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Chapter One
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Cornwall, 1830


LADY BEATRICE BENTLEY was meant to be researching word origins for her etymological dictionary, not making a study of wild rogues.


One wild, untamed rogue in particular: Stamford Wright.


Carpenter. Distraction. Bane upon half-finished dictionaries.


How could she concentrate on scholarship with such an overbearingly virile specimen of manhood disturbing her tranquil literary idyll?


All summer long, and well into autumn, she’d watched from behind the safety of the library curtains as he hammered, heaved, and dominated her brother’s Gothic mansion in Cornwall into submission.


The crumbling crenellations and bricked-up windows of Thornhill House proved no match for Mr. Wright. By sheer force of personality and person, he’d helmed a group of workmen in the rapid renovation of the great house’s facade.


While Beatrice had only managed the woefully inadequate addition of two hundred new words to her dictionary.


Her brother Drew, Duke of Thorndon, was traveling with his new bride, Mina, on the Continent. They should have arrived back in England by now, but had been mysteriously delayed. When her brother finally returned to Thornhill, he’d be thrilled with the progress Wright had made.


Beatrice was less than thrilled—in fact she was livid. She’d bargained with her mother for these precious months of blissful solitude in which to be as scholarly as she pleased, without fear of her mother’s scolding or London society’s ridicule. Was that too much to ask?


Apparently.


At every turn she’d been perturbed, nay, overset by the ungovernable force of nature known by the name of Wright.


She’d tried stuffing cotton batting in her ears. Humming to herself as she wrote. Swathing the library in thick velvet hangings.


Nothing made a jot of difference. Even if she couldn’t see him, she could still hear his gruff, commanding voice, and that was enough to shatter her peace of mind.


Take today, for example.


Wright and his men were building a pergola in the gardens. She could hear him barking orders and whistling jaunty melodies—quite tunelessly, she might add.


And when she gave up on studiousness, crept to the window, and shifted just an inch of curtain aside, the sight of him immediately unnerved her.


He stood with his leather boots firmly planted, shouldering the burden of a heavy length of timber as one of the workers, the giant one they called Tiny, maneuvered the log into place.


“Hold her steady,” Wright ordered. “A little to the left. Your other left. Steady on …”


His wavy dark brown hair gleamed in the late afternoon sun. He wore no coat, and his shirtsleeves were rolled to the elbows. Sweat-dampened white linen did nothing to hide the outline of his bulging arm and shoulder muscles.


“Easy does it, now. Nearly there.” Wright released his hold as the beam was nailed into place. “Well done!”


An odd little shiver traveled the length of her spine. He was so very commanding, so unquestioningly confident. Even though the air was brisk and cool, he tugged his shirt free from his trousers, fanning the fabric away from his torso.


Her breath caught in her throat. She stared, transfixed, as he lifted the hem of his shirt and used it to mop his brow. The newly revealed landscape of his abdomen rippled with ridges of muscle. A dusting of brown hair trailed down the center of his stomach, disappearing into his trousers.


He couldn’t mop his brow with a handkerchief like other people. Oh no, he must display his uncommonly flat and finely sculpted abdomen for everyone to see.


For her to see.


She covered her eyes with her hands to block out the discomposing sight. Her spectacles fogged over and she wiped them clean with her skirts, setting them back in place, unwilling to miss a ripple or a ridge because … because she was making a list of Wright’s infractions to present to her brother upon his return.


Tuneless whistling. Ribald jokes. Flagrant displays of sculpted musculature. Refusal to modulate or modify his work habits to suit hers.


When she’d instructed Gibbons, her brother’s land agent, to request that Wright work more quietly, Wright had sent back a brief, impolite missive informing her that he had a job to finish, limited time with which to accomplish it, and that the noise and debris simply couldn’t be helped. He’d then suggested that she might wish to repair to the comfort and luxury of her London townhouse until the work was complete.


Thornhill House was meant to be her sanctuary from London.


Beatrice had work to complete as well, but Wright couldn’t care less. All he cared about, besides finishing the renovations at a breakneck pace, was gulping pints of ale and striking manly poses for the benefit of the housemaids.


He was the most maddening of men.


Another infraction to add to her list: transforming sensible housemaids into breathless scatterbrains.


She overheard them twittering about Wright’s handsome face and brilliant blue eyes. They all fancied themselves in love with him. They said that he was a ship’s carpenter with the Royal Navy and was only here because his father, the duke’s long-term retainer, had suffered an injury falling from a ladder.


The maids opined about the hearts that Wright must break at every port he visited. Their fondest hope was that he would decide to stay in Cornwall, marry a village girl, become the lead carpenter at Thornhill upon his father’s retirement, and settle down to raise a large and happy family.


All the man had to do was flash that roguish grin and levelheaded maids melted into quivering puddles of ninnyhood.


Ninny. Late sixteenth century, English, meaning simpleton, or fool, possibly derived from innocent, or the Italian ninno, “baby, child.”


It was a very good thing that Beatrice had not one ounce of ninny in her.


“I could use a frothing pint about now,” Wright said, restoring his person to a semblance of civility by tucking in his shirt and donning a coat.


“All this heavy lifting makes a fellow thirsty,” agreed one of the younger workmen, a wiry fellow named Preston.


“Reminds me of the load I ’ave to lift every time I take a piss,” said Tiny.


