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Prologue


July 1843
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Charlene sat in the carriage next to her mother and just managed to keep from squirming. 

Well, from squirming too much. Her mother always drilled into her that a lady didn't squirm. But she wasn't a lady. Not yet. She was only eight years old—almost nine. Eight and three quarters. It seemed silly to make a girl behave like a woman. But then she was undoubtedly biased, since she was the girl in question. 

It was very hard to hold still because Charlene was going to see her most favorite person in the entire world—Andrew Wentworth. Sigh. Andrew, or Drew to her, was fifteen years old—a man, really—and was the most handsome man she'd ever seen. Fortunately, she was able to see him quite often since her mother was best friends with his mother, Mrs. Wentworth. 

Which was really a surprising thing, if she were honest. Her mother, Pamela Bellingham, Countess of Brookhaven, prized her title and everything that came with it, including socializing among the peerage. But of course, when they were at home in the country, there weren't very many other nobles running about for her to socialize with. And so, her mother had settled for the other richest family in the neighborhood—the Wentworths.

They pulled up in front of Glenn Ivy Manor, and the instant the carriage ceased its movement, Charlene tried to bolt from the carriage so she could track down Drew. 

Her mother halted her with the simple and efficient application of her parasol as a gate across the open door. “You will wait for me to exit and then you may join me in saying hello to our hostess, Mrs. Wentworth. Then you may go off to play in a sedate and ladylike fashion.” Her mother narrowed her eyes at her. “Charlene, please heed my words, I mean it. I do not want you covered in mud for the ride home.”

Charlene looked down at her robin's egg blue dress. It was a pretty color. It was just too bad it had so very many ruffles and bows on it. She frowned. She certainly would not have any fun if she had to stay clean. This was why she'd tried to wear her old brown cotton gown with a pinafore that she could at least take off before she got it dirty. 

Sad that all her fun had already been curtailed, she sighed. “Yes, Mother.”

“Very good.” Her mother nodded and lowered her parasol. She then rose enough to step through the open door and exited the carriage with the assistance of the footman who had been hovering nearby.

Charlene followed her out of the vehicle and came to a stop next to her mother. Mrs. Wentworth was there to greet them, but to her great disappointment she saw no sign of the very handsome Drew. 

And she looked. Everywhere. 

She peeked around the back of her mother, tried to lean to her right to see around Mrs. Wentworth, and even turned around and squatted down to look under their carriage. 

This earned her a sharp reprimand from her mother about standing up straight. “Katherine, thank you for having Charlene and I over for tea.”

Her mother nudged her shoulder to prompt her and Charlene hastily said, “Yes, thank you Mrs. Wentworth.” She curtsied a little, but not too much since the woman was not a peer. 

Her mother was always reminding her about whom to curtsy for and how deep to do so. It was all very confusing and rather annoying. Almost as annoying as Drew being absent. He was always hiding from her when she came to visit. Charlene scrunched her nose up. Why did he do that?

“Please, Lady Brookhaven, come inside.” Mrs. Wentworth turned and led them into the house. 

Charlene sat there for what felt like hours as tea was served. The only redeeming part of the whole thing was the perfectly delicious scones and clotted cream. It was truly one of her favorite things. After eating two, she reached for a third. Her mother cleared her throat in a not-so-subtle reprimand that had her face warming. 

She sighed and let her hand drop. She had hoped that her mother was so thoroughly engaged in the conversation as to not notice how many she'd had. Oh well. “Excuse me Mother, may I go outside now?”

Her mother looked over at her and paused. “Of course, my dear. Remember what I told you, not a speck of dirt on you.”

“Yes, Mother.” Charlene stood and curtsied to both women then trod sedately out of the room and closed the door. 

Free, she tore off at a run to go in search of Drew. She just knew he would be up to something fun!


