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DEDICATION 

 

To Dom, because it’s still all your fault.


CHAPTER 1

Bella

 

After her escape through an upstairs window and a particularly deft bit of shimmying down the drainpipe, Miss Bella Rushdale took off across the moors as if Satan’s own hounds were baying at her horse’s heels. In fact, said pursuants, three in number, remained comfortably poised and awaiting her arrival in the parlour at Wyndfell Grange.

The fiasco was Mrs Castleton’s fault. She, who at the Midsummer Fayre had declared within earshot of Bella’s brother; “There comes a time in every young woman’s life when she must throw herself wholeheartedly into the pursuit of matrimony else resign herself to eternal spinsterhood.” 

Joshua, who bristled at the mere suggestion that he was anything less than an exemplary guardian to his younger sister, forthwith and without consulting her wishes, set about ensuring Bella was courted by the best Grinton and Reeth society had to offer.

To begin with, there had been Colonel Hardaker; grey as a leaden sky, already twice wed, and possessed of a daughter but two years Bella’s junior. She’d resolutely insisted he was too old. Then there’d been Francis Lumb of the Garsdale Lumbs, whoever they were; followed by John Gaukroger, possessor of more nostril hair than hairs on his head; and most recently Squire Cockroft, whom she’d informed but two days past that she’d rather eat slugs than marry.

Evidently, he didn’t see this as a barrier.

The curds of the county, that’s who she was being presented to, and they wouldn’t do. They wouldn’t do at all. 

If she was to have anyone, and she really didn’t see that a husband was an absolute necessity for a life of adventure, then at minimum she expected beauty and wit. Lord, if they were to spend a lifetime together, she couldn’t bear to be bored by him. The tedium of daily existence in this region of the Dales was crippling enough.

  Now approaching the boundary wall, Bella took it at a charge, and cleared it and the brook in two easy bounds. Freedom — that’s what she craved. The ability to go where she pleased, to move beyond the tiny circle of her experience into the wider world. Alas, Joshua had scoffed at the notion of a London Season. Who would run his business interests, oversee the tenant farmers? No, it was simply impossible for them to abandon their responsibilities like that. A husband would have to be found locally. It might not be a marquis or a viscount, but eventually she would settle upon someone who would fit her just as well.

Bella did not share his optimism.

By the old millpond, she reined in her mare and slipped from the saddle to land among the reeds.

Although it was early September, the day was sticky and sweet like honey, drowned with an oppressive heat that made everything damp. It was far too hot for such exertion. Her pulse pounded in her head after the short gallop, so that she almost regretted her flight. She could have been sipping lemonade and eating strawberries on the lawn, but the notion of being courted while doing so quickly soured the scene.

She pulled off her hat and used it to shield her eyes as she peered at the horizon. She was still too close to home not to fear pursuit. Ahead, grey sheep dotted the North Yorkshire hillsides, and from a distant hollow, murky smoke curled from the tall chimneys of the mine her grandfather had sunk and her brother now owned. Nearer, across the valley stood Lauwine Hall, its roofs just visible over the treetops. The old house had stood empty for nigh on fifty years, and its extensive gardens had grown wild. It was Bella’s favourite place in the whole world. Her sanctuary. A sheltered paradise of woodland and wildflowers, daisies and daydreams. There she would find solitude, and some desperately required shade.

Back astride her mare, Bella dug in her heels and set off at a canter, only slowing when the entrance was in sight. She tied up her mount beneath the shade of a tree that overhung the boundary wall, then squeezed through the old, rusted gates. Inside the estate, the air felt thicker, as if it possessed a latent charge. Lauwine ever seemed to her a borderland between the mundane and the wild places inhabited by boggarts and faerie folk, a place where any sort of fantastical adventure might be found. 

Many such adventures she’d had, wandering its shady vistas, fishing in its streams, and splashing in its fountains after the rains had come and before the sun dried them up again. A dried ribbon of earth and rough grasses led through an avenue of rhododendrons up to the house and nestled among them was an assortment of empty eyed statues. She caressed the cracked stone of a beautifully endowed faun as she passed, bidding him good day. The breeze whistled back a reciprocal greeting.

At the back of the house, the roses bloomed uninhibited, blood red, hard up against the mullioned windows. Wildflowers mingled with the weeds in a riotous flood of colour. Bella stood at the top of the slope with the grass and the tall yellow buttercups licking her thighs and watched the summer breeze make ripples through the lawn. 

The first time she’d run here, the grasses had towered over her head. Her parents had been dead a week, their bodies recently lowered into pits in the graveyard. Everyone had stared at her as though she ought to weep, but she’d already cried all the tears her body contained. They talked of guardians, and where she would live, who would be responsible for her. So, she’d decided, plain and simple, to be responsible for herself, and that she would live at Lauwine Hall and be its mistress, at least until the viscount—whoever he might be—returned to claim it. He was rather like a prince in her imagining, handsome, of course, and proud. When they met, he would instantly fall in love with her, and marry her the very next day so that she never had to go away. 

Only later did she learn that he was old and portly, with a wife already, and four lordling sons. Perhaps one of them might turn out to be her prince instead.

No one had yet arrived to sweep her down the aisle.

Bella plodded onwards towards her special place – a huge willow tree, with shady boughs that overhung the grass. Beneath the green canopy she collapsed against the soft earth and loosened the ties of her bodice. It was too sticky for clothes. Her chemise was stuck to her skin, and she was tempted to take off her stockings to wade in the cool stream at the base of the valley.

Her ears perked. Alongside the birdsong and the usual rustle of branches, there was another whisper of movement. Someone or something was wading through the long grass. 

Bella frowned. No one ever came here besides her and the odd poacher, and they came under the cover of night. Cautiously, she wriggled forward and parted the leafy boughs to peer out. About twenty feet away, two gentlemen stood on the lawn. The taller of the two was blond and wore a beautifully tailored blue coat. His boots were polished to a mirror-like shine. The second was shorter and considerably plumper. He was dressed like a country squire in knee breeches and buckled shoes. He turned to address his friend, and Bella recognised him at once as Charles Aubury, a vague acquaintance of her brother’s, one he surprisingly hadn’t attempted to marry her to yet.

“Well?” he said.

“It’s certainly not the crumbling ruin I’ve been led to believe.” The man in the blue coat encompassed the house with a gesture. “I was anticipating smashed windows and no roof, rather than wildlife and weeds.”

“Aye,” Charles acknowledged, nodding sagely. “Nature’s seen fit to reclaim its own, but I’ll give you that the walls and timbers are sound. The furnishings too, if a little dated. But you’re unlikely to impress anyone.”

“That was hardly my intention.”

“Damned if I understand what is.”

The man – was he the current viscount? – removed the seeds from the stalk of grass waving beside him, then scattered them in an arc around himself. “You won’t dissuade me, Charles. I’m settled upon the country. London has entirely lost its charm.”

Charles eyed him sceptically from beneath beetling brows. “Twiddle-twaddle!”

“It’s the truth.”

“Some flibbertigibbet’s broken your heart I suppose.”

“No, indeed. It’s simply a case of the time being ripe.”

A huff and a shake of Charles’s sandy head followed. “Then I suppose it may as well be here.”

The man swung the cane he’d been leaning upon. “My thoughts exactly.” He turned towards the house and used the crutch as a pointer. “The labourers arrive tomorrow to start on the grounds and the interior, although the east wing will have to wait. I plan to be in permanent residence by the start of October.”

“No!”

Bella clasped her hands across her mouth, but the gasp was already made. She waited to be found, but neither man appeared to have heard her.

“You’re mad, Marlinscar,” Charles slapped him heartily across the back. “You’ve not spent winter in the countryside, have you? You’re a lily-livered city boy.”

“Charles, I’m sure it cannot be that bad, else estates such as this would not exist. In any case, I find most things tolerable after a bottle of brandy.”

They started moving towards the house.

“Aye, you’re right. That is true. I wouldn’t say no to a snifter or two right now.”

“Come then, let’s investigate that hamper my housekeeper was so thorough as to prepare.” 

A flash of sunlight hit the glass in the French doors as they stepped inside the building. Finally, the door swung to, leaving behind only a few bent stalks to mark their passing.

On another occasion Bella would have been right behind them with her nose pressed to the glass eager to discover the Hall’s interior. Presently, she let the branches fall back into place as tears trickled down her face. He had come, as she’d always known deep down that he would, but his purpose was simply to reclaim his ancestral home, not claim her like a romantic hero.

If Lauwine was to be inhabited again, it would mean the end of everything – the hayfield lawn, the willow cave, the vast sanctuary she’d built for herself. There’d be no coming and going whenever she pleased. The arbours in which she’d entertained straw-dollies, the grottos where she’d woven daisy chains would all be barred to her, and a flock of servants and groundsmen would ensure it. 

It would all be hopelessly ruined. 

 

Ж

 

Having sobbed herself into a stupor, Bella woke sometime later to find the afternoon shadows stretched long. With a grimy hand she wiped the tears and perspiration from her face, then craned her head to listen for voices. All sat as quiet as it had ever been. The gentleman had left, and with any luck her suitors would have taken their leave too, allowing her to return home with tidings of their new neighbour. Though that would wait a while longer yet. For, if this were to be her last visit, then she would make a final tour of each cherished vista.

