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      Captain Sterling Edgeworth narrowed his eyes and scowled into the swirling amber at the bottom of his glass. “I’m considering celibacy,” he announced without elaborating.

      It was a vow he ought to have taken at the new year. It certainly would have saved him a good amount of trouble.

      Bloodstone blinked his violet eyes. The viscount, with his golden hair and perfectly even features, was almost too ridiculously pretty to be a gentleman. “Don’t say you’ve caught the clap.” He made a tutting sound.

      “Why am I not surprised?” Ranulf Winters, the Marquess of Sexton, laughed. “It was bound to happen at the rate you’ve been tearing through them.” As the oldest and widowed a few years prior, Sexton was perhaps the most jaded amongst their set.

      “I don’t have the bloody clap,” Edge scoffed, staring across the ballroom to where Miss Chloe Fortune and a gaggle of other teachers from Miss Primm's Private Seminary for the Education of Ladies prattled with one another. But I might just as well have.

      One woman had managed to turn him off the whole of the female population—and not because he’d fallen madly in love. No, she’d convinced him once and for all that no feminine creature could be trusted.

      He’d believed her to be so very innocent—harmless, in fact.

      She’d played him for a fool.

      Edge’s companions’ stares followed his to the mostly pastel-clad young women conversing earnestly—too earnestly—across from them. Miss Fortune gestured with her hands, expressing the point she was making dramatically, as though she could solve all the world’s problems with her opinion.

      “Surely not because of Miss Fortune?” Bloodstone had been in residence when Miss Fortune and today’s bride had attended the now-infamous winter house party here four months before.

      As imposters.

      “She’s a pestilence,” Edge scoffed.

      He’d wait five more minutes and then exit the ballroom to spend the remainder of the evening in a more comfortable setting—which would be any room where he wouldn’t be forced to endure Chloe’s presence.

      The woman in question threw her head back and laughed boldly, the line of her throat catching his gaze.

      Her gown, an offensive garish yellow, ought to have leeched the color from her skin. Instead, by God, it complemented the peach hue of her cheeks. And her hair, the color of loamy soil, was twisted into the same unflattering style she’d worn before. His body betrayed him by remembering what the curves beneath that ugly gown felt like beneath him.

      His cock, of course, didn’t mind her betrayal nearly as much as the rest of him did.

      He’d given it free rein for far too long, having become accustomed to satisfying his desires regardless of the risk involved.

      “She certainly has gall, that’s for certain, presenting herself after the stunt she and Miss Fellowes pulled on Hunt.” But Sexton spoke with a hint of admiration. “Both ladies managed quite the coup.”

      Emerson Huntington, the Earl of Hardwood, had taken on a shackle earlier that day, vowing to love the other imposter, Miss Fellowes, until death and all that nonsense.

      Edge barely refrained from rolling his eyes at Sexton’s misguided statement.

      “And yet, here she is to celebrate her accomplice’s nuptials,” Bloodstone pointed out.

      Throughout the ten days of his… well, acquaintance with Miss Fortune, the woman had gone on and on expressing her disapproval of the patriarchy and men in general. “She assured me on several occasions that she avoided weddings whenever possible.”

      Or had it just been marriage in general that she’d disparaged? Either way, her hypocrisy was exposed for all to see when she’d stood at the altar behind Miss Fellowes.

      Opposite Edge, who’d acted as Hardwood’s best man.

      “We need to talk,” she’d whispered when he’d dutifully walked her down the aisle at the end of the ceremony.

      “You’ve nothing I wish to hear,” Edge had replied. If she’d wished to speak to him, she’d had all week to do so. Instead, she’d deliberately avoided him. Celibacy, that was the ticket. He didn’t need these sorts of distractions, especially not if he intended to rejoin his regiment.

      “Miss Fellowes is her friend,” Bloodstone pointed out with a frown. “Hardwood assured me that the two teachers carried out the farce under exceptional circumstances. Surely, we’ve done worse for one another?” The viscount raised his brows and chuckled. “Remember that summer in Brighton when we convinced the Somerset chits we were pirates?”

      “That was in jest.” Edge rolled his shoulders. He, Bloodstone, and Hunt had played their parts well, impressing the ladies who, no doubt, had found the experience to be the highlight of their holiday. And they had only played the game for a few days.