      [image: ]It was almost twenty minutes after escaping the rigidity of the drawing room that Charlene finally found Drew, along with Frederick and William. Frederick was the son of the local magistrate who lived next door to the Wentworths, and John was a stableboy and the son of the stable master at Glenn Ivy Manor. They were on the edge of the great lawn behind the house when she spotted them. 

As she skipped up to them, she called out, “Hello Drew, Frederick, William.” 

A soft groan escaped Drew as Frederick stopped and turned around. “Hello Charlene.”

“Don't stop, you dolt!” Drew hissed from behind Freddie.

Inside Charlene winced, but a lady always maintained her pleasant outer countenance. At least, that was what her mother would say. Charlene wasn't exactly sure what a countenance was, but her mother was very clear about the smiling thing. 

Wasn’t that what her mother meant? “Where are you three going?”

Drew sighed, walked back the few steps he'd taken, and stepped up beside Frederick. “Nowhere you can go.”

Oh. She gritted her teeth, still smiling. Charlene hated being told what she couldn't do. She got enough of that from her parents, and she certainly didn't need anyone else telling her she couldn't do something. 

She fisted her little hands at her sides in her skirts. “I can go anywhere I want.”

Drew scoffed, his expression harsh. “Not dressed like that, you can't.”

“I can, too. I can do anything you three can do, and in a gown.” She jutted out her chin in pure defiance. 

“You can’t even waltz better than me, or so our dancing master told your mother last time he was here.” 

Her face scrunched up in fury. “That’s—”

“You can't come with us.” He cut her off. “It's not safe for little girls. Right Freddie? Billy?” Drew insisted as he folded his arms across his chest. His friends stood mute neither agreeing nor disagreeing with him.

“I am not a little girl. I am a young lady, and I am telling you I can do it.” She hesitated a moment. “Whatever it is you are doing.”

“Absolutely not.” Drew pressed on, and then a little sparkle appeared in his blue eyes. “You're not welcome—Charlie.”

Fury punched through her chest at his use of that nickname she hated. 

She was not a boy. She was a girl, and she liked girl things…it was just that she also liked to do boy things sometimes. Drew had called Charlie that one day and she'd instantly hated it. The only problem was, she had not been particularly good at hiding her displeasure, and once he had noticed, he'd started calling her that all the time, especially when he wanted to drive her away. 

Charlene was tired of it. She balled up her little fist, just like she'd seen her two older brothers do before they went off to school, stepped forward, and swung. She punched Drew right in the gut, and he bent over double, completely winded. “I hate you, Andrew Wentworth!”

She whirled around and ran off as she heard the other boys giving Drew a hard time about being punched by a girl. Not that it mattered. 

Running around to the side of the house, where a pretty gazebo was situated in a rose garden which smelled lovely, Charlene dropped down and cried as she mourned the loss of her first love. 

In her own way, she had loved Drew. But now that she'd punched him, she also knew he would be even more determined to stay away from her—and if he didn't, she would make sure he did. 

She didn't want him to apologize. She wanted him to leave her alone so her heart would stop hurting. 

Charlene never wanted to see him again. 








  
  

Chapter One


November 1861
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Charlene watched the carriages barrel past the large bay window in her parent's drawing room. They were moving at a brisk pace. Perhaps even fast enough that if she threw herself in front of one, she would be killed—or at least badly maimed. It seemed as though that would be her only way to escape the eternal rambling of her fiancé. 

Perhaps she was being extreme—just a bit. 

She sighed softly under her breath but it wasn’t as though Alastair Peterson, the Earl of Fenwick, would have noticed anyway. He was so self-absorbed, she wasn't quite sure why he even needed a wife. He did enough preening and self-congratulating, Charlene wasn't sure what a wife would do for him. At least, by her mother's standards. The man undoubtedly had a full staff to cater to his every need, so a wife certainly wouldn't run his household. And as handsome as he was—and he was handsome, with his raven's wing hair and dark gray eyes—he would never lack for female companionship. So what did that leave a wife to do for him? 

Ah yes, the role of broodmare. That could be the only thing he hasn't been able to achieve in his life on his own. 

