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        London, England

        March 1822

      

      

      

      Adolphus Merrick, the third Earl of Kendal, had been accused many times in his life of being unfeeling. It was a claim he did not refute. Why would he when it so often played to his benefit?

      He slid a cool glance toward his left where his sister, Lady Marguerite Merrick, stood in men’s attire. She had gone without the concealment of the mask she usually wore when overseeing Mercy’s Door, the gaming hell they owned together. After all, she was well acquainted with Lord Gullsville. He was one of the few members of the ton who knew her true identity.

      It was through his generosity that she had been spared.

      But Lord Gullsville didn’t regard her with equal fondness at present. He flicked a nervous glance in her direction. “She doesn’t have to be here, does she?”

      Irritation squeezed at Kendal’s gut as he surmised at that moment what the other man wanted.

      Money.

      Again.

      “She’s as much of a part of this operation as I am,” Kendal replied dryly. “As you well know.”

      Gullsville ran a hand over his cropped, silver hair.

      “You’ve requested an audience with me.” Kendal leaned back in his seat, putting himself at ease when the other man was so clearly in discomfort. “Why?”

      “Fox’s Den,” Gullsville muttered the name of Kendal’s rival gaming hell with a fitting level of shame.

      “I beg your pardon?” Kendal asked, despite having heard perfectly well the first time.

      Gullsville lifted his head in agitation. The tip of his straight nose was threaded with spidery veins, and his eyes were perpetually bloodshot. A habitual drinker. One who had not honored his family properly after his wife had passed.

      If he hadn’t saved Marguerite...

      “Fox’s Den,” Lord Gullsville repeated with vehemence.

      Why was it that sods in trouble became angry at the ones there to help them out?

      Marguerite cast Kendal a sympathetic shake of her head. She always did have a soft spot for the older man.

      Still, Kendal was loathe to open his safe to the man. Especially after the Earl of Gullsville had burned through his own annual income and an additional two thousand pounds Kendal had graciously loaned him.

      “How much do you owe this time?” Kendal drawled out.

      In response, Gullsville exhaled heavily. A wash of his sour breath swept over the short distance of the desk.

      Kendal kept his face impassive, but his stomach twisted—more with dread than at offense at the odor.

      Lord Gullsville had never hesitated to speak a number before. Whatever the man had to say would not be good.

      Gullsville pressed his lips shut, opening them as he took a breath in preparation to speak. “Th…three…”

      Kendal gritted his teeth. “Three hundred?” He kept his voice intentionally bland to conceal his growing aggravation.

      The man winced, evidently aware of how abysmal his situation was due to his vice.

      Kendal had a reputation for being unfeeling, yes, but in truth, he was not. In fact, he cared too much.

      He could not airily push aside his loyalty to the man who had saved Marguerite when Kendal had nowhere else to turn.

      Nor could he nudge away the knowledge that Gullsville had a son who would someday inherit the earldom—however tattered it might be—and a married daughter and a younger unwed daughter who had yet to set her heart on a beau. The latter was a lovely thing, one with enough interest to choose any husband she wanted. And unfortunately, one who appeared to be in no hurry to stop spending her father’s dwindling funds and settle down.

      No, he couldn’t leave the man destitute.

      “Three hundred?” Kendal repeated for confirmation as he pushed up to his feet. “This is the last time, Gullsville.”

      “Three thousand.” Lord Gullsville expelled the appalling number from his chest in a puffed exhale.

      Kendal froze. Marguerite’s eyes shot to his, conveying the same horror that was now crystalizing like ice in his veins.

      “You are aware we are not a bank?” Kendal regarded the man.

      “It is a considerable sum, yes, I know,” Gullsville rushed. “I was down. I didn’t want to come to you again and thought I could win. I was so close, but the other man had an ace. An ace.” He balled his hand into a fist. “If it had been any other card, any other…” His voice trailed off as he watched Kendal.

      Gullsville gave a hard swallow. “You aren’t going to help me, are you?”

      “You ask too much,” Marguerite said.

      He swung his attention toward her and his expression crumpled with desperation. “My son must have something left to inherit. And my Sophia is still unwed. You wouldn’t have them to suffer the faults of their wretched father, would you?”

      Marguerite looked away. A certain indicator her resolve was cracking.

      “I saved you.” Gullsville’s words were whispered, but they rang out in the room like a gunshot.

      “Don’t.” Kendal was in front of the older man in a flash.

      Marguerite turned her head more firmly away. No longer the strong, confident figure she’d become, but once more the damaged girl.

      But then, everyone had their Achilles’ heel, didn’t they?

      The earl knew both of theirs, and he was digging into those tender wounds with meat hooks.

      Gullsville ignored Kendal, his gaze fixed pointedly on Marguerite. “I saved you when you would have otherwise been ruined. You owe this to me.”

      Kendal blocked the older man’s view of Marguerite. “Gullsville, I warn you—”

      “If it weren’t for me, your sister would be just as tarnished as your mother.” Gullsville curled his lip. “Just another whore.”

      Kendal’s fist shot out before he could even think to stop it. Not that he would have.

      His knuckles connected with Gullsville’s jaw with an intensity that made the older man’s head jerk upright. His lashes didn’t so much as flutter as he collapsed gracelessly to the floor.

      Silence filled the small room. Kendal put his back to the earl and regarded his sister. Her eyes, a deep brown that was nearly black, so like his own—so like their mother’s—were wide with a vulnerability he hadn’t seen in years.

      It made the place inside him that needed to protect, that wound that would never fully heal, split open. He wanted to tell her all would be well. And he wanted to say it without lying.

      “Are you all right?” he asked tentatively.

      Her pointed chin notched, and her eyes flashed with defiance. “Of course, I am.” She withdrew a black mask from her jacket pocket. The thing fit her from forehead to chin and obscured all of the beauty she’d inherited from their mother. Which was exactly what Marguerite wanted.

      The disguise had left their patrons talking for years about Marcus, the name Marguerite had adopted, with conjecture and wild assumptions. It was rumored Marcus was really a duke determined to protect his identity. Or he was a victim of a terrible fire that had burned most of his body and left him horribly disfigured.

      On and on the speculation went, growing more preposterous as time carried on. Yet no one assumed the most amazing truth of all: Marcus was Marguerite, a woman who shunned society and the ton's hypocrites. A woman who once resigned herself to life in the country before fighting for a chance to come back and thrive in London the only way she could bear.

      She gave a wounded look to where Gullsville lay on the carpet. “I’ll see to it that he’s taken care of. You’ve a ball to attend, do you not?”

      Kendal hesitated, hating to leave Marguerite to handle the situation. Not that she wasn’t capable. God knew she was.

      But he knew better than to argue. All the protests wouldn’t keep Marguerite from nudging him out the door and to the ball, where he would most likely be in attendance with Gullsville’s son and youngest daughter.
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      Lady Sophia Stopford, the youngest child of the Earl of Gullsville, had always loved a ball. Not only for the gowns, though they were indeed lovely, or even for the eligible men who kept her dancing through the night. No, it was the effervescent energy quivering in the room, as though the air alone was enough to make the bubbles tickle up the sides of delicate glassware.

      Tonight, however, even the anticipation could scarcely elevate her spirits.

      “I say, Sophia, are you even listening?”

      She blinked and regarded Henry, Viscount Southby, her older brother, who strode at her side up the path to Bursbury Manor, where her aunt was hosting a ball for the coming out of her youngest daughter, Lady Eugenia.

      Sophia shook her head. “I’m sorry, I—” She stopped herself from making an excuse. “I was woolgathering. Do forgive me, dear brother.”

      He tilted his head, a concerned look crossing his handsome face. They had all inherited the same gentle appearance. But while Sophia and their eldest sister, Cecelia, had delicate features, Henry’s were elegantly sculpted, and his eyes were kind.

      Those eyes were now scrutinizing her with tender perception. “You’ve been put out since your conversation with Father earlier.”

      Sophia looked away to discourage him from reading her like a broadsheet. Her conversation with their father had indeed not gone well. Not only did he feel it was time for her to wed, but he had also found the man she ought to marry.

      Mr. Mongerton, the owner of a gaming hell—the Fox Hole—or something equally as crass. An associate, Father had called him. As if actual business transpired between them. Not that she was allowed to argue. She was the second daughter, as he so bluntly stated.

      And while Sophia could not argue her birth order, she did not agree that it relegated her to a position where she ought to wed a man over twice her own age.

      This was not how it was all supposed to go. She hadn’t put off marriage for so long so that she could be wed to an associate of her father’s. She’d done it so she could have the full experience of the joy of youth before being tethered into matrimony. Her vow to live her life to the fullest had not been in vain, even if her father had no appreciation for such matters.

      And while she understood Father’s impatience, did he really have to select someone as ghastly as Mr. Mongerton?

      The gaming hell owner had made his interest in her known on more than one occasion with beady and lascivious glances her way. The very idea of the man made her flesh crawl with distaste.

      Sophia rose on her tiptoes with feigned excitement to see who was in the entryway and mask her shudder of revulsion. “Did you see if Lord Heaton has arrived yet?”

      “Is Lord Heaton the one to have finally captured your heart, little sister?” Henry kept his voice low. He always was mindful of her feelings. It was one of the many things she adored about him.

      “You know he is not,” she hissed in a happy whisper. “Though he dances beautifully, don’t you think?”

      “I was going to say exactly that very thing about him myself,” Henry said with a smile and offered Sophia his arm as they approached the bright entryway to the ballroom in preparation of being announced.

      Sophia couldn’t help but laugh as she accepted his arm.

      “Perhaps it might be better if you refrain from dancing as much this evening.” Henry offered her an apologetic smile. “In light of our cousin’s coming out.”

      Heat touched Sophia’s cheeks, but she understood his implication. It was a rare night when Sophia’s dance card had any space on it for another suitor. Tonight, was for Eugenia to shine. Which Sophia had already taken into consideration.

      “I’m wearing my slippers without a heel,” she admitted. “On account of my twisted ankle.”

      Henry winked at her in appreciation of her feigned injury.

      The caller announced them, and Eugenia sailed toward them with a smile beaming on her red lips. Sophia had been at the modiste with her cousin when her coming out gown was designed, and it was stunning. Pale blue fabric with deeper blue rosettes crafted in silk over the full skirt and matching slippers. Her red hair had been twisted into an elaborate arrangement with silver ribbons and her freshly crimped curls gleamed in the candlelight.

      The fashion was more elaborate than Sophia’s own light brown tresses, which had been left intentionally simple. A woman’s coming out was her crowning achievement, and Sophia would do nothing to take that away from her cousin and dearest friend.

      “Isn’t it grand?” Eugenia squealed and surveyed the ballroom. Garlands of roses were resplendent in the large room, all matching colors to her attire. The wooden floor had been polished to a high shine, and candles glittered in mirrored sconces, making the room glow with golden light.

      Eugenia’s elder sister caught Sophia’s eye and offered a delicate wave. Penelope, the Countess of Oakhurst, generally did not attend balls now that she was wed to the Earl of Oakhurst, but she was not only in attendance but also appeared to be enjoying herself.

      “The grandest.” Sophia embraced her cousin. “I’m so very happy for you.”

      Eugenia grabbed her hand. “Come, let’s find eligible men to dance with.” She bit her lip, her eyes dancing with mirth. “And perhaps one to marry.”

      “I find myself in need of some brandy.” Henry offered a bow, gave Eugenia a compliment on her ribbons or something of the like, and wandered swiftly away from the conversation of suitors and marriage.

      Typical man.

      “Ah, Sophia, there you are, dearest.” Lady Bursbury swept to Sophia’s side. “Might I steal your cousin away for a moment, Eugenia?”

      At that moment, Lord Heaton arrived, and a mischievous sparkle lit Eugenia’s blue eyes. “Be sure to find me when you’re done,” she said.

      Lady Bursbury watched her walk away, a slight twist to her mouth. “She’ll be a tough one to keep from marrying too quickly.”

      “I thought you wanted everyone married off, Aunt Nancy,” Sophia said it playfully.

      The little laugh Lady Bursbury gave told her she took Sophia’s words exactly that way. “Yes, but happily, my dear.” She leaned toward Sophia and lowered her voice. “Which is why I’ve come to speak to you.” The concern in her sharp blue eyes was unmistakable.

      She knew.

      “I take it my father has spoken to you?” Sophia surmised.

      Her aunt sighed. “I asked him to give me a chance to find you someone different. Someone more appropriate. He seems rather set on his decision. However…” She lifted one auburn brow triumphantly. “I can be very persuasive.”

      Sophia grinned. Lady Bursbury could be very persuasive indeed, especially when it came to matchmaking, of which she was quite adept. Even Cecelia hadn’t been able to avoid their aunt’s schemes.

      “I think you’ve met most of the men of the ton already.” Lady Bursbury tapped her fan to her palm repeatedly as her gaze skimmed the room. “I’ve had someone in mind for you for quite a while but have been waiting until just the right moment.”

      Excitement lit within Sophia. Hope.

      Her aunt gave up searching the room and whispered, “Lord Kendal.”

      Sophia held herself upright to keep from wilting at the declaration.

      She must not have been very convincing, as Lady Bursbury gave a little pout. “What is it? Have you decided against him already?”

      “Well, he’s a far cry better than Mr. Mongerton, but all he ever does is talk amongst the men and he never bothers to dance. He’s so very…” Sophia glanced around them as she spoke to confirm he was not nearby. “Bor—”

      She’d been on the tip of saying “boring” when her eyes locked with the dark gaze of a tall, lean man just behind them.

      Lord Kendal.

      “Oh, don’t be ridiculous,” Lady Bursbury said, oblivious of his proximity. “He’s hardly boring.”

      He gave Sophia a small tight smile, which she tried to return as best she could.

      “I’ll go find him now and speak to him.” Lady Bursbury slapped her fan in her palm one final time with determination.

      Lord Kendal gave a small bow and backed away from them, disappearing into the crush of people. This time Sophia didn’t bother to protest. There was no point when it was obvious there was no discouraging Aunt Nancy.

      Not that any of it would do any good, regardless. Sophia knew her father well enough to be keenly aware he would not be swayed into changing his mind.

      Short of fleeing England, there would be nothing for it but to marry Mongerton. And while fleeing England did hold great appeal, what was she to do if she did leave? She would require lodging, money, a way to generate an income.

      What she needed was a miracle. Or an excellent idea.
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      In addition to unfeeling, Kendal had been called many other things over the years. A rogue. A thief. An ingrate. Mostly by his mother.

      But never had he been called “boring”.

      A hint of a smile pulled at his lips.

      If only Lady Sophia knew…

      A bustle of movement caught his attention. Rich blue silk with a set of eyes to match, long red curls and an overly pleased smile. He took a step back from Lady Bursbury’s path, but his back touched the wall behind him. His stomach tugged a little lower with dread.

      There was nowhere else to go.

      Not with her fixing him with an unwavering focus.

      Bloody hell.

      “Lord Kendal,” she said with obvious delight. “What a joy to see you here.”

      “Indeed,” he offered dryly.

      A glance around the room revealed several opportunities for escape. There was the Duke of Stedton and Lord Hesterton chatting together. Lord Morrey was standing alone, which was as dangerous a situation as the one Kendal now found himself in. And Lord Oakhurst, who had long since removed his golden “W” pin after his marriage to Lady Bursbury’s eldest daughter and his voluntary resignation from the Wicked Earls’ Club, was with his wife and would offer no reprieve.

      There was nothing for it, Kendal would have to allow Lady Bursbury to engage him in whatever scheme was afoot.

      “There is no escape,” she said pleasantly.

      “I’m well aware.”

      She batted her eyes. “I’m sure you recall our previous conversations about Lady Sophia Stopford, my lovely young niece.”

      How could he forget when she’d approached him regularly since Lady Sophia’s coming out?

      “Indeed,” he replied coolly.

      Nancy studied her fan. “As it were, she is currently in need of a suitor.”

      His gaze wandered toward a small crowd of men surrounding Lady Sophia. “I believe she is hardly in need.”

      “Well, ‘in need’ being that she hasn’t found the right one.”

      “Please don’t tell me you still think I am.” He narrowed his eyes at her, assessing how much she knew of his involvement with Lord Gullsville. That would explain her persistence on this matter. But would the man truly have confessed his dire financial straits to Lady Bursbury? Though she was his sister-in-law through marriage, surely he wouldn’t—

      “Yes, of course, you are the man I think would suit her.” Lady Bursbury snapped her wrist delicately, and a blue silk fan unfurled. “I’m so glad we’re of the same mind after all this time.” She waved it before her face, sending her red curls billowing backward.

      “We aren’t.” He squared his shoulders so she would see, as well as hear, his determination. “I have no intention to wed.”

      Lady Bursbury stopped mid-fan and blinked up at Kendal. “But you’re an earl.”

      “With a reputation that I doubt you want your niece associated with.”

      Lady Bursbury gave a playful roll of her eyes. “You’re a better man than all that. You don’t have me fooled, and you know as well as I do that marriage is inevitable for any titled noble.” Her fan snapped closed, and she tapped him lightly on the forearm with it. “Simply keep her in mind is all I ask. You can’t deny she’s beautiful.”

      With that, she sailed away, leaving those last words in his mind as she no doubt was off to make some other chap miserable with her matchmaking schemes. Kendal nearly breathed a sigh of relief, except Lady Sophia made her way toward him with the same determined stride as her aunt.

      Heaven help him.

      Lady Bursbury had not been wrong when she’d said he couldn’t deny her niece’s beauty. With wide blue eyes and a ready smile revealing her straight, white teeth, Sophia was absolutely lovely.

      Sophia stopped in front of him, tilted her head and gave a little laugh. “You look as though you fear I might hit you on the head and drag you off to a chapel.”

      He offered a tight smile. “That’s how it works, isn’t it?”

      She laughed again.

      Evidently, he was not that boring if he could elicit not one laugh from her, but two. Not that he cared. Because he didn’t.

      “I should like to apologize for my aunt.” Candlelight played off Lady Sophia’s honey-colored hair as she spoke. The style was not as elaborate as she usually wore it. Likewise, her gown appeared equally as simple. Absent such frippery, her own natural beauty was able to shine through.

      “It’s hardly the first time she’s approached me.” He slid her an intentional stare. “You needn’t worry that you cause offense when it comes to men who are boring.”

      Her cheeks colored with a pretty blush. “I’m terribly sorry. I only meant you don’t dance or flirt.” She grimaced somewhat, albeit in a delicate, ladylike fashion, looking as though she’d rather be anywhere but there at that moment. “You aren’t boring if one listens to gossip.”

      He bit back a smile at her apparent discomfort. Because he did dance. And he did flirt. He just hadn’t cause to do either in some time.

      “Gossip?” He lifted a brow. “Pray, tell me what do they say about me.”

      Her gaze flitted to the gold “W” nestled in the center of his cream-colored cravat. She licked her lips, an innocent and unintentional slow tease of her tongue. “That you’re wicked.”

      He leaned closer, hoping to intimidate her into leaving. “And how do you feel about wicked men?”

      Sophia centered the focus of those large blue eyes on him. “Intrigued.”

      He didn’t hide his surprise well enough, and she gave a breathless chuckle.

      “I suppose now I am the one being wicked.”

      Indeed she was, and he couldn’t help but be intrigued. Several people had begun to notice their conversation without a chaperone. It didn’t surprise him they had caught the attention of others. Lady Sophia was a light that drew moths to her flame. With her charm, her joie de vivre and her alluring attraction.

      He was no exception.

      It would be best to leave before her aunt assumed he was interested in marriage.

      Because he was not, nor would he ever be.

      “I think I’d like to know more,” Lady Sophia said. “They say you own a gaming hell. Is that true?”

      He should smirk and walk away. Let her burn with curiosity.

      Boring.

      Bah!

      Without entirely meaning to, he found himself offering her his arm. “Would you care to take a turn about the room?”

      “Please.” She slipped her small hand into the crook of his arm. There was a pleasant smell about her, a bright, citrusy scent that was as fresh as it was appealing.

      “Well, do you?” Lady Sophia allowed him to escort her around the perimeter of the ballroom. “Own a gaming hell?”

      He scoffed. “I’m a partial owner to one, but it isn’t entirely mine.”

      “Oh.” There was a note of disappointment in her voice.

      Boring.

      The word nipped at the back of his mind again. He’d never put much consideration into what others thought of him. Or at least, he’d presumed to be past all that.

      But somehow, the idea of being seen as stodgy in Lady Sophia’s eyes made him feel old and tiredly bland, though he was only a couple of years her senior.

      It was that foolish thought which led to an even more foolish admission to the young woman. “The rumors about my running whisky from Scotland, however, are not without merit.”

      She snapped her head toward him, her eyes going even wider with interest. “Are they?”

      There was something about having the attention of the most sought after woman in the room. It was intoxicating and heady. Unlike anything Kendal had ever experienced.

      He didn’t let on that he found her company so agreeable and merely tilted his head in confirmation.

      “Did you transport it?” she whispered.

      “I did.”

      “Did you make it?” she asked.

      “I did.”

      “In Scotland?”

      He nodded.

      Her fingers curled snugger around his arm. “How?”

      They were the focus of every person in the room at that moment. He was with Lady Sophia Stopford. Women’s eyes sharpened with interest, and men’s narrowed with malice. All those years that he had been jabbed with nasty comments, and now he was with the crown jewel of the season. Of many seasons, in fact.

      He’d never thought himself the type to crave her company as others had. But then, he had never been graced with her presence before. He’d no idea how intoxicating it could be for her wide sea blue eyes to settle on him, so reactive and expressive, her lips hovering in a ready smile she seemed almost eager to share.

      Perhaps that was why he went into such detail on the act of creating and selling whisky, answering each question with a thorough reply, giving way to her fascination about whisky as he indulged his sudden interest in her.

      When at last her questions began to dwindle, the lingering spark in her eye told him that perhaps she might have altered her opinion of him.

      Not that he should care.

      What mattered most was that he steered her curiosity from Mercy’s Door—and Marguerite—and to something far less dangerous.
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      Sophia found Lord Kendal surprising. Not only was he not the stodgy earl she had assumed, but their topic of conversation was most enlightening.

      And most useful.

      “You make it all sound so easy.” She slowed her pace as they neared the end of their walk, not ready for their discussion to come to an end. Not when it had been so informative.

      “Running whisky?” he asked.

      She glanced about to ensure no one heard his words. “Yes. Is it difficult?”

      “Quite the opposite.” He smirked. “It’s impossibly easy.”

      There was an arrogance to the manner with which he said it, the way he’d confessed his nefarious deeds. It shouldn’t appeal to her.

      But it did.

      Her body was practically humming with interest.

      He was different than the other men with whom she had been acquainted since her coming out. Lord Kendal hadn’t spent the time complimenting her appearance or offering strings of memorized poetry or mentioning how their families would be proud to see them wed.

      He matched her pace until they were nearly at a crawl and they were finally forced to stop. Lord Kendal turned toward her and bowed. “Thank you for the company, Lady Sophia.”

      She curtseyed. “I enjoyed our walk.”

      “I hope it wasn’t too boring.” If he hadn’t said it with such unamused disinterest, she might have thought he was flirting.

      Her cheeks went hot. “Not a single moment.”

      “I’m pleased to hear it.” He bowed once more. “Good evening, Lady Sophia.”

      With that, he left. Not with an offer for a bit of lemonade or asking if he might call on her the following day. As if he wasn’t at all intent on seeing her again.

      Perhaps that was for the best.

      Aunt Nancy had nudged Sophia toward Lord Kendal to help her out of the situation with Mr. Mongerton. And she had. Though not in the way her aunt had apparently assumed.

      Another suitor was not what Sophia had been seeking. No, she had been after information for an opportunity to escape.

      And Lord Kendal had presented her with one on a silver platter.

      The rest of the ball went by in a blur, with Sophia’s mind half fixed on what she was doing and saying. The other half was locked on what would happen if her father still insisted she marry and what she planned to do to get out of such an unwanted situation.

      It was exciting, the idea that she might forge her path.

      She could be a woman of independent means. It was almost unheard of to think she could possess the ability to support herself. To live a life without society’s rules and its ridiculous fixation with marriage.

      It was not all that occupied her attention through the night instead of sleep. So too did Lord Kendal. The cool way he’d discussed such disreputable dealings had been titillating. The man who had before seemed so dull was now mysterious.

      Dangerous.

      Alluring.

      She, too, could have such a life. And she would if her father insisted on nuptials with Mr. Mongerton.

      The night passed with restless agitation as ideas and plans churned in her head. At long last morning arrived, and her father made a belated entrance into the drawing room.

      “Good morning, Father,” she said brightly.

      He slid her an irritated glance.

      Perhaps too brightly, then.

      Stubble shadowed his jaw, and the skin under his eyes was bruised with exhaustion. Her stomach slithered to her toes. She knew this look well. She had seen it often.

      He had stayed out late again, at a gaming hell, no doubt, imbibing beyond what any man ought to. She didn’t anticipate the conversation would go well. Perhaps that was why she’d managed to lay out all the details of her escape so perfectly.

      Her Aunt Bessie, God rest her soul, had spent the last years of her life in widow’s weeds after her husband passed. She’d also left several pieces of jewelry to Sophia in thanks for the hours of reading she’d done at her aunt’s bedside.

      Sophia had done it gladly, of course, but her aunt never stopped thanking her for the devoted attention. Nor had she ceased to celebrate how Sophia refused to settle down as she ought to, and encouraged her to squeeze every last drop life had to offer.

      Aunt Bessie would have supported Sophia’s decision. So it was that Sophia didn’t feel guilty for planning to wear her late aunt’s weeds to disguise herself and sell the jewels for money. After all, starting a whisky distillery, while cheap, was not free. Nor was getting to Scotland.

      And everything hinged on the answer Sophia knew she would receive. Still, she owed it to her father to give him a final chance.

      She waited until he’d poured himself a strong cup of tea before venturing onto the painful topic. “I wondered if you’ve given much thought to what we discussed yesterday.”

      He paused with the rim of a gilt-edged teacup pinched between his lips and slowly set it down. “I have.”

      Sophia folded her hands in the lap of her white muslin gown, lest he see how terribly her fingers shook. “And?”

      “You’ll marry Mr. Mongerton.” His tone was firm, the way he spoke when he didn’t want an argument.

      How could he possibly expect no argument when this was her future?

      As excited as she had been the night before about the prospect of going to Scotland, she now felt a modicum of trepidation. Not only for venturing out without a chaperone or guide, spiriting into a world she knew little about, but that she would be leaving everything familiar behind.

      Her friends, her family, her home.

      “Please don’t do this,” she whispered.

      “If this is about that blasted vow…” Her father slid her a warning glance.

      She shook her head weakly.

      For it was, in part. If she’d been resigned to doing what was expected of her, to glossing her way through life rather than experiencing it to its fullest, she would already be wed by now. Mr. Mongerton would never be a consideration.

      “He has wealth.” Lord Gullsville took a thick slice of toasted bread and spread a generous smear of butter over it. “He’ll see you well taken care of.”

      “May I have another month?” She could hear the pleading in her own voice and hated it.

