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Paris, 

November, 1816
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STANDING IN THE DRAWING room of Lady Felicity Drummond’s Paris apartments, Chandler Rhys felt a wave of dizziness swirl through his aching head, the result of having been dragged around the city by one of the more affluent diplomats attached to the British Consulate. Celebrating the end of his two-week lecture series at the Sorbonne, Rhys, Lord Ardsley and others he couldn’t even remember had downed champagne, twenty-year old scotch and vintage brandy. 

But not necessarily in that order. 

And how many bottles?  He’d lost count after an even dozen.

Now he was seeing two of everything and felt incredibly hot.  He twitched at his cravat and hoped he could escape to his hotel before Felicity spotted him. It was bad enough that her very presence – there was so much of that delectable ‘presence’—rattled him badly.  After three months of slogging across the mountains of Norway in search of rare alpine plants for the Royal Horticultural Society, he thought he was safe from that magnetic pull she had spun around him back in Brighton last June.  He shifted his feet, making sure he could move without falling over.  

Bad idea. The dizziness started again and he stumbled a bit to the left.  Maybe if he could just get outside in the cold air, he’d be able to clear his head.  

Or his stomach of its contents. 

Slowly he turned, hanging on to one of the Louis XIV chairs and made ready his escape, praying he could keep his dignity intact.  He felt a tap on his shoulder, and knew instantly who it was.  Damn that woman!  A hint of soft fragrance tickled his nose sending his stomach lurching.  He turned and drank in the woman standing before him.

Tonight she was a compelling vision with her thick auburn hair swept up into an intricate mound of curls and tendrils, laced with tiny gems that sparkled under the candlelight.  Her flawless skin was like cream, deep green eyes that he could easily drown in and a lower lip that begged to be kissed.  Rhys gave a slight bow, his eyes skimming the sweep of exposed bosom that lay like soft pillows above layers of silk and lace. He inhaled and blinked away the second set of bosoms. One set was tempting enough, thank you.

"Good evening, Felicity," he croaked.  He noticed that she was watching him closely, one eyebrow raised. 

"Rhys, I didn’t know you were in Paris, otherwise I would have sent you a personal invitation to my little soiree.  How are you and how was your expedition to—where was it again?" She snapped open her fan and waved it slowly in front of the deep cleavage, his eyes following for a moment.  

"Norway.  Very good.  Excellent specimens."  Unfortunately at that moment his eyes dropped to her excellent specimens displayed before him.  He stuttered.  "I mean plants, that is.  Alpine plants.  Lots of 'em up there, you know."  Her smile widened and she licked her lower lip with the tip of her tongue. 

He swallowed. 

Hard.

"No, I don't know.  About alpine plants, that is.  You must tell me all about them sometime. But alas, not at this moment.  I believe Monsieur Bouchard is ready for the unveiling, and I must join him.  Here, you’re too far away to see it properly.  Come with me.”  She took hold of his arm and steered him through the crowd

Rhys let her lead him closer to the dais, then plant him on a loveseat by an open window.  As she walked to the dais he watched her hips sway, the gauze-like fabric doing nothing to hide her long legs and a bit of slender ankle. What were they unveiling, he wondered?  Probably some ancient painting with a bunch of Greeks or Romans slaughtering each other.  Bah!  He closed his eyes and waited for the grand event.  It was about all he was capable of doing at the moment.  
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[image: ]


CHANDLER RHYS WAS AN odd duck, she thought as she waited for Pierre Bouchard to begin the unveiling. When she had first met him in Brighton in June, she had found him dressed in a shabby linen jacket – probably standard scholarly dress for a university professor—with spectacles sliding down his nose.  But his eyes, once the glasses were off, were of the strangest amber color, matching the thick, tawny hair he kept tied back in the old-fashioned manner.  But tonight he was quite handsome in his formal black evening jacket and silk cravat, the lengthy hair brushed back from his face, a face so browned from his travels she had the urge to layer kisses up one side and down the other.

She surveyed the crowd gathered in her drawing room, a glittering swarm of Parisian society here to witness the unveiling of her portrait by the famous artist, Pierre Bouchard. One could almost feel the growing excitement as Bouchard approached the dais, his fingers caressing the swathe of silk draped over the easel. 

Felicity stood to one side, smiling and nodding at acquaintances, but a sense of ennui was ruining the moment. She was tired of Paris, and her eyes drifted to the large windows lining one side of the room.  A thin veil of snow was falling, and she wondered what everyone back home at Watersperry Manor, her family estate on the shores of Lake Windermere, was doing right this moment. Bouchard's words droned on in her ear until, at the mention of her name, she turned back to the artist. 