Charlene reasoned that if he took a mistress and got her with child, Fenwick could claim the illegitimate child—but then the child would be of dubious lineage which, based on everything she knew about the very controlling and precise man, simply would not do. Not at all. 

Besides, she was sure he wanted the standard heir and a spare. Never mind that he was playing roulette with Mother Nature. Though she never gambled, she knew enough to know the single rule: the house always won. 

“So, Charlene dear, we shall go to the theater on Wednesday night so I can button up this deal with Mr. Hough, who—for some ridiculous reason—brought his wife on a bloody business trip.” Fenwick sounded annoyed as he cut into her own musings.

“I beg your pardon? I'm afraid I have plans for Wednesday evening.” Charlene sat up straighter in her seat as he pulled her out of her maudlin thoughts and back into her harsh reality. 

He waved a hand vaguely. “Cancel them. I'll need you in attendance.”

She stared, incredulous at his complete dismissal of her own schedule. “Impossible. It is the first ball the Duchess of Norfolk has ever thrown. She is my closest friend and I promised her months ago that I would attend.” Charlene hesitated, but knew her father would be displeased if she was anything but gracious to Lord Fenwick, despite her repeated objections to this arranged marriage. “Of course, I wish to assist. I would be happy to have your business associate added to the guest list and then you could attend with me.”

Fenwick stared for a long uncomfortable moment, his gray eyes seemed almost flinty. “Absolutely not. We shall attend the theater as I planned. Inform your friend you are unable to attend.”

Fury shot through Charlene as her mouth fell open at his utter disregard for her existing plans—not to mention, her very generous offer. After all, it was an event everyone wanted to attend. His business associate and, more importantly, the man’s wife would be thrilled for the opportunity to attend. 

Gathering her shock and outrage at his demand, Charlene found her voice as she found her feet. “Lord Fenwick, you are being completely unreasonable. One does not skip the first ball thrown by a duchess—any duchess. But most certainly not one who is fourth in line to the throne of England. I shall have to decline your very kind invitation to go to the theater.” She turned to leave the salon. The man was insufferable. This would never work.

She was nearly at the door when a large, firm hand wrapped around her arm in a punishing grip and halted her forward progress. With his fingers digging cruelly into the meat of her upper arm, her betrothed spun her around to face him. His eyes were like dark shards of gray ice now, his lips flattened into a grim line as he loomed over all her five feet, seven inches. Topping her by around four inches, he was quite intimidating, but she held her ground and straightened her spine. Charlene may look soft and a little plump, but she was no shrinking violet. Never had been.

Fenwick growled at her in a way that tested her will to be strong in the face of this outrageous display. “You will do as you're told, woman. As my wife, I shall dictate your schedule. You had better become accustomed to such things now. You will never walk out on me in such a disrespectful manner again.”

Charlene’s fury bubbled up and over like a pot left on the fire too long. “Then I suggest you find a different woman to cow, my lord. I shall not be your subservient little broodmare that you can trot out and put on display when and how you wish.”

The man grunted. “Don't be an idiot. I shall not find another woman, and that is exactly what you will be. My broodmare. You will marry me, bear my sons, and shut your bloody mouth unless I tell you to open it.” 

Charlene inhaled sharply and tried to jerk her arm free, to no avail. Nonetheless, she looked him in the eye and said, low and harsh, “Over my dead body. I wouldn’t marry you if you were the King of England.” 

Fenwick slapped her across the face and let go of her so that she fell to the floor under the force of the blow. As he pulled out his handkerchief, he sneered at her. “Pick yourself up and stop laying there like a sack of rubbish. It is unbecoming of the future Lady Fenwick.” He dabbed at his forehead delicately with the white square. “I shall collect you at eight o'clock on Wednesday night.” He turned and walked out of the room and out of the house as though nothing untoward had occurred.