      He bit into the toast with an aggressive crunch rather than answer her.

      “One more ball,” she begged. “I’ll settle on a suitor. He can court me over a few weeks—”

      “This will be done, Sophia.” Her father set the toast on his plate. “I’m sorry, but you cannot continue as you have been.”

      “But if there’s still time—”

      Her father’s fist slammed to the table with enough force to upset the balance of his teacup on its saucer. Rich, brown liquid splashed out over the small dish and stained the white linen beneath.

      Sophia sucked in a breath, startled by the suddenness of his violent outburst. He hadn’t been like that when she was a girl. It wasn’t until after Mother and the twins died. Perhaps that was the hardest thing to accept when it came to her father—those blissful recollections of the man he had been.

      Once upon a time, they had been a family. They had been happy.

      Sophia pushed up from her chair and rushed from the room, rubbing the tears from her blurred vision with her fists. She wouldn’t let him make her cry. And she wouldn’t take the fate he so callously tossed her way.

      With the matter settled, she wasted no time putting her plan to action. That evening, once the household slept, she crept from Gullsville Place on St. James’s Square in Aunt Bessie’s widow’s weeds with a black veil covering her face, and the jewels removed from their hiding place between her mattress and carefully tucked in a valise.

      And so her journey began. She would make her way to Scotland, with enough of a fortune in hand to open her own distillery. Despite a pinch of fear at the unknown and the realization that she was leaving everything and everyone she had ever known, Sophia was ready to forge her own path.
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      Kendal enjoyed his time at the Wicked Earls’ Club for its many qualities. A man could be whomever he liked in the walls of the exclusive gentlemen’s club. He could set aside his concerns and have a stiff drink or three if he so desired.

      There were no debutantes seeking a husband or sisters running gaming hells disguised as men and there were no daughters of acquaintances who needed money captivating him. Or women who intrigued him more than he cared to admit.

      It had been several days since he’d spoken with Lady Sophia at the Bursbury ball. And many long damn hours that he’d spent thinking about her since. Their closeness that night had been noted by several scandal sheets and the ton’s worst gossips.

      Really, he found it all rather amusing, though he ought to have been horrified.

      Regardless, none of it mattered in the Wicked Earls’ Club. There was politics and comradery to be had in the dark wood-paneled club walls, and a cut crystal glass full of something to numb one from the inside out.

      The Earl of Downing, a recent member, approached the table where Kendal sat. “Mind a bit of company?”

      Kendal did, but he indicated the chair across from him all the same. If nothing else, the younger man would provide interesting conversation.

      While Downing wouldn’t fight professionally, given his peerage, he was one of the best boxers Kendal had ever seen. It was a damn shame he refused to join the other pugilists of the streets. He’d win every time.

      “Any new matches planned for the week?” Kendal asked.

      Downing lifted a shoulder. “I heard there would be one at Mercy’s Door.”

      “You needn’t come to me to beg participation.” Kendal lifted his glass. “You are always welcome.”

      Downing nodded his thanks, then leaned back and sipped his own drink.

      He didn’t look like a boxer if one ignored his slightly crooked nose. He was too tall; his arms and legs too long despite being bulky with muscle.

      All Kendal knew was that he harbored no interest in being on the opposite side of the reach of that powerful fist.

      One of Downing’s feet bounced now with impatience.

      Kendal lifted a brow. “I assume there’s a reason you sought me out.”

      “You’re well acquainted with Lady Sophia,” Downing said it like a statement rather than a question. “What do you know of her cousin?”

      There went the hope of interesting conversation. “Cousin?”

      “Lady Eugenia.” Downing’s foot continued to jostle.

      Kendal shrugged. “I know nothing of her.”

      At that moment, the Earl of Morrey approached. His quiet presence was unmistakable, given his height and the mysteriousness surrounding him. “Forgive the intrusion,” he said. “Lord Gullsville begged me to seek you out.”

      Kendal gave a low curse of displeasure. “I take it he’s here?”

      Morrey tilted his head in agreement.

      Kendal heaved a sigh and pushed up from his chair. “We’ll have to continue this chat another time,” he said with feigned regret to Downing.

      The younger man gave a single nod and lifted his glass to his lips.

      With that, Kendal went downstairs, where Gullsville paced near the door.

      “What could possibly be so important that you would track me down?” Kendal did not mask his irritation.

      “Speak with me in my carriage.” Gullsville indicated the hackney parked on the street.

      If it weren’t for Kendal’s loyalty to Marguerite, he would walk away and leave the man wringing his hands. Instead, Kendal slid the man an icy glare and climbed inside the carriage.

      There was a slight odor of sweat in the interior, as always seemed the case with hired hacks.

      Gullsville took the seat opposite Kendal and snapped the door shut, sealing them inside along with the stale air. “I need your help.”

      “I’m not giving you any more money,” Kendal said with finality.

      “It’s not that.” Gullsville glanced down at his hands. When he looked up, his chin quivered with emotion, and his eyes were wet.

      Well, this was a new low. “Good God, man, what is it?”

      “It’s my Sophia.” Gullsville swiped at his eyes with the flat of his hand. “She’s gone.”

      “Gone where?” Kendal asked.

      “That’s the thing of it. I’ve no idea.” Gullsville shook his head, his lips pressing together once more as though trying to squelch his tears. “But she left without her maid.”

      Kendal winced at that. Wherever she had gone, she’d ruined her reputation.

      “Two days ago,” Gullsville added.

      Which meant whatever plan she’d put into motion was likely already underway.

      “Why have you come to me?” Kendal asked warily.

      “I need you to find her for me.” Gullsville shifted in his seat, and his bulk set the carriage swaying. “You’re resourceful. You figure out what others can’t. If anyone could find my Sophia, it would be you.”

      “But even if I can find her, it’s not just the task of locating her…” Kendal said. And it wouldn’t be. She couldn’t return home with him and no maid.

      She would need to return with a husband.

      “That’s exactly it,” Gullsville said slowly. “Which is also why I need you.”

      “Why don’t you send Mongerton after her?” Kendal demanded, throwing the rumor in Gullsville’s face. News of the gaming hell owner’s boasts that he was marrying a young, pretty daughter of a peer had set the gossip circles on fire. Those rumors had made their way to Kendal, given his attachment to her in the ton’s fascination.

      Gullsville didn’t bother to deny it. “She wouldn’t return if I sent him after her.”

      Kendal studied the other man’s heavily lined face. “That’s why she left, isn’t it?” He scoffed in disgust. “You were going to sell her into marriage to pay for your gambling debts.”

      Gullsville had the decency to look away, shamefaced. “Lady Bursbury said Sophia visited Bursbury Place seeking out Lord Oakhurst, but he and Lady Oakhurst had already left for the country. You know how they are.”

      Indeed, Kendal did. Oakhurst had been one of his primary sources when running whisky. It was something they’d both done with the Earl of Benton. Oakhurst had never much cared for society. Neither had Benton for that matter, and they both escaped London every chance they had.

      Which meant there was only one reason Kendal could hazard why Sophia was seeking out Lord Oakhurst, and it turned his blood to ice.

      Suddenly, Kendal had an idea of exactly where Lady Sophia had gone.

      “She took her aunt’s black mourning gowns,” Gullsville was saying. “And her maid said her jewelry is missing as well.”

      Any doubt at Lady Sophia’s intentions fled Kendal’s thoughts. He knew exactly where she’d gone. And he’d been the one to put the idea into her head.

      Except that, though he’d shared how to set up a distillery, where to go, how to do it, he’d failed to explain the dangers involved. The excisemen, the wilderness of the Scottish Highlands.

      Damn it.

      “I need you to go,” Gullsville said. “And if you won’t…” His words trailed off, something like a threat.

      “And if I won’t?” Kendal pressed as his chest tightened.

      “Then you will leave me no choice but to tell the ton about Marguerite.”

      An explosion of rage detonated in Kendal’s mind. He sat forward, his entire body tense, ready to grab the bastard by the cravat and slam his fist into the blighter’s round nose. “How dare you?”

      Gullsville didn’t so much as flinch. Instead, he glared into Kendal’s face. “To save my daughter’s reputation. The same as I did for Marguerite all those years ago.”

      “Something you’ll never let us forget.” Kendal curled his hand into a fist. “And hold it over our heads when you require our compliance.”

      Gullsville’s jaw worked, but he didn’t bother to say anything more.

      Kendal sat back hard in his seat, his mind working to process the lot of it.

      Marriage.

      He suppressed a shudder at the word. His parents union had been such that he’d never wanted to wed. And his mother…

      Marguerite’s sweet face came into view in his mind’s eye. The way she’d looked when he found her in that rundown inn. She was so defeated, so dejected. He couldn’t bear ever seeing her thus again.

      “If I do this, our debts are settled,” Kendal said. “You never approach Marguerite or me again. You do not tell anyone what you know about her, now or ever, and you do not seek restitution, as this will even our scores.”

      Gullsville nodded so vigorously, his fleshy jowls jiggled. “You have my word.”

      “Very well,” Kendal ground out. “I’ll do it.

      “You mean, you’ll…”

      “Yes,” Kendal snapped. “I’ll find her. And I’ll marry her.”
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      Sophia had never been on her own before. Not really. Certainly not like this.

      The journey had taken four days of hard riding by carriage and a necklace of her aunt’s that she had never particularly cared for as the clasp had always scratched at the back of her neck. But she’d finally arrived in Scotland.

      The Highlands were still a ways off, but her arrival at Gretna Green marked a victory. There was irony in the location where she found herself, a place for lovers to flee the bonds of society and wed quickly. For her, it was a place to escape marriage. To discover her own way.

      Alone.

      The word rang out in her mind as she waited in the carriage for the driver to secure a room for her at the inn, and a shudder rippled through her. She had not anticipated how much she would miss the company of friends and family. The bulk of her life, she had been surrounded by people. Her brother and sister, her father, her family at Bursbury Place. And since she’d come out, she had a wealth of friends.

      Now, there was no one.

      She waited in the stuffy cabin, her patience whittling away to nothing as the endless minutes ticked on. The four walls around her began to press in on her, squeezing the air from her lungs. Sweat prickled on her brow and a panicked flutter took up residence in her heart.

      She should wait for him as he had instructed but found she could not.

      And anyway, she had been careful through the duration of her journey through England. In the time it had taken her to reach Scotland, never had anyone appeared to be following her or watching her. She had to be far enough away by now to finally relax her vigilance.

      No one even knew to follow her. How could they possibly?

      She drew the heavy black veil over her face and pushed out of the carriage into a blustery wind that tried its hardest to pull the covering from her face. With a hand clasped over her black bonnet, she rushed into the building.

      The tavern keep took one look at her and indicated upstairs. “I directed your driver to the third room on the right a while ago.”

      A while ago? It should have only taken moments for him to deposit her effects in the room and reclaim her.

      Something knotted in her stomach. She rushed up the stairs as quickly as decorum would allow and shoved her way into the door the innkeeper had indicated. Her effects were sprawled across the floor, and her trunk splayed open on the bed. More of her items were scattered over the pillowy surface, amid combs and slippers.

      She rushed to the mess and frantically searched through her costly belongings. But the finest item of all was missing.

      The diamond necklace.

      It had belonged to her grandmother and what she planned to use to hire someone to teach her how to run a distillery and share a contact who could help her transport the final product to England. She had other baubles, but none were so fine as that necklace.

      Her hand balled into a fist at the duplicity of her driver, who clearly had been biding his time until their arrival into Scotland. It had been his suggestion to distribute her wealth among her bags in case they were held up by a highwayman. She had thought he was being nice when he’d indicated the valise she kept tucked closely at her side. Now she realized how naïve she had been.

      That would not happen again.

      Thankfully, she’d kept most of her jewelry within the valise. She had only been deprived of the diamond necklace.

      And it was gone forever. She’d paid her driver handsomely to ensure his silence about having driven her from London to Scotland. He knew she would not approach the authorities.

      Blast.

      There was nothing for it but to make her way downstairs in her widow’s veil to request her meal be delivered to her room, as well as making inquiries about a new driver. This time she would not be so foolish to trust so easily.

      Doubtless, her journey would not be an easy one, and this was but her first difficulty to encounter. Thus far, the rest had been surprisingly easy. Thank heavens.

      She returned to her room and skimmed through the small journal she’d been slowly filling with information gleaned from her conversation with Lord Kendal, putting to paper every memory she could of their conversation about whisky.

      Sadly, he’d been careful not to mention any names. That would have indeed been helpful, as she could have sought someone out in particular for advice.

      In all honesty, she thought of Lord Kendal often. Not only what he’d said, but how he’d said it, arrogant almost, as though he were proud of his misdeeds. He’d piqued her interest with his candid admission of wickedness— how it made his eyes flash with something that set her pulse quickening. She found herself often wishing he was there with her. Not only for his expertise but also his confidence.

      And he was confident.

      It was apparent in the set of his broad shoulders, the straightness of his lean back, and the little smirk that lifted the corners of his mouth when he spoke. Perhaps then she wouldn’t be so lonely.

      Dinner was a sad affair with one candle to light the inn's cramped room, casting long shadows over the stained walls, and only herself for company. If she’d anticipated this pressing solitude, she might have acquired a pet to bring with her. Her father had never been one for dogs, but she would enjoy a small one at the moment. One that would fit perfectly on her lap and follow at her heels, tilting his head this way and that at every little thing she said.

      If it weren’t for the loneliness, she would be doing spectacularly well.

      How different things might have been if her father had given her a few more months, even weeks, to find someone else to marry.

      Anyone other than Mr. Mongerton.

      She shook her head. The offense still stung. No longer hungry, she pushed away the remnants of her roasted pheasant and vegetables. It was so baffling. The more she considered her father’s decision, the more confused she became.

      Not that it mattered now.

      She was in Scotland. She was safe. Yes, she was missing a very costly necklace, but she had the rest of her jewels she could sell. Yes, she was alone, but she would make new acquaintances. Yes, the unknown of it all rattled her a bit more than she cared to admit, but she always managed to work her way through whatever was tossed her way.

      Now that she had crossed the border, she wouldn’t have to run as fast, as hard.

      After all, how would her father possibly know where she was going? And if he hadn’t caught her thus far, how could he do so now?
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      It was not the first time Kendal was in search of a missing woman. It had taken him nearly six months to track down Marguerite after she ran away.

      Of course, the last time, he hadn’t had to travel to Scotland. Navigating all of England had been bad enough.

      His arrival at Gretna Green had been with good timing, perhaps enough to locate Lady Sophia. After all, Gretna Green was a frequent post for rest within the Scottish border, allowing one to change horses and recuperate from the journey, as she would most likely require.

      Based on the conversation he’d had with the innkeeper just that morning, where the man claimed to have seen a widow earlier that day, Kendal knew he was close to Lady Sophia. Rather than rest there as had been his intention, he’d exchanged his horse and pressed on to catch her.

      His back ached from prolonged time in the saddle. His skin was gritty from travel, and exhaustion left his limbs with an impossibly heavy sensation. Even now, at his desired location, he didn’t want to waste time requesting a room. Not until after he’d gone to several taverns to inquire who might have seen her.

      If she were in Gretna Green, he would locate her.

      He entered the first tavern he found and strode in on legs that threatened to buckle. Beneath the odor of sweat and ale came the unmistakable aroma of roasting meat. Kendal’s stomach snarled with hunger. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d eaten but knew it had been a while if he found the smells of a rustic tavern meal that enticing.

      The man nearest the door eyed him. “Getting married or traveling through?”

      The scents inside the stuffy room mingled in a noxious blend that threw Kendal into disorienting light-headedness.

      He frowned at the man. “I beg your pardon?”

      “Everyone comes here to get married.” The patron shrugged. “Unless ye’re passing through. But if ye just married, Dirk will buy ye an ale.” He nodded to the bar before lifting his glass with a wink.

      “I’m not wed,” Kendal replied smoothly. And he was not. At least not yet.

      He shoved the thought of marrying Lady Sophia Stopford from his mind, the same as he’d done for the whole journey. First, he had to catch her. Then he had to convince her to wed. Which, though it would prove difficult, would not be nearly as impossible as rallying his own enthusiasm.

      “I’m looking for a wealthy widow,” Kendal said.

      The man by the door burst into laughter, as did several others within earshot.

      The man slapped him on the shoulder and said jovially, “I am too, lad.”

      Several others piped up that they were also seeking wealthy widows.

      Irritation ground at Kendal’s nerves like splinters of glass. He was too bloody hungry to deal with such nonsense and was evidently not thinking straight.

      He quit the tavern in favor of a nearby inn, where he promptly rented a room, scrubbed down as best he could and made his way to the dining area for food that wouldn’t have questionable meat. This time there was no body odor and stale alcohol. Simply the wonderfully enticing aroma of adequately mediocre food.

      After a thick slab of venison with rich onion gravy, some roasted asparagus spears and a glass of whisky, he had his senses about him. Enough to notice a nefarious, twitchy chap speaking with a couple at the table beside him.

      “Real diamonds, it is,” he said in a roughly accented voice.

      “Where did you get it?” The gentleman that the ruffian spoke to regarded him with apparent skepticism.

      The lady, however, stared at the necklace with wide, starry eyes.

      “How do I know it isn’t paste?” the gentleman asked.

      It didn’t look like paste from where Kendal sat. Quite the opposite, in fact. It appeared to be the sort of jewels an aunt might bequeath to her youngest niece. And rather similar to one of the items described to Kendal by Lady Sophia’s maid at Gullsville Place, prior to his departure.

      “How much?” the lady asked.

      “Five hundred pounds.”

      The gentleman sputtered, but the lady shot him a hopeful look regardless.

      Kendal had enough of the charade. He pushed to his feet and marched over to the table. “This man is a thief,” he declared.

      The gentleman scowled. “I knew something was amiss.”

      Before the man with the necklace could protest his innocence, Kendal grabbed him by his collar and dragged him out into the hall. The lady gave a surprised cry, but Kendal ignored it.

      He didn’t have a wicked reputation for nothing.

      “I recognize this necklace.” Kendal gave the dullard a hard shove against the wall.

      The man looked at him with wide eyes, a criminal caught. “I…it’s mine,” he stammered. “It was me mum’s. Just paste. Like the gentleman said.”

      Anger burned through Kendal’s veins, and he pushed his forearm into the man’s neck. “These look like the gems of a woman who recently left London in a hurry.”

      The wastrel looked away even as his face flushed from his limited air supply.

      “A widow.” Kendal pushed his elbow harder. The man dropped the velvet-lined box containing the necklace, which Kendal swiftly caught in his free hand. “This wasn’t your mother’s, was it?”

      The man growled. “No.” The simple answer exhaled out in a wheeze.

      “Do you have any more of her belongings?” Kendal demanded.

      The man shook his head.

      He most likely spoke the truth. If he’d had more, no doubt he would have offered them in addition to the necklace to the couple.

      However, a threat was still in order—nothing like fearing for one’s freedom to ensure prolonged compliance.

      “If you’re lying to me, I’ll hunt you down like the dog you are.” Kendal released his opponent, who choked in a mouthful of air. “Tell me where she’s staying, and I won’t notify the authorities of what you’ve done.”

      “The Love Nest Inn,” he gasped.

      Kendal regarded the man coolly. “I suggest you depart the area. If I see you again, I don’t believe I’ll find it in myself to be as generous a second time.”

      The thief nodded and took off at a staggering run while clasping his throat.

      The Love Nest Inn. Kendal didn’t bother to keep from rolling his eyes. He divested his room of his belongings and made his way to the unfortunately named inn.

      The innkeeper met him with a smile that grew larger after his eyes skimmed over Kendal’s costly attire. “Can I set ye up with a room?”

      “I believe you have a widow in your lodgings.” There was no sense in postponing the discussion, not when Lady Sophia had evidently been robbed.

      The innkeeper folded his hands behind his back. “If such a lady were to be within my establishment, she would undoubtedly have paid for my discretion.”

      So this was how it was going to be.

      Kendal suppressed a sigh and reached into his pocket, withdrawing several coins, which he lay upon the counter. “Do you have a widow in your lodging house?” He asked again, this time with measured patience.

      The other man discreetly settled his hand over the stack and whisked the small money away. “Indeed, I do, my lord. However, she came in with a veil over her face, so I canna tell ye what she looked like. She took her dinner in her room if that is of any aid to ye.”

      Ah, so she was being careful.

      It was a wise choice, especially after being robbed.

      Kendal put another coin on the counter. “I appreciate the information. As well as anything else that you may be able to share.”

      Again, the coin disappeared swiftly. “She is in need of a new driver. Her last one went to her room and was never seen again. When she spoke with me, she appeared somewhat flustered, but wouldna say why.”

      So the bastard knew she’d been robbed. “And if you had to speculate? What would you think became of her driver?”

      “I dare say he robbed her, but she dinna wish to inform me of whatever reason.”

      “And did you notify the authorities?”

      “The lady paid extra for discretion.” The innkeeper raised his brows as though Kendal were daft.

      While Lady Sophia had bribed the man, apparently it had not been enough, or Kendal wouldn’t have been able to loosen the crooked innkeeper’s tongue so easily.

      No doubt the business of secrets was lucrative.

      But, if Lady Sophia went so far as to refrain from reporting a thief who had stolen an expensive necklace, she wouldn’t readily agree to return to London. Especially as Kendal’s wife.

      He would have to be clever.

      Marguerite was counting on him.

      “Is there anything else I may be of assistance with?” the innkeeper asked with a hopeful grin.

      “Yes,” Kendal replied. “I shall require a driver’s attire.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Sophia woke with a nip of unease in her chest. The incident with her driver had been most distressing.

      She squeezed her eyes shut and fully acknowledged the hurt of losing her aunt’s diamond necklace. It was funny that she had been so willing to sell it only days before, but how poignant its absence was now. For its sentiment more so than for the loss of its value.

      What was more, she did not have a driver unless the innkeeper was able to procure one for her the prior evening or early this morning.

      And she was alone.

      Wholly and completely alone.

      Doubt seeped into her thoughts at that moment, pressing through the optimism that had been so resplendent as she rode through England on her way to a great adventure.

      It was still great, to be sure. She had to remind herself as much, to bolster her excitement and shove away her fears.

      She wasn’t acquiescing to the fate laid out for her by others. Instead, she was finding a way still to live a grand life of her own choosing.

      Besides, Henry had always said she was lucky. And he wasn’t wrong. It seemed as if no matter what fell in Sophia’s path, she was always able to navigate around it and come out unscathed. This would be no different.

      She sat up in bed, so her feet dangled over the edge of the mattress in the chill of the cool morning air and reminded herself again of the plan. Glasgow was approximately a day and a half away. Once there, she could find a guide to lead her into the Highlands. After that, she had to secure lodging and assemble the materials, which she had written down from memory of the conversation with Kendal at the ball. From there, she could procure a guide to instruct her on the distilling methods and, hopefully, begin the process.

      It seemed both simple and complicated all at once.

      In all actuality, the whole of it felt impossible

      A ripple of misgiving shuddered down her back.

      And while it was not too late to turn around and return home to England, doing so would result in her marriage to Mongerton. This time, her shudder was one of revulsion.

      Better to face the unknown than the devil she knew.

      Bolstered, she pushed herself up from the bed and quickly dressed in her black gown and veil. They were heavy, dark things she ordinarily would have detested, except that they held the slightest scent of cinnamon in the rich fabric and reminded her of her aunt. At least such a wonderous sense of familiarity helped assuage Sophia’s devastating loneliness.

      Fully dressed, Sophia made her way down the stairs with her jewelry-laden valise clutched in her hands and was promptly greeted by the innkeeper’s overly wide grin.

      “Good day, Lady Weatherborne.”

      She’d created a story for the widow she played and used the alias at each inn she visited. Lady Weatherborne, an entire work of fiction from Sophia’s mind, was the third and final wife to the Marquis of Weatherborne. She was a woman of exceptional wealth and privilege who had spent her entire life following every rule. Now she was seeking adventure.

      Sophia nodded in response to the innkeeper’s greeting, as Lady Weatherborne would  most assuredly do.

      “I’ve fine news for ye,” he said. “I’ve managed to locate a driver.”

      There now. Things truly always did work out for her.

      “I’m pleased to hear it,” she drawled in a bored, austere tone. One she’d actually borrowed from Lord Kendal.

      Though she genuinely was pleased to hear it and smiled at the man, realizing belatedly that her black veil obscured the display of her appreciation. Some habits were not easily cast aside.

      Declining his offer to take her valise, she rushed outside, eager to meet her new driver and make haste toward Glasgow. Now that she was once more resolved in her plan, she didn’t want anything to slow her down lest her wits became rattled again.

      A post chaise sat just outside the stables. Presumably, one attached to the driver Sophia would be hiring. A fair-haired man in a simple jacket was crouched by the wall with his back to her.

      No doubt, he was her driver. The only other person in the stable was a boy preparing two horses to be ridden.

      Sophia slipped on the role of Lady Weatherborne and strode briskly toward the man.

      “You are my driver, are you not?” she asked in her most pretentious tone.

      “Are ye Lady Weatherborne?” He didn’t even bother to stand or turn to look at her as he asked the question in his rough accent.

      She sniffed. “I am. And I should like you to turn around so that I might greet you properly.”

      He held a broken bridle aloft. “Fixing this, then we’ll be on our way, my lady.”

      Sophia hesitated. What would Lady Weatherborne do in this situation?

      “Very well,” she said snappishly. “I’ll have the innkeeper bring out my effects.”

      Halfway back to the inn, she belated realized Lady Weatherborne would have instructed him to notify the innkeeper rather than do it herself. She stopped short and returned to the stable just as he was standing. He was far taller than she had expected, and his attire fit improperly as a result, with the hem of his trousers hovering just above his ankles.

      She opened her mouth to tell him he needed to go to the inn for her remaining items when he turned toward her. His dark eyes met hers, and her mind went blank in shock.

      She knew those eyes. She knew that man. And now she knew why his clothes were such an inadequate fit.

      “Did you require further assistance, Lady Weatherborne?” he drawled in his aristocratic voice, dragging out her name with obvious intent.

      A dizzying mix of emotions slammed into her. Not only the horror at having been caught, but the heart-aching awareness of seeing someone she knew. A familiar face in a foreign world where she’d been surrounded by strangers and taken by thieves.

      Her pulse stumbled. She wanted to laugh and run toward him even as she knew she ought to turn and run from him.

      “Lord Kendal.” As she whispered his name, her veil rippled with her exhalation, reminding her that she still wore it.

      If she hadn’t been so foolish as to say his name, he might not have recognized her. She had just blown her own disguise.

      Or perhaps he knew anyway, or he wouldn’t have said her name as he did.

      No doubt her father had sent him to bring her back to England. Back to Mongerton and her unwanted marriage.

      She couldn’t allow that. Without thinking too much about what she planned to do next, she ran toward the horse the boy had prepared and leapt into the saddle. It had been ages since she had ridden astride—not since she’d had her first lessons. Once she’d been instructed to use a side-saddle, she’d used one ever since.

