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Chapter One
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August 1820

Redthorne Manor

Buckinghamshire, England

Lady Anne Humphries leaned closer to her subject. Concentration tugged at her brow as she studied the intricate petal formation that gave the bee balm flower its distinctive look. 

It was not yet noon and most of the other guests attending the Earl and Countess of Harte’s country house party were still keeping London hours, which suited her perfectly. She’d come out to the estate’s extensive garden in search of solitude and had found a lovely spot tucked into a quiet little corner where even the gardeners passed by without noticing her presence. 

It was there that she’d discovered a butterfly garden with red and purple bee balm, several varieties of coneflower, geraniums, and lush buddleia bushes. After spreading her shawl across the grass to protect her pale blue frock, she’d arranged herself to begin rendering the vibrant summer blooms in watercolor. 

Painting was one of the few things—perhaps the only thing—in her life that brought her true contentment. Growing up an only child with a mother who’d died in childbirth, a father who’d visited his child once or twice a year, and an army of servants who’d treated her with a sort of distant kindness, she’d often suffered from bouts of melancholia. At times in her youth, she’d wondered if she even truly existed if there was no one around to know her. The act of studying a subject—discovering what made it unique and beautiful—in order to render its image on canvas always seemed like a sort of communion. For a person who lived so much of her life in relative solitude and internal reflection, painting became a way for Anne to feel connected to something beyond herself. 

She had no idea how much time had passed while she’d been engrossed in her beloved pastime when her concentration was abruptly interrupted by a low baritone voice.

“I thought I made my position clear to you last evening.” 

The man’s tone was rough and forbidding, causing Lady Anne to freeze mid-brushstroke. It sounded like he spoke from beyond the stone wall behind her which separated this section of the garden from a walking path beyond. The speaker could have no idea she was there, but for a split second, she thought the man was addressing her. 

“There’s no need to feign false propriety with me.” The reply came in a woman’s voice, pouty and suggestive. “I’ve noticed you looking at me. Trust me, I know what men like you want.”

Lady Anne held her breath through the heavy pause that followed those words. 

“Men like me?”

There was a painfully harsh edge in the man’s tone. He sounded quite angry.

His companion didn’t seem to notice as she practically purred her response. “Mm-hmm. Men who possess a more earthy nature than the insipid gentlemen of London. Men with needs that are less civilized.”

Anne’s cheeks burned at the shockingly intimate nature of the conversation. In a near panic, she began to collect her art supplies, tucking her paints and brushes into the custom wooden box before setting aside her painting to carefully yet quickly dismantle her small easel—all while trying to move in utter silence.

The only thing that could make her unwitting eavesdropping worse was if the two people on the other side of the wall somehow discovered her presence.

As she stood to swipe up her shawl, movement drew her attention down the stone path toward the house where a man was striding intently into the garden.

Lady Anne recognized him instantly. 

She’d met Lord Mayhew during her debut season three years ago. Eldest son of a duke, he’d been at the top of her father’s list of prospective suitors and had been one of the few Anne hadn’t found objectionable in some way. Mild-mannered and openly kind, if a bit shy and socially tentative, he’d always had a polite word for her when they’d happened to encounter each other throughout the season. Unfortunately, nothing had ever developed between them as he’d had his eye on the lovely and popular Miss Breckenridge from the very first ball. The couple had married soon after the close of the season.

As Lord Mayhew drew closer, Lady Anne couldn’t help but notice the strain in his usually good-natured features. The man was clearly upset about something. 

Something on which she seriously did not have time to speculate considering the man behind the wall was once again speaking in a voice that had gone dangerously low.

“I won’t say this again, my lady, so listen well. I don’t now—nor will I ever—have the slightest desire to bed you.”

The woman laughed, a distinctive twinkling sound that was suddenly, distressingly familiar. “We don’t need a bed, Mr. Thomas. And you can’t fool me with your hostile glares and forbidding scowls. I know you want me. All men want me.”

Goodness gracious!

Lady Anne suddenly knew exactly whose private conversation she’d been inadvertently listening in on. Just as the stark realization hit her, she heard something that disturbed her even more. A short grunt of surprise followed by the unmistakable sound of what could only be a very passionate kiss!

Frozen in shock, she stared with encroaching horror as Lord Mayhew continued straight toward the gate that would take him to the footpath where he would undoubtedly get a shocking view of his beloved wife kissing another man. 

Her insides twisted with the implications of what was about to happen. The poor man would be utterly devastated. His love and devotion to his wife were well known. Even if they weren’t, Lord Mayhew would be honor-bound to challenge the other man. 

Though she wasn’t an active player by any sense of the word, she suddenly found herself dead center in a potential scandal with dreadful consequences. Her mind flew through her options in rapid succession. She had to act fast or not at all.

Quickly gathering her supplies, she stepped from her secluded little spot to the garden path. As she did so, her paint box slid from her grip. It opened when it hit the ground, spilling her paints and brushes all over the stone walkway. The incident caused quite a clatter, immediately drawing Lord Mayhew’s attention. As she’d intended. 

As she also anticipated, the lord promptly altered direction to come to her aid. 

“Lady Anne, allow me to help you,” he said as he neared with a polite, though clearly distracted, smile.

