthorn had turned back toward the house, and she could now view his face. “I see why so many ladies are smitten with him.” He had to be the most handsome man she had ever seen. No man in the village came close to his exquisite appearance. His hair was light brown, streaked by the sun. His shoulders were broad, and he seemed to stand tall, at least from her angle three floors above. Graceful elegance. She wished to see the color of his eyes, but already knew they were green, as had been reported.

      Tilly leaned over her shoulder and looked out the window. “He is a handsome gent.”

      “That he is.” Charlotte sighed. A gentleman with his reputation and appearance could have his pick of any beautiful lady being offered, which numbered dozens each year. A man like Victor Hawthorn would never be interested in a girl like her, even if she were old enough to enter Society and marry. No, he would want someone like Lady Cartwright who was rumored to be a true beauty and had been named a diamond of the first water during her very first Season. That was the same Season when she had wed. Tragically, her husband had died two years later.

      As for Charlotte, she didn’t ever expect to marry. If any man were to court her, it would be for her father’s wealth and nothing more. At least she was realistic as to the type of man whom she might attract and therefore, refused to marry for anything other than love and as that was unlikely to happen, she had planned a future for herself.

      At the scratch on the door, Tilly rushed over to open it and a downstairs maid stepped inside. “Your father asks that you join him in the library.”

      Charlotte groaned and pulled herself away from the window. What could her father possibly want? He usually ignored her existence when guests were in the house. Why was today different?

      With a sigh, she put her paints away, scrubbed her hands and changed into a dress. So that she did not run into the guests, Charlotte chose to use the enclosed servant stairs that led her to the library.

      “It is about time you answered my summons, Charlotte,” her father barked as she entered.

      “I apologize, Father.”

      “I have called you here to share your good fortune.”

      Charlotte waited patiently.

      “I have received an offer for your hand in marriage.”

      “I am not old enough to wed.” She was only fifteen, soon to be sixteen. Charlotte could only hope that the agreement was for a marriage to take place years from now to give her plenty of time to dissolve the betrothal.

      “You most certainly are, and you will never receive an opportunity like this again,” Thompson stated firmly. “Luckily for you, Mr. Victor Hawthorn’s family needs my money.”

      “Hawthorn?” Charlotte choked. Her face felt suddenly cold. “I cannot marry him. He could have any heiress.”

      “True,” her father agreed. “But none are so rich as you or will inherit her father’s entire estate at his death.”

      “What have you done?” Charlotte cried, horrified by his actions. “It will never work.” She then quickly reminded herself that a betrothal was not a marriage and there may still be time to undo this debacle.

      “It will work because you will make it work.” Her father pounded his fist on the desk. “Need I remind you that you lack anything resembling ladylike grace or skill? Your hair is atrocious, nor is your form one to attract a suitor. I had hoped that you would grow into a beauty by this age, but clearly that will not happen. Your face is not one to which poets would pen sonnets.”

      Charlotte had heard his criticisms several times before, and they had grown especially more frequent these past few years. The only one true compliment she had ever received from him was her gift for numbers, arithmetic and investing. Had she been born a son, her father would have been confident leaving his riches in her capable hands. But, he hadn’t wanted a son. He had always wanted a daughter because she could marry a title and thus, complete the one thing left that her father coveted—a title connected to his name.

      She just hadn’t turned out to be the daughter he had hoped for and no matter how much he complained, she had no control over what he would change. Her hair was a wild mass of curls that she could not control, she had yet to develop any curves of a woman, and her breasts were nearly non-existent. There was also a mass of freckles across her face that had not lightened with age. One only need look in the mirror to know that she would never be considered pretty, and certainly not beautiful.

      “You cannot sing a note, play an instrument or dance. Heaven knows I have hired tutors enough, yet you still lack any ladylike talents or skills. However, what is important is that you are wealthy, and that is why you will one day become a viscountess and my future grandson a titled gentleman. Further, you will do your duty without complaint.” He wagged a finger at her. “You have been a disappointment for fifteen years and you will not disappoint me in this.”

      Charlotte grasped the back of a chair to steady herself, afraid she would faint from the shock. She couldn’t believe that her father had arranged for her to marry the Victor Hawthorn. His family must be in dire straits if Mr. Hawthorn was willing to marry her, sight unseen. “When shall I meet him?” she asked with dread.

