







“Perhaps I should stay and make sure

you don’t have any trouble getting in

and out of the tub? I promise to keep

my eyes closed.”



Rosalyn would have preferred that Derek join her in the warm, silky water, and the thought danced through her head of whispering an indecent invitation. “Thank you, but I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

A roguish grin lifted his lips. “Do you realize how much time we spend thanking each other?”

Rosalyn couldn’t help a smile of her own. “Quite a bit, I believe.”

“One might think we’re avoiding something else.”

“Like what?” But she knew. The sexual connection between them had been flame-hot from the start.

“I can think of any number of things, none of which I feel inclined to discuss just now,” he replied in a husky tone.

Rosalyn’s heart skipped a beat at the look in Derek’s eyes, and her breathing grew shallow as he drew nearer. “Perhaps I should take my bath.”

He wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her tight against his chest. “I know I said I wouldn’t do this again,” he murmured against her lips, “but I can’t seem to help myself.”

“Derek,” she moaned, knowing with that single utterance what she was asking for. She didn’t care….
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One



Rosalyn had the dream again.

It was the same dream she had been having for years, but the ending would always fade, leaving her flushed and breathless.

Now he had become a part of the dream.

The faces had become theirs, the passion a scorching flame that would heat her skin and have her waking with her nightclothes clinging to her.

She was a woman with secret desires—a woman with an acute sensual instinct, living her private fantasies in the darkest part of the night, in the deepest recesses of her mind, where she could be brazen and audacious.

She had been sixteen the day sexuality awoke inside her untutored body. She had been attending a soiree with her parents. She had gotten lost in the enormous mansion and found herself at the opposite end of the house. She heard a noise behind a closed door, and thought she would find someone there to help her.

She knocked upon the door, but the noises within had only grown louder. She feared the woman she heard crying was in trouble, injured perhaps.

Rosalyn opened the door, and stumbled upon something devastatingly arousing to her senses.

A woman, wearing only a maid’s apron around her waist, was down on her knees in front of a tall, fiercely built man with nary a stitch of clothes on. The woman’s golden hair cascaded unbound down her back and was clasped in the man’s meaty hand as he guided her head forward.

Rosalyn could barely contain her shocked gasp as his thick, hard rod disappeared inch by inch into the woman’s mouth, her wet lips clasping and sucking the silky head.

The man’s head was tipped back, his lips parted, his breath releasing in a groaning hiss as his stiff member stroked in and out of the woman’s mouth, her hands guiding it, savoring it.

He shoved her hands away and pushed forward so the whole of his staff was covered by her moist lips, his movements becoming increasingly frenetic until a moan spilled from his lips, and a white froth erupted from the tip of his member.

Rosalyn stood in shock, unable to move. She must have made a sound, because the man shot a glance toward the door. No look of anger crossed his face. Instead, he smiled, as though pleased to have been caught in such a lascivious act.

“You like what you saw, young one?” he asked in a deep rasp. “Come back to me when the throbbing between your legs needs appeasing. Big John will pleasure you.” He grasped the chin of the female still on her knees before him and said, “Won’t I, my dear?”

The woman looked at Rosalyn with a cocked eyebrow and a wicked grin. “Oh, yes, he certainly will.”

Their laughter followed Rosalyn as she raced down the hallway, stopping only when she ran out of breath. She felt scared—and yet her breasts tingled, and a strange moistness had accumulated in her nether region.

Since that day, Lady Rosalyn Carmichael had used her dreams as a tool as she waited for him—the one. The only man she would grant her virginity.

And as the night wore on toward the morning, her dreams focused on that man. A man who had walked out of her dreams and into her real life.

He had eyes of velvet blue, piercing and intense. Black hair glossy as a raven’s wing. A body of rugged elegance, brawny beneath his tailored exterior. His beauty mocked all those around him as he smiled at her in a faintly wicked way from across the ballroom.

