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        Kent, 1777

      

      

      Matilda strolled around the mahogany dining table, her fingers brushing the polished edge as her gaze swept over the morning spread. A lavish assortment of delicacies greeted her: light pastries glazed with honey and dusted with sugared almonds, slices of tender ham cured with fragrant juniper, and soft eggs whipped into a rich custard before being baked in ceramic pots. Her mouth watered at the sight, and the tempting aroma emanating from the fruit centerpiece only heightened her anticipation.

      Lady Charlotte, her dearest friend, had outdone herself with this wedding breakfast. The occasion to celebrate a second ceremony uniting Charlotte and Lord Lacy. A charming, intimate affair held in the family’s ancestral chapel on their sprawling estate in Kent. Golden light filtering through leaded windows had cast a glow over the beautiful couple taking their vows, making the day feel as if it had been touched by heaven itself.

      Matilda reached for a ripe strawberry, the bright-red fruit gleaming like a polished ruby atop a silver platter. Leaning casually against the walnut-paneled wall, she popped the berry into her mouth, closing her eyes as the sweetness burst on her tongue, mingling with the faint tang of lemon from the custard tart she’d savored earlier. For a moment, she allowed herself to revel in the simple pleasure, shutting out the growing unease that had taken root in her heart.

      Her thoughts wandered to her friends—Genevieve, now blissfully married and preparing for the arrival of her first child, and Charlotte, glowing with the happiness of newlywed life. The realization that she alone remained unwed among their trio brought a sharp pang of melancholy. She sighed and picked up a morsel of quince jelly spread over a slice of bread, hoping the sweetness might dull the ache of her musings.

      A sudden commotion from the gardens drew her attention. Laughter and the murmur of delighted voices floated through the open windows, mingling with the faint trill of a lark in the distance. Curious, Matilda moved through the dining room into the adjacent drawing room. The space was as grand as one might expect of a country estate. The walls were adorned with gilded portraits of past generations, their stern gazes softened by the flickering candlelight from ornate sconces. Heavy crimson drapes framed tall windows, and a marble fireplace dominated one end of the room, its mantel crowded with delicate porcelain figurines.

      She stepped onto the stone terrace and shaded her eyes against the midday sun. Below, on the sweeping lawn bordered by rose bushes, a small crowd had gathered. At its center stood a figure unfamiliar to her—tall and broad-shouldered, his presence commanding even in the relaxed atmosphere of the family gathering. His dark riding coat was dusty from travel, his tan breeches clinging to muscular thighs, and his boots bore the scuffs of long hours in the saddle. There was an air of ruggedness about him, a stark contrast to the meticulously groomed gentlemen celebrating her friend's marriage who surrounded him.

      Charlotte’s delighted exclamation carried to her. “Christopher! You’ve come!”

      Charlotte’s brother, who returned from Scotland after years of absence seemed so different from the boy she vaguely remembered. Matilda watched as he kissed Charlotte’s cheek, clasped Lord Lacy’s shoulder in a brotherly embrace, and exchanged warm greetings with his parents. Her gaze lingered on him, noting the way his unkempt dark curls framed a strong, angular face. His eyes, the color of polished mahogany, gleamed with genuine affection as he laughed. She swallowed a strange heat pooling in her chest. He looked nothing like the foppish beaux she’d encountered during the Season and certainly nothing like the boy she knew as a child. No, this man exuded vitality and purpose.

      He turned suddenly, his gaze locking on her with startling intensity. Matilda froze, feeling as though he had stripped away her composure with that single, assessing glance. Heat crept up her neck, and she hastily looked away, fumbling for another strawberry to eat.

      She forced herself to remain still when he strode toward her moments later. Charlotte was at his side, her expression alight with mischief and joy.

      “Christopher, you remember my dearest friend, Lady Matilda Lane-Fox. Matilda, my brother, Lord Christopher Wright, Marquess Charteris.”

      His bow was exact, and when he took her hand, the warmth of his lips brushing her glove sent a shiver racing up her spine. “Lady Matilda,” he said, his voice a deep rumble that made her breath catch. “It is a pleasure to meet you.”

      “The pleasure is mine, Lord Charteris,” she managed, her words steady despite her racing heart. Up close, he was even more imposing—broad shoulders filling the space beside her, and his sharp features softened by the faint smile tugging at his lips.

      “I understand you’ve only just returned from Scotland,” she ventured, hoping to prolong the exchange. “Do you reside there often?”