“Thank you, Lord Mayhew,” she answered. If her tone was a bit louder than necessary, the kind lord gave no indication of it. “I’m frightfully clumsy, I’m afraid.”

“Not at all,” he replied as he crouched beside her to start collecting the strewn objects. “I don’t suppose you happened to see Lady Mayhew pass by?”

His question had her stiffening as her tongue tied into a knot. It wouldn’t be an outright lie to say she hadn’t seen his wife since she’d only heard the woman, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to say the words.

Then she didn’t have to as the lady herself came sweeping toward them. “My darling, whatever are you doing out here?” she asked with a wide smile and hands outstretched. The seductive purrs the lady had employed only moments ago had been replaced by a cajoling, almost patronizing tone that prickled roughly over Anne’s tightly strung nerves.

Rising, Lord Mayhew took the lady’s slim, ringed fingers in his. “I saw a flash of your gown from an upstairs window as I headed down for breakfast. I thought you were planning to sleep in this morning.”

“Oh, I was, but the garden was just too inviting. I couldn’t resist.” As she answered, Lady Mayhew slipped her arm through her husband’s and began to lead him back toward the house. 

They’d gotten a few steps away before the gentleman came to a halt and glanced back at Anne where she still knelt on the ground gathering her things. 

“Allow me a moment to assist—” he began, but his wife interrupted. 

“The lady appears to have everything in hand, don’t you, dear?”

There was a sharp note in the woman’s sugared words that did not escape Anne’s notice. Clearing her throat, she quickly replied, “Yes, of course. Thank you for your kindness, my lord, but I can manage the rest.”

“If you’re certain?”

“Quite,” Anne replied with a smile of assurance.

As the married couple continued back toward the house, the ill feeling in Anne’s stomach only grew worse. 

Had she done the right thing? Perhaps it would have been better for Lord Mayhew to discover his wife’s faithlessness. But just the brief imagining of such a scene filled her with dread and compassion for a man who didn’t deserve such a painful betrayal.

Still, she probably should have just stayed out of it. Now she felt complicit in the woman’s disloyal behavior and that didn’t sit well with her at all. 

With a heavy sigh, she closed her paint box then tucked it beneath her arm along with the rest of her supplies and started to rise from where she’d been kneeling beside the path. But as her gaze lifted, she caught sight of a pair of worn boots and brown trousers standing right in front of her. She gasped and would have fallen back on her rear if the man who’d approached her so silently hadn’t taken a quick, firm grip of her shoulders to unceremoniously haul her the rest of the way to her feet. 

“Thank you,” she muttered automatically, feeling distinctly unsettled by the man’s sudden appearance and abrupt handling of her person.

“Yours, I believe,” he said thickly in a voice she now recognized as he extended one of her paintbrushes in his large, calloused hand.

Her heart raced as her gaze traveled from his very masculine fingers up the length of an obviously strong arm clad in a simple coat of dark brown that also spanned frightening wide shoulders to a face framed by longish waves of black hair. Broad, rugged features were shaped into an expression of undeniable irritation as the man glowered down at her.

Mr. Beynon Thomas.

Lady Anne had heard of him—there weren’t many people in London who hadn’t—though she’d never actually met the man. His introduction to society at the start of the most recent season had been the scandal of the year. Not his introduction per se, but the fact that he’d been introduced as the Earl of Wright’s illegitimate half brother. Apparently, the prior earl had produced quite a few illegitimate children. Mr. Roderick Bentley, who owned a popular gambling hell, had been known as the earl’s by-blow all his life. But no one had been aware there were others until recently. The most surprising part was that the current earl was making a very obvious point of acknowledging his siblings despite the damage to his family name.

The earl didn’t seem very concerned about public opinion when it came to his half siblings, which Lady Anne understood to number four in total, though she hadn’t heard much about the other two. But that didn’t stop the gossipmongers from going absolutely wild with the information. Especially once Mr. Thomas made an appearance in the London social scene.

Most bastard children, even when acknowledged and supported by family, were subjected to rejection from a significant portion of society. And Mr. Thomas surely faced his share of such prejudice and judgement. Not only was he a lord’s by-blow, but he was also an outsider—a Welshman who was wildly rumored to be a farmer. That in itself caused a bit of an uproar when he started making appearances at a few select London parties. 

But more than those things, it was Mr. Thomas’s manner that had become the juiciest topic of conversation. Apparently, he tended to be rather brusque and surly. The gossips liked to speculate on the reason for his somewhat malevolent nature, and anyone who managed to keep the ton twittering in private boudoirs was destined to become popular in a social scene that adored spectacle in any form.

Whenever the gruff and unpolished Mr. Thomas made an appearance at an event, it was sure to be talked about for days afterward. No hostess could resist such an incentive to include him on their guest list. Even so, he accepted invitations very sparingly, which, of course, made him all the more desirable.

Forcing herself to meet his dark gaze now, Lady Anne understood why some people called him the Welsh Devil in dark whispers. The man exuded animosity. In his large stature and intimidating bearing. And in the rigidity of his somber features.

Though the anger she’d heard in his voice as he’d spoken to Lady Mayhew was still evident in the tension of his firm lips and the heavy scowl marring his brow, it was his stare that unsettled her most. His black-eyed gaze was deep and penetrating. It felt as though he peered straight into the pit of her soul.