“Got a big tallywhacker, have you?” asked Preston with a cheeky grin.


“Naw, lad. Got to move me stomach out of the way first.”


Wright broke into loud laughter.


Beatrice rolled her eyes. Men.


What she’d gleaned from eavesdropping on several such exchanges was that they had an inordinate preoccupation with their … with the aspect of their anatomy that differentiated them from females.


Wright squinted at the sky. “Light’ll be gone soon.” He glanced toward her window.


Beatrice stepped backward, nearly stumbling in her haste to hide. She flattened against the wall, her heart attempting to leap into her throat. Had he seen her?


The lonely spinster in her tower, watching life pass beneath her window.


She knew how the world saw her. But she wasn’t a spinster, at least not yet. She’d promised her mother that she would go back to London for her fourth and final attempt at the marriage mart. Mama was determined to find her a brilliant match.


Beatrice was determined to remain a wallflower.


All she had to do was endure one last wearisome round of social engagements, grating gossip, and insincere suitors, and then she could return to the magnificent library at Thornhill House. For good this time.


She’d be well and truly on the shelf by next summer.


And what was so bad about being on the shelf? Most of her dearest friends lived on shelves.


Her gaze swept the library’s vast expanse of bookshelves, punctuated by sliding wooden ladders.


She’d learned very early in life that books were her most trustworthy companions.


Books never stared. Never whispered or snickered.


Never called her Beastly Beatrice.


You’re beastly inside and out.


Pushing away the unwelcome memory, she feasted her eyes on the library instead. Mahogany shelves hugged every wall and rose to embrace a domed ceiling painted with scenes from Greek mythology. Every available surface was piled high with books and papers, filling her mind with the soaring promise of endless possibilities.


All of those new words just waiting to be discovered, mapped to derivatives and cognates, defined and annotated.


Words were her sole passion in life. She explored their origins in the way a painter mixed pigment to render a stormy sea, or a symphonic composer chose reed instruments to re-create birdsong.


She explored words in the way that lovers explored love.


There’d been a time when she’d entertained foolish romantic notions about true love and fairy-tale endings, but she’d discarded her girlhood dreams after they’d been dashed against the rocks of reality.


This was her future: this library, and her dictionary, which might very well take decades to complete. The most comprehensive and well-researched etymological dictionary of the English language ever compiled by man … or wallflower.


The dictionary that, once again, she was sadly neglecting. She settled back at her writing desk determined to make some forward progress. Regrettably, the desk was situated near the open windows and she could still hear Wright and his men talking and laughing.


She dipped her pen resolutely in ink.


Let’s see; she’d finished intercede and interim. Now on to interloper. Late sixteenth century, she wrote, a hybrid of Latin inter and the old Dutch landloper, or vagabond.


She tapped her chin with the feathered quill. Mr. Wright is an interloper upon my peaceful countryside retreat.


Thump. Thump. Thud!


The hammering sounded as though it were inside her head.


Stamford Wright, she wrote. See Rogue. Born and bred in Cornwall. Ship’s carpenter in the Royal Navy. Heavy of hammer and brawny of shoulder. Characterized by excessive virility and boundless arrogance. Believes he’s God’s gift to womankind. Highly distracting and irritating to the scholarly female.


Well that wouldn’t be going in her dictionary. She drew a line across the page.


“Oh, Mr. Wright,” Beatrice heard a lilting female voice call. “Would you care for some cider?”


“You go on ahead to the pub, lads,” she heard Wright say. “I’ve something to take care of first.”


“Oh, aye,” came Tiny’s answer. “Something by the name of Miss Jenny.”


More guffaws. Probably some thumping of shoulders and winking.


They must be talking about Jenny Hughes, one of the kitchen maids.


“You’re a sight for sore eyes, Jenny,” said Wright, much closer now by the sound of it.


“I thought you’d be thirsty, working so hard and so long,” Jenny replied.


The sound of cider being gulped. A soft giggle.


“Mmm. Exactly what a man needs after a hard day’s labor. Did you sweeten this cider with your smile, Miss Jenny?”


“Go on with you now.” Said in a tone that conveyed precisely the opposite instruction.


Of all the infuriating occurrences.


Instead of going to the pub and giving Beatrice a well-deserved respite from his outsize presence, Wright was flirting shamelessly beneath her window.


Beatrice pushed her spectacles up the bridge of her nose. Enough was enough.


You’ve met your nemesis, Wright. From the Greek for retribution. The goddess of vengeance. The personification of divine wrath.


She marched to the windows and opened them wider. She’d drop an inkpot on his head—that ought to douse his ardor. Better yet, a flowerpot.


She peered over the ledge. Divine wrath had carried her thus far, but the sight of Wright’s massive shoulders scrambled her thoughts and sent them running in opposite directions.


He stood directly below her, one dusty black boot propped on a stair to better display his heavily muscled thighs. His white shirt was open at the collar, revealing a triangle of sun-kissed chest.


If he untucked his shirt from his trousers at this moment, she’d have a direct line of sight down his …


Lady Beatrice Bentley! exclaimed her mother’s scandalized tones in her head. Stop gawking this instant. He’s not an eligible gentleman. He’s not a gentleman at all and therefore far beneath your notice.


True. But he was also beneath her window and she couldn’t look away.


Not now. Not when he was cradling the cider mug in one of his huge hands, stroking a finger around the rim.


