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      It was supposed to be a glorious day, the happiest day of her life. The day she had dreamt about ever since she was a child when all her hopes and dreams would come true. Instead, it was becoming Artemisia’s worst nightmare. She had been waiting anxiously for over an hour at the church.

      Perhaps he’s met with some ill fate?

      She fanned herself, pacing the width of the vestibule. The swish of her wedding dress on the stone floor mocked her with each step she took. She could only hope that he had met with some ill fate. Shaking her head, she sighed into the quiet space of the corridor. That was an unkind thought, indeed. Better to reserve her anger if… no, when Mr. Chartwick arrived.

      It was rare for her to give into these sorts of musings. But she could not help it, not today at least, and especially not when Nigel was near.

      Peering through the aisle door into the church, she spied him. Nigel Rochefort, the bane of her existence ever since her debut five years ago. He sat in the second to last pew at the rear of the church, inclined at an angle, full of self-confidence, one leg stretched out in front of him, barring passage to anyone who might want to sit in his row. The smug look she could see on his face made her body tense and heartbeat quicken.

      “Oh, where is Mr. Chartwick?” she muttered under her breath.

      The Honorable Mr. Chartwick was never late. Perhaps he would arrive soon, and they would be married and live in the country raising a brood of children. It was her fondest desire to marry and have a family of her own. She’d never imagined in her wildest dreams that it would ever happen to her. Although she had a large dowry, no gentlemen had ever paid her much attention. She was too… different.

      Unlike her blonde sisters, she had dark auburn hair and an olive complexion, resembling her Italian grandmother. Only her crystal blue eyes were like her father’s. Whereas they complemented his fair complexion, on her, they were far too dramatic and intense.

      She had ceased looking in the mirror five years ago after a disastrous first season.

      She remembered the whispers as if it were yesterday. With skin as dark as hers, she will never make a match… And those eyes, they are too disturbing by half… She is far too plump and looks dreadful in pink… She is so uncoordinated, two left feet… The insults went on, and no matter what she did, how hard she tried, she could not dismiss them, the worst coming from Nigel, who’d once been her friend.

      It had been the last official ball of her first season. Artemisia had clung to the hope that someone—anyone—would ask her to dance, complement her, offer a kind word… anything. Instead, it had been the worst night of her life.

      Lord Owens had asked her to dance, only to regret it moments later when she’d stepped on his toes. He’d cried out so loudly with pain that the couples near to them had stopped mid-step, causing others to bump into them. Within a matter of moments, the entire ballroom had been filled with laughter.

      However, the sound had not covered the harsh words of those around her. She simply has no grace… Such a horrible dancer… Poor Lord Owens, his foot must be crushed…

      Lord Owens had left her standing alone.

      Blurred faces and spiteful words had swirled about her. She recalled running from the room in tears, trying to find a peaceful, secluded corner to regain her composure. When she’d emerged onto the dim veranda, she’d heard the deep, rumbling laughter of several of the ton’s most notorious rakes.

      “You really played it up, Owens, old boy!” a young dandy had exclaimed, slapping Lord Owens on the back. “Did you see the look on her face when you asked her to dance? It was like she had never been asked before.”

      “She probably hadn’t. She is the worst dancer the ton has ever seen, even worse than Miss Greaves.”

      It was at that moment that the not-so-Honorable Nigel Rochefort had decided to add his two pence. “At least Miss Greaves is pretty.” The rest of the rakes had cheered at that comment.

      Lord Owens had chimed in, adding further insult to injury, “Her skin is absolute perfection, milky-white…”

      Artemisia had not been able to take the insults any longer. In a daze of anger, she’d stormed through the crowded ballroom toward the entrance hall. Once clear of the crush, she had not stopped, not even when she was safely home inside Germayne House. Upon reaching the sanctity of her room, she’d looked in the mirror, and all she’d seen was a misfit. All she’d heard were the insults and laughter reverberating through her mind. She’d ripped the blanket off the bed and thrown it over the mirror.

      That distant night was the last time she’d looked at her reflection. Ever since then, she’d put complete trust in her maid to make her look as presentable as possible. Whenever temptation arose to glance at herself, she remembered those hurtful words and knew she was better off not knowing.

      But when Mr. Chartwick had begun courting her several months ago, all her past woes had faded under the guise of finally being able to realize her dream to be married. It was a practical courtship, no flowery sentiments, or heated embraces. He was a perfect gentleman. Even after he proposed, Chartwick never pressed his advantage or tried anything untoward. She was so elated over the prospect of being married and having a home of her own, she did not stop to wonder why there were no heated embraces or stolen kisses. Perhaps if she had, she would not be standing alone, waiting for the groom on her wedding day.