A chill swept down her spine. And for a sharp, breathless moment, Anne was lost.

Her mind went utterly blank. Her nerves sparked. And her belly twisted in the oddest manner.

As he waited for her response, he cast a glance over her shoulder to the stone wall stretching behind her, then to the spot of grass that had been flattened where she’d sat for so long. His dark brows lowered even further. 

Heat flooded her body. He knew she’d overheard every bit of his rendezvous with Lady Mayhew.

His focus returned to her. If possible, his eyes appeared even blacker. His glare, heavier. “Do you intend to take it or not?”

Anne blinked. Then glanced down to the paintbrush still held in his fingers.

“Oh. Yes.” Quickly swiping the brush from his hand, she stuffed it into the deep pocket of her skirt. “Thank you,” she added in an embarrassingly breathless murmur, but Mr. Thomas was already walking away with a long, purposeful stride.

Disoriented and disturbed by the encounter, Anne could only stare at his broad back until he turned and disappeared around a row of tall hedges.
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Chapter Two
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Beynon glanced over the drawing room occupants with a swift tightening of the muscles banding his chest. The Earl and Countess of Harte’s guests, numbering more than two dozen, gathered in little groups to chat and gossip and flirt. The gentlemen had just rejoined the ladies following their after-dinner port and a few introductions were taking place, but for the most part, it appeared as though everyone was already acquainted. 

As the August heat had begun to make London unbearable, residents of town had escaped en masse to the open spaces and fresh air of country estates for extended visits. Going along had sounded like a welcome reprieve. But it was only the first full day of the summer house party and Beynon was already regretting his decision to attend. 

He should have just gone back to Wales for the summer.

No. He’d committed to a lengthy visit with his newly discovered siblings. He wouldn’t go back on his word. His little sister, Caillie, would give him hell if he dared even suggest it. 

But he’d come to England to become better acquainted with his brothers and sister, not to engage in pointless socializing. Caillie, though in attendance at the party, was unfortunately too young at only thirteen to participate in the evening activities. A shame because, between her and his older brothers, she was by far his favorite.

He turned a dark glance to the corner of the room where the current Earl of Wright, his oldest brother, Colin, sat with his wife. Ainsworth had been Caillie’s guardian up until two years ago when Colin had brought them both from their home in the Scottish Lowlands to stay with him in London. It was difficult to understand how two people as different as Colin and Ainsworth could get on so well together, but they’d apparently found ground common enough to marry and appeared happy for it.

His other brother, Roderick Bentley, stood not far away talking with their host, Lord Harte. Their wives, who were sisters, sat on a nearby sofa chatting with a large group of ladies. Beynon’s scowling gaze slid over the gathering of pastel frocks, fancy coiffures, and bright, smiling faces. The obvious wealth and frivolity pricked at his nerves. He couldn’t imagine any of the young women present—or the gentlemen, for that matter—lasting a moment in the world he was from. And yet, his brothers seemed to think he should use the party to seek out a bride.

Beynon’s snort of derision was curbed only by the fact that, at that moment, his focus happened to fall upon the pale-haired woman from the garden. He instantly stiffened. He hadn’t noticed her at dinner—no doubt she’d been seated some distance from him at the enormous table—but as he looked at her now, he couldn’t help but feel a swift return of his vexation from that morning. 

It had been bad enough that his morning walk had concluded in a frustrating encounter with a female who refused to acknowledge his rejection. But that some insipid young debutante had overheard the whole thing chafed at the bit of dignity he’d managed to retain since joining London’s social scene. 

He’d initially been grateful for the eavesdropping blonde’s clumsiness since it succeeded in freeing him from Lady Mayhew’s grasp. But when he’d helped the young woman to her feet, her wide eyes had darted over his person like those of a frightened rabbit. Fascination and fear had swirled in her blue eyes and he’d felt her discomfort like a gut punch.

In the last months, he’d learned the women of the ton tended to see him in one of two ways. They were either scandalized and repulsed by his refusal to conform to the expected appearances and behaviors of polite society, or, like Lady Mayhew, they were fiercely attracted to his rougher qualities and sought to use him as a means of escaping from their boring, genteel lives. 

It was all so damned ridiculous.

The attention. The wariness. The sly glances and the gossip and the constant scrutiny. 

When he’d eventually decided to acknowledge his position as one of the Earl of Wright’s bastards, he’d agreed to accept everything that went with it. If he’d known how much of a spectacle he’d become in the eyes of the ton, he might have chosen differently. 

Before he could look away, the young woman from the garden happened to glance up. As her eyes met his, he muttered a gruff oath and quickly redirected his gaze, hoping she’d think his attention had fallen to her only momentarily. But after another quick scan of the room, he couldn’t help glancing back. Thankfully, she was no longer looking his way. But neither had she reengaged in the conversation around her. The blush pinkening her cheeks was obvious even from his position across the room.

Wonderful. 

He redirected his focus once again. And this time caught the unfortunate gaze of his brother.

Roderick lifted the corner of his mouth in a half grin. Then he leaned down to whisper something in his wife’s ear before making his way to Beynon’s side.

Beynon considered walking away, but he’d realized some time ago that avoidance never worked with this man. It was better to face Roderick and whatever observation the man wished to share head on. And this brother always had something to share.

