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“Russell’s debut hits all the sweet spots in historical romance—political plots, spies, and secrets, along with ‘true love.’”
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—Library Journal on A Spy’s Honor

––––––––
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CAN A MARRIAGE DEEPLY REGRETTED BY BOTH PARTIES EVER BE SAVED?

Despite his vow to remain a bachelor and sire no children, Octavius Rupert Henry Mayne, eighth earl of Lexden, wed Eleanor Dryden. Their physical connection was explosive—and brief. Regretting the marriage almost before the vow left his lips, Lex banished his new wife to the country. 

Now, six years later, she must return. Lex needs her like he needs a backfiring rifle: her fiery temper, her flashing green eyes, the elemental attraction he’s never been able to shake...and her desire to talk. However, in a bid to destroy an old enemy, Lex must have her help. 

A countess in name only, Eleanor wants nothing to do with this farcical play Lex calls marriage. She will not be silent and compliant. She will not leave “her” son behind. Forced to confront a recalcitrant sister, interfering parents, and that devious enemy, Eleanor soon realizes her husband isn’t quite the monster she thought. But one fateful mistake might cost them the chance at a marriage full of love and devotion.
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To the Rainy Day Writers

Love you all!
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Lexden House, Mayfair

27 June 1812

Eleanor,

Your presence is required in London. Return to Hereford Street with all due haste.

Lex

~~~

[image: ]


MAYNE CASTLE, ESSEX

27 June 1812

Dear Lexden,

I am disheartened to hear from you after these six years. There is nothing of interest to me in London. I am quite content to remain here in Essex, thank you all the same. Though you did not inquire, I will happily inform you that our son (his name is Henry, if you will recall) has reached his fifth year in good health and recently learned to read.

Eleanor

~~~
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28 JUNE 1812

Eleanor,

Perhaps you misread my note. I did not invite you to London. Do not ignore my commands again. Present yourself at Lexden House by Saturday.

Lex

~~~
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28 JUNE 1812

Dear Octavius,

I thoroughly understood your previous note. As I mentioned when you banished me, I want nothing to do with your despicable self. As per our agreement, I shall remain here until my dying day—or yours, whichever comes first.

Your disobedient servant,

Eleanor 

~~~
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29 JUNE 1812

Madam,

At this time, I have no desire to uphold our agreement. I require the presence of my wife in London. If you do not arrive by the first of the month, you may rest assured that your son will be immediately—and permanently—removed from your care.

Your lawful husband,

Lexden

~~~
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29 JUNE 1812

Sir,

Obviously, the years have wrought no changes to your ignoble nature. Henry and I are packing our belongings as I write this. We will arrive in London in two days.

Your wife—in name only,

Eleanor

~~~
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30 JUNE 1812

Eleanor,

It brings me satisfaction that this matter is now resolved. I do not, however, see any reason for the boy to accompany you. He will remain at Mayne Castle.

Yours,

Lex
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Chapter One
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Eleanor stared up at the brass number nine centered above the ebony door of Lexden House. She’d thought to never again cross this threshold.

Perhaps never was too strong. Her son would be the ninth Earl of Lexden someday. Such an event would require the death of the eighth earl, Octavius. A pleasant thought—in the abstract, of course. She would never wish anyone dead, not even her wretched...husband. She shuddered at the word. No, she merely wished Octavius at Jericho. Or any place she wasn’t. Her wishes were so simple. Why couldn’t he have left her in peace?

“Mama! Look over there. A park!” 

Her son’s excited voice and insistent tugging on her sleeve broke through her reverie and brought Eleanor back to the cacophonous corner of Hereford Street and Park Lane. She had forgotten how loud London was. And dangerous. As Henry’s brown gaze settled longingly on Hyde Park, she snatched up his hand lest he dash into the rush of carriages, carts, and horses careening down Park Lane, and she squeezed his warm fingers. “We shall visit the park as soon as we’re comfortably situated, my sweet.”

She would never be comfortable at Lexden House, but her boy didn’t need to know that.

“Will the earl come with us?”

Eleanor bit back her usual reply. She had reminded Henry over and over again that “the earl” the servants spoke of was his father. But the little boy had never met Octavius, so she could hardly blame Henry for having no desire to call him Father.

“We can ask him,” she said breezily, fairly certain of the negative response they would receive. She would deal with that situation when it arose. “I think we’d best go inside. We’re expected.”

Well, she was. Henry wasn’t. However, after Octavius’s threat to remove him from her care, she had no recourse but to keep her son close.

One of their accompanying footmen had already ascended the steps and knocked on the door. It swung open as Eleanor looked up. She inhaled deeply and pushed her shoulders back. Time to face her husband.

Octavius, with his dark, forbidding eyes and inability to muster any facial expression other than a glower, unnerved her, but she’d vowed six years ago to let him never see her unease. Whatever he wanted of her, she would be strong. Strong enough to stifle her disgusting physical attraction to him as well, which had nearly been her undoing in the past.

All this she would bear for Henry’s sake.

Thus emboldened, she guided her son up the steps and through the door. The entrance hall, with its slick marble floor, embossed walls, silver sconces and austere butler, was exactly as she remembered.

The ever-brittle Bickley bowed slightly, the creaking of his bones probably only a figment of Eleanor’s imagination. “My lady. Lord Corby. Welcome back.”

There was nothing at all welcoming in his tone, but then Bickley had never warmed to Eleanor in the scant few months she’d lived here at the beginning of the marriage. He’d always looked at her askance, as if she were not worthy of calling herself Lady Lexden. And in the grand hierarchy of Society, he was undoubtedly correct, for the Earl of Lexden had married the daughter of an impoverished and singularly undistinguished gentleman.

She nodded and said, “Thank you,” nevertheless attempting to prove him wrong.

He turned without another word and led them up the stairs.

Henry leaned against Eleanor’s hip and whispered, “Who is Lord Corby?”

“You are,” she replied with a smile. No one at Mayne Castle addressed her boy by his courtesy title, a fact which would probably irritate Octavius—or possibly not, given his parting accusation regarding her babe’s parentage.

Bickley showed her and Henry into the drab, lifeless sitting room she had always hated. “I will inform his lordship of your arrival when he returns.”

Eleanor whipped around. “He’s not here?”

“No.”

Octavius had known when they would arrive. He’d demanded her presence. Now he wasn’t even here to greet them? She wanted to fume. She wanted to unequivocally state her thoughts on the nature and manners of the man she’d married, but she could act like a “worthy lady” even if she was not one.

“He will return at what time?”

The butler straightened to an impressive height. “I have no idea.”