      A gentle hand on her shoulder brought her back into the present. She did not know which memory of this day would prove to be more painful over the coming years—being abandoned at the altar, or the look of sympathy in her mother and father’s eyes.

      Squeezing her shoulder, her father gently began, “My dear, I do not believe Mr. Chartwick intends to make an appearance today.”

      His words were lost in the sea of emotion that boiled within as hot tears threatened to spill. Her hopes were shattered. What was she to do? How would she endure the gossip?

      “I will make an announcement.” Father placed his hand on the small of her back, guiding her toward the exterior double doors. Placing a soft kiss on her forehead, he whispered, “Go on home with your mother.”

      Artemisia watched him enter the church filled with guests, his head held high in the face of yet another scandal. All eyes turned his way in anticipation of an explanation. When he passed the second to the last pew, a confident blond head turned round, his gaze meeting Artemisia’s. The self-righteousness in Nigel’s stare inflamed her agony. He shrugged one elegantly clad shoulder and gave her a lopsided, scornful sneer of a smile that said, I told you so.

      In that moment, all of her excellent manners deserted her.

      Instead of leaving the church and finding comfort in the bosom of her family, instead of remaining calm, Artemisia sealed her fate as a hot-tempered spinster. Walking with determination, she went along the nave and approached Nigel. He did not stand, nor speak a word, just continued to smirk at her.

      The muscles in her hand tightened into a fist with an ache that screamed for release. She stared down at his perfect square jaw, focusing on her target. Ignoring common sense, she swung her arm with all her might.

      When her fist hit his firm chin, she stifled a cry of pain. Pursing her lips, she sucked in a deep breath, blinked away the tears, and stormed out of the church, grabbing her bouquet of pink roses from her shocked mother. Instead of leaving to the sound of cheerful bells pealing, gasps and laughter were her wedding march.

      

      She’d actually struck him.

      Nigel could not believe what had just happened. A woman had just hit him. Not just any woman or casual acquaintance, but Artemisia. Not a delicate slap, but a hard punch full of pent-up anger. That had never happened to him before. He just sat there… stunned.

      Did she suspect?

      Before he had the opportunity to reflect further on the question, her father, Lord Germayne, made an announcement and swarms of guests brushed past him, giving him curious looks as they filed out of the church. His first thought was to stay put and wait for everyone to leave. He was in no mood for inquisitive gossipmongers, but there again, he did not want to become trapped by those very same gossips.

      Following the herd of bright dresses and fanciful hats out of the church, whispered theories swirled around him as to the whereabouts of Mr. Chartwick. The general consensus was that the groom had cold feet. Nigel knew otherwise.

      He was within earshot when Lady Lamden began to weave one of her vicious tales. “…and this is not the only scandal facing Lord and Lady Germayne. Did you notice that Miss Philippa Germayne was not in attendance?”

      She and her fellow rumormonger stopped walking and huddled together, too deep in tittle-tattle to notice that anyone was eavesdropping.

      Casually standing behind a large urn of flowers, Nigel strained to hear the conversation.

      “I have it on the best authority that the young lady in question is not indisposed, but has disappeared altogether.”

      “Disappeared?”

      “She has not been seen since yesterday when she was discovered alone in the park with a certain notorious rake.”

      Nigel’s stomach lurched with guilt. He was the notorious rake they spoke of. Although he had done nothing wrong, had only tried to comfort a friend in need, his past scandals could very well ruin Philippa’s future.

      The whispers lowered. He leaned in, trying to make out what the two scandalmongers were discussing. The scent of hothouse roses tickled his nostrils. Before he could gain control of his senses, he let out a large sneeze, his hands pushing the urn off its pedestal.

      The pristine white porcelain vessel flew through the air, crashing onto the floor and breaking into dozens of pieces, spraying water on those nearby. Startled screams sounded around him. When at last he regained his composure, he was met by the formidable stare of Lady Lamden, whose dress had suffered from the unfortunate accident.

      “Trouble seems to follow wherever you are, Mr. Rochefort.” The sourness in Lady Lamden’s voice was even more annoying than the lady herself.

      Flicking his gaze upwards, he let out a heavy breath. He was in no mood to deal with Lady Lamden. His tone was laced with sarcasm. “I have no clue what you are referring to.” Bowing his head in farewell to the ladies, he uttered a firm, “Good day.”
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      The sun shone high in the sky, mocking Artemisia’s failure. She should have been married now and enjoying the company of family and friends at her wedding breakfast. Instead, she sat alone in her room, staring out the window with a heavy heart, and wondering how her life had taken such a miserable turn. She smoothed the front of her cream silk gown, admiring the embossed pale pink roses adorning its hem. Pulling the pins out of her hair with force, she released her once elegant coiffure. The bouquet of pink roses that her mother had given her was now shredded and spread across the floor, the light scent of blossoms drifting through the room, taunting her with what was not to be.

      Her mind raced with all the possibilities as to why Chartwick had left her to be sacrificed to the ton’s vicious tongues. No matter how hard she tried, she could not discern his motives. He’d always been pleasant and respectful toward her, and they’d seemed to get on well together.

      There’d been only one problem. Despite the pleasantness, there was no passion, no spark. Artemisia’s mother had been unwilling to discuss such matters, and told her that, with time, greater affection would come. Even Harriet, her elder married sister, had refused to entertain the topic. So, Artemisia had given no further thought to that drawback, until today.

      The one and only kiss they had shared had been an utter disaster. It had happened on the day Chartwick proposed. Artemisia remembered thinking that he had the look of a man who was being led to the guillotine. She should have listened to the alarm that had resounded in her head. There were no flowery declarations of undying love, just a practical proposal, after which he’d stated: “I suppose I should kiss you now.”

      Unsure of what to do, she’d closed her eyes and leaned in, just as Chartwick leaned in too, their heads knocking together with a clunk. Chartwick had smiled with embarrassment, given her one firm, brief kiss on her lips, raised his head, and then left the room without further words. That should have been her first indication that they truly were not suited for each other. However, her elation over knowing that she would not be a spinster had overruled her normal good instinct.

      What would her future be now? Collapsing on the soft feather pillow, she covered her eyes with her arm. Her head ached from all the emotions she’d experienced over the last twenty-four hours. Not only had she been humiliated in the worst conceivable way for a woman of her station, but she was also keeping her youngest sister’s secret.

      Not for the first time in her life, she found herself covering for Philippa, allowing her own wants to drift into a hazy background.

      It had all begun only yesterday when Philippa had stormed into her room, begging for her help. Artemisia should have questioned her sister further, should have convinced her to take a different course. But when she saw the glee in Philippa’s eyes, she’d known without a doubt that her sister’s mind was made up, and she would proceed with or without Artemisia’s help.

      “But you will miss my wedding,” Artemisia remembered saying, trying to hide her hurt.

      “You will be so busy with your guests that you will hardly know if I am present or not.” Philippa took Artemisia’s hand in hers. “Please understand. I want to be happy… like you.”

      Artemisia had not been happy at that moment, or in the days leading up to her wedding. For reasons she could not explain, she had been quite out of sorts as of late. When she mentioned her concerns to her mother, she was told they were just bridal nerves, and it was normal to have such emotions.

      Philippa had been relentless in her quest. “This is my only chance to be happy. I don’t want to be a spinster. And besides, Mother and Father will be so preoccupied with the wedding that they won’t think to come after me right away.”

      With each pleading word, Artemisia’s guilt rose. “I doubt…”

      “Please Arte, I need you. Mr. Keates is my one, my only. Don’t you find him a pleasant fellow?”

      Artemisia did like Mr. Keates. But that was not the issue. The obstacle was Mr. Keates’ profession. He was the son of the head stableman. Both she and her sister knew that their prospective parents would never approve of such a match. Tears had begun to stream down Philippa’s face in a deluge, and hiccupping on her sobs, she’d not stopped her pleading. “Please… please, you must help me. I love him.”

      In that moment, Artemisia could not deny her sister anything, setting her current woes in motion.

      She would never forget the look of anguish on her parents’ faces when they’d stormed into her room, only a couple of hours before her wedding that would never be, waving her sister’s cryptic note.

      Dear Father and Mother,

      I’ve gone to follow my heart. I will return home before too long. Do not worry.

      Philippa

      “What do you know about this, Artemisia?” her father had demanded as he waved the letter fervently. “And do not tell me you had no knowledge of this. Philippa tells you everything.”

      Artemisia had stood speechless.

      Her heart was torn in two as she’d watched her mother reach out and place a trembling hand on Father’s arm, her eyes filled with tears, her words laced with worry and sadness. “What are we to do?”

      “If anyone can discover Philippa’s whereabouts, it is Weston,” her father had stated with certainty. He’d turned his gaze on Artemisia. “Until we receive word, we will carry on as if nothing is awry.”

      The mention of Weston had boded ill for Artemisia. His skills as an investigator were unparalleled, and she had no doubt that he would discover what Philippa had done. And when that happened, her parents would discover her involvement as well. Her only consolation at that moment was that, by the time her parents discovered Philippa’s elopement, she would be married and on her honeymoon.

      Her mind flitted to the last words Philippa had declared once she’d agreed to her scheme. “You will have your Mr. Chartwick, and I will have my Mr. Keates. We will both be married to the men we love.”

      The words had stung Artemisia’s bruised heart.

      The men we love.

      That was the problem. Artemisia realized that she’d never been in love with Mr. Chartwick. She had only accepted his proposal because everyone had commented on what a splendid match it was. Not to mention that he was the only person to have ever asked. At three and twenty, her prospects appeared to be nonexistent.

      She feared growing old, alone and unloved.

      Bolting upright into a sitting position, she glanced around the room at the discarded slippers and gloves, the shredded flowers, and the hairpins on the floor. She whispered her confession into the stillness. “I don’t love Chartwick. I never have. I have no affection for him whatsoever.”

      Was she so desperate to marry and have a family of her own that she was willing to enter into a sacred union with someone she did not love?

      Images of her parents and how much they still cared for each other came to the forefront of her mind. She remembered the tales her Nona had told her as a child about everlasting love. She wanted more than just a marriage of convenience. She wanted more than to just be married.

      She wanted a happy ever after filled with passion and love.

      The realization was both liberating and frightening. She still did not know what her future would hold, but in the midst of her anguish, she did discover one thing. She would marry for love, or not at all. With that firm decision in mind, she decided it was time to tell her parents of her desire and hoped they would understand.

      With her chin held high and prepared for battle, she opened her bedroom door and walked with purpose down the deserted hall. The soft rug under her bare feet was a sinful luxury. She could not remember the last time she’d left her room with her toilette in such a state of disrepair, but she cared naught for who might see her. Her mind was made up, and she was not going to tarry one moment longer.

      But then she stopped short. Something seemed odd. Not one single servant was about. The house was as silent as a grave. It was as if all its occupants were in mourning. Before she could ponder this strange occurrence, a chambermaid exited one of the other bedrooms. Their eyes met for only an instant, and Artemisia detested the pity that flashed in the young girl’s gaze before she dropped a quick curtsey, then turned and scurried away in the opposite direction. Artemisia’s spirits sank even lower; this was how so many would view her from now on.

      Shaking off the desire to run straight back into her room and never emerge, she swallowed hard and proceeded towards her destination.

      Running a trembling hand along the smooth wooden rail, she was halfway down the grand staircase when a determined knock sounded on the front door.

      “Curious old gossipmongers,” she spat under her breath, thankful that no one was around to hear her. “Why won’t they just let me be?”

      She watched the butler perform his duties with the same de rigueur he used to tackle all his tasks. A stream of bright light cascaded across the black-and-white checkered marble floor as he opened the door, and the silhouette of a larger-than-life man intruded into her home. Glancing up, she saw the bane of her existence once more.

      What is he doing here? her mind screamed with anger and hurt.

      “I must speak with Miss Germayne.” His voice was just as firm as his knock had been.

      “I am sorry to inform you that Miss Germayne is not receiving visitors at this time….”

      Artemisia did not wait to hear the last part of Cuthbert’s standard speech to unwanted visitors. Gripping the newel post, she tried to control her anger. She would not take her frustrations out on the butler, but would save her words for the man who’d just invaded her domain.

      “It is quite alright, Cuthbert. I will speak to Mr. Rochefort.”

      Cuthbert closed the door and eyed the intruder with disdain. Under normal conditions, the very composed servant would have hidden all emotion, but today was anything but normal. He had obviously heard every last detail of her humiliation below stairs.

      She descended the last few steps, coming face to face with the man who had caused her such grief over the last few years.

      Courage, do not fail me now.

      “This way, Mr. Rochefort.” Her voice sounded cold even to her own ears. Good.

      

      Nigel followed Artemisia into the opulent day parlor. Sunlight filtered into the sparsely furnished white and gold room. The serene air about her matched the elegant interior. How could anyone ever believe this woman dull?

      He only meant to soften her resolve, not anger her further, when he blurted out, “You look lovely.” As soon as the words left his mouth, he regretted them. She stared at him as if he’d just informed her that she looked like a troll just emerged from under a bridge. If looks could kill, he would definitely be lying dead on the expensive, opulent rug.

      “Don’t patronize me.” Her words were harsh, uncaring. “Why are you here?”

      He did not know where to begin. The storm of emotions brewing inside was muddling what he wanted, and should say. How was he to convey his concern for her sister after what he had done?

      “I understand your sister is unwell.”

      Alarm streaked across her face, if only for a brief moment. She quickly schooled her features before inquiring, “What have you heard?”

      He attempted nonchalance, but was certain he’d failed. “Only that she is unwell.”

      She gave him a sideways glance and raised a delicate brow in question. “Nothing more?”

      Artemisia was hiding something, he was sure of it. With an unslippered foot, she stroked the elegant carpet. He watched, mesmerized by the delicate motion. Thoughts of what was hidden beneath the layers of silk entered his mind. He wanted to run his hand up her smooth, delicate leg and⁠—

      “What is it you desire?” Her stern question brought him out of his delicious musings.

      You.

      Damn, where had that thought come from? Clearing his throat, he uttered the first appropriate thing that came to mind, “Simply to inquire after your family’s well-being.”

      “My family’s well-being, Mr. Rochefort?” Her voice got louder with each word.

      They were back to formalities. Although they had known each other their entire lives, this is what their friendship has been reduced to, and he had no one to blame but himself. If only she understood.

      “You are concerned about someone other than yourself?” Artemisia huffed, giving him an incredulous look. “I do not believe it.”

      “It’s just that I overheard Lady Lamden…” He pursed his lips. He should not have mentioned that gossipmonger.

      Crossing her arms, Artemisia shook her head. “It is just as I thought.” She paced back and forth before turning an angry gaze on him. “I know Philippa met you in the park, and yet you come here claiming to be concerned for my family, when what you are really concerned with is the gossip surrounding your name.”

      “I am concerned about your family.”

      He genuinely was.

      Lord and Lady Germayne were good friends of his mother’s, and their neighbor in London. He would never wish ill upon any of them.

      Only to dash Artemisia’s hopes and dreams.

      Damn his conscience for reminding him.

      Artemisia’s crystal blue eyes darkened several shades, and her face was flushed with rage. When she finally spoke, she was practically shouting at him. “How do you think my family fares? My sister is unwell, I was left at the altar and humiliated in front of the ton, and all you can think of is yourself. You are the most selfish individual I have⁠—”

      “I am not.”

      “You can add childish to the list of attributes,” she scolded with sarcasm.

      Childish? How could she think he was childish? He opened his mouth to protest but was interrupted by the appearance of Artemisia’s mother.

      Lady Germayne dashed into the room. “I heard shouting from all the way down the hall.”

      She was similar in height to Artemisia, possessed the same shade of auburn hair, but that was where the resemblance ended. But, despite the differences, mother and daughter made a striking pair.

      “It is nothing, Mother. Mr. Rochefort was just leaving.”

      Nigel took the hint. He would find a more suitable time to speak with Artemisia. He bowed to Lady Germayne. “If there is any way I may be of service, please do not hesitate. I am only a house away.”

      “You are far too kind,” Lady Germayne said with a sincere smile.

      Nigel turned to take his leave, but not before hearing Artemisia mumble under her breath with sarcasm. “Yes, far too kind.”
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      Shuffling down the steps of Germayne House, Nigel’s spirits plummeted while the guilt that had been festering in his stomach toiled and churned. His meeting with Artemisia had not gone well. What had he expected? His appearance yesterday in the park with her sister had fueled the rumors about Philippa’s current whereabouts, not to mention that he had single-handedly ruined Artemisia’s wedding.

      Shaking his head, he reminded himself that he’d had to stop the wedding. Chartwick was not in love with Artemisia. And besides, the two would have never suited. Chartwick was much too dry and humorless, and not nearly man enough for Artemisia.

      She needed someone who would make her laugh, challenge her mind, who loved and adored her. She deserved nothing less.

      The short walk to Monfort House did not improve his mood. For a brief moment, he contemplated going for a ride in the park, but it was nearing four o’clock. He would not be late.

      Walking up the front steps, the door before him opened like clockwork. “Good afternoon, sir. Your mother is waiting in her parlor.” Fergusson’s tone and mannerism were as restrained as ever. If the butler had heard any of the rumors, his countenance revealed nothing.

      “Thank you, I will go to her straight away.” Afternoon tea with his mother had become a daily ritual since his father’s passing, and the favorite part of his day when they were in residence together.

      His footfall sounded on the white marble floor, announcing his arrival. Attempting to hide the ill effects of the day from his mother, he pasted a big smile onto his face. “Good afternoon, Mother.” He bent down and kissed her soft cheek. The sweet scent of lilac that she always wore had been a soothing balm since childhood, enveloping his senses and relaxing his jumbled nerves.
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