“Good evening, Thomas,” Roderick greeted as he gestured to a footman, who quickly approached with a tray of champagne. “You look like you’d benefit from a drink.”

Beynon eyed the bubbling wine with suspicion. “Isn’t there anything stronger?”

Roderick gave a short chuckle. “Later. For now, we engage in the game of social nicety as we display our sparkling wit and polished manners.”

“And if I’ve neither wit nor manners?” 

“Then you get to stand in shadowed corners as you glare and glower at all the happy people gathered about you.”

“I wasn’t glowering,” Beynon protested then wished he’d kept his mouth shut. Roderick had an uncanny knack for drawing him into arguments in which he had no real wish to participate. And he suspected the man did it on purpose.

“But you were glaring,” his brother noted triumphantly, “and rather intently, I might add, at poor Lady Anne.”

Lady Anne. The name suited her. Traditional, meek, and dull.

Beynon’s attention angled back toward the group of women, where a redhead was currently regaling the group with some tale that appeared to require rather animated gestures. 

Lady Anne was listening politely, her posture perfect, her hands folded in her lap, her chin lowered just a bit. Her face was rather narrow, which suited her straight patrician nose and the pert shape of her mouth, and although her eyebrows were a bit too dark for her fair coloring, all of her features together formed to an expression of quietly enduring temperance. 

Traditional, meek, and dull.

As soon as he confirmed the assessment, the redhead came to the conclusion of her story. While the others around her laughed, Lady Anne offered a faint smile that transformed her face in the oddest way. As if a fairy lamp had just been lit in a hazy dawn, her rather ordinary features took on a quietly ethereal quality.

“See? Just like that,” Roderick noted in amusement before his tone turned earnest. “I wouldn’t stare at the lady with such intensity for too long, brother. People will make certain assumptions about your interest.”

Beynon immediately shifted his focus back to Roderick. “There is no interest.”

“Of course there isn’t,” Roderick agreed as he sipped from his champagne glass.

Frowning in frustration, Beynon knew the only way out of the conversation was to be blunt. “If I were to develop interest in a young woman, it sure as hell wouldn’t be one such as her.”

Now Roderick frowned as he turned an assessing gaze back toward the lady in question. “Why not? What’s wrong with Lady Anne?”

Beynon nearly growled his annoyance at being forced to voice such a thing out loud, but he knew he’d never get Roderick off his back if he didn’t. “Look at her. I doubt she’s ever done anything more physically exerting than a country dance.” 

Roderick glanced back to him with lifted brows at that. “Just what kind of physical activity would you have her do?” 

Realizing how his words had sounded, Beynon decided to shoot down his brother’s teasing before it could go further. “You forget where I come from. I’m no pampered English lord. The woman I eventually take to wife will have to be prepared for a simple and arduous life of rural domestication. Do you really think any of the ladies present would find that appealing?”

His brother had nothing to say to that, but he continued to meet Beynon’s gaze with a sharp look in his eyes. Then, after a long pause, he finally replied, “I see your point. I apologize.”

“Not necessary.” Beynon tried to wave off the man’s earnest regret. Such sentiments were almost as distressing as the matchmaking.

“It is,” Roderick insisted. “But I promise there’ll be no further expectations of your stay. We all really just want you to enjoy yourself, Beynon, with the obvious hope you’ll continue coming to visit.”

Now it was Beynon’s turn for regret. He hadn’t meant for the conversation to end up on such sensitive ground. His acceptance of this new family Wright was trying to create had been a shaky one. He’d initially rejected the idea altogether until young Caillie had hunted him down and given him a good lecture. Only eleven years old at the time, his sister had possessed the insight and perspective he’d needed. But that didn’t mean his transition from simple Welsh farmer to bastard son of an English earl had been an easy one.

Hoping to shift the tone a bit, he responded gruffly, “You know, the roads go north, as well.”

Roderick’s eyes flickered, then he laughed and clapped Beynon on the back. “Is that an invitation? What a damned good idea. A visit to Wales might be just the thing young Owen needs.”

Max Owen was their youngest half brother at twenty-one years old. They’d only just managed to track the boy down a couple weeks ago after more than two years of searching. Though Owen seemed to welcome the news of being a bastard son of the prior Earl of Wright and gave no resistance to getting to know his brothers and sister, he’d made it very clear he enjoyed his life as the leader of a prolific criminal gang in one of London’s roughest neighborhoods just as it was. 

“The lad is proving to be rather stubborn, isn’t he?” Beynon noted.

“No more than you, I’d say.”

Beynon grunted, neither agreeing nor disagreeing with that last comment. In his opinion, his own prior reluctance and that of his youngest brother were entirely different situations. Beynon’s loyalty had been to the family in which he’d been raised. Owen’s loyalty was to a gang of dangerous hoodlums. 

“Regardless,” he grumbled, “I’m afraid there wouldn’t be enough room for the lot of you at Gwaynynog.”

“We’ll just visit you in rounds,” Roderick quickly assured with a wide grin. “You could have a different set of Londoners every month.”

Beynon gave a loud objective groan, not even bothering to hide his abject dismay at the thought. It seemed to be exactly the reaction Roderick had been goading for as the older man gave a hearty chuckle. 