      “Tomorrow, when you wed,” her father answered triumphantly.

      “Tomorrow?” Charlotte squeaked in panic. She wasn’t even given time to get used to the idea or figure a way out of the betrothal.

      “We cannot risk him seeing you before then. Hawthorn is honorable enough not to disgrace his family by walking out on his bride. We just want to assure he arrives there.”

      Charlotte’s stomach churned and the library seemed to tilt. Of course, in her silly, romantic fantasies, she fell in love and married a man just like Victor Hawthorn and he would love her too. This wasn’t a romantic fantasy, but real life. A gentleman like Hawthorn would only resent and grow to hate her every time she stood next to a beauty of Society.

      Charlotte raised her chin and looked her father in the eye. She needed to be strong in her convictions before he ruined two lives. “What if I do not wish to marry him?”

      “Are you mad girl? Need I remind you to look in the mirror? No one will ever offer for you.”

      “I had other plans for my life.” She rarely stood up to her father, and always regretted it, but this was her future he had just arranged.

      He laughed. “What exactly did you plan on doing?”

      Father never took her seriously, and continually dismissed her. Charlotte forced down the rage she often experienced but never exhibited, and took a deep, steadying breath. “I planned on becoming a governess.”

      “A what?” he practically yelled.

      “A governess,” she said once again. “I am intelligent, with an above-average understanding of financial matters, mathematics, and sciences. I speak French and am proficient in literature. I would make a fine governess,” she announced proudly. “You have said several times that my marriage prospects were non-existent.” She lifted her chin a notch higher. “Therefore, I have already planned my own future.”

      Her father came to his feet, planted both fists on top of the desk and leaned forward.

      Charlotte took a deep breath and continued even though her father looked like he was ready to come over the desk and strangle her. “It is what I intend to do.”

      His hand was lightning quick. A blur before the searing sting connected with her cheek, shooting fire from her jaw to her eye.

      “How dare you defy me? You will marry Victor Hawthorn if it is the last thing you do. What he does with you after the vows, I do not care, so long as I end up with a grandson.”

      Tears flooded her eyes, but Charlotte refused to let them fall and blinked several times.

      “Oh, good God. Get out of here before you further disgrace yourself by crying. What is done is done and you should be thankful for your good fortune.”

      Charlotte didn’t need to be told twice and ran from the room, choking back the tears, not thinking to take the servant stairs, and practically ran over a couple in the corridor.
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      The dinner was a strained affair, without his future wife making an appearance, and Victor escaped to his chamber at the first opportunity. There, he pulled the bottle of brandy that had been packed within his belongings and took a drink as he started to pace. He would either figure a way out of this predicament or he would get good and bloody drunk. Except, with each sip and step, the walls seemed to close in on him. Now he knew what the animals in the menagerie felt like—caged, no longer free and controlled by others.

      Crossing to the window, he threw it open and took deep breaths, prepared to weigh his options again when he noted his parents in the garden directly below him, as well as a girl standing on the opposite side and hidden by shrubs. He wasn’t so far up that he couldn’t hear what was being said.

      “Oh Henry, how could you let our family come to this?” his mother asked in an anguished voice. “Did you see her? How can you ask Victor to marry such a common girl?”

      “I am not any more happy about this than you, Margaret. I tried to get Thompson to agree to the girl marrying Marcus, but he is too set on the title.”

      “If only you could have controlled yourself then our son would not have to make this sacrifice.”

      Victor grimaced. The girl in question was listening to every word.

      “Did you notice how red and splotchy her face was from crying?” his mother complained. “If anyone should cry it is us. She is being given a grand chance to improve her circumstances, which suggests that she might also be an ungrateful chit.”

      “It is Victor who will suffer, not her,” his father agreed.

      “I suppose we will just have to make do,” his mother said finally. “I will take her under my wing and see if we cannot find the right cosmetics, a style of dress that is flattering, and do something with that hair.”

      “She will also be married and won’t need a Season,” his father offered. “It is likely Victor will keep her in the country and away from the eyes of the ton. It is what I would do.”