Rosalyn shivered as he approached, unable to pull her admiring gaze from his tall form, noting how he moved with careless grace, leaving her slightly dazed and barely aware of her best friend, Francine Fitz Hugh, who stood beside her.

Fancy’s guardian, Lucien Kendall, walked alongside the darkly beautiful man. When the stranger stopped before Rosalyn and spoke, his deep, low voice tripping along her nerves in the most disconcerting fashion, she knew.

She was doomed.

Rosalyn could read her downfall in the assessing glance he leveled on her, as though he knew a secret he had no intention of telling.

“Derek,” she murmured in her sleep, tossing fitfully, reliving the kiss he had given her in Lady Senhaven’s garden. The scent of honeysuckle had surrounded them, the guests no more than forty yards away, a scandal in the making as she allowed—nay, begged—him to take liberties, moving his warm, large hand from her waist to her breast, tugging down the material to free the soft globes from their strict confines, loving the way he thumbed her nipples, rolling them lightly, leaving them swollen and sweetly sore as she guided his mouth to them.

A strange sense of abandonment swept over her, an excitement beyond all self-restraint as she placed her hand for the first time against a man’s hardness. She felt it lengthen as she caressed it, marveling at its ever-increasing size and at her own power as a woman.

If only the refined people dancing in the ballroom knew that she was not the girl they had labeled an innocent, gently bred and nurtured, elegant, graceful. A proper young woman.

Rosalyn was afraid to let even her best friend, Fancy, know of that darker side of her nature. Fancy had never judged her, but Rosalyn worried that her friend would look at her differently if she knew the wanton woman she truly was.

The dream suddenly evaporated and her eyes snapped open as a hand clamped down over her mouth, her gasp muffled into a callused palm.

“Utter a single word,” a foul-smelling voice hissed, “and y’ll be one very sorry miss.”

A stranger stood beside her bed, dressed in dark, filthy clothes, the left side of his face obscured by shadows.

“Get up. An’ be quiet. There’s a man waitin’ most impatiently for y’.”

Rosalyn was jerked to her bare feet, feeling exposed and frightened in only her nightgown.

Calder had found her!

She had known her stepbrother had not given up in his pursuit, trailing her from Cornwall to London after his unsuccessful attempt at kidnapping her from Moor’s End, Fancy’s home in Cornwall. Rosalyn had been staying there since learning of Calder’s twisted plot to marry her and do away with her, so that he could obtain her inheritance.

The last time he had attempted to accost her, she had put up a fight. This time she would go quietly—she could not jeopardize the people she cared for. Fancy had nearly gotten killed trying to protect her from Calder’s last assault; she had to face the swine alone this time.

Rosalyn straightened her spine as the man pushed her toward the window. She swallowed back her fear as she looked down from her room on the second story to the ground below, where a hemp rope swayed unsteadily in the night breeze.

“Make a peep,” her kidnapper growled, “an’ I’ll gut y’ like a fish. Now through the window with ye.” He gave her a shove.

Rosalyn stumbled forward, her mind working feverishly. If only she was more like Fancy, who had disarmed the two thugs Rosalyn’s stepbrother had hired to bring her back to Westcott Manor.

“Out the window,” her kidnapper demanded, his tone brooking no argument.

“May I at least get some shoes?” Rosalyn asked, glancing down at her bare feet.

“No,” he snapped. “Now get movin’—or do y’ want me to toss you over my shoulder an’ carry y’ down?”

She’d rather fling herself bodily from the roof. “I’ll manage, thank you.”

Hoisting up the hem of her nightgown, she straddled the windowsill, fervently wishing a white knight would suddenly appear to save her.

Where was Derek right now? Still at the Duvalls’ cotillion, flirting with Lady Jane Windermere? “I don’t need him anyway,” she muttered.

“What’s that?” her kidnapper snapped.

Rosalyn dearly yearned to erase his scowl with a bracing punch to his already crooked nose, but she’d probably only succeed in falling out the window.