“No need to worry, brother. Emma and I won’t be taking any cross-country trips until the boys are both a bit older.” 

Roderick and his wife had two sons, an infant barely a couple months old and a two-year-old, currently upstairs with their nurse. The couple rarely went anywhere without the boys in tow.

“Wright, on the other hand,” his brother continued with a grin, “might be a different story. You have been regaling Cailleach with stories of your home. If I were to casually suggest a visit to our young sister, there’s little chance she’d let up on the idea until the carriages were packed and headed north.”

Though he suspected Caillie—Roderick was the only one to call her by her full name— would love his home, there’s no way Colin or Ainsworth would allow the girl to travel so far without them, and Beynon just couldn’t imagine his very proper and lordly eldest brother finding any enjoyment in rural Denbighshire. But as he gave Roderick his fiercest glower, the man’s grin only widened further, reminding Beynon of just how much this brother enjoyed tormenting him for his own amusement.

He decided to give the man a taste of his own medicine.

“We should wait until our sister is at least fourteen,” he replied thoughtfully, “old enough to barter her hand to a local farmer for a nice fatted pig.”

Roderick’s humor fled in an instant. His expression turned as ferocious as Beynon had ever seen it. “The hell you say.”

Beynon held a straight face as long as he could manage before he noted thickly, “You really think I’d consider such a thing?”

Though he was well aware of the prejudices and speculation about his background that had been flying through the gossip mills, he’d truly hoped his brothers didn’t buy into any of it.

Shame flickered in Roderick’s blue eyes. “Of course not.”

“Glad to hear it,” Beynon said with a stiff scowl before he glanced away again as though it were the end of it. “I’d accept no less than a bull in his prime for our sister.”

Then he had to turn and vigorously pound on Roderick’s back as the other man choked on his champagne, which in and of itself was nearly as satisfying as catching his brother off guard for once.
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Chapter Three
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While Roderick struggled to regain his composure, Beynon noticed a stirring across the room. Everyone seemed to be convening around their hostess, Lady Harte, who’d risen to her feet with a very large punch bowl cradled in her hands.

“What on earth?” he muttered in confusion.

Roderick tilted his head to follow Beynon’s gaze. “Ah. The games.”

“Games?”

His brother’s reply was a bit too casual. “I didn’t tell you about the games?”

Beynon’s brow drew downward in answer.

“It was something Lady Harte came up with during last year’s summer party. It was such a success among the guests, she decided to bring it back again this summer.”

“Bring what back?” Beynon pressed as one of the ladies gathered around their hostess stepped forward to draw a small slip of paper from the bowl.

“A series of competitions spread out over several days at the end of which the winners receive a small purse.”

“And what does that have to do with a punch bowl?”

“The games are played in pairs. Married couples partner up, of course, but the unattached members of the party are paired up randomly. The names of each unmarried gentleman are placed in the bowl. The ladies blindly draw and whichever name a lady chooses from the bowl becomes her partner.”

“Every gentleman?” 

Roderick’s mouth twitched a bit, sparking a suspicion the man knew exactly how Beynon was feeling just then. “Only a rare few guests are allowed to pass on participation. You’re not one of them, I’m afraid.”

“You failed to tell me about this on purpose,” he accused sharply.

“Now, why would I do that?” His brother was all innocence.

Beynon wasn’t even slightly fooled by the act. “Because I’d never have accepted the invitation if I’d known I’d be obligated to play some ridiculous game.”

“Don’t be so dismissive. It’s rousing good fun, actually,” Roderick replied with a clap on Beynon’s back and a subtle shove forward. “You do like to have fun, don’t you, brother? Come on, let’s see who you’re partnered with.”

#
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LADY ANNE HESITATED at the edge of the twittering crowd. If she could have excused herself from the games, she would have. At last year’s party, she’d been partnered with Lord Reiner, an older gentleman who enjoyed his wine a bit overmuch. He’d stumbled through half of the competitions and didn’t bother learning the rules to the rest. It had been an extremely disappointing experience.

She’d have preferred to avoid repeating such unpleasantness and had briefly considered sending her regrets when she received her invitation to the house party. But Lady Harte was one of her best friends and she knew how badly Lily wanted this country gathering to become an annual success.

So, when it came round to her turn to draw a name from the bowl, she stepped forward with a smile for her friend and plucked the first slip of paper her fingers happened to touch. 

It took her another moment of staring at the arrangement of letters to accept it wasn’t some trick of the light and they’d somehow read out differently if she gave it another couple seconds. But the name remained unchanged. And undeniable. 

Mr. Beynon Thomas.

With a tight sigh, she glanced upward to see the man approaching with his brother, Mr. Roderick Bentley. Mr. Thomas’s angry countenance was no surprise as she’d already determined the man apparently always carried that dark, forbidding expression. 

“Who’ve you drawn?” Lily asked as she held her hand out for the paper. 

As had happened for each pick before hers, the name would have to be read aloud and the partnership recorded by Lily’s sister, Emma Bentley, in order to make it official.

Anne handed Lily the name but couldn’t bring herself to glance back toward Mr. Thomas as their hostess read the name with a pleased smile.