Watching him gave her the most unsettling tingling sensation in her belly. Must have been something she ate for luncheon. There’d been a rather questionable leek and cod pie.


Jenny took the empty glass from him. “Will you be wanting more refreshment?”


There was no mistaking the suggestive inflection in her words. She wasn’t offering cider; she was offering kisses.


Beatrice peered over the ledge. Wright had moved closer to Jenny and away from Beatrice’s line of vision. All she could see was the taut curve of his backside and his long legs.


Whispers and … smacking noises? Were they kissing? And, incidentally, what would a kiss from him be like?


She stuck her head farther out the window.


Too far.


Her spectacles slipped off her nose and plummeted straight for his head.


She dropped into a crouch beneath the window, cheeks flaming and heart thudding. She could only hope that he was too occupied to notice a pair of spectacles falling from the sky.


Silence from below. She risked a quick glance out the window.


Egad.


She dropped back to a crouch.


Wright had found her spectacles, and apparently he meant to return them to her.


He was climbing straight up the rose trellis like a pirate scaling the rigging of a ship, making a beeline for the library window.


He couldn’t climb the stairs like other people. Oh no, he must display his brute strength by climbing hand over hand.


Mortification. Noun. Late fourteenth century. From Late Latin mortificationem, “putting to death.”


Could she make a dash for the library door? Not without her spectacles.


Nothing for it but to face him.


She’d faced humiliation before. Stared it down. Dared it to break her.


This would be a very brief interaction. He would hand over the spectacles; she would thank him, and then send him on his merry way back down the trellis.


“Greetings, princess.” His voice was velvet-wrapped gravel.


Beatrice rose on wobbly knees. He was fuzzy without her spectacles, a huge shape blocking out the sunlight, a hulking blur with azure eyes.


A blue to drown in, she’d heard one of the upstairs maids say swoonily. Beatrice’s brain sank beneath water. Her thoughts went blub, blub, blub. Which wasn’t like her at all. Words were her stock-in-trade, were they not?


Apparently, when confronted by the sudden appearance of a far-too-handsome rogue at her window, she lost the ability to form words into sentences … or even to speak at all.


Pull yourself together. Not an ounce of ninny, remember?


He balanced easily on the trellis, gripping the wood with one enormous hand and dangling the wire loop of her spectacles from the fingers of his other hand.


“Good day, Wright.” She spoke in the most nonchalant and unconcerned tone she could summon. “Lovely day for climbing rose trellises, what?”


He dangled the spectacles closer to her. “I presume these are yours?”


“Er … yes. I lost them while”—trying to see down your trousers—“watering the roses.”


Ludicrous. If she’d been watering the roses, she would have poured water on his head.


“Really?” His voice dropped to a rough, conspiratorial whisper. “Because I thought you might have been spying on me.”


“Don’t be silly. I needed a breath of air. I opened the window and I … I don’t have to explain myself to you. Hand over my spectacles immediately.”


His laughter was low and intimate. “A lofty lady would never spy on a carpenter, is that it?”


“I wasn’t spying.”


“I see,” he said with a smirk.


“I don’t.” She held out her palm.


Instead of giving her the spectacles, he reached forward and set them on her nose, using one thumb to gently hook the wires over each of her ears in turn. She was so startled by his touch that she froze in place.


His thumb brushed her right ear. Somehow the tip of her ear was connected to the pit of her belly. Which was connected to … everything.


His face sharpened into focus.


She’d known his eyes were blue. What she hadn’t known was that his left eye contained an uneven patch of golden brown, like a sunflower silhouetted against a summer sky.


His chin was hard-angled, and there was a cleft slightly to the left of center. Dark whiskers shadowed his strong jawline.


Don’t do it, Beatrice. Do not melt into a puddle of quivering ninnyhood.


She took a steadying breath. “You’d better climb back down before that trellis breaks under your prodigious weight.”


“Don’t worry about me, princess.” He winked. “Repaired this trellis myself. It’s built to last.”


“Do stop calling me princess,” she said irritably, the nonchalance she’d been striving for making a fast retreat.


“You’re imprisoned in a tower.”


“I’m here quite by choice. I’m writing, or I would be if you weren’t making so much noise.”


“Is it the noise that distracts you?” He flexed the muscles of his free arm. “Or the man.”


Beatrice gulped for air. Why must the man incessantly call attention to his physical endowments? “Such an ostentatious display might be efficacious where housemaids are concerned, but it has no effect whatsoever on female scholars.”


“You’re not fascinated by me.” His voice swirled from velvet to smoke. “You never watch me from behind the curtains.”


He caught her gaze and held it.


He’d seen her watching.


A fresh wave of mortification washed through her mind. “If I happened to glance out the window from time to time, it was due to sheer frustration. You’ve ruined what was meant to be a tranquil literary haven.”


“And here I thought I’d been inspiring you.”


“Inspiring? Hardly!”


“I was sure you were scribbling away at a romantic novel and needed inspiration for describing your hero. That’s why you were always gazing at me from the window.” He gave her a smoldering look. “I’d be happy to provide a more up close and personal study.”


“You conceited peacock!”


“Admit it. You enjoyed the view.”


“I’ll admit nothing of the sort.”


He plucked a single red rose and offered it to her through the open window. “For you, princess. It matches your cheeks when they’re flushed from my proximity.”


