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If there was a couple who could embody all the best and noblest human qualities, it was formed by Lord and Lady Killmore.

There were no more close-knit, happier, more elegant and polite spouses in England: rich enough to have no worries of any kind, but not too rich to annoy their affectionate friendships; beautiful with a refined but not exaggerated beauty. 

Above all they could boast, alongside the noble titles for which they did not have great merit, all those characteristics of decorum and demeanor that made them esteemed and appreciated in their circles and beyond. 

If a defect, however, could be found in them, it was constituted by their respective siblings.

The younger brother of Lord Killmore, in fact, was among the best known libertines who frequented the high society of London and saved his respectability only thanks to the huge patrimony, which he had managed to make fruit beyond all rosy expectations and despite the 'still young age. 

Jared was one of the most feared bachelors by mothers of girls, because he combined his handsome appearance with a good dose of charm, which he knew how to use for his own evil purposes with an almost diabolical ability. 

Many young women also fell into his net because, in addition to the natural charm he was endowed with, his properties were no less rich in attractions: it is difficult to ignore that the woman capable of conquering him would also conquer houses, lands and possessions. So many tried, all failed. The luckiest ones saved at least the reputation.

In London, among the most modern mothers, Jared had obtained the whispered nickname of "devil". Among the more traditionalist ones he was not even named, in the fear that even by talking about him the young debutantes could have a bad end. 

More than demonic, Lord Killmore's fearsome brother boasted an angelic aspect, and it was this that brought him so much luck among the fairer sex: his face was outlined by fine features, but not devoid of those harshness that made him masculine; his hair, of a light brown, a little long and naturally wavy, gave him the air of a boy who has just played a prank. His lean physique, perhaps even too thin for his height, was kept elastic and snappy by the many hours that Jared spent on horseback and in the fencing hall of his club, and enhanced by the fitted jackets in the latest fashion. But what gave him the definitive victory over the hearts of the young girls was the look, overshadowed just enough by thick well-drawn eyebrows, illuminated by the blue-gray of the pupils and made intriguing by an expression that could be defined enigmatic, but which in reality she was, for the most part, unhappy. 

This handsome piece of youth sailed between London, where he spent most of the year, and the splendid estate of Hidden Brook, Surrey: only rarely did his roads cross those of his older brother, Lord Killmore, who had inherited titles and, in Jared's opinion, all the boredom of the family as well. 

It happened that in the city they crossed paths for some social event, but usually the two paused together just long enough to be courteous: their interests and friendships were too different to exchange more than a dutiful greeting. 

For her part, Lady Killmore had an equally serious defect with legs and arms, in the person of the second child of her sisters. This bad creature was called Victoria and she had been a thorn in the side of the family since childhood because of her irrepressible vivacity. Her parents, helpless in the face of her intemperance, had been forced to send her to boarding school to try to get her the education they were unable to impart and, above all, to get some relief from her from pranks of her. Victoria, however, had risked being expelled from school several times, due to her temperament and the stunts she devised for the amusement of her classmates. 

The family was seriously terrified at the thought that shortly thereafter, this concentration of bizarre would pour into the home once she finished her studies. 

Everything about her shouted exaggeration: the sisters had quiet blue eyes, she moss green; all of them had honey-colored hair, her fiery red hair inherited by mistake from her Irish grandmother. Unfortunately, her personality was as overwhelming as her appearance.

That said, there is no doubt in saying that Lord and Lady Killmore's worst nightmare came true when they received, within a short distance of each other, the letters announcing the arrival of two uninvited guests in the serene ancestral home and not expected. Those guests. 

The first letter came to Lady Killmore and it was a desperate plea for help, which actually ended in a brief communication: «therefore, the only solution is for your sister Victoria to come and stay with you for a while, hoping that your example will spur her on to improve. Affectionate greetings, etc. Your mother».

The rest of the text could be summarized easily: one step away from finishing her studies, Victoria had concocted a magnificent joke against the headmistress of the school, earning her expulsion. Her mother, fearing that the young woman would bring havoc with her and negatively affect her younger sisters, refused to welcome her back: the outcast would be sent, like a parcel, straight to Killmore Court without passing through the paternal house.

The second letter, much more worrying, had reached Lord Killmore from London, from Jared's orderly, who warned of the young man's imminent arrival following a skirmish that had seen him as the protagonist. Wounded in a duel and therefore unable to write the letter himself, Jared needed to get away for a period from the places where he could be found and, given the relationship between the two brothers, his home was the best place to recover health and tranquility. .

Although husband and wife were very much in love, when Lord Killmore told his wife of Jared's imminent arrival, there was a moment of great tension between them.

Soon Victoria would come to stay, how could Lord Killmore accept his reckless brother within those same walls? How could he not be aware of the danger to which he would subject the naive girl?

For his part, Lord Killmore was not at all enthusiastic at the thought of having that calamity of a sister-in-law that he found himself in the house: why did not those who had brought her into the world take it back? Although not even his brother's arrival was particularly pleasing to him, it was to be remembered that Jared enjoyed an equal right to be hosted, perhaps even greater, given that, in the absence of their children, he was for the moment the heir of title and home. 