It hurt to leave the willow cave. A thick lump appeared in her throat, and her nose tingled with the possibility of further tears. After saying goodbye to the fountain, and the overturned cart by the yarrow and the ox-eye daisies, she waded down slope to where the woodland bordered the riverbank. All was as it had ever been, the path just as wide, the ferns as thickly grown. Still, it was difficult to push aside the conversation she’d overheard to believe Lauwine still hers. It already felt like a fading dream.

She was almost at the point where the brook met the river, when she heard a splash that was definitely not caused by a fish.

“Dash it!” Were they still here?

A reprimand for trespassing was not how she desired her introduction to Viscount Marlinscar to go. 

Bella scurried into the rhododendrons, sinking low before peeping through the foliage in the direction of the noise. The viscount was crouched by the river’s edge, one hand playing idly in the water. There was no sign of Charles Aubrey. 

Whatever was he about?

He had taken off his coat so that he stood in his shirtsleeves. Did he mean to… He couldn’t mean to… Oh, my! It seemed he did mean to. Bella watched in open mouthed astonishment as he shed his waistcoat and tugged his shirt over his head. Then, off came his breeches too, so that she was treated to the sight of his lily-white cheeks.

Often the miners and fieldhands would strip to the waist to work, so it wasn’t as if she’d never seen bare flesh before. She just hadn’t seen any gentlemen ungarmented. He was quite the sight. Muscles tapered the length of his body. She watched them shift beneath the skin as he moved towards the water’s edge. 

Perhaps this was nothing more than an elaborate dream brought on by heat exhaustion? She would wake presently, parched and grubby with only the prospect of turning down another unwanted proposal to worry about.

Lord, could a man of his rank really be this perfect? No nostril hair, one perfectly serviceable chin—where so many possessed two or none—and golden hair that framed his face in a wayward tumble that the cherubs in the church mural would envy. Not to mention there was something distinctly enthralling about his lack of modesty.

She simply had to take a closer look.

Lucerne Marlinscar was not at all how she’d ever imagined him, which was not to say that he didn’t fulfil her expectations of a fairy tale prince. Indeed, he did so rather too well. In truth, he might very well have been the most handsome man she’d ever seen. A slow burn of arousal lit low in her belly, making her wriggle. What would it be like to press her fingers to his flesh? Would his skin be soft like her own? Just then he looked straight ahead to where she lay and a flicker of something passed through the depths of his eyes.

Bella gulped while her heart did a triple jump. She stayed frozen for what felt like an eternity, until he turned away and floated further down river, thus confirming that he hadn’t spotted her.

It was time she went, before he did. Bella rose slowly and began to dust herself off. A few too many twigs and Joshua would ask questions. She was all ready to sneak away and force a path through the rhododendrons when a loud splash turned her head back to the water. 

Viscount Marlinscar emerged from the stream glittering like the morning dew on the grass. Upright and completely naked before her, he paused to tilt his head to the sun, and run his hands through his tangled hair.

Well, if she had not been enamoured before, now she was thoroughly dazzled. For a crazy moment she had to fight the urge to undress and run to him. All rational thoughts of scurrying off departed. Instead, she watched the silver rivulets trickle down his chest. The front of him was every bit as pleasing as the rear. He was long-limbed and lean. Hairless, except for a thin pale-golden line that trailed down from his navel to his groin.

Her focus narrowed to one silvered droplet as it traversed his abdomen, snaked across his hipbone and finally came to rest on his thigh. She hardly dared to look further, but simultaneously couldn’t look away. Slowly, slowly, her gaze shifted sideways from where the droplet rested to the dangling weight of his manhood. Although, it turned out not to be dangling at all. The contrasting temperatures of the lazy afternoon sun and the cold water had done more than wash the toils of the day away. He stood glowing and half-erect.

Titillation turned her cheeks into two scarlet blooms. 

Apparently unconcerned by his condition, Lord Marlinscar waded along the bank through the thick grass, with Bella following along concealed by undergrowth as if they were connected by an invisible thread. A few paces on he settled among the rushes and disappeared from her line of sight

“Oh no!” No, that would not do. Frantically, she sought a vantage point. To her right stood a gnarled yew tree, readily climbable, with comfortable lower branches in which she could perch. Oft times she would sit within its branches and read the latest novel by Mrs Radcliffe. Bella stealthily found the familiar hand holds and scrambled into its boughs with her skirts hitched to the knees. Then, flattened upon her belly, she wriggled into position. The view was perfect.

Viscount Marlinscar lay sprawled upon his back with his eyes closed. One hand was combing through his short hair, while the other travelled an unhesitant path down his body, over his chest and across the flat plane of his stomach to his groin, where his member presented itself in ramrod fashion. The shaft was pale as a Chinese vase, and splashed with blue veins, while the tip, to which she watched him press a finger, was ripened like a plum.

Bella was no shielded innocent. She lived among country folk wise in the matters of procreation and pleasure. She knew the ways in which a man and woman might come together, and how to bring herself to unholy bliss. She’d never watched a man toss himself, but she knew enough to recognise it for what it was. The parson would have a paroxysm if he heard that a blue-blooded noble was known to caress himself without any display of shame. According to the church, it was a mortal sin, after all. Not that she’d ever put any stock in religious doctrine and its prescriptive notions.

If only she were in a less precarious position, then she might raise her skirts and race him to completion. 

Bella bit her lip, while she rocked herself back and forth against the branch. His fingers ringed his shaft, the movements becoming increasingly focused on the head. Damn her for a trollop, but she wanted to go to him. To tangle her fingers in the knots of his hair and ride astride his hips. He was everything. Not even the wren chirping in alarm in the branch above her diverted her attention. 

Lord Marlinscar reached his climax with a deep groan that made Bella grin and painted a sticky fountain over the nearby grass. In the afterglow, his hands came back to his head, shielding his eyes, which he opened. 

He blinked.

“What the devil?” Lucerne jerked upright, his gaze fixed upon her.

Panicked, Bella fell crashing down in a heap of skirts and curses. She found her feet immediately, while he still stood gaping at her in total astonishment. She made haste towards the nearest bush.

“Jesus, hellfire, and damnation!” In a straight race, he would easily catch her, and she had no mind for explanations or chastisements. She would not have him summon her brother and be subjected to a lengthy lecture.  Luckily, she knew the grounds far better than he did.

“Miss,” he called after her, but Bella didn’t even turn her head until she was safely through the gates. Then she held onto the wrought iron, breath dry and heavy in her lungs, as she pulled the gate to. At the far end of the avenue, having given up his pursuit, Viscount Marlinscar watched her mount up.

He gave her a salute before she cantered away.


CHAPTER 2

Bella

 

“Louisa!” Bella screamed as she hurtled towards the petite figure descending from the carriage.

Her bosom friend of many years dropped her vanity case and opened her arms to greet her. “Bella,” she said, fondly returning Bella’s crushing embrace with considerably less force. “I’m so glad to finally be here. The journey was horrid. I do not know why my aunt could not spare the carriage but insisted I travel by public conveyance. We have been squashed in four to a side all the way from Doncaster, and I don’t know how many more upon the roof.”

“Oh, dear,” Bella declared. “But you are here now, and I am so very pleased to see you.” It had been two years since they’d last embraced.  Louisa’s brother had passed unexpectedly, and as she was still not of age, she’d been obliged to move in with her aunt who kept a house in London. “You must come in and tell me all your news. Where you have been, what you have seen, and accounts of the parties you have attended. Especially, you must tell me who has caught your eye. You’re so vague in your letters. And all about the journey too. No highwaymen?” Her gaze flickered eagerly over her friend’s delicate features.

Louisa shook her head. “Only a sermonizing reverend with a gouty toe, who insisted on showing it to every passenger who boarded. It was the most revolting thing. There was a woman with a little dog you’d have liked.” Bella had always been fond of animals “It had such a sweet temperament, slept soundly on her lap except for when we crossed the moors, then it barked so fearfully we were sure we were to be attacked.”

“Dogs are sensible. They can sense the boggarts.”

Louisa pushed free of Bella’s embrace. “I don’t think such things are real. They’re just stories.”

Bella’s expression danced with incredulity. “Of course they’re real. Hush now, don’t go offending them. Else who knows what mischief they’ll make.”

“Bella.”

“Hish! Let’s not squabble over it when you are just arrived. For I have news to tell as well.” She broke into another wide smile. “Lauwine Hall is occupied. Can you believe it?” She gave a small laugh. “Viscount Marlinscar has taken residence, and,”—her voice dropped to a whisper—“Joshua has invited him and a guest to dinner tomorrow.”

Louisa didn’t seem half so surprised as Bella imagined she ought. She cocked her head to one side, and asked, “Why the whisper?”

Bella grasped her hand. “Come, we can talk of it while you get settled. You’re in the rose room, right by me. I remembered you liked that one.”

They scurried in doors and upstairs ahead of Louisa’s belongings, which were delivered a moment or two later by a couple of Wyndfell’s fieldhands. They settled the trunk at the foot of the bed, then backed away tugging their forelocks.

Bella sank onto the bed as she watched Louisa open the trunk. Two years in the capital had greatly changed her. She had always been petite and delicate, where Bella was more robust and rounded, but London had washed all the colour from her friend’s cheeks, so that she now resembled the porcelain doll she had once treasured. 

“That is quite the most hideous gown I have ever seen,” Bella declared as Louisa lifted a vibrant mustard yellow dress from her trunk and bore it to the closet.