“You … you …” Beatrice sputtered.


“Scoundrel?” he suggested.


“Malapert rapscallion!”


He tilted his head. “That’s a new one.”


“Have you considered that your renovations might progress more swiftly, Mr. Wright, if you did more carpentering and less flirting? First Jenny and now me—don’t you ever exhaust your store of vexatious trifling?”


He propped his elbow on the window ledge and leaned closer. “I thought you weren’t spying on me.”


“I wasn’t. I was watering the roses.”


“I think you were watching.” His gaze dropped to her lips. “Because you wanted to see what a kiss from me would be like.”


Beatrice wasn’t accustomed to men perusing her with that hooded, hazy look in their eyes. She was no beauty. She never incited desire.


She never experienced desire.


And yet … the glow in her belly was spreading. She still felt the soft brush of his fingers along the edge of her ear.


“This conversation is over. Be on your way.”


“Not yet.” He wrapped his hand over the window ledge. “I have a question to ask you.”


“Well?”


“I don’t want anyone to overhear me ask it.”


“That doesn’t sound proper.”


“I’m never proper. Don’t even know what the word means.”


“It’s from the Latin proprius meaning ‘one’s own, particular to itself.’ It’s not until the mid-fourteenth century that we see the usage meaning ‘by the rules’ or ‘correct and acceptable.’”


“I don’t play by the rules, either.” He slid one knee onto the ledge. “I’m coming in.”


“No. Wait—!”


Too late.


Her sanctuary had been invaded by a rogue.









Chapter Two
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FORD JUMPED DOWN onto the library’s expensive imported carpet. Life was always attempting to bring him to his knees, but he always landed on his feet.


The duke’s sister had retreated to a shadowy niche between two bookshelves. She stood there, half-hidden, all glinting spectacles and glowing red hair.


The new-minted copper of her hair never failed to strike his mind and reverberate like a ship’s bell tolling the hour of the watch.


She was dressed in a simple blue gown, unadorned by frills and ribbons. Her gown might be plain, but there was no mistaking that she was highborn. Sister to a duke. Blazing intelligence in her eyes and finishing school in her posture. Privileged, cosseted, and raised to believe she was a superior being.


He’d never entered the library before. It looked like an explosion had occurred in the center of the cavernous room, scattering books and papers over every surface.


Ford flung the rose he was carrying onto a table. “Now you can have a better look at me, princess.”


“I don’t want a better look. Leave, please.”


Stay away from the noble house. That’s not your place. No trespassing, do you hear me, son?


The warning had been drilled into his head over and over when he was a child. Thornhill House and its noble part-time occupants were off-limits.


Well, here he was breaking the rules. Would the gods painted on the ceiling smite him down?


Lady Beatrice looked like she wished she had a spare thunderbolt to hurl his way. Her expression was distant and forbidding. Her slender arms were crossed over her chest in a gesture that clearly said no trespassing.


All summer long she’d watched him from the library windows, but they’d never exchanged a word in person, communicating instead through a brief exchange of notes. He’d glimpsed her walking along the path that led to the sea, her long curly hair escaping from the hood of a gray cloak. Walking alone.


Always alone.


She kept herself apart, isolated in her tower, too superior to fraternize with those beneath her elevated social standing.


His mother was sorely disappointed that there was a lady living at Thornhill House who’d never once paid a visit to any of the cottagers, or hosted any kind of festivities. Not many elegant ladies from London visited these parts.


Ford didn’t give a damn about social standing or the rules of propriety. He needed information and he would have it. “When will the duke return? I can’t seem to get a straight answer from anyone.”


“I don’t know. I haven’t heard from him in weeks. I expected him home well before now.”


“Is he stopping in London first, or coming directly to Cornwall?”


“He planned to spend several weeks in London to visit with family.”


“I have to speak with him on a matter of urgency.”


“Why don’t you speak with Gibbons?”


“Absolutely not,” Ford said vehemently. He suspected Gibbons, the duke’s land agent, of embezzlement on this estate, and possibly on the duke’s other properties. He’d uncovered a series of troubling discrepancies in the receipts for timber and other goods. He didn’t want his father, or himself, to be blamed if the theft came to light.


“And why not?” she asked.


He glanced swiftly around the room. They were still alone. She hadn’t rung for a servant.


“Because Gibbons is the problem.”


“Really? He’s a distant cousin of ours.”


“Just because he’s related by blood doesn’t mean that he has your best interests at heart. I can’t discuss it here. These walls have ears. I’ll need to speak with the duke in person.”


“I’m not sure when you’ll be able to do that. He’s gone missing. I haven’t heard from him in weeks, though that’s not unusual for my brother. He must have his reasons.”


“I’m sure he’s only delayed by weather and his letters were lost. He’ll be home soon enough, and I’ll have my chance to speak to him before I go back to sea.”


“You’re leaving, then?” She kept her face turned so that all he saw was her left profile. “There seems to be some debate on the part of the housemaids as to whether you’ll stay here or return to the navy.”


“There’s not a chance in hell that I’d stay in this provincial little village. I prefer broader horizons.”


And he would be no duke’s servant. At least as a ship’s carpenter he commanded the respect of a crew that knew his skill with his tools was the bulwark that stood between them and a watery death.


“The maids will be so disappointed to hear that you’re leaving.”


“And you’ll be devastated, I’m sure.”