For almost an hour the Killmores had argued, she was pouting, he irritated. Then, both being easy-going, they made peace by promising mutual support in the hard days they would have to face because of relatives. And everything was postponed until the time of arrivals. 
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Poor Jared got out of the carriage with difficulty. His left hand was bandaged and his right arm hung around his neck. On his face, a scratch crossed his red, swollen cheek, but at least it did not feel deep enough to leave indelible marks. 

On Lord Killmore's face, for the first time that Jared could remember, an expression of sincere displeasure at his condition was painted. The face of the sister-in-law, on the other hand, promised battle and bitter reproaches.

«Say nothing, dear sister!» he exclaimed in a playfully dramatic tone. «I see in your eyes all the pain you feel».

«You do not read well» grumbled Lady Killmore.

«And you, Roger... have you gained weight?» he asked to Lord Killmore, smiling to see even that glimmer of availability in his eyes vanish.

It had been enough for him to set foot on the sacred ground of Killmore Court to antagonize all that was left of his family. This was the house where he grew up, but strangely everyone was only happy when he was away from it. Even in the time of his father, the severe Earl Richard, it had been like this: Jared was simply incompatible with his family.

Without waiting for the hosts to invite him to enter, he preceded them on the ancient white stone staircase that led into the atrium.

Behind him, he heard the hasty footsteps of the two, who followed him.

«There is one important thing, Jared!» Roger's tone was unusually imperative. Was it possible that he had become a despot like their father?

The young man was tired from the journey and, as much as it cost him to admit, saddened by the cold welcome. And no, he was not well: he had pains everywhere, but he would not have given the satisfaction to his sister-in-law and brother to offer them yet another little fervor about the consequences of the sins which, in their opinion, he stained himself with commitment and perseverance. He turned, flashing the best smile ever.

«We have gladly accepted to host you for a while, but... we would like you to just stay in your rooms as much as possible. Since you are now indisposed, I don't think it will be a burden to you. Then, we will see» added Lord Killmore.

Jared arched his eyebrows, genuinely surprised at the request. «Are you punishing me?» it escaped his lips. «Does it bother you so much having me here for a few days? » he corrected.

«It's because of my sister Victoria» Lady Killmore reluctantly explained. «She will be a guest here from tomorrow and I would like to avoid accidents. At the cost of locking her in the room too, I would like to avoid interactions between you two».

Jared made a local mind. Victoria. The second of the Arden sisters. Little girl with pigtails and freckles, hateful, petulant beyond the bearable.

«I will certainly do my best to satisfy you!» he replied, quite sincere. «Listen to me» he resumed, «I'm not here to bother you: you won't even notice my presence. As soon as my injuries allow, I will leave the house and try to settle my affairs without giving you any further disturbance».

He let himself be led to the room they had intended for him, which was then his old room, and retired there intending to really stay there as long as possible.

Victoria had discovered the meaning of the term libertine from an older companion, the first year of college, and was literally fascinated by the idea that there were men dedicated to seduction and perdition. Since then, she had only wished to meet one, imagining endlessly the most incredible characteristics such a creature would have .

Her readings, which consisted above all of those worn-out volumes that the school girls passed each other in secret, blushing, had taught her many things about life: one of them was that seduction was exciting, and the perdition thrilling. In short, a libertine was for her the most delightful thing that could happen in her young life.

Initially, her arrival at Killmore Court was, just as she had expected, marked by everyone’s discontent. Mainly about her; of her sister, with whom she had never gotten along; of her boring brother-in-law that he had always looked at her as if she had been an annoying pet.

There was, however, something strange in the behavior of her guests. She had expected solemn reproaches of her, perhaps a few tears from Sister Harriet at the thought of the pain caused to her parents; she had expected Roger to show off the best repertoire of paternal reproaches and scoldings... instead the two had barely asked her the reason for her expulsion, as if they were in a hurry to liquidate the affair.

She was able to discover the cause of so much strangeness very quickly, she only needed to insist a little when she found herself alone with her sister drinking a cup of tea. 

Her attention was immediately attracted by the news .

«Your brother in law here at Killmore?»

The deep disapproval of that particular family member was known to her too, thanks to her mother's letters and to certain half-word speeches she had heard during the holidays at home.

Certain comments certainly could not go unnoticed by a girl with her attitudes to trouble, so much so that Victoria even remembered her mother's phrases very well: Jared Lennox would have dragged the good name of the Killmore into the mud. He would have ruined poor Harriet's reputation and her husband's reputation with his  rascal behavior! Nobody deserved such a black sheep in the family, a human being so abject as to ... 

Well, precisely the reasons why he was abject and rebellious had never been given to her to know. Victoria had snatched up little bits of conversation here and there and had speculated about him. Jared Lennox was a true libertine, one of those who had seduced dozens and dozens of girls and who knows what other misdeeds he had done against the female gender. 

Unfortunately, she had never had the pleasure of meeting him, because the only opportunity had been five years earlier, at the wedding of their respective brothers, and at the time she had been too young to notice the subject's libertinity or to attract her attention. 

That brief and concise question of hers had made Harriet agitate immediately and the agitation had loosened her tongue, leading her to say much more than she had been asked; so she, without wanting this, poured out a whole series of interesting information to her.

In an attempt to divert her attention from Jared, she managed to achieve the exact opposite. 