With that, Eleanor and her son were left alone.

––––––––
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TODAY WAS THE DAY HIS wife would arrive.

So, that morning, Octavius, eighth Earl of Lexden, had left the house. 

He’d spent an hour venting his frustrations in the boxing ring at Jackson’s Saloon. He stopped by Weston’s to order new boots. He went to Tattersall’s to look over the horses, even though he had no interest in purchasing one, and by late afternoon he sat in a shadowy corner of Boodle’s Club, the other members dutifully ignoring him as he wished, and contemplated his idiocy.

What had he done? He did not need a wife to set up a new business. He did not need a wife to exact revenge. But she was on her way to London at his command, and now they must pretend, before all and sundry, they had a good marriage.

Because never in a million years would the eighth Earl of Lexden admit to the ton that his marriage was just as disastrous as his parents’ had been.

“Lord Lexden? Your guest has arrived.”

At last. Lex followed the footman to the entrance of the club where a slim older gentleman bowed in his direction.

Lex reached out to shake his hand. “Mr. Robson.” 

“Lexden.” Elliot Robson’s grip was firm, and except for his thick silver hair the man looked much younger than his sixty years. “It is a pleasure to finally meet you after our lengthy correspondence.”

“Please, call me Lex.” He wanted—no, needed—to foster a good relationship with Robson. With his unwitting assistance, Lex would ruin William Drummond, seducer of wives and thorough blackguard, once and for all.

A smile split Robson’s tanned face and he drawled, “My wife calls you my mistress. Says I’ve written you more letters than she could ever hope to receive from me.”

Lex wasn’t one for teasing, but the older man’s words seemed less offensive when spoken with that friendly American accent. He nodded with what he hoped was a pleasant expression and then gestured down the passage. “We can talk this way.”

He led Robson to the quietest corner of the club’s sitting room. At this time of day, Lord Hatterden snored away on the sofa nearest them, but the nasal drone soon faded into the background.

After ordering sherry, Lex and Robson settled into leather armchairs, a small mahogany table between like the Atlantic separating England and America.

“How was your voyage?” Lex asked, propping one booted foot across his knee.

“Oh, we had moments when Mrs. Robson and I were on our knees, looking heavenward, but by and large they were an uneventful few weeks. I appreciate your willingness to postpone this meeting for a day while we reunited with our Andrew.” Robson leaned over the arm of his chair. “I am not sure how Mrs. Robson and I can ever repay you for what you did for our son. I do hope he has shown the appropriate gratitude....”

Lex pressed back against his chair, feeling pinned and trapped. He needed a solid relationship with Robson, a business relationship. Excesses of emotions of any kind left him feeling...nauseated. 

“As I stated in my letters, gratitude is unnecessary.”

Besides, Lex was the grateful one. His actions in assisting Andrew Robson had led to an acquaintance with the elder Robson, and now he had the advantage over Drummond’s family. But, speaking of the man, where was Andrew? He was supposed to be here, easing Lex’s way with his father. Lex and Andrew weren’t close by any means, but if Lex had to name a friend, Andrew Robson was the only person he could think of.

He threw back a healthy amount of his sherry and changed the topic to one with which he was more comfortable. “Did you encounter any trouble with the customs officials?”

“Not at all. Your British customs officers were more curious than suspicious upon seeing a crate full of American rifles. I showed them your letter of introduction anyway. When they saw I had only the one crate and that you intended the rifles as models for a new manufacturing process, they stamped my papers willingly enough.” Robson flashed a grim smile. “I realize that the United States is a mere bee buzzing in the ear of England while she’s confronted by a tiger, but I must tell you there is a faction in America pushing hard for war. I received a rather stern warning from my government before we sailed.” 

With the shift in subject away from the personal, some of the strain in Lex’s muscles eased. “I can ease your worries on that front. Just last week Lord Liverpool finalized the repeal of the Orders in Council, as your government has been demanding. England will no longer prevent neutral ships from engaging in free trade.”

“Indeed, that should put an end to talk of war between our countries.” Robson raised his glass in a toast. “I salute your new prime minister’s sense.”

Lex returned the gesture. War between their countries would do neither of them any good: an odd thought to have when their business was rifles, but there it was. The damned French provided more than enough combat for England. What Lex needed from America, from Robson, was knowledge and experience.

He wasn’t accustomed to asking anyone else’s opinion, but that was the whole point of inviting this man to England. Having spent eight years as the superintendent of Harpers Ferry Armory, Elliot Robson knew all there was to know about producing mass quantities of rifles—quickly. Lex needed that efficiency established at his own arsenal in order to wrest the government contract from its current supplier, a company in which the Drummond family was heavily invested. 

To Robson he said, “Hear, hear. Now that you are safely arrived, we may carry on with our work without concern.”

“Lex. Father dearest.” Andrew Robson suddenly dropped into the chair across from Lex before Lex could rise in greeting. “Look at you two getting on so famously.”

Lex wasn’t so certain of that, but Andrew’s easygoing manner should help carry the conversation. And even if his was the blame for Eleanor’s imminent arrival, Lex was still glad of the man’s company.

“Son, you were supposed to be here thirty minutes ago,” Robson chastised.

“Then you should have told me to arrive a half hour before then,” Andrew fired back, giving a cheeky grin. His thick dark hair and animated eyes were exact replicas of his father’s, though where Robson’s eyes were a bright blue, Andrew’s were green.  “You’ve forgotten that I operate on ‘Andrew time.’”

Robson shook his head. “Oh, I hadn’t forgotten. I merely hoped that four years of living on your own in a foreign country had matured you.”

“Maturation is for wine, not for men, Father.”

This father-son repartee made Lex just as uncomfortable as talk of Robson’s gratitude. He leaned forward, ready to rise. “Gentlemen, my carriage is waiting to take us to the arsenal.”

Robson waggled a well-manicured finger at him. “I do admire your enthusiasm, but let us not forget that my wife and I are here for more than business.”

Not Mrs. Robson. Lex must steer the subject away from wives. He hadn’t, after all, seen his own in six years. Nor would he be doing so today if not for the Robsons. 

“Of a certainty there will be time for entertainment later. For now, however, the building—”

“I look forward to assisting you with your manufacturing, but”—the older gentleman’s voice hardened just a notch—“my wife and I also anticipate spending time with our son and seeing much more of London. Not to mention meeting Lady Lexden.” His silver eyebrows flew aloft. “Or do you call her Lady Lex?”