There were a few quiet gasps and murmurs from some of the ladies nearby, which Anne intently ignored. What she couldn’t ignore, however, was Mr. Bentley as he stepped up beside her.

“Hello, Lady Anne.”

She turned to her friend’s charming brother-in-law and gave a quick smile. “Good evening, Mr. Bentley.”

There was a time not long ago when Mr. Bentley, as the owner of a scandalous gambling club, would have been an extremely inappropriate acquaintance for an unmarried young lady. But the man’s marriage to Emma Chadwick and his close association with the Earls of Wright and Harte had shifted society’s tide a bit in that regard. There was also the fact that after three years out, Anne simply didn’t care quite so much about that the ton deemed appropriate. Not that she’d ever do anything outright scandalous, but there were certain freedoms a young lady could claim once everyone decided she wasn’t worth such intent concerns.

“Allow me the privilege of introducing you to your game partner,” Bentley noted with a grin that seemed just a bit more delighted than the situation warranted. Stepping to the side, he gestured to the man beside him. “Lady Anne, I’d like you to meet my brother, Mr. Beynon Thomas.”

Doing her best to avoid looking directly into the Welshman’s hard, dark eyes, Lady Anne gave a nod in greeting and murmured, “A pleasure to meet you, sir.” 

Mr. Thomas responded with a proper bow and gruffly uttered, “Lady Anne.”

Thankfully, the last unattached lady and gentleman were matched up and Lady Harte once again addressed her guests. “The schedule of games will be posted tomorrow morning in the breakfast room. The first event shall take place tomorrow afternoon. Good luck, everyone.”

As the small crowd began to disperse once again, Mr. Bentley flashed a smile. “If you’ll excuse me, it looks like my wife needs my assistance.” Without waiting for a response, the man turned and walked away, leaving Anne and Mr. Thomas to stand in stiff and awkward silence as they both seemed intent on looking anywhere but at each other.

Unfortunately, peripheral vision was more than competent when it came to Mr. Thomas.

Anne was quite tall by common standards at five feet, ten inches, but she noticed with a dose of unexpected discomfort that if she wished to meet her partner’s gaze, at this proximity, she’d have to tip her head back. It was not an experience she had very often, but it meant Mr. Thomas stood at least a few inches over six feet. 

The man was undeniably large. And not at all in a portly way. His bulk appeared to be comprised of solid muscle. The combination of such obvious strength and exceptional height made her feel distinctly disadvantaged when standing so close to him. 

Disadvantaged and vulnerable. And oddly...trembly.

As soon as she realized how intently she was considering his physical form, she forced herself to thaw her frozen tongue and make a little small talk. But as soon as she lifted her focus to his face, the dark displeasure in his broad features gave her a bit of a start. 

The muscles along her spine tensed and she quickly lowered her gaze.

He’d worn the same fierce expression that morning in the garden. The man did not like her at all. Having never before inspired such animosity in anyone in her life, Anne was at a total loss on how to respond. Especially when she wasn’t sure what she’d done to earn such enmity.

They’d only had that one interaction in the garden. Unless he thought she’d eavesdropped in his encounter with Lady Mayhew on purpose?   

“Lady Anne.” His rough baritone immediately brought her eyes back up to see him offering another bow of his head. 

Then he turned and walked away. 

Not just away. The man left the drawing room altogether. Leaving her standing rather conspicuously in the center of the room. 

As she took a breath to steady herself after such a direct cut, Lily stepped up beside her. 

“I’m sure he didn’t mean anything by it,” the kind woman whispered gently. “He’s just not accustomed to—”

“What? Employing basic manners?” The interruption came from Bethany Pinkman, another of Anne’s good friends. The three of them had gravitated toward each other during their debut season. Though each of them possessed very different personalities, they somehow managed to complement each other. “The man may be devastatingly attractive, but that cannot excuse such boorish behavior toward our dear friend.” 

“Now, Bethany...” Lily began, but the other woman wasn’t finished.

“Can’t we pair our dear Anne up with someone else? Anyone other than the Welsh Devil himself?”

“Hush!” Lily firmly admonished, “You shouldn’t call him that.”

“Perhaps he shouldn’t behave in a way that supports such a moniker,” Bethany retorted. “Did you know he did not ask a single young lady to dance all season, though he attended no less than five balls? His manner is practically hostile whenever anyone attempts to engage him in a bit of light conversation and he seems to make a point of glowering intently at any female who dares to come within a few steps of him.”

Lily shook her head, a small frown marring her brow. “That is a blatant exaggeration, Bethany.”

“Is it?” the other woman asked with obvious surprise. “You saw how he just treated our dear Anne, yet you’d defend him?”

“I believe Mr. Thomas is misunderstood,” Lily noted. She had always been one to give people the benefit of any doubt. “I’ve had a few conversations with him and found him to be kind and well-spoken.”

“That’s hard to imagine,” Bethany retorted and Anne was tempted to agree.

“The truth is,” Lily continued with firm conviction, “Mr. Thomas is not the menacing figure everyone so enjoys making him out to be. And I happen to think he will make Anne a perfect partner.” 

“I suspect this is one time your eternal optimism will fail you,” Bethany insisted.

“It’s all right,” Anne interjected. “Truly. There’s no need to make an issue out of it. I’ll be fine.”