“I’d be delighted, if I weren’t returning to London soon.”


“I was wondering why you were here instead of waltzing around ballrooms with foppish dandies.”


“I already told you that I’m here by choice. Why is that so difficult for you to comprehend?”


“Because no one chooses to spend their summer in the wilds of Cornwall with nothing but books for company.”


“I’d stay here forever if I could.” She caressed the bindings of the books on the shelf next to her. “This library is my happiest of places.”


“I’ve seen your lamp burning at all hours of the evening.”


“I have to work at night because it’s the only time when you’re not banging, hammering, whistling, or telling naughty jokes.”


“I’m not going to apologize for doing my job.”


“Well, you could have done it with more sensitivity to my exigencies. When I see the duke next, I’m going to present him with a long list of your infringements.”


Wonderful. That’s all Ford needed. “I may have inconvenienced you, but the duke won’t be able to deny that I accomplished more in these past months than most men could do in a year.”


“I’m not debating that, Wright. I only wish your visit hadn’t coincided so disharmoniously with mine. I only achieved a paltry number of pages.”


He removed the top paper from a stack on the writing desk. “Is this your novel?”


She startled, moving into a shaft of sunlight. “Don’t read that.”


Which, of course, made him have to read it. He held the sheet to the window. “‘Stamford Wright,’” he read aloud. “‘See Rogue.’” He grinned. “‘Heavy of hammer and brawny of shoulder,’ eh? So you have been writing about me.”


She rushed forward. “That’s not for your eyes.”


“Clearly. You wouldn’t want me to know that you find me excessively virile.”


“And boundlessly arrogant.” She was close enough to reach out and touch. Her cheeks were pink, and her hazel eyes sparked with indignant light. “Give it here.”


“‘Thinks he’s God’s gift to womankind,’” he read. “True. Because I am.”


“Humph!” She reached for the page and lost her balance, tumbling against his chest.


He folded his arm around her small waist. “Steady there.”


“You are … not … a gentleman,” she accused, her breathing ragged.


“Far from it.” He was the furthest thing from a gentleman that dainty, delicate, sheltered Lady Beatrice Bentley would ever come into close proximity with.


And she was close.


Plastered against him, her soft breasts rising and falling against his chest. Her dress was buttery soft beneath his arm. Her hair smelled like apple blossoms floating in honey.


One of the maids had told him that she’d been born with palsy, which had given her face a distinctive asymmetry. The right side of her lips curved downward and her right eye drooped at the corner.


There were ink stains on her fingers. A smudge of ink on her cheek. He wanted to wipe it away with his thumb, just to touch her soft skin.


Stay away from the duke’s sister. That’s not your place. No trespassing.


“Ruffian rogue. Scurrilous scoundrel.” She glared at him but made no move to distance herself. “Climbing trellises and reading a lady’s private papers.”


“You like scoundrels. We’re far more interesting than other men. We’re highly distracting to scholarly females. Might I suggest a few edits to your novel, though? Excessive virility is a promising beginning, but I would add ‘handsome as sin’ and ‘completely irresistible.’”


“No, you may not. And I’m not writing a novel. I’m compiling an etymological dictionary.”


“Featuring rogues.”


“What you read was a symptom of extreme discomposure caused by your loud disturbance beneath my window.”


“And inspired by my brawny shoulders.”


“My dictionary will be a comprehensive exploration of the origins of the modern day English language.”


“Is that all?”


“It’s a formidable undertaking. It will be my life’s work. If I complete it before my demise, I’ll progress to a study of female authors.”


“There’s a large market for etymological dictionaries?” He’d dropped his arm from around her waist, but she stayed within touching distance.


“I don’t expect it to sell particularly well outside of scholarly circles.”


“Then where’s the profit? Don’t you want it to go into a second printing and be rudely reviewed by all of the most sarcastic critics?”


“Just like a rogue. Always thinking of profit. It’s not about monetary reward, Wright. It’s about intellectual curiosity. Awakening minds. Expanding vocabularies.” She brushed a lock of hair over her right cheek. “I find that people are bafflingly incurious about the origins of the words they use. Take the word oxymoron for example. It’s contradictory in itself. Oxy comes from the Greek word for sharp and moron from the word for dull or foolish.”


“Scintillating.”


“It is scintillating. It excites me to no end to uncover these elegant origin stories. There are many words that contain two conflicting ideas, like chiaroscuro, light and dark, and pianoforte, soft and loud.”


“I think maybe you need to leave this library more often.”


“I was sickly as a child, Wright. I spent my days in isolation from other children, alone in my room, and I started memorizing dictionaries. Words are living things. They must be treated with respect. They’re born, they live and grow, and change, just as we do.”


As she spoke, her entire face changed. She lost the distant and disapproving look, and her hazel eyes lit with emotion. Her cheeks flushed a delicate pink, her hair glowing in the fading sun like a candle flame inside amber glass. Her long, slender fingers waved through the air, illustrating her meaning.


“Sometimes words fall out of fashion and wither and die, never to be used again. I find that dreadfully sad. I make it my mission to use as many lost, arcane words as possible in an attempt to imbue them with new life. I don’t expect you to understand my obsession.”


“I read the occasional book. Time passes slowly at sea.”


Or sometimes it passed swiftly in a deafening blaze of cannon fire and shouting. The dull smack of bodies hitting water.