      “We must encourage him to do so,” his mother insisted. “Especially when it comes time for Maria to be presented. We cannot have that girl being a distraction and ruining any chances of a good marriage for our beautiful daughter.”

      As the couple moved on, so did the girl. Victor had been watching her as he listened to his parents, but she had barely reacted other than a slight shake of her head, then the rise and fall of shoulders as if she had sighed or come to terms…could that have been Charlotte?

      A servant may have eavesdropped on a conversation, but they would not be wearing a pale, silvery blue gown that reflected the moonlight.

      Victor set his brandy aside and sprinted from the chamber. Once outside, he avoided the gardens, thus avoiding his parents, and found the path the girl had walked, catching up to her quicker than he had anticipated.

      Yes, the dress she wore was a rich material and much too fine for a servant. He then noted the black curls that cascaded down her back in a tousled and haphazard manner. She was also slight of frame. Almost too slight. Victor had always preferred women who were fuller in hips and breasts. But it was also difficult to tell how one was shaped from behind given the fashions of the day.

      She finally stopped on a grassy hillside and sank down to the ground. Beyond her was a picturesque lake lit by the moon. Victor prayed she wasn’t thinking of throwing herself in, though he may have after enduring so much belittlement in one day. Except, he still didn’t know if this was his future wife. Perhaps there was another guest that he had not met, though it was unlikely.

      Victor took a step, his foot snapping a small branch that echoed through the silence.
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      Charlotte sank to the ground and glanced out to the lake and sighed. If it were a river, she’d board a boat and take it far away from here. Unfortunately, she was stuck with nowhere to run.

      Oh, she knew she should be happy to be marrying one such as Victor Hawthorn and if she were older, prettier and chosen by him, then she would be. But none of those reasons were the case. He was being coerced. Her father had purchased him as he would a stud and she couldn’t think of a worse way to start off a marriage.

      Tomorrow, she would be his wife.

      Good Lord, the entire thought made her ill.

      The snap of a limb brought her head around.

      “Are you Charlotte?” he asked with concern.

      Could this day get any worse?

      Charlotte quickly scrambled to her feet. “Mr. Hawthorn,” she stammered, lowering her face so he could not see her.

      “Are you Charlotte?” he asked again.

      If only she could deny the fact, but he would learn the truth soon enough. “Yes.”

      Mr. Hawthorn approached. “It is a pleasure to finally meet you.”

      Such a polite phrase, often murmured without thought, and without honesty because it was expected when introductions were made.

      Charlotte dipped her chin and wished the world would swallow her whole. She wasn’t prepared to meet her future husband, not that she ever would be. But what she truly wished to avoid was yet another person having a reaction to her common appearance, as if she had any control over her features or form. She’d already heard enough for one day.

      He placed a finger beneath her chin and forced her face up. At first, she fought him, but finally gave in as she’d have to face him sooner or later and it was best to get it over with.

      His eyes were as green as the papers reported and he also possessed firm lips, high cheekbones and an aquiline nose. What she hadn’t expected was the sudden desire to paint him. He was too beautiful not to be memorialized on canvas.

      Would he allow her to do so one day, or would he deem it a waste of time and money, as her father?

      “So, we finally meet.” As a smile graced his lips, a small dimple appeared on the left side.

      “It appears so.” Charlotte turned away from him. He was so much more handsome when he smiled. A girl couldn’t think straight looking at him. “You were not supposed to meet me until tomorrow.”

      “Yes, I know,” he said coming to stand beside her. “But my curiosity got the better of me.”

      “They say curiosity killed the cat,” Charlotte mumbled.

      Victor chuckled. “In this case curiosity only brought relief.”

      Charlotte tipped her head so that she could study him from the corner of her eye, skeptical of his words.

      “Your appearance has been much of a mystery, and after overhearing my parents, as you did, I feared my imagination had me marrying a witch with a huge wart on the end of her nose.”

      Charlotte laughed lightly. At least she wasn’t that ugly, she hoped.

      “I do apologize for their words. I can only offer that they are rude and smug for no reason other than they feel entitled to belittle others because they are in possession of a title.”

      “It is not necessary to apologize for what many believe is the truth,” she explained.