      With her skirts hitched up to her knees, she grabbed the reins in one hand and clutched her valise to her with the other as she bellowed in a most unladylike manner for the horse to go.
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      Kendal stared in shock at the young woman in widow’s weeds with her veil fluttering behind her and her white stockinged legs visible from the knees down. Of all the things he’d anticipated of their meeting, this was not even on his list of assumed expectations.

      The stable lad had been readying another horse and now watched open-mouthed as the wild widow on a stolen steed galloped away at full tilt.

      Kendal grabbed the saddle from the boy’s hands and secured it swiftly to the horse. “I’ll see to it both horses are returned posthaste.”

      He didn’t wait for the stable lad to respond before leaping onto the beast and tearing off after the woman he would be forced to wed. She rode like the very devil, with her skirts and veil billowing black fury behind her.

      This was not how it was supposed to have gone.

      It had all been planned out perfectly. He would keep his face hidden while she went to the carriage, which was to be the easiest of the tasks. Only when they were on the road back to London would he confess who he was, followed by his intention shortly thereafter.

      It was the latter part that he’d presumed to be the most problematic, convincing a woman he wanted to marry her, when, in fact, he did not.

      Rage flared up inside Kendal. It had been his constant companion the entire time he been searching for Lady Sophia. He would not be here if it weren’t for Lord Gullsville’s inability to stop gambling.

      Damn it. He also would not be here if it weren’t for his foolishness in trusting the older man so many years ago.

      And now here he was, chasing after a woman who was intentionally running from him. What a brilliant start to their marriage.

      How bloody marvelous.

      The wind tore at his ill-fitting clothing, which were both too large and too short, and stung his cheeks. He gripped the reins hard in his hands and encouraged the horse faster and faster.

      And while his gain was incremental, he was slowly closing the distance between them.

      The veiled bonnet ripped from Lady Sophia’s head, and her light brown hair spilled out in long, rippling waves. Still, she did not slow.

      Every muscle in Kendal’s body clenched with the effort of staying low to his horse to ensure he could catch her. The houses they whipped past disappeared after a few minutes and gave way to a forest with a clearing in the distance. The clearing, however, appeared to end in a U-shaped cliff.

      Lady Sophia must have realized this as well, for she spun her horse about and charged back toward him. Kendal intentionally placed his steed in her path, so her beast was forced to stop, which she did with a cry of dismay.

      Her hair flew about her flushed face, and her eyes shone with desperation. “Please let me go,” she panted.

      Kendal held his ground, shifting his horse this way and that to head her off. “You know I cannot.”

      “Lord Kendal.” Her gaze turned pleading in a way that piqued his sympathy more than he cared to admit.

      But he clenched his jaw and remained resolute.

      Without warning, she threw herself from her horse, stumbling upon her landing and staggering into a run.

      Kendal issued forth a weary exhale.

      Was this how it was to be?

      He dismounted his horse and gave chase. Where she was burdened by her skirts and the valise she stubbornly refused to relinquish, Kendal was unencumbered and free to sprint as swiftly as he was able. And he was fast. He had been ever since boyhood, a benefit of his leanly muscled frame.

      So it was that he was able to get to her rather swiftly. She was within an arm’s reach when suddenly she pitched forward with a quick scream, spilling gracelessly to the ground.

      For his part, Kendal was too close, his momentum too built up, to immediately cease running.

      And while he did try, his feet tangled against one another in the futile effort, and he found himself falling as well. As he descended toward her, he managed to brace his arms, bracing his weight just before landing on top of her and narrowly avoiding crushing her.

      It was the first time he’d come face to face with her in such close proximity, their faces a mere inch apart. She had always been lovely, of course, or she would not be sought after with such alacrity by so many suitors.

      But up close as Kendal was to her, she was sheer perfection. She wore no powder on her face, and her bare skin was creamy and flawless, her cheeks flushed from the exertions of her intended escape. The sun slanted over them, lighting the depth of her blue eyes to a brilliance that unveiled flecks of green around her pupils. Her unbound hair spilled around her in honey-colored, citrus-scented waves he longed to bury his face in.

      She gazed up at him wide-eyed, her lovely lips slightly parted in her surprise. A long, uncertain moment passed with them both frozen where they were—her lying out on the ground and him hovering over hers by the strength of his arms.

      Her expression softened, and her lashes lowered as she glanced down at his mouth. Was it only his imagination, or did her breath catch?

      His senses had most assuredly been knocked from him in the fall. She did not want to kiss him, and he did not want to lower his head to allow his mouth to glide over hers, to sample and learn if they were as sweet and soft as they looked.

      He shouldn’t.

      Except that he did.

      He dipped his face to hers as she tilted her chin up toward him and her eyes closed. His mouth found the supple warmth of her lips in a delicate brush; one meant to be gentle. He kissed her then, with tenderness and care, not wanting to frighten her off once more.

      Desire, hot and unexpected, shot through him like a lightning bolt. He was immediately hard, the depth of his need astonishing. Her mouth parted under his, and he swept his tongue against the silkiness of hers.

      A little hum in the back of her throat pulled at him, encouraging him. Lust rose in him like a tidal wave, threatening to consume him.

      But he would not be its slave.

      His fingers closed around the blades of grass as he reined in his lust. She was a lady, one worthy of more respect than being groped about in the dirt.

      He pushed off her, careful not to tangle himself in her bombazine skirts, and offered her a hand. “Forgive me, Lady Sophia.”

      She studied his hand without reaching to accept it, her expression wary as if she were considering the possibility of running once more.
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      Sophia’s mouth was still warm from the press of Lord Kendal’s lips upon hers. Likewise, her blood was on fire from what he’d done with his tongue.

      She’d kissed two men before. Simple, chaste pecks that had nothing to do with tongues.

      Lord Kendal’s gaze burned into hers. “Don’t run.”

      “You’d catch me, wouldn’t you?” There was a breathlessness to her tone she didn’t intend.

      The skin around his eyes tensed in silent answer. He would.

      This was it, then. She was done.

      Her escape had been foiled, and she was now at the mercy of her father’s whims. She put her hand to his palm, and his long fingers curled around hers as he helped her easily to her feet.

      A glance at the ground revealed two necklaces, four bracelets and pair of ruby earbobs glittering in the grass.

      “My jewelry.” She dropped to her knees, frantically gathering them, and shoving them in her valise, which had come open upon her fall.

      Wild anxiety pulsed through her as she was knocked aimlessly in the direction of a life someone else had chosen. Those gems were the only thing that could save her.

      Or they could have.

      They wouldn’t, anymore. Kendal had arrived to spirit her back to London and toward her dismal fate.

      He crouched beside her and helped her replace the jewelry, as well as several other effects that she kept in her valise.

      He carefully set a sapphire necklace inside the bag and reached for the set of earbobs. “You needn’t worry. We won’t leave any of it behind.”

      Only then did she realize hot tears welled in her eyes, an unfortunate reaction to the desolate hopelessness resonating through her. “I can’t do it,” she whispered. “I can’t marry Mr. Mongerton.”

      “You won’t be marrying him.” Lord Kendal said it as if it was the most commonly known bit of news ever.

      Sophia stilled, desperate in her need to believe him, but too frightened to hope. “I beg your pardon?”

      “You won’t be marrying Mongerton.” He studied her in a way that reflected no emotion. “You’ll be marrying me.”

      “I beg your pardon?” she asked again, even more shocked this time. And certainly far less hopeful.

      “I’ve been sent to retrieve you from Scotland and marry you, ensuring your reputation remains intact.”

      “Well, this is hardly the most romantic offer of marriage I’ve ever had,” she managed with a croak.

      “Mongerton did better?” Kendal lifted a brow. “I would have presumed my prompt journey to Scotland would have at least enhanced my reception somewhat.”

      “Very well,” she conceded, being as Mr. Mongerton had never proposed at all. “This is the second worst offer of marriage I’ve ever had.”

      “But it’s not the worst.” He gave her a ghost of a smile and stood, offering her his hand.

      She allowed him to pull her to her feet.

      “Have we recovered everything?” he asked even as his gaze skimmed over the ground once more.

      She did a quick inventory of her aunt’s jewels. All were accounted for. Meaning the only thing missing was her wits.

      And soon, her freedom.

      She tilted her head. “I know this is terribly rude of me to say, but I do not wish to marry you.”

      “I wagered as much.”

      So he knew? And yet still, he’d come after her. As if she were some prize to be reclaimed.

      Heat scorched her cheeks. “Is that why you kissed me? To seduce me into marrying you?”

      His brows shot up, and a bemused expression lightened his face. “Lady Sophia.” He let his gaze linger on her before leaning ever so slightly closer. “If I were going to seduce you into marrying me,” his warm breath teased over the sensitive skin just under her ear, “I would do it with more than a simple kiss.”

      She suppressed the urge to shiver against the silkiness of his voice, the tease of such words. He smelled of sandalwood and something spicy she found far more enticing than she cared to admit.

      He straightened, returning her space to her, and her breath with it. “And if you must know, I don’t wish to marry you either.”

      Her mouth fell open.

      Before she could say anything, he smirked. “Not every man wants to marry you.”

      The scorch at her cheeks burned hotter still. “Then why would you travel all this way for me?”

      “I have as little choice in this matter as you.”

      She gave a mirthless chuckle and snapped her valise closed. “What a pair we make.”

      “Shall we return these horses to their owners?” He offered her his arm, the same as he had done at the ball when they took a turn about the room. Except now, the gesture was so ridiculous it was almost laughable. Him in his oversized, too short servant’s attire, her in her bombazine widow’s gown, both of them covered in flecks of grass and smears of dirt from their fall.

      Reluctantly, she accepted his arm and allowed him to lead her back to where the horses had relinquished their freedom in favor of a patch of clover they were happily munching upon. If only she could be so content as them. So free.

      She slid a glance to Lord Kendal, the man who intended to wed her, despite a lack of desire to do so. He had a straight nose and sharp cheekbones that lent him an elegant appearance. It was the spark in his eyes that made him look dangerous.

      If he noticed her attention fixed on him, he did not acknowledge it.

      “Will we do it at Gretna Green?” she asked suddenly.

      “Do what?” He reached for the reins of first one horse, then the other. Neither offered protest, nipping the cropped ground as they went.

      “Get married, of course.”

      “That would be rather clichéd, don’t you agree?”

      That brought a smile to her lips despite their dire circumstances. “Indeed, it would.”

      The conversation fell away, a blatant reminder of Lord Kendal’s disinclination to marry her. Which hopefully meant he might not give chase if she found another opportunity to run. For certainly, she would seek to escape as many times as it took to secure her freedom.
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      For as much as Kendal claimed not to want to marry Lady Sophia, he was not so stubborn as to deny that he had enjoyed that kiss. The softness of her lush lips, the way she’d looked up at him with those wide, innocent blue eyes and flushed cheeks.

      She’d bound up her hair in a loose knot as best she could, but it didn’t stop him from wanting to stroke his fingers through the lovely tresses and test if the texture was as silky as it appeared.

      However, this desire was easily brushed aside when they were fortunate enough to happen upon her black veil, which had become stuck in a bush. Once in place, she was a widow like any other, which, as always, brought back unpleasant memories.

      They returned the horses to the very grateful stable lad and went back to the inn, where the innkeeper’s amused smile was barely masked on his face. “Welcome back, my lord.”

      Kendal grunted in reply. “It appears we shall require the rooms for another evening.” Much as he would prefer to return to London, he was well aware of their state. They both needed to bathe and freshen up, perhaps in clothes that didn’t leave his ankles and wrists with a chill. Yes, staying the night would be best, especially with a woman, knowing how long they took to ready themselves. Lady Sophia would probably require a considerable amount of time.

      They had both been running too bloody hard for too bloody long. A moment’s respite, to become acquainted, or something of the sort, prior to their union, would do them both good.

      “Excellent.” The innkeeper hesitated. “Both rooms, my lord?”

      Lady Sophia stiffened at his side.

      “Yes,” Kendal said quickly. “Both rooms.” He would hardly force the lady to share sleeping quarters with him before they were properly wed. “And a bath will be required as well.”

      “Also, two of them?” The corner of the innkeeper’s lips twitched.

      Kendal could have punched the old sod. “Yes,” he growled instead.

      The innkeeper looked toward her valise, which she had refused to give to Kendal. The man’s brows raised, most likely at his presumed assumption of Kendal’s lack of manners to aid a woman with her effects.

      While he had offered, she had declined, given the obvious importance to her. However, the judgment on the innkeeper’s face rankled Kendal more than it ought to.

      “Please allow me.” He held out his hand for the valise.

      Lady Sophia hesitated, her expression hidden from Kendal beneath the black lace of her veil. Finally, she held it out to him, relinquishing the damn thing.

      Kendal caught the handle in a strong grip, but even that had not prepared him for the considerable weight.

      Good God, she might have been smuggling a blacksmith’s hammer, based on its heft. In truth, he was rather impressed that her slight frame had managed to hold onto it with such fierce determination.

      He closed his hand more firmly around the handle to ensure it did not slip from his grasp and led her to the stairs.

      “You are going to give that back, I presume?” she hissed in a whisper.

      The temptation to refuse her struck him suddenly. Keeping her valise would ensure she wouldn’t run away again. But then, she knew he would catch her. Perhaps that would be threat enough to prevent yet another chase. And anyway, it wouldn’t do to begin their proposed union together by holding her wealth hostage.

      “I certainly haven’t any need for it.” He waited until they were at the top of the stairs, just before the plain wood door that marked the entry to her room and handed her the valise.

      “You wouldn’t, would you?” Her expression was impossible to make out beneath the black lace veil. The ridiculous frippery was practically opaque it was so thick.

      He scoffed. “I am quite wealthy.” It was a pompous response, but it wasn’t a lie. If they were to be forced into matrimony, she could at least take comfort in knowing she would be well cared for.

      “And you’re a man. You can do whatever you like.” There was a sharpness to her tone.

      Rather than guess at emotions he couldn’t see, he swept the veil back from her face. Even with the irritated look that she threw his way, she was beautiful. Fresh-faced and glowing with good health.

      “That’s why you dressed as a widow,” he surmised. “You are under the presumption you can do what you like.”

      She smiled. “Exactly. No one questions a widow. No one judges her.”

      “I assure you, widows are still judged,” he muttered.

      Those crystal-blue eyes narrowed slightly, seeing perhaps more than he liked. “You don’t like me dressed this way, do you?”

      “I don’t have fond associations with widows.” He kept his tone bland, but the words bore a torrent of pain, like a cat o’ nine tails ripping through the inside of his chest.

      “Really?” Lady Sophia asked with incredulity. “I was under the impression most men had especially fond associations with widows.”

      It was a brazen implication. But Kendal was not like other men, who found pleasure in women with relaxed freedoms. Regardless, his surprise must have shown on his face, for she gave a short laugh. “Don’t be so shocked, Lord Kendal. I may be innocent, but I hear gossip just the same.”

      The topic was one he did not wish to continue. “Order anything you like from the inn,” he said abruptly. “I’ll ensure any debts are settled before our departure tomorrow.”

      She nodded and looked at her feet. “Thank you.”

      It was polite and demure and absolutely nothing like the Lady Sophia he knew. But it was reminiscent of the gratitude of one who often relied on others for payment. No doubt Lord Gullsville had been operating on credit for some time, and his children also bore the humiliation of its burden.

      Kendal offered a small bow and took his leave, allowing her the privacy to enter her room on her own.

      Later in the solitude of his small bedchamber, with a rustic wooden tub set before the hearth, he found himself thinking about Lady Sophia, who was doubtless bathing at that exact moment. He pictured her in his mind’s eye, sliding the black bombazine off her body to reveal smooth skin, faultless even before the light of the fire could cast its golden sheen.

      Desire stirred low within his groin, and this time, he didn’t bother to fight it. Rather, he encouraged it. Better to have a hard prick now, when he could do something about it, than tomorrow as they planned their impromptu wedding around their return to London.

      But he didn’t stop thinking of her. Not through his bath, or the soul-shuddering self-satisfaction that followed, or even through the dinner he’d arranged downstairs that she did not bother to attend. And it continued through the night and into his dreams.

      She lit his blood with lust and piqued his interest to know more about the lovely, sought-after woman who had become something of an enigma to him. Not that he blamed her for not wanting to marry Mongerton—that was entirely understandable—but he did admit to being curious as to why she had yet to marry at all.

      The following morning, after a fitful sleep, he made his way downstairs and found the innkeeper.

      The man flashed a nervous smile. “How are ye this fine morning, my lord?”

      “Ready to be on our way.”

      The innkeeper’s left eye gave a slight twitch. “Indeed.”

      Kendal narrowed his gaze on the man. “I say, are you quite all right?”

      “Yes, yes, of course.” The man clasped and unclasped his hands. “Is there something I might help ye with?”

      “I’m looking for…” Dash it, what had she said her name was?

      The innkeeper was no help and simply lifted his brows in expectation.

      “Lady Weatherborne,” Kendal finished, recalling the name with no thanks to the owner of the inn. “Have you seen her this morning?”

      The man’s eye twitched once more.

      Unease twisted in Kendal’s gut. Something was amiss.

      “Lady Weatherborne?” The innkeeper gave an odd, pitched giggle.

      Kendal’s patience snapped. “Damn it, man. What are you not telling me?”

      “She left. Quite early this morning.”

      A sinking sensation tugged at Kendal’s stomach. He had always been an early riser as it was. If she’d already departed, she would have done so before the sun even rose. “Are you serious?”

      The man grimaced. “Perhaps three hours ago.”

      Three hours would already have miles between them by now. Confound these people whose loyalty could be so easily bought.

      “She clearly paid you more than I did,” Kendal said through gritted teeth. “Can you tell me where she was going? You owe me that at least.”

      The inn’s owner at least had the good sense to appear shamefaced. “Glasgow.”

      Kendal turned away in preparation to leave.

      “My lord?” The innkeeper called. “She said you would settle what was owed.”

      Kendal’s shoulders crept up to his ears, but he returned to the desk and threw several coins on the counter to meet the bill's exact total before stalking off once more. If the man said anything else, Kendal did not hear him, for he was already striding away at a brisk pace.

      Lady Sophia would have a head start on him in her carriage, but he would be on horseback and might head her off. If he couldn’t, however, finding her in the large city could prove difficult. He could only hope her inexperience at duplicity, the spectacle of a veiled widow and the wealth of her gems would leave an easy trail for him to follow.

      Not only was Lady Sophia’s reputation at stake, so too was Marguerite’s. And Kendal would rather die than let his sister once more endure the ton’s cruelty.
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      There had been little sleep for Sophia in the pre-dawn carriage ride as it bounced over the rough road from Gretna Green to Glasgow, especially when there had been several stops in between to change out the horses. Nor had there been any the following night while her driver rested in preparation for their second day of hard riding.

      All the while, she had anticipated seeing Lord Kendal on the horizon, racing toward her to force her into marriage. Not that marriage to him proved as distasteful as a union with Mr. Mongerton.

      Except she didn’t know Lord Kendal. She hadn’t made the choice to marry him.

      She wanted love.

      And happiness.

      It had been the promise she’d made so many years ago when cholera took her mother and little George and Julia, the twins who had only seen three short years in this world. They’d never even had the opportunity to live their lives.

      That was when Sophia had done it, when she’d made the vow to live for all of them. For herself, for the twins. And even for her poor dear mother, who had given everything to her children and who had contracted the disease after insisting on caring for the twins herself.

      The carriage rolled to a stop, and the door was snapped open. A strong odor of fish and brine wafted in on the damp air. She ignored the urge to put her glove beneath her nose to dilute the offensive smell and stepped out of the carriage. The buildings that greeted Sophia were reminiscent of those in London, tightly pressed against one another, as narrow as they were tall.

      If it really was like London, she could easily lose herself among the faces there. Her driver secured a room for her within the lodging house, saw to it that her belongings were placed within, and then was on his way.

      Once more, she was alone with her valise clutched in her hand.

      Carriages rushed past on the street with the wharf beyond it. Ships crowded the dingy water, their sails like low-hanging clouds billowing beneath the gray sky. Flecks of rain spat down upon her, growing heavier and more insistent by the moment and promising a proper deluge.

      She found her way to the room where she’d been directed, unlocked the door and stopped short. If she’d thought the accommodations at Gretna Green were lacking, they were a veritable palace compared to what stood before her.

      The bed seemed to sag in on itself as though it had given up on life, and the walls were a grayish color that suggested they were once white a very, very long time ago. Though exhaustion begged her for rest, the bed’s deplorable state was far too unappealing.

      With a sigh, she set her valise on the table by the door. The surface wobbled and tipped precariously. She snatched the valise up before it fell and quit the room, locking it behind her for all the good it might do. Suddenly, finding a guide who could take her to the Highlands and help her coordinate the beginnings of a whisky still had become a very immediate need.

      The sooner she could take leave of her newfound accommodations, the better.

      Rain began to drizzle from the heavy gray sky as soon as she exited the ancient building. She shifted her bag from one hand to the other, but its burden did not abate. Heavens, but the thing seemed to grow heavier with each passing moment. Pushing aside her discomfort, she set out to find the shop the driver had directed her to that would pay a fine price for gems. Or so he’d said.

      Its location was a quick walk two blocks over and still open despite being late afternoon. The weather had continued to worsen and left her quite damp upon her arrival at the shop.

      The shopkeeper sat behind a counter, which displayed the various bits and bobbles some poor souls could no longer afford to keep on their person. Pocket watches, earbobs, sparkling combs and gilded sets of brushes with their matching mirrors. The interior was dank and shadowed, as dismal as the decision the owners of those fine pieces must have once faced in coming to such a shop. People who were as she was now: thoroughly and completely desperate.

      A shiver rattled down her back.

      “Do ye plan to linger in me doorway?” The man grinned at her, revealing a flash of gold amid his crowded teeth.

      Unease welled within her. Dread.

      “I…I was told you buy things.” She hated the lack of confidence in her voice. Especially around the sort of person who could likely smell fear as certainly as any predator.

      “I do,” the man replied smoothly. “And I give a good price. Ask anyone. They’ll tell ye to trust ol’ Jeb.” His gaze descended on her valise. “Do ye have something to sell me?”

      She wanted to shake her head and back toward the door. But she wasn’t here to cower away from the unknown. She was here to secure the means of creating a future for herself. One she chose.

      A life of happiness and joy. For the twins.

      Her shoulders squared, she approached the counter and set the valise's weight on the hardwood with a thunk. Jeb’s eyes went bright.

      “I have a bracelet I’d like to sell.” She had set the pearl and ruby bracelet in a pocket she could reach easily for exactly this purpose and withdrew it.

      “Just a bracelet?” His fingers were like spider’s legs, long and spindly as they curled around the piece and drew it toward him. The nonchalant glance he skimmed over the jewelry was anything but. There was a sharpness to his gaze that told Sophia he was practiced and knowledgeable in this industry.

      “I’ll give ye thirty pounds.” He set the bracelet on the counter with disinterest. “And I want to see what else ye have in that heavy sack of yers.”

      Thirty pounds?

      Slapping her in the face would have been a lesser insult. The bracelet was worth at least three hundred pounds, if not more. Bitter unfairness and resentment tightened like a ball of fire inside her chest.

      She had run away from home to avoid a fate she had no control over. But that hadn’t been enough. Every step of the way, obstacle after obstacle had stood before her, blocking her path, taking advantage of her for being the fairer sex. She was a woman swimming upstream in a man’s world.

      And she was tired of it.

      “I’ll take two hundred pounds,” she said with finality. “And you do not get to see a single thing in my valise.” She emphasized the proper name for her “sack.”

      He tilted his head, considering her. “One hundred pounds.”

      “It’s worth far more, and you know it. I’m well aware that as soon as I leave, you will apply a heavy price on it to charge your next victim.”

      Jeb leaned back, noticeably affronted. “Me next victim? Me lady, I—”

      Sophia slapped her hand on the counter the way her aunt might have once done, playing the full role of Lady Weatherborne. “I am not done.”

      The spidery hand unfolded in a welcoming gesture. “By all means…”

      “I refuse to be spoken down to as if I am an imbecile.” She bit out her words. “That piece was fashioned by the king’s own jeweler. Every gem and pearl are of the highest quality, which a man of your caliber should swiftly be able to identify within a single glance. A fact you have obviously gleaned.”

      “I do favor a feisty lass.” His mouth curled into a lascivious smile as he tried to peer through the veil covering her face. “There is some wear to the bracelet. Even if there were not, no one in Glasgow would pay its true worth.”

      “One hundred and seventy-five pounds, then.”

      He removed a lockbox from under the counter and counted out a stack of notes. “Verra well.”

      Her heart hammered as she recounted the total amount.

      In her pursuit to live her life for her family, she had only thought of enjoyment and pleasure. Never once had she considered that standing up for herself so thoroughly would make her blood rush with such force, leaving her giddy with victory.

      Jeb slid a glance to her valise once more, but she pulled it from the counter.

      “Thank you.” She nodded politely. “And good day.”

      He inclined his head respectfully, but ruined the effect with an impertinent wink. “Ye know where I am should ye need me again.”

      She ignored his wink and tucked the wad of notes into the pocket of the valise before leaving the shop. Now that she had money, she needed to procure a guide to take her to the Highlands, to identify where best to set up a whisky still.

      And she knew the perfect location to find one.

      Stepping around puddles of mud, she dashed across the street to the White Stag, a public house that promised not only a strong mug of ale but also the best whisky to be had in all of Scotland.

      It seemed as fitting a place as any to start.

      She gathered her wits about her and plunged through the door into a place that ladies ought never to venture. The air inside was thick with foul odors she couldn’t begin to name. Still, she pressed on, crossing the scarred wooden floor, her gaze searching for someone sitting alone whom she might query.

      Midway through her perusal, she caught sight of a single man sitting at a table with his long legs stretched luxuriously in front of him, his stare fixed on her. Her heart caught mid-beat as she recognized the very handsome, very unmistakable visage of Lord bloody Kendal.
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      Despite Kendal’s relaxed pose, he was entirely prepared to leap up and give chase in an instant. A moment passed between himself and Lady Sophia. It was so long that he wondered if she would run at all.

      She stepped back, her movements jerky at first before she spun on her heel and darted from the pub. Kendal was out of the hardback chair like lightning.

      After nearly a decade of going to the White Stag, no one bothered to stop him from chasing down the widow. He had taken a chance to wait for her there and see if she had the audacity to enter the pub. He’d seen her go into Jeb’s shop. Exactly as he’d expected.

      Anyone unfamiliar with Glasgow and looking to exchange wares for coin was sent to Jeb. He was notoriously dishonest, but he paid his referrals handsomely.

      Outside the pub, the rain had begun to come down in earnest. Lady Sophia’s black-clad form tore off in the opposite direction of Jeb’s shop, toward the wharf. The cobblestones were slippery underfoot, but Kendal’s Hessians gripped the wet stone without issue.

      Unfortunately for her, she appeared to be having difficulty maintaining her balance and nearly fell at least twice.

      Good God, the woman was going to hurt herself.

