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			Dear Reader,

			Thank you for supporting a small publisher! Entangled prides itself on bringing you the highest quality romance you’ve come to expect, and we couldn’t do it without your continued support. We love romance, and we hope this book leaves you with a smile on your face and joy in your heart.

			xoxo

			Liz Pelletier, Publisher

		


		
			Author’s Note

			When I decided to write a fish-out-of-water story, I knew I had to go to England and be that fish out of water to experience what it was like. I messed up a few roundabouts and missed a dozen turns while driving the North York countryside, but I also had the privilege of talking with some amazing people who were so very generous with their time. Kim, Nicola, and the entire staff at the Gisborough Hall Hotel, Lord Gisborough, Perry, Kate, Alma, Ken, and Cecil, thank you so much for answering all my silly questions and making me feel totally at home. To the total strangers who saved me from getting my car booted, chatted with me over a pint about the area, and generally made my visit a pleasure, thank you! While Bowhaven and Dallinger Park are completely fictional places (as is the Earl of Englefield), the town of Gisborough and Gisborough Hall made the perfect jumping-off points for my made-up village and manor house. If you are ever in the northeast of England, I strongly suggest you go enjoy yourself there. You won’t regret it. Any mistakes about the north of England and English country living, which have been tweaked a bit for the story, that may be in the following pages are mine and mine alone.

		


		
			Prologue

			Thirty Years Ago…

			Once upon a time in a land far, far away (okay, Yorkshire), there was a charming heir to an English earl who went to America on holiday. William was young, handsome, and free from expectations for the first time in his life. When he met the beautiful Charity in a small Tennessee town, it was love at first sight. They were married within a week and it was matrimonial bliss for all of about a year. That’s when the current earl finally located his heir and told him in no uncertain terms to return to England or he’d be cut off. The heir—because while charming and handsome, he was also a bit of a selfish, spineless shit—agreed. 

			His young bride pleaded with him to think of their newly born son. William told her that he’d always provide for the child but that life wasn’t a fairy tale. He had responsibilities elsewhere that didn’t include an unsuitable bride from America who could never hope to become a worthwhile countess. 

			The earl pulled some strings and had his heir’s marriage annulled civilly—although William would still be listed as the baby’s father on the birth certificate and legally considered to be legitimate. Then the earl paid off his son’s soon-to-be-former wife to hush up the entire matter. He promised her more money would continue to come as long as she kept her mouth shut about the short-lived marriage and the baby’s lineage. 

			Of course, it seemed harsh and cold, but the earl wasn’t known for being the touchy-feely type. Therefore, he had no qualms about the brutal efficiency of his plan. It was the only logical choice. There was no way the earl could allow the title that had been in his family for five hundred years to ever end up going to an American. 

			Little did he know that there was an epic plot twist coming…

		


		
			Chapter One

			Present Day…

			The world was about to go pear-shaped.

			Normally, Brooke Chapman-Powell tried to be a pint-half-full kind of person—not in a cheery, obnoxious git kind of way but in a please-God-don’t-let-this-be-the-end way. She was a realist with hope. That latter bit was in short supply, though, as she stood in the Earl of Englefield’s private study. 

			She’d been the stern septuagenarian’s private secretary for