      Edge glanced around the room. If he made use of the discreet servants’ door behind the planters, he could make his exit without the dowager countess’s notice. This was supposed to have been a wedding breakfast, for Christ’s sake, and a glance at his timepiece revealed that it was already half-past four. He was finished playing the part of respectable gentleman to the houseful of genteel ladies. He and these other fellows deserved to retire to the billiard room now. Edge eagerly looked forward to discarding not only his jacket and cravat, but his manners as well.

      They could celebrate the conclusion of Hardwood’s wedding week without concerning themselves with their hostess’s more proper guests. It would be a relief to wager and smoke without having to check their language—or anything else for that matter.

      The wedding house party had gone on for six days and every eligible gentleman had been required to behave amicably for the duration. They’d been duty-bound, in fact, to make themselves available so that Hardwood’s mother’s numbers were even. What with Hardwood himself having six sisters, not to mention most of the bride’s spinster schoolteachers making up a number of the guests, the now-dowager had made her expectations known immediately upon their arrival.

      Denying Hardwood’s mother anything that was within their capabilities—a woman who had treated all of them like her own sons—was not an option.

      They had complied, of course.

      Edge found his gaze on Chloe again—Miss Fortune.

      Thirty minutes had passed since the bride and groom departed for their wedding journey—hailed with great fanfare. Near the exit, a few of the wedding guests were finally bidding the dowager farewell. Some were leaving for their homes, and those residing in the manor, the houseguests, would retire to their various chambers.

      As the afternoon passed, he, Bloodstone, Sexton, and a few other bachelors had watched the dwindling merriments from the corner they’d claimed at the onset of the breakfast.

      “I rather found Miss Fortune to be a delight. She is a fascinating woman,” Bloodstone resumed the conversation, staring across the ballroom at the ladies.

      “You don’t know her like I do.” He’d initially sought her out with the intention of distracting the pesky chaperone so that Hardwood could spend time alone with the woman he’d eventually claimed as his bride. After a few days’ acquaintance, however, Edge’s motives for spending time with her had shifted significantly.

      Edge crossed his arms, reclining against the wall, watching her shamelessly now.

      She placed a gloved hand on one of the other women’s shoulders and leaned forward just enough for her bosom to strain the seams of her bodice. Recollections of his face between the two plump mounds flashed inconveniently in his memory.

      Not every moment he’d spent with the blasted schoolteacher had been unpleasant. And that was the problem—that was why he was contemplating giving up his rakish ways.

      His normally impeccable judgment had failed him. Spectacularly, really.

      The betrayal that took place here at Hardwood Cliffhouse only a few months ago stung. Not only had Hardwood’s bride, Miss Fellowes, lied to everyone about her identity, but Miss Fortune had lied to Edge.

      He’d only risked trifling with Chloe Fortune because she’d vowed she’d never marry. Her adamant declarations had convinced him to break his own rules. Hell, the woman flinched when she heard the word.

      Edge had reasoned that as a teacher, Chloe wasn’t by definition a genuine lady. She had no father or brothers to demand he make an honest woman of her. She was a virtual nobody.

      Later on, he’d learned, however, that she did have friends—friends who were duchesses… and a sister who was a countess. Damn my eyes, he’d fallen for the charade, hook, line, and sinker. If she’d been so inclined, she easily could have demanded he make her an offer.

      It had been a mistake to dally with her. He was lucky to have escaped with his name.

      His eyes locked onto her fingertips lingering on the lace of her bodice. She had not seduced him, though. In the end, matters had become more complicated than he’d have wished.

      Even now, his palms itched to caress the swells of flesh straining the confines of her gown.

      Despite the woman’s sharp tongue, he’d acted carelessly. Or had he acted thusly because of that sharp tongue?

      Miss Fellowes had gone to great lengths to garner Hardwood’s forgiveness. And the earl had granted it. Apparently, the two had fallen in love while Edge dallied with the chaperone.

      In the chaos that followed the revelation of their charade, Chloe hadn’t so much as offered a single word of apology.

      Not one single word. He’d been tempted to set up an assignation when she’d said she wished to talk with him. Was it her conscience that finally induced her to seek him out? Or had she wanted something else?

      She was trouble—something he ought to have realized the day he laid eyes on her.

      The lack of explanation on her part aggravated him. And the fact that it aggravated him aggravated him further. What else had she lied about?

      “Why concern yourself? It’s not as though you’ve set your cap for her,” Sexton pointed out.