For her part, Victoria soon stopped listening to her sister and devoted herself to a personal meditation on the facts, adding color and fairy-tale conjecture to the information received. With the background of Harriet's chatter, who had finally managed to change the subject, the girl found herself fantasizing about the young man, who had landed the day before in that same house, wounded in a duel. The cause of the dispute could only be a murky story of love and passion, which had brought some charming ladies and a jealous and implacable husband to Jared's path. Now the poor young man had to struggle between life and death, relegated to one of the rooms in the south wing, where his cruel brother had closed him to prevent his cries of pain, in delirium, reaching her. In London there were, she was sure, dozens of noblewomen who shivered and wept, waiting to know the fate of their beloved.

Victoria tried several times to know more, but there was no way. But probably Roger must have been at the bedside of the dying man at that moment, and this explained why he had given up tea in their company.

After the brief refreshment, Victoria was led by her sister to the room she would occupy during her stay and only then, when she saw her trunks stored in good order by the bed, she realized that it was her fate, the one for which she would had to worry.

She did not know how long she would stay or why. She did not know where she was going to go next and not even what she would become of her life .

Harriet had never been particularly sweet with her: the difference in age and nature had not allowed a more affectionate bond to be established.

What would it be like to live under the same roof again as an adult? 

Victoria had never been the anxious type, but this time she felt the full weight of her mistakes. If she could have gone back, she would not have repeated the mistake of exasperating the director to the point of being expelled. It would take so little to finish school and go home, ready to be introduced to society. 

«What is going to happen now?» she asked to her sister, who was helping her arrange the trunks with one of the maids.

Lady Killmore shook her blond head. «I don't know exactly. You will stay here until they want you back home, I think».

Victoria shrugged. «Never, then. I was not welcome even before! Harriet, you will have to lie: wait a few days, then tell your mother that you see me changed, repentant, matured ... you will see that after a while she will believe it and maybe you will get rid of me».

Harriet stared at her sister in amazement. «It is not a question of getting rid of you!» she exclaimed . «It's about helping you find your way in life. We all care everyone about you ...»

Victoria smiled at her, taking her hand. They were words like those that made her infinitely sad, as if between her and that "everyone" there was an unbridgeable chasm of goodness, decorum, affection: everyone was down there, in a different, separate world, with rules that she did not understand , and they spoke a language that was not hers, they had feelings that were not hers, they valued things she could not see .

«Thanks, Harriet. I am truly sorry for the mess I made» she said. Was this, no, what was expected? «Really, really desolate. And I promise you I won't bother you».

Taking this route, it took Victoria a little while to realize that it was the right one. Her many reassurances, apologies, contrition and repentance earned her a hug and a relieved smile from her sister after a while.

It did not take long for Harriet to sail elsewhere, on her mysterious married chores, leaving her with the maid grappling with baggage.

It was the first time she found herself truly living in the adult world: for better or worse, since she entered the boarding school, she had always been very busy between study and personal relationships. Being the rascal of the college was a considerable commitment, maintaining one's good name high required constant commitment and a good dose of preparation. During her short home visits, she had always been involved in a whirlwind of activities; she had hardly ever had the material time to sit in some corner embroidering useless handkerchiefs. She was terrified that now, in Harriet's house, there would be no escape. They would make her a real lady with needle and thread.
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The first question she asked herself, when the maid had finished her work and left her alone, was whether her brother-in-law's library contained any interesting titles. Victoria answered herself: unless they had ended up there by mistake, no. It could only count on Roger's ignorance of literary matters and his desire to appear learned without being one. Maybe, if she was lucky, she could find a copy of "Vathek" or "The Monk", but nothing more. And it would have been a challenge to escape Harriet's attentions to read in peace.

Victoria smiled to herself. Probably neither her sister nor her brother-in-law could even conceive of the existence of that kind of literature that she depopulated in boarding school. And as far as she had been able to ascertain, the pages that had fallen into her hands were nothing compared to other books ... and to reality.

That reflection brought to her mind the pleasant thought that, under that same roof, just at that moment, there was a real libertine. Who knows how many wonderful adventures he could have told her if... 

She blushed. Even if she were really cheeky, she could never ask a man for information like that. However, since she liked to fantasize so much, she found herself getting lost in a thousand funny imaginary situations in which her stay at Killmore Court was enlivened by her meeting with Jared Lennox.

In fact, reality immediately disappointed her: the long-awaited libertine did not even show up at dinner and the meal was a very sad experience. She had not seen such gloom even when they ate in punishing silence at school .

To her questions about Jared, Roger answered in monosyllables. He was not well and he could not honor them with his presence .

Would he show up the next day? Perhaps.

Victoria decided, based on her brother-in-law's answers, that Jared must be dying. And it struck her as completely and unconditionally romantic.

As the conversation languished, Victoria's fervent mind began, as it all too often did, to talk to herself. And it gave birth to the most daring and reckless idea ever.

Harriet spoke in a monotonous voice about the renovation of the gardens, providing the ideal background for great flights of fancy: at times, as carried by the wind, Victoria would reach words like "pines" "bushes" "pond", to which she replied by nodding automatically, while in the secret of her thoughts the young woman added details to the plan for the evening. The Great Stunt.