      No sooner had the thought crossed his mind than she skidded hard to the right. A large man caught her before she could fall, setting her steadily on her feet before glaring toward Kendal. “I trust ye’re no’ chasing this lass,” he growled.

      The man was a sailor whom Kendal had employed on more than one occasion to move stock. Recognition flashed in the man’s hazel eyes. He straightened at once. “Lord Kendal. Forgive me. It’s only…” He cast a helpless look at Lady Sophia.

      Her veil had tangled behind her, revealing her chin and the majority of her bottom lip, and rain dripped from her heavy, black clothing. She did indeed appear rather miserable.

      “I assure you, I mean the lady no harm, Wes.” Kendal inclined his head toward the man.

      Wes nodded once and backed away, leaving them alone as he returned to his duties.

      Lady Sophia gasped raggedly from her mad dash. This caused the wet lace veil to suck into her mouth with each exaggerated inhale. With a cry of annoyance, she ripped the cumbersome bonnet from her face.

      The sweet honey-brown hue of her hair had darkened with the rain and plastered curls around her face and neck. Her eyes blazed hot blue in anger beneath her sable lashes.

      “How is it you know this man?” she demanded. “How did you know where I would be? How did you possibly catch me so quickly?”

      While she was panting from her exertions, Kendal wasn’t out of breath in the least.

      “Anyone who isn’t from here is referred to Jeb.” He scoffed. “It’s such a prevalent occurrence that it’s become something of a lark.”

      “A lark?” She backed away from him.

      He reached out and caught her arm, gentle but firm.

      She tried to pull her arm free. “Is that what this is to you? A jest?”

      “Hardly,” he replied dryly.

      Rain lashed down at them with such force that she had to blink rapidly to look up at him. And look up at him, she did, with a hatred he’d had no idea she could muster.

      She was wet and miserable, her full lips drawn in a hard line with rage. He was possessed quite suddenly by the urge to kiss her mouth soft once more, to let the chill of the rain melt against the heat between them.

      “You would need money,” he explained. “Swift travel is not cheap. Nor is discretion, which you’ve obviously paid handsomely for. Let us go somewhere we can be out of the rain and discuss this like civilized people.”

      She gave a little growl of aggravation and tried to pull free once more. “Discuss this? You have no idea what I’m giving up if I have to marry you.”

      “And you have no idea what I’m giving up.” He took a chance and released her arm.

      She put a step between them and regarded him warily. “Then why are you doing it?”

      The truth was a heavy burden in his chest and gave him pause in replying.

      “You won’t even do me the courtesy of telling me why.” She took another step from him.

      The rain was coming down harder now. It dripped from Kendal’s hair and the tip of his nose. “The reason isn’t one I care to share with you.”

      “That isn’t an answer.” Another step.

      Was she planning to run again?

      His eyes found hers through the driving rain in an effort to convey the extent of his honesty. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “Tell me.” She closed the distance between them, going to him rather than from him, her eyes flashing with a challenge. “Tell me everything, without sparing any detail. Why did you agree to marry me?”

      He sighed, and his breath fogged in the icy rain. “Extortion.”

      She blinked. “I beg your pardon.”

      “My sister, Lady Marguerite, had a bit of trouble some years ago.”

      The flick of Lady Sophia’s eyes from his was enough to let him know she remembered exactly the rumor to which he referred. A spark of anger flashed to life inside him. Would no one ever forget?

      “She has made a new life for herself,” Kendal continued. “Which is now being threatened. Unless I wed you.”

      “In saving my reputation, you will then save hers.” Incredulity puckered her brow. “But who would ever—” The crinkle along her forehead smoothed with the realization. “My father.”

      Rainwater dripped down her face and left her lashes spiked with wetness. Worry filled her eyes. “What…what did he do?”

      A raw ache filled Kendal’s chest. He was no fool. He knew what the truth would do to her. “We should find shelter. Let us go somewhere dry and warm. And preferably more private.”

      She shook her head. “I asked you to tell me without sparing any detail.” She nudged her stubborn little chin in the air, and it made him want to kiss her even more.

      Kendal sighed, entirely not wanting to do this. “Your father has extensive gambling debts.”

      Her chest rose and fell with the force of her hard breathing. “Go on.”

      “He asked me to pay them as I have in the past. However, this time, they were far too great. I fear the rest doesn’t bode well for his character…”

      “Nothing you’ve told me thus far has.” She pinched the words out between her clenched teeth, perhaps bracing herself. “What could possibly be so bad about whatever else you have to say? Please go on.”

      “Lady Sophia.” Kendal had to steel his own spine to continue. “Your father traded your hand in marriage to Mongerton to cover those gambling debts.”

      There. He’d said it.

      But the wide-eyed look of horror on Sophia’s face made him realize that perhaps he should not have.
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      The valise, which had been so precious to Sophia only moments before, was suddenly too heavy. The water-logged leather had become slippery, her burden too great and her fingers too numb.

      It slipped from her once careful hold and splashed into a puddle at her feet.

      Sophia shook her head in disbelief at Kendal’s words. Had her father sold her into marriage with Mr. Mongerton to pay off his gambling debt?

      “He would never do that.” She shook her head more vehemently. Her wet hair slapped at her face, but she didn’t care.

      The fierce determination Kendal had regarded her with faded into a look of tenderness. “Wouldn’t he?”

      Pain punctured her heart.

      How many times had she wondered why her father had chosen Mongerton, of all people, as her intended? It was not the first time she knew her father to be in a scrape due to debts to gaming hells.

      Over the years, she had watched their possessions go missing, presumably sold off to support his vice. A pair of fine candlesticks no longer upon the mantle, a silver tea service the servants could not locate, even hair combs that had disappeared from her vanity. Wasn’t that the reason she had hidden away all the jewels her aunt had left her?

      If she had not, they probably would have gone missing long before she was forced to sell them.

      Her father had sunk low enough to steal her hair combs, but selling her into marriage…?

      He was better than that, wasn’t he?

      And yet, her stomach dropped with the acknowledgement that no, he was not. At least, not the man he was now.

      The discomfort of the rain, which had been so easy for Sophia to ignore previously, had suddenly become quite unbearable. Chilled water seeped down her back in rivulets, and her toes squished in the puddles that had formed inside her boots.

      “He wasn’t always like that.” She said it so softly, even she barely registered the meek protest.

      Why was she defending him? Especially since he was the one who had destroyed their family with his inability to control his drinking and gambling?

      But it was true. He hadn’t always been like that.

      Lord Gullsville had been a good father once. A man who opened his arms with a hearty laugh as Sophia ran to him when she was a girl. He’d been the sort of father who planned afternoons in the country, complete with picnics of tart lemonade and sticky toffee puddings. When Mother and the twins were alive, he’d never gambled, and drank only the occasional brandy in his library. They had been happy.

      Truly happy.

      Emotion gathered as a cloying ache in her throat.

      “You don’t have to explain.” Kendal picked up her valise. “May we please go to the inn before it grows dark?”

      Sophia nodded, not trusting herself to speak. There was no perceivable sunset on such an evening, but the dimming light from the gray, overcast clouds told her night was soon upon them.

      Offering her his sodden arm, Kendal hailed a hackney to deliver them the short distance back to the lodging house. Once there, he regarded the tired old building with a grimace. “I know you were saving your wealth for swift travel and bribery, but did you have to put yourself in such an abysmal lodging house?”

      Her cheeks went hot with embarrassment, seeing it now through his eyes. But before she could explain it had been on her driver’s recommendation, Kendal was climbing from the carriage into the rain and bidding her to stay in place.

      Moments later, he returned with a man carrying her two travel trunks and settled across from her once more. “We will be staying in more suitable accommodations. I trust you won’t mind.”

      Rain slicked his dark hair to his head, but he didn’t resemble a drowned rat as she felt. Somehow, it made him appear somewhat debonaire. A little dangerous.

      There was that word again. Dangerous.

      How had she ever thought him boring?

      All at once, the memory of that kiss near Gretna Green came roaring back to her thoughts. He had been so careful with how he’d hovered over her, his lips tender on hers. That brush of his tongue…

      Chills prickled over her skin.

      “You’re cold.” Kendal shrugged out of his coat, then paused with a slight shake of his head. “It is as wet as you are. This bloody weather.”

      Sophia averted her gaze, lest he see what had actually caused her to shiver. “It’s fine.”

      But no matter how hard she tried to put the moment with Kendal from her mind, it rushed back again on a wave of sensual heat.

      If I were going to seduce you into marrying me, I would do it with more than a simple kiss.

      Her pulse quickened, as it always did when she recalled those words. How would he seduce her?

      “I should have you know before we arrive that we will be sharing lodging.” He said it airily and without concern as if he were merely mentioning that it was still raining.

      And it was still raining.

      “I beg your pardon?” Sophia squeaked.

      A muscle worked in his jaw, and his gaze settled on her. “I have chased you and caught you twice. I would prefer not to have to do it a third time.”

      “And if I promise not to run?”

      He gave her a wearied look. “I won’t believe you.”

      Well, that was fair.

      The carriage ran over a pothole in the road and set the cabin rocking.

      “It isn’t seemly,” she tried again.

      He lifted a brow. “Care to explain how running off to Scotland on your own, to pursue whisky smuggling no less, is seemly?”

      Her mouth fell open. “How did you know that’s what I intended?”

      “Because some fool gave you an extraordinary amount of information on the topic and no doubt put the idea in your head.”

      Some fool?

      She tilted her head. “And why would some fool do that?”

      Kendal glanced away from her, but his cheeks reddened somewhat. “Perhaps through a bit of hubris, he succumbed to his pride and did not wish to be perceived as dull, which made him all the more an oaf.”

      The carriage drew to a stop in front of a white building covering the entire corner of a row of neat townhomes. While it was a far cry better than the dilapidated room she’d rented near Jeb’s, it was not as opulent as she had anticipated. No doubt Kendal intended to maintain their anonymity with a place that wouldn’t ask why a well-dressed man and a widow were rooming together.

      The rain continued to patter at a steady pace as they rushed into the lobby, and Kendal secured their room. He offered her one arm and held her valise with the other. It didn’t matter that he had it now. Leaving would be impossible.

      They didn’t speak as they climbed the stairs, but the thoughts in Sophia’s mind were buzzing like a hive of angry bees. She’d never been in a carriage alone with a man, save Henry. And now…

      Her stomach clenched.

      Now, she would be sharing a room with a man. One she’d only met on a handful of occasions.

      One with the reputation of a rogue.

      Her steps slowed without her commanding them to do so. Kendal matched his pace to hers. “I don’t intend to debauch you, Lady Sophia,” he whispered. “I am a gentleman.”

      Debauch.

      The word was so small for the enormity of what it held.

      She shivered.

      “Come, I’ve ordered a hot bath to be prepared for you.” He encouraged her up the stairs with a slight nod of his head. “Once we are both in dry clothes, I’m certain our dinner will have been delivered to our room.”

      A hot bath. Dry clothes. Fine food.

      After traveling hard for the last week and being soaked through with frigid rain, it did all sound quite heavenly.

      She allowed him to lead her to a door, which he opened and indicated she step through first. Heart pounding in her ears, she did exactly that, putting on an air of nonchalance when, in reality, her nerves were practically vibrating. But not with fear.

      With curiosity and undeniable excitement.
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      The room was warm despite the damp chill that seemed to permeate the rest of the inn. Or perhaps it was merely that Kendal’s blood was suddenly running hot.

      He closed the door with a quiet click. They were alone. Completely. Indecently.

      A moment of uncomfortable silence hung in the air as the need for a conversation to fill it came with such insistence that his mind went entirely blank.

      “I ought to give you some privacy,” he said at the same time she spoke.

      “You needn’t go downstairs while I bathe.”

      He froze at those words.

      She must have seen the force of his reaction, for her damp cheeks went pink. “There’s a screen.”

      He followed her gaze to where a silk screen was partially unfolded near a vanity table whose mirror was speckled with age. The screen was wide enough to cover a bathing tub, yes, and its fabric opaque, but it would do nothing to block out the sounds of water sluicing over slick, naked skin.

      He opened his mouth to protest its insufficiencies when a knock came from the door. The maids had arrived to prepare the bath. They made quick work of the tub, which Sophia asked to be set before the fire. This, of course, meant the screen would serve even less as a barrier.

      Kendal knew at that moment that he ought to either inform her of the immodest, albeit enticing, shadows the firelight would cast or insist on taking his leave. Yet he did neither.

      After all, he was to marry the woman. What did it matter if he witnessed her silhouette behind a screen?

      The temperature of the room had nearly doubled from the hot, scented water, which filled the air with a steamy, sensual orange-water perfume.

      As if to entirely steal his resolve, Sophia turned to him when the women had finished. “Please stay. You’re as cold and wet as I am. You’ll catch a chill down there.”

      He hesitated.

      She put a hand on her hip, slender and white against the heavy bombazine. “Lord Kendal, don’t be daft.”

      Well, who could counter such a request?

      “Very well,” he conceded without disappointment. “But only as you are so insistent.”

      She beamed a smile at him as though his decision had pleased her as much as it pleased him. With that, she whisked herself behind the screen.

      As Kendal had expected, the flickering firelight cast her shadow over the stretched silk screen. Indeed, it was so transparent that he could make out the curling steam rising from the heated water.

      She reached behind her and arched her back as she struggled with the fastenings on the back of her gown. So, that was how she had been dressing and undressing without the aid of an abigail.

      There was a wet rustle of silk before her sodden gown slapped to the ground, leaving her slender form adorned in a petticoat. The sharp peaks at the tips of her breasts indicated her nipples were fully erect. Kendal’s mouth went dry.

      Where the devil were her stays?

      Perhaps he ought to be changing out of his own wet clothes, but he’d be mad to leave now and miss the glorious show.

      She plucked at the ties at her waist and the petticoat fell to the floor with a plop.

      Her shadow bent slightly at the waist as she caught the thin fabric of her chemise and drew it up over her head, revealing her entire naked shape to him. Long, slender legs with a high, round bottom, a flat stomach and the delicious curve of her breasts and those tight nipples. They were probably cold, chilled from the rain.

      What would it feel like to have them in his mouth, warming them with his lips, with the flat of his eager tongue?

      His cock surged with lust. The suddenness of it was so powerful that he had to swallow down a groan.

      Oblivious to how very inappropriately he had watched her undress, she turned to enter the bath and his knees almost buckled. Her curves were sheer feminine perfection. A slim waist, generous hips and a narrow triangle of light where her thighs stopped just before her sex.

      Good God.

      Kendal swallowed. His arousal was nearly painful now against the cold, unyielding fall of his breeches.

      Graceful as a dancer, she lifted one shapely leg and lowered it into the bath, then followed suit with the other. She descended into the water, setting ripples lapping against the linen-covered wood.

      As if that were not enough to procure the most erotic images in his mind of her glossy, naked body, she leaned her head back and gave a soft, sighing moan.

      Kendal put the knuckle of his forefinger between his teeth and bit down. Not that it did a lick of good. The mere shadow of this woman had him to the point of nearly bursting.

      “That does feel wonderful,” she said in a languid voice.

      Kendal shifted the stiffness of his prick inside his breeches but found no mercy. “Indeed,” he replied in a gruff voice.

      She moved in the bath, sending more water splashing at the sides. “I’m sure you’re quite relieved to be out of your rain-drenched clothes.”

      He looked down at his disheveled attire. His cravat had wilted like a white rose in the sun, and a puddle had formed beneath him from the rain that dripped from his jacket.

      “Indeed,” he replied again.

      “You’re evidently distracted.” She gave a throaty chuckle and the water sloshed about as her shadow ran a bit of soap over her shoulder. “I’m well aware I have a proclivity to prattle on. I’ll leave you be.”

      She swept the soap over the back of her neck and trailed it down to her breasts.

      Kendal turned away from the scene so quickly, his feet caught on the damp carpet and he was forced to stumble to remain upright.

      “Are you all right?” she asked.

      “Yes.” The reply came out in something of a squawk. Kendal cleared his throat and repeated the word with more dignity the second time.

      Rather than look toward the hearth once more, he focused on the buttons of his jacket, working them through the stiff, sodden fabric. Though he tried to focus on peeling off his own wet clothing, the subtle splashes of scented bathwater were impossible to ignore.

      He could no sooner pretend he did not hear them than he could stop imagining the oiled, perfumed water glistening over her skin, rolling down the sensual curves of her body. By some miracle and a considerable amount of will, he managed to keep his back to the screen long enough to don the clean, dry set of clothing from his travel bag.

      Fortunately, the other jacket he’d brought happened to be long enough to hide his fully erect cock when buttoned. Yes, it was a bit formal for the intimacy of their shared quarters, but perhaps that was for the best.

      A loud splash drew his attention before he could stop himself from turning back to Sophia. She stood in the tub, water cascading down her body as if she were a water nymph or a selkie of the old Scottish legends. Droplets fell like diamonds from her body as she wrapped a length of linen around her nakedness, shielding her from his view.

      Thank God for small mercies.

      There was a shuffle, followed by the sliding of clothing over skin. He had turned away swiftly, refusing to watch her anymore. If he was ever going to have his prick soften, he needed to allow his blood to cool.

      And there would be nothing but undeniable heat when it came to Sophia.
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      What was one to wear when occupying a room with a member of the opposite sex and no chaperone?

      Or with a man who intended to wed her, for that matter?

      Sophia considered the two piles of clothes she’d removed from her trunks. One was another somber set of widow’s weeds that belonged to her aunt. The other was a lovely powder-blue silk gown.

      She chewed her lip as she considered the blue gown. It would be more appropriate for dining, even if they were taking the meal in their room. And Kendal had made it a point to note he didn’t much care for widows.

      She ought not to care for his preferences, but despite what she’d said about not wishing to marry him, she could not deny her attraction. It was ever-present, a constant companion to her thoughts—the bemused smirk on his lips, the way his dark eyes seemed to carry a dangerous glint. The memory of that kiss.

      There had been a moment when she was bathing that she knew he was likely taking off his wet clothing and changing into dry attire. She had not been able to stop the wicked thought that they were naked in the same room together. The realization had left a warm pulse between her legs and her skin oversensitive. Just like his kiss had.

      And anyway, the blue gown fastened at the front, which made for easier dressing. The latter reason was why she’d finally reached for the neat pile of powder-blue silk.

      Or so she told herself.

      She pulled the chemise from the pile first, letting it fall over her. The soft linen was cool against her now warm skin. It felt glorious to be clean, truly scrubbed clean, after so many days of being in the carriage. While getting caught did not solve her problem of facing an unwanted marriage, not having to run anymore did assuage the urgency of constantly looking behind her back.

      She didn’t bother with stays as she could not properly tie them on her own. Instead, she drew on her petticoats and finally the silk gown, working at the buttons along her bosom. It was a bit of a snug fit without her stays, but it would do.

      No sooner had she secured the final button than a soft rap came at the door, followed by the murmur of voices and the savory scent of hot food.

      Her mouth watered and her stomach issued forth an angry growl. It had been hours since she’d eaten.

      “Either you’ve got a small dog with a foul disposition back there with you,” Kendal said in that slow, smooth way he spoke, “or you’re nearly starving. Are you quite done?”

      She hastily combed her wet hair and hesitated, unsure what to do with the heavy mass. Even if she were to braid it, her tresses would never be dry by morning. Too hungry to worry about it, she left it unbound.

      “It was a small dog with a foul disposition,” she said airily as she emerged from behind the screen. “A lady would never make such noises, no matter how hungry she was.”

      Kendal sat elegantly dressed in fresh attire with his jacket buttoned formally. Before him was a table laden with food. Fillets of fish, a venison roast, steamed asparagus, some sort of white soup, and an assortment of tea cakes and breads.

      Her mouth watered.

      He glanced at her, then did a double-take, and stared at her with obvious appreciation. Heat burned in her cheeks, making her suddenly shy.

      “I can’t put my hair up until it’s dry.” She pushed the heaviness of it behind her shoulders and immediately regretted the action as the silk at her back grew damp.

      “No weeds.” He shifted in his seat, looking to be in a bit of discomfort.

      A strange thing when the chairs appeared to be thickly padded.

      “It seemed foolish to wear them when we both know I’m no widow, and I know you don’t—” She almost said that she knew he didn’t care for them but stopped herself. What good would come of Kendal thinking she had considered his preferences?

      Not that it mattered. His eyes narrowed in that perceptible way they did. He knew.

      “That I don’t like widows.” His mouth twitched into a slight smile, perhaps the biggest she’d seen thus far. “How thoughtful of you.”

      She sank into the chair and found it was indeed comfortable. “I see you’ve ordered quite the feast.”

      “You aren’t the only one who is nearly starving.” He shifted the soup in front of himself and lifted a spoon.

      Sophia did likewise, taking the first delicate sip from her spoon. The taste exploded with the most exquisite creaminess. Exactly the way white soup ought to be. After the soup had been finished, Kendal cut a slice of venison and put it on a small plate for her.

      “I confess, I’m rather curious how you thought you might pull off setting up a whisky distillery?” He arched a brow at her as he went about slicing a bit of meat for himself.

      “I was going to pay someone to teach me.” It wasn’t much of a plan, and she knew it.

      “With your jewelry.”

      She nodded. “I had a necklace in particular…” Her voice trailed off. There was no sense in going into it. He would perhaps just think her a naïve ninny.

      He tilted his head for her explain, but when she did not, he continued, “And what of the excisemen?”

      “Excisemen?” She slid a forkful of venison in her mouth and practically sighed with pleasure as she had accidentally done in the bath. The meat was tender, but the crust on it was crisp and salty.

      Lord Kendal held his fork perched in his hand with a bemused expression. “Excisemen are the ones who locate whisky runners and punish them.”

      Sophia swallowed the mouthful of venison. “Punish them?”

      “Of course.” He shrugged. “It is smuggling whisky, after all.”

      She frowned. He hadn’t explained any of this previously.

      “How would one be punished for smuggling whisky?” she asked in a voice she wished could be more confident.

      “Any number of ways.” He took a bite of meat and thoughtfully chewed before answering, “You could get lucky and pay him off with one of your fine bracelets or necklaces. You could be arrested and heavily fined. Or you could be hanged.”

      “Hanged?” Her fork clattered to the plate.

      “You’re stealing from the crown by smuggling whisky and not paying the heavy taxes, which is stealing from the king. It’s treason.” He scooped a bit of trout and held it out to her. “Fish?”

      She shook her head absently, no longer hungry.

      Her options now were marriage or the prospect of being hanged.

      Lovely.

      How had she found herself in such a predicament?

      “And there is one more thing.” He pushed to his feet and strode across the room to the small table near the wall. When he returned, he had a crystal decanter in his hands filled with amber liquid.

      He set it on the table with an audible thunk. “Have you ever even tried whisky?”
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      The decanter of whisky sat between Kendal and Sophia like a barrier. And, in a manner of ways, it was.

      She looked from the bottle to Kendal, her blue eyes wide.

      “Have you ever tried whisky?” he repeated.

      A flush colored her cheeks. “Of course, I have not. I’m a lady.”

      He chuckled. “Do not sound so indignant, Lady Sophia, lest I remind you that you’ve been without the benefit of a chaperone for nearly a sennight and are currently sharing quarters with a man who is not your husband.” He lifted the stopper off the cut crystal with a soft clink. “Yet.”

      The pale blue silk she wore strained at the buttons over her bosom, and the telltale pebbling of her nipples informed him she was without her stays once more. His thumb yearned to brush over the glossy fabric, teasing those little peaks into pleasure.

      But no, they were not wed and he would not win her by pawing at her like some overzealous lout.

      They paused a moment in their conversation while the maid returned to clear away the rest of their meal and take their clothing to be laundered for the next day. Once she had departed, Kendal turned to Sophia once more.

      “You intended to create and sell an item you had not yet even tried.” He placed an empty glass on the table before her and dispensed a finger of whisky into it.

      She straightened. “What are you doing?”

      “Teaching you about whisky.” He poured a glass for himself, this one with two fingers. “You were willing to risk everything, including your reputation, to set up a distillery when you haven’t even tasted whisky.”

      Her lashes lowered as she gazed down at the drink.

      “Unless, of course, you’re afraid to drink a man’s drink.”

      She scoffed and curled her fingers around the glass.

      “Whisky will pick up the flavors from its surroundings.” He swirled his whisky in his glass, so the amber liquid splashed gracefully against the sides. “Heather, peat, oak…”

      Kendal closed his eyes and breathed in the familiar scents, letting them carry him back to another time. One of brotherhood and camaraderie with his fellow runners, yes, but a tumultuous point in his life, rife with disappointment and resentment.

      A choking cough interrupted his reminiscence. His eyes snapped open and he found Sophia gagging.

      “Are you quite all right?”

      “I don’t smell those things.” She dabbed at her watering eyes.

      “You will taste them though.” He lifted his glass in a silent toast. “Once you sip it.”

      She did the same, albeit with a touch of trepidation, and brought the rim of the glass to her lips. The tip of her tongue stretched over the rim and a scowl puckered her face. “That was cruel.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “This isn’t whisky.” She set the glass down with enough force to make it slosh about.

      “Isn’t it?” He lifted her glass and took a sip. The familiar fire of good whisky burned down his throat. “I assure you, my lady, it is.”

      She stared at him, aghast. Her incredulity was so comical, the beginnings of a smile tugged at his mouth.

      He covered it with a droll tone. “Do you not like it, then? Even if you were planning to sell it?”

      That spark of defiance lit her gaze, the one that made others long to draw near. The one that had begun to lure him as well.

      “Try it again.” He placed the glass in front of her so lightly that it made no sound. “But concentrate.”

      She pursed her lips and stared down into her glass.

      “Whisky takes on the notes of its surroundings,” he repeated. “In the Highlands, the mountains are shaded purple with clusters of heather. The scent is mild but pleasant, an earthy, herbal, floral perfume. See if you can taste it.”

      She peeked up at him, her face partially scrunched with skepticism.

      He chuckled. “Go on.”

      She brought the glass to her lips, taking the smallest of sips. She shuddered.

      He laughed. He couldn’t help it. The way her face screwed up in displeasure and how her whole body wracked with distaste was far too entertaining.

      A smile touched her lips. “You have a pleasant laugh.”

      The compliment warmed him. “Keep concentrating,” he encouraged.

      Her gaze settled back on the amber liquid.

      “Snow from the mountains melts and trickles down into streams,” he went on, “creating water so pure and clear, there’s nothing else like it. That’s used for malting and mashing the barley.”

      He studied her face as he spoke. There was trust there, evident in her relaxed mouth, the way her eyes remained fixed on her drink. Her lashes were long and black where they lowered across her pale cheeks as she looked down.

      It suddenly occurred to him that he could lean in and kiss her, let them taste the whisky from one another’s tongues.

      Desire stirred to life once more in his groin.

      “Try it again,” he said in a gravelly voice.

      She put the glass to her lips and drank a little more. An apologetic smile flicked over her mouth. “I still don’t taste it.”

      He moved closer without realizing he did so until his chair was directly beside her. “Then there’s the peat that warms the bellies of the kiln and gives off a hearty, smoky scent.”