      “God save the man foolish enough to do that.” Edge clenched his teeth as a striking memory flashed in his head. Chloe, lying in his arms, flush with satisfaction. He’d found great pleasure stopping her feminist ramblings by covering her mouth.

      With his.

      Miss Fortune was a pestilence indeed. Trouble.

      He’d done well to ignore her request as they followed the bride and groom out of the church. It was high time he brought his libido on board. If he persisted in acting this recklessly where women were concerned in the future, he’d find himself infected with the very worst sort of social disease—marriage.

      “Miss Primm and her teachers think far too highly of themselves.” If Edge could convince these fellows he wasn’t interested, perhaps he could convince himself. “Bossy ingrates. It comes with the occupation—ordering their students around, not only making up the rules but also enforcing them.”

      “Oh, I don’t know. The new Lady Hardwood was a teacher, and Hunt didn’t mind taking her on. In fact, he appeared quite pleased with himself today,” Sexton argued. The man argued for the sake of argument. And even that rumination reminded him of Chloe.

      Damnit.

      And yet, the marquess had a point. Edge had never seen Hunt looking so happy as he had today. The fact that the earl could forgive Miss Fellowes so easily baffled Edge.

      “Why would a perfectly rational gentleman marry a woman whose lies got him thrown into Newgate?” Edge was pushing the boundaries of honor here—to insult a good friend’s bride. But although Hunt had forgiven the deception, Edge had not.

      Not only had the ladies lied once, but they would no doubt have gone right on doing so if they’d not been exposed.

      “Love, I imagine.” Bloodstone, who happened to be Hunt’s cousin, leveled a hard stare at Edge. “And if he’s satisfied with her reparations, who are we to question him? And I’ll remind you again that there were extenuating circumstances.”

      Edge scowled. “There always are, my friend.”

      Miss Fortune no doubt believed those circumstances justified their betrayal—the lying, cheating, conniving woman that she was.

      “But why abstinence, Edge?” Sexton brought up Edgeworth’s original declaration. “Don’t tell me you have a thing for that Miss Fortune woman.”

      Edge waved a hand through the air. “God, no.” And then he made a rash decision. “I’ve decided to return to duty.” He shrugged. “And women cloud a man’s focus.” He’d wavered for months now—seemingly languishing over the course of his extended leave—when he had in fact, been paralyzed by his own indecision.

      Bloodstone raised his brows.

      Sexton frowned. “I had hoped you’d make yourself available to The King’s Society. I’ve been wanting to direct some resources to study England’s efforts abroad and your input would be most welcome.”

      Edge clenched his teeth. This was not something he could discuss. Not even if he wanted to.

      The marquess headed up The King’s Society for the Advancement of Ingenuity in London. It was a century-old club founded to further the general wisdom of civilization. Unfortunately, the society’s findings often proved beyond Parliament’s comprehension, and on those rare occasions that Parliament did grasp the findings, most lords refused to acknowledge them.

      Good God, if there was any real investigation into what had happened on the coast… Bile rose in his throat.

      “Have you informed your commanding officer yet?” Bloodstone asked. “Does Hardwood know?”

      “Hardwood will find out when he returns from his honeymoon.” Edge exhaled, resigned to his hasty decision.

      It was time he moved on from this season of indolence—ignore his reservations and return to duty. If Edge decided on any other course of action, his older brother, Bernard Layton, the Baron Duclair, would have quite a few words on the matter—less than complimentary words, no doubt. Bernard managed their father’s estate well enough without interference from the spare, and with the wedding festivities ending, Edge had no reason to remain in the country. “When I visit Regina tomorrow morning, I’ll make a point to speak with Duclair—put his worries to rest—and then I’ll saddle up for London.”

      “If you return to Cliffhouse afterward, I’ll make the journey with you,” Sexton offered.

      “Always good to travel with company.” Edge nodded.

      The gentlemen fell silent at the sight of Hardwood’s eldest sister, Lady Eloisa Huntington, approaching them. Hands swinging, her mouth set in a straight line, she strode purposefully across the parquet floor. Of all six of Hardwood’s sisters, she was the least silly of them—and Edge should know, having been raised on adjacent properties. He considered himself an honorary brother.

      Eloisa dropped into a curtsy before Sexton. “My lord,” she said.

      She omitted making the same gesture to either Edgeworth or Bloodstone, having grown familiar over the years, thus dispensing with such formalities, and when she spoke, she grimaced.