“It’s the height of good taste, Bella. Yellow was quite the thing last Season, and there’s every reason to suppose it will remain so for the coming one.”

“Are you sad you’ll miss it?”

A brief flicker of something that might have been regret shone in Louisa’s eyes, which vanished when she blinked. “Not at all. I’ll only miss the start, and the Season’s not nearly so grand as you might imagine. It can be quite dull. One ball is much like another, musicales can seem to go on forever, and everywhere there is such a crush that oft times ladies faint just from the overbearing heat.”

It sounded enchanting. “I should still like to see it.”  The only balls Bella had attended had been held at the assembly rooms in Richmond, and they had not been nearly so much fun to attend since Joshua had decreed her to be in the market for a husband. Also, to get there they had to travel in the carriage, and Bella had a profound hatred of that mode of transport. She always felt so cooped.

“Joshua is unrelenting?” Louisa asked.

Bella gave a weary sigh. “He believes I can find a suitable match closer to home.”

“I sense you don’t?”

“Not unless I wish to marry my groom. He’s rather fine to look at, you know.”

Louisa picked up a pair of rolled stockings and gestured with them. “What about the viscount? Is he not an eligible bachelor?”

“Oh, I suppose I hadn’t considered that.” Bella inhaled and let the notion take root. Would he hold their first encounter against her? Would he even recognise her? It had all happened so quickly. He’d surely only got a good look at her back. “Whatever is that?” She pointed at the little coat that Louisa had placed upon the counterpane. 

“This. Why it’s a spencer. Don’t tell me that you haven’t seen one,” Louisa said picking it up.

“It looks too small to be of use to anyone but a child.”

“Bella, it’s mine, and it fits perfectly.” She held it against herself. “It’s precisely the right length to sit over the newer style of dresses. Almost everything now is square necked and gathered, so the waist fits right below the bosom. Don’t you ever look at the fashion plates?”

“There hardly seems a need.” Bella stroked her hand over the skirt of her heavy velvet riding habit. The worn pile was familiar to the touch and had seen better days, but she’d had it made to resemble a man’s frock coat, and it was her favourite. 

“I can’t believe you’re still wearing that old thing.” Louisa nose wrinkled, and she sneezed. “No, actually, I can.” 

They shared a smile, and two years fell easily away, as if this was an ordinary conversation on an ordinary day before Tristan had died, when they had spent almost every day together and been as close as sisters. 

“Bella, please tell me you have something less raggedy to wear tomorrow for Lord Marlinscar’s visit, else you’ll hardly make a good impression. I’ve heard he’s quite the exquisite, not to mention a deplorable rake.”

That Bella could well believe considering what she’d seen him doing. “I’ve a thing or two Joshua insisted I have made for when he parades me about.”

“That’s good, since anything I loaned you would be much too short.” Louisa lifted another dress from her trunk. This one a more tasteful lilac, the bodice barely three inches across from neckline to waist. Never mind the length, Louisa’s dresses were unlikely to contain her bosom.

Louisa hung the dress, but then turned to Bella, brows cocked quizzically. “Something’s amiss. It’s entirely unlike you to be this quiet on a topic.”

“What is it you expect me to say?”

“A good deal more about Lord Marlinscar for one. I point out his eligibility, and you… well, you haven’t said anything, and that’s strange, because you always have an opinion, and you always share it. Have you perchance met him already, and determined he’s wholly unsuitable, much like Colonel Hardaker and Mr Gaukroger?”

“Don’t forget misters Lumb and Cockroft too. There’s no way I could wed any of those four.”

“But Lord Marlinscar?”

Bella fanned away the remark. “Why would he even be interested?”

“Bella, why would he not?”

“A rake. I should think he’s come to Yorkshire to escape the marriage mart?"

Louisa clasped her gown to herself as if she meant to dance. “Not simply to attend his affairs.” She stepped and turned, then stepped and turned again, ending by the closet, where she stowed the latest dress. After a moment or two she returned and slid onto the bed beside her friend. “Bella? What is it? What aren’t you saying? I can’t believe you’re not enraptured by the prospect of having a viscount as a neighbour. The reopening of Lauwine has to be the most exciting thing to have happened in these parts for many a year, and you’ve always loved Lauwine. Now, surely, you’ll get the opportunity to see it.”

Bella shrugged and gave a sniff. She was excited to see Lauwine’s interior, though she was also still mourning the loss of the hayfield lawn, and the willow cave, and all the other secret places that had been hers and hers alone for as long as she’d had the legs to carry her across the fields to the abandoned hall. “I just… I just don’t think I ought to set my hopes on such things.”

“Because—”

“Because… Because, I expect the viscount has already formed a rather ill opinion of me.”

Louisa clasped their hands. “Ah, so you have met him—” 

“Not exactly,” Bella hedged, while staring at where their fingers were entwined. “Stumbled across him, you might say.”

Her friend rested her head on Bella’s shoulder. “Stumbled across him where?”

This was the problematic part. Louisa was something of a prude and had always been frightfully missish, even before her aunt took over her tutelage.

“I saw him at Lauwine. In the river. Naked as a needle.” The admission spilled out of her all in a tumble. “I rather suppose he thought he was alone.”

“You’ve seen him in the buff,” Louisa screeched, her eyes growing round and wide. She leapt from the bed and hurried across the chamber to push the door to and thus ensure they weren’t overheard. “Bella!” She clasped her hands to her mouth.

Bella hid her face in the bed curtains, feeling the warmth rising through her skin. Seeing him stark naked would have been bad enough, but she hadn’t simply seen him nude. She’d witnessed a whole lot more than that, and for all that she was frantic with worry over the dinner tomorrow, she would make the same choices all over again. 

“There’s more, isn’t there?” Louisa let her arms fall and set her back to the door. “That’s why you didn’t want to speak of him until we were alone. What did you do? I think you had better tell me.”

“Do? I… Louisa, I didn’t do anything.” She’d only observed. Though, what a sight he had made. Tingles traversed her body as she recalled the shadow play over his skin, and how the water beaded over his musculature. The beauty of his member as he pistoned his fist back and forth along his length.

“Then, what did he do? Saw you, I suppose.”

That was the tricky part. She simply wasn’t sure.  “I don’t know… Perhaps. I mean, I fell only a yard or so away from him, so it’s possible. But I didn’t linger, as it didn’t seem the moment for introductions, given that he was unrobed, and—” She mimicked the motion of his hand. “—and I had just fallen from a tree.”

Louisa squinted at her. “What is that?” She copied the motion.

“You know…”

“That’s just it, I don’t.”

Bella sat herself more squarely. “He was milking himself,” she hissed sotto voce. 

Her friend crossed to the bed again and sat primly, hands folded in her lap. Her brow furrowed, and her lips became pinched. “Bella,” she began, only for her words to falter. She licked around the inside of her mouth, then turned her head sideways. “Do you mean to say he was touching himself down there.” She pointed. “Intimately?”

Bella nodded.

Louisa gulped. “And you… you watched.” She clasped her hands over her mouth again. “But that’s…” She spoke through her fingers. “It’s sinful. Shameful… He’ll go to hell for doing that. Why would he do that? Why would you watch? Bella you ought not to have watched. Whatever were you thinking?”

It seemed to Bella that the wisest course at this juncture—given her thoughts at the time, and the many rather sordid ones she’d entertained about how she would have liked things to have played out with Viscount Marlinscar—was to say nothing at all. Certainly, Louisa did not seem inclined to titter over the matter, or even discuss it seriously. Only to chastise.

Yes, it was true that young ladies were not supposed to be knowledgeable about such things. They were supposed to be serene, empty-headed vessels without desires or wants beyond those of domesticity and a husband. Nor were gentlemen supposed to fondle themselves into spending, but she was possessed of imagination, and saintliness was dull. “What I did hardly matters. I’m afeared he might recognise me, and then whatever shall I do? Everyone would ask so many questions. Nor would an apology seem appropriate. I’m so sorry I trespassed on your property Lord Marlinscar, but I’ve been doing so for years and didn’t imagine I’d stumble across you in the bushes having a lark.”

“You had better not say that to him.” Louisa rose to her feet once more. “If you do, I should think Joshua will find you a chaperone far stricter than my aunt. You know she barely allows me to wander from her side, and I’m quite unable to talk to any gentlemen without her eavesdropping on the conversation. It’s horrid to be so mistrusted, Bella. You’re lucky. Joshua gives you so much freedom. No companion, no chaperones, no meddling aunt—”

“I don’t know that we have an aunt he could employ in such capacity.”

“—but… but, maybe he should, for look what trouble you’ve enmeshed yourself in without one to steer you right.”

“It can hardly be considered my fault if a man decides to wander about naked.” Also, she thought Joshua had been rather relieved when he’d no longer had to employ a governess for her given the number she’d seen off.

“You ought not to have been where you could see him,” Louisa snatched up the remainder of her linen and shoved it into the chest of drawers.

Bella fell back upon the eiderdown. Sometimes it was more expedient to accept the inanities of the world that rebel against them. “You’re right. I ought to have left the moment I glimpsed him.” 

“You ought not to have been there at all.”

“Yes-yes,” Bella apologised. “But could we get past that part, please, do you think? I need to know what I should do about the dinner tomorrow.”