"Madame, would you do the honors, or shall I?" he asked.  She extended her hand to convey that he, as the artist, should do so.  She knew how much Bouchard was banking on this exhibition to bring him more patronage.  France was still struggling from the war years and art commissions had dried up for the moment. 

"Ladies and gentlemen, I give you Woman for all Time,” and he whisked the cloth off, letting it slip to the floor.

Although framed in heavy gilt, the painting was rather small, a size that conveyed a degree of intimacy as if this work would be in someone’s private chambers, not on display for the public.  Under the candlelight, shadow and light played across the outstretched body of Felicity as she reclined on a red velvet divan, her back to the viewer.  She was completely nude except for a length of silk draped across her bottom.  One extended arm hid most of her breasts, and her dark red hair cascaded  down her back onto the divan, mixing with the plush velvet. But it was her expression, with just that hint of a teasing, enticing smile, that caught one’s eye. 

Felicity heard the intake of breath as the guests viewed the portrait, but she wasn't concerned.  Bouchard had assured her that a semi-nude would be accepted in Paris. Perhaps not in London, but certainly in Paris.  Had not Ingres exhibited his "Odalisque" just a few years ago?  But Felicity sensed an undertow of criticism, mainly from the women in the room.  The men were busy ogling the painting, then studying her as if to see if both were one and the same.  She felt herself blush, despite being an experienced woman, widowed for seven years now.
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ONCE THE VEIL HAD DROPPED, Rhys swung his aching head to look at the other guests. Vaguely he registered the degrees of surprise, shock, but more disturbing was the reaction of the men.  They surged forward, quizzing glasses raised, sly smiles breaking through the bland expressions.  He turned to see Lord Ardsley stand and lean forward, his eyes alight with—what?  Something hard and possessive.  Then Rhys looked to his left and gazed at the painting.  

He stopped breathing.  It was the smile that was his undoing, the smile of a woman in love, an entreaty to her invisible lover.  Something broke inside him.

"No!"  It was a howl that rang through the room, and Chandler Rhys lunged toward the dais, his eyes locked on Felicity's.

Instinctively she raised her hands to ward him off, ready to block Rhys' progress. "Please calm yourself, Rhys—"

Oof!

Rhys picked her up like a sack of potatoes and tossed her over his shoulder, then stooped and slid the silk back over the offending painting.  With Felicity kicking and yelling, he turned and made a quick bow to the crowd.  A moment later he was barreling down the hall as Felicity pummeled him with her fists.

"Put me down, you dunderhead!" She whacked him hard but he was oblivious, protected by gallons of alcohol.  Rhys opened a door and glanced in to find a couple in a most compromising position. 

"Pardon, please continue!"  He slammed the door and pushed forward down the hall to the next door.  Another couple was twisted about each other like a pair of vines. "My apologies, carry on!”  

She waved to the couple, having given up trying to escape this madman.  A stream of French curses followed them down the hall.

Blood rushed to her head and she was seeing stars by the time he found an empty room, slammed the door behind them and leaned her against it, placing his arms on either side of her, blocking her in. When her vision cleared, she raised her hand and slapped him hard.

But not hard enough.  Those deep amber eyes were brooding and a lock of tawny hair flopped over his brow, making him heart-stoppingly handsome despite being so deep in his cups he couldn’t see straight. He gave her a silly grin and leaned forward, his hips pressing against her.

"Miss me?" he whispered. 

He deserved another slap, but he dodged her this time, only to return more closely, his hands stroking her bare arms.

"Three months, Chandler Rhys, without a letter, a note, nothing!  No, I did not miss you!  Now let me go or I'll scream," she hissed.  

"Hard to write when you're halfway up a mountainside, looking down into a fjord a thousand feet below. But I was thinking about you."  He leaned back in. "And I do not like your portrait.  There's too much of you for everyone to see."  His warm breath drifted across her bare shoulders, and she felt his eyes on her breasts, as if waiting to dive right in. 

"I don't intend to share you with the world,” he whispered, his voice low and raspy with desire.  She stiffened and threw back her head, only to hit it against the paneled door. 

"Share me?" she exploded. "What gives you the right—?"  His lips caught hers, and a parade of shivers marched down her spine. 

Damn, damn, damn.

He’d shifted his aim and was now working on her neck and that lovely little spot where her neck met her shoulder. "We kissed back in Brighton. I left you a note—," he murmured.

"Oh, ho!  So one kiss—and a pretty timid one at that—and a clump of wildflowers are supposed to make me yours?"  Maybe another slap would help break this spell he had over her?  Or better yet, a true punch to the stomach would make her feel better?