      “I am glad that’s over with, I suppose,” she said, meaning, of course, that her brother was well and truly married. Eloisa hadn’t quite forgiven her brother’s new wife either.

      “She’s a member of the family now,” Bloodstone reminded her. “Hardwood’s countess.”

      “I’ve been nothing but cordial,” Eloisa told her cousin. “That’s all that’s required of me.” She turned back to Edge. “With the kitchen staff off for the evening, Mother has arranged for a cold dinner to be set out in the parlor. She’s suggested games for entertainment, so I wanted to reserve you as my partner for charades.”

      “Of course,” Edge answered. In the past, he and Eloisa had proven unbeatable.

      The dowager countess was no doubt breathing a sigh of relief that the festive week had gone off without so much as a hitch.

      “Very well, then.” The young woman smiled in that efficient manner of hers. “You and I will wipe the floor with the lot of them.” She turned and directed her gaze toward the gathering of teachers and seemed to pin it on Miss Fortune.

      Charades was only a game, of course, but Edge would enjoy defeating Miss Fortune and whomever she chose for a partner. Even if that meant the billiard room would have to wait.

      “We shall indeed,” he agreed.
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        * * *

      

      Chloe forced her gaze away from Captain Edgeworth. She would not allow him to ruin this day for her—Priscilla’s day.

      Because heaven knew he’d ruined enough already.

      “I’ve known Priscilla for as long as I can remember, and I’ve never seen her so happy. And Lord Hardwood looks positively smitten,” Victoria observed. This was the conversation Chloe had endured all day—all week, really—from the moment they arrived at Hardwood Cliffhouse for the wedding celebrations that had commenced six days ago.

      There had been wedding souvenirs waiting for them in their chambers. An afternoon of putting together wedding flower arrangements. A wedding tea. Wedding games. Wedding, wedding, wedding everything! Chloe hadn’t been able to go ten minutes without having to feign not only her approval but her happiness to participate in this most patriarchal institution.

      Marriage. Nuptials. Matrimony. A glowing bride. A satisfied groom.

      How many times had she smiled when she’d felt like cringing?

      Furthermore, in addition to discussions of Priscilla’s nuptials, she’d been forced to listen to two of Primm’s former teachers wax poetic over their own recent marriages. Both Victoria and Collette had defied the odds and found happiness with their husbands—an earl and a duke, respectively. Anomalies, of course, both of them.

      And now, Chloe was forced to concede Priscilla as well.

      Gah!

      The position of wife might work out fine for these very special ladies, all dear friends who had managed to find decent human beings for husbands, but they had been most fortunate indeed.

      A woman risked her very personhood by marrying. Chloe swallowed hard and grasped the edge of the table when a wave of dizziness swept through her. The sensation was growing familiar, and for its persistence, all the more terrifying.

      She, along with her fellow teachers, was slated to depart Hardwood Cliffhouse the following morning.

      Chloe was going to have to speak with him tonight, whether he wished to or not. She lifted her hand to her belly but the sinking feeling originated from her thoughts rather than her condition.

      Thoughts that combined to make up a horrific combination of panic, embarrassment, and utter humiliation.

      But not shame. She refused to be shamed. And she’d only accept half the blame.

      How had this happened? Chloe blinked away the idiotic question.

      She knew how it had happened; a better question was why? Why, when they’d done everything possible to prevent it?

      Chloe lifted her chin just enough so she could flick a glance across the ballroom to where he stood amongst a few familiar gentlemen, but also with Lady Eloisa.

      The oldest of Lord Hardwood’s sisters had yet to forgive either Priscilla for pretending to be one of their students or Chloe for fostering the deception.

      Chloe accepted full responsibility for her actions. She’d made the decision. She’d known the risks. What she had failed to do, unfortunately, was consider all the ramifications.

      But she had other… ramifications to deal with for now.

      Her stomach rolled, one particular ramification that concerned her far more than Eloisa’s resentment.

      She had foolishly trusted Captain Edgeworth to protect her. No, she could not place all of the blame on him. She ought to have known better.

      She had known better!

      At the time, however, she’d been so caught up in the desires of her own flesh that she’d not seriously weighed the risks involved.

      “You need to speak to him now, before it’s too late,” Miss Beatrice Wolcott whispered in her ear. Chloe had only revealed her condition to Beatrice after her friend confronted her over a bout of morning sickness. It was either tell Bea the truth or allow the other woman to believe that she was dying.