The idea was almost shocking for its simplicity: to sneak up on the room where Jared lay dying and give him a peek, just to see what a libertine looked like, to understand if from the features of the face she would ever be able to understand the debauchery of the soul. A quick glance, then she would go back to her room to write to her classmates, just to keep her fame within the walls of the college.

She had never wished so much for the time to retire so much and only when she was finally able to say goodnight to the boring couple, she felt that the day was beginning to make sense.

Never as that evening it seemed to her that it would take an eternity to prepare for the night. As much as she had insisted with the maid to be able to fend for herself, she had been forced to accept help with changing and combing her hair. Needless to explain that she had never had any personal maid and that she was not used to getting dressed, she now had to behave like a lady and obey the house rules.

In organizing the Great Stunt, in fact, she had not planned at all to wear a nightgown: slipping into a libertine's room in that indecent state, perhaps, was not a good idea. For a brief moment she pondered whether or not she should give up, but the curiosity was too much and the option was discarded. Getting dressed was another possibility, but what if they caught her in the corridor? At least, in a dressing gown, she would have been less conspicuous; if she had run into the servants, she would have asked for the location of the library, pretending to suffer from insomnia. Or to be sleepwalking, why not? 

In any case, the wounded and dying Jared would never have noticed her, she told herself as she waited impatiently for the noises of the house to quiet down.

She did not have the faintest idea where the room he was staying was, she only knew that it was in the south wing, diametrically opposite to where she was, housed in the vicinity of the master bedrooms .

Victoria was thrilled at what she was about to do. Not that she was so foolish as not to understand the risk she ran, far from it! Except that she could not do without it, once her mind had given birth to the thought, she could not give up the charm of the adventure, the thrill, the emotion. She knew very well how wrong it was to leave the room in the middle of the night and even more so to go looking for a man, but her impulse to stunt was stronger than her common sense, the desire to feel alive and special greater than that of the decor. Wandering around the house at night, moreover, would not have been easy, especially since she was not familiar with the placement of the rooms, but this was the fun aspect of her exploits, from first to last. She was not aware that there were, besides herself and Jared, any other guests, unless her sister had segregated them all in their rooms, and that, at the very least, would have prevented her from bumping into others who were not of the house.

When she was sure the corridor was clear, she put on her slippers and robe and went out, careful not to make any noise with the door.

The corridor was dark, and the only light was that of her candle swaying and flickering behind her slender fingers trying to protect it. 

It must have been easy enough to get to the south wing of the building, a two-story "L" -shaped building. Victoria tiptoed all the way down the corridor and turned around following the path. Beyond the curve, she was presented with an identical corridor, overlooked by at least half a dozen doors, all identical and all on the same side, interspersed with sober furnishings. On the opposite side, the windows that overlooked the facade of the house let in a slight brightness given by the moon, which made the whole rather spooky.

Long carpets covered the floor, making Victoria's footsteps silent; the young woman relaxed, at the idea that by now her sister's room was quite far away and that, after the curve of the corridor, the light of her candle was no longer visible in the other section of the gallery.

At first, that adventure seemed terribly exciting to her, but as the minutes passed the doubts came back to assail her. Approaching the doors, she tried to figure out if the rooms were inhabited, but she did not hear any noise. And even if she heard something, how would she know it was really Jared?

And... even if she had found Jared, how courageously would she have approached?

Victoria stopped halfway down the corridor.

She was starting to feel stupid. She was stupid, absolutely stupid, to sneak into a man's room at night, especially if he belonged to that category of dissolute and mysterious human beings who ruined women. 

But as soon as she had formulated this wise thought, a shiver ran down her spine. It would have been incredible to be able to tell her classmates a stunt like hers. Not to mention the fact of being able to satisfy such a lively curiosity in such a fun way. 

It would never be the same to be drinking tea with him, or spending time in the same room, perhaps under the anxious eyes of the Killmores. If it ever happened: Jared was injured, possibly dying. And even when he got away with it, Harriet had already set out very clearly her intentions to keep them at a safe and prudent distance.

Victoria decided to give herself only one chance: she would choose a door and try her luck. If the room turned out to be empty, she would give herself just one more try, or maybe two, and then she would go back to sleep.

Listening well, with her ear resting on the thresholds, she opted for one of the central rooms, in which she seemed to hear the fire crackle.

Carefully she slipped inside, hoping with all her might that she had not stumbled upon a creaking door.

At first glance, she immediately understood that she had made a good choice: the fire was on and in the bed, surrounded by a sumptuous canopy, she could make out a human figure lying under the covers.

The young woman exulted, but again the fear stopped her. Approaching the bed with the lamp could be risky: to be sure not to be noticed, with a decisive blow she extinguished the candle, certain that on her return the moonlight would be enough to lead her safely to her room.

Finally she was able to let herself go to the trepidation of the company. 

Would Jared have a look consumed by vices and sin or a bright beauty like the fallen angel? Would she find him in agony and delusional? Would she have heard a woman's name from his lips, whispered and repeated, or, God forbid, would she have received the last, sinful confession from him? She tiptoed to the canopy, anxious and excited, but when the proximity was sufficient, she found that the person in the bed was completely hidden by the blankets. 