      Mr. Hawthorn pulled back and opened his mouth to speak but said nothing. He likely wished to insist that they were wrong but could not bring himself to lie to her.

      “How old are you?” There was hesitation in his voice.

      She looked young, that she knew, but had her father failed to mention her age in all of this? “Fifteen, soon to turn sixteen.”

      He stilled and she could almost feel the tension radiate from him. Was it too much to hope that he would stomp off and refuse the marriage, or insist that it take place when she was older?

      After a moment he heaved a sigh and settled on the hillside and invited her to sit. “As we have been given this opportunity, we might as well become acquainted.”

      “We should not be out here together.” She had never been alone with a man before, let alone anyone who looked like him.

      Mr. Hawthorn smiled up at her. “As we are marrying tomorrow, I see no harm.”

      Charlotte sank to her knees beside him. “You are still going to marry me?” She couldn’t believe he wasn’t trying to find a way to back out of the agreement. His family must really be in a most dire financial state.

      “Yes.”

      He almost didn’t seem bothered, or was he simply resigned? “You could have any heiress,” she reminded him. She could not be the one he wanted. It made no sense.

      He shrugged. “Those ladies are interested in my future title and know little about me. You, on the other hand, have no real wish to marry me at all.”

      “How… how do you know that?” Mortification swept through her being as Charlotte’s face heated. Ladies hounded his steps in London, and he must think she is the most ungrateful chit ever born.

      He winced. “I do apologize, but I was outside the open window when you met with your father this afternoon.”

      What was worse than being mortified? Was there anything worse? If so, that is how she felt as Charlotte recalled how that conversation had gone.

      “Our parents have put us in a position neither wish to be in.”

      She nodded.

      “That gives us a common thread, so to speak. Somehow, we will muddle through the best that we can.”

      He should be raging at the unfairness of the situation, but he seemed to be taking it all in stride as if this wasn’t a significant, life-changing event.

      “I am not saying I am thrilled with the outcome from my father’s gambling,” he continued.

      Here it comes, Charlotte thought.

      “It was never my intention to marry this young.”

      “How old are you?”

      “One and twenty,” he answered.

      Five years wasn’t a horrible age difference. Given the ages of some of the men who owed her father money, she could have easily been forced to marry a gentleman in his dotage.

      Mr. Hawthorn studied her for a moment. “What are your dreams, Charlotte?” he asked. “Was it a Season of your own that has now been taken from you?”

      Her face warmed and she looked away. “I suppose.” She had dreamed of a Season at one time, but that had been when she was younger and hadn’t realized that men would only ever want her for her wealth.

      “My sister hopes for countless men courting her and worshiping at her feet.” Victor chuckled. “The two of you are the same age.”

      Charlotte shook her head. “Mine were more realistic. I had hoped for a few gentlemen who would have been interested more in me than my inheritance.”

      “I could court you so that you do not lose all of your dreams,” he offered quietly and with sincerity.

      His gentle kindness warmed her heart, and she couldn’t remember the last time someone had offered to do something for her, as if they cared. “Your courtship would be because I asked it of you, or you thought it necessary and not because you singled me out. The magic would not be there.”

      She dared not look at him, afraid she’d witness sympathy in his eyes, or he would think her pathetic. “Though in truth, I never thought to marry.”

      “No. You wished to become a governess.”

      Charlotte was once again reminded that he had heard that dreadful conversation with her father.

      “My true dream is to become an artist, but it is unlikely that I could support myself as such.”

      “Artist?”

      Charlotte nodded. “I enjoy painting, Mr. Hawthorn, but—”

      “—Victor,” he interrupted.

      “Victor,” Charlotte corrected, finding it odd to be calling him by his first name. “But I am not good enough that anyone would purchase my work.”

      She could feel him staring at her and perhaps she shouldn’t have confessed her true passion, but since they were to wed, Charlotte didn’t see any purpose in not being completely truthful. “What are your plans, once we marry?” she asked hesitantly.

      “I thought we would live in my home in London.”

      “Oh.” London was the last place she wanted to be, especially now, the height of the Season.

      “Where do you wish to live, if not London?”