Lex called her a thorn in his side. He called her the regret of his life. He called her punishment for the most foolhardy thing he had ever done. The last thing he wanted to speak of was his unfaithful spouse. Nor did he want Eleanor’s face—with her thick, honey-brown hair, discerning hazel eyes, and that ridiculously upturned nose—taking root in his mind. He willed the image away.

Andrew slid him a telling look, as if to say Didn’t I warn you?

“Good heavens, lad,” Robson exclaimed, “why the dour face when I mention your wife?”

Lex shifted, recrossing his legs. At nine and twenty, he hadn’t been called “lad” since he’d inherited the earldom seventeen years ago. Unbidden, images and words swirled through his mind: A man whose smile lit up his world. Father. The day that smile disappeared forever. That bloody rug. So much blood. Calamity. Death. 

He swallowed the rest of his sherry, drowning the memories and their accompanying grief, and with stoic effort attended the matter at hand. 

Eleanor.

He’d never planned for her to come to London. He had intended to use the same excuse he always did in her regard: Due to the fragile health of my heir, Lord Corby, my wife resides at Mayne Castle in Essex. I visit as often as I’m able, but she is loath to leave him for any length of time. Usually he even kept from choking on the word “heir.” But Andrew Robson had sworn his father wouldn’t—or couldn’t—focus entirely on business. 

Yet, no one knew of Eleanor’s arrival. Perhaps he could reiterate her unavailability and send her back. Perhaps he could—

Robson cleared his throat, disrupting the awkward silence. “We don’t mean to impose upon you. However, with the two of us apt to spend much of our time at the arsenal, my wife hopes Lady Lexden will be able to spare her an afternoon now and then.”

Lex clamped his lips down, stifling the wealth of curses piling up on his tongue. He had to keep Robson happy. The man had refused his offer of a salary or even payment for his passage to England. You saved my son’s life, I couldn’t possibly... So Lex was at the mercy of Robson’s continued goodwill if he wanted the American’s expertise. 

Something—irritation?—flashed through Robson’s blue eyes, and Lex rushed to speak. 

“Happily”—he could not call her Lady Lexden—“Eleanor is arriving in Town today. She cannot wait to entertain you and Mrs. Robson.” If she had to be here, then the two of them would put a happy marriage on display for Society and the Robsons. But, hellfire! He attempted a smile, ignoring the unnatural stretching of his skin and the roiling of his stomach. 

Robson crossed one leg over the other. “Excellent. I hope that means your son is faring better?”

My—? 

Lex forced his head against the back of his chair in order to keep it from falling forward in misery. He must have mentioned the usual lie about the child’s health in one of his letters to Robson. There weren’t enough curses to aptly express his frustration—and panic. How was he going to live with Eleanor again?

Somehow he would, because the Drummonds must be destroyed.

However, as he’d told Eleanor, he would not tolerate that child under his roof. 

“Lord Corby is still ailing, but Eleanor has found a competent nurse to care for him in her absence.”

Robson nodded. “Good, good. I imagine she needs a respite. Tending a sick child is distressing work.”

They were back to emotions. And family. Lex swallowed the bile creeping up his throat and mustered every last drop of graciousness he possessed, which probably numbered no more than two. The conversation must be returned to its course. “Indeed. In the meantime, if it is not agreeable today, what day would be best to visit the arsenal?”

“Fetch me from Grillion’s Hotel at half past two tomorrow. I look forward to assisting you. I’ve missed my work at Harpers Ferry.”

Lex nodded in satisfaction. “Andrew, will you join us?”

His friend laughed. “I think not. I’m off to Bath in the morning.”

“What could possibly be of interest in Bath?”

“Yes, do tell, son,” Robson spoke up. “What’s of more interest than spending time with the parents you haven’t seen in four years?”

For once, Lex’s friend looked a little guilty. “I apologize, Father. Something’s come up in regard to my studies, and I’m needed there urgently. I should return in a fortnight. I promise. Besides, you’ll be here for months. There’s plenty of time for you to harangue me.”

Mr. Robson didn’t look happy, but he accepted Andrew’s hearty handshake and Lex’s more restrained one and followed the footman out. Only after the American left did Lex realize he’d forgotten to take him to task for calling an earl of the realm “lad.” Tomorrow he would clarify the matter.

Andrew Robson sank into the chair his father had vacated and crossed his boots at the ankle. “Well, that didn’t go too poorly.”

Lex shot him a repressed look. “I blame you.”

Robson snorted. “Most people do. But why?”

“You convinced me your father wouldn’t stay if my wife wasn’t around to entertain your mother.”

Andrew accepted the glass of sherry the footman offered. “And I was right, was I not? He’ll be much more productive if my mother is entertained. Besides, I’m sure your wife will appreciate a little time away from her maternal duties, and she’ll keep my parents out of my pocket.”

What Lex wanted to say was: You should be grateful you have parents who love you. What he said instead was, “I thought you were studying in Edinburgh, not Bath.”

Andrew finished off his sherry and rose. “In Edinburgh I study anatomy. In Bath I study the female form. I much prefer Bath.”

Lex stayed seated. “Must you go? We could attend the theatre, or I might even be persuaded to accompany you to one of those gaming hells you enjoy so much.”

Andrew laughed. “Desperation doesn’t become you, Lex. Have no worries, I will return as promised. In the meantime, enjoy the company of my parents, which is generally very pleasant—especially if you aren’t one of the offspring they like to lecture.”

With that, the man was gone, and a glance around the club did not produce a viable alternative for Lex. He’d succeeded far too well at cultivating a standoffish personality, and there wasn’t a gentleman present who would welcome his company. Oh, to be sure, their wives still issued invitations to Lexden House in an odd quest to secure the appearance of the ton’s most reclusive peer, but Lex knew they didn’t truly care to socialize with the heir of the mad and broken Mayne family. So with a despondent sigh he rose, deciding not to let Eleanor believe her presence was keeping him away. 

As he trudged up Hereford Street, he could see fashionable carriages jostling for entry to Hyde Park. As Lex neared Lexden House, he braced himself for his first meeting with his wife.

Bickley opened the door just as his booted foot hit the top step, timing impeccable as ever. Lex handed over his cane and hat, looking a question at his oldest retainer.

“In the nursery, my lord.”

Already on his way to the staircase, Lex stopped. “What?”

Bickley lifted his nose. “Her ladyship”—the butler knew better than to call her Lady Lexden in Lex’s presence—“is in the nursery. With Lord Corby.”

Devil take it, he’d told her not to bring the boy.

Lex marched up the stairs.
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Chapter Two
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He paused on the landing. A lighthearted feminine giggle wafted out of the nearest doorway. 

Lex stalked over and stared into the room.