“Are you sure this ladder will hold? Perhaps we should go by way of the front door.”

“Missy,” he said, pressing his face close to hers, his breath rank enough to make a skunk turn tail, “y’re wearing mightily on my patience, and that ain’t a good thing.”

With that warning ringing in her ears, Rosalyn tested her right foot on the first rung, then swung her left leg over. She’d make a run for it the moment her feet hit the ground. She could easily outdistance the brute, as he was rather stocky and clearly in less than perfect physical condition.

Her left foot had just settled onto the rung when her bedroom door flew open. A figure loomed on the threshold, backlit by the flickering sconce in the hallway, creating a menacing apparition.

The glint of steel told her a gun was trained in their direction. “Step away from the lady,” the voice said, “or I’ll blow your bloody head off.”

Derek! How had he—

The thug lunged toward the window, causing Rosalyn to swing back, her feet slipping from the rung. She cried out as she began to fall, scrambling for the rope ladder and dangling by a single hand.

Derek’s arm thrust through the open window to grab her with one hand. “Hold on,” he told her as he struggled with the man, who cried out a moment later as he fell past her and hit the ground with a bone-cracking thud.

Rosalyn stared down at his unmoving form, her fingers twisted painfully in the rope, sheer will all that kept her from the same fate. Derek’s hand clamped around her other wrist. “I’ve got you.”

The next moment she was hoisted through the window and clasped tightly in Derek’s arms. She fell against his chest and closed her eyes, her whole body trembling.

After a few moments, Derek gently shifted away from her to look down into her eyes, concern etched plainly on his face. “Are you hurt?” he asked.

“Dear heavens, what’s going on here?” a voice called out.

Rosalyn glanced over Derek’s shoulder to find Lady Dane standing in the doorway, her long mahogany hair unbound and flowing around her shoulders, her wrapper trailing behind her, confirming that she had flung herself from bed.

“An intruder made his way into her bedroom,” Derek explained.

“Sweet Lord.” Clarisse hastened into the room and knelt down beside Rosalyn.

“I’m all right,” Rosalyn assured her.

“Come, my dear,” Clarisse gently urged, patting Rosalyn’s hand. “Let’s get you to the bed.”

Derek lifted Rosalyn into his arms, ignoring her protests. Once she was settled, he said, “I’ll check the grounds and send for the constable.”

“Thank you,” Clarisse said as Derek headed out of the room, his face a mask of deadly seriousness. Rosalyn almost felt sorry for whomever he might run across.

How she wished she had never let Fancy talk her into coming to London! She had only managed to involve yet another person in Calder’s evil intentions.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean for any of us this to happen. I’ll leave in the morning.”

Clarisse waved a dismissive hand. “Nonsense, you’re not going anywhere. If you think I’ll allow a mere cretin to scare me, you have much to learn.” As though Rosalyn were a child in need of care, her hostess adjusted the pillows behind her head.

“I should go home,” Rosalyn insisted, knowing that nothing awaited her there. Her parents were both gone, and the man who had treated her like a daughter for five years had succumbed to illness a few weeks earlier, leaving Rosalyn with no one but a stepbrother who wished her dead.

“Home?” Clarisse scoffed. “That’s out of the question. Think rationally, my dear. This is the best place for you. Derek is a champion pugilist. He won’t let anything happen to you. Nor will I.”

“But if anything were to happen to you…”

“Nothing will happen to me. Besides, I could use a bit of excitement in my life. Now, I assume this was the work of your diabolical stepbrother?”

Rosalyn nodded. “I don’t know how he found me. Mr. Kendall was so cautious with my safety.”

“I’m sure he was. But desperate men will go to desperate measures. The only way we shall put an end to his machinations is to catch him.”

“Calder is slippery. He always stays one step ahead.”

“Then we need someone who shall stay two steps ahead. Someone far more dangerous and ruthless than Calder will ever be.”