Louisa clawed at her sleeves as if she could scratch the knowledge free of her body. “Really, I suppose you’ll have to brazen it out. The only alternative is to say that you’re ill, and Joshua will never believe it.” Bella was rarely if ever ill.

“Then, I’m to hope he never got a good look at me.”

“Or at least if he did, he holds his tongue.”

Bella coughed. “I’m to rely on a rake not to expose me.”

Louisa held her gaze a moment, then nodded. “I imagine rakes are quite good at that sort of thing. Honestly, Bella, I think I should worry more about what he’ll demand of you to hold his tongue. He could ask almost anything.”

“He could…” Bella mused, suddenly feeling not half so concerned as she had. She’d hazard that negotiating with Viscount Marlinscar might even be fun. Perhaps he’d ask something wicked of her.

“Oh, Bella,” Louisa flung her arms around her. “You always have such a knack of making trouble for yourself.”

“I do, don’t I, but—” she patted Louisa on the arm as if she were the one in need of comforting, “—I think it might work out fine after all.”

“Let’s hope so. Now, you said he was to bring a guest, any idea who that might be?”

“Hopefully not his mistress.”

Louisa gave a squawk that made Bella chuckle. 

“It isn’t. It’s a man. I think Joshua even told me his name.” She closed her eyes to recall the conversation. “Wakefield. That’s it, I think. An officer with the 33rd Regiment of Foot.”

Bella wasn’t certain, but she thought she saw her friend’s lips tug into a smile.


CHAPTER 3

 Lucerne

 

Lucerne, Viscount Marlinscar had almost given up hope of finding the maid who’d dropped from the sky having undoubtedly witnessed him tossing himself off. It wasn’t that Lucerne particularly desired an official introduction, more that he was intrigued by her boldness. As much as he’d come to the countryside to sober up and discover some newfound sensibility, he had to admit, it was damnably dull. It was therefore a delightful surprise to find the minx in the parlour of his nearest neighbour. From all he’d heard, the Rushdales were an old and respectable family, their wealth grown through farming and mining interests. Certainly not the sorts to harbour a wayward chit. She’d been watching him since the moment he entered, her stare bold and smile secretive.

In other circumstances, he would not have paid her any regard. It was clear to Lucerne that she lacked the sophistication he usually sought in his acquaintances. While her friend, Miss Stanley, a petite blonde, was fresh from the fashionable drawing rooms of the ton, if Rushdale’s sister had been near a modiste in the last five years he’d eat his cravat. Not only was her dress last season’s last season, her curling brown hair seemed as eager to escape its pins as she the confines of the room.

Still, he was not one to forget his manners. “Miss Rushdale. Miss Stanley.” He bowed, his companion Captain Wakefield following suit.

“Hallo again, Miss Stanley. What a delight to see you again.”

Lucerne regarded his companion curiously.  “You already know one another?” 

His gaze flicked expectantly back and forth between the two, intrigued. Wakefield wasn’t one for the London Season, not quite up to snuff for that, so there were limited places they might have stumbled upon one another. Was there some other intrigue here that deserved investigating?

Miss Stanley produced a delicate half-smile. “The captain and I travelled north by the same coach. He was kind enough to help keep the rogues at bay—”

“What rogues?” Miss Rushdale’s brows gathered into a frown.

“—or leastways the reverend and his gouty toe.” Her friend gave a nervous laugh.

“I see.” Lucerne kept his expression determinedly neutral. What the devil had the fool been doing? “You never mentioned any act of chivalry, Freddy.”

No wonder he’d been so keen to join Lucerne on this neighbourly visit. He’d known the chit was here. Lucerne shot him a glance that Wakefield studiously ignored. 

“No doubt the captain considered his gallantry simply the everyday duty of an officer,” Miss Rushdale proposed. It was a generous compliment on her part, since she did not know the man. Lucerne, who knew Wakefield rather better, saw no point in gainsaying the suggestion. He would unravel the truth of the situation later.

Dinner consisted of salmon, grouse and a jellied asparagus, with beetroot pancakes, and a trifle decorated with purple and yellow pansies. Rushdale proved himself an amiable host over an abundance of port, practical, countrified, but pleasantly so, though he cut after-dinner brandy short so that Lucerne and Wakefield could take a stroll about the gardens with the ladies before the light faded.

As Wakefield immediately attached himself to Miss Stanley, Lucerne extended his arm to Miss Rushdale. She hesitated in accepting.

“If I was going to inform your brother of our prior meeting, then I would have done so by now.”

Bella acquiesced. 

Lucerne guided her out into the gardens, well, if he was honest, it was more her leading him. They were lushly verdant, the lawn woven with clover and bilberries, bordered by drystone walls that gave way to a valley of ling. The scents of late summer hung in the air—arid ground, recently mown grass, combined with the perfume of the flowers. As for Miss Rushdale, she was not, he now admitted so plain as he’d first thought her. There was a mischievous turn to her mouth, which was readily given to smiles, and an openness to her that he rather admired. “You recall that meeting, I suppose.”

“I think you have me mistaken—” she lied, smooth as you please.

“No—no. Let us not pretend, Miss Rushdale, I saw you plainly as I see you now. You were trespassing on my property.”

He thought for a moment that she would argue the point, but she levelled him a look out of the corner of her eye, and an impish grin puckered her lips. 

“How was I to know there was anyone home? Lauwine’s been deserted for years.”

“Ah, not only an admission of guilt, but one of multiple offences?” He didn’t doubt she’d spent many an hour tramping about his estate like it was her personal paradise.

“Tish,” she muttered. “I weren’t doing no harm. No one’s bothered with it in an age, least of all you. You might thank me for keeping an eye on the place. I won’t charge for the service.”

She succeeded in startling a laugh from him.  “Indeed, you’re right, Miss Rushdale. I should be pleased that someone was so assiduously looking out for my property.”

“I was, most assiduously.”

“I suppose you must have thought me a ruffian, which is why you chose the vantagepoint of a tree to keep a watchful eye on me.”

“That’s it. That’s it precisely. How clever of you to realise.” She tipped her chin up towards him and met his gaze without even trying to disguise her smirk. “And you know, my observations were most enlightening.”

Rather more so than any young lady ought to admit to judging by the merriment in her gaze. He raised his eyebrows astonished that she’d even hint at what she’d seen him doing. She’d not done it out of simplicity. No, the minx meant him to know. “Which was?” he said half-choked, and much to his own astonishment.

Bella returned his previous eyebrow raise. “I don’t know that it would be entirely wise to be specific about it.” She looked about as if there might be other Peeping Tom’s perched within tree bowers. 

“No?”

There was barely a hint of colour in her cheeks as she stared him down. He’d definitely changed his mind about her. Her attire might be shockingly passe, but that was simply the outer wrapping, what lay within was intriguing. Arousing even. Lucerne couldn’t recall a time when an unwed woman had ever stared him down over any issue.

“I wonder, my lord, do you often gad about so? I mean as you were, when I mistook you for a villain?”

One of the many downsides of abandoning the city Lucerne had discovered was the means of relieving the sort of tensions that were apt to afflict a fellow, particularly of a morning, but also of an evening. So, the answer was a more resounding yes than he’d have liked to admit. Not that he was admitting anything. One didn’t discuss that sort of thing with unwed women you weren’t about to exchange coppers with.

They reached a grove of aged ash trees at the bottom of the lawn, and Miss Rushdale let go of his arm to take to the swing hanging on long ropes from their bowers. Her gaze flicked up and down over his form, settling rather too firmly on the crotch of his breeches. 

She was wicked. Absolutely blatant. Lucerne half-laughed, half-groaned at his growing reaction to her assessment. If she kept peering at him quite so brazenly, he might take it upon himself to do something far less gentlemanly than giving her a gentle push on the swing, like turning her over it and throwing up her skirts.

“Excuse me for asking, my lord,” she said kicking her legs out before her, “but, while we are being so intimate, might I ask why you are here now, after shunning Lauwine for so long?”

“Lucerne,” he insisted, surprising himself. He was not in the habit of inviting such intimacy with young ladies so shortly after meeting them, but he’d decided he liked her, and lord knows he needed some excitement to liven up his days, or he’d expire from boredom before he ever managed to restore Lauwine to a semblance of its purported former glory.

“Lucerne,” she turned his name over as if by repeating it she could get a sense of him. “Very well, Lucerne. Then I suppose you must call me Bella. My question stands.”

It was a fair question, one with a variety of answers, none of which he could easily put into words, or even wanted to at this stage of their acquaintance. Lucerne rolled his shoulders, trying to undo the tension he suddenly felt there, but the motion only created extra knots. Some might say he was running away, others, that he was finally settling into his duties.

The wind caught her skirts as she sailed forward through the air, flipping back the fabric and treating him to an unexpected flash of her stocking tops. The vision sent another bolt of arousal through his loins, lengthening and thickening him in ways that rather derailed his thoughts.

“My lord?” She slowed her flight.

Lucerne swallowed hard. A certain part of him was in rather dire need of adjusting. “I suppose it’s fair to say I’ve been lax in my custodianship, though in my defence, Lauwine has only belonged to me these last three years.”

“I thought it had been the province of the Viscount Marlinscars for generations.”

True, though he couldn’t have told her where it even stood a few months ago.

“Three years ago, is when I assumed the title.”