      “Permanently,” he replied, his tone clipped. “My father's northern estate demands it.”

      She opened her mouth to ask more, but his attention had drifted elsewhere. Disappointment pricked at her, and she stepped back, murmuring a polite excuse before retreating into the house.

      Her heart sank as she watched him disappear into the throng of guests on the lawn. It seemed the enigmatic Lord Charteris had little interest in her despite her initial hopes when they locked eyes. Yet, despite his apparent indifference, her thoughts lingered on him—on the way his presence had filled the space around her and the brief flicker of warmth in his gaze before it had cooled.

      For now, she would let him be. But something told her their paths would cross many times since they were both staying at this estate, and when they did, she intended to learn more about the man who had so unexpectedly captured her interest.
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      Christopher tossed and turned in his bed, the soft linen of his bedshirt clinging uncomfortably to his damp skin. Heavy with the day’s accumulated heat, the room pressed in on him, the air stagnant and suffocating. In frustration, he threw off the bedding and climbed out of bed, the wooden floor cool under his bare feet as he crossed to the window. Lifting the sash, he sighed in relief as a soft, whispering breeze brushed over him, kissing his overheated skin.

      The room itself offered no solace. Though luxurious, the heavy damask bed curtains trapped the heat, and even the faint glow of moonlight filtering through the gauzy inner drapes couldn’t dispel the oppressive weight of the night. The faint creak of floorboards beneath his weight was the only sound, save for the distant chirp of crickets beyond the walls.

      Leaning against the window frame, he gazed out at the estate bathed in silver moonlight. His eyes settled on the pond nestled within the gardens, its surface gleaming like molten glass under the celestial glow. The thought of cool water, beckoning and serene, was too tempting to ignore.

      They needed a good storm to wash away the oppressive weather they’d been suffering through for days now. His mind wandered to Scotland, and when he would return there. At least in the Highlands, he didn’t have to suffer such insufferable heat.

      Decision made, he threw on his breeches, a shirt and boots, and slipped out of the room. The quiet corridors of the house, dark and empty, seemed almost conspiratorial as he made his way toward the terrace.

      As he stepped outside, the night air was a balm to his heated skin. The gardens stretched before him, their shapes softened and dreamlike in the moonlight. Memories of childhood swam unbidden to his mind—of carefree days spent splashing in the pond with Charlotte, her laughter ringing out as their mother guided them on how to swim. Those days of innocence seemed a lifetime ago, overshadowed now by the burdens of adulthood and duty.

      Reaching the pond, he strode onto the small pier, the wood damp under his boots. Kicking them off, he stripped away his breeches, leaving only his shirt, and dove into the water. The shock of the cool embrace sent a shiver through him, and his overheated body instantly soothed. Floating on his back, he let his arms drift outward, the gentle ripple of water lapping at his skin. Above him, the stars stretched endlessly, their twinkle a stark contrast to the restless thoughts still churning in his mind.

      "Lord Charteris, is that you?"

      The voice startled him, breaking the stillness. He flailed momentarily, righting himself in the water as his eyes searched for the source. Near the pier, a figure stood waist-high in the pond—a woman, her wet hair clinging to her shoulders, the moonlight casting her in a soft, ethereal glow.

      "Lady Matilda?" he sputtered, his heart pounding as much from surprise as from the sight before him. "What on earth are you doing here at this hour? Do you not know how dangerous it is to swim alone?"

      Her wide eyes narrowed before she rolled them, the defiant gesture igniting a spark of irritation within him. "I could ask the same of you, my lord." She crossed her arms, clearly irritated.

      Her boldness caught him off guard, and he found himself at a loss for words. She moved quickly into the water, her shift plastered to her form, revealing curves that no gentleman ought to notice in polite company. Yet here, under the moonlight, she was no longer simply Lady Matilda, the dutiful Duke Lane-Fox's daughter—she was a vision, a wet, gleaming goddess who appeared utterly unaffected by propriety or his growing unease.

      And other appendages that seemed to be growing beneath the water's surface…

      "I’m a man," he said finally, the feeble response leaving his lips before he could stop it.

      "Well, I’m a woman," she replied, grinning with amusement, "and I can swim just as well as you." With that, she pushed off, rolling onto her back, her face upturned to the heavens. The water lapped at her, teasing the edges of her damp hair and caressing her bare shoulders.

      Christopher swam closer, though he wasn’t sure why. The sight of her, so uninhibited, sent a wave of something hot coursing through him. Her shift clung to her, the wet fabric translucent in places, and he struggled to keep his gaze on her face.