«Damn» she murmured, losing in disappointment a petal of the prudence she had girded with when she left. She had only two solutions left, to give up or take advantage of the one great opportunity in her life to accomplish something truly great. 

The answer was only one, and Victoria took another step, until she identified, in the flickering light of the last flames of the hearth, a tuft of dark hair, as that of a true libertine, appearing among the white sheets. 

It was enough to pull the blanket a little and all her curiosities would be satisfied. 

Victoria bowed her head to the blankets, to listen to his breath. What if her adventure ended, even, with her saving Jared's life, suddenly worsened and left at the mercy of his fate? 

But his regular breathing shattered that hope: he was sleeping.

The braid slipped from her shoulder and fell back onto the blankets with a slight thud, but luckily it did not seem to disturb him. Victoria began, slowly, to pull down the covers. A little piece in front of her, the dissolute eyebrows, the lowered eyelids, the long dark lashes ... 

Jared opened his eyes with a start. Strange noises coming from the room had woken him, then the feeling that someone had entered and was sneaking up to the bed.

Standing motionless, waiting to be sure of the intrusion, he was almost startled when something soft hit the blankets, almost reminding him of the leap of a small animal, but, when he realized that the intruder had begun to pull the sheets, he could no longer pretend to be asleep.

With a quick move, as far as his injuries allowed him, he sat up on the bed, counting on the surprise effect, and got it, for himself and for the alleged attacker.

They screamed at the same moment. Her acute and vaguely frightened, his a quite colorful exclamation.

Jared thought he was hallucinating due to fever, because the little figure in the nightgown that had snapped back, frightened, could not be true. The jolt, however, was so sudden that the girl tripped over the hem of her skirt and tumbled to the ground, showing him in the dim light of the room a quick vision of shapely ankles and legs, which in a flash returned under the sober protection of the fabric. 

From the top of the bed, Jared observed for a moment the young woman sitting on the floor. They were both so amazed they did not know what to say .

It was Jared who recovered first, feeling on the side of reason. «And you, who would you be?» he asked. He tried to get up from the bed to help her up, but he remembered that he was too bare to show himself and gave up, fearing that she would take the opportunity to escape.

«A waitress?» she replied, in such a questioning tone that it left no doubt that she was lying.

The young man nodded. «And why are you here?»

«To assist you!»

He would have burst out laughing if he had not decided to play along. Now that he had completely recovered from sleep, he was beginning to suspect that he had understood who the stranger was. It would have been interesting to find out why Harriet's sister had slipped into his room. The situation was really intriguing and he wanted to enjoy it. He tried to get a better look at her, even if the dim light did not help him .

«Stir the fire» he ordered, feigning irritation.

She got up and pulled her robe around her, looking halfway between the offended and the terrified. She was not good at acting, Jared thought, following with his eyes the pleasant silhouette of her as she approached the fireplace. Shortly after, the flames drew her profile in the darkness .

The graceful and sensual forms of the girl did not escape him, which did not reconcile with the vague memory he had of her. She was no longer the insipid girl he had known, but on the other hand they had passed ... how many? Five years. 

It was logical that this little girl had given way to a young woman. The real (and pleasant) surprise was to find her so pretty.

When the girl turned around, he was amazed by her lively expression. He would have expected her to be scared, or embarrassed, and instead she stared at him with the air of wanting to study him. Other than a waitress, he thought, amused.

«Come closer» he said to her, and realized that the strange situation was arousing him, in more ways than one, especially when she, with a little reluctant step, approached the bed.

She was very different from her older sister, who had never aroused the slightest interest in him. That girl exuded passion and vitality from every pore. The attention she paid to him, full of curiosity, had the power to ignite his blood, but Jared appealed to all his self-control so that she would not notice it.

«Your name is Victoria, right?» he asked, ending her little lie. He could not hold back a smile, noticing her disappointment. Did she really believe that she had deceived him? 

The young woman put her hands to her face, returning to resemble a child, as if suddenly she had come to her senses and understood the absurd situation in which she had found herself.

«Excuse me, sir ... I am unforgivable!» she began to mutter, blushing .

Jared burst out laughing, unable to restrain himself any longer. Victoria pulled into her robe and signaled the need to leave immediately, but he gave her no way to leave. He was too curious, at this point, to understand what she had brought her there, and he grabbed her wrist to hold her. The wounded hand gave him a pang of pain, but he bore it stoic.

«No, milady» he ordered her, hoping that the imperative ways would force her to obey him. «Now you have to tell me what you are doing here!» he should have been more respectful, he knew, but he wanted to be persuasive.

Victoria struggled, but without much conviction. With a sigh, she gave in. «I just wanted to see you».

Jared waited for her to continue. He did not mind holding that thin wrist in his fingers. Despite his bad reputation, it was not at all his habit to bother young debutants: they were more experienced ladies to warm his nights, not inhibited and virginal young girls. On the contrary, he had been forced more than once to escape the cravings of girls looking for husbands, who had ended up ruining themselves with their own hands by making a fool of themselves in an attempt to seduce him. .

This time, however, it was different. Victoria did not seem there at all for some ulterior reason, but her motives escaped him.

The young woman avoided looking him in the eye and stared obstinately at the tips of her toes.