Charlene sat there on the floor as her cheek throbbed. The house was eerily silent, despite the fact she knew her father was home and a full cadre of servants lurked about. Slowly, she picked herself up off the floor and made her way upstairs. Alone in her bedchamber, she locked her door and stood before her looking glass. Her cheek was red, and a tad swollen, though she suspected he had not hit her hard enough to leave a bruise. How she knew that, she couldn't be certain. Perhaps it was the many years of being a tomboy and all the bruises she'd acquired along the way. Regardless of whether a bruise would show, she refused to marry a man who was already willing to lay hands on her. Not even for her father. 


      [image: ]The evening had lasted forever, but at least Lord Fenwick hadn't joined them for dinner. Charlene wasn't sure she could have sat across from him and not spoken of what he'd done to her that afternoon. In the end, she didn't have to. 

She had hoped to avoid what was about to happen, but when she had told her father that a marriage to Lord Fenwick simply wasn’t possible, he had overridden her objections. Even when she revealed the man had slapped her. Her father had assured her she must be making more of the situation than what it was. After all, there was no mark on her face, was there? She may not have appreciated having her face tapped, but that did not make the man abusive. 

Charlene had stared at him, incredulous for the second time that day. Her mother said nothing, though she seemed more disturbed by the revelation than her husband. 

With her father's assurances ringing in her ears, Charlene knew she had no other choice but to run. Hopefully her actions would help her father realize just how serious she was. Considering she was no green girl fresh out of the schoolroom, it seemed rather ridiculous that at the ripe old age of eight and twenty, she found herself running away to avoid marriage. 

She sighed. Yet here she was. 

The house was silent as she cracked open her bedchamber door. With a tentative step forward, Charlene eased into the shadows of the hallway. From there, she quickly made her way down the back stairs and out the servants’ door. The night was chilly, but she had on her best navy-blue woolen gown, the boys trousers she often wore under her gowns when riding astride, and a heavy winter cloak. She hoped she would be warm enough. 

She switched her portmanteau from one hand to the other, trying to shift the weight of it to give one arm a rest. She'd packed as light as she could manage, under the circumstances, but she was also heading home to her family's country house where she would have a small wardrobe selection which she kept there once she arrived. By her estimation, it would be a two-day journey if she rested her mount properly and didn't ride straight through. True, she was terribly nervous about being alone on the road, but it was a risk she must take. 

Charlene crept into the carriage house and slipped into Persephone’s stall. Her black mare was a beautiful horse and would carry her well. Setting down her bag and readying her horse for the ride she had just laid the blanket over her back when the scrape of a boot sounded. 

“Who's there? I have a rifle,” a thankfully familiar voice rang out.

“John, it's me, Charlene,” she called out softly. 

A man appeared with a lantern held aloft. “What are you doing out here in the middle of the night?” He examined curiously as he leaned the rifle he carried against the stall door.

John Goodman had been their coachman for as long as she could remember. His son was training to replace his father one day, likely sooner than later. “I'm leaving, John, and you can't stop me.”

“Well, I reckon I could if I really wanted to, girly. Can you tell me why you're sneaking out like a thief in the night?” He scratched his head and watched her as she tried to heft her saddle onto Persephone.

“Lord Fenwick hit me this afternoon—” John growled low and menacingly “—and my parents will not call off the wedding. They think I have made more of what happened than what it was.” Charlene let the saddle sag down by her feet as she drew in a deep breath before turning to face the old retainer who was more of a family member to her than a servant. “I won't marry him. If he was willing to slap me today, imagine what he'd be willing to do once I am under his control. Once I am his possession.” She hated the note of pleading which had crept into her voice, but she was feeling desperate at the moment. 

“No man should lay hands on a woman. I don't care what she's done. Where are you running off to, then?” John reached over and took the saddle out of her hands. 

She watched hopefully as he hefted it up, but he made no move to settle it on her horse. “I'm going to Brookhaven Manor. I'm hoping if I hide there for a few days or perhaps a week, my parents will come to see reason.”