      "What if you got into trouble and no one was here to save you?" His tone was strained, even to his own ears.

      "Then I suppose I would have died," she answered matter-of-fact.

      He stared at her, horrified. "That is a rather macabre thing to say, Lady Matilda."

      She shrugged, and the movement caused the strap of her shift to slip down her arm, exposing the smooth curve of her collarbone. Without thinking, he reached out, his fingers brushing her skin as he pulled the fabric back into place. The contact was fleeting, yet it left him reeling.

      Her eyes met his, wide and unguarded, and for a moment, the world seemed still. The soft sound of the water, the distant rustle of leaves, the very air around them—all of it faded, leaving only the connection they had shared.

      "You must be pleased to be home," she said softly. "We didn’t get to speak much today. Did you enjoy the wedding breakfast?"

      Christopher welcomed the change of subject. "I'm very pleased to be home and visiting with my family. I reside mostly in Scotland, but could not miss my sister's wedding." He paused. "Although the warmness here is…unfamiliar. I'm not certain I can withstand staying too long if one never gets relief from this heat, not even at night."

      "Your family seemed very pleased you're home," she agreed. "As for the weather, I do not recall such stifling days in recent years, but it does make for lovely swims at night with friends."

      He chuckled, supposing that was true. "So we're friends now, are we?"

      She grinned but ignored his question. "You’re ten years older than Charlotte, are you not?"

      "I am." He treaded water as he watched her. She floated effortlessly, her expression serene. "And you’re not married?" she asked, the question as bold as her presence was here this evening.

      The unexpectedness of it made him laugh. "No, I’m not. Are you?"

      "Would I be in a pond at this hour, with you, my lord, dressed like this if I were?" she retorted, a teasing smile curving her lips. Lips that made him forget himself or whatever the hell they were talking about.

      He couldn’t help but smile, though his amusement was tinged with disbelief. "I certainly hope you would not." Who was this woman? She was nothing like the perfect, polished debutante he had expected. And she was certainly different to the child he'd once known before he came of age. Instead, she was wild and untamed and, God help him, an utterly fascinating minx he did not want to cease speaking to. "Maybe you would," he countered, his cadence dry though his heartbeat quickened. "If you were up to no good."

      "No good?" Her laugh, soft and melodic, danced over the water. "You mean if I were meeting a lover in the middle of the night, unbeknownst to my husband, who lies asleep indoors?" Her words were scandalous, her delivery maddeningly composed.

      "You should not say such things when you do not know what they mean," he snapped, intending to chastise her. But her laughter deepened, a rich, velvety sound that seemed to wrap around him and settle low in his stomach.

      Blast it all to hell. He needed to get a grip on himself.

      "Oh, but I do know what happens between a man and a woman, my lord. I’m three and twenty, and I have read extensively," she challenged, her eyes sparkling with defiance and amusement. "There is little you could say or do that would shock me. I’m not as innocent as people believe."

      "Truly?" His arms crossed over his chest, his posture feigned indifference, though he felt anything but. "Tell me more of your scandalous adventures. I’m all ears." His words were laced with sarcasm.

      Her teasing smile faltered for the first time that evening, and already he missed it. She narrowed her eyes, her playful demeanor shifting into something sharper. "Well, now that my friends are married, I suppose I can admit to sneaking out of balls and parties and attending events in town that were not for the faint of heart. Have you heard of Lady Fraser’s events? Her masques are very enlightening, indeed."

      Christopher stiffened. Lady Fraser’s events? He had heard of them, and they were anything but proper. They were risqué and for the demimonde, not haute ton. His throat tightened. What the devil had she been doing there?

      "I have also been to Lady Dames’s gambling hell a time or two," she added, her tone casual, though her eyes gleamed with challenge. "And as I said, I’ve read extensively. I know what you hint at, my lord, and while you may be trying to shock and ridicule me, shaming me for swimming and cooling off at night just as you are, all you’re doing is making me more determined to do as I please." She met his eyes, and his heart, he was certain, ceased to beat.

      How beautiful she was…

      "I'm a curious person, and I like to stay informed. There is nothing wrong with that."

      "More curious and informed about what?" he asked unable to swim away from her, even though for propriety sake he should.

      Her laughter came again, soft and teasing. "I’ve seen how you look at me, my lord. You, like so many others, think I am some innocent lady who needs tutelage and guidance. I need none of those things. I am a woman with womanly wants and needs—just as you are a man with the same emotions. Do not heckle me, or you may be disparaged in return."