      She sipped again and slowly swallowed, her nostrils flaring ever so gently as if she were trying to find the scent of the drink. Whisky glistened on her mouth like sinful temptation.

      A soft gasp pulled between her lips. “I taste it.”

      “And oak.” His voice was a whisper now. “From the barrels where the final batch is stored.”

      “I taste that too.” She looked up at him in wonder and pulled her bottom lip into her mouth, as though sucking it clean of whisky.

      His cock pulsed with desire. He put his hand on the cool glass decanter to distract himself. “Do you fancy a bit more then?”

      Her attention flew to her empty glass and she gave a shocked laugh.

      “Or are the spirits too strong for you?” He winked. It was a flirtatious gesture, one he hadn’t bothered to waste time with in the past. And he knew exactly why he was doing it now.

      Something changed in her expression, a subtle, coy shift of her mouth, a slight lowering of her eyes, so her sable lashes shaded the lovely blue. Her sweetness faded away and she radiated sensuality.

      The impact was like a punch. The most welcome punch he’d ever received.

      “They’re nothing I can’t handle.” She cradled the glass delicately in her fingertips and held it aloft. “I’ll have another.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Sophia had often been told she was too stubborn for her own good. Her mother usually said it with laughter when she was a girl who found herself often in trouble. Henry had made mention in his light fraternal teasing and her father had groused over the characteristic with far less amusement than the other two.

      But it was that obdurate disposition that led her to deviate from what was en mode, which, ironically, was one of the primary reasons people were drawn to her. Certainly, it was not simply her smiles when so many women went out of their way to be pleasing. Nor was it her appearance when there were ladies far lovelier.

      Her obstinacy set her apart from others. It emboldened her to choose gowns others advised her against or would say things she felt rather than bowing to what the ton dictated was proper. It was the very razor's edge of daring, just enough to tantalize the ton, but not enough to be cut.

      Until now.

      Kendal sat close enough that she could make out the subtle spice of his scent, the sandalwood and cedar notes of his costly cologne.

      He sat far too close to be acceptable by society.

      But not nearly close enough for her.

      The splashing of whisky in her glass was the sound of rules breaking, of new territory being forged. Of a life being lived to the fullest.

      She kept her gaze locked on Kendal’s decadently dark eyes and sipped from her glass. The smokiness of the whisky was apparent first, underlying beneath the burn of alcohol, exactly as he’d described. He could coax her to enjoy anything with such a velvety, mesmerizing voice.

      “Do you actually enjoy it?” He indicated her drink with a nod of his head as he lifted his own glass to his lips. They were full and soft now that he wasn’t smirking, a hint of pink against the black whiskers of his unshaven jaw.

      “It has a sharp finish,” she admitted, pulling her attention to the whisky rather than Kendal’s mouth. “But I find myself warming to it.”

      For it was genuinely warming her from the inside out. So much so, she almost forgot the damp silk at her back where her hair had soaked the fine fabric.

      The skin around his eyes tightened and he regarded her as if he meant to study her.

      Heat effused her cheeks at being observed so keenly. “Why are you staring at me?”

      “I’m attempting to figure you out, Lady Sophia.” He took another sip of his whisky.

      It wasn’t the first time she’d heard a man say that. Regardless, she gave her usual response, “How so?”

      “You pretended to be a widow to escape to the wilds of Scotland—where you’ve never been—to create an alcohol you’ve never even tasted and live off its earnings like a common merchant.” His brow furrowed. “All to avoid marriage.”

      She scoffed. “Have you met Mr. Mongerton?”

      “I have indeed had the displeasure of an introduction.” He cringed.

      The older man’s image welled in her mind like a nightmare. Gray and white hair slicked back from his fleshy face. That scowl he always wore. The disconcerting way his eyes glided over her body.

      She didn’t bother to suppress her shudder. “Then you can understand why I ran.”

      “Partially.” He drank from his glass and held the liquor in his mouth for a long moment before swallowing.

      Suddenly, it occurred to her he was referring to himself. After all, she had run from him as well. Twice, in fact. Nearly three times.

      A hot blush stole down her cheeks to her chest. “It’s not always the man. Sometimes it’s the circumstance.”

      “Meaning marriage.”

      She nodded. “I’m far too stubborn. Whatever poor man I end up wedded to would doubtless be driven mad. I’ve never been one for conforming to the rules, you see. I’m surprised my father honestly thought that I would abide by his wishes to marry Mr. Mongerton.” She tried to feign innocence. “Really, he ought to have known what I was planning.”

      “Yes, I’m sure he ought to have readily deduced your plans.” Mirth danced in Kendal’s eyes.

      She chuckled at the ridiculousness of her father even fathoming that she would set up a whisky distillery and sipped from her glass. It still burned as it went down. Perhaps it always would. Perhaps that was why men liked it, for the heat that scorched her throat, then bled throughout her body and left all of her languid with gentle, pleasant comfort.

      “Why don’t you like rules?” Kendal put his chin on his fist, staring at her openly now. “Why be so stubborn?” He cocked a brow. “Why run?”

      She had the sudden temptation to trail her fingertips over the whiskers prickling over his jaw, letting them rasp against the sensitivity of her skin as she came to the cleft at the point of his chin. His brows were thick and gave him a brooding, sullen look that could easily change into a shrewd expression, which made her feel as though he saw straight into her soul.

      He really was handsome.

      “You may think my reasoning is ridiculous,” she admitted.

      “I can’t decide until I know.” He smirked.

      “My mother…” Her voice caught on the last word. It had been ages since she’d even said it. She cleared her throat and tried again. “You know she perished some years ago.”

      The mirth immediately fled his eyes, leaving his face solemn as he nodded.

      “It was cholera.” Grief squeezed its way into her chest, occupying the entire space of her heart. “My younger twin siblings died with her, George and Julia. They were only three.”

      It was too easy even now to recall how they’d smile up at her with matching green eyes when she pushed their blond curls from their sweet, smiling faces. Sophia and all her siblings had been close when they were young, but the twins had always loved her best, running toward her on stout legs, their dimpled fingers stretching for her amid squeals of delight.

      But those weren’t the only memories to surface. Their small bodies in matching coffins tore forefront in her thoughts; the two so still for children who had never stopped moving in life.

      A tear spilled over Sophia’s cheek before she even knew it was there. She wiped at her face and took a drink of her whisky. “Forgive me.”

      “You don’t need to apologize for such things,” Kendal said softly.

      “They were too young.” Sophia sniffed, not caring if it was ladylike or not. “I was only nine, but I made a promise to them that day, my precious brother and sister whose lives were cut far too short. I swore to live my life to the fullest, not only for myself but also for them.” She dabbed at her eye with her handkerchief and regarded Kendal. “That’s what I’ve done and I won’t regret even one moment.”

      His expressive brows furrowed. “That’s the best reason for anything I’ve ever heard.” He frowned slightly. “You think marriage will be more rules, don’t you?”

      She chuckled, grateful to be done with such a painful admission. “Won’t it?”

      “I think it depends on who you wed,” he replied thoughtfully.

      “Oh?”

      “Mmmmm,” he hummed.

      “Would you be a good husband?” Her voice sounded strange to her ears. Too thick, the words blending into one another.

      “I wouldn’t force you to do anything you didn’t wish to.” His eyes locked on her with sincerity.

      Or was it determination?

      She reached out before she could stop herself and let her palm skim over the coarse hair at his jaw. “Even marrying you?”

      Without giving him the chance to reply, she leaned forward and pressed her lips to his.
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      Kendal wanted nothing more than to scoop Sophia into his lap and kiss her until they were both panting for breath. Her hands cupped his face, holding him closer to her as her mouth moved over his.

      The sensual, citrusy scent of her bath oil surrounded him like an embrace, making him linger over the kiss longer than he should have.

      For as much as he yearned to draw her against him and show her what a true kiss could be, he could not—in good conscience—continue to do so. Not when only moments before, she had begun slightly slurring her words.

      He drew back, heart pounding, cock aching.

      She leaned toward him, reaching for him, but he shook his head.

      “Then dance with me.” She stood up and held out her hand to him.

      He lifted a brow. “I’m not one for dancing. Remember, I’m quite boring.”

      “But you’re not.” She smiled coquettishly at him. “You’re wonderfully fascinating.” Her hand waved in the air, encouraging him to stand. “Come, twirl with me. Live your life to its fullest.”

      He regarded her from where he sat. “I assure you, I am.”

      “I assure you, you are not.” She pulled him to his feet.

      He didn’t struggle, lest she tip over, but nor did he bother to unbutton his jacket. Not when his desire was entirely evident. He held out his hands, palms up in demonstration. “Are you pleased?”

      She laughed, a happy, tinkling sound with a giddiness that could only be produced by alcohol consumed in great quantities. At least until the aftereffects took hold. It was merely a matter of time before she learned that lesson about whisky.

      He did not envy her impending discovery.

      But for now, she was overly joyous, locked in the throes of good spirits. She spun about once, sending the fabric of her skirt belling out around her neat ankles and her still damp locks splaying around her.

      In all honesty, he felt rather foolish, standing there with the expectation that he might, of all things, twirl. There wasn’t even any music.

      “Your turn.” Her blue eyes sparkled up at him with brilliant happiness. How long had it been since he’d allowed himself to feel such unrestrained delight as that?

      So long that even considering the stretch of time set an ache deep in his chest.

      Not that twirling would fix that.

      “Half a turn, then?” She held his hands, so their fingers were interlaced. “Together.”

      How could he resist? Propelled by her exuberance, they spun together in a rather ridiculous and somewhat awkward twirl. She laughed again, and this time he felt tempted to follow suit.

      How he wished he could push aside all those years of hurt, to live his life with unfettered pleasure as Sophia did.

      She pushed her body against his suddenly, far too abruptly for him to pull his hips back. Their pelvises met, his unmistakably hard prick nudged against her stomach and her eyes went wide.

      Damn.

      Her breath caught. A brazen little smile blossomed over her lips and she arched into him. He had been so taken by surprise, his balance was not prepared for her weight, and he stumbled slightly backward before falling into his chair.

      “Forgive me.” She bent over him, her unbound breasts pushing round and soft over the top of her bodice. “Are you quite all right?”

      “Of course.” His eyes met hers and held.

      Her lashes lowered and she tilted her head. He knew well what she wanted this time and it wasn’t a childish twirl together.

      “Lady Sophia.” He wanted to tell her it wasn’t appropriate but stopped short. To say as much would be perfectly pedantic and utterly boring.

      He gritted his teeth. Damn morals and their intolerable high grounds.

      She pressed her plush lips together, moistening them as she did so—raw, delicious temptation.

      Desire became most women, but most especially Sophia. Her honey hair fell in damp waves around her flushed face, her lips red and lush, ripe for kissing.

      “Kiss me as you did before.” She eased into his lap.

      Her bottom settled snugly against his raging cock and a groan rasped free from his chest.

      “You want this, don’t you?” She leaned over him and kissed his neck, her mouth hot and sweet.

      Kendal closed his eyes and released a pained exhale.

      It seemed terribly unfair that such an enticing woman should fall—quite literally—into his lap.

      “I am afraid you are rather unfortunately in your cups, my lady,” he said at last.

      Her breath was warm against his ear. “You smell heavenly.” She leaned back and regarded him. “Once you told me if you meant to seduce me, you would do so with more than a kiss…” Her blue gaze burned into his. “What would you do?”

      His imagination set to work, answering her question in his mind’s eye. He would kiss her from her slender toes up her legs until his kisses became licks and her cries became pitched with her release. Tease the clothes from her body, one slow maddening inch at a time. Play his fingers over her sex until she squirmed with need. Bury his hands in her silken hair and show her how to pleasure him.

      All those things and so, so much more.

      “You don’t need to be seduced.” He braced her back as he tried to remove her from his lap.

      She squared her shoulders, staying put, grinding against his rock-hard cock.

      The buttons along her bodice strained against the force of her full bosom, the gown plainly made to be worn with the aid of stays. At the center of each firm, round breast, a nipple peaked against the shimmering fabric. So close to his thumb. Just a quick swipe, to see the delight play over her pretty face, to elicit a little moan.

      No.

      “If not seduction, what do you think I need?” She bit her bottom lip.

      Now she was doing it on purpose, the minx. “I think you need to agree to marriage to salvage your reputation and that you need to be put to bed. And perhaps avoid not only the selling of whisky but the drinking as well.”

      She wavered slightly on his lap, her brow creasing with apparent dizziness.

      Ah, yes, there she went.

      Her weight shifted in his lap as she began to slide off. He caught her as she slumped and easily lifted her into his arms.

      “Are you going to seduce me now?” she mumbled against his chest.

      It was almost laughable she would consider herself capable of being enticed toward intimacies in such a state.

      “You don’t want that,” Kendal said.

      “I do.”

      “Perhaps then, when you are in your right mind.” And when he had better control of his own desire.

      He lay her on the bed where she remained, unmoving, her face relaxed in slumber. Rather than disturb her by upsetting the coverlet beneath her sleeping form, he lifted the small blanket at the foot of the bed and covered her.

      Her hair fell over her shoulders and spread across the pillow, so glossy that he could not resist touching it. Her tresses were cool silk against his fingers. He imagined all of her would be various forms of silk. Her skin, her mouth…

      He drew his hand back and turned away from the bed. It would be so easy to settle onto the mattress at her side, to draw her into his arms.

      A fire crackled in the hearth before the sofa. Enough warmth for him to get through the night. He took off his jacket, reclined on the firm cushions, then draped the garment over his chest with his arms tucked beneath.

      Sleep, however, did not come easy.

      Not when his body burned with unquenched lust. Not when the source of that lust slept just a mere several steps away. And not when he had promised her that he wouldn’t force her to do anything she didn’t want to. For obviously, she did not want to wed, and he had no choice in the matter if he was going to save Marguerite.

      But if it was seduction Sophia wanted—if that would draw her into marriage—then so be it. His decision, however, did not bring on restful slumber. Rather the opposite as his mind worked over all the ways he might seduce Lady Sophia Stopford.
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      Sophia did not know how long she slept for, but the sun was well up and slanting golden light through the windows when she finally did rouse. A subtle pounding in her head made her want to close her eyes and yield to sleep just a little longer.

      There had been too many days on the road in her attempt to arrive in Scotland with haste, then to flee from Lord Kendal. She hadn’t realized how exhausted she had become in her flight. How was it that sitting in a carriage could be so terribly taxing?

      She rolled over to the cooler side of the bedsheets, but the headache followed her, its throbbing more insistent. The mattress depressed somewhat and a smooth, familiar voice entered her realm of awareness.

      “I take it you’re plagued with a mild headache?”

      She opened her eyes to find Kendal sitting on the edge of the bed, near enough for her to touch. He unmistakably had been up for some time and was freshly shaved, his hair combed and falling elegantly over to the side, his clothes neat and orderly.

      Handsome.

      He was impossibly handsome.

      “A mild headache?” she croaked.

      “And to think, you had only two glasses,” he spoke quietly, the sound gentle on her pulsing temples. “My darling, you are not cut out for the whisky business.”

      She wanted to protest that she could have made it work, but at that moment, he reached down and ran his fingers through her hair, lightly running over her scalp. Prickles of pleasure danced over her skin.

      Whatever he was doing, it was heavenly and she didn’t want him to stop. She closed her eyes and gave in to his ministrations, quiet sounds of pleasure humming in the back of her throat with each stroking pass.

      Just as she was being lured to sleep once more, he removed his hand. She blinked her eyes open and found him holding a glass filled with a thick, green liquid.

      “If this doesn’t clear away the aches of too much whisky, then a solid breakfast certainly will.” He extended the putrid drink toward her.

      The green concoction carried a terrible odor. Something that smelled of grass with brackish undertones.

      Sophia recoiled. “Thank you, but no.”

      He pushed it closer toward her. “This and a bit of tea will have you put back to rights. I swear it. Trust me.” He gave her a little smile then, one possessing a surprising amount of genuine tenderness.

      It was that smile that finally convinced her—certainly not the horrendous potion itself—and made her finally accept the glass.

      “Plug your nose.” He winked. “It helps.”

      With one hand pinched over her nostrils, which admittedly already offered a marked improvement, she put the foul concoction to her lips and drank. It was thick and vile, tasting of plants she didn’t care to name, a brininess and something sweet that was most likely there to mask its foulness and failing miserably. But, by some miracle, she choked it down and through sheer willpower, she kept it from churning back up.

      He took the empty glass from her. “Better?”

      She gritted her teeth as though clamping her mouth shut would keep her tender stomach from upending its awful contents.

      Whatever face she made in response made him laugh, the second time in as many days. She enjoyed hearing that sound, a rich timbre that made him seem less polished and more…real.

      Her own lips tugged up in reply.

      “Come, you’ve tea and a full breakfast awaiting you.” He offered her his hand, and she readily took it.

      Only when she was upright did she consider how she must look, her gown likely rumpled, her hair in wild disarray from having fallen asleep with it still damp.

      What a sight she must be!

      The sudden flash of self-consciousness had her reaching for her tresses to smooth them or twist them back in a simple knot. Something more presentable, less intimate.

      His hands caught hers gently and drew her touch from her hair. “You look beautiful.”

      Beautiful.

      Heat crept up her face. Had he ever called her beautiful before? His attention had indicated how he felt, but he’d never truly said it aloud.

      “I feel quite unkempt,” she confessed as she glanced back toward the bed. The covers were still drawn up, and only the thin blanket she’d used appeared disturbed. Had he slept alongside her? Had they been…intimate?

      “You needn’t concern yourself.” He guided her toward the table. It was once more laden with food, though this time with sliced ham, toast points, eggs, pastries, and at its center, a teapot. “I didn’t sleep with you.” His voice was velvet in her ear, his breath warm where it stirred the hairs against her neck.

      Before she could react, he pulled out a chair for her. She sank onto the cushion seat as indecision warred within her. A prim, ladylike part of her was grateful he had been prudent. But there was another side to her, one that was drawn to him, one that harbored a curiosity begging to be sated—it was this part of her that wished he had slept with her.

      What would it have been like to be cradled against the solid strength of his body? To be held in his arms and breathe in his comforting, familiar scent?

      He poured her a cup of tea, as attentive to her as any servant. “How is your headache?”

      Only when he mentioned it did she notice the absence of the thundering pain in her skull. She blinked in surprise. “Why, it’s gone.”

      He gave an arrogant little smirk. “I told you. It may be vile, but that concoction works wonders.”

      “Admittedly, it does,” she agreed, reaching for a toast point.

      “Still, it would do you a world of good to take some time to recover.” He sat back and lifted his cup of tea, drinking it leisurely.

      “I confess, the idea of getting back into a carriage to endure several hours of being jostled about, is wholly unappealing.” She grimaced at the thought and took a sip of her own tea.

      “Our return to London need not be rushed.” He lifted a shoulder. “Indeed, it might serve our purpose to make an unhurried return.”

      The tea was the ideal temperature, hot enough to sip without scalding, and brewed to perfection. “How so?”

      “It will allow more time for us to get to know one another.” He casually crossed his ankle over his knee. “To convince others it was why we ran off.”

      Ah, yes. There was that. She set her teacup down and tried to ignore the twist in her stomach. “You are still determined to marry me? Even after what I told you about how stubborn I can be?” A strange discomfort settled over her.

      Regret.

      A sudden longing to go back in time and snatch those words of warning away from their conversation.

      He lifted his brows as he drank from his teacup. Somehow his refusal to answer the question rankled her nerves and made her desperate for a reply that did not come.

      It shouldn’t matter. They both were being forced into this marriage. Him for his sister’s reputation and her for her own. Except that it did matter.

      To Sophia, it mattered a great deal.

      She didn’t want a man forced into marrying her any more than she wanted to be forced into it. A memory tugged at her from the prior evening. Well, several memories, really.

      Her coercing the poor man to dance with her, begging for a kiss, sitting on his lap, the column of his arousal digging into her. How terribly wanton she had behaved.

      He’d turned her away.

      Her cheeks went hot. She blamed him, of course. And he’d declined to seduce her when she’d asked.

      She pushed through the mortification burning through her as she made a vow to never, ever, drink whisky again.

      But she also remembered one very important thing that was said: Kendal swore never to force her into anything.

      And that would no doubt include marriage.
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      Kendal had never taken the time to enjoy Glasgow for all it had to offer. There were quaint shops to explore, a nearby park offering a sprawling oasis of spring grass amid the city’s towering buildings, which provided a considerable amount of amusement throughout the day.

      During their exploration of the city, he had enjoyed not only Sophia’s company but also his subtle attempts to seduce her. A trinket here, a bouquet of flowers from a vendor there, a compliment he was sure would set her blushing beneath that hideous black widow’s veil and the occasional touch.

      Those brushes of the hand were light and discreet, but they were titillating, nonetheless.

      After a day of leisure and enjoyment, the sun had begun to set and cast an assortment of vivid colors across the sky.

      “Shall we return to the inn ?” he asked.

      Sophia tilted her head in consideration beneath her veil as they walked down a street of shops with glass-front windows displaying their wares within. “I’m not quite ready to yet. This day has been so delightful.”

      It honestly had been. And yet, he was eager to return to the inn with her, where they could be alone, where his touches did not have to be so discreet. Where he could see her expression without that bloody veil.

      Where his true seduction of her could begin.

      He had attempted to be cavalier that morning, masking his urgency to return to London with feigned ease. In truth, every passing moment that they delayed their departure weighed on his thoughts.

      Mongerton was notoriously impatient and with just a bit of pressure, he might very well force Gullsville to start sharing secrets with the ton that could never be retracted. Secrets about Marguerite.

      Kendal’s chest tightened. He need only convince Sophia to marry him, to propose an arrangement that offered them both the freedom from a union neither ever wanted. While he was not one to fall back on the skill of seduction, he knew himself more than capable.

      It was in his blood.

      He cast Sophia a charming look through the corner of his eye, knowing she could see him through the veil that blocked her from him. “Let us watch the sunset, then take a hack back to the inn afterward.” Intentionally avoiding areas he knew fishermen congregated, he guided her toward the River Clyde. It certainly would not suit his purposes for a lover’s sunset to be interrupted by odiferous reminders of the daily catch.

      “That sounds delightful.” Her forefinger delicately stroked the inside of his elbow where she held onto him.

      Ah, yes, his tactics were working quite well. He led her across the road to where the sun’s descent had streaked the sky with red and orange in a glorious display. A soft breeze played over them, rippling her veil and caressing Kendal’s face with the chilly sea air. It carried with it the sweet orange-water scent that made him recall too keenly the shadows that had played out over the backlit silk screen when she’d bathed with him in the room the day before.

      His cock twitched in appreciation of the memory.

      Damn.

      “It’s stunning,” Sophia whispered. “How the sun is glowing red-orange and the sea is reflecting it like a million gems.”

      But he couldn’t concentrate on the view or see any of those things she mentioned. Not when his mind was locked entirely on the most beautiful image he had ever beheld in his life. The night before. Those silhouttes.

      He let his finger skim the dip of her waist where his body blocked the action from the view of others. “Shall we return?” There was an intimate note to his voice, put there by the force of his lust.

      Her straight back quivered lightly, and he bit back a smile at her reaction. “Yes.”

      The seeds had been sown. He need only encourage her to want him, to agree to the marriage.

      They turned from the colorful sky and hailed a hackney for the journey back to the inn. He sat across from her as manners dictated, but that was as far he took decorum.

      His hands folded around hers. “Are you chilled?”

      “Just slightly,” she replied.

      He curled his fingers over hers, embracing them in his warmth. “I enjoyed my time with you today.”

      Her thumb ran over his knuckles, a reciprocal caress. Blood thundered through his veins, making all of him too hot. Too damn hard.

      “I’m looking forward to being alone with you,” he replied. “To enjoy our time together.”

      She drew in a soft, shaky breath.

      There, in that innocent, breathy inhale, he knew he had her.

      The carriage stopped and the door snapped open, revealing the inn before them. Kendal led Sophia into the building and up the stairs. This time, she did not hesitate as she climbed upward alongside him.

      This time, his heartbeat was pounding as erratically as hers.

      He’d spent too bloody long running from his desires. Why not give into the lust hammering through him?

      His hand nearly shook with need as he unlocked the door to their room and opened it. Sophia went in and spun about to face him as soon as they entered, her breath coming fast.

      “Kendal,” she said in a low voice that stoked his arousal further.

      “Sophia,” he groaned tightly.

      She pulled her veil off as he closed the distance between them in one short stride, pulled her into his arms, and kissed her thoroughly, more deeply than intended.

      After all, he needed to pace himself.

      This was only the beginning.
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      Sophia’s body hummed with longing, its flame simmering throughout the day with every touch, every look Kendal passed her way. She melted into his embrace now, the feeling as natural as breathing, and parted her mouth to accept his hungry kisses as his tongue tangled with hers.

      If he thought he was fooling her with his charming display, he was quite mistaken. She was well aware of what he was attempting to do: seduce her into marriage.

      It wasn’t a disagreeable plan. In fact, it was a far better alternative to being offered to Mongerton to settle gambling debts. Certainly, it soothed her ruffled feathers from the prior evening’s rejection.

      Kendal caught her waist and gave a possessive growl that sent delight rippling through her. His thumbs skimmed up her ribs, close to her breasts. They crept higher as his thorough kisses made her head spin with delight.

      Need coursed through her veins like fire. She’d harbored this curiosity of what transpired between a man and a woman for so long. And now…

      His touch brushed the underside of her bosom, then swept against her nipples.

      A jolt of pleasure shot through her. She sucked in a breath, and his lips smiled against hers.

      “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to do that,” he murmured. His thumb repeated the action once more, sending another thrill racketing over her senses. “You don’t wear stays, you naughty minx.”

      Lust crowded her mind so thoroughly that she could scarcely think. And yet, she was not in such a haze as to not question his knowledge. She had assumed the thick bombazine would have masked the absence of boning in her stays.

      She drew back and regarded him. “How would you know I’m not wearing stays?”

      He narrowed his eyes in a sly way that was far from unappealing. “Your silk gown last night was far too tight across your bosom. Stays would have likely made it fit properly. That and…” His mouth lifted in a little smile.

      “And?” she exaggerated the word, needing to know.

      The shrewdness left his eyes and was replaced with an intimate softness. “That and I could detect your nipples through your gown last night. Every time they became hard…”

      Sophia exclaimed in horrified humiliation and fought the urge to cover her breasts. “And in my bombazine?” she gasped.

      God help her if she’d gone about all over England and Scotland with her nipples jutting out through her clothing.

      He scowled. “That veil covers everything.”

      “You seem disappointed.”

      He lifted a brow in that stately “I’m an earl” affectation he had about him. “You know how I feel about those weeds.”

      “And why is that?” She put a hand to his chest, the act familiar in a way that set her pulse spiking. “Did a widow break your heart?”

      “In a manner of speaking.”

      She ran her palm up his hard torso. “Tell me.”

      A small line appeared between his brows. “It isn’t what you think.”

      “Then tell me.”