 

Derek regarded himself in the mirror above the mantel in Clarisse’s plush living room and saw a man who had aged ten years in a matter of minutes.

An hour ago he had left the Duvalls’ soiree, unable to endure the mindless chatter of his on-again off-again paramour, Lady Jane Windermere.

There was a time not long ago when he would have tolerated the woman’s endless rambling about herself, knowing that once he had her in bed, moans rather than blather would pour from her lips.

But he had noticed something disturbing: a growing boredom with the opposite sex. And he was a man of enormous carnal appetites, which had earned him a place in an exclusive bachelor’s club, the Pleasure Seekers. The other six members were his closest friends in the world, whom he would trust with his very life, and vice versa.

Yet his restlessness went deeper, to a level he didn’t want to examine. A need had begun to stir within him, a desire to do something no devout bachelor would ever do.

Settle down with one woman.

He envisioned eyes of green fire and hair of the palest blond that fell nearly waist-length, like some fair maiden from a book of yore. But Lady Rosalyn Carmichael was very real.

She had caught his eye the moment she had entered Clarisse’s ballroom three weeks ago for the coming-out ball of Lucien’s ward, Lady Francine. Derek had never believed in angels, or God for that matter, but the sight of Rosalyn had made him a believer. Only a higher power could have created something so exceptionally lovely.

But it was far more than her beauty that drew him to her; it was the hint of sadness and vulnerability he glimpsed in her eyes. He had felt a strong desire to protect her—even before Lucien had filled him in on the girl’s murderous stepbrother, Calder Westcott, a man Derek’s fists longed to meet.

Derek stared at the rope that he had yanked down from Rosalyn’s bedroom window. If he had been any later…He didn’t want to contemplate what would have happened.

He wondered how Rosalyn was faring at that moment. Was she still frightened? Did she need him? He desperately wanted to go check on her, make sure she was all right. He’d nearly had a heart attack when he saw a shapely leg swing over the side of the windowsill, and then spotted the flaxen hair he had imagined gathering into his hands all night.

Derek didn’t know what had drawn him to her doorstep. He hadn’t consciously decided to go to Clarisse’s house after leaving the soiree, but that was where his feet had taken him.

Behind him, the door to the parlor quietly opened, then closed. “I see you’ve availed yourself of the liquor.”

Derek turned and watched Clarisse as she moved with subtle grace across the floor. She was still a spectacular-looking woman, and many men would have killed to have her, but since her husband’s death she had chosen to remain alone. She was a strong woman, and he admired her. He was glad they had remained friends all these years.

“Mind pouring me one?” she asked.

“Already did,” he replied, reaching behind him for her glass.

“You always were a resourceful man.”

Derek nodded toward the door. “How is she?”

“She claims to be perfectly fine. but while she is a surprisingly strong young woman, considering what’s she’s been through, I doubt she’s fine at all. She does not want to burden anyone, which only adds to her struggle. She could use a protector, and quickly.”

“Are you suggesting I assume that role?”

Clarisse smiled demurely over the rim of her glass. “I’m suggesting no such thing, my lord.”

Derek shook his head. “You always were a cagey woman, Lady Dane. Far too smart for the likes of the men who pursue you so vigorously.”

Clarisse sighed and sat down on the settee. “I fear she will try to leave.”

Derek had worried about the same thing. “Where might she go?”

Clarisse shrugged. “I don’t know. She’s got no one. Her horrid brother appears to be the only family she has left. How terrible to have to live in fear of the people who should protect and cherish you.

“Well,” she continued with a sigh, “I shall come up with something. You’ve done more than your share. Had you not arrived when you did…” She shivered, then cocked her head and frowned. “Why, exactly, were you here in the middle of the night?”

“I was restless, so I went for a stroll.”

“A stroll, hmm?” A slight grin turned up the corners of Clarisse’s lips. “How very fortuitous for us.”