The backhand of fate across a man’s back. Or his belly.


Blood frothing in the wake.


But he wasn’t supposed to think about the battle in Greece. The Admiralty had pinned a medal on him for bravery and told him to turn his gaze firmly forward, never backward.


“The occasional book … ?” She shook her head. He’d disappointed her. “I’m a logophile, a lover of words, as well as a book-devouring bibliophile. One might even say I suffer from bibliomania. Reading keeps the mind nimble and gives me fodder for my dictionary. Reading is my greatest pleasure in life.”


Now that was just too easy. “Spoken like a lady who hasn’t experienced real pleasures.”


“Spoken like a rogue who doesn’t read enough books. You could impress your sweethearts with a larger, more varied vocabulary at your disposal.”


“My sweethearts are more impressed by the size of … other things.”


She rolled her eyes. “Oh come now, Wright. Wouldn’t you like to learn some impressive new words for wooing? Your paramour’s voice could be canorous and mellifluous, her eyes pellucid and lambent. Her lips might be ambrosial or sapid, and her figure pulchritudinous and lissome.”


He didn’t know about pellucid, but the lady’s eyes were a lovely light brown color with sparks of gold that flashed when she talked about words.


She really, really loved words.


It was plain to see that this prim and proper lady had passion simmering inside her, waiting to be unleashed by some lucky sot with a large vocabulary. He’d never be the one to bring her passion to the boiling point, but he could have a little more fun lighting those sparks in her eyes.


“Now you’ve got my attention, princess. Teach me some more words to use for wooing.”


“You should purchase a volume of Shakespeare’s works. He was a master of ingenuity when it came to wordplay. I have a fascination with archaic words, ones that we no longer use in conversation or in our written texts. I have lists and lists of them. I’d like to bring some back into circulation.”


“Such as …” He wanted to keep her talking, if only to watch her eyes blaze and her lissome bosom heave.


“We used to embellish our speech with flosculations, and condemn deceitful fallaciloquence. If the moon slipped behind a cloud, we were left murklins and a slothful person was filled with pigritude. A prickly lady such as myself might have been referred to as senticous, and a rogue like you as cockalorum. And after a night at the pub you might be crapulous.”


He quirked his head to one side. “That doesn’t sound very pleasant.”


“It’s from the Latin for intoxication and from the Greek word meaning the headache one gets from drinking.”


He grinned. “I’ve definitely felt crapulous upon occasion.”


“It’s a delightfully descriptive word. It just sounds so unpleasant. I do love words that make their meaning known with only a few short syllables. Like disaster. The hard ‘d’ and the expansive, merciless ‘a.’ Did you know that disaster originates from the Latin for ‘ill star’? And then there’s tintinnabulation. What a word! Why you can hear the bells ringing within it!”


He’d bet he could teach her a few new words. He’d acquired quite a colorful vocabulary living on a ship full of sailors.


Enough words. There would be no unleashing of passions this afternoon. He’d received his answer about the duke’s whereabouts, and it was time to leave. He hadn’t liked the answer, but there was nothing he could do about it. His orders from the Admiralty would come through any day now, and he’d sail at their pleasure, on a ship of their choosing. If he didn’t have a chance to speak with the duke before setting sail, he’d have to find another safe way to give him the evidence of embezzlement that he’d uncovered.


Dallying with the duke’s precious, cosseted sister wouldn’t help his case.


It was past time for him to leave.


The lady, whether she was aware of it or not, was attracted to him—he knew it as surely as he knew the sun would rise tomorrow and his arms would ache from all that pounding and timber framing.


He might have believed she was unmoved by his presence and only passionate about the words, if it weren’t for the way she swayed toward him, unconsciously reaching her hands close to his. The little surreptitious glances she kept darting at his open shirt collar. The pink flush across her high cheekbones, a lovely contrast to the mass of curly copper hair piled into a messy bun with tendrils framing her oval face.


There was no harm in just a little more teasing banter. “You make words come alive in a unique way, but I can think of hundreds of things more pleasurable than logophilia. Kissing, for one.”


“You mean osculation, the place where two curves or surfaces come into contact?”


“I mean kissing.” He dropped his gaze to her full pink lips. “What happens when lips meet, and converse, and learn a few things about each other. Wouldn’t you agree that kissing might be slightly more pleasurable than archaic words?”


She lifted her straight little nose so that her spectacles reflected his face. “I would not.”


“Spoken like a lady who’s never been kissed, or not properly kissed, at least.”


“Osculation could never be as thrilling as discovering a new word.”


“Is that a challenge, Your Ladyship?”


“It’s a certainty.”


AT LEAST BEATRICE was fairly certain that it was true. She had vast experience with the discovery of new words, and none whatsoever with kissing.


Certainly, if she were going to gain such experience, she might very well consider Mr. Wright as a prime candidate for osculatory experimentation.


He was obviously very confident in his abilities. And the smoldering light in his azuline eyes was disconcertingly effective, if one was to judge by the weakening of knees and the persistent flutterings in one’s stomach.


Don’t let it go to your head. It’s not for you.


Beatrice was quite certain that he stared at every young woman with the exact same smolder in order to inspire feelings of adulation. She was nothing special to him, only an unmarried female to flirt with; a game he played every day.


But he played it so well, so masterfully.