The servant nodded. “That sounds like a reasonable plan. But you can't go haring off into the night alone.” He carried her saddle back over to where it was normally stored, causing her to follow him out. 

“But I have to go, John. If my parents find out my plans, you know they'll stop me. They’ll…they’ll make me marry him.” Charlene bit her lip and pushed back the tears that threatened. 

He tsked softly. “Now don't go working up a bunch of useless tears. Of course you're going tonight, girly. Just as soon as I rouse my son to help me hitch up the coach, I'll be taking you where you want to go. You think I’d let you make that journey on horseback?”

A tight knot which had formed in her chest released as he shuffled off toward the living quarters where he and his son, Sam, lived. Half an hour later, John and his son had readied the coach and helped her get settled inside. 

“We'll drive through the night, but I expect by tomorrow afternoon the horses and myself will need a rest. Sam will stay behind to drive your parents wherever they need to go. And should their panic become too great, he will tell them what you are up to.”

She couldn't help but smile softly. “Thank you, John. I can't tell you how much I appreciate this.”

“Not at all, girly. I'm sure your parents would want to know you had some protection rather than thinking you hied off alone in the dead of night.” He nodded then and climbed up on the driver's box. A moment later, they pulled out of the stable and into the mews. Soon they were wending their way through the streets of London and headed to sanctuary. 








  
  

Chapter Two
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Mr. Andrew Wentworth walked in the front door of Wentworth House and breathed a sigh of relief. 

Finally, some space and perhaps a little quiet. After nearly three months of traveling, two of which were spent on a ship as he sailed to the Caribbean and back, with an extra stop or two along the way. Drew finally had some space to move around, which pleased him to no end. No people crammed on a ship cheek-by-jowl. No one constantly seeking his approval of something or a decision from him. Even once he had arrived in Jamaica, and after when he had returned to London, the port cities had been teeming with people. Now he stood in the grand entry of his home and soaked in the blessed silence.

Of course, it was short-lived.

As he stood there soaking up the quiet, he heard the tap-tap-tap of a woman's shoes. Since his mother had passed away three years before and ten years after his father, he knew it was most likely going to be Mrs. Polly Addison or one of the housemaids. Please God, let it be a housemaid, someone he could more effectively send away. 

No such luck.

A squeal ripped through the air as the patter of the woman's feet picked up nearly into a run. “Andrew, you're home!”

Polly had been a surrogate mother to him. After his father died, his mother had gone into a decline. It was really quite amazing she had lasted as long as she did after her husband’s unexpected passing, but she had been heartbroken when his ship sank. Polly had taken over the house—the family home, really—and helped Drew through all the loss as a young man of two and twenty. She had held him and his home together as Drew tried to hold his father's shipping business together. 

It had been a struggle. Many believed he was too young to take over Wentworth Shipping, and they had been down to one ship after his father's death on the only other ship the company owned—but he had known he could build the company into so much more. He'd watched his father since he was a boy, and had a myriad of ideas which he had presented to his father. But, as is often the case, his ideas had been dismissed as too risky or as not how things were done. 

Suddenly, Drew was in charge. So, he set about doing the things he had wanted his father to try. 

He smiled at the petite cook and housekeeper. She was whipcord lean and ran the household staff rather like a good first mate. “Polly! It's good to see you. I’ve just arrived home.”

She hugged him tightly then stepped back to peer sternly at him. “You did not send word ahead of your arrival. Again.” Her look of disapproval said far more than her words alone could have.

Drew couldn't help the heat that simmered in his cheeks. How precisely did she reduce him to a child of eight? “I know, Polly. But honestly, I disembarked from the ship and came straight home. I would have arrived at the same time as any messenger I sent.”

The woman snorted. “It's not as if there aren't modern ways of sending messages. We have a telegraph station in the village, you know.”

Drew grinned cheekily. “I didn't want to take the time to stop so I could get home all the sooner to you, my sweet Polly.”

She guffawed at his audacity. “Such rubbish!”