Bella hopped off the swing while it was still in motion, forcing him to catch her as she landed. Well, not forcing him per se. He was sure she’d have landed agilely as a cat. 

“So recently? I thought the old viscount died many years—” She resumed her hold of his arm.

“Correct.” Lucerne cleared his throat. “Some fifteen years ago, in fact. The viscountcy then passed through my brothers, before reaching me.”

Bella put her hand to her mouth. “Brothers, plural? I am sorry to hear that, and for your losses. I had no idea—”

“It’s quite all right, you weren’t to know. It’s hardly typical for a fourth son to inherit.”

“Exceedingly rare, I imagine.” She cocked her head to look at him, while they continued to amble through the garden. “What is it a fourth son is supposed to do? The firstborn is heir apparent, the second for the military, the third the clergy...”

“Marry well,” he suggested. He’d never felt remotely impoverished, his brothers had been generous with funds, but one supposed that would have changed over time, if they’d had families of their own to support, and daughters to provide dowries for. “Write the odd political speech or stanza to beauty.”

“You’re a poet, then?”

“Good lord, no. I leave that sort of thing to more able fellows such as Mr Aubury, whom I think you know.”

Much of the warmth fell from her face. “Yes. He’s one of the few local squires my brother hasn’t yet attempted to engage me to, though I should imagine it’s only a matter of time.”

“Of course, every good brother desires a—” He stopped, seeing her spirit wilting before him. “You don’t seek to be married?”

Bella sighed. “It’s more that I don’t seek to be wed to a bumpkin or a buffoon. Offers from outside those quarters I’ll consider on individual merit.” Their gazes locked. Her eyes were twinkling blue. A dimple winked mischievously in her left cheek. Was she actually propositioning him?

“As it happens, I’ve no mind to marry a ninny or a natterer, so I entirely see your point of view.”

She dug her teeth into her plump lower lip. “The local mamas will be very disappointed to hear that.”

“I find mamas are so frequently disappointed with things its best not to worry overly much about it.”

“Is yours?”

“Alas, no. Long in her grave. God bless her soul. I’m quite alone in the world.”

“That’s dreadful. I at least have Joshua, and he’s a good brother for all his notions about my future. Though, of course, you are not friendless.”

“No, indeed.” Both their gazes turned in Wakefield’s direction. He and Miss Stanley were seated beneath a small wooden arbour smothered in sweet peas and curling honeysuckle. They were gazing adoringly at one another, in far too open a fashion for Lucerne not to remark upon the fact. “I had wondered why he was so keen to join me on this visit. I did not realise that your guest was the lady whose acquaintance he’d made on the journey here.”

“He spoke to you of Louisa?”

“Regaled me at length. She—”

“Made no mention of him at all.”

“Ah! Well, that is probably best. He’s penniless,” he said, knowing that message would pass from Bella to her friend, and perhaps put an end to what was certainly an untenable infatuation on Wakefield’s part. What was the fool thinking? As if he hadn’t pressures enough on his finances, without risking an entanglement with a young lady of a standing far superior to his own.

 “Louisa has plenty of money. She inherited her brother’s estate, and he from their parents and two wealthy uncles. The Stanley’s are very well—”

Lucerne stilled. “Is that so.” He rubbed a finger over his bottom lip, anticipating the bite of words upon them later. Did the rogue know that, or was he just mooncalfing? “Wakefield’s father left him extensive debts, and four sisters to support upon a captain’s salary.”

“You think him after her money?”

It wasn’t that Lucerne suspected his friend so much as feared it, and worse—that his friend had actually fallen for the girl. “I expect we’re reading more intimacy into an innocent conversation than we should. It is, however, time the captain and I bade our farewells. I have another guest arriving, and I should make the effort to be home when he arrives.”

“We will see you again, though? You ride? Perhaps I could show you the best places to go?”

“Perhaps.” She was standing close enough that he could feel the heat of her body through his clothing, and it stirred feelings he’d be wise to keep in check. He feared any sort of gallop with Bella Rushdale might result in an entirely different sort of a jockeying, and one that in no way fit with his expectations of himself as the respectable, responsible master of Lauwine Hall. “I shall be here in the county a while yet, perhaps as far as winter, or even next spring, I’m sure our paths will cross.”

“Are you sure you won’t hare off back to town the moment the first flake of snow falls?”

“I guess that is a possibility,” he allowed, realising that she’d taken his non-commitment as a rebuke. He held her gaze a moment, then broke eye contact and pulled out his timepiece. “Wakefield,” he summoned his friend.

The captain joined them along with Louisa. “It’s time we took our leave.”

“It’s been a delight meeting you all,” Wakefield claimed, giving Bella the very briefest of nods, but exchanging a lingering look with Louisa that caused Lucerne to set his jaw.

Lucerne offered them both a more formal bow. “Ladies, thank you for your generous hospitality. Please pass on our thanks and regards to your brother.” He touched his lips to Bella’s hand, holding her there a fraction too long for decorum, before letting go and was pleased to see her smile return. Still, he’d be wise to avoid that piece of temptation, the same as Wakefield would be wise to stop his nonsensical flirtation with Miss Stanley.


CHAPTER 4

Lucerne

 

Lucerne waited only until they reached the lane, where high hedges on both sides shielded them from view of the house and surrounding fields, before he drove his horse alongside Frederick’s. “What sort of fool’s game are you playing?” he demanded.

His friend, resplendent in his dress uniform of scarlet and silver, plus gleaming gorget, replied, “I might say the same thing of you. If this is to be a reprimand over my perceived behaviour, do save it. Nothing remotely untoward happened between me and Miss Stanley today or on the journey north. I only leant assistance where it was required, and expressly invited. I can’t believe you’d imply otherwise and risk besmirching her reputation. Have things changed so greatly in my absence, Lucerne, that it’s no longer permitted for a man to aid a lady in such a way?”

“It’s what you assisted her with that concerns me. Don’t try and blow me off, Freddy. I’ve just witnessed the way you were looking at one another, which was akin to two ice sculptures ready to melt together, before you take it upon yourself to ask.”

“Oh, very poetic.” Wakefield gave him a clap. “But I think you greatly exaggerate matters. Miss Stanley is simply unerringly polite, and I a gentleman.”

“Who talked incessantly about her for four hours last night without once making mention of the fact she was staying on the neighbouring estate.”

“I was not aware of that particular piece of information.”

He hoped he wasn’t expected to believe that fact. “So, you’ve no designs upon the chit?”

Wakefield huffed and gave his head a shake. “I don’t know how you dare ask.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

His friend responded with a second huff.

“What? You can’t think I have designs upon either of them. I barely exchanged a word with Miss Stanley as you were dominating her so, and Miss Rushdale’s attire was—”

“—frightfully outdated.” Lucerne’s dedicated love of exquisite tailoring was well known. “And yet I’m not the one riding home with an aching dick, or is there another reason you’re standing in your stirrups?”

He had no direct comeback to that. It was true that he was still in need of a certain amount of readjusting after his enlightening conversation with Miss Rushdale, and if in the back of his mind he was already concocting elaborate fantasies involving a certain dark haired, blue-eyed woodland dryad with a pleasingly abundant bosom falling out of a tree and landing astride his rampant prick, that wasn’t a matter for public airing, just for him and his hand after the drapes were drawn around his bed later tonight.

“Lucerne, please don’t glower at me. I have sisters for Christ’s sake. I think you can credit me with some measure of propriety pertaining to the matter of a woman’s virtue. It’s not in my nature to randomly go about debauching young ladies.” 

“You’re also a soldier. Don’t pretend you’ve not left a score of conquests all over these lands and others.”

“Widows. Courtesans. Not young ladies.”

Lucerne cocked his brows to emphasize his incredulity.

“Very few… Very, very few, young ladies,” his friend reiterated, patting his horse’s neck. “And every single one of them, I was genuinely committed to and more than ready to walk down the aisle. You can hardly lay the fault that they came to naught in the end at my door.” He sniffed and trotted on, only to rein in the horse almost immediately, so that Lucerne was parallel to him once again as the lane forked. “You’re no saint yourself, Marlinscar, and as for some of the swains you name friends—"

“Ah,” Lucerne drawled. They took the left path, then turned at once off the road and onto one of the many trails that wound across the moorlands. They were back upon his property now, though still some distance from the hall. The only boundary marker was a drystone wall in need of urgent repair. “This might be a good moment to apprise you of the arrival—”

“No!” Wakefield cut him off before he’d even got the words out. He jerked the reins so hard he caused his horse to rear. “You’ve not.” The stallion danced about a moment, shaking its head and attempting to dislodge its rider, until Wakefield had it back under control again. Whence, he looked askance at Lucerne. “Please tell me you haven’t.”

“It’s been years.”

“Lucerne! God’s blood, man.” His mouth puckered with dismay. “What happened to coming to the country to escape the drama and madness? Wasn’t the plan to recreate yourself as a staid and respectable stalwart of the peerage instead of a licentious gadabout? There’s no hope of such a thing if he’s to—" 

“You’ve not seen him in forever.” Nor for that matter had Lucerne. Their last meeting had been… Well, it had… That is to say, certain things had happened that he didn’t like to dedicate too much thought to. Consequently, he’d taken his leave abruptly. “It’s pointless addressing me with your arguments. He’s arriving this evening. I pray you’ll endeavour to get along.”