      His lips pursed to the side and he gave what appeared to be a sheepish smile and shook his head. “I’m not one who enjoys talking about myself. In fact, I scarcely do so.”

      “You do with me.” A surge of pride swelled in her chest.

      He appeared chagrined at the revelation. “It appears I do, prattling on like a debutante at her coming out.”

      “What if I’m one who enjoys listening to you expound upon your past?” She volleyed his eyebrow quirk with one of her own. “I should like to know more about you.” Her hand moved over his chest again, intentionally sensual. “If we are indeed to be wed…”

      He dragged a hand through his hair and sighed. “Widows remind me of my mother.”

      “Oh.” She blinked up at him. “All this time I’ve been reminding you of your mother?”

      No wonder the man was upset.

      “Good God, not like that.” He frowned in disgust. “My mother left my father when we were children. We managed well enough without her. Through God’s mercy and several carefully crafted lies, we were able to cover her disappearance, citing an indefinite stay in the country rather than her dalliances in India or wherever her travels took her indiscretions.”

      His heartbeat thudded harder under her touch. While his words were without feeling, their impact on him was not.

      “When my father died some years later and my mother returned.” His jaw tensed. “She wore all black as though his death had been devastating to her, but it was all a facade for her to gain access to his wealth and assume a widow’s freedom among the ton. There wasn’t a schoolmate of mine who didn’t know of her exploits—several of whom had the pleasure of enjoying them firsthand.”

      There was anger in his eyes. And hurt.

      People could be so unkind. Especially those of the aristocratic sort.

      An ache blossomed in her chest for him.

      “Kendal,” Sophia whispered softly.

      He shook his head, clearly not wanting her sympathy. “My mother wore her weeds for a year. It was the only appropriate act she performed in her widowhood. Once that year had passed, she took full advantage of her newfound freedom. And our fortune. So, if you ever had any curiosity as to how I was drawn into whisky smuggling…”

      “That’s awful.” Sophia stared up at him, seeing this man in an entirely new light, which cast him with considerably more depth. “I did wonder…”

      “My mother always threatened to spend my fortune. I didn’t receive much, as happens when one’s trustee is in your mother’s pocket—so to speak. What little I had, I gave for the care of Marguerite, who was too young to fight for herself at the time.” He drew in a slow breath and pulled Sophia’s hand from his chest.

      She immediately felt the loss of his warmth, of the strong thrum of his heartbeat.

      “It was how Marguerite’s reputation was ruined,” he said.

      “How?” Sophia asked. She knew only that Lady Marguerite had a tattered reputation but had never been told exactly what her “ruin” entailed. That was the way of it often when it came to ladies. A single act could see them ruined forever. Then they were cast aside like rubbish.

      “When Mother had Marguerite’s come out at sixteen, I was away at university and not invited.” He gave a bitter smile. “Marguerite did not even get to enjoy the night. Our mother conspired to wed her off to a former lover and succeeded in locking them in Marguerite’s room together. But the man was in love with our mother and refused to marry Marguerite, leaving her ruined before she even could enjoy her season as a debutante. When I found out about it, your father happened to be at university to see to some affairs regarding your brother…” A frown creased Kendal’s brow. “I had nowhere else to go. Not when all the men I knew were under my mother’s salacious thumb.”

      They weren’t anymore, of course. When he’d come of age to inherit the full extent of his wealth, he had paid his mother to leave England with a purse full enough to keep her occupied for a good long while. Between that and her propensity for wealthy lovers, he doubted he would ever see her again.

      Or at least he hoped to God it would be so.

      “My father helped you save your sister,” Sophia surmised, grateful he had done some good to someone. At least until he’d apparently called in this favor.

      Kendal nodded. “He provided coin and a carriage for me to use in locating Marguerite after she ran away and offered excuses for my prolonged absence to keep me from the ton’s blazing gossip.”

      “And now you’re being forced to wed me because of it.”

      “I don’t believe it was ever his intention to use his favor against me. He is a desperate man.” There was a sadness in his eyes. Pity.

      “Desperate enough to either eradicate his good deed by means of extortion or selling off his daughter to his debtors.” It was her turn to be bitter.

      Her father might have tried to do good, but he was the worst sort of man, one whose vices dictated his actions. And all those around him suffered for it. Even after all the years she had loved him, looked up to him and tried to make him a better man, in the end, he had chosen his gambling debts over her.

      Angry tears burned in her eyes. She lowered her head lest Kendal see them, to avoid his sympathy. Especially after what her father had done to him.

      Kendal’s fingers lightly touched the underside of her chin and lifted her face. “Sophia, look at me.”

      She raised her eyes to find him gazing down at her with a squared jaw. “You’re better than all of this,” he said vehemently. “You’re better than a father who is too blinded by the distraction of his grief to see you for who you are. And you’re damn well better than me, who has never deserved a woman like you, beautiful, innocent, kind…” His hard stare gentled. “But God help me, I can’t stop myself from wanting you.”

      He cradled her jaw in one large hand as though she were a fragile bit of spun glass.

      Desire hung in the air between them, along with the weight of their shared burden: their impending marriage, the predicament they were both in and how it would irrevocably alter each of their futures.

      The bulk of it was too great to expand on after what had already been discussed that night.

      “And I…” Sophia inhaled deeply before her admission. “I want you.” Suddenly feeling sheepish, she lightly bit her bottom lip.

      “You tempt me as no other ever has,” Kendal growled. His thumb tugged her lip free from the light pinch between her teeth and he lowered his head to hers.
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      Desire had always been something Kendal feared. That he might someday become its slave as his mother had. After all, her blood ran through his veins.

      He’d always regarded lust as a weakness. Something he could fight.

      But now, cradling Sophia’s lovely face in his hands, her lips parting under his with trust and true affection, what had blossomed between them did not seem derogatory.

      She had listened to his ugliest secrets with kindness and affection, without judgment or pity. Her hand laying over his heart as he spoke, as if she sought to heal him. And indeed, she had been a balm to a deep, angry wound.

      He drew her toward him, carefully cradling her body to his. She exhaled a soft moan against his mouth. His cock jerked to attention at the sound as lust hammered in his ears. He wanted this. He wanted her.

      This woman who was to become his wife.

      Who had not yet agreed to such.

      He had meant to seduce her, to bring them both to the brink where their bodies were near an explosion of pleasure, and then ask her. Except now, he didn’t want to coerce her into anything. He wanted to be honest with her from the start.

      He parted his lips to speak when her tongue tentatively swept into his mouth, rendering him mute.

      God, she was sweet. And bold. Absolute perfection.

      His hand eased back to cradle her head, to deepen their kiss further while his other hand skimmed down her ribs. With a little whimper of excitement, she pushed her bosom forward, the points of her nipples evident through the fabric.

      A groan escaped his chest as he circled his thumb over the nub. She gasped, her knees buckling, so she leaned more fully against him. His body acted without thought as his pelvis fitted to hers, the force of his arousal straining against her softness.

      Her head fell back with an audible exhale, and then she was kissing him once more. The light pressing of lips quickly gave way to hungry possession of one another’s mouths, the intensity building.

      This couldn’t go any further. Not without knowing she would wed him.

      “Marry me.” He said between kisses.

      She hesitated and leaned back to regard him, her lips reddened from the frenzy of their passion. “To save your sister.”

      Kendal blinked as his thoughts took half a moment to readjust. He’d forgotten his predicament, the need to save Marguerite. In those intimate kisses between himself and Sophia, he had thought only of her reputation and his own refusal to take her without the promise they would wed.

      “For you,” he replied.

      “To save my reputation.” A look of hurt flashed in her eyes.

      “To have you.” He pulled her more closely to him once more, his gaze fixed on hers with earnestness. “I didn’t want to wed before because I feared…” Anxiety nipped at him. Was he really going to share this?

      She watched him with her wide blue eyes, her cheeks flushed with desire.

      Yes.

      Yes, he was.

      “I feared what type of woman I might marry.” He lifted a hand to her impossibly soft face to trail down her cheek. “I didn’t want a woman who masked who they were, who pretended to like me, who would end up…”

      Well, in for a penny, in for a pound and all that.

      “Who would end up like my mother.” His touch whispered over her jawline. “But I realize that you are completely different in the most wonderfully unexpected ways.”

      A shy smile touched her lips. “Then you want to marry me for me?”

      He nodded. “That’s it exactly.”

      “Even though I am stubborn?” She grinned up at him, apparently already knowing his answer.

      “Dare I say in spite of it?”

      She laughed, a sound of pure delight that touched his soul in a place he’d previously thought to be unreachable.

      “Then, yes.” She beamed at him with the brilliance of a thousand suns. “Yes, I’ll marry you.”

      Kendal had never really considered marriage. Nor would he ever have expected the elation coursing through him at Sophia’s agreement to wed him would be so fulfilling.

      “And here I thought you meant to seduce me into it.” She gave him a coy smile.

      “I planned to,” he admitted, ignoring her mock huff of indignation. “But there has been enough duplicity.”

      She reached for him, taking his face in both her hands and pressing a chaste kiss onto his lips, one of tenderness rather than lust. “Thank you.”

      “And I…” Kendal hedged.

      “And you…?” She asked with his face still in her slender hands.

      “I never have…” Good God. Did this have to be so wholly uncomfortable?

      Her brows lifted.

      “I have never been intimate with a woman.” He cleared his throat as though it might eliminate the awkwardness that threatened to choke him. “Not completely. Like I mean to be with you.”

      He braced himself for the reaction that she might have to his admission, considering his age and reputation.

      But there was no laughter or mirth of any kind.

      Her fingers stroked down his face delicately. “You’re not like her,” she said softly.

      In that one moment, he realized she understood exactly. Without him having to explain how much he feared succumbing to the same pull of desire that had dragged his mother’s life into one of reprehensible debauchery.

      Sophia knew him, and she accepted him.

      “Love me, Kendal.” She rose on her tiptoes and closed her eyes as her lips neared his. “Love me.”

      He drew her toward him with the intention of doing just that and making her entirely his.
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      This.

      Over the course of several years, Sophia had put off agreeing to be courted by men because she’d been waiting for exactly this. An alluring man, one with an edge of danger, but whose heart was gold. A real person. Not someone on their best behavior to win her affections.

      Sophia melted against Kendal’s strong body as his mouth closed over hers. Her heart pounded in her chest, her pulse racing.

      Finally, she would sate her curiosity about the mystery of what went on between a man and a woman. Perhaps it might even allay that throbbing need that had developed between her thighs in recent days.

      Anticipation left her fingers trembling with nervousness and excitement.

      His tongue grazed hers, and her nipples drew tight against her chemise. As if sensing her reaction to him, his hand skimmed up her torso and caught one breast in the heat of his palm, his finger once more finding the taut tip.

      She moaned into his mouth. “I like that.”

      He eased back long enough to wink at her in a roguish sort of way that made her pulse stutter before lowering his head toward her once more. His mouth trailed down her neck and whispered over the black neckline of her gown where it stopped primly at her throat.

      His finger tugged lightly, pulling it down as he ran his tongue over the exposed hollow of her throat. A wild, delicious thrill shivered through her. He smoothed his hands down her back and caught her bottom as his lips continued to roam over her neck, this time up, toward the base of her ear.

      Their hips met, and again, the thick column of his excitement pressed against her. Without thinking, she arched toward him, anchoring him more firmly against her.

      He groaned near her ear in a pleasant wash of warm breath on her skin. His touch slid up her back, a sensual trail to the buttons at the nape of her neck.

      One by one, he popped them free, those dastardly little black thread Dorset buttons had been an ordeal to contend with over the duration of her travels without a maid. He worked through them with ease as his kisses moved in a restless trail over the column of her throat. Soft lips, sucking kisses, the rasping scrape of his whiskers over her sensitive skin.

      She scarcely noticed when her gown gaped open at the back and began to slide down her shoulders. Until his lips wandered to where the austere black collar fell away to reveal her white chemise.

      The pink of her nipples showed through the thin, fine fabric, tightening with the waves of decadent chills he sent rippling through her. Never had she noticed exactly how transparent her chemise was or at least if she had, she’d paid it little mind. But now, with Kendal pulling her black gown low and revealing that private area, Sophia’s face blazed.

      His gaze locked on her partially exposed breasts and his brow furrowed with an expression that suggested appreciation. His large hand moved over her right breast, cupping its weight. Gazing up at her, he parted his fingers to reveal her nipple beneath and closed his mouth over it.

      With the delicate layer of linen between his tongue and the little bud, he licked and suckled her. Exquisite pleasure. It needled through her and had her holding the back of his head in her hands as he loved first one breast, then the other.

      The linen over her bosom was left damp, her breath panting, her sex throbbing. Lower and lower, he nudged her gown until the ties of her petticoat came into view. Those were easily handled with a swift tug and down they went with her widow’s weeds.

      Leaving her in only her chemise.

      “Pull the pins from your hair,” he said in a throaty voice that plucked a primal chord somewhere deep inside her.

      She did as he commanded without objection. First the black comb, then the small pins that tinkled onto the floor. Her hair spilled around her shoulders and unfurled in orange-water scented waves.

      He groaned where he stood, watching her with a longing that made her blood race. Before the heat in her cheeks could scald further still, he reached for her and enveloped her against him with a hungry kiss. One she answered in kind.

      His hands shifted up the nape of her neck and gently fisted in her locks. Another groan hummed between them as his hands roved over her linen-clad body. She explored his torso in turn as well, skimming her hands over his chest, across his broad back, down his abdomen, toward his falls, where the edge of his hardness protruded.

      A breath hissed from him. But before she could begin to delve lower, his hand at her thigh shifted upward, and the hem of her chemise raised higher. Inch by inch, the scant fabric lifted until his fingers rested on bare skin. He stroked her thigh with a whisper-light touch, trailing over the outside of her knee, midway up before shifting course to her inner thigh, then gliding to where—

      Oh heavens!

      His fingers grazed her sex and her legs threatened to give way. He held her more firmly around the waist with one hand while the other one teased over her center again, this time slower, with more purpose.

      He uttered a low curse in her ear, the sound so raw and desperate, she did not have to ask if something was wrong. Even with her limited experience, she knew whatever dredged that reaction from him was, in fact, very, very right.

      Back and forth, he teased over her several times, from the sensitive area at the front to the entrance of her sex, where he began to probe gently. Too gently.

      She arched against his hand in frustration, wanting…something.

      It was an infuriating thing for one’s body to be so wound up for an experience one could scarcely begin to understand. He eased his finger in deeper, curling it inside her in a way that made her breath come fast.

      Still holding her upright, for she would surely have dissolved into a puddle on the ground otherwise, his skillful touch played over her as expertly as a musician coaxing his instrument on the crescendo of his masterpiece. The heel of his hand settled at the apex of her sex, grinding against her while his finger pumped inside her.

      Everything in her wound tighter and tighter as if squeezing in on itself.

      “Let me hear you come, Sophia,” he gritted in her ear.

      His voice was as hungry as she felt, wild with desire, and it was that which finally nudged her over the edge to a place she could no longer control. Everything inside her exploded with a pleasure so intense that she didn’t know if she gasped or cried. All she knew were the waves of it, hot and cold at once, tingling, radiating everywhere, drowning her in euphoric sensations she’d never known her body was capable of experiencing.

      When at last she blinked her eyes open, she found Kendal watching her with a little smile teasing the corner of his lip.

      “I…” Thoughts were scarcely forming into words in Sophia’s mind. She blinked, still somewhat dazed. “I thought you never…”

      “Oh, I haven’t.” He put his middle finger to his mouth, glistening with her desire, and licked it. “But I never claimed to be a saint.”
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      Oh, indeed, Kendal was no saint. And certainly, the sensations building in his bollocks were not pious in origin.

      No, it was the most basic need one could have outside of sustenance or shelter: lust.

      Though Sophia’s soft cries of release had subsided, they still played out in his mind, feminine and alluring. This was the point where he usually took his leave, his cock stiff with unspent passion and his determination as resolute as the force of his self-castigation.

      Desire had always been a loathsome weakness.

      But now…

      Sophia’s innocent blue gaze was fixed on him with sensual fascination, her nipples pert beneath the loose-fitting chemise. She was lovely. And she was his.

      Just as he was hers.

      As if understanding his thoughts, she stepped toward him and unbuttoned his jacket, her gaze locked on his as she peeled it from his shoulders. Next came his cravat and his dove gray waistcoat. She hesitated at his shirt, her nerves evident in the way her breath quickened.

      Kendal put his hands over hers and helped her lift the fine muslin over his head, revealing his torso to her. She audibly inhaled as she studied him. Her hand reached for him, trembling somewhat.

      His body was on fire with anticipation for her touch.

      It was light at first, a whispering graze of her fingertips over his skin.

      “Kendal.” She said his name as though it had been brought up from the base of her soul, her voice husky with need.

      He drew her toward him and let his palms skim down her narrow waist before gliding out over her hips. She moaned against his mouth, as eager for him as he was for her.

      There would be only them for one another. That knowledge leached the rebuke from his conscience and let his longing flow like the most intoxicating ambrosia.

      It was that connection, that liberation from his personal retribution, which sparked the flame between them that could not be extinguished. Their kisses became desperate, their caresses without restraint. He burned with a fiery longing that he had fought far too long and now he ran headlong into it, eager to experience delights he once saw as forbidden and now knew to be beautiful.

      He captured the delicate linen of her chemise in his fists and lifted it from her body even as her fingers fumbled over the buttons of his placket. She didn’t bother to cover herself as she stood naked before him, more glorious than any other sight he’d witnessed in his seven-and-twenty years.

      Her skin was flawless where it was cast golden by the firelight with her honey-colored waves tumbling over her shoulders. He followed the length of her body with his eyes, taking in her full breasts, pink-tipped where he’d suckled them. There was a slight dip to her navel that begged a flick of his tongue and even lower…well, that too would eventually experience a flick of his tongue.

      Still watching her, his fingers took over the task of unbuttoning his falls with familiar ease, undoing his trousers the rest of the way. Her teeth sank into her bottom lip as her eyes fixed on the unveiling of his arousal.

      She gasped.

      He pulled his clothing away and dragged her toward him once more. The smoothness of her skin met his body and the desire pulsing between them grew.

      “I won’t hurt you,” he said tenderly.

      Or at least he would try not to, having heard how it was with virgins. Likewise, he hoped his own inexperience would not cause him to be too eager.

      She smiled up at him. “I know.”

      He ran his hands over her body, up her waist, toward those lovely breasts, cupping their silky weight in his palms. A moan escaped her lips and she undulated against him. The action pressed her nakedness firmly to his swollen prick, which strained against her taut stomach.

      She arched away from him slightly, only for a scant moment as her fingers tentatively explored the length of his cock.

      Her touch sent a streak of lightning firing through him and wrenched free a low groan.

      Emboldened by his reaction or so he suspected, that dainty hand of hers wrapped around his shaft. His bollocks drew tight, and his knees nearly buckled.

      Women had touched him, of course, but he never allowed them to—

      Her fingers moved over his arousal, exploring, teasing. Sweat prickled on his brow.

      Turnabout was fair play. His caresses explored lower on her as well, past the triangle of hair at the apex of her thighs. He swept a finger against her, where she was slick with desire.

      So damn wet.

      Whatever tethered his restraint at that moment snapped. He encouraged her back toward the bed. It was only a few steps away, but it might well have been in another country. He wanted her now.

      When at last they reached the mattress, he guided her toward its pillowed surface, easing over her as she lay down.

      Kendal’s heart hammered in his chest. Excitement. Overwhelming desire. Fear.

      If he had this sample of lust, would he go out of his mind with it as his mother had?

      No sooner had the thought entered his mind than Sophia reached up to him with both hands and lifted her face to kiss him. Her mouth was hot and sweet.

      His soon-to-be wife.

      “Kendal,” she murmured against his lips. There was an innocent breathiness to how she said his name. It was pure and enticing.

      Nothing he could ever refuse.

      He growled her name and shifted his torso over hers, so their hips were poised atop one another. She lifted her knees to cradle him between her thighs. To open herself to him.

      The rush of his thundering blood whooshed in his ears and his pulse hammered in erratic thuds. He took his cock in one hand as he braced himself with the other and guided it toward her center.

      They locked eyes as he gently eased into her. First, just the tip nudging against the promise of heaven. She arched in frustration, as though trying to push herself onto him.

      He flexed forward slightly more so the swollen head slid into her sheath. She gripped him there with tight temptation that promised euphoria he could never bring with his own hand.

      Their bodies were moving in slow undulations toward the other. Each arch brought them closer together and pushed him ever so much deeper. More and more until the squeeze was almost overwhelming.

      The breath panted from his chest; his body was aflame. He released the tight hold he had on himself and grasped her hand with his as he thrust inside her.

      She sucked in a hard breath as he froze at the impossibly hard grip locked on his cock.

      He’d always feared lust would make him mindless with need, wild and out of control. Now, as he hovered poised over her with his prick lodged within her, he had nothing but control.

      “Are you quite all right?” he asked in a ragged voice.

      She blinked up at him. “Yes.”

      He eased his hips back, pulling from her before sliding carefully into her center once more. Tingles of pleasure raked over him with even the slightest of moves.

      Tight.

      Wet.

      Perfect.

      A low groan sounded in his chest. God, she felt exquisite.

      Still, he continued to exercise great caution as their bodies came together again and again until finally, her lashes fluttered, and she began to move under him once more.

      It was subtle at first, a slight roll of her hips toward him that made her sheath flex around him in the most blissful way. Then came a shaky exhale and her pelvis rose to meet his cautious thrust.

      Her legs widened, as though wanting to take him deeper.

      His pumps into her increased in pace, giving her what she silently asked for. She tossed her head back with a moan and arched to match the new rhythm.

      And that was when the pleasure began in earnest.
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      Sophia had never imagined what happened during coupling could be so…agreeable.

      No, agreeable was far too dull a word for the sheer brilliance of what shone between them as their bodies came together most deliciously.

      The hardness of him. The softness of her. And all the delights that existed between.

      His thrusts came harder, faster, and unleashed a sensual heat coursing through her veins that made her body tense as it had before when he had touched her in such an extraordinary way.

      Her nipples prickled with anticipation where they brushed against the fine dusting of hair over Kendal’s strong chest with each joining of their bodies.

      The pleasure was evident on his handsome face. It was intoxicating watching the enjoyment play out on his expression. The furrows of his brows in indulgent concentration, the softness of his eyes as he watched her, the tension in his jaw.

      Their rhythm increased in pace once more and she was no longer looking at his face. Her eyes closed as the most indescribable euphoria took her, greater and more overwhelming than before. It made flashes of light bloom behind her lids and had her entire self seeming to explode with incredible sensation.

      Kendal’s hips jerked against her twice and a savage groan tore from him as his arousal pulsed deep within her.

      He gasped and dropped to his elbows over her, blinking as though in surprise. His gaze found hers, wide with disbelief. “My God, Sophia,” he murmured.

      She laughed at that. “We shall have to do that again.”

      His mouth tipped up at the corners in a genuine smile. “And again and again.”

      She brought her legs around his hips, locking her to him with their bodies still joined. “I would enjoy that very much.”

      “As would I.” He smoothed a lock of hair from her brow and kissed first the place he’d just touched, then her mouth with a tenderness that caught at her heart. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

      There had been some pain, but he had been so considerate in his gentle care of her that the pleasure had far, far outweighed any discomfort.

      “Nothing you need ever worry about.” She stroked his face, taken with the need to touch him, to continue to be as close as possible. “I’ve never felt such pleasure.”

      He lifted his brows in exaggeration. “Nor have I.”

      “I love that we had this together,” she said, feeling almost shy. “This first experience.”

      “You were worth waiting for.” He gazed deep into her eyes as if he were of the same mind in longing to hold onto the bond of their shared intimacy.

      Without warning, he rolled over to the side and brought her with him, making her laugh at the suddenness of it. He grinned at her—an actual grin, boyish and endearing. It warmed a place within her chest.

      Her heart.

      Its beat stuttered.

      This handsome, dashing man, who was equal parts wicked and sweet, would be hers. Her husband.

      Lord and Lady Kendal.

      She reached up to his face with her other hand, caressing his prickly jaw with her fingertips, and smiled with the sheer joy brimming within her.

      He stroked her cheek in a tender manner she couldn’t help but turn toward. “I should like to wed you tomorrow.”

      “So we can consummate the marriage?” she teased.

      He hummed in agreement. “And so I can make you mine. Properly.”

      “Oh?” She gazed at him coyly. “I thought you didn’t want a wife.”

      “That was before I met you, my love.”

      My love.

      The words stole her breath. But not her heart, for she’d already lost that to him.

      “We’ll find a small kirk tomorrow.” He pulled her against his chest and wrapped his strong arms around her.

      She melted against him. “Not cliché like Gretna Green?”

      His laugh rumbled in his chest against her cheek. “It would be terribly expected if we did that, wouldn’t it?” His hand skimmed up her arm as if he were savoring the very feel of her. “I have a few chaps who can be witnesses here. Then you will be my wife.” A fingertip traced invisible circles at her shoulder. “My Lady Kendal.”

      She couldn’t stop the smile from stretching over her face, even if she’d wanted to. Which, she did not. She wanted it adorning her features, glowing from her like the sensations overflowing within her.

      It was impossible not to think of the reactions they would encounter when they returned from Scotland, married. Her cousins would be aflutter at the news, brimming with questions as all unmarried women did with ladies recently introduced to the intimacies of the marriage bed. The ton would be practically buzzing with the speed of gossip flowing from their tongues. And Aunt Nancy…

      Sophia giggled.

      “Mmmm?” Kendal’s languid question hummed against her.

      “I was imagining what my Aunt Nancy will think of all this.”

      He chuckled, the sound languid and rich. “Do you know she’s been trying to push you off to me since you first came out?”

      “Has she?” Sophia laughed, able to easily imagine her aunt doing exactly such a thing. “And here I thought the night of Lady Eugenia’s coming out was the first time she’d mentioned it to you.”

      “She said I would adore you if I just gave myself half a chance.” His fingertips grazed a sensual path down her back. “It certainly looks as though she knew what she was talking about…”

      Sophia leaned back to consider him. “But we can never let her know that or she’ll become insufferable.”

      “I’m inclined to agree with you in that evaluation.” He drew Sophia to him once more. His lips pressed to the top of her head in a way that made her feel cherished. Their bodies fitted perfectly, with her tucked against his naked, warm chest and their legs entwined with the others.

      What would it be like to become his wife?

      Lady Kendal.

      She’d spent so much time being focused on avoiding marriage and running from it that she had scarcely offered any consideration to how it would be. Although now, it did not seem as if she were losing the possibility of an enjoyable life but gaining a companion to celebrate with.

      Yes, marriage did seem agreeable, an adventure even. And tomorrow’s union would be the first of many days in their adventure together.
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      Sophia slept in the cradle of Kendal’s arms through the night. When she awoke the following morning, a smile was already on her lips. His body was warm against her back, but what was pressed to her bottom was hot and hard. And incredibly tempting.

      She arched into him and was rewarded with a tense groan. His hands glided down her waist and rested on her hips, easing her toward him once more.