“Who's in here saying such sweet things to my wife? Has Casanova come to steal her away?” A booming voice demanded as the man it belonged to joined them.

Drew laughed. “It's just me, Billy. There's no Casanova trying to steal your wife.” 

He hugged the man who had been married a good twelve years to Polly, and slapped him on the back in greeting. William Addison had been with his family since he was a boy. As the Stable Master’s son, he’d worked his way up as a stableboy and then a stable hand until he’d taken over as the stable master when his father had retired. Billy was a year older than Drew, but they had been friends growing up. Between their long-standing friendship and the fact the man was the reason the amazing Polly had come to live there, he could do no wrong in Drew's eyes. 

“Welcome home, Mr. Wentworth,” Billy grinned as Drew chaffed at the formality. 

“I'll wrangle some footmen to bring in your trunks.” Polly turned to bustle off.

The next he knew, servants were streaming into the entry hall. Drew turned back to the stable master. “Anything urgent I should know from the stables, Billy?”

“Nothing that can't wait. Get settled in and you can come find me later to talk about the horses,” Billy said. “I’ll have Polly send you up some supper.” 

“That sounds excellent.” Drew turned to head up to his bedchamber. 


      [image: ]The next morning, Drew wandered downstairs and ordered breakfast to be delivered to his study. He tried to go through the months of correspondence that his steward had left on his desk, but the first interruption was the delivery of his breakfast. 

Polly swept into the room, pushing a rolling cart of food. “Good morning, Drew.” She stopped short near the sofa. “Surely you don't mean to eat your breakfast at your desk?”

“That is precisely what I mean to do.” Drew let one brow drift up as he eyed the food.

“That is most uncivilized.” Her face was a picture, and it featured that mulish expression she often displayed when she disagreed with something he did.

“It is perfectly civilized. Industrious men around the globe do precisely this. Only nobles and ungodly wealthy men have the luxury of lounging over breakfast.”

“It's bad for the digestion. Now get up and come over here to eat. You can use the cart as a table.” She left the cart where it was and came over to bully him out of his seat and over to the sofa. 

Drew sighed in defeat and gave in, moving over to the sofa where she then pushed the cart into place so he could have a civilized breakfast.

After he ate, he had managed to fall into a pleasant rhythm with his correspondence when the next interruption came. 

James, his butler, knocked. “Pardon the interruption, Mr. Wentworth, but with you gone the last few months, we had put many of the rooms to bed under sheets. Would you like to have the drawing room, the music room, the morning room, and the ballroom woken up?”

Drew sighed. He hardly used any of those rooms. “Open the morning room and the drawing room only.” He looked back down at the letter he was reading. 

“Apologies, sir, but the guest bedchambers?” James asked.

Drew closed his eyes for a moment and reminded himself the man was simply doing the job he paid him to do. He would get through his letters eventually. “I am not expecting anyone at the moment. Perhaps have one opened up just in case anyone arrives unexpectedly. I wouldn't put it past Freddie to visit once he hears I am back.”

“Very good, sir.” James bowed and left the room.

Drew was just getting back into his work when Billy appeared, wanting to talk about the horses, so he set the papers aside and listened to his ideas on expanding the stables and rotating the studs for breeding. An hour later, he was finally alone again when a maid poked her head in to clean the fireplace and lay some fresh coals. He tried very hard to ignore her presence since he didn't recognize the girl, but she turned out to be a chatty little thing. She had all kinds of questions about sailing and the ocean. By the time she left, Drew was at his wit's end. 

That was why, when Polly appeared once again, Drew glared at her. “How bloody hard is it for a man to get some peace and quiet in his own home? I've been away for three months with people constantly underfoot on board the ship and I think I had fewer interruptions in a day then than I have had today.”

“What do you expect? You said it yourself, you've been away for three months. There are plenty of decisions to be made now that you are back.” Polly put her hands on her hips and glared right back at him. “Now, I came in here to warn you that the weather has taken a turn. It's starting to snow, and I don't think it's going to be a light dusting either.”
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