Eleanor sat on a dusty rug with her legs tucked under the drab skirts of her traveling gown, maneuvering his old tin soldiers into position. Next to her knelt the boy, a solid child with thick, tousled hair the color of a rifle stock. He gently reprimanded his mother, “No, Mama, you must form into a square. That’s the way to defeat a cavalry attack.”

The mere sight of the two of them, huddled together in easy companionship, in the nursery of all places, wrenched the breath from Lex’s lungs. His throat constricted and he struggled for air.

Damn her.

He knocked a fist against his chest, loosening his airway. When he’d taken a normal breath, he said, “Eleanor.”

She started, most likely at the harsh tone he’d used. Ignoring the boy, Lex focused on her. The rage seething within him blunted the force of her fresh-faced beauty.

“I instructed you not to bring the child. You disobeyed me, Eleanor.”

“You threatened me, Octavius.” Rising, she brushed at her skirts, setting a small cloud of dust afloat. 

He nearly growled. “My name is Lex.”

Her honey-colored eyebrows lifted, forming perfect arches over those damnably perceptive eyes. “Oddly enough, the baptismal record at the church in Lexden reads, ‘Octavius Rupert Henry Mayne.’”

Through gritted teeth he managed, “Nevertheless, I’ve told you to call me Lex.”

Her smile was maddeningly cheerful. “Nevertheless, I refuse to.”

She never missed an opportunity to contravene him. Her defiance was the reason he’d sent her away six years ago.

One of the reasons.

She’d not changed. Still, he had to endure her presence. He’d told Robson she would be available to entertain Mrs. Robson. He did not, however, have to countenance the child. 

“I will not have that by-blow in my house.”

Eleanor gasped, rushing to the boy’s side. “Henry, wait for me in the sitting room. The room where we had tea.”

“But, Mama, I haven’t been introduced to the earl yet.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Lex saw the boy peeking around Eleanor’s skirts. He was about to order the child to do as he was told when she spoke again.

“Henry, do as I asked.”

The boy sent a hopeful look Lex’s way, but Lex pretended not to notice. Face hung with utter disappointment, the youngster trudged out of the room.

Lex steeled his jaw, erasing that image from his mind. Eleanor slipped over and closed the door, giving him a wide berth, which he didn’t mind in the least. It seemed not to matter that he hadn’t seen her in six years or that he loathed her unfaithful character and contrary disposition; she was still too damned attractive.

She rounded on him. “How dare you! Do not ever repeat your filthy accusations in front of Henry again.”

She clung to the doorknob, her hazel eyes flashing darkly. Lex wanted to demand she send the child back to Mayne Castle. Hell, he wanted to send her back. But he needed Eleanor, and he needed her biddable, not angrier than a wet cat.

He made no reply, refusing to acknowledge her demand. He was content enough to stare at her, to dream of setting her unruly mane free of its pins, to itch with the need to kiss those defiant lips and soothe away the wariness lingering in her eyes.

No. A string of curses blasted through his brain. Six years on, his disgraceful lust for his adulterous wife still endured. He was truly madder than his father ever had been.

She lifted her chin, tilting that upturned nose into the air even farther. “I cannot change your erroneous thinking, but I will not have you espousing your vulgar theory to all and sundry.” Something akin to horror crept into her eyes. “Unless you’ve already done so?”

He scoffed. “The last thing I want is to admit I’ve been cuckolded.” 

The very last thing. History could not repeat itself.

“You haven’t been cuck—”

“Enough,” he barked. He had been. She’d had an affair with William Drummond, and he would never forget it.

“You complicate matters, Eleanor.” But not as much as she might hope. Compromise felt as uncomfortable as a coarse wool shirt; however, he could use the boy to make her comply. Besides, it wasn’t as if he would ever have to see William Drummond’s bastard. This would be the last trip Lex ever made to the nursery, which is where the boy would remain.

“The horses are too worn out for a return trip to Essex. For the time being, the child may stay—here in the nursery.”

Eleanor looked confused rather than grateful, and Lex hated it when she seemed vulnerable. He’d spent two-thirds of his life repairing the damage vulnerability and its insipid partner, love, had wrought. He’d made himself impenetrable, so why couldn’t others do the same? Why give anyone the power to wound?

Her hand slid from the knob, and Lex took the opportunity. He moved quickly and yanked the door open. But something kept him from walking out. The too-near scent of her? She reminded him of flowers that had been carefully tended in the Mayne Castle conservatory.

She was staring up at him, those hazel eyes more golden than green this day, attempting to breach his long-held defenses. Another thing he didn’t like about her: her inability to let matters lie. He wouldn’t deny she’d married a churlish brute, but that was that. She’d come out well enough in the bargain, not only a countess, but freed from her family’s persistent poverty. Must she ask for more?

God, he hoped he could conclude his business with Robson soon. 

“Dinner is served at seven,” he said. Eying her wrinkled, dusty traveling gown with disparagement, he added, “Don’t forget to change.”

––––––––
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ELEANOR STEPPED INTO the dining room at precisely seven o’clock. Not because she cared to be on time for Octavius, but because she wanted this dinner ordeal over as soon as possible.

A footman greeted her politely, if warily, and seated her at one end of the table. Surely all the servants must wonder why she had returned. Even she was curious as to the purpose of her visit, for that’s what this was: merely a visit. She could not live with Octavius. 

When they married, the Earl of Lexden had been a sometimes fractious, mostly aloof young man who treated her with civility. She hadn’t been entirely satisfied with their polite interactions, but if he’d ever shown her the slightest bit of affection she would have easily been halfway down the path to falling in love. He hadn’t though, and when he discovered she was pregnant, all pretense of even a polite marriage vanished. Her husband had turned mean and spiteful, accusing her of carrying another man’s child. She’d been relieved more than anything when he ordered her to Mayne Castle.

Not that she had been physically afraid of Octavius. However, the occasional glimpses of pain in his angry eyes struck terror into her heart. As far-fetched as it seemed, the emotionally forbidding Octavius might have a vulnerable side—one she was cursedly drawn to. Luckily, he was determined to keep it caged and silenced. Otherwise, danger lay that way.

Eleanor shook herself and looked to the other end of the table. Octavius had not yet arrived—surprising, since she knew he valued punctuality. Punctuality and money. And authority.

His own, of course.

The footman slid a bowl of mushroom soup in front of her. How odd, that she was to begin without her husband.

But she did, and her thoughts wandered to Henry. When she’d met up with her child in the sitting room he’d been quite out of charity with her; however, his mood brightened considerably when she informed him he could sleep in her bed that night, the nursery not being habitable yet. 