She wanted to join in the game. Trade ripostes for sallies, become one of the vivacious and coquettish heroines of the Gothic romances she loved to read.


If her name were Amaranthine, and she were a violet-eyed beauty imprisoned on the windswept moors by this enigmatic and darkly handsome man, she would be in danger of a thorough kissing.


He was standing very close. She hadn’t moved away very far after she’d fallen against him while attempting to retrieve her manuscript. Tumbling against his chest had been like falling into a massive oak tree that had suddenly pushed through the floor of the library, spreading its branches and knocking books from shelves.


He occupied so much space, filling the library with his presence, making her life seem tame and lacking in kisses.


All summer long she’d watched him outside her window and here he was within arm’s reach, pulsing with life and confidence. There was such freedom in his movements. She thought so carefully about her every move, her every utterance, and he just did as he pleased.


If she abandoned that carefulness, if she were Amaranthine, a feisty, headstrong heroine, she might pound her fists against his chest in a fit of pique until he had no choice but to capture her in the steel band of his arms and kiss her breathless.


Would she remove her spectacles first? Probably prudent. They might get in the way.


It would be a glorious kiss. A kiss worthy of her favorite novels.


His lips against her lips. A sunrise in her body.


Golden warmth spreading from where their lips met, suffusing her body, pooling behind her knees and in her belly, and … lower.


A kiss he’d remember when he was sailing at sea, far from land. He’d recline alone in his narrow berth and remember the moment when her lips sought his. When she taught him how transporting a kiss from a bookish wallflower could be …


“Lady Beatrice?” His voice broke the spell.


She crashed back into the pragmatic, nonwhimsical body she normally inhabited to find one truth confirmed without a shadow of a doubt: she, Lady Beatrice Bentley, was a prize-winning ninny.


One who indulged in fictitious kisses with handsome, arrogant rogues.


“Oh, so you do know my name,” she said tartly. She was upsot; she must return everything to rights.


“Are you feeling quite right? You stood there staring for quite some time. I was beginning to think that the etymologist had run out of words.”


“Never better, Wright. And I never have an insufficiency of words, thank you very much.” She walked briskly to the bookshelves and began ordering books with no regard to alphabetical or subject order.


He knew that she’d been thinking about kissing him. Of course he knew. She’d been staring at his lips. What had come over her?


“There’s much work to be done before I depart for London.” She grabbed a cloth and started dusting the shelves. “I must put this library to rights, decide which books to bring with me, gather my papers. I won’t have much time for writing dictionaries in London. It will be balls and operas and musicales. Oh, how I detest musicales.”


She was gabbling nonsense.


“Lady Beatrice …” His voice rumbled, shaking her to the core.


Don’t turn around. Don’t stare into his eyes.


“Are you sure you’re all right?”


“Quite. Now if you’ll excuse me …”


He didn’t leave.


She plucked a book from the shelf at random and gave it to him, keeping her gaze on his large hands, rather than his sensual lips. “Here’s something to read on your next voyage, Wright. I hope it may expand your vocabulary.”


He tucked the novel under his arm. “I’ll be going then.”


Yes, Lord. Let him leave.


“Will you inform me if you hear anything from your brother?”


“I promise that I will. Good day, Wright. I do hope you’ll take the stairs this time.”


“Now where would be the fun in that?” He bestowed one last disarming grin on her before disappearing over the windowsill, descending back to his adoring kitchen maid.


She rested against the solid bookshelf, the smell of parchment and ink surrounding her in a familiar and comforting embrace.


There was no going back for her. She’d turned a shadowy corner in her mind and found something she’d never expected.


Irrational desires. Swooning tendencies. A bad case of quivering ninnyhood.


She couldn’t go back; all she could do was move forward armed with this new information.


The most annoying thing about all of that practiced charm was its effectiveness. She’d never considered herself to be a girl who might be susceptible to good-looking, arrogant rogues with bulging biceps.


Who could have predicted such a nonsensical development?


Certainly not her small group of friends in London. Sensible, pragmatic ladies, all—fellow members of the Mayfair Ladies Knitting League. Not that they did much knitting. Theirs was a society secretly dedicated to the advancement of women’s goals and achievements in nontraditional roles.


Her friends would be quite disappointed to learn that Beatrice had succumbed to such giddy imaginings, especially after he’d insulted her dictionary by inferring that no one would want to read it.


The red rose he’d offered her languished on a table, its petals beginning to wilt. She brought it to her nose and inhaled the faint, sweet odor.


She set it between the pages of a little-used copy of Debrett’s Peerage.


She’d keep this rose as a symbol of what the ancient Greeks would have termed her hamartia, her tragic character flaw: a heretofore unsuspected susceptibility to the appeal of charismatic rogues.


She would henceforth be on the strictest guard against all handsome rogues. All she had to do was survive one last Season in London and she could return to Thornhill House, and stay forever. The old maid in her library tower, surrounded by books, and probably some cats.


Wright would be long gone, and Beatrice could resume progress on her dictionary unimpeded by such virile distractions.


She slammed the book shut, covering the ruby red rose, a symbol of weakness. She must shore up her defenses and her determination in order to survive the trials of London and return to Cornwall as swiftly as possible.


Spinsterhood was going to be glorious.









Chapter Three


[image: image]


London, several weeks later


“LADY BEATRICE BENTLEY! Do you want to become a spinster?”