      Not one to gossip, Bea had kept Chloe’s secret to herself.

      “I’ll seek him out later to⁠—”

      “You might not have the chance. Lady Hardwood has planned for the guests to play games this evening and if you disappear with him then, your absence will be noted.” Bea was nothing if not practical. “And once he disappears with the other gentlemen, getting him alone will be impossible.”

      “Tomorrow morning, then⁠—”

      “Primm wants to depart at sunup. You cannot wait any longer, Fortune. You need to tell him now.” Urgency emanated from the other woman. “Look, he’s leaving.” Bea gave Chloe a gentle shove. “Go.”

      Captain Edgeworth had, indeed, peeled away from his fellow rakes to march toward a servants’ exit. There hadn’t been any dancing today, only celebrations and mingling, so no lines of couples hindered his leave-taking.

      “Go.” Bea’s shove was not as gentle this time.

      Bea was right. Of course, she was right, and yet Chloe stood frozen to her spot.

      “If you don’t tell him now, I will.”

      Chloe frowned at Bea’s threat. “You wouldn’t?”

      The other woman grimaced. “Well, no. I wouldn’t.” But she glanced meaningfully at Chloe’s waistline. “But Miss Primm is bound to notice soon. And what will you tell her when she does? Stop putting this off, Fortune.”

      Bea was right and yet Chloe hadn’t moved.

      “He’s a soldier! What if he returns to duty and is injured, or worse? You said you didn’t want to lay this problem at Primm’s feet, and if something happens it’s not as though you could continue teaching…”

      Primm had faced more than her fair share of difficulties this year without Chloe adding to them.

      Chloe nodded, this time forcing her feet to move.

      And it was just in time too, as Edgeworth was nearly at the door.

      He hadn’t worn his uniform in all the time she’d known him, and yet he exhibited his military training in the set of his shoulders and his straightforward gaze. His brown hair, which she’d once threaded through her fingers, was longer than it had been last winter, but he still very much carried himself like a soldier.

      Her heart raced.

      She’d intended to speak with him earlier in the week, but each time she’d summoned the courage, another guest had joined him—or interrupted her. On the rare occasion that she’d spied him alone, he would send her one of those cold glances.

      But she couldn’t put it off any longer. Beatrice was right. This might be her only opportunity.

      If she waited… if she failed to have this conversation with him…

      She shook off her what-if’s and focused on the task ahead.

      It didn’t matter if he was still angry with her.

      Chloe lengthened her stride. She was going to have to move quickly to catch the dratted man. He wasn’t the sort of gentleman who leisurely strolled when going from one place to another.

      No, Edgeworth marched.

      She increased her pace so as not to lose sight of him,

      If he knew why she was chasing him to ground, he’d be sprinting. Even more likely, he’d have his horse saddled and be halfway down the road to London.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            A MOMENT, PLEASE, SIR

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Captain Edgeworth.” Edge ignored the voice calling from behind him.

      After ignoring him all week, she would seek him out now? He’d barely made his vow of celibacy; was she to test him already?

      Not that he would allow himself to succumb to the attraction between them again. He wasn’t so gullible as to fall for her twice. Furthermore, he refused to be angry with her; it was a waste of his energy. She was a part of the past.

      And he, well, he was ice.

      “Captain Edgeworth! I must have a word with you!”

      Edge stretched his stride.

      “Pox on you, Sterling! Will you give me a single dratted minute?”

      Sterling.

      At her use of his Christian name, Edge halted abruptly but didn’t turn around to acknowledge her. It was just like Chloe to be all prim and proper while in the presence of others, but then curse like a drunken soldier when the situation suited her.

      No doubt such behavior originated from her common upbringing.

      As her footsteps neared, the energy surging off her lit every cell in his being. He unclenched his fists and turned to face her.

      “Coming to bid me farewell, Chloe?”

      They had never formally given each other permission to address one another so intimately; no, they’d only allowed that liberty after allowing other improprieties… ones that had involved him getting comfortable between her thighs.

      And although he tried to convince himself it had been a mistake of gargantuan proportions, the memory perpetually contradicted his regret.

      “I need to speak with you,” she said, glancing from side to side. Her breaths sounded loud from chasing after him. “Alone.”