Habitable? It might be that one day, but it would never be home to her and Henry. Regarding Octavius’s hateful insinuations, Eleanor obviously needed to lay down some rules.

Ha! When had Octavius ever done anything but what he wanted? He’d been allowed great latitude since the day of his birth, much like any heir to an earldom.

The footman removed her soup bowl and slipped a plate of roasted capon and boiled asparagus onto the table, which finally jostled her brain awake. There had been no need to change into another gown, no need to even come down. She could have eaten in her chamber. Octavius was not going to join her. Yet her husband’s tone had indicated she must appear for dinner.

What boorish behavior. She should have expected no less, but sometimes one couldn’t control one’s expectations. Replacing her napkin on the table, she stood and addressed the footman.

“Pardon me. What is your name?”

“I’m Richard, my lady.”

If she sat back down now and kept her mouth shut, she could enjoy her dinner in peace. But Eleanor could not leave well enough alone. She’d spent much of her life being overlooked, and now, at twenty-seven, she finally realized no one else was going to advocate for her.

“Richard, does Lord Lexden intend to join me?”

The servant had the grace to look abashed. “No, my lady.”

“Do you know where he is?”

Richard hesitated, but only a moment. “Mr. Bickley took a tray to the study.”

Eleanor gave the young man a brave smile and then sailed off down the corridor. 

A perfunctory knock on the study door elicited a deep-voiced command to enter. Eleanor flung open the door, but, after that, temerity escaped her, for she realized how foolish she was to beard the lion in its den. Especially foolish when her body’s betrayal proved just how base she was. She wouldn’t soon forget the image of Lexden sprawled in a leather chair in his shirtsleeves, his buff pantaloons stretched tightly across quiver-inducing muscular thighs, though he immediately got to his feet at the sight of her.

Her thighs did quiver. Her breasts tingled. And she hated, hated, hated herself for those reactions.

“Eleanor.”

His scowl, complete with deep v-shaped marks between his eyebrows, reminded her of her mission.

Taking a deep breath in order to dispel the desire vibrating through her body and the heat radiating from her cheeks, she asked, “Why must I bother to dress and come down for dinner when I am to dine alone?”

He crossed his arms over his chest. “You must accustom yourself to playing hostess.”

She couldn’t look away from the linen drawn taut across his shoulders, and her cheeks nearly blistered as she struggled to find her voice. “D-do you think I didn’t entertain at Mayne Castle?”

“Who did you entertain?” he asked with repressed indignity.

Sometimes Octavius could be so righteous that she wanted to laugh, but one glance at his forbidding glower cured her of that notion. “The vicar and his wife, the Misses Amberston, Sir Geoffrey...”

Her husband grunted and turned away, slipping his chocolate-colored waistcoat back on. Shot through with gold thread, it fairly sparkled in the firelight—as did his brown eyes, the flames making them glow with false warmth. 

Eleanor needed to get away. She gave him the glare she reserved for a disobedient Henry. “My dinner is getting cold. I merely wanted you to know how rude and disrespectful I find your behavior. Good night, Octavius.”

She escaped without looking at his face again, not wanting to see his reaction. He was undoubtedly impervious to her remarks, and she didn’t need to feel the painfully cold stab of his indifference.

Returning to the dining room, she began to eat her tepid capon. How long must she endure here? Not just endure, but also entertain. Put on an agreeable face for Lord knows who. Elevated persons who would look down their angular noses at her, who would frown on the countess who’d been pulled from the bottom social rung and then shunted off to the country less than a year after her marriage.

She took a bite of asparagus, which now tasted like tree bark, and realized she was no longer hungry. Why had she even returned to the dining room? There was no need.

Suddenly, a fully-clothed Octavius strode into the room, trailed by a footman carrying a plate and a napkin. Her husband seated himself at the opposite end of the table, and Richard hurried to pour him a glass of wine.

With a sudden self-consciousness, Eleanor closed her gaping mouth. Her heart beat doubly fast, an annoyance she didn’t want to contemplate. She grasped her wine goblet and took two steadying swallows.

“I have invited Mr. and Mrs. Robson, newly arrived from America, for dinner tomorrow,” Octavius announced, as if they conversed about household matters all the time. “Make arrangements with Mrs. Carston and Cook in the morning.”

It would be too much to expect a “please” to precede that statement. 

“Mrs. Carston...?”

“Housekeeper. No, I suppose you don’t know her. Mrs. Smith passed away two years ago.”

Eleanor nodded, still not capable of saying much, still afraid to dwell for even a second on the fact that Octavius had joined her without a loaded pistol pointed at his back.

She concentrated on her dinner as he continued.

“I want the Robsons treated with respect and deference. Expenses are not to be spared in preparation for tomorrow’s dinner, or any entertainment involving them.”

Ah. Another one of Octavius’s money-making schemes. Although, she did detect a hint of respect for the Robsons in his voice.

After another sip of wine, Eleanor took a bite of capon and spared a surreptitious glance at her husband.

With difficulty she swallowed past the laughter bubbling up her throat. A monstrous centerpiece occupied the middle of the table, obscuring her view of Octavius, so what she did see was his thick crown of hair adorned by two fern leaves, making him look like a green-eared bunny.

A giggle slipped out, which begat another giggle, which dissolved into laughter.

Short-lived laughter.

Her husband’s head snapped up, and he shot her a look of loathing. “I have not said anything to amuse, Eleanor.”

“I’m not laughing at you.” Well, she had been. Not in a mean-spirited way, but still. No one liked to be laughed at, least of all someone as serious as Octavius.

She sobered and explained, “I’m sorry. The flower arrangement is so ridiculously large, I can barely see you.”

He muttered something, shaking his head. Then he rose, tossed his napkin on the table and mumbled again. This time, she understood. 

“I can’t do this.”

He was gone before she even blinked.

––––––––
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LEX BOLTED FROM THE dining room as if one of those legendary black-furred, red-eyed hounds from Hell were after him. He even locked the study door after he’d gained its sanctuary.

He could not do this.

Why had he ever thought he could play at domesticity? He might have done, if he’d married one of those meek, never-look-you-in-the-eye girls who were cowed with a glare, but he’d not been wise enough to do that. Nor had he been judicious enough to remain unmarried, which had been his goal since the age of twelve.

He sank into the fireside chair and wrenched off the cravat he’d so recently re-tied. Was this deal with Robson worth the torment of living with Eleanor? Could he send her back without any repercussions? Lex blew out a breath. Above all, he must ruin the Drummonds, as the Drummond family had ruined first his family and second his marriage. In order to keep Mr. Robson happy, Mrs. Robson must be entertained. So it all came back to... 