“He’s really not what everyone says,” Lily insisted. “Give him a chance.”

Anne smiled. “Of course. Please, think no more of it.” It was far more embarrassing to have her friends worry over such an inconsequential thing than it was to be slighted by the man in the first place. Her pride might have been bruised a bit by his attitude and sudden dismissal, but it was taking a far more brutal beating at the insinuation that she couldn’t handle a little adversity. She was her father’s daughter, after all. Adversity had been her nursemaid.

She could certainly handle a grouchy partner for the handful of days assigned to the games.

Gratefully, the issue was dropped as Bethany leaned toward Lily to whisper conspiratorially, “Since it’s just the three of us, how about you give us a few tips on what to expect this year?”

Lily widened her eyes in shock then had to press her lips together to hide her mischievous grin. “Not a chance. That would be cheating.”

“And Lady Harte is far too noble to consider such a thing.”

The last was declared loyally by Lily’s husband as the tall, dark-haired gentleman came up beside his wife. Though he remained back a step from their trio, his intense presence immediately altered the atmosphere of their conversation.

As she had many times before, Lady Anne wondered at the unexpected union between her open-hearted friend and the enigmatic lord. There had been a time when Anne had been convinced Lord Harte would never have been capable of making Lily happy, but her friend had been utterly infatuated with the earl from the first moment she’d seen him. And, as Lily tilted her head to flash a smile at her husband, Anne had to admit the couple was undeniably and very deeply in love.

“I apologize, ladies, but I must steal my wife away for a moment.” 

Though the lord’s words were contrite, his tone was anything but. 

Bethany’s lashes fluttered. “Of course, my lord. She’s all yours.”

Lord Harte bowed as Lily promised to chat with them both more later, then the couple walked away. Though they didn’t touch—not even with a hand on his arm—the connection between them was clear to see and had grown even stronger since their wedding.

Bethany sighed dramatically, drawing Anne’s quick glance. 

Seeing her friend’s questioning expression, the lady gave a short laugh. “Don’t mistake me, dear Anne, I love my husband deeply.” She paused to lean closer. “But there’s just something about men who emanate such”—she narrowed her eyes as she seemed to search for the right word—“wickedness that honestly makes my toes curl.”

Anne shook her head in a way she often did when in earnest conversation with this particular friend. “I haven’t the slightest idea what you’re talking about.”

Bethany flashed a condescending smile as she patted Anne’s hand. “I know. You’re still such an innocent,” she lamented. “But I hope you figure it out soon, darling.” Her gray eyes brightened as something seemed to occur to her. “You know, I might have to consider agreeing with Lily’s assessment, after all. Mr. Thomas, with all his broody intensity, could prove to be exactly what you’ve been so desperately lacking these last few years.”

And with that oddly cryptic and slightly insulting statement, her friend walked away and once again Anne was left standing alone in the middle of the room. 
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Chapter Four
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The next morning, Anne was one of the first guests to the breakfast room. Lily’s elderly great-aunt—a wonderfully eccentric Frenchwoman—sat reading a newspaper at one end of the table while the Countess of Wright stood at the buffet with a girl who appeared to be around twelve or thirteen years of age. The countess glanced up as Anne crossed into the room and smiled widely in greeting. “Good morning, Lady Anne.” 

Anne had been introduced to the auburn-haired Scotswoman shortly after the woman’s unexpected marriage to the Earl of Wright two years ago. 

“Lady Wright,” Anne replied politely, “it’s nice to see you again.”

“And you,” the countess said in a slight burr as she set her hand on the shoulder of the girl beside her. “Please allow me to introduce Miss Cailleach Claybourne. Although the lass won’t be participating in any of the games, I suspect she’ll be an avid spectator.”

As the girl gave a proper curtsey, Anne smiled. “Pleased to meet you, Miss Claybourne.”

“You as well,” the girl replied with an accent similar to Lady Wright’s. “You’re Lady Anne Humphries, then?”

“I am.”

The girl smiled widely. “So, you’re to partner my brother in the games.”

Anne’s eyes widened. “Your brother?”

“Aye. Mr. Thomas.”

Suddenly realizing this girl was another of the prior earl’s illegitimate children, Anne blinked in surprise, unsure exactly how to respond. She wouldn’t have expected a fact most would consider shameful or scandalous to be acknowledged with such casual self-assurance.

Lady Wright gave a short laugh as she shook her head. “You’ve shocked the poor lady, lass. I’ve warned you about being so forthright all the time.”

The girl just shrugged. “People will find out eventually. I see no point hiding who I am.” Then she directed a focused gaze back to Anne. “I’ve decided to champion you and Beynon for the competition.”

Anne blinked again. “Well, thank you, Miss Claybourne. I appreciate the vote of confidence.”

“Have you taken a look at the event scheduled for today?”

“Not yet.”

“You should,” the girl asserted before she narrowed her gaze and glanced at Anne’s feet. “I hope you brought some sturdy shoes.”

“Caillie luv,” Lady Wright interjected with a smile though her tone was a bit firm, “why dinnae you allow Lady Anne to have a wee bit of breakfast before you interrogate her about strategy.”

“Right. Sorry,” the girl noted, only slightly admonished. “Do come find me if you’d like to discuss the games further.”