      If she’d thought her desire would have been sated the night before, she was wrong. What they’d done had only whet her appetite. And she now found herself craving more.

      The fullness of him within her, the intimate scent of their joining, the husky cries and groans…

      The area between her thighs pulsed to life with longing.

      His wicked hand eased to that exact spot, making her part her legs as he touched her. “Are you not sore?” he asked in a voice gravelly with sleep.

      “A bit,” she confessed. “But my desire for you exceeds my discomfort.”

      He gave a small growl of acknowledgment and his ministrations escalated to stroking caresses that had her slick with need. Just as she felt she was near release, he withdrew his hand and entered her from behind, his length plunging into her, stretching her deliciously once more. She was slightly sore, yes, but the pleasure was greater than any pain caused by the loss of her maidenhead.

      After another soul-shattering climax, they washed one another, exploring each other’s naked body with the cloth and teasing touches that led to a third coupling.

      “If we continue with this,” Kendal panted afterward, “We might never make it to the kirk to be wed.”

      “Would that be so bad?” She lifted her head to regard him beside her.

      “I want you to be my wife.” Kendal propped himself up on his elbow, his muscles flexing with each move. “In name as well as in body. Although, admittedly, ‘body’ has been considerably enjoyable.”

      Appreciation lit his gaze as it trailed first down, then up, her nakedness.

      “In that case, we must dress quickly.” She pressed a kiss to his mouth and fought the urge to deliver another and yet another still.

      He didn’t bother to move as she pushed to her feet and took the linen from the basin to wipe down her body. In fact, he tucked his palms behind his head, elbows outstretched, and watched her run the cloth over her skin until desire left him jutting outward.

      When she finished, he tried to grab her toward him, but she spun away.

      “You wicked man,” she laughed. “Don’t you wish to wed?”

      Seriousness settled in his stare. “More than I ever realized I could want to. Come, I’ll help you with your stays.”

      She lifted her brows. “You’ll help me with my stays?”

      “I want those hard, little nipples to be mine and mine alone.” In demonstration, he cupped her breast and circled his thumb over the taut bud.

      She moaned and leaned into him.

      “Now who is being wicked?” he asked.

      “To the kirk,” she said huskily. “And then to bed.”

      Never had Sophia’s stays been tied with more haste and were quickly followed by the rest of her garments. As the mourning attire was inappropriate for a wedding and given Kendal’s distaste for it, Sophia settled on the light blue gown she’d worn the night after they’d been drenched in the rain.

      Once they were both dressed, Kendal scanned her appearance and tilted his head in contemplation.

      “What is it?” She glanced down at her attire, fearful something dreadful had become of her one good gown.

      “You’re missing something.” He frowned slightly.

      Nothing appeared amiss. She shook her head and elevated her gaze to him as he withdrew something from his pocket.

      Something that sparkled.

      Her diamond necklace. The one that had been stolen.

      Sophia sucked in a gasp. “Wherever did you find that?”

      “I retrieved it from a rather nefarious chap.”

      “And he simply gave it to you?” she asked incredulously.

      “He required a bit of persuasion that I was more than willing to deliver.” Kendal smirked.

      And there it was, just like that, the edge of danger to this handsome, sensual man who was tearing her walls down, one brick at a time.

      “Aren’t you afraid I’ll leave you now that I have this necklace to trade for help with a distillery?” She cocked a brow as she teased him.

      “Not when you harbor such distaste for whisky.” He winked at her and attached the necklace to her throat. “And certainly not when you’re so obviously enamored with me.”

      The weight of the diamonds was considerable and the back was cold against her skin. She turned in the mirror and set the gems sparkling.

      “Oh, am I?” She met his eyes in the reflection.

      He feigned innocence with a shrug. “You cannot seem to keep your hands off me.”

      “It’s true. I cannot.” She looked over her shoulder to give him a coy look.

      “Well, perhaps it is a good thing I’m of the same mind.” He touched the gems and let his fingers dip lower to caress the tops of her breasts where they were visible just over the edge of her bodice.

      It would be so easy to lean against him and let him kiss her until she couldn’t think properly.

      But that would come later.

      Again and again and again.

      Instead, she fingered the jewelry. “You do know diamonds are in poor taste for breakfast.” And they were. But it didn’t stop her from admiring the precious jewels.

      He kissed her neck, just above the necklace, and chuckled in her ear. “You ladies and your rules.” He nuzzled her earlobe. “Then later, I should like to request that you wear this necklace.” His fingertip ran down her spine. “And nothing else.”

      She shivered. “If you wish it to be so.”

      “That almost sounded biddable, Lady Kendal.” He gently made her face him once more. “I thought you said you were stubborn.”

      Lady Kendal.

      How she loved the sound of her new name. It carried with it the ring of hope for love and true happiness. A life well-lived.

      “I am.” She unclasped the necklace. “When it’s something I don’t want to do. But when it’s something I do want…”

      “Shall we take breakfast, then?” he asked.

      The idea of food made her mouth water. She slipped her diamond necklace back into her valise with the other jewelry, grateful to see it among her aunt’s jewelry once more. “That would be divine.”

      He offered his arm to her and together they made their way downstairs to the inn’s dining area. But he didn’t take a seat with her once she was at the table.

      “Order anything you like. I’ll be about seeing to a few things.”

      “I don’t want to eat without you,” she protested.

      “But you do wish to eat.” He lifted her hand and gave the back of it a delicate kiss. “As you said. And I knew you wouldn’t take breakfast without me.” He smiled at her frown. “If you are to be stubborn, I believe I shall have to be clever.”

      “You’ve won this battle.” Her chin notched a little higher, her tone playful. “But do not expect to do so every time.”

      “My dear, I would be disappointed if I did.” With a wink, he was gone.

      The scent of rich tea and sizzling ham drifted into her awareness. It wasn’t until then she realized how absolutely ravenous that she was. By the time she was given the toast points and soft-boiled egg, she was nearly weak with hunger.

      She had only just finished her breakfast and was considering ordering a second when the proprietor of the inn approached her with a slight bow. “Do forgive me, my lady, but there appears to be someone requesting your presence in the stables.”

      Her heart nearly tripped over itself. She knew exactly who that someone was and why he wanted her in the stables. No doubt Kendal had something exciting planned for their union. Perhaps they would ride horses to a kirk on the outskirts of Glasgow to be married by a priest. Maybe even one who had helped him smuggle whisky in the past.

      If there was anyone who knew a whisky running priest, it would certainly be Kendal. And what a thrilling start to their marriage.

      She thanked the innkeeper and pushed up from the table. Her pulse raced with anticipation as she left the inn, following the man’s instructions back toward the stables, and pulled open the door. The shadowed interior smelled of a mix of horses and sweet hay. Nervousness edged into her excitement.

      Something wasn’t right.

      “Kendal?” She asked.

      A noise sounded behind her, near the door she’d entered. She spun around, her eyes now adjusted to the light, and gasped.

      An older man, with thin lips and a brutish nose that sat crooked on his face, leered at her. She knew him immediately and it made her blood go ice cold.

      Mr. Mongerton stepped closer to her and held out his hand. “Lady Sophia. I believe I am owed a debt.” He grinned, revealing his startlingly perfect teeth. “And I’m here to collect my payment.”
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      Putting all the affairs in order had taken slightly longer than Kendal had anticipated. Finally, a priest had been secured, and he had two reliable men who would stand witness to his union with Sophia.

      Yes, this was Scotland, and they could well be pronounced man and wife by simply announcing they were wed in a public setting. But that wasn’t enough. If he came all this way to save Sophia, he would ensure their union was handled properly.

      The very thought of her brought a fresh smile to his lips. He’d been grinning like a bloody idiot since he’d woken up with her in his arms and through all their time together since.

      And all the couplings. His blood heated with a desire that had been insatiable, as though making up for the years he’d put his lust aside. Difficult though it may have been, he was glad he had waited for Sophia, so that they might share the specialness of it together.

      While the physical connection was indeed satisfying, so too was the wondrous sensation inside his chest, which seemed to make him feel as though he was glowing.

      He’d never been so happy.

      Hell, he never thought of himself as even being capable of happiness.

      Not like this. Not with Sophia.

      Being with her banished all his reservations and fears about marriage. There was a light inside her that promised never to dim and a loyalty that could never be tarnished.

      It made him feel almost foolish for having waited so long to allow himself the luxury of believing in her, especially when Lady Bursbury had been whispering it in his ear for several years now.

      But there was an inexplicable beauty that came with the maturity Sophia had demonstrated in standing up for her own future. When he’d met her previously, she’d just been a debutante like all the rest. Now, she was a woman with a backbone and opinions she didn’t allow to be shoved aside.

      His thoughts pulled his mouth up into a grin.

      What a lady.

      He strode past the main dining area of the inn, noting she was no longer at breakfast. Not that he expected she would still be there. After all, some time had passed since he’d left her.

      Excitement quickened his steps as he jogged up the stairs, eager to see her, to hold her. He opened the door and drew to a stop.

      Her trunks, which had been there before his departure, were gone. As was her valise.

      Which meant her jewels were gone with it.

      Kendal stepped back as though reeling from a physical blow.

      Had she resumed her ridiculous plan to flee to the Highlands and open a distillery?

      Had she…

      He swallowed, unable to even bring himself to think the words. After all, she wasn’t his mother. She wouldn’t do to him what his mother had done to Father.

      Why then was his heart thundering in his chest?

      He raced down the stairs and found the innkeeper behind his desk going through a ledger of sorts.

      “Have you seen Lady Sophia?” Kendal asked.

      The innkeeper slowly looked up. “My lord, do you mean the companion you traveled with? The widow?”

      Damn it.

      “Lady…” His mind drew a blank on the assumed name she’d borrowed for her journey. “Where is she?” Kendal demanded.

      “She left some time ago, I’m afraid.” The man looked back to his ledger, licked his pencil and scribbled something down.

      “Alone?”

      The innkeeper lifted a shoulder. “Presumably, my lord.”

      Kendal cursed.

      Then she had gone. And he would need to catch her.

      Only this time, there would be no promises of marriage. If, after everything they’d shared, she genuinely didn’t want to be with him, he would travel with her to the Highlands and help her set up her damn distillery.

      He would find some other way to keep Marguerite safe. He always had, hadn’t he?

      But he would not force a woman to wed him. Still, he couldn’t quell the bitterness rising like bile inside him. He returned to the stable, where the lad there had only just removed the saddle.

      “I’ll need a horse again,” Kendal said tiredly. He’d half a mind to let Sophia go off on her own and figure out the whisky brewing process by herself. And yet, he knew it would not be as easy as she presumed. Especially not when Highlanders were so wary of strangers. Particularly English ones.

      And if he was being honest with himself, as pathetic as it might be, he hoped in the time it took her to learn, she might reconsider a marriage to him. Not that he would allow his hopes to elevate to such heights. This was, after all, the third time she’d run from him.

      Something in his chest constricted.

      The stable lad lifted the saddle back onto the horse, but Kendal stopped him. “A new one. I’ll need to ride fast.” He sighed. “I have someone to catch.”

      “The lady?” The boy asked.

      Kendal narrowed his eyes at the lad. “Why would you suspect I’d go after her?”

      The stable hand set to work saddling a new horse, one that did indeed look fast with long, high legs and a slender frame. The kind of beast that would fly over the Scottish countryside like the wind.

      The lad didn’t look at him but instead focused on his task. “Her father seemed angry when he came to collect her.”

      Kendal regarded the boy with wariness. “Her…father?”

      “Aye. A big man, tall.” The lad waved a hand over his head to indicate considerable height. “And no’ an attractive bloke if I may say. Methinks yer lady inherited her mum’s looks.”

      While Lord Gullsville wasn’t what Kendal would call an attractive chap, nor were his looks so abhorrent that they would be notable by a child.

      Unease edged a chill down his spine. “What did the man look like?”

      “White hair.”

      Lord Gullsville’s close-cropped hair was silver.

      “Crooked nose.”

      Lord Gullsville’s was as straight and aristocratic as they came.

      “Verra nice teeth, all straight and fine.”

      Waterloo teeth, no doubt. Only the finest, harvested from the bounty of slain soldiers after the battle. The sets of teeth were far too common these days by those crass enough to elevate their appearance with the dead's leavings.

      Men like Mongerton.

      Kendal gave the boy a coin and took over, fastening the saddle into place with skilled hands that could move with more haste than the lad’s could. “Which way did they go?”

      The boy pointed in the opposite direction Kendal had planned to travel. “That way.”

      “In a carriage?” Kendal tugged the strap to ensure it was locked in place. It offered no give.

      “Aye. A plain black hired chaise with four horses.” The boy’s brown eyes slid away.

      “What is it?”

      He scuffed at a bit of hay with the toe of his shoe. “I was outside, so I couldna hear what they said, but at one point, the lady screamed. It was quick and cut short.”

      Kendal’s blood chilled and he swung up onto the steed, fueled with determination.

      They would be traveling fast, but he could go faster.

      “I tried to get to her,” the boy continued, “but the carriage came racing out of the yard…” His small mouth twisted to the side, his averted gaze indicative of tears.

      “You are to be commended for your bravery.” Kendal tossed another coin to the boy and bolted from the stables, steering the horse in the direction the stable lad said the carriage had gone.

      Whether by Mongerton or some other wretch, Sophia had been taken by force. Kendal would find her. And he would make them pay.
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      Sophia had a rock curled in the palm of her hand. It was the only thing she could grab at the last minute as Mongerton’s men had dragged her to the coach, kicking and screaming.

      The cloth they’d knotted around her face had a musty odor and tasted of sweat and dust. The coarseness of the fabric dug into the corners of her mouth, so she was scarcely able to swallow. She had tried turning her head from side to side at the beginning like a horse with blinders but finally resigned herself to her fate.

      Instead, she now glared at Mongerton. Her wrists were bound in front of her with rough rope. By some miracle, his men had been so consumed with binding her that they hadn’t thought to pry open her fist.

      The rock was a small bit of a thing. Nothing that could dash a man’s brains or anything even close. Not that she was knowledgeable on such matters.

      But perhaps if angled correctly, it might cause enough injury that she could attempt to flee. Or perhaps if propelled toward a tender area of the body or face?

      She knew nothing of fighting or battle. But she knew she would not yield easily.

      Mongerton’s heavy breath echoed in the small cabin. He wore elegant clothes like a peer, but the hard life he’d lived remained etched on his homely face. “I see Lord Kendal found you.”

      Sophia continued to scowl at him.

      He shifted in his seat, and his jacket opened slightly, revealing a dagger at one side of his paunch and a gun at the other. “Did he touch you?”

      Kendal.

      Oh, he had touched her. In the most wonderful ways.

      She said nothing, though her heart raced as she recalled what they had shared. At the very thought of Kendal. Surely, he would come for her. As soon as he realized Mongerton had taken her, he would no doubt come after her.

      But when?

      The carriage had already traveled significantly farther than she’d anticipated they would. She had expected Kendal to be there from the first, chasing them down.

      As one hour passed into two, worry set in. What if…?

      What if he thought she had left him? The way his mother had left his father?

      Regardless of Kendal’s unflinching demeanor, there was a sensitivity to him that ran heart deep. It was one of the endearing qualities about him that she was particularly drawn to.

      If he’d thought she’d hurt him, however…

      Mongerton suddenly slammed his meaty fist on the padded bench. The entire cabin shuddered. Despite Sophia’s resolve to not show any fear, she started with a little jump.

      “Did he touch you?” he snarled.

      She raised her brows at his foolishness and pointed to the linen tied against her mouth.

      He huffed in irritation and sat forward, reaching behind her head to untie the binding. Relief from the pressure around her mouth was immediate. She worked her jaw to encourage the feeling and swallowed, wishing for something to wash away the taste that sat musty and foul on her tongue.

      Mongerton leveled a gaze at her, his eyes slightly rheumy with age. “Did he touch you?”

      “You never will.” She narrowed her eyes. “And that’s what really matters.”

      Quick as lightning, he reached out, grabbing her by the front of her gown, just under the sash where the pale blue silk belled out around her frame. A harsh rending sounded as the delicate fabric gave against his violent grip.

      “You’re mine.” His breath was sour as it washed against her face. “You are my prize.”

      She kept her eyes locked on his watery gaze, refusing to be intimidated. “I’m already wed to Kendal.”

      “Whatever has been done in this heathen country can be undone in London.” He leaned toward her, so his face was nearly touching hers. “You will be my wife.”

      “Never.”

      His hand drew back and flew across her face. Pain exploded at the side of her cheek, and her head snapped hard to the right. She gasped at the offense.

      All the time they had been in the carriage, she had thought he would never strike her. She understood now what a naïve thought that had been.

      For the first time, there was a very real element of danger.

      “Rider,” a voice outside the carriage announced.

      Sophia straightened in her seat, invigorated with hope. Kendal had found her.

      Mongerton grimaced and looked out the window. She tried to follow suit, but he shoved her back to block her view, making her sit down hard in her seat.

      But she didn’t need to see the man riding toward them to confirm it was Kendal. The curse Mongerton issued was proof enough.

      He rapped on the cabin ceiling. “You know what to do.”

      His words made Sophia’s blood go cold. As did the way that he curled his lips into a malicious grin. “If you were so easily able to marry in this wild land, so too can you be easily widowed. Men accidentally die all the time, even earls.”

      “No,” she whispered.

      A rider flew by the window, going in the opposite direction. Toward Kendal.

      “So if you did indeed already marry him as you claim…” Mongerton turned from the window and pulled the curtain shut. “It appears you are about to become a widow.”

      No sooner had he said the words than the deafening bang sounded—the report of a gun being fired.
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      That had been bloody close.

      Kendal rode hard toward the man who had aimed the pistol at him. Thank God the things were notoriously inaccurate shots, especially on horseback. But it did confirm exactly what he suspected: Sophia was in that carriage.

      Determination burned through him like fire.

      He would save her. No matter what it took.

      The blighter who’d fired on him rounded again, his gun now useless after its discharge. Still, his empty pistol could still be used as a weapon, its weight perfect for bludgeoning.

      All Kendal was armed with was his wits. He’d left with such haste that he hadn’t thought to gather any weapons beforehand. However, after years of running whisky, he was quite resourceful.

      The man came at him with the pistol cocked back in his hand to strike at Kendal.

      Which was why Kendal ran directly into it.

      His heart slammed in his chest, not with fear, but with the importance of succeeding. As the cur brought down the weapon, Kendal ducked to the side and reached out, grabbing and savagely tugging the weapon from the bastard’s hand. It fell into the grass with a thunk.

      The man jerked in surprise.

      Which was why the tactic worked so well. No one expected their victim to charge into the attack.

      Kendal dropped to the ground and hastily scooped up the heavy gun.

      Mongerton’s lackey turned back toward him again, still on his horse. And no doubt assuming he had the advantage.

      The assailant rode at full tilt toward Kendal. The earth thundered with the hoofbeats coming directly at him. The rider was moving, and Kendal was not, meaning Kendal would have the advantage of good aim.

      He waited until his attacker was nearly upon him, then took careful aim. The horse was almost in front of him now, its chest filling his vision.

      It was in that last, critical moment that Kendal released the gun, sending it sailing toward the man’s head. Quick as lightning, Kendal dashed from the horse’s path and tucked his legs toward his torso as he fell to clear himself from those hooves that could cause so much damage. He watched, his body tense, as his assailant fell from the horse like a sack of barley.

      Kendal scrambled to his feet and raced over to where the man lay still. After retrieving the empty pistol, Kendal checked the unconscious man, confirming he was still alive. There were no additional weapons on him, save a few bullets and some gunpowder to reload the pistol.

      The seconds it took to ready the gun were precious but necessary. Kendal couldn’t go up against Mongerton unarmed again. He swatted the horse on the rump, sending it running in the opposite direction, away from the man who would use it to chase Kendal, and mounted his own steed.

      Distant billows of dust kicked up on the open road indicated that the carriage was still close enough to reach. Kendal leaned low on his horse and encouraged the beast into a hard gallop.

      The carriage came into view quickly, and yet another man on horseback charged toward Kendal. Except this time, he was ready. He aimed the gun toward his opponent and fired without hesitation. They were close enough that his aim was true, striking the bastard in the shoulder.

      It wouldn’t kill him, but it would hurt like the very devil, and keep him from climbing back on his horse.

      Wild desperation raged in Kendal. Sophia was in that carriage, only a stone’s throw away. And yet still in danger.

      Galloping once more, he focused his efforts this time toward the driver. He aimed his pistol, which the man did not know wasn’t loaded. What he did most likely know was that his comrade had just been shot, and Kendal was the victor.

      As Kendal hoped, the driver jerked the horses to a stop and put his hands up.

      “I have no need for you.” Kendal indicated the open road behind them with his pistol.

      The man needed no further encouragement and leapt from his seat and sprinted in the opposite direction in one simultaneous move. Leaving only Mongerton to contend with.

      Kendal wished he had more gunpowder to refill his pistol. No doubt, the other man was armed.

      All at once, the carriage jostled violently, and a distinctly feminine voice cried out.

      His heart stopped mid-beat as everything in him went cold.

      Sophia.
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      Mongerton crushed his weight against Sophia in an attempt to block her blows. She shoved at him with enough effort that her breath grunted out between her clenched teeth.

      Kendal was out there. Alive.

      She’d heard his voice.

      The rock was still locked in her fist. The one pressed against his soft stomach.

      She tried to pull back to free it, but he grabbed onto her wrist with one hand and held her into place.

      “If he thinks to have you, he’s a damn fool.” Mongerton’s other hand locked around the back of the neck, his squeeze painful. “I’ll never let you go.”

      If nothing else, his new hold on her eased his stomach, liberating her hand. She unfurled her fist and drew the rock down hard on his head.

      Mongerton lifted his palm to his scalp with a pained grunt. That was when she did it—when she slid her hand against his fleshy body and freed the dagger from his possession.

      The door flew open, and there was Kendal, his face a mask of rage. He punched an arm into the cabin and yanked Mongerton by the cravat, dragging him from the carriage. But not before Mongerton caught her hair, yanking her along with them.

      They tumbled out of the small door in a heap that sent Sophia sprawling. She tightened her hold on the dagger as she fell, determined to ensure it didn’t slip from her grasp.

      She straightened as Kendal launched himself at Mongerton with the butt of a pistol.

      “Run, Sophia,” Kendal ground out as her captor leapt out of the way. “Take my horse and go.”

      Go?

      Was he mad?

      She wouldn’t leave him. Mongerton didn’t fight fair. She would never leave Kendal at his mercy.

      Especially not when she was armed and could help.

      The two wrestled in the dirt, flipping and grunting with such fervor that it was almost impossible to tell one from the other. Abruptly they stopped with Mongerton on Kendal’s chest and the pistol pointed at his face.

      “No!” The word screamed from her mouth as everything seemed to freeze.

      That gun aimed at Kendal, ready to snuff out his life forever. Him, lying unmoving beneath its threat.

      And her. With a dagger in her hand.

      She had no idea what she was doing, but she ran at Mongerton with the weapon, plunging it into his back. The blade sank through flesh and bone with surprising ease.

      He stiffened with a cry of pain, and the heavy pistol landed on the grass with a thunk.

      Hot blood welled up from the wound, soaking his shirt and her hand. She jerked back in horror.

      The knife came out with a sickeningly wet, sucking sound.

      Her fingers released their grip on the handle, and the blade dropped to the ground, glistening with blood. She had done that. To another person.

      To save Kendal.

      She looked up to find him rolling Mongerton onto his side. The man was groaning in agony, his face a deep, purple red.

      “W…will he die?” she stammered.

      “No.” Kendal handed her the gun he’d scooped from where it fell. In one smooth move, he uncurled the cravat from Mr. Mongerton’s neck and pressed the wad of lengthy fabric to the wound at his back.

      The older man grimaced.

      “He will require a physician,” Kendal said. “How are you?”

      She recalled how the blade had passed into his body, any catch giving way easily with the pressure. What had she sliced into?

      She shuddered. “I’m fine.”

      Kendal helped heft Mongerton’s bulk upright. The man shot Sophia a hateful stare. “You stabbed me,” he grated out through clenched teeth.

      Sophia’s disgust dissipated, replaced instead with ire. He had meant to kill Kendal, to force her to marry him. “I would do it again,” she said vehemently.

      “I demand restitution.” Mongerton jerked back from Kendal with a wince and staggered. “And all the money your father owes me.”

      “You’ll receive the care of a physician and a meeting with a magistrate,” Kendal said dryly as he reached out to steady him. “If I were you, I’d save my strength for the bumpy ride ahead.”

      The other man paled slightly. Kendal guided him toward the carriage, this time without being subjected to complaining and only a weak, unbalanced resistance as he forced Mongerton inside.

      Once the other man was closed within the cabin, Kendal rushed to Sophia and gently cupped her face in his hands. “Did he hurt you?” His gaze lowered to her torn skirt. “It isn’t too late to kill him.”

      She turned her head slightly so he wouldn’t see the splotch of red where he’d struck her. After all, it was such a minor thing by comparison of what could have happened. “He didn’t hurt me. You arrived, and…” Tears welled in her eyes. The weight of the gun remained in her hand and the dagger was still at her feet, shimmering with blood.

      Kendal wrapped his arms around her, enveloping her in the familiar spicy scent of him and offering comfort that settled deep into her soul.

      “You did well, my love.” He leaned back and tilted her face up toward his. “I should have known you would be so brave.” He grinned. “I don’t even think you needed me.”

      She gave a weak chuckle. “It was good to see you, regardless.”

      He winked and picked up the dagger, pausing to clean it before tucking it into his jacket pocket, then led her to the driver’s seat. “To think I doubted you could actually start distilling whisky on your own in Scotland.”

      She allowed him to help her climb onto the hard bench. “And now?”

      “Now I think I’d feel bad for the excisemen.” He sat down beside her, lifted the reins and encouraged the horses to turn around. “I daresay, I never thought I’d imagine such a thing.”

      Sophia braced herself as the carriage lurched forward, taking them back to Glasgow. “Perhaps it’s quite fortunate for them that I’ve altered my course.”

      “Have you?”

      “You know I have.” She slid a glance at him and found him grinning at her.

      “Perhaps I want to hear you say it.”

      “That I wish to marry you instead of engaging in illicit dealings?”

      “Precisely.” He curled his free arm around her, drawing her closer to him. Perhaps it was the wind playing tricks on her, but she almost thought she heard him say, “And that we can find love.”

      It was most likely the wind.

      But she sincerely hoped it was not.
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      Kendal had two purposes for seeking out a physician in Glasgow. The first was to ensure Mongerton would live, not only to pay the price of his crime but also so that Sophia wouldn’t be burdened with his miserable death on her conscience. The second was for Kendal to assure himself that she was indeed fine.

      She was. Thanks be to God. Or Kendal would have needed to finish the job with Mongerton that Sophia had started.

      Once assurances were in place that Mongerton would live and be seen to by the authorities, Kendal and Sophia escaped to their room where they were finally, blessedly, alone.