Eleanor.

Her proud nose, so clearly out of joint, and sharply thrown words had compelled him to join her. He might have endured the entire dinner if she hadn’t laughed. Discussing household affairs, his expectations for Eleanor and her wardrobe—he must still address that issue—fell within his capabilities if not his preferences.

Her laughter, though, so sweet and airy, did not bode well for his future. A man could lose his bearing in such a tune, could forget his purpose and become mired in tranquil domesticity, as he had done in the first months of their marriage. Until calamity struck, catching him unaware.

Well, he would not be caught again. He would not carry on the legacy of his father. Thus—Lex grabbed the poker and stabbed at the fire, inciting the flames—he lived a solitary life, a life devoid of anyone with a familial connection. No mother, no sister, no wife. No children.

Except, he did have a wife, thanks to his rashness. She was now living here at his insistence. And there was the boy who slept in the nursery, the one who wanted to be introduced to his parent, though he’d referred to Lex as “the earl.” 

Lex’s gaze strayed to the ceiling. What a damned coil.

One he’d only begun to wade through.

So, he had a wife, and he needed her. Despite that inconvenience, he could not let her get the upper hand. She owed him.

He must begin as he meant to go on.

––––––––
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ELEANOR RETURNED TO her chamber to find a travel-weary Henry there, curled up in the large bed, fast asleep. Tomorrow she would see if a maid could be spared to help his nurse ready the nursery. Considering the necessary preparations for the evening’s entertainment—the Robsons?—she might have to ask Beth, her own maid, to assist instead.

As the servant now removed her gown, Eleanor tried not to dwell on dinner...to no avail. When would she learn not to have expectations? She wasn’t twenty years old anymore.

At twenty it was acceptable, if not wise, to expect a fairy tale romance when an earl walked into the shabby home you shared with your parents and offered marriage. A girl of that age would expect her husband to dine with her on occasion.

Eleanor should now know better.

I can’t do this.

Octavius had said that once before—after he’d accused her of adultery. She’d tried to defend herself, tried to ask why he thought she’d done such a thing, but he’d refused to listen. Instead, he’d ordered her removed to Mayne Castle forthwith and taken himself off to his club. With child and having suffered weeks of miserable living—a true shock after the mildly pleasant start to their marriage—she had complied with great alacrity. A letter a week later assured her that her infant child would remain in her care and that her husband would not darken her doorstep. Ever. 

Octavius had certainly kept that promise.

Eleanor being Eleanor, she hadn’t let the matter of her child’s paternity fade quietly away. She’d written Octavius a dozen letters in the months leading up to Henry’s birth. At first, she’d protested her innocence. Then she’d demanded to know who had supposedly fathered the babe. Finally she’d begged Octavius to tell her his suspicions. Not one of those letters was answered. 

Beth finished unlacing Eleanor’s stays and disappeared into the dressing room. Eleanor, more than warm enough in her shift, sat before the dressing table. One thing she would say for Octavius, he was always more than generous in supplying life’s luxuries. Rooms, whether here or at Mayne Castle, were always kept warm, larders were filled with the highest quality foodstuffs, and the substantial pin money she received every quarter day never failed to overwhelm her.

She’d gained a life of luxury and of freedom from her reproachful mother and spendthrift father. Marriage to the Earl of Lexden was a dream come true—as long as she didn’t actually have to live with him.

She jerked the pins from her hair and began to brush out the long strands. She’d been content in Essex, and Octavius was obviously not delighted to have her back in London, so why had he demanded she come? If he simply needed a hostess, his poor, lonely sister would have been a much better choice.

But, no. Sweet Portia continued to rusticate in Somerset, more wretched than ever. Eleanor had met the young lady only twice, when she, aged a daring sixteen, had paid a visit without her brother’s permission to Mayne Castle after the birth of Henry. Octavius’s subsequent wrath had meant his sister never again strayed away from her home, but she and Eleanor, both in need of a human bond, maintained a friendly correspondence, and two years ago Eleanor had made the trip to Somerset to visit her sister-in-law and the two of them spent a joyful five days together.

Eleanor sighed and stared at her reflection. Was she really better off for having made a Faustian bargain in marrying Octavius? Her soul was certainly lost, but at least she’d escaped her family and had Henry. Henry made anything and everything worthwhile.

She rose, wanting to see her boy again, but the soft click of a door opening stopped her cold.

Octavius filled the doorway connecting her chamber with his, and a shiver scudded along her spine. She noted with dismay that it was not induced by fear.

He moved into the room with a grace that belied his austere personality. An unbuttoned emerald banyan flapped about his pantaloon-covered legs and revealed that he wore no shirt beneath, and her breath hitched. In the next instant she silently cursed herself. She should not desire his touch. Why couldn’t her body understand that?

“Eleanor.” 

The coldness in his voice should have stemmed any rising passion. But, no, his effect on her was the same as ever. Her eyes took in his ruffled hair, firm chin and stark cheekbones, and her blood raced.

Her rational side searched for an offensive remark, anything that would force him to leave so she could retain her dignity.

“Thank you for joining me for dinner.”

Egad. She had just handed him her dignity on a platter. He’d spent five minutes with her in the dining room before leaving in a huff, and she was thanking him?

His eyes widened. Then, before she could memorize that look-that-was-not-a-scowl, his features shifted into their customary expression. “We must discuss your wardrobe.”

Eleanor glanced down at her shift and wanted to run into the dressing room. Even she could see her nipples jutting against the thin cotton.

Octavius stepped toward her, his pupils large and fixed upon her bosom. Thrilling frissons shot along her nerves, and she shuffled backwards out of self-preservation. 

“The gown you wore tonight was at least three years old,” he continued, his accusing tone in contrast to the fire emanating from his dark gaze.

“I live in the country,” she reminded him. Alone, she didn’t say. No one cared what she wore. She saved her best gowns for churchgoing and the rare social occasion. With such little use, they always looked new, though she would admit they weren’t fashionable.

Octavius advanced again, and Eleanor was distracted by the flash of skin revealed by the loose collar of his banyan. Near her thigh, her fingers flexed, itching and aching to touch.

Thoroughly annoyed with herself, she slid back another few feet.

He followed, bringing his musky scent within range. “What have you done with your pin money over the years if you haven’t spent it on clothing?”