      Her words struck him like a physical blow, their raw honesty stripping away the polished layers of propriety he clung to. He stared at her, his mouth dry, the cool water no longer enough to temper the heat coursing through him.

      "This conversation is inappropriate." He cleared his throat. "I think you ought to return to the house, Lady Matilda before another word is spoken."

      "Or you could leave." She stood in the water, raising an imperious brow, her smirk returning in full force. "I was here first, after all."

      "You are also a guest, and this is my house," he retorted, his frustration bubbling to the surface. Why were they arguing like children? And why did he feel so utterly intrigued by her every word, every glance?

      She tilted her head, the water cascading off her hair and shoulders like molten silver. "And are you going to make me?"

      Dear Lord in heaven, was he?
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      Matilda sat at the breakfast table the following morning, the faint clinking of porcelain mingling with the soft hum of conversation filling the room. The aroma of freshly brewed tea wafted through the air, along with the buttery scent of warm rolls. She cradled her delicate cup, the warmth seeping into her hands as she sipped and watched Charlotte and Lord Lacy exchange tender glances, their affection as evident as the golden light streaming through the window.

      A wistful sigh escaped her lips. She longed for such a connection, for a kindhearted and forward-thinking gentleman. She could never wed a man who viewed his wife as a decorative piece, a mere vessel for heirs, to be seen but never heard. The thought of such a confined and unfulfilled existence set her teeth on edge.

      No, she wanted more. She dreamed of Seasons filled with grand balls and lively soirées, where she could dance until her feet ached and converse with friends until dawn broke the horizon. She envisioned a family, children raised with compassion and a progressive spirit, nurtured in a household filled with warmth and laughter. But where could she find such a rare gentleman? Her closest friends seemed to have captured the last of London’s suitable bachelors.

      Perhaps Scotland held better prospects…

      Her gaze wandered down the table to where Lord Charteris sat, his tall frame half-obscured by the morning paper. His perfectly sculpted features peeked over the edge, a chiseled jawline that could have been carved from marble. The memory of the previous evening at the lake flitted through her mind, and heat kissed her cheeks. She had seen far more of him than propriety allowed, and what she had glimpsed left little to be desired.

      Not that he had been pleased to find her swimming in his lake. His dark scowl had spoken volumes. And his chastisement was a little stinging. Still, she had no intention of curbing her habits, especially with Charlotte so delightfully absorbed in her new husband, leaving her much free time to do as she pleased.

      And she pleased to swim alone at night in the lake.

      “I’ve asked Billy to saddle Major for you this morning, Matilda.” Charlotte threw her a warm smile, brimming with affection. “Major will keep you safe, and you should have a pleasant ride around the estate.”

      Before Matilda could respond, the rustle of paper drew her attention. Lord Charteris folded the sheet with deliberate precision and slapped it onto the table, his movements brisk. He reached for his knife and fork, focusing more on his breakfast than the conversation at hand.

      “Thank you, Charlotte,” Matilda replied, eager to be away and free on horseback. “I’m looking forward to a long ride. It has been some time since I’ve been in the country, and one cannot enjoy horseback riding in town as much as one does here.”

      “Should you allow Lady Matilda on Major? He’s seventeen hands, Charlotte,” Lord Charteris interjected, his deep, resonant voice cutting through the quiet hum of the room. The rich timbre sent an unexpected shiver across Matilda’s skin.

      Was that concern she heard? She glanced at him, his sharp profile shadowed in the morning light. Perhaps beneath his gruff exterior lay a kernel of care—a begrudging consideration that he masked with curt remarks.

      “Major will not throw Matilda,” Charlotte assured them both, her smile unwavering. “He’s steady, not flighty, and never eager to travel faster than a walk. Do not fret needlessly over my friend.”

      “Perhaps Dolly or Cool would be a better choice,” Lord Charteris suggested, his brow furrowing.

      “Your mares?” Charlotte chuckled, her eyes sparkling. “They’re far more likely to throw her—temperamental creatures, as you well know.”

      Matilda laughed, feeling a kinship with the spirited animals. “If you think Major will do well for me, I’m happy to take him.”

      “I will escort you,” Lord Charteris announced, leaving no room for argument. “I need to check on the tenant farms near the western boundary. That will give you the long ride you’re so eager for, Lady Matilda.”