«Just to see me» he encouraged her.

Finally she looked up with a funny expression beyond every belief. «Not you in particular ...here...» another deep breath that reminded him of when at school, unprepared, she was preparing to shoot a big one. «I was curious to see a real libertine» she said in a whisper.

This Jared had not expected it. The laugh came out louder than he wanted.

«Many thanks!» he exclaimed. «And does it seem logical to you to do it in the middle of the night?»

She frowned. «Harriet told me you are hurt. I thought I'd take a peek and walk away».

That girl's logic was so absurd that he could not ask for more. It was all so foolish as to leave him dumbfounded.

«Are you satisfied, at least? Do I match your expectations sufficiently?» he inquired between the serious and the joking.

«Actually no. You seem like a pretty ordinary man to me».

«Maybe I should feel offended, but I think your rudeness is because you are inexperienced. Tell the truth: you have no idea what a libertine is!» he teased her.

Victoria crossed her arms over her chest, after breaking free from his grip. «I know a lot, however!» she replied, «although I've never seen one, in fact» she admitted.

«And I have cruelly disappointed you with my ordinary appearance» he concluded. Jared abandoned himself between the sheets, he was beginning to feel tired and his wounds ached. «In my defense I can say that I am not in shape. It is the middle of the night, it is true that I am indisposed and finally I have left in London all the women who could reassure you of my amatory abilities. The only alternative would be to show you what I can do ...» he glanced at her, and found her expression very amusing, a mixture of horror, interest and confusion. «But I am indisposed, as I have already told you» he concluded masking a smile.

Victoria nodded, waving the curls surrounding her face, too short to be tied in the braid. «Maybe it's better if I let you rest» she said.

«Maybe» he agreed, amused. When he had decided to retire to Killmore Court, he had not imagined that the stay would be so hectic .

It would have been interesting, the next day, to challenge Harriet's wishes and join the family for breakfast: he was already looking forward to the expressions of the two sisters.

Victoria cracked a smile and started to leave, when they both jumped at hearing a light knock on the door.
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The two exchanged a terrified look.

Jared just had time to show the girl where to hide and to see her dive next to the bed, on the side hidden from those entering, before Roger peeped out of the entrance.

«Everything good?» he asked, raising a light towards him. «I heard strange noises and thought you were sick».

Jared kept his voice steady. «Very well, I just have a habit of talking to myself when I can't sleep. I keep myself company».

Roger did not seem very convinced, and seemed intent on staying in the room. If he had taken a few steps he would have risked seeing Victoria flattening herself as she could on the ground, trying to get under the bed. But there must be something that was preventing her, because from the corner of her eye Jared saw her squirm and wriggle to no avail. 

«Would you like me to keep you company?» asked Roger. «I was going to sleep now, but...»

«Go ahead, I was just trying to get back to sleep too, now that the pain in my arm has passed».

Luck smiled on him: Roger did not let himself be prayed for long and left the room after a more decisive reassurance.

Victoria's head, whose braid had come undone in attempts to slip under the bed, peeked out at his bedside.

Puffing a tuft off her face, the girl flashed him a beaming smile. Jared felt aged fifteen years and did not share her cheerfulness at all.

«There was a damn wood blocking my passage» she explained. «But it went well, right?»

«Is the risk of being compromised by a libertine part of your concept of well?» he growled.

Victoria's little face became serious and questioning. But she was stupid, maybe? «What if Lord Killmore saw you ?!» he asked exasperated.

If he had been healthy he would have gotten out of bed and sent her out the door without adding anything else, but with his arm out of order, he could not even have a slight act of force.

Her eyes widened. And Jared, despite the dim light, realized that they had to be clear, but not cerulean like Harriet's.

«Come on, he's your brother ... my brother-in-law! It wasn't going to be that big drama!» she minimized.

She was officially the silliest girl he had ever known. And she was also one of the most fascinating, he had to add. Her loose hair was a cloud that he would gladly have dipped his hands into.

Unintentionally he found himself examining her now that she was so close and could see her well. She too, on her part, seemed to take advantage of the opportunity to look at him better, perhaps in search of the libertine features in his face. She had nothing in common with Harriet, starting with that cheeky way of looking at him, that it had the power to make him feel strange, vulnerable. She was young, but she really had nothing left of the child.

He realized that the already precarious conversation was languishing as they were both lost in examining each other. As he tried to behave himself, he made a brusque movement that caused a pang in his bad arm. Victoria, who was nearby, immediately leaned on him, worried by the painful moan that had escaped him.

«Are you sick? Has the wound reopened?» she asked, showering him with the mass of red hair, which enveloped him in a delicate floral aroma.

«Nothing, it is nothing» Jared tried to push her away, but he could not seem as annoyed as he would have liked. The touch of her hands, fresh on his skin that was perhaps burning from the fever that had arisen from the trip, was giving him a refreshment he was sorry to give up.

«You burn» she observed in fact, helping him to lie down. «Is it true that you were injured in a duel? For a woman, right? Oh, yes, I bet it was a question of love!»

«I'm sorry to disappoint you: it was, yes, a duel, but nothing romantic. The cause was a horse. I was sold a nag in place of the thoroughbred I had paid handsomely and the discussion with the owner went beyond the expected».