Derek glared. “Yes.”

“Well,” she sighed, rising to her feet, “I must get back to check on my guest. And you must get home. If I remember correctly, you are leaving tomorrow for Scotland.”

“Yes.” He had come to England only to settle his mother’s estate. Now that that had been taken care of, he had no reason to stay.

Except for Rosalyn.

Something about her pulled at him. He had never considered himself particularly heroic, although Megan, the lass he had grown up with, would disagree. Her five very protective older brothers, however, did not share her opinion. They believed he should be skinned and hung from his ankles.

“Are you all right?” Clarisse asked, regarding him with a furrowed brow.

“Fine.” He stared down into his drink. “I’d like to stay on your couch tonight, make sure nothing else happens.” When he glanced up, he found Clarisse smiling again.

“That would be wonderful. I’d feel ever so much safer knowing you’re here—as would Rosalyn,” she added pointedly. “I would prefer you sleep in a real bed, however, since I have seven of them. Perhaps the room next to Lady Rosalyn’s?”

The temptation would be great, but what would be his excuse for declining? “That will be fine. Thank you.”

Derek followed Clarisse from the room, telling himself that he was just staying until the morning to make sure nothing more transpired during the night and to see that Rosalyn had sufficiently recovered from her experience. Once he knew she was safe and taken care of, he would depart.

He would hire a protector for her. A Pinker-ton man, perhaps. He also knew a high-ranking constable who had recently gone into business for himself, a fine fellow with spotless credentials. Either one would do.

Derek glanced at Rosalyn’s closed bedroom door as Clarisse opened the next door over and gestured him inside. As he bid her good night, he wondered why he didn’t feel the least bit pleased with his decision.








Two



Rosalyn sat bolt upright, her eyes snapping open as a scream built in her throat. She glanced wildly around the bedroom, certain a hand had been covering her mouth, and that hot, foul breath had fanned her neck. But she was utterly alone—the only thing that had touched her was the morning sunlight spilling through the curtains. It had been a bad dream.

Daybreak had finally arrived, but she had slept only sporadically, her mind whirring with thoughts of what had nearly happened the night before. Something had to be done about her predicament. And now.

She had not allowed herself to believe how far her stepbrother would go, but she now knew how determined Calder was. He wouldn’t give up until he had her where he wanted her.

Wed.

And dead.

Rosalyn rose from the bed. Never had she felt more alone than she did at that moment. She paced the length of her room and stopped at the window to look out at the already bustling street below. London, with all its mysteries and delights, had been a welcome surprise, making Cornwall seem as though it existed in another time and place.

An idea began to form in Rosalyn’s head. Surely she could get lost in a city of this magnitude. Why, there had to be endless places a young woman could hide! That could work. It must.

Refusing to listen to the little voice that reminded her that a lady of breeding did not travel alone, she decided to view this as an adventure. A tale of derring-do that she could relate to little children on cold winter nights.

She dropped down onto the edge of the bed with a sigh. There would be no children of her own to tell her tales to. She was barren. Infertile. A raging childhood case of scarlet fever meant there would never be a little boy or girl to call her own. But this was not the time to wallow in self-pity; she needed to come up with a plan.

Calder had another thing coming if he expected her to be a lamb heading to his slaughter; this was a fight she intended to win.

Hastening into her morning dress, Rosalyn dragged her trunk out of the closet, swiftly tossing in her clothes with none of the care that had gone into the original packing. She frowned when the top would not close.

“Drat.” She plunked down on the lid and bounced, to no avail. She glared at the trunk, confounded.

“Well,” she sighed, “the chiffon ball gown will have to go. I’ll have no need for it anyway.”

Throwing the lid open, Rosalyn tossed the costly evening dress over her shoulder, pleased with the space she had achieved.

With a hop, she resumed her position, but the lid still resisted her efforts. Huffing, she shifted to her knees and bent over the trunk, her rear end in the air and her hair hanging in her face as she fiddled with the lock.