“I’ll be sure to do so,” Anne replied. The girl, though bold for one so young, seemed a good ally to have and Anne wasn’t about to shrug off any support she could get for the lengthy competition ahead. 

Especially considering she wasn’t sure just how supportive her partner would prove to be. A shadow hovered over her mood as she recalled Mr. Thomas’s abrupt departure the night before.

She’d tried—she really had—to consider all the reasons he might have had to treat her so rudely, but she just kept coming round to the likelihood that he was simply unhappy with having her as his partner. That or he was simply an unconscionable grouch.

Lady Wright and her charge stepped away to claim seats at the table as Anne began to fill her own plate at the buffet. A few minutes later, two young gentlemen entered the room and went directly to the game schedule, where they commenced a little good-natured ribbing. A young woman and her mother arrived next then a married couple as the room slowly began to fill with guests. Some came for the food, but nearly everyone took a moment to review information Lily had posted about the day’s competitions.

Anne did her best to focus on her breakfast, but more than once, she found herself glancing impatiently toward the schedule posted across the room. She’d never have known it about herself if not for her experience during the games last year, but apparently, she had a rather strong—though previously dormant—competitive streak. 

Lord Humphries had set very specific expectations for his daughter’s education and upbringing. Seeking any opportunity to gain her father’s favor, Anne had excelled in reading, history, arithmetic, and any other subjects deemed appropriate for the female mind. She’d mastered the skills required in order to present herself as an accomplished gentlewoman. Dance, embroidery, the managing of household accounts and staff, the proper planning of a menu. She knew to stay current on the latest fashions and trends in home decorating. She’d memorized Debrett’s guide to the peerage and knew the proper behavior for any number of social situations.

Focusing so intently on fulfilling her father’s strict curriculum hadn’t left much room for fun and games—even if she’d had someone with whom she could have engaged in such activities. So, it had come as a bit of a surprise during last year’s competition when Anne had discovered the excitement and motivation in competing against others in various tasks of mental and physical skill. Even without an active partner, the experience had been exhilarating and rather eye-opening. But also, highly disappointing. Apparently, she didn’t like to lose and she’d done a lot of that last year.

And now, here she was once again with a less than enthusiastic partner. 

Since backing out of the competition would be a terrible disappointment to Lily, Anne had no choice but to forge ahead.

When she noticed a brief lull in the constant flow of guests, she rose to her feet and started toward the game posters tacked up in the corner of the room. Passing by the doorway, she happened to glance up just as the large and imposing figure of Mr. Thomas crossed the threshold.

Without any conscious directive, her steps stuttered to an awkward halt. As her eyes met his, an odd disquiet swept through her. His perpetually broody countenance darkened even more as he caught sight of her, yet she somehow managed to stand tall and proud before decisively turning her gaze to continue across the room. 

By the time she reached the board where the latest information on the games would be posted each morning, she had to take a moment to subtly force a steady breath into her lungs as she pressed her hand to her abdomen.

She might have discounted the odd trembling in her center as a lingering reaction to the man’s rudeness the night before, but the truth was, she’d felt the same internal disquiet that morning in the garden when she’d met his solemn stare.

The man simply unsettled her. 

And now they were to be partners for the next several days, though Mr. Thomas had made it clear he would have preferred anyone else. Rejection was not entirely new to Anne. She’d just gone through her third season, after all, without an offer for her hand. She’d already spent far too many nights wondering what it was about her that young men seemed to find objectionable and had no intention of wasting another moment on the futile question.

With another deep breath, she lowered her hand back to her side and focused on the information before her.

Listed at the top of the board were all of the partnerships. Ten teams in all, equally comprised of married couples and randomly matched pairs. Her gaze was automatically drawn to her own name near the bottom of the list.

Lady Anne Humphries and Mr. Beynon Thomas

Forcefully ignoring the discomfiting twist in her belly, she scanned quickly over the rules and the scoring process. Since the games were designed for entertainment and diversion, a great deal depended on the honor system in terms of following expected guidelines and procedures for the various activities.

Points would be awarded to only the three top scoring teams for each event. Five points for first place, three points for second, and one point for third. Each evening, points would be tallied, and the leader board would be adjusted accordingly. The partnership with the most points at the end of the week would be declared winner. In the event of a tie for first place, a final contest would determine the outcome between the two leads.

The game schedule revealed that a few events were being repeated from last year but there were also several new ones. Anne noted a couple in which she felt as though she had the appropriate skills to compete confidently, though others were definitely outside her realm of experience. Such situations were exactly where a partner might come in handy assuming they’d be bringing their own unique aptitude to the pairing.

If your partner was willing to participate.

She assumed Mr. Thomas was still in the room. No doubt he was eating a hearty breakfast, utterly uninterested in the games schedule or his partner. Would he even bother showing up to the first event?

Resentment of a kind she hadn’t felt since she’d been a young girl who’d still craved the attention of a cold, neglectful father burned through her veins. Before she could douse the subtle ire, someone came up behind her. Heavy steps came to a halt and a weighted presence seemed to hover over her.

Stiffening, she didn’t bother to glance over her shoulder to confirm who’d joined her. She already knew it by the sudden quiver in her belly and the prickling across her nape. She pressed her lips together and forced steady breaths through her nose. 
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