      “I am not certain,” she answered. “It cannot be there,” she added, twisting the gown through her hands in nervousness. “I read the papers. All of London knows why you need to marry an heiress. Once they see me, they will pity you and people will speculate on our relationship and the one you have with Lady Cartwright. I know I could not live under such scrutiny and judgment.”
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      Victor studied Charlotte. In fact, since he had first seen her face, he had been unable to look away. He had braced himself for the worst when he lifted her chin and found there was really nothing to fear. The full moon allowed him to see her clearly so he would not have to guess. Dark, curly hair came to a point in the middle of her forehead and fell away. Midnight eyebrows arched delicately over worried, clear blue eyes framed in thick, long lashes. Her nose was gently rounded at the tip, not sharp or pointy like so many of his class and complemented her rounded rosy checks and full red lips, which she was currently biting in nervousness. Lastly, what he noticed, which was highly unfashionable, was the mass of delicate freckles across her nose and cheeks. While Charlotte may not be considered a beauty, she wasn’t ugly either. All in all, she had a rather pleasant appearance.

      However, she was only fifteen and worse, she looked younger. Had he seen her without knowing who she was, Victor would have thought her no older than thirteen. He may be forced to marry the girl, but until she matured, it would be a marriage in name only.

      Charlotte spoke the truth of how her life would be in London. The gossip rags would not be kind and he could probably write the blasted, unflattering articles himself. He would not put her through that.

      He may hate the position that his father had put him in, but Charlotte wasn’t any happier about it than he. And given what he’d overheard and knowing what London would bring, protectiveness, the likes of which he had never experienced, rose in him. He would protect her the best that he could.

      “Is there somewhere you do wish to live?” He would buy her a house anywhere she wanted. He had the funds now.

      “I am not certain,” she answered, then more hesitantly added, “I am not even ready to be a wife.”

      “Perhaps you would like to live with my family, in the country.”

      Charlotte blanched. “If that is your wish,” she stammered out.

      “But not yours?” If he were Charlotte, he would rather brave London than reside with his mother.

      Charlotte took a deep breath before she spoke. “Your mother would wish to change me. My father has tried for years, and I weary of trying to do the impossible.”

      “I cannot imagine that you would want to stay with your father. Even if you did, I could not allow it.” If anything, she would be out from under that man’s roof as soon as possible.

      “I understand. What would people think, after all?”

      He looked her right in the eye so that she understood. “This has nothing to do with what people think. I have been in Society for a few years now and truthfully, their shallow opinions mean little to me.”

      She looked at him with surprise.

      “I do not approve of the way your father speaks of you, nor treats you. As your husband, I could not allow you to continue to reside with that man.”

      A small smile came to her lips. “Then what do we do?”

      Victor settled back and braced his weight on his elbows, legs stretched out before him, feet crossed at the ankles while he considered his options. Now that he had seen and spoken with Charlotte, he was somewhat more comfortable with his situation. Not that he was happy to be marrying a fifteen-year-old girl, but they were of a like mind, and she seemed terribly sweet. He couldn’t remember the last time he could label the young ladies he had met in London the same.

      Slowly he considered various possibilities but kept returning to one that seemed like it may be the only option. “I do own an estate in the north that is free and clear of my father’s control,” he began. “It was a gift, an inheritance from my mother’s father so that I would have some security if my father managed to lose everything that he owned, which he nearly has.”

      Charlotte’s eyes lit with the idea, and she nodded for him to continue.

      “I have not seen it in years, nor has anybody lived there, so it may need a lot of work. I am not entirely certain it is safe to leave you there.”

      “I would live by myself?” Her face brightened and there was hope in her voice.

      Victor wasn’t offended that she wanted him and the rest of their families out of her life. Who could blame her? He didn’t think it was a bad idea either. Charlotte needed to grow into herself and womanhood with freedom. It was the least he could give her. Who knew what type of woman she could become if left alone, away from those who constantly reminded her of their perceived faults and tried to change her?

      “I would need to be in London much of the time, or Thornhill Park.”

      “Thornhill Park?”

      “Our family seat in Shropshire,” he clarified. “I would not be able to see you often.”

      “If I was up north you would not be hindered by a wife,” she reminded him.

      “Nor you a husband,” he pointed out.