      There was something about the way he said long ride—a subtle weight in his words that made the fine hairs at the nape of her neck stand on end. It wasn’t unpleasant, but it left her momentarily breathless.

      With the morning sun now casting a warm glow over the estate, conversations from the breakfast table dissolved into plans for the day.

      By the time Matilda stepped into the stable yard, the warm morning air carried the faint scent of hay and leather, mingling with soft nickering of horses. Saddles were being tightened, hooves stomped against the ground, and soon, she and Lord Charteris were astride their mounts, the rolling countryside stretching wide before them.

      Matilda didn’t need to urge the gelding on very hard for the spirited animal to take the first hedgerow at a canter. Not as spirited as Charlotte made the gelding out to be… The rush of the affable morning air brushed her cheeks, carrying the faint, earthy scent of freshly tilled soil and wildflowers. The rhythmic thud of hooves against the soft earth was a comforting melody as they continued up the hill. Somewhere behind her, Lord Charteris trailed at a polite distance, allowing her the solitude she craved without the burden of small talk so many ladies found delightful.

      She had little inclination to speak with his lordship. Unlike his sister, who was warm and welcoming, Lord Charteris exuded a guarded prickliness that set her on edge. His mere presence made her nervous, as though his dark, piercing eyes could uncover every thought she wished to keep hidden. She was never entirely certain if he liked her, even as a friend, though the question hardly mattered. He would soon be off to Scotland, leaving her free of his disconcerting scrutiny, and she would likely never see him again.

      The distant thundering of hooves broke her thoughts as his lordship’s horse came alongside hers, his deep baritone cutting through the tranquil morning. “You should not take hedgerows riding sidesaddle. It’s not safe, Lady Matilda.”

      Matilda fought to suppress the frown threatening her features and instead reined her horse into a calm walk. The sun-dappled, rolling fields spread around them, and she forced herself to focus on the gentle rustle of leaves in the nearby copse rather than his admonishments. “My lord, while I thank you for your kind, concerned words, please know I’ve been riding for years. I am quite capable of jumping a hedgerow while riding sidesaddle. There’s no need to fuss over me.”

      Her voice remained calm, though she injected enough determination into her words to match her resolve to do as she liked. She turned her gaze to admire the view—emerald hills dotted with grazing sheep and framed by a sky so blue it might have been painted.

      “I do not want to be held responsible when you break your neck being reckless on a horse you’ve never ridden before,” he persisted, his brows drawn in a frown. "It was bad enough you swim alone; nevertheless, now this."

      Matilda drew in a deep breath, the scent of damp grass and distant woodsmoke grounding her. She tilted her head toward him, her expression deliberately placid. “I trust Charlotte’s assurances about the temperament of her horse. Perhaps you ought to visit your tenant farmers now and leave me to my ride. I would hate to cause you undue stress.”

      “I’m not stressed.” His reply was curt as he removed his top hat and raked a hand through his hair. Strands of dark brown, gleaming in the sunlight, fell back into place.

      “Really? You seem quite upset.”

      She couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped her lips, though she tried to disguise it as polite amusement. His dark eyes locked on to hers, the intensity of his gaze momentarily stealing her breath. Despite herself, she noted the sharp angles of his jawline and the way his features softened in the golden morning light. If only his personality were as agreeable as his appearance.

      “You find this humorous? What if you had fallen and injured yourself? I doubt you would be laughing then, madam.”

      “Probably not,” she admitted with a shrug, pulling her horse to a halt. “But I am neither a child to be chastised, nor a reckless fool. I am the daughter of a duke, a woman of three and twenty, not a girl in plaits learning to ride a pony. I do not need you to lecture me on the choices I make.”

      For a moment, he seemed on the verge of responding, but he hesitated, his lips parting before closing again. “Forgive me, Lady Matilda. I was merely concerned.”

      Her eyes softened as she studied him. His unease was almost endearing, though she still found his manner exasperating. “Do you always chastise your sister’s friends? First the lake, and now my riding skills. What will it be next—my pianoforte playing or my card games?”

      His dark brows furrowed, and he exhaled through his nose. “Your swimming in the lake was as reckless as this ride. You could have fainted, suffered a cramp, and drowned. Imagine if Charlotte had found you.”

      Matilda shook her head, not wishing that on anyone, least of all her friend. “Then I would have been very sorry to cause her such pain. But one cannot live worrying about every possible mishap. We could sit here arguing about my recklessness, only for a tree limb to fall and crush us both. Do you see how absurd it is to live that way?”
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