Wakefield’s scowl suggested hell more likely to freeze over. “I pray his carriage hurtles into a ravine and spares me the trauma of his company.” He sighed a bone deep sigh that seemed to hail from his boots. “However, in the unfortunate event of my prayers going unanswered, and as you ask it even though you decry me as a scoundrel, I will be utterly, appallingly civil, and will not try to break his hideously perfect nose.”

“And I thank you for that generosity of spirit.”

“You can pay for it in hospitality and French brandy.” Wakefield kicked his mount into action, and they crossed the next stretch of ground at a canter, eventually returning to a trot as the gates of Lauwine came into sight. 

“You know, I shall never understand why you hate one another so,” Lucerne remarked. 

Wakefield pulled back his shoulders. “I shall never understand what you find so devilish enthralling about the turd. Oh, don’t fret yourself, Lucerne. You need not worry over my conduct as pertaining to your guests or Miss Stanley. You have just introduced the biggest rake in England into the midst of this unsuspecting idyll. I should focus your concern on that.”

“What has he e’er done that’s so bad?” Lucerne asked, unable to hold back a chuckle.

“What hasn’t he done?” Wakefield retorted. “I’ll be civil, Lucerne, but don’t ask me for more than that. I’d rather slice open my own belly with a bent butter knife. He’s a wretch.”

A wretch he might be, but he was also Lucerne’s oldest friend, and he’d be lying if he didn’t admit to being excited to see him. 


CHAPTER 5

Bella

 

Bella watched the gentlemen ride to where the lane curved out of sight behind the hedgerow, before looping her arm with Louisa’s and dragging her into the empty parlour. She shooed out the maid tending the fire and closed the door firmly behind her. 

“It seems you left much out of the recounting of your journey,” she said, bringing an immediate scarlet wash to her friend’s cheeks. “The little dog and the reverend’s toe drove the handsome army captain clean from your thoughts I suppose.”

“Bella, it’s not what you think.” Louisa hopped out of the seat she’d taken and began pacing back and forth across the rug worrying her hands as she walked. Such agitation was not born of nothing. 

Bella couldn’t help the twitch of her lips at the dramatics.  “One could be peeved at being kept in the dark. There’s clearly something between you and Captain Wakefield.  I shouldn’t wonder if Joshua isn’t writing to your aunt this very second—” 

Louisa’s pacing stopped and her eyes widened. “You don’t really think he will do that?” 

She looked so stricken that Bella couldn’t help but laugh. “Lud, Louisa, unless you took to fornicating under his nose, I can’t imagine my brother would ever notice your doings—he barely notices mine—let alone take it upon himself to tattle to your aunt. He doesn’t much care for her, you’ll recall. He’s never forgiven her the insult of suggesting he wasn’t up to the task of caring for me after our parents died.”

Louisa sank onto the pouffe by the fire and absently picked up the poker. The maid had not quite finished her job, so the blaze was rather feeble. “I don’t know that I even knew that. In any case, he has proved her wrong many times over. I should certainly prefer his guardianship to my aunt’s.” She stabbed at the coals, until Bella took the poker from her before she ruined one of her spotless white frocks.

“I expect her vitriol was targeted at Tristan’s guardianship of you, as much as Joshua’s of me. She wanted control of your fortune.”

“Well in essence she now has it,” Louisa said. “Though there’s precious little gain to be had from it. It’s all held in trust and overseen by Mr Pryce here in Yorkshire until I’m twenty-five or I marry.”

“Did you tell Captain Wakefield that?”

“Bella. Why would I even address such a thing?”

“Oh, I don’t know, it may just have come up in passing. You know how these things are. You let it be known you’re an heiress, and he latches onto that fact, then before you know it, you’re making doe-eyes at one another and pledging eternal love.”

“You read far too many novels, Bella. That’s not how it is at all.” 

“Hmm. Then, I suppose my eyes must deceive me, and there is no pull between the two of you, and I shall ask, and you shall tell me that you most definitely have never kissed or granted any other sort of impropriety to the handsome Captain with whom you spent the afternoon.”

Louisa nervously twisted her finger into one of her blonde ringlets, while avoiding Bella’s eyes. “You did worse. You watched Viscount Marlinscar—”

“Keep your voice down, Joshua may hear. I merely fell from a tree and skinned my knee. I suppose I might have my knuckles rapped for it, but I shall hardly be barred from polite society. You, on the other hand…” She was not going to allow Louisa to wriggle out of this. “Has he kissed you? You’d better be honest with me, Louisa Stanley. I’m most put out already that you didn’t tell me of him when I specifically told you about Lord Marlinscar, and the fact that he was bringing along a friend today.”

“Once,” her friend blurted. She blushed furiously, then tried to disguise her embarrassment by reaching for the poker again. Bella moved it well out of reach behind the coal bucket. That was the downfall of skin as fair as Louisa’s, there was never any disguising your embarrassment. “It was outside the coaching inn, the night before last.” Louisa’s eyes briefly closed, as she touched her mouth as if she could still feel the kiss upon her lips. “But I swear that’s all, and it was really very chaste. We stood apart, not pressed together or anything.”

“He didn’t swaddle you in an embrace?”

Louisa shook her head, her eyes widening. “You believe me, don’t you, Bella? “

“Oh, Lou,” Bella pulled her friend into a hug. “Of course I believe you, and I’m not the least bit alarmed. I think it’s marvellous that you’ve had an adventure. And I shouldn’t have thought anything ill of you even if you’d said you’d granted every favour a woman might.”

“Ai, you think I’m a harlot.”

“Gracious, and you say I’m dramatic. I said no such thing. Did he slip you a coin for your affections? No, then you can cross strumpet from your list of accomplishments. In any case, I’m hardly qualified to judge.” 

Louisa nodded, but immediately turned it into a shake instead. “You didn’t instigate anything, or allow him to take liberties, it was all out of your control.”

“Hardly.” 

“Yes, but you didn’t…” Louisa bit her tongue.

“Didn’t what?”

She shook her head and bowed her chin to her chest.

“Go on, Louisa. Say it. I didn’t what?”

“Kiss him… mount him…offer to suck his cock.” She slapped her hands over her mouth, while her eyes were thoroughly aghast.

“Indeed, I didn’t.” Bella flopped against the sofa back. “What an utter simpkin I am. Fancy running away instead of doing all that. He might have made me his viscountess by now.”

“If you’d mounted him?”

“I was actually thinking about the sucking part.”

Louisa slapped her leg. “But you wouldn’t have done anything. You wouldn’t, Bella, for all your larking.”

“That’s what he was doing.”

Her friend slapped her again. They sat together fighting grins for a while, until Bella’s cheeks ached. Then she got up and rang for tea. 

“Do you think he might court you?” Louisa asked, as they huddled closer to the hearth, hands curled around China teacups.

Bella thought for a moment. It would certainly be far preferable to have Lord Marlinscar come calling upon her than Gaukroger, Cockroft and the rest, but she still felt the sting of what she’d taken as rejection when he’d failed to commit to agreeing to gallop across the hilltops. “I’m sure he probably thinks me far too countrified.”

Louisa clasped her hand and gave it a squeeze. “Well, I thought you seemed very well suited.”

“Lou… You only had eyes for the captain.”

“But you spoke for ever such a long while, Bella.”

“Aye, of you and Captain Wakefield mostly. Apparently, he was in Flanders until last year fighting under Colonel Wesley, has a host of unwed sisters, and not a bean to his name. I rather think his family aren’t quite as old or well to do as they might be either. Thus, I believe I’m supposed to warn you off.”

Louisa took a sip of her tea and swallowed slowly. “So, you didn’t speak of your brush with one another in the woods?”

“Did I say that?” It was Bella’s turn to hide behind her teacup. Eventually, she relented with a laugh. “He saw me. Recognised me too. All’s well though, I think we agreed it a matter best forgotten. It’s better for all parties that way. My reputation shall remain pristine, and his… Well, I can’t think that it creates a favourable impression of a man to have it known that he resorts to frolicking by himself when pleasure is so easily purchased.”

Louisa opened and closed her mouth a couple of times. “But he’s a viscount, a gentleman… He wouldn’t pay a strumpet.”

“Heavens, your aunt really has had you by the apron strings if you believe that. They nearly all do… gentlemen… peers… rakehells, even country squires. If I were a man, I think I should do so too. Tis a shame it’s not an option for us ladies.”

“Bella, I don’t think you can be right about that. Take your brother, for example. I cannot believe—”

“Louisa, much as I prefer not to think about what Joshua does or doesn’t do, please allow me to stop you making a fool of yourself by suggesting he’s some kind of chaste saint, because I’ll tell you plain to your face, you’re quite mistaken.”

“Your brother has a mistress?”

“Nothing as official as that. Let’s just say my maid doesn’t earn all those additional shillings by taking on extra duties for my benefit.” 

“Oh!” Louisa fanned herself. “Oh,” she said. 


CHAPTER 6

Lucerne

 

Lucerne was informed of his guest’s arrival the moment he crossed Lauwine’s threshold. “And where have you put him?”

“My lord. In the red room as discussed.”

“No, I mean where is he right now?”

“Ah, your study, my lord. I did try to…” The fellow petered off, as Lucerne spun on his heels and made straight for his sanctuary, while Wakefield made for the upstairs parlour. 