Why couldn’t that bilious voice dispel her lustful haze? She tried to look away from her husband’s hot eyes but wound up staring at his lips instead. Yes, they were drawn into a tight line, but she knew what they could do. To her. He might seem cold and lifeless, but Octavius could kiss like the most passionate hero of a Minerva Press novel. Those lips alone had driven her into frenzied desire again and again during the early weeks of their marriage. And what followed after...? Eleanor flushed with the scorching memory of their lovemaking.

She pinched her thigh hard enough to make herself wince. There. Now, what had he asked? Pin money. Initially she’d saved it, fearful that someday Octavius might cut her and Henry off. Unfortunately, her mother’s entreaties for financial assistance had become more pronounced and more frequent after Eleanor was banished, and to stop the begging and earn a little peace Eleanor eventually passed on the majority of her pin money on to her mother.

Her name cracked from her husband’s lips, a sharp report. “Eleanor.”

An apology rose in her throat, but she gulped it down. She’d done nothing wrong, and she owed him no true explanation. “Living so far outside Society, I didn’t feel the need to dress myself in the first stare of fashion, so I economized.” She thrust her shoulders back. “I will repay you if you wish.”

“It’s yours. I don’t want it back.”

He sounded offended.

Surely, though, that was too human an emotion for Octavius, god of brooding unreasonableness that he was. Eleanor stepped backward again, fighting with all her will to deny the urges coursing through her. Her backside bumped into the footboard of the bed, but that barely registered. 

As if drawn by a leading string, Octavius moved with her until a mere whisper of air separated their charged bodies. She wished, oh how she wished, she could have prevented her strumpet’s body from leaning into him. But she could not prevent it. This—physically reuniting with Octavius—had been the stuff of her shameful daydreams of the past six years.

As she pressed herself into the sinful solidness of him, his hand slithered up to claim the back of her neck, pulling her closer and closer to his lips. His breath fanned over her chin, and she let her eyelids fall shut.

Finally.

“Mama?” 

Octavius leapt away from her as if she had the plague, leaving Eleanor to hang awkwardly in the air, fighting for balance. She managed to right herself and twisted to see Henry peering around the bed curtains, blinking sleepily at his parents.

In between harsh breaths, Octavius spat out, “Eleanor, explain.”

She pushed aside the curtain and sat beside her son, smiling down at him. “Everything is all right, sweet. I’m sorry if our talking woke you.”

He tried to look around her at his father, but Eleanor tucked her child firmly beneath the bed linens; the devil only knew what epithet Octavius might spew next time. She leaned over and kissed her son on the forehead. “Back to sleep, my boy. You’ve had a long day.”

With a snap, she closed the damask bed curtain. Then Eleanor moved toward Octavius. Henry’s interruption, like a dousing of cold water, had cooled her ardor. She lowered her voice as she faced her husband’s glower. “The nursery wasn’t ready for him.”

“Because you were not supposed to bring him.”

Well, she supposed, she’d set herself up for that retort. “It is only for one night.”

“It had better be,” he bit out. “He is supposed to remain in the nursery.”

Unfazed, Eleanor found her gaze sliding toward the door that led to Octavius’s bedchamber. Her ardor had cooled but not been killed. She hated herself anew in that moment.

Apparently, so did Octavius. His lip curled in distaste before he spun on his bare heel and stalked out of the room.
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Chapter Three
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Tap-tap.

Lex glared at the solid oak separating him from the obscene domestic world outside his study. Bickley would never disturb him in the hour after breakfast.

Tap-tap.

There the noise was again. It must be Eleanor. A picture of her—eyes eager, cheeks flushed, nipples taut—flashed before him. Against his better judgment, he bade her enter.

The person who slipped through the door was a good deal smaller than his wife, and Lex had even less desire to see him. “Good morning, my lord.”

“What the devil do you want?” He probably shouldn’t have spoken so harshly, but the sight of the small boy dressed in a smart blue skeleton suit thoroughly addled his brain.

Unabashed, the child planted himself in front of the desk. “To introduce myself.” He executed a perfect gentlemanly bow and said, “I am Henry Nonus Rupert Mayne, sir.”

“Bloody hell, she didn’t,” Lex mumbled. He stared at the boy, feeling as if his eyes were spinning in their sockets.

He remembered Eleanor writing to him upon the child’s birth. I have delivered you a healthy son and heir, on August the twelfth. What shall I call him? Blinded by rage and betrayal, Lex hadn’t cared one whit. But he’d always hated his name, his father’s attempt at being clever and naming the future eighth earl Octavius. He’d written back: Anything but Octavius.

So she had named the boy Nonus. The ninth.

Nonus, for God’s sake.

A rough bark of laughter escaped him.

The child smiled in response. His brown eyes were bright and cheery—and maybe a tad wary.

“What do you prefer to be called?” Lex asked, unsure of what else to say.

The boy chewed his lower lip. “Henry. But Mama says I must become accustomed to Corby, as that’s how it’s done when you’re an earl’s son.”

That constricted feeling enveloped Lex again, as if he’d fallen from his horse and had the wind knocked out of him. He would not be calling this little bastard Henry, Corby, or anything else. 

“You are supposed to remain in the nursery. Did your mother tell you to come down here?” Eleanor would encourage her son to ingratiate himself.

“No, sir. She didn’t.” The boy tugged at the coat of his suit, as if it were uncomfortable. “The nursery’s being aired and I wanted to meet you because you’re my father—”

“Get out!”

Lex hadn’t meant to yell the words, but his voice boomed across the study, echoing off the walls. The boy’s eyes widened a fraction, but he only shrugged and said, “Mama did say you would be too busy. I’m sorry for interrupting.”

The door flew open. “Henry! What on earth are you doing here?”

Despite her words, Eleanor looked a silent accusation at Lex, as if he’d been thrashing the child. He was clearly going to pay, every minute of every day, for bringing her to London. He wanted the Mayne Arsenal to succeed; he wanted the British Army to turn to him for its rifles; he wanted the Drummond family’s finances in ruin. But the effort was going to bleed him dry.

He moved to the open doorway, calling for a footman, and Richard scurried into the room.

“Return the child to the nursery,” Lex told him, directing a pointed stare at Eleanor. Where he is supposed to remain.

He swung the door shut after the two as they left.

“You—” Eleanor began.

“There is nothing for you to say. I told you how matters would stand.”

She glared at him with a fierceness that undoubtedly came from suppressing the wish to call him several undesirable names, so he folded his arms across his chest in an authoritative air. 

“I began discussing your wardrobe last night,” he said. He had been barely able to concentrate on the subject with her breasts exposed to his gaze. Today they were hidden beneath an old lace fichu, but he remembered how tantalizing they’d looked— 

How pathetic was he to lust after the wife who had cuckolded him? Was this another sign of the insanity coursing through his veins?