While he was explaining the prosaic truth about the duel, Victoria as an expert nurse did her utmost to fix him in the best way in bed. She seemed to know the fact of her and soon Jared found himself delighted to have her with him at that moment. It was true that his condition was getting worse, chills had started to shake him and he was feeling confused. It was a comfort to have that bizarre girl next to him, as far as he would ever admit it.

Victoria took the pitcher from the dressing table and moistened a towel, with which she cooled his forehead and temples. She continued to give him sponging giving him a beneficial relief.

«You are skilled» he said after a while, as she helped him take a few sips of water.

«In boarding school I often took care of the youngest patients, and a couple of times also of my little sisters at home. None that had dueled, though».

Jared smiled. His lids felt heavy, but he was in no hurry to send her back to safety in her room. And Victoria did not seem willing to leave .

When he narrowed his eyes, almost overcome by sleep, he felt her light weight alight on the bed beside him. She sat on top of his blankets. When the girl's hand touched his forehead, he overcame the weight of his tiredness and turned to look at her.

It was a strange sensation, that of her caress. It did not have anything sensual, yet it had a shattering effect on Jared that surpassed even the exhaustion due to his fever. Or maybe it was the disease itself that made all of his perceptions altered .

Victoria had found herself thrown into an unexpected situation.

What was born as the mother of all stunts was taking on unexpected connotations which she tried to cope with as best she could.

Roger's arrival had not frightened her as much as discovering Jared in a more serious condition than it first seemed to her. Ever since she realized, touching his forehead, that he was burning with fever, she had stopped taking that adventure lightly: if they were lucky, it was only the tiredness from the journey, but it could also be an infection and in that case a doctor would be needed .

From every point of view she had got herself in a big trouble: if she had warned anyone about Jared's condition, she would have had to justify her presence in his room. If she were still taking care of him she would still be in danger of being discovered and, in addition, she feared that she had run out of knowledge in terms of care. She no longer knew what to do.

Stroking his forehead was an impulsive gesture. She had come spontaneously, she had often done it with sick girls, however she immediately realized how risky it was to caress a man in that way. That man.

Jared, who seemed asleep, had opened his eyes to look at her and something had lit up in her.

She had lied earlier, saying that she had found him ordinary: certainly, she had not recognized in him the traits of the debauchery she had imagined, but everything could have been asserted except that it was of a common aspect. Now, so close, she fully understood the danger of his charm. Jared's gaze had something magnetic, although he was clouded by fever: those eyes of his seemed capable of imposing any will on her. There was something imperative about them, but also an unexpected vulnerability, as if he were begging her to be beside him and at the same time he was ordering her to do so .

Victoria stopped breathing for a moment, feeling a disturbance that was completely new to her, something visceral and all-encompassing.

«You are getting worse.» The emotion was so strong that her voice had trembled: the whisper that came out made her feel ashamed and to give herself a demeanor she tried to avoid contact with his skin, but Jared held her with his bandaged hand, bringing her fingers to cheek.

«Maybe» Jared's voice was also a whisper, but warm and inviting as a cup of hot chocolate.

Well, now Victoria had the perfect perception of the snares of a libertine. She felt drawn to him like a moth to a fire. Could this have been an attempt at seduction? If  it was, the girl knew she was totally vulnerable and incapable of resisting.

Did it take so little to fall into the arms of a seducer?

It seemed to her that she had ended up in a dream, one from which she woke up confused and breathless, and of which she remembered vague images of kisses and caresses, of heroic knights and indomitable heartbeats.

In fact, her heart seemed to explode out of her chest and it was fortunate not to wear a corset, which would have suffocated her.

She should have taken her hand out of his, she knew. But in the dream she would not have done it.

She did not even do it in reality, on the contrary, following an absurd and compelling impulse, she bent down and shyly placed her lips on his hot ones. .

That contact unleashed a storm in her that caught her off guard. The warmth of Jared's lips seemed to be transmitted to her entire body, a wave of hot lava poured into her veins.

It was her first kiss and she had no idea how it was done: from the forbidden books she had read at school she had never gleaned really useful information. .

Regaining a glimmer of control she tried to rise, but Jared would not let her, slipping his bandaged hand through her hair, behind her neck, holding her to him.

The light contact of their lips changed as his began to move touching hers, first in a delicate caress, then in a rhythmic and sensual dance that caused her a pleasant languor. She let himself be guided by him, letting her instinct prevail. By now she seemed to have her fever too, her head was spinning, while all her sensations were concentrated in the contact of their mouths as if there was nothing else in the world. When Jared's tongue brushed her lips it seemed to her that nothing had ever provoked such an exaltation. She accepted the silent invitation to part her lips and let him begin to explore her, to provoke her, to search for her tongue with his own.

Gently, after an indefinite time, Jared drew back and Victoria struggled to regain control of herself. She opened her eyes and met his, in which she read an amused exaltation.

She rose abruptly, trying to compose herself, but she knew she was in a deplorable condition: she felt her lips swollen, still moist from kisses, and her hair must have a scary look. She pulled the robe around her body, jumping to her feet as if to escape.

So the libertines possessed the occult power to mislead girls with that ease? A glance from them was enough, a light contact and the women were lost. But she would prove stronger.