"Timid?  Did you say 'timid'?"  Now she was worried.  The amber eyes glowed in the dim light and one hand shifted to the back of her neck, pulling her closer. "Let me show you how much I missed you."  His lips devoured hers, hot and hard, pressing, urging her to open for him. For a few seconds, Felicity fell into the kiss, her hands grasping his lapels, tugging him to her.  She felt herself slipping, her defenses dropping. 

He started to move against her but his inebriated body lurched to the side, causing him to slam her against the door.  He squeezed her arm tightly, not to hurt her but to balance himself.  But Felicity acted instinctively as she felt panic rising up her throat, a reminder of the horrors of life with her husband, Lord Drummond.  She froze, dropping her hands, willing herself to go limp. Even in his stupor, Rhys felt the change and pulled away.

"What?" he mumbled.  He gazed at the beautiful face before him, and he felt a change come over her a moment later and couldn't help but grin. "You did miss me, didn't you?"  She started to open her lips, and he felt her hands come back to his chest.  Ah, perfect, he thought.  

But she had other ideas. She'd opened her lips only to take a bite out of his; her hands pushed hard until there was enough space between them for her to attempt to slam her knee into his family jewels. Rhys instinctively leaned forward in a protective movement, only to find her knee connecting with his nose that sent him sprawling back onto his ass.  As blood spurted from his nose, he heard her open the door and whisper,

"Let me disabuse you, Chandler Rhys, of the notion that I'm yours.  Don't ever treat me like that again. I'll have the footman escort you out."  She slammed the door behind her for emphasis.  Rhys lay on his back, handkerchief stuck to his nose as he sent up a prayer of thanks that she hadn't kicked him while he was down.

"Until next time, Felicity. This isn't over," he muttered before he passed out.
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CHAPTER ONE  
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Watersperry Manor, Lake Windermere

Early December, 1816

––––––––
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FELICITY PEERED OVER her tea cup at the strange apparition across the breakfast table. Strangeness was not unfamiliar in her family, so she was not easily rattled.

"Aunt Cordelia, I find your pirate's hat quite fetching. Any particular reason you're wearing it this morning?" She waited while the older woman finished slathering a wad of butter and quince jam on her toast. Bright blue eyes flashed over the butter knife.

"Well, thank you, my dear. Yes, I thought you'd find it fetching. After all, I designed it myself, with a little help from Amelia." She reached up and patted the large, arching peacock feather that drooped a bit to the south, leaving a smear of jam along the edge of the offending feather. Her aunt chuckled to herself. "One must always be ready for the holiday masquerade ball, mustn't one?"  

Felicity shrugged. "But I don't recall receiving any invitation to a holiday ball." Everything about this place is odd, thought Felicity. So what else was new? The door to the room opened and another elderly woman in flowing shawls drifted over to the sideboard. 

"Good morning, Aunt Amelia."  The woman waved a hand in her general direction, too engrossed in examining the offerings of the day.

"I was just telling Cordelia that we haven't received any invitations to a holiday ball.  You haven't seen any, have you?" She recalled one year not finding an invitation until months later, it having been tucked in her aunt's sewing basket unopened.  She heaved a sigh. Sometimes life at Watersperry was a bit chaotic, and she was glad that her grandmother had made a beeline to one of her cousin's homes for the holidays. One less relative to worry about. Four were enough, thank you.

Aunt Amelia strolled past Felicity and plunked herself down, shawls fluttering about her. This aunt sported a tricorn hat from the previous century with a large beribboned cockade that covered half her face. She brushed it aside to nibble on dry toast.  Amelia, like her sister Cordelia, was a tiny, bird-like woman always claiming to be gaining weight and starting her meals with a dainty portion, soon to be followed by seconds and thirds. 

"Well, of course there's a ball.  Just heard about it from our brothers, Everett and Elliott. Everyone that is anyone has been invited." Felicity nodded thoughtfully.  

"I see.  So where is this mysterious missive? And how did Everett and Elliott find out?"  Two heads shook back and forth, pirate hat sliding to the left; tricorn hat to the right.  

"You'll have to ask them, dear.  Haven't a notion.  As to where the invitation is?  Hmm, I think I saw it by the front door with the rest—"

"The rest?"

"Yes, tons of invitations! Going to be quite a festive time this year."  Cordelia turned to her sister.

"Love your tricorn, Amelia. But I'd leave off the cockade. Maybe a long veil or two wrapped around the brim?" The two women started chatting about their costumes, leaving Felicity as much in the dark as before.  She rose up from the table and excused herself.
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