Lucerne’s strides came to a quavering halt before the chamber door. When he’d written… Well, he’d tactfully… That is, he’d outright pretended that their last encounter hadn’t taken place.

It seemed the best thing. Easier. Not so discomforting. What he hadn’t accounted for, while being so blithe on paper, was how rattled and brittle this face-to-face reunion would make him feel. It was most surprising that his hand didn’t shatter into fragments as he grasped the doorknob.

Lucerne took a breath, then barrelled through, forcing gaiety into greeting. “Pennerley.”

His guest stood by the fireside, handsomely dressed, and with his dark hair falling in a tumble of corkscrew ringlets to mid-way down his back. No fashionable bed-headed crop for him. This pleased Lucerne for no discernible reason, given he’d sheared his own locks in the first wave of that fashion. The marquis of Pennerley had always been the most handsome of men. It was a relief to know that was still the case.

“Marlinscar.” His guest turned, offering up his hand.

To hesitate would be to betray himself and the heaviness already gathering lower in his abdomen.

The shake became an embrace, and synchronous claps upon the back, followed by an awkward moment of Vaughan holding his hand too tight while his gaze raked Lucerne’s face, seeing, perhaps comprehending, all that Lucerne was so desperately trying to hide, given the artful smile that turned up one side of Vaughan’s ridiculously sensual mouth.

He’d known that mouth, those lips, the flick of the tongue within. A shiver rolled through Lucerne’s body that he freed himself from Vaughan’s hold in order to disguise. Better to put the desk between them. He settled himself into a chair and waved his guest towards another.

The marquis, typically contrary, ignored the hint, choosing to balance on the corner of Lucerne’s oak desk instead. Barely a moment passed before he had a foot planted on the arm of Lucerne’s chair. In the past, such an ease of manners had been commonplace between them. A simple display of their friendship. Currently, the presence of that foot was making Lucerne so twitchy, it was an effort to maintain his seat.

“You look well,” Vaughan declared. “One did wonder if your retreat into the wilds didn’t signify—”

“I just fancied a respite from the nonsense, and why shouldn’t I take an interest in that which I own?”

“Why indeed?”

“One can grow tired of being hunted.” He meant by the society mamas, yet feared Vaughan might interpret it in a different way. That he might wonder if Lucerne saw him as the hunter, and had merely decided it was time to face the beast. 

He wasn’t.

He wasn’t ready at all

“What I mean, is that I’m not ready to be leg-shackled just yet.”

“Good. Then I can expect some pleasing entertainment.”

“What manner—?” Lucerne breathed in through his nose, and out through his mouth. He was goddamned overthinking everything. “Providing you mean hunting game, idling away the evenings, and long exacting walks, then I can guarantee that they will be plentiful.”

“Ah, Lucerne,” Vaughan pouted. “So serious. No carousing? No horseplay?” He reached out and his clever fingers stroked the side of Lucerne’s jaw, before tapping against his lips. “Don’t worry, I’m here now. I’m sure I can unravel all the tension you’re carrying. It’s not good for your posture, you know. I suppose it’s Wakefield’s doing that you’re determined to be a dullard.”

“He is not—” Oh, it was pointless to even begin that defence, especially when he could already see the starry twinkles in Vaughan’s eyes. “How would you like me to prove myself a still decent host?”

“Start by offering me a brandy? You can tell me all that has passed since we last spoke, and I can titillate you with the adventures you missed by abandoning me.”

“I never—”

“Shh!” Vaughan pressed a finger to his lips again. “I forgive you, Lucerne. You needn’t torture yourself with that sin. Now, about that brandy.”

“I have other guests I oughtn’t abandon.”

Vaughan waved away the remark. “They won’t demur over me stealing you away for one evening.”

“Perhaps,” Lucerne agreed. Maybe brandy would help and maybe it wouldn’t. It was certainly a relief to both be forgiven and to brush the past under the carpet. He got up and poured from a decanter he kept for his personal use. “There’s not much of any consequence to say. I’ve met my closest neighbours today.”

“Thrilling. An aged squire and his homely wench?”

“A brother, and his romp of a sister.”

“And how pray would you know that after one visit?” 

Lucerne laughed, finding his sense of humour rising like a bubble from the centre of his chest when he thought of Bella Rushdale’s impish way of peeping at him. “She caught me swimming a few weeks back and took an ungodly interest in my arse?”

“Just your arse?”

“Perhaps one or two other parts too.” 

The tension in his back eased away as he dove into the retelling of the tale, then listened to Vaughan’s travels through Italy and his arduous journey home. By the time the decanter was drained, all was as it ought to be, and Lucerne regretted being so foolish as to not have renewed their acquaintance earlier. 

He’d forgotten how very much Vaughan made him laugh.


CHAPTER 7

 

Bella

 

Wakefield returned the following day without Lord Marlinscar. 

“Should I be writing to her aunt?” Joshua asked, when he happened on Bella lurking on the doorstep, while Wakefield and Louisa ambled about the garden together arm in arm.

“That would be pre-emptive, don’t you think, brother? He’s only called on her once. Yesterday doesn’t count. I should leave it until he’s been at least thrice and perhaps as long as a dozen calls.”

Joshua in his sparrow-like browns, considered this with a squint. “I’ve rather a feeling we’ll see him often, and out here on his knee afore long. I suppose I could overlook the connection until then, but you really ought to be over there with them, being all green and prickly.”

“I would,” Bella offered him her sweetest smile. “But I fear I’ve turned my ankle, and it’s ever so painful to move about.” She demonstrated by hobbling a pace or two and wincing as if her bones had shattered. “Besides, I can see them perfectly well from here.”

“Until they glide behind a bush.”

“Joshua Rushdale!” Bella dropped her mouth open wide in mock outrage. “I cannot think you’d suggest such impropriety from my friend.”

“Fie, it’s not her I’m concerned about.”

“So, you think the captain’s a rake.”

“I think he’s a man, and eager for what’s under her skirts and in her pockets.” He gave her an arch look, while she continued to fake shock. “Though I shall, naturally, deny this conversation ever took place, if you should be so crass as to allude to it in polite society.”

Bella looped her arm around his and gave him an affectionate squeeze. “So, only when surrounded by lechers, harlots, and rapscallions?” 

“I should dearly like to know when you think you’ll ever be in the presence of those?”

“Based on what you just said, rather often, I should think.”

“Bella,” he sighed.

“Oops, need to go, it seems they’re heading for the hedgerow. What a good thing my ankle has miraculously mended for I’ve a burning urge to pick some blackberries.” She left him with a wave, only to turn about and call out to him while walking backwards. “What a pity it is that Lord Marlinscar doesn’t have a sister, my brother. We could marry you into the aristocracy.”

“I’m not so sure I want a wife who’s a lady.”

Bella squealed in amusement and clapped her hands together.

“That is not what I meant, minx. I merely meant I should prefer a wife who knows how to butter bread.”

 


CHAPTER 8

Louisa

 

“My fingers are now stained quite purple,” Bella complained, as she sat helping Louisa to tie rags in her hair before bed. “You and Captain Wakefield certainly found a lot to talk about, Lou.”

Louisa, who was even then recounting every footstep of their stroll, smiled dreamily. “We did, though I don’t really know what we said. He is so easy to be around, Bella.” And she the luckiest of women to have stumbled upon him on her way north. “I suppose we spoke of our families, a while, and a little of his regiment.” They had recounted their meeting too and spoken of what they desired of their futures. She, a house of her own, away from her aunt. He, his sisters settled and well matched, and a family of his own. There had only ever been her and her brother, so Wakefield’s talk of many sisters bewildered and enchanted her. “He did promise that he would call again as soon as he is able, but I suppose that will be dependent on Lord Marlinscar’s plans. He must do as his host bids.”

“Likewise, you yours.”

“Oh, Bella, I am sorry. What a thoughtless simpkin I am being. I did not think how neglected you would feel. I am supposed to be here for you, not to be making doe-eyes at your neighbour’s guest.”

Bella batted the notion aside and set down the bundle of rags on the dressing table. “One of us should have fun, and he is handsome. I’m only appalled by the lack of billing and cooing. I did not have to turn my head to avoid seeing anything even once. You will promise to kiss him next time he calls, won’t you, or let him squeeze your bottom, so that I might have something to blush over.”

“Bella, I most certainly shan’t. You say the naughtiest things.” She dug an elbow into her friend’s side. “If my aunt had any notion how salacious your conversation runs, she would never let me see you again. I’m not sure she’d even let me write.”

“Then she had better never hear of my salaciousness, at least while you’re still Miss Stanley. Once you’re Mrs Wakefield, of course, then you shall have to tell me of all the intricacies of married life.”

Louisa clipped her shoulder again, while heat blazed through her cheeks. “I’m not sure it’s at all the done thing to tell of such things even then, Bella, and certainly not to one’s unmarried friends. In any case, I rather think you already know more of weddings and”—she dropped her voice to a whisper— “beddings than you ought.”

Bella, who was still poking at the rags around her fingers, caught her friend’s gaze in the mirror. “Without a doubt that is impossible. My governess—”

“Which one?”

“Miss Trenchhardy, or was it Miss Lemoncakes—”

“Bella, you never had a governess called Miss Lemoncakes.”

“Indeed, no, it was Miss Elliot. That’s the one, Jemima Elliot, did say to me that it is with books that the world will be revealed to us, and do you know, she has proved to be quite right. Everything one could ever wish to be enlightened about can be found in books. Though she was quite mistaken about the method, one has to read them, not balance them upon your head. You do not believe it wrong to read, do you Louisa?”