When the bedroom door swung open, it startled her so much that she lost her precarious balance and toppled to the floor, yards of delicate ruffles and lace nearly smothering her.

Spitting out a ribbon that had found its way into her mouth, Rosalyn prepared to give the housemaid a piece of her mind. But all thoughts of anger vanished as mortification took its place. For staring down at her was the last person she wished to see her with her skirt bunched up around her neck and her pantalets exposed.

Lord, her skirt!

Rosalyn lurched upright and wrenched the unruly material down as embarrassment burned from her cheeks all the way to her toes, leaving her staring dumbly at perfectly buffed Hessians that would undoubtedly reveal the extent of her humiliation were she to look into their mirror-like shine.

She didn’t know which was worse—nearly being kidnapped, or being found arse-up on the floor by the most stunning man the Lord had put upon the earth.

“My lady?” Derek’s outstretched hand appeared in Rosalyn’s line of vision, and her first impulse was to slap it away. Had the rude creature seen fit to knock, she would not be in her current state.

With as much dignity as she could muster, she rose to her feet. When Rosalyn met Lord Manchester’s bluer-than-blue eyes, she nearly forgot what it was she had intended to say. It was not normal to be so infatuated. He was just a man—he behaved as others of his gender did, spoke in the same cultured tones, could wear no more than a single pair of trousers at any given time, and did not possess any special qualities that she could discern. And yet…

He was not like any other man she had ever encountered. He was the one who could fulfill her fantasies, bring to life the hot, sultry dreams that tormented her night after restless night.

“Forgive my unpardonable breach of etiquette, my lady,” he said, though his tone and manner implied he would barge in on her again if it suited him to do so. “I fear I couldn’t contain my concern for your safety.”

Rosalyn lifted her chin. “My safety? How ironic, considering you nearly gave me apoplexy with your unannounced arrival.”

“Please accept my apologies. I heard several loud thuds as I was dressing.”

“Dressing?” Rosalyn frowned. Why would he be dressing? Then a terrible thought struck her. Had he slept with Lady Dane? Clarisse was a beautiful woman. Men adored her. Perhaps Derek did, as well.

“Yes, I stayed the night. I was in the next room.”

Clarisse’s bedroom was at the end of the hall. “Why?” she asked.

“I wanted to make sure your slumber remained peaceful.” His voice held an odd warmth.

Rosalyn blinked. “Oh.” Oh, indeed. He had stayed for her. It was almost unbearably sweet, and she felt the strangest desire to reach up and kiss his cheek. She had to turn from him to put a safe distance between them.

Had he heard her tossing and turning all night? What if she had run screaming from her bed and ran smack into him garbed in nothing but her nightgown? Would he think her mad?

Or would he hold her close and whisper calming words in her ear? Somehow she knew he would. She would melt, undoubtedly, and then act out her desires, tug him back into her room by the lapels of his shirt and drag him down to the bed on top of her. He would sprinkle warm kisses down her neck as his hand traveled up her calf, over her thigh, and between her legs. And oh…yes, he would touch her there, skim a single finger along the moist seam and part her, touch her engorged peak, working her effortlessly toward ecstasy.

“Are you all right, my lady?”

Derek’s voice yanked Rosalyn back to the present. She turned abruptly from him, her cheeks scarlet. “Perfectly fine,” she replied breathlessly, laying a hand to her chest, her heart thumping like a tinner’s hammer.

Oh, how she wished she could go back in time so that she could be standing before the window, awash in the morning sun, looking dewy and serene rather than disheveled and rampant with lustful thoughts.

As usual, Derek was perfectly tailored, ever the English peer and Highland laird, a man who commanded others and undoubtedly never knew a single fear. Which was not surprising, with that tall, ruggedly built frame. If the man possessed an ounce of fat, Rosalyn defied anyone to find it.