Why yes, mother, yes, I do. “Of course not, Mama.”


“Then please pay attention when I’m speaking to you.”


“Yes, Mama.” Beatrice had decided that in the interests of survival she would simply agree with everything her mother said.


“Put that book down.”


Reluctantly, Beatrice lowered the Gothic novel she’d been reading while being fitted for a new gown. The dressmaker, Mrs. Adler, a thin woman with a blade for a nose and a mouth bristling with pins, tugged at Beatrice’s hem under her mother’s watchful eye.


Since returning to London, Beatrice had managed only a few pages of research notes for her dictionary. It was exactly as she’d feared: too many fittings, tedious shopping excursions, and awkward morning calls.


She hadn’t even been able to see her friends Isobel and Viola yet, but they were coming over this afternoon for tea. She couldn’t wait to see them.


“That’s better,” said her mother. “If you’d only make an effort, you could make a brilliant match. I feel that this is your year, Beatrice, I truly do.”


The dowager duchess was all softness with her round face, full lips, and generous figure, but her ambition to marry Beatrice off to a duke, a marquess, or, at the very least, an earl, was as hard-edged as a cut diamond.


She had launched into the “if you’d only make an effort” speech, which Beatrice had heard many, many times before. She knew exactly when to murmur “yes,” and “of course,” and “quite right, Mama,” all while allowing her mind to roam free.


Usually her mind ran to the book she was reading, or to her dictionary, but lately her mind had been roaming to one topic and one topic only: Wright. More specifically, their encounter in the library at Thornhill House.


She’d left days after their exchange, so she’d never had to face him again. She doubted that he’d spared her a moment’s thought since he’d climbed down from her window, while she had thought about him almost constantly.


She must stop thinking about him. About how close their lips had been, and the uncharacteristic urge that had gripped her, the mad desire to kiss him.


Thinking about kissing him made her breathing shallow and her heart speed.


She couldn’t blame it on the new gown, though the bodice was so tight around the ribs as to induce breathlessness.


It was all Wright.


His mismatched eyes and large, capable hands. The way he’d humored her, asking her to teach him more words, all the while seducing her with that disarming grin.


Why couldn’t she marshal her thoughts to order? It was most disconcerting. She supposed that time would be the only panacea.


She’d changed during her sojourn in Cornwall; London had stayed the same.


Her chambers were still decorated in the discordant combination of blush pink and pale blue that her mother considered pleasing.


Her mother, the dressmakers and milliners, and the lady’s maids were still trying to accentuate what they considered to be her best features and hide what they thought of as the worst. They drew attention to her slim waist with brightly colored sashes, and covered the right side of her face with thick spiral curls of hair, cascading silk ribbons, and veils.


In London, she was something to be concealed and camouflaged.


In Cornwall, at least she’d been free to wear simple, practical gowns of her choosing and pencils as the only ornament in her hair.


All of that temporary freedom was the only explanation for her unforgivable lapse of sense and that fictitious kiss.


She recalled with an inward groan the bemused look on his face. He’d known exactly what she was imagining. Dizzy-headed females must throw themselves at him all the time.


She’d made a narrow escape.


Mrs. Adler pulled the bodice even tighter and pinned it in place.


“Ouch!” Beatrice exclaimed as a pin jabbed her rib cage.


“Apologies, my lady.”


“If you didn’t fidget so, Mrs. Adler would be finished more swiftly,” said the dowager duchess, who must have concluded her speech some time earlier.


Beatrice should pay closer attention or she’d be subjected to more speeches. The “woe is me my daughter lives to give me gray hairs” one was particularly trying.


“Repeat the rules to me, Beatrice.”


“Er …”


“Oh, Beatrice.” Her mother heaved a sigh. “You haven’t heard a word I’ve said. I was explaining the rules.”


“The rules?”


Another exasperated sigh. “I have four simple rules for you to follow. The first is no hiding behind potted ferns.”


“Of course, Mama.”


“You must remain visible for the entirety of every ball.”


“I’ll do my best, Mama.” Hiding behind potted ferns was the best place to read during social engagements; everyone knew that. She always had a slender novel secreted in her reticule. Sometimes, if the event were held in a location such as her own home or the home of an acquaintance, she’d even gone so far as to hide books in the ballroom and retrieve them after the event was underway.


“The second rule, and I know you’ll find this one very difficult, is this—no reading in public.”


“Mama! You know I can’t promise that.” Reading was as essential as breathing. Without books, there could be no joy in life. “I must be allowed at least a little respite from the vacuous confabulation of London’s dunderhead dandies.”


“Which leads me directly to rule number three—no using archaic or nonsensical words and no explaining the origins of words. Under no circumstances are you to so much as mention your etymological dictionary. Such antics are the quickest way to dissuade potential suitors. No one likes a know-it-all, Beatrice.”


That was another one of her standard speeches. “Gentlemen don’t want ladies to display an over-abundance of intelligence, or to appear as though they believe themselves to possess a superior intellect.”


“But Mama—”


“We made a bargain, Beatrice. I upheld my end and suffered all alone in London with none of my three children for company for months while you scribbled to your heart’s content in that moldy old library in Cornwall. Now it’s your turn to follow a few easy rules.”


“Very well, Mama. I shall refrain from all intelligent conversation.” That wouldn’t be difficult given the paucity of intellect among the bucks of London.
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