“No,” she said, cautiously.

“Good, for I have a book for you to read.”

“Shall I like it?”

“Hm,” Bella considered. Her lips pursed. “I think you will be much informed by it. I shall leave it under your pillow for you, but do keep it out of Joshua’s sight, won’t you?”

“Because he will be appalled to find me with it?”

“Yes, maybe,” Bella hedged. “But it is more that I stole it from him, and I don’t wish him to take it back.”


CHAPTER 9

Bella

 

The glorious summer decayed all too quickly into autumn, bringing with it incessant rain. Bella stared glumly out of the leaded windowpanes. The sky was dark and filled with the threat of distant thunder. “Perfect!” There was no way they could venture outside. They’d be wet through before they even mounted.

She twisted in her seat, turning her back to the dismal weather. Ever since Lucerne’s visit, she’d been eager to race across the fields to Lauwine, the wind in her face and her hair whipping around her. Not to call on him, of course. That simply wasn’t the done thing, but it amused her to think of trespassing upon his estate right under his nose. Would he feel compelled to come out and address her? They hadn’t heard a single thing from him, though Captain Wakefield had called four, or was it five times now? And spent time with her and Louisa. Mostly though, he’d holed up with her brother in his study.

Why didn’t Lucerne call?

She dreamed of storming right up to him, of trapping him against a wall and kissing his perfect Cupid’s bow lips until they were bruised and sore. Then she would ravish the rest of him, covering every blessed inch in tiny love bites. Would he allow her that liberty?

Did he think back to that day weeks ago as frequently as Bella did? Sun warm on her skin, the crickets chirping in the grass, the riverbank a riot of wildflowers and weeds. She couldn’t dislodge the sight of him wet and naked out of her mind. He was thoroughly imprinted there.

If only she hadn’t run. If she’d stayed. What fun might they have made?

She gave a long sigh. It was all idle speculation. It didn’t matter how many times she thought of riding his cock, it was never going to happen. It was obvious that Viscount Marlinscar wasn’t remotely interested in her.

The door of the back parlour creaked open, and Joshua strode in. “Such solemn faces, but see, I have something here to cheer you up.” He waved a letter beneath her nose. The faint scent of sealing wax drifted off the paper. Bella peered up at her brother’s hawk-like face. His brow was crinkled above his left eye the way it did when he won at billiards or got a good price for the copper ore at the biddings. As she knew he’d done neither recently, one had to assume his good humour a result of the correspondence.

Louisa, who was sitting by the fire diligently embroidering a sampler, put her needlework aside to give him her full attention. “What is it?” she asked.

Bella did hope it wasn’t another epistle from Mr Cockroft begging for her hand. She had not been the least bit joking about the slugs, though she didn’t like to deprive the local wildlife of their suppers.

“An invitation.” Joshua settled in his favourite green armchair, before unfolding the paper. The seal was already broken, the letter previously read, so his delaying was simply to create drama.

“Do save us the suspense,” she sniped. It was probably an invitation to the annual Michaelmas Ball at the Assembly Rooms. It happened every year with the same dull people in attendance. Joshua had been escorting her there since she was twelve.

Her brother cleared his throat. “Lauwine is to play host to a ball.” Bella’s attention narrowed to everything but his voice. “Lord Marlinscar requests our presence and asks if we would like to remain afterwards for a time as his particular guests.”

Perhaps he was not so ambivalent to her after all.

She felt her brother’s gaze upon her, and met it, as if he hadn’t produced the best bit of news to cross their threshold.

“I see your curiosity isn’t the least bit piqued. Then I suppose I must write back and decline, rather than subject you to yet another tedious dance.”

“Don’t.”

Joshua grinned.

“Oh, you beast. Let me see.” She rose and snatched the paper from his hand. It was exactly as he’d reported. They were to stay as Lucerne’s house guests. Not only would she finally get to see the interior of Lauwine Hall, but she would also get to stay there. It hardly seemed possible that the day could have brightened so rapidly.

A quick glance at the window proved that rain was still lashing against the glass. She took to pacing, wearing a groove in the pile of the hearthrug while she read and re-read the short note. “Why does he invite us to stay when we only live across the valley?”

“I’m sure I don’t know how the minds of peers work,” Joshua replied. “One can only assume he’s most desirous of our company. Clearly, you’ve charmed the poor fellow, though lord knows how.”

Bella kept her lips clamped tight. She would not be imparting even a hint at the possible reason for Lucerne’s admiration. Likewise, she intended to keep her delight entirely to herself.

Joshua sighed and rolled his eyes. “Truly? Can you not even attempt to seem a little pleased?”

“Oh, she is.” Louisa clapped her hands together not the least bit shy about expressing her delight over the prospect of seeing Captain Wakefield every day. “You know how she loves to be contrary.”

“Aye, I do at that.”

Bella stuck her tongue out at them both.


CHAPTER 10

Bella

 

Two weeks had passed since the invitation to Viscount Marlinscar’s ball had arrived, and those fourteen days had crawled by so slowly, Bella had begun checking the clocks every half-hour to see if they’d stopped. Captain Wakefield continued to call regularly—every second day, much to Louisa’s delight—but they’d seen nothing of Lucerne. Bella optimistically assumed he was too busy with the ball preparations and his other house guests, but she was near desperate to see him, and that level of excitement could not be contained.

When it had been stipulated that they would arrive by carriage, Bella, who detested the claustrophobic rocking leather-scented box, had slipped away, and had a groom saddle up her mare. She’d ridden the direct route straight across the moors, with Mark Cooper desperately trying to keep pace beside her. He was a brawny lad, built of solid Yorkshire stock, and she supposed hardly a lad at all anymore, given he was now four and twenty. The housemaids spoke of him incessantly, and Bella too had shared their admiration before Lucerne Marlinscar had arrived in their little corner of the Dales. She’d often challenged him to a gallop.

There was no one about when she reached Lauwine. Bella left Mark to tend to the horses, then hurried up the entrance steps, her heavy riding skirt dusting aside dead leaves as she went. The door stood ajar, so though she knocked, she let herself in. 

“I say, is anyone about? It’s Miss Rushdale.” 

Her greeting echoed dully across the marble surfaces of the entrance hall. Bella let her gaze rove. She’d wanted to know what lay beyond this door ever since she’d been old enough to rattle the handle in vain, hence she was quite determined to savour the moment now it had arrived. She couldn’t precisely say if it was what she’d imagined. She guessed Lucerne had gone to a lot of trouble and expense to make the place habitable again. Lauwine had been neglected since well before her birth. Now, at least, the entrance was restored. A plain chequer-board floor contrasted heavily with the decorative plasterwork and artistry on the ceiling. Huge oil paintings covered every inch of available wall space, and between them stood marble busts and urns almost large enough to climb inside.

She continued unchallenged into a second vast chamber, astonished that her footfalls hadn’t brought a servant running. To her right lamplight flickered around the edge of an open doorway – Lucerne. A smile came to her lips as she envisaged coming upon him unaware. However, the room’s sole occupant was another man with long dark hair that spilled over his shoulders in loose ringlets. His eyes were closed, and he held a brandy balloon cradled in one hand.

Bella coughed to draw his attention.

He turned his head, revealing bright, violet-coloured eyes that narrowed under long dark lashes. “Lord Marlinscar is in the drawing room,” he remarked, afore returning to his drink.

Curiosity roused; Bella rested her head against the doorframe as she watched him sip. He was graceful to the point of being languid, and beautiful in a way that entirely eclipsed Lucerne’s radiance. Where Lucerne was golden, this man was darkly saturnine. But who was he? Wakefield had told them surprisingly little of Lucerne’s other guests during his visits to Wyndfell. Might she be so forward as to initiate an introduction?

After a few minutes of enduring her gaze, the man rose, treating her to his full proportions. Black, close-fitting pantaloons encased firm thighs. His waistcoat was plum, shot with silver, coat the shifting grey of wet slate. He walked towards her. As he drew closer, Bella dipped into a curtsy and extended a hand, but instead of accepting it, he rudely brushed past her into the hallway. Stunned, she watched him fade into the shadows of the staircase.

“Arrogant nob,” she swore, more humiliated than angry.

“Ah, I see you’ve met Pennerley.”

A thrill went through Bella’s chest at the sound of Lucerne’s voice, though it didn’t quite eradicate her irritation. Across the room, light from a newly opened doorway painted fresh shadows over the carpet. Lucerne closed the cunningly disguised door behind him so that it blended seamlessly with the bookcase. He was dressed in cream and buff, as tall and handsome as ever and smiling warmly at her. “Miss Rushdale.”

“Lord Marlinscar.” She dipped into another curtsy.

“Another guest?” she asked, unable to help herself looking over her shoulder once again.

“Yes. Vaughan Peredur Forvasham, Marquis of Pennerley, an old acquaintance, newly returned from Italy.”

“Is he always so friendly?”

Lucerne replied with a non-committal shrug of his broad shoulders, leaving her to draw her own conclusions. He lifted her hand and pressed his lips to the soft skin of her wrist, in a vexingly intimate manner that had her leaning towards him, eager for closer contact. “You are here, but where is your brother, and the delightful Miss Stanley?”
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