“My lady?”

Rosalyn’s head jerked up from drinking him in, and she felt that dratted heat blossom in her cheeks. He must think her an utter loon.

Had she known that Derek was actually thinking she was the most stunning creature he had encountered in his thirty-one years, her concerns might have been allayed.

He had never seen hair as she had, like spun gold, wild now from her tumble from the trunk and haloed around her head, the sun backlighting her, bringing to mind a stained-glass image that had captivated him as a child.

The window rested over the altar in their chapel at Glen Cairn, which sat high atop a crag on Castle Gray’s property.

The glass had come all the way from a master craftsman in Belgium and had been fussed over as though it was the Holy Grail. Derek had watched as the heavy glass piece, with its kaleidoscope of colors, was lifted high into the air and shifted gently into its spot, fitting in place as though it had always belonged there.

Long after his father and the workmen had left, Derek had stood staring up at the woman forever etched in the panes.

Her head was turned slightly over one porcelain shoulder, her blond hair flowing down her back like a river of gold. The sun in the upper corner of the frame shone down on her, her billowing white dress glimmering as her soft wings spread to catch the sun’s warmth.

Her profile was as flawless as a Greek coin, yet a hint of a mischievous grin teased her lips. She was an angel with an impish side, sent down from heaven to bring light into the dark.

Derek had always found comfort with her when his parents were arguing, as they often did while he was growing up, and she had given him strength during the conflicts between the clans—conflicts that never seemed to end. That was the very reason for his hasty trip to London: to settle his mother’s property and put England behind him.

His loyalty to Scotland had been questioned from the moment of his birth since his mother was an English lady. Now that he governed the clan, he had to show them once and for all where his loyalty lay.

“My lord?” Rosalyn queried tentatively, wondering what thoughts were running through Derek’s mind as his gaze was fastened so fiercely on her. To be the sole focus of all that unwavering attention was disconcerting.

He stared at her for another heartbeat and then shifted abruptly on the balls of his feet and closed her bedroom door, isolating them from the world.

Rosalyn’s mouth went dry, and her heart beat like a hummingbird’s wings. She was completely alone with him—six-plus feet of glorious virility that even a saint could not overlook.

Rosalyn lifted her chin. “I presume you wish to speak privately to me, my lord?”

“Derek.” He leaned a shoulder against her bedpost. “There are to be no formalities between us.”

He had said that before—right after she had shamelessly kissed him in the Senhavens’ garden, behind an overgrown rosebush whose lush fragrance Rosalyn found herself recalling every night in her dreams—along with the taste and texture of his mouth, which her gaze kept drifting to.

“We need to discuss last night’s visitor.”

“What is there to discuss? As you can see, I’m perfectly fine.” No good would come of worrying another person. She had made her decision and would stick by it.

His gaze ran slowly over her, bringing an unexpected heat to those places. “I’m not so sure about that. Perhaps I should check?”

Rosalyn’s heart missed a beat as she searched for her voice. “While I appreciate your diligence, I—”

“Going somewhere?” he interjected, his gaze shifting to her trunk, where a pair of lacy pantalets trailed from the open top. Rosalyn hastily tucked them in and prayed her mortification didn’t show on her face.

Meeting his gaze, she replied, “I intend to take a trip.”

He quirked a single dark eyebrow. “Really? And where had you planned to go?”

Rosalyn frowned at him, not appreciating the amused light in his eyes that said he knew she had nowhere to go.

“I don’t know precisely, but you needn’t worry. I have several ideas.”

“Such as?” he prompted, moving close enough that she could see how perfectly shaven he was, though a shadow would surely darken his chin by sunset.

There was something enigmatic about him, a quality she could not quite describe. Dangerous, perhaps? Yet that seemed inadequate. Maybe it was his restless air. He reminded her of a caged tiger, and when she was around him, she felt like a tigress.