      Over the course of this wedding week, he’d only ever watched her from a distance. Seeing her this close, he sensed a difference. Her eyes sparkled and her skin glowed, but she lacked the hellfire and brimstone attitude he’d become accustomed to.

      The usual tug of attraction warred with a prickle of unease creeping down his spine.

      He reminded himself of her lies.

      He was ice. Cool. Distant. “Been missing me?” he taunted.

      She rolled her eyes. “You cannot imagine.” With such an ambiguous answer, she flicked her glance toward a nearby door—the entrance to Hardwood’s study—then grasped Edge’s arm and dragged him toward it.

      He resisted.

      Literally dozens of society sticklers were residing at Cliffhouse for the wedding, and if the two of them were found together, alone…

      “It’s a little late for that, don’t you think?” She lowered her chin, brows raised. “Once you’ve heard what I have to say, you’ll be grateful not to have an audience.”

      The prickle on his spine became more static. The sensation was not dissimilar to what he experienced when unexpected danger threatened his unit—almost like a sixth sense.

      Which only proved the extent that this woman unnerved him.

      He shook his head and allowed her to pull him into the empty room. She was but one woman; he could resist her for a few minutes.

      Once inside, Edge propped his backside against Hardwood’s desk and then folded his arms across his chest. She’d closed the door behind them but rather than get to the point, halted, keeping her back to him. When he’d contemplated escaping to somewhere private earlier, this wasn’t at all what he’d had in mind.

      Perhaps he wasn’t going to be tempted after all. The rigidity of her shoulders and back were those of a person facing an unpleasant task. When she did finally turn to face him, the set line of her mouth confirmed that assumption. In fact, her hazel eyes showed more than a hint of dread.

      Edge’s gaze trailed down her neck to her plump bosom, heaving from her exertions. All things considered, the urge to bury his face there was more powerful than it ought to be.

      “Go ahead, then.” He lifted one hand to indicate the empty room. “You have me alone. What is it you need to say?”

      But then it dawned on him. Her conscience was finally demanding that she beg his forgiveness.

      “I, er…” Chloe’s lashes dropped as she seemed to suddenly find the toes of her slippers fascinating.

      “It’s about time you apologize for your deceitful ways.” Edge would listen to this but he wouldn’t forgive her.

      His words brought her head up. “Why would I apologize to you? I only did what was necessary.”

      Of course, she believed that.

      Edge pushed himself away from the desk. “You were as much an imposter as Miss Fellowes was when she allowed everyone to believe she was Allison Meadowbrook. I’ve heard the excuses, and to be honest, I don’t find them nearly as compelling as Hardwood does. You had other means to protect your student. Sending a teacher in her place was a tad drastic, don’t you think?”

      Chloe lifted her chin. “You don’t know everything, Captain.”

      “Why don’t you tell me, then?” He took a step toward her. “Miss Fortune.”

      This—this right here—was precisely what had gotten him into trouble to begin with—this lightning-like current passing between the two of them. It sparked wicked interest in his nether regions, and he had no doubt she experienced the same.

      She licked her lips, and when she went to speak, seemed to have forgotten what she’d intended to say.

      “You are without words?” A few more steps and they’d be touching. “Chloe Fortune, speechless. Hell, indeed, must have frozen over.”

      At his taunt, she furrowed her brows.

      “Wait.” She held up one hand to stop him from coming any closer. “This is not what I came here for. This is not why I need to speak with you.”

      “It should be,” he said. “Seeing as you took flight without bothering to offer me any sort of explanation.” It rankled that she had been able to walk away so easily.

      “We hadn’t much choice, if you remember correctly.”

      Oh, he remembered.

      “And I do apologize for not speaking with you directly, but Miss Fellowes needed me.” Chloe turned her face away from him. “I assumed you’d be with the earl.”

      Edge clenched his jaw. She was not wrong.

      Following a tense dinner, a meal in which she and Miss Fellowes had been barred from attending, Edge had holed up in the study with Hardwood and Bloodstone. The three of them hadn’t remained sober for long.

      And yet, he would have appreciated her making some sort of effort to come to him with the truth.

      He and Hardwood had departed for London first thing the next morning and after arriving in town, had spent the week seeking a means to replace the dowry Hardwood needed—the one Miss Fellowes’s deception had caused him to forfeit—funds the earl needed to keep out of prison.

      Neither Edge nor Hunt had wished to discuss the two spinsters who’d duped them.