      “Yes, but you are a gentleman of London and used to sophisticated ladies. I am but a provincial country girl who would like nothing better than to remain as far away from Society as possible,” she insisted.

      Victor smiled. “I am willing to wager that there is more to you than that. Still, you are young, yet we will marry tomorrow.”

      “You understand then?” she asked hopefully.

      “Yes.”

      Charlotte blew out a breath and for the first time since they had met, she smiled. Victor did too and together they quickly made plans before walking back to the manor.
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      Charlotte could not believe her good fortune. Not only was her husband handsome, but Victor understood what nobody ever had, and for that, she would be forever grateful for his kindness and consideration.

      The wedding was a quiet affair with only their parents present. She had worn her nicest dress and Cook had prepared a pleasant meal. However, unlike most weddings where there was an air of celebration, only her father was happy with the circumstances.

      She’d packed all her belongings the evening before, including her paints, and those trunks were now being loaded onto the carriage. Her father frowned when he saw them and Charlotte held her breath as Victor explained that Charlotte would now live in a home he already owned.

      “But Victor, Charlotte would be more comfortable in our home. She and Maria are of an age. They could become great friends,” his mother insisted.

      “No, she and her husband should remain here.” Charlotte’s father glared. Had he thought the two would live in Hartfield Hall with him? If so, it was only so that he could continue his control, and possibly order that coveted grandson.

      “She is much too young to live without parental guidance,” her father argued.

      Victor’s eyes narrowed. “If you felt her too young to be away from you, you should not have forced her to marry. You relinquished all rights this morning.”

      A small thrill fluttered in Charlotte’s breast when her father gaped at Victor, his face reddening with anger.

      “Both of you are young,” her father continued. “You need to learn of the investments and business that you will inherit.”

      “If I am too young to live alone with my wife, then perhaps we should seek an annulment.”

      Charlotte held her breath in fear of what her father might say. She wasn’t ready, nor did she wish to be married, but she was excited to be leaving this house.

      “There will be no annulment,” her father finally capitulated to their plans.

      “Charlotte and I have done our duty by marrying. Father, your debts have been cleared and we can make repairs to the estate.” He nodded to her father. “Mr. Thompson, you now have a chance at a title for your daughter and future grandson.” He offered his arm to Charlotte, which she took. “Neither family will control our marriage.” He led her to the door. “I am taking my wife on a wedding trip immediately. I will also be taking the carriage and will see that one is delivered to my parents so that they can return home, unless Mr. Thompson wishes to loan them his.”

      The butler opened the door as all three parents gaped at them.

      Victor paused, looking at the three shocked faces. “You have gotten what you wanted and shall leave us be.”

      That may have just been the most thrilling moment of her life.
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      Their trip north had started out strained. Charlotte had seemed to warm to him the evening before, but as soon as they were alone in the carriage, his wife became tense. When his foot accidentally touched hers, she nearly jumped. It likely took him longer than it should to determine her anxiety, but when he did, Victor found the way to voice his intentions without insulting her.

      “We are still strangers,” he noted.

      “Yes,” she answered, looking down at her hands.

      “Therefore, I propose that ours will be a marriage of convenience, in name only.” That had been his intention as soon as he had seen her and learned her age.

      She slowly looked up at him, as if she wished to gauge if he were telling the truth. “An heir. My father demanded one.”

      “Maybe he will get that grandson one day, but I don’t believe either one of us is in a hurry to provide that to him.”

      “Maybe?”

      “Let us see what the future brings. For now, you are free from that responsibility.”

      “Then you won’t be…” Her cheeks developed a rosy hue.

      “I will not be visiting your bed, Charlotte.”

      She closed her eyes and blew out a sigh and he watched as her shoulders dropped as the tension melted away.

      Following that conversation, their relationship had markedly improved, and Victor found that he enjoyed being in Charlotte’s company. She was no longer guarded around him, and they discussed many topics while she sketched in her book as the carriage rumbled along the roads. He truly believed that in those first days after their marriage, the two had become friends.

      Victor had also developed confidence in his plan to leave Charlotte on his estate outside of Willanton. She was far more mature and intelligent than most of the debutantes he had met these past Seasons. Further, she was reasonable and not prone to silliness or flights of fancy.