She started as a hand gently cupped her chin. There was an oddly tender expression on his face. “No one is going to hurt you,” he murmured. “I won’t allow it.” He held her like that for a moment, then dropped his hand away, his brows drawing together, and his voice turning brusque. “Get whatever you need together, then meet me downstairs.”

He headed for the door, but Rosalyn’s question stopped him on the threshold. “Where are we going?”

He glanced at her over his shoulder. “To Scotland.”

“Scotland? You must be mistaken. I cannot go to Scotland.”

“As I see it, you have no other choice.” He walked out the door.

Rosalyn headed after him, but Clarisse suddenly appeared and took her by the arm. “Don’t fight him, my dear. He will get what he wants. He always does.”

Rosalyn stood in a state of confusion. “I can’t go to Scotland. What can he be thinking?”

“Of your safety.”

“I barely know him!”

“Not from what I’ve seen. There’s enough heat between the two of you to set this house ablaze. Since your arrival in London, you have spent more time with Derek than any of the other men who have been desperately trying to get your attention—which, in case you haven’t noticed, has been greatly diminished with Derek continually at your side. The word is that you have been claimed, my dear.”

Rosalyn took a deep breath. That was what she had feared. She was disturbingly attracted to him, but she could not allow that to cloud her judgment or imperil him.

“I can’t go. Don’t you see? I won’t involve another person in my problem.”

Clarisse laid a hand on her shoulder and turned Rosalyn around. “If there is one individual that I would feel secure entrusting with your care, it’s Derek. He won’t allow anything to happen to you. He will find your stepbrother and end his machinations. You could look upon this trip as a new experience. The Highlands are really quite lovely this time of year.”

The feeling of being trapped pressed in on Rosalyn. “His lordship is an unmarried man, and I am an unmarried female. That precludes us from traveling together.”

“Do you believe Derek would extend such an invitation were he not prepared to provide you with an appropriate chaperone?”

“An invitation?” Rosalyn harrumphed. “It sounded more like a demand to my ears.”

“Derek has never been a man who takes no for an answer,” Clarisse conceded with a shrug.

A sense of desperation rose up in Rosalyn as she paced to the opposite side of the room and swung around. “Surely there must be some other solution? Something we’re overlooking?” Yet she knew she had exhausted every avenue during the long night without sleep.

It was either go to Scotland with his lordship and pray he could convince Calder to leave her be, or move from place to place, hoping to outdistance her stepbrother—a prospect she did not relish.

Clarisse took her hand, sympathy on her face. “Trust me,” she said softly. “You need more protection than I can provide, as proven by last night’s debacle. Derek’s home is like a fortress. His men number in the hundreds. Not even a mouse could squeak by without his notice. Please, my dear, say you’ll go. Neither my heart nor my peace of mind will be appeased until I know you are safe.”

Rosalyn chewed a corner of her lip, riddled with conflict. She did not wish further worry upon Clarisse. But what of Derek? Did he realize what he was getting himself into? Calder would not stop until his plan had been brought to fruition.

Rosalyn closed her eyes, worn to the marrow with the turmoil her stepbrother was wreaking on her life. She seemed to move in ever smaller circles to stay out of his reach, and she could not go on like this.

She had to go, she realized with a sinking heart. What other choice did she have? Calder had found her, and neither Lady Dane nor anyone in her household would be safe until Rosalyn was gone.

Rosalyn sighed. “You’re right, of course. His lordship has offered me sanctuary; it would be foolish not to accept his kindness.” Temporarily. “I’ll finish packing my things. Please tell Lord Manchester I will be down shortly.”

Clarisse smiled warmly at her. “You’re making the right decision, my dear. Derek will take good care of you. He won’t let any harm befall you.”

Rosalyn watched Clarisse leave, her step buoyant now that she believed the problem solved. But Rosalyn knew differently. And as she turned to finish packing her belongings, she wondered, who would protect Derek while he was protecting her?
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