      Edge studied Chloe’s face, and again noted something different there. Had she put on weight? If so, it looked good on her—softened her spinsterish demeanor, definitely enhanced her décolletage.

      “Are you sorry for lying, then?” he asked.

      “Am I sorry…?” She trailed off and then shook her head. “That isn’t why I followed you.”

      The static in his spine sparked, this time setting his teeth on edge.

      He’d not really expected her to apologize. She was too much like him—the sort to make a decision and never look back.

      “You expect forgiveness?” he asked. Even if he could find some reason to forgive her, once lost, his trust wasn’t something he offered again.

      Her chin shot up. “I don’t require it.” The sparks were back in her eyes. And then she dropped her gaze again and shuffled her feet. “But I was sorry for causing Lord Hardwood’s sisters and mother any pain. They did not deserve to be misled, and if I’d had a choice, I wouldn’t have done it.”

      Her remorse seemed genuine. Was she playacting again?

      “But Hardwood deserved to be deceived?” He pushed. And merely by rote of being male, “I deserved your lies?”

      Chloe threw her hands up into the air. “If we continue in this vein, we’ll never get anywhere.” And yet she persisted. “Because, yes. Hardwood deserved it. He ought to have accepted Allison’s initial refusal when she ran away from her father’s house rather than meet with him. But did her wishes matter? No. Only the money mattered. And since you knew what he was trying to do, you deserved it too. Women have to stick together, you know.”

      Her mantra. Edge could happily go the rest of his life never hearing it again.

      “Then why the devil are we here now?” This woman was a pestilence.

      No matter that she’d been one of the most memorable lays of his life

      Some moments she affected him like fingernails dragging down a chalkboard; others, he could barely imagine his future without her.

      Blast and damn.

      “I… I…” Her mouth moved but nothing came out.

      By God, this was a first. Because for once in her life, the woman was speechless.
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        * * *

      

      Chloe had not intended that this discussion begin with an argument. Indeed, she’d envisioned herself exercising an abundance of finesse while having this very important conversation.

      It was just that Sterling Edgeworth was so very good at goading her.

      And now that she’d come face to face with him, the enormity of her circumstances landed on her like a ton of bricks. The weight ought to be a familiar sensation. She’d had three months to come to terms with the news; she ought to be used to it, really.

      “I need to speak with you about our… affair.”

      “You mean our holiday tryst?”

      “Yes.” That was how she had initially referred to it. Had she thought she could diminish the recklessness of it by using watered-down terminology? “I need… I mean… I have—” The words caught in her throat.

      He frowned and studied her with suddenly stormy eyes.

      “Your lies are worse than I imagined,” he said. “You were angling for marriage all along.”

      She shot her brows up, repelled by such an accusation. “Me? Angling for marriage? Don’t be ridiculous.”

      It was the very last thing she had ever aspired to. Not with him, not with anyone.

      Ever.

      Except…

      “Well, are you?” His pupils edged out the dark blue of his eyes. “I ought to have realized your protests against marriage were overzealous. No woman belittles the prospect of landing a husband so easily. No sane woman, anyhow.”

      “I was not. You know that I detest the idea of marriage. You… you…” she sputtered. The man’s arrogance knew no bounds. “I wouldn’t have… I never—” And then she pointed at him. “You were the one who suggested it!”

      Sterling laughed, shaking his head. “If you remember correctly, it was you who pursued me.” He stared across at her so confidently that she questioned herself.

      In the entirety of her life, she had never told more lies than she had that week. But those had been about Priscilla and Allison, never about herself.

      He had kissed her. He was the one who had initiated it.

      A muscle ticked on both sides of his jaw. “If it isn’t marriage you’re angling for, did you follow me for an encore? If you wanted that, you ought to have come to me sooner. This week would have been a good deal more interesting if you had.”

      She had avoided him. She’d been torn between her persistent attraction to him and her own cowardice.

      Cowardice had won.

      Because if all she’d had to concern herself with was their attraction, she highly doubted that she’d have been capable of keeping her distance.

      But neither had he purposefully sought her out, which, if she’d not been so distressed by her very personal circumstances, would have stung. He had not forgiven her. She wondered if he ever would.

      “You were otherwise occupied,” she said.

      And his lack of interest had hurt. Those disinterested glances he’d sent were part of why she’d delayed this meeting. If he couldn’t bring himself to acknowledge her, he definitely would not welcome her news.