      However, as the carriage drew to a halt before the estate, Victor couldn’t help but groan and was forced to reconsider. The century old manor and estate were in sore need of repair.

      He stepped onto the gravel drive then assisted Charlotte from the carriage so that she could stand beside him.

      Shingles were falling from the roof and shutters barely hung from broken hinges, though no windows appeared to be broken. Weeds choked out any flowerbeds that may have been planted at one time.

      If it was this bad on the outside, it must be worse inside.

      He couldn’t leave Charlotte here.

      “It is wonderful.”

      Victor turned to his wife. Was she looking at the same house as him?

      “There is so much character,” she stated with awe.

      Well, character would be one way to describe the place.

      “Light blue.”

      What was she talking about? “Blue?”

      “Yes, for the shutters. It would be a lovely complement to the dark brick.”

      Victor shrugged. Blue would look nice he supposed.

      “If I plant bulbs this autumn, there should be blooms in the spring.” Her face was alight with excitement. Where he saw ruin, she saw possibilities.

      “Let us see what the house is like on the inside before we make any further plans,” Victor offered, not wanting to get her hopes up.

      Charlotte ran ahead of him and waited by the door for Victor to unlock and push it open. He held his breath, afraid of what he might find.

      Dark, wooden stairs loomed before him, and a corridor ran toward the back of the house.  Charlotte didn’t wait for him and went from one room to the next, making a complete circle of the lower floor.

      “It has a ballroom,” she cried with pleasure. “I cannot imagine that we need one, but it is delightful nevertheless.” Victor trailed slowly behind. They would need dozens of servants to get this place clean.

      He had forgotten how large the manor was and hadn’t visited since he was a child. He had also forgotten the story of how his grandmother had requested a ballroom be added after his grandparents had married. His grandfather had indulged her, but a ball had never been held in this house.

      “It is wonderful,” Charlotte exclaimed when they reached the entry once again.

      How could she tell? The place was covered in dust and cobwebs.

      “Let us go upstairs.” She grabbed a lamp from the drawing room, lit it and proceeded to climb the stairs. Victor hurried to get ahead of her. There was no telling how sturdy the steps were, and he didn’t want to risk her being injured.

      When they reached the landing on the second floor, Charlotte once again went from one room to the next to see what the house contained. Victor didn’t follow, simply watched. She practically skipped down the hall when she came back to him.

      “I love this house. Thank you so much.” She threw her arms around him before placing a chaste kiss on his cheek and was gone before he realized what had happened.

      That was all he needed to hear. This was the happiest he had seen Charlotte in the short time that he had known her, and he wasn’t going to ask her to live anywhere else.
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      It took a month, but in the end, servants had been hired, including a widow in her late twenties, to act as companion. Furniture was ordered, and the roof was fixed. Charlotte worked happily beside the servants, scrubbing, and humming to make this house her home. At night, she painted on the nursery floor, just as she had done in her father’s house. Except, this painting was more special than any others before.

      While she was happier than she could ever recall, Victor was on edge. She knew that he needed to return to London so when he came in from riding, she followed him into the library and closed the door.

      “You do not need to stay here.”

      He poured himself a glass of brandy and fell into a chair beside the empty fireplace. “I wish to see you settled.”

      “I am.” Charlotte came forward and took a seat across from him. She never dreamed she would be this comfortable with her husband when they first married. “I know you have business in London that you cannot ignore. I also know that your father has written twice demanding that you begin seeing to repairs at your ancestral estate. Further, the Season has not ended, yet you are not there to enjoy it.”

      “Thornhill Park can wait. It is my father who let it run to ruin to begin with.” He leaned forward. “I am not comfortable leaving you here alone.”

      “I have a household of servants, and Mrs. McGraw will see that I do not get into trouble.” She offered a cheeky grin in hopes of cheering him.

      Victor eyed her over the rim of his glass. “Are you certain?”

      “Yes.” Charlotte sighed. “You can come and visit anytime you wish, but I know you need to be elsewhere.”

      Victor took a sip of his brandy, his face serious as he studied her. “You will send word if you need anything, and I will come if you need me.”
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