«You kissed me» observed Jared, with unassailable logic and a smile that, alone, would have made him deserve a slap. «Interesting night ...» he murmured. Then, he made an annoyed movement, while a grimace of pain appeared on his face. He let out an incoherent murmur and passed out.

At first Victoria believed in a simulation, even if she did not understand the joke at all, then she realized that Jared had really passed out.

This time she was seized by a wave of panic: the man did not respond to her call and did not react when she gave him a few pats on the face. She looking around her frightened, she saw the cord to call the servants and pulled it several times.

To save her reputation, at that point, she would have to rush into the corridor, hide in a dark corner, and hope that, running, the butler would not notice her. But could she leave him alone in that state? 

She did not have time to make up her mind: even had he been behind the door, the butler arrived, before Victoria could even think of anything plausible to say. 

She was so agitated that she did not even care if the man, seeing her there, had reacted in some way. She just put together the information about Jared's health in the least confused way possible: he had a high fever, he was passed out, the wound was perhaps infected ... 

The servant took less time to decide how to proceed than she did to explain. He in turn clung to the doorbell and called for help, after taking note of Jared's condition.

Victoria, stunned, stepped aside without finding the courage to leave, when a second servant, a bit out of breath and wearing crooked clothes, entered the room.

The butler, who in the meantime had taken his place next to the injured person's bed and was checking his condition, ordered the newcomer to notify the master and ask him if he wanted to call a doctor.

Everyone was very calm, except Victoria, who felt her heart in her throat. It was her fault that Jared had gotten so bad. If she just was gone in time, if she just called before, when she noticed the fever rising, if only...  

Roger, in a dressing gown, rushed into the room just as Jared was regaining consciousness thanks to the intervention of the butler. His expression was one of sheer surprise, then of utter disapproval, as he focused Victoria in her corner, all curled up in an attempt to appear invisible. It seemed, for a moment, about to say something, or perhaps to collapse in his turn, when Jared began to recover with a moan that caught his attention.

«What the heck is going on here?» thundered Lord Killmore.

«Your Grace» the butler promptly answered with enviable calm, «I'm afraid Mr. Lennox's health has deteriorated a lot. I'd like to suggest you to call the doctor Chester».

«I'm fine» Jared protested weakly.

«You just passed out, sir» the butler commented impassively. «And you have a very high fever».

Jared stopped protesting and Roger nodded, then, shaking his head as if to put his thoughts in order, dismissed the butler.

Victoria found it unusually funny: the hair, usually flawless, resembled a thrush's nest; the mustache hung sadly from under the nose. He kept his hands resting on his hips stiffly, but the clothing was anything but dignified and the whole thing had a touch of both comic and tragic at the same time.

He walked over to his brother's bed without taking his flashing eyes of indignation from Victoria. Without much grace he felt the young man's forehead and it seemed that the result of the examination reassured him a little.

«I'm afraid to ask you for explanations» he said throwing a dirty look at the girl who felt herself blush.

«And I'm afraid to answer you!»

Lord Killmore rolled his eyes. «Sanders... my butler... found you here?»

«I called him».

«Oh my God!» Roger exclaimed.

Victoria, who had huddled up on her shoulders waiting for the reproach, when she noticed the shocked expression of her brother-in-law, her heart sank, fully understanding what his thought was.

Immediately, she rushed forward, ready to defend herself. «Not at all what you think, damn it!»

Jared, half stunned in bed, raised the only hand he could move to grab his brother. «Roger, be serious...»

Lord Killmore rose to his full height, and Victoria realized for the first time that he was a very tall man. «That's enough now!» he intimated. He looked at them in turn.  «Victoria, go back to your room now. Get dressed, it's almost morning now».

With amazement, Victoria looked towards the window and saw that it was dawning. She had spent most of the night doing sponging and caring for a sick person, and she did not want to feel guilty about it. Or for kissing Jared ... or for having slipped into his room ... maybe she was a bit guilty, she had to admit it.

Without adding anything else, but emitting a loud sigh, she obeyed, not finding the courage to look at Jared one last time before leaving him.
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The house, by now, had been awakened by all that commotion and, to the utmost, on reaching her room Victoria also ran into one of the maids who was climbing the stairs to reach the rooms.

She just lacked to bump into Harriet at the door, and then her life could stop going.

She was tired. She only noticed when she closed the door behind her. She was not surprising, since she had spent the night on her feet, amidst emotions and adventures.

This time, she felt it, she was not going to get away with it. The expulsion from school had been nothing compared to what she was expecting now. But what, exactly? In the novels the girls were locked up in the convent, but she was not a Catholic. Would they have made change her confession?

She gave up calling the waitress and got ready to dress as she could. The water in the pitcher was cold. Better this way, she would help her recover, she told herself as she vigorously rubbed her face. She felt swollen and crushed: the mirror confirmed that impression and added the adjective "disheveled". The effect she had had to have her appearance on Roger could only be imagined. But how he could think that Jared, in those conditions, had taken advantage of her, it seemed so absurd.

«It is absurd that you think such a thing!» Jared had tried to reply to his brother's infamous accusations with vigor, but he was weak, too stunned to even understand the extent of the charges.

They had found Victoria in his room. It was almost dawn.
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