      He took another step toward her.

      And then another, and another, until they were nearly touching.

      “I would have accommodated you,” he said.

      She recognized the tone in his voice. The low growl reawakened urges she realized by now weren’t going anywhere soon.

      How had she believed that one fling could address such a basic need forever?

      She settled a hand on his chest—warm, solid, and familiar. The simple act of touching him comforted her.

      A half-smile formed on his mouth, and for half a second, she went back in time to when he’d been charmed by her, to when he’d not only sought her out but had welcomed her touch.

      “Sterling—” The door creaked, and Chloe jumped just in time to avoid being caught as the door pushed open. As a spinster, Chloe was not viewed as a threat, but she was still expected to exercise caution. Any time an unmarried male and female spent together alone behind closed doors would always draw speculation.

      Lady Eloisa peered inside. “Oh, there you are, Edge. Mother sent me to find you.” Her stare hardened when it landed on Chloe.

      Sterling coughed into his hand.

      “We were discussing the happily married couple,” Chloe lied. “And an idea for a special gift.” Rather than show his appreciation for her excuse, Edgeworth shook his head, almost as though she’d disappointed him.

      “Oh, really? Do tell.” Lady Eloisa pressed.

      “It’s a secret, of course. Not something we’re willing to share until we’ve ironed out the details, are we, Captain?” Chloe brushed nervous hands down the front of her dress, her throat nearly closing when her palms landed on her belly, rounder and harder than it had been only a few weeks before.

      “Right.” Edgeworth coughed again.

      Chloe twisted her mouth into what she hoped looked like a smile and turned back to Eloisa. “Am I mistaken or is there to be a game of charades in the parlor this evening?”

      “You are not mistaken.” Eloisa glanced back to where Edge had returned to sit on the edge of Hardwood’s desk. “In fact, Captain Edgeworth has promised to act as my partner. Mother has charged the two of us with filling the bowl with titles to guess.”

      Chloe’s heart sank, because he’d been about to kiss her again. But she also breathed a sigh of relief. The interruption provided her with another respite.

      One more night without having to tell him her news. Stupid Chloe! She rebuked her cowardice even as she took a step backward.

      “By all means.” Chloe’s voice caught. “Captain Edgeworth and I can settle our details another time. Don’t allow me to keep you.”

      From the moment Chloe and Priscilla had arrived at Cliffhouse four months earlier, Lady Eloisa had taken a dislike to both of them. Once their lies came out, it had only gotten worse.

      “Are you coming?” Eloisa asked with barely concealed impatience, holding the door wide.

      Edgeworth paused and seemed to study Chloe for a moment, his gaze dropping to her mouth.

      Would he stay if she insisted? But no, she needed to regroup, formulate a new plan, and remind herself why she’d followed him into the study to begin with.

      He pushed himself away from the desk. “Very well.” He shot her one last glance. “Good evening, then, Miss Fortune.”
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          FOUR MONTHS EARLIER

        

      

    

    
      Chloe strode toward the stairwell in a panic, hastily shoving a pin into her chignon. This was only the first morning of their visit, a very complicated visit in which Chloe and her fellow teacher, Miss Priscilla Fellowes, were attempting to extricate Miss Allison Meadowbrook from an unwanted betrothal. Priscilla had essentially been blackmailed into pretending to be Allison in order to convince Lord Hardwood to break the betrothal agreement he’d made with Allison’s father.

      The trouble was, anyone could plainly see that Priscilla was smitten with the earl herself. And this morning, when Chloe had woken up in the luxurious suite that she shared with her supposed charge, Priscilla was not there.

      Miss Primm ought to have known that Priscilla Fellowes lacked the deviousness to pull this charade off, but the soft-hearted woman was the only teacher who looked young enough to pass for Allison—a student of only seven and ten.

      Arriving at the top landing of a stairwell, Chloe stared out the giant picture window in front of her.

      Hardwood Cliffhouse, the Earl of Hardwood’s manor, consisted of a myriad of foyers and passages leading to all sorts of rooms, and it sat perched on a cliff that overlooked the North Sea.

      Priscilla could have gone anywhere.

      While residing at Miss Primm’s, Priscilla and Chloe shared the large lodging room with two other teachers, so Chloe knew Priscilla was an early riser. But Chloe, a woman who greedily slept as late as possible, had no idea how Prissy spent that time.
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