      Only then did he allow himself to realize the severity of what could have happened. If Kendal had not caught them in time, Mongerton would most certainly have forced Sophia into marriage. No doubt with the use of her own father as bait. Or perhaps her siblings in some way.

      Regardless, Kendal could scarcely stand the idea of her suffering in such a fashion any more than he could the idea of her belonging to another man. Especially one she did not want.

      He pulled her into his arms and held her there for a long moment before kissing her deeply, claiming her. She returned his kiss with a fire that matched his own as if needing to confirm for herself that they were both safe.

      Desperate with need, they stumbled toward the wall, where he lifted her skirts as her thighs came up around his waist. While their couplings before had been slow and sensual, this was hard and fast, both needing comfort, reassurance.

      Their cries rose up in unison until they slid down together, languid with the aftereffects of their passion.

      Kendal brushed a loose tendril of honey-colored hair from Sophia’s face.

      She smiled up at him with flushed cheeks. “Are we still to be wed today?”

      “If so, I must say we’ve gone about it in quite the opposite fashion once more.” He let his fingertip drift lazily over her collarbone.

      “The consummation can still follow.” She grinned. “Again.”

      His blood immediately went hot. “You wicked woman.”

      “So says the wicked earl.”

      Ah yes, there was that. Obviously, his membership would need to be forfeited now. Not that he had any complaints. He liked the men well enough, of course, seeing most of them as brothers.

      But Lady Sophia Stopford, soon-to-be Sophia Merrick, Lady Kendal—oh yes, she was entirely worth it.

      “Shall we go marry, my love?” he asked.

      “Yes.” She beamed up at him.

      He straightened and pulled her to her feet. “The priest said he’d be at the kirk all day.”

      “Then let us go sooner rather than later.”

      And after a quick freshening up and straightening their rumpled clothes—Sophia’s requiring several stitches to be right and tight once more—they did exactly that. They arrived at the kirk as presentable as was possible after traveling and nearly dying, all in one day.

      The ceremony was swift as they made their vows to one another, each speaking from the depth of their soul as they were joined together forever in spirit as they already were in body. Once they were pronounced married as attested to by the two witnesses who had once helped Kendal sneak whisky from Scotland to England, Kendal drew Sophia toward him and kissed his lovely wife.

      He grinned down at her. “You have made me want everything I never thought to need, Lady Kendal.”

      Sophia beamed with delight. “As you have done with me, Adolphus.”

      He grimaced at the use of his Christian name and led her from the cool, quiet kirk. “Is that entirely necessary?”

      “Oh, it most certainly is.” She put her hand on her hip. “In fact, how could you not tell me your name was Adolphus?”

      “You never asked,” he said dryly.

      “Well, I think it is a fine name.” Her hand slid into his. “For a fine man.” She repeated his name again, saying it slow and sweet, “Adolphus.”

      Never had he thought of his name as being anything other than dastardly. But never had he heard it on her lips. Never had he considered himself a fine man, either.

      His heart thrummed for this woman who had so set his preconceived notions on its ear and made him want to be the man she saw him as.

      “What is it?” she asked, evidently sensing the change in him. “Do you honestly hate your name that much?”

      He shook his head. It wasn’t his name, though he would still never forgive his mother for it any more than he would her other transgressions.

      The words he wanted to say to Sophia were on the tip of his tongue, near the edge of a vulnerability that should scare him.

      Live your life.

      They stopped before the carriage that would take them back to the hotel. Not the dismal one where the innkeeper had allowed Sophia to be snatched from him after a few glittered coins were tossed his way. But to a finer establishment, one befitting an earl and his new countess.

      “I love you, Sophia,” he said.

      She blinked up at him, her blue eyes widening. “You do?”

      He reached up and stroked his hand down her soft cheek. “I know I did not come after you of my own volition but doing so has altered my life in the most wonderfully unexpected way. You’ve shown this boring, stodgy earl how to enjoy life. To open my heart.”

      “Boring, indeed.” Her eyes sparkled, and she put her hand over his chest, directly over his heart, which belonged entirely to her. “I love you too.”

      Her gaze met his. “You’ve shown me that I’m not losing my life by marrying but am enhancing it in ways I never thought possible. I love you…” She gave him a coy look, “Adolphus.”

      And while he relished those words on her lips, he wasn’t quite certain he could grow used to, or even like, his Christian name. Even coming from her delectable lips.

      Until later, that was, when their bodies were locked in the throes of passion, joined with love. She had moaned his name as she found her release and made “Adolphus” sound like the most beautiful thing in all the world.

      They left for London the next day to face their families and the shock of the ton. But beyond that, there was something unexpected and wonderful that neither had anticipated looking forward to during their chaotic cat-and-mouse game through England and into Scotland: truly being together, not only as husband and wife but as a man and woman in love.
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      As exciting a journey as Sophia had on the way to Scotland, she had a far better experience on the way back. Which, ironically, afforded her about as little sleep.

      Their days were spent in the carriage, sharing stories from their youth and about their families. Their nights, however, were spent in a different form of learning, through exploration and sated curiosity.

      In the end, it took three days longer to return to London than it had been to finally travel to Glasgow, yet neither of them offered a single complaint. When they finally arrived at Gullsville House on Harley Street, Sophia found herself wishing they had delayed a few more days.

      Kendal put his hand over hers. “Please allow me to speak on our behalf to your father.”

      It was a tempting offer. But one she knew she couldn’t accept.

      She folded her fingers over his and shook her head. “I can’t but am so grateful for the consideration.” She drew in a fortifying breath. “I must do this.”

      “There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you.” The way he said it—the way he looked at her—not only now, but always, spoke of the truth behind his words.

      The door to the carriage swung open to reveal a drizzly day. A perfect setting for reuniting with her father if ever there was one. Kendal offered her his arm and led her to the door, where they discovered they weren’t the only ones to have just arrived.

      Aunt Nancy filled the doorway with a shriek of delight when she saw Sophia and raced toward her. “Lord Kendal, you found her.”

      Her gaze swept between them, on the closeness of their proximity and how Sophia held onto his arm. Aunt Nancy put her hands to her chest. “And you married her.” She gave a wistful sigh. “I knew you would be just perfect—”

      “Is that my Sophia?” The familiar baritone of Father’s voice broke through Aunt Nancy’s excitement.

      All at once, the stoic resolve Sophia was determined to maintain in the face of the man who had sold her off for a gambling debt began to crumble.

      It rushed at her in a wave of pain—this man who she’d once held in such great esteem thought so little of her as to offer her in lieu of his losses at a gaming hell.

      Kendal squeezed his hand around hers. “She is my Sophia now,” he replied with a regal aristocracy.

      Aunt Nancy’s brow flinched with confusion as she glanced between him and Sophia’s father, apparently unaware of what had driven a wedge between them.

      Father stepped closer, his eyes bright with clarity for the first time in months. Perhaps years. They glittered with unshed tears and his lower jaw worked without sound for the span of a moment, as though seeking the right words.

      “I don’t deserve it,” he said eventually. “But I should like the opportunity to speak with her alone.”

      “If you hurt her…” The threat in Kendal’s tone was unmistakable.

      “I will not,” Father’s tone was as hard as Kendal’s.

      Sophia slipped her hand from the warmth of her husband’s elbow. While she took comfort in his strength, she did not need it. Going to Scotland to forge her path had made her stronger than she realized. And Kendal had helped her fortitude.

      Her father held out his arms as though to embrace her. The child in her longed to fall against him; the woman she had become lifted her chin in defiance. “I’m not that girl anymore, Father.”

      “No,” he whispered softly. “You’re not.”

      As he led her to his study, Sophia caught sight of Aunt Nancy turning toward Kendal. “What’s happened?”

      Her father closed the door to the study, sealing out any further conversation. He looked at the floor first, as though gathering his thoughts, before pinching at his eyes with his thumb and forefinger and giving a hard sniff.

      When he finally regarded her, she could see the redness of his eyes—the unmistakable effects of tears.

      She pushed away the stab of pity.

      “You tried to sell me into marriage.” Her voice shook with anger. “And when that didn’t work, you sent another man after me. Also to marry me. Am I so expendable?”

      “I couldn’t afford to keep up with your seasons.” Father shook his head as soon as he spoke, clearly realizing it was the wrong thing to say.

      “And so marrying me off to pay your gambling debts was the ideal solution?” Even saying it aloud needled at a fragile place inside her heart.

      “I had no choice. Mr. Mongerton said he would come after our estate. We would be destitute.”

      “Because of you.”

      Her father lowered his head again in silent acknowledgment of her accusation.

      “You used to be such a good man, one that I admired.” Her voice trembled with emotion she could no longer dam.

      “I lost everything when your mother and the twins died.”

      “No, not everything,” Sophia whispered. “But you didn’t seem to care. Cecelia was mother and father to both me and Henry. You used your vices as a crutch and you pushed us away. Now, this.”

      “What can I do?” He dropped to his knees and gazed up at her. “To make it right?” There was desperation in his clear stare. “To prove to you and your siblings that I still love you?”

      “Stop drinking.”

      “I have.”

      A glance toward the hutch confirmed the crystal decanters had been removed, as well as their matching glasses.

      “Stop gambling,” she said.

      “I have.”

      “Tell me.” Sophia swallowed. “Tell me that you love me.”

      His chin quivered as he got up to his feet. “My girl. My Sophia, with your bright smile and your happy energy. I’ve put you in the dark for far too long, and yet you were brilliant enough to keep on shining. I’m proud of the woman you are—accomplished and lovely, but also strong and intelligent.” He gave a little self-deprecating smirk. “More so than your father.” His mouth lifted at the corners. “I love you, my darling girl.”

      This time when he opened his arms, Sophia did go to him. His embrace enfolded her, surrounding her in the familiar scent of the cologne he always wore and absent the previous ever-present odor of brandy.

      “Ludlow,” Aunt Nancy said Father’s given name sharply from outside the door.

      It would appear she knew. At least enough to be appalled.

      Father released Sophia and she did not mistake the flash of fear in his eyes. After all, Aunt Nancy could be a force to be reckoned with.

      There would be a good deal of explanations that evening, especially once Aunt Nancy spoke to Henry. But through it all, Sophia would have Kendal, her Adolphus, a man equal parts dangerous and boring in the most perfect ways. A man who would always be at her side and always, always love her.
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      Kendal never thought he would be the man doing this sort of thing. He strode into the Wicked Earls’ Club with the understanding it would be his last time.

      In years past, Kendal had seen men come and go. Some so swift, he’d almost pitied them. Others with an obdurate insistence to never be wed—much like himself—who finally lost themselves to a lady’s allure.

      Kendal had once thought them all fools. Hopeless romantics who were caught up in the enchantment of a lady’s affection. And here he was, gold pin secured in its small silk-lined box, ready to return it to the club with a gladness he’d never once considered of those men he so oft regarded as “poor chaps.”

      Morrey was the first to see him, his gaze immediately settling on the pin box. His brows rose and he nodded his head once in acknowledgement. Kendal grinned in reply, absent any regret.

      His cohorts at the club would always be about. It wasn’t uncommon to remain friends with those they’d brushed shoulders with for so many years. But his membership forfeiture was well worth a lifetime with Sophia and their future happiness.

      It was the kind of life he hoped someday for Marguerite, though such a future for his sister seemed to be growing less and less possible with each passing year that she played the role of Marcus and sank deeper into the running of Mercy’s Door.

      The Earl of Downing sat at a table by himself and quickly rose when he caught sight of Kendal. “I heard you’ve been wed.” He clapped a strong hand on Kendal’s shoulder. “Felicitations. You seem happy.”

      “That I am.”

      Downing nodded and shifted his weight. “Lady Kendal is a cousin to Lady Eugenia, is she not?”

      Ah, the topic of Lady Eugenia again. The repeated mention was most definitely not a coincidence.

      “I can introduce you if you like,” Kendal offered.

      A touch of color showed on the man’s face. As fierce as he was in the ring, he was now almost bashful. “If we happen upon one another at an event and she is not otherwise engaged.”

      “I’ll see that it happens.” Kendal patted the younger man on his broad back.

      With that, Kendal made his way to the second floor where the Earl of Baxter kept his office. On his ascent, each earl Kendal passed caught his gaze with a nod, understanding what he was about to do. He paused before the polished wood door and rapped on its smooth surface, fully prepared to turn in his pin.

      And despite the folly of his resolve to forever remain single in his youth, he now regretted not one iota of his decision. It was indeed a worthy trade, a life of wickedness for the bounty of love.
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        August 1823

        Lochslin Castle, Scotland

      

      

      

      Scotland was an entirely different place when one knew where they were going and their purpose wasn’t aimed at escaping a dismal fate.

      Sophia stepped out of the stone corridor onto the expansive green lawn and glanced behind her toward the majestic castle. Though rustic in appearance on the outside, the lodgings within were luxurious and comfortable. A testament to the efforts of Lady Benton, no doubt, despite her hands being full with two rambunctious boys.

      The babe in Sophia’s arms shifted and gave a delicate coo.

      “Are you awake, Lizzie?” Sophia bounced her daughter lightly.

      Wide blue eyes blinked up at her, a perfect complement to the thick, dark hair Sophia swept gently to the side.

      “Is she rousing already?” Kendal appeared next to Sophia and reached for their little girl.

      Lizzie’s small hand locked on his pinky, making it look massive by comparison.

      “It would appear so,” Sophia said with a laugh.

      Kendal turned to her with a glint in his eye. “Thankfully now and not half an hour ago.”

      Her cheeks blazed with the knowledge of exactly what they were doing a half-hour before while their little Elizabeth slept in the nursery and they had found themselves alone in their bedchamber with more than a few moments to spare.

      “Sophia,” Penelope called out, waving them over to the pond where she and her husband, Lord Oakhurst, lounged alongside Lord and Lady Benton and Lord Benton’s mother, Madge. “The refreshments have been served.”

      “I’ve rather worked up a bit of an appetite.” Kendal gave Sophia a delicious little grin and guided her toward the others.

      A platter of various sandwiches and fruits awaited them, artfully arranged on a wrought iron table, along with a fresh pot of tea. Three small boys played at the water’s edge, Lady Benton’s two with their light brown hair glinting in the sun as they poked into the water with a stick, and Penelope’s son, Arcas, who watched them with large, green pensive eyes.

      “You eat first, my love.” Kendal reached for Lizzie. “I’ll hold this little one.”

      “I’m sure your altruistic offer has nothing to do with how sweet she is when she first wakes.” Despite her teasing, Sophia allowed him to pull their daughter into his arms.

      Lizzie gazed up into her father’s face and gave a broad smile, revealing two small teeth along her bottom gums. Warmth effused Sophia’s heart, the way it always did when she observed how enamored father and daughter were with one another.

      “Colin, leave the stick be,” Lady Benton admonished one of her sons.

      Her other son, the taller of the two, sighed. “I’m Colin. He’s Connell.”

      “You know very well who I meant.” Lady Benton rolled her eyes heavenward. “Why on Earth did we give them such similar names?”

      “You thought it would be endearing.” Lord Benton winked at his wife.

      “Well, it’s entertaining for certs.” Madge stood up, her frame wiry but strong as she gave a little bark of laughter and ran off to play with the two boys. They squealed with delight and darted toward her open arms as Arcas gingerly lifted the stick they’d been playing with.

      Penelope smiled as she observed her son. “Who would have thought that running whisky so many years ago would lead us all here now?” She reached out for Lord Oakhurst’s hand. “Happy and with the most beautiful children.”

      “Though thankfully some of us did not become involved in the whisky distilling venture.” Kendal slid Sophia a meaningful look.

      “I regret nothing.” She held a strawberry to his lips, which he promptly bit into. “It led me to you.”

      “I’m indeed grateful for that.”

      “And here I thought you’d vowed to never wed,” Oakhurst said with a lift of his brow.

      Kendal scoffed. “Follies of youth, my friend. I had not yet met the right woman.”

      “As it is with all of us, I believe.” Lord Benton lifted his wife’s hand and pressed a kiss to the back of it. This was followed immediately by the disgusted cries of the two little boys close enough to see their parents' affection.

      The adults all laughed as their children played with one another under Madge's watchful eye, with the sweet scent of heather in the warm, afternoon air.

      While some vows were meant to be broken, others were made with the need to see realized. When Sophia had promised her mother and sweet little George and Julia that she would live a rich life for them all, never had she dreamed fulfilling it would be so beautiful or so perfect.

      What was more, she was grateful to have done so with Kendal, for surely there was no man as caring or loving in all of Britain as her husband. And while not at all boring, he was just the right amount of wicked.
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        Earl of Darling

        By: Maggie Dalen and Katherine Ann Madison

        Chapter One

      

      

      

      Everyone in fashionable society would agree that Miss Evelyn Rathmore was every inch the lady. Which was to say, she had no experience with climbing out of windows.

      “Are you certain you know what you’re doing, miss?” Cora asked.

      Evelyn drew back from where she’d been leaning out over the sill, a cold gust of winter wind following her in. 

      She turned to face the new maid with her rosy cheeks and furrowed brow. “Of course!” Evelyn said with perhaps a bit more enthusiasm than was necessary. Her smile also felt far too bright. “Remember what I told you. If anyone asks, you have not seen me all evening.” 

      Cora nodded, but concern still clouded her eyes. “Yes, miss.”

      Evelyn gave a sharp nod, clutching her reticule tightly—it was all she would be able to bring with her, but it contained enough money that she ought to be able to reach her aunt’s home, and from there…

      Well, that was as far as she’d gotten with her plan. She had not seen her aunt in several years, but she’d always been kind to Evelyn, and she hoped that with her help they might figure out where she could go next.

      Once her reputation was thoroughly ruined.

      She squeezed her eyes tight against the pain, the frustration, the overwhelming anger at the injustice of it all. 

      Cora misunderstood. “If ye’re having a change of heart, miss, it’s not too late to reconsider—”

      “I am not having a change of heart.” Her eyes snapped open with a glare. 

      Cora eyed the second-floor window warily. “That’s an awfully big drop—”

      “It’s not that far.” Evelyn’s tone lacked the right amount of conviction as that last glance outside the window had indeed shaken her nerve. 

      The drop to the ground had not seemed so very great two days ago when she’d first hatched this plan. She moved toward the window now and stuck her head out, eyeing the garden beneath. Her head spun at the distance to the ground, but she turned back to Cora with a determined grin. “See that? There’s snow on the ground. Surely that will help to cushion the fall, no?”

      Cora’s wince was far from heartening. She wrung her hands together before her as she glanced from the window to the bedroom door. “Are you certain you cannot slip out through the kitchen, miss?”

      Evelyn just barely held back a sigh. “I cannot do that, Cora, and you know the reason why.” She attempted to soften her tone with a smile. “You are the only servant I trust.”

      And to be honest, she didn’t trust her all that much. Cora was a new addition to the household staff, and it was only her newness that made her Evelyn’s best option for an ally. The rest of her father’s staff had been here since before she’d been born and were loyal to him to a fault.  

      But Evelyn would need someone to close the window after she was gone, not to mention a messenger who could explain her decision to leave to her brother when he returned from his travels.

      “Remember, Cora,” she said. “When my brother returns, you must tell him that I was of a clear mind when I ran away, and that it was of my own free will.”

      Cora nodded, her brow still furrowed and her fingers fidgeting with the lace of her apron.

      Evelyn held back another sigh of impatience. She was glad to have found one servant who she was fairly certain would not run to her father the moment she was out of sight. But it would have been slightly more reassuring if her ally were not quite so nervous all the time. 

      She squared her shoulders and straightened her spine, hoping some of her own resolve might rub off on the older woman. “Tell Jacob that I will send word just as soon as I am able. And that…” She bit her lip, not sure how many intimate details she wished to entrust with Cora, who could very well cave the moment Evelyn’s father fixed her with one of his cold, hard stares. She wet her lips. “Just tell him that I know he has done all that he could. That...that this is not his fault.”

      Cora’s eyes crinkled at the corners with emotion. “Yes, miss,” she murmured gently.

      She supposed even a new maid had heard enough gossip in this house to have at least some idea of why she was leaving.

      Of whom she was fleeing. 

      Cora nibbled on her lip as her gaze flickered toward the open window, where sounds from the party below were drifting in. 

      Tonight’s dinner party marked the perfect opportunity for her escape. With this winter weather, none of the guests would venture outside, and her father and his loyal servants would be too distracted with entertaining to notice that she had slipped away. Plus, there was the fact that this was the one and only occasion since their return to England that her fiancé was unable to attend, holding her hostage at his side as she introduced him to her family and friends.

      She doubted any of them truly believed his tale of love at first sight when they’d come across each other during her tour of the continent with Jacob, but no one was rude enough to say so aloud.

      And besides, it hardly mattered if anyone believed the ludicrous fairy tale that Mr. Stallworth wove about their first meeting. All that truly mattered was the story he’d told her father. 

      The tall tale about how she’d been compromised. 

      Her brother had believed her, but when it was her word versus Mr. Stallworth’s, her father had chosen the family’s good reputation over her future happiness.

      Perhaps she shouldn’t have been so shocked at her father’s opinion on the matter. He’d raised her and Jacob to believe that appearances were what mattered most. 

      Evelyn had just never understood that her father had meant appearances mattered more than anything...including her. 

      She swallowed down another wave of emotions. These days she was hard-pressed to say whether the choking sensation in her throat was caused by tears of hurt or anger. They were so closely intertwined it was impossible to separate them.

      “Perhaps if you were to wait until Mr. Jacob returns,” Cora started.

      “I cannot wait, Cora,” she said. Perhaps it was the resignation in her voice that had the maid clamping her lips shut to cut off any further protest. 

      Evelyn was glad for the silence. If she were being honest, she desperately wished that there was some other way out of this mess that was her engagement. Running away wasn’t exactly her favorite option. But Jacob had tried for weeks to change her father’s mind, to no avail. Even their new acquaintance the Earl of Everly and his friends had attempted to reason with him, but it seemed the harder they tried, the more obstinate he became.

      She turned back to the window. 

      And so it had come to this. Running away. Her reputation would be ruined, but at least she would have her life back. She would not have to face a future beside a cruel, power-hungry knave like Stallworth.

      No, she would just be alone.

      Her eyes grew alarmingly wet and she blinked away the tears of self-pity as she turned her back on Cora. She leaned over the windowsill just as shrill female laughter pierced the air. She’d left the ladies in the drawing room when the men had gone off with her father to his smoking room.

      A smile tugged at Evelyn’s lips. This was the moment she’d been waiting for. 

      The women were entertaining themselves, no doubt they’d already forgotten that she’d excused herself to use the washroom. They were likely relishing this opportunity to talk about her and her scandal-ridden engagement. Or no…

      Her smile grew rueful. Perhaps for once she would not be the subject of gossip this evening. Not when the new Earl of Darling was in attendance with his sister. 

      Men’s laughter came from another section of the house, closer to her room, joined by the foul scent of cigars. Darling would be there with her father and his cronies if he hadn’t fled yet after all the backhanded comments and whispers that had transpired over dinner.

      She said a silent thank you to the newcomer for having taken some of the attention off of her for one night, at least. Though it wasn’t as though he’d set out to help her. On the contrary, she couldn’t imagine any man would actually wish to have words like beast and murderer whispered along with his name. 

      A pang of sympathy gave her pause as she reached the windowsill. It seemed almost churlish for a hostess to leave her own dinner party when newcomers were there and most likely in need of a welcoming smile and a polite word.

      It wasn’t as though her father would extend that kindness. Her father had been horrified to discover that the earldom had been inherited by an “uncouth boor” like Darius Haven, the new Earl of Darling. 

      What is this country coming to if a military brute like him can become an earl?

      From the way her father had spoken of the man, she’d half expected a fur-covered beast with claws to enter their dining room this evening, but that was not the case.

      Darling was not beastly in appearance, just...broad. Broad shoulders, broad chest...even broad features, with a square jaw and a flat nose that looked as though it had been broken more than once in this lifetime. His sandy-colored hair was shorn neatly, and his clothes were clearly fitted by the best tailor. His eyes were the only feature that made her think perhaps there was some credit to those rumors about his cruel nature. Not that he was unkind to her, but his eyes did seem rather cold. They held flecks of ice in their startlingly blue depths.

      The moment those icy eyes had connected with hers… That was the unsettling moment as she’d greeted him and his pretty blonde sister. The sister had responded cordially, while Darling’s responses were more like grunts than words.

      But aside from his lack of elocution, he was hardly the terrifying creature he’d been made out to be. True, those whispers of “murderer” and “monster” were unsettling, but if her mother had taught her anything it was that even the most scandal-ridden guests deserved a young lady’s hospitality.

      Charity begins at home, her mother would say.

      She sighed heavily as she realized that if her mother were watching her from heaven, she would have been disappointed in the way she’d left Darling and his sister to fend for themselves.

      Evelyn smothered a nervous laugh as she risked another peek over the edge of the window. No, there were many things her mother would not have approved of this evening. Leaving a new earl and his sister to fend for themselves among the snide gossips of the ton was hardly her worst fault.

      She bit her lip. Her mother would have been horrified to find she’d run away.

      She shook off the thought. But her mother was no longer here, she’d died years ago, and her mother wouldn’t have wanted to marry a cruel manipulative monster like Stallworth either so...needs must, and all that.

      Besides… She braced herself against the edge of the window as she sat on the sill. She’d already made up her mind. She’d spent days racking her brain for any other option and had decided that this was the best course forward. There was no use dithering over the decision now.

      It was a good plan, she told herself as she braced herself against the cold night air.

      Well, it was a plan. 

      In truth, it was the only plan she could think of now that her wedding was looming mere weeks away. 

      She straightened the edges of her cloak and pulled up her hood, as she flashed Cora one last brave smile and lifted a leg to straddle the windowsill.

      She might not have much left to her, but she had her pride and a lifetime of decorum and good breeding ingrained in her. As such she managed to keep her ankles covered as Cora assisted her out the window and onto the ledge. 

      “Don’t forget to shut the window, Cora, so my father does not know how I slipped away.”

      She nodded. “Good luck to you, Miss Evelyn.”

      Evelyn smiled. “And you, Cora.”

      She kept her spine straight and her chin lifted high as she navigated the awkward and unfamiliar task of lowering herself over the edge.

      After all. She might not have much left to her name...but she was still every inch the lady.
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      Gretna Green has been a topic that has fascinated me for years. It was a place where many young lovers during the Regency era ran to for an opportunity to wed. But why?

      In England, the rules for marriage were pretty strict in that anyone under the age of 21 (per the Lord Hardwicke's Marriage Act of 1754) would have to have parental consent to marry. However, in Scotland, a couple could declare themselves married in front of witnesses, without any consent, and be wed.

      Gretna Green happened to be the first village in Scotland on an old coach route from England into Scotland, thus making it the prime location to have a clandestine wedding. After all, why bother continue going on when any village was just as good as another?

      The residents of Gretna Green caught on to all the young couples rushing to their quaint village for a hasty union and the local blacksmith set up a side business marrying those overeager souls. After all, anyone could wed those couples and why not a blacksmith? They became known as ‘anvil priests’ as they would strike the anvil to declare the marriage final.
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