Eleanor tilted her head in inquiry but apparently decided to say nothing until it was required of her.

Lex uncrossed his arms and rolled his shoulders. Finish this business. “You need a gown for this evening. It will have to be something that is already finished. Take Richard and your maid. There won’t be time to order more, but arrange for the seamstress to visit the house in the next day or so.”

“I am in the midst of setting the nursery to rights—for our son—and arranging dinner for this evening.”

Lex locked his muscles against the inevitable flinch the words our son brought on. “The staff will follow your instructions while you are gone.”

She thrust her shoulders back, which did nothing to diminish his disgusting lust. “I don’t need a gown.”

Would she ever heed him straightaway? “You do.”

“Why?” Her eyes blazed a darker shade of green. “So that you may put me on display for your friends?” She swept out her arms and posed as if she were holding a Grecian urn. “‘Look at the wife I’ve bought, Mr. Robson. Lovely, isn’t she? Of course, my hasty marriage to her was the biggest mistake of my life. The vows had barely been said when she began to seduce some mysterious gentleman.’”

At her mocking but accurate words, Lex took an unsteady step backwards. He never should have married her. But he’d been twenty-three years old and his stiff yard and inherited recklessness had muddled his brain to an extraordinary degree.

“Why am I here, Octavius?” She dropped her arms and her sarcastic tone, now sounding flat and weary. “You don’t want me here, nor do I want to be here.”

She was right. But the past was neither here nor there. What mattered was Robson. “To help me entertain. As I mentioned, Mr. Robson and his wife have recently arrived from America, and I would like to further my acquaintance with them. For that, I need a hostess.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Is this another of your business deals? Goodness, Octavius, how much money does one man need?”

“You, of all people, should be able to answer that,” he fired back. “Would you rather I sat idly by and spent it all on this, that and the other, until I was as deeply in debt as your father?”

A fine sheen of moisture welled up in her eyes, and a masculine voice from the distant past whispered inside his head, Be mindful what you say, son. Words can strike as sharply as stones.

Lex closed his eyes against her pain and his. Whatever faults her father might possess, Eleanor wasn’t foolish with money. She’d saved her pin money, for God’s sake. Had she striven, as fiercely as Lex had, to be the opposite of what her father was, to ensure she didn’t fall prey to his biggest fault? 

He heard a sniff and felt the air stir. He opened his eyes to find Eleanor already in motion. “I will see about that gown.” 

She swished past him, still clinging to those tears, refusing to let them fall, as defiant as ever.

Lex turned, wrapped his hand around her upper arm, and spun her back toward him. Before he could reason with himself, he bent his head and pressed his lips to hers. His irrationality twisted darkly with six years of sexual frustration, and he spared nothing, savagely attacking her plump lips, reaching a hand behind her head and pulling her tight against him. He willed her to stiffen and resist, to be the rational one...

But no. Eleanor could never hold herself back, be it with her words or her passion. Her body eased and loosened as if a dam had opened. Indeed, her eyes were closed but those tears had finally escaped and were racing down her cheeks... 

Stopping Lex cold. Pulling him back from the brink.

His words had driven her to cry.

His head swam. He felt off-kilter.

Next thing he knew, he abandoned her mouth and captured each tear in a soft kiss. The salty flavor seemed to turn his blood to treacle. His heartbeat slowed. He released her head, moving his hand to her ear as he slid his mouth back to her lips, and with gentle coaxing she opened to him, allowing him to taste her tea-with-honey flavor. 

She moaned when his tongue touched hers, a tiny sound that made even his toes tingle. He kept his lust in check this time, kissing her slowly, stroking her earlobe with his thumb. Could a kiss serve as an apology? It was all he could offer for his previous hurtful words.

She slid her hands up his chest, her fingers tangling in the folds of his cravat, but abruptly she froze. Wrenching her mouth away, she cried, “I can’t do this.”

After a moment’s fumbling more, she was out the door.

She couldn’t do this? Neither of them could handle the marital state. That much had been proven six years ago. 

Lex dragged in breath after breath and returned to his desk, willing himself back to the rational world. His letter to the War Office lay there, waiting to be finished.

He picked up his quill and began to write, ignoring the faint taste of honey upon his tongue.

––––––––
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HIS CONCENTRATION WAS sporadic at best over the next hour, as he alternated between damning himself for still desiring his faithless wife and for being haunted by the hurt in Eleanor’s eyes. He had barely written three lines when a commotion arose in the entrance hall outside. He would have paid the disturbance no heed, except he distinctly heard a little boy’s indignant voice. The same little boy who’d disrupted him earlier.

Lex could solve this problem. The coach could be ready for travel to Essex in under an hour. But if he sent the child away, he’d have no leverage with which to make Eleanor play the dutiful, happy wife before the Robsons.

He stormed out to the chaotic hall. Eleanor, crouched down, skirts dragging across the marble, seemed to be pleading with her child, who was shaking his head so vehemently Lex thought he would surely induce a headache. Richard the footman stood off to one side, whispering to, or perhaps flirting with, Eleanor’s maid, while Bickley held the front door open, looking as if he wished to not only usher them all through it, but on to perdition as well.

No one paid any attention to Lex.

That didn’t stop him from saying, “Close the door, Bickley. Such behavior need not be displayed for all of Mayfair.”

That condemnation brought Eleanor fully erect, her mouth set in such a harsh line Lex could not believe he’d been plundering it a short while ago.

“What is the problem?” he asked, his patience greatly diminished by all the other interruptions this morning.

“I don’t want to go shopping, sir! I want to play with my soldiers.”

Lex shifted his gaze to the boy and just managed to repress a reaction to the dark scowl on that miniature face. Lord, did he ever remember the tedium of shopping.

“You aren’t going shopping,” he declared. He glowered at Eleanor as if she were the recalcitrant child. “He is to remain in the nursery. Must I repeat myself ad nauseam?”

“He can’t,” she replied through thinned lips. “The nursery is being cleaned by his nurse and an upstairs maid. I have been told by you to bring Beth”—she nodded at her maid—“with me. Everyone else is preparing for this evening. There is no one to care for him.”

So that might be, but Lex could also see wariness flitting through her eyes. She didn’t want to be separated from the child. She didn’t want Lex to have the opportunity to...to what? Send the boy off to Essex without warning? Sell him to the nearest chimneysweep as a climbing boy?

Well, Eleanor wasn’t the only one who could be contrary.

“I will take charge of him,” Lex announced, flicking a glance at Bickley, who, despite a flash of shock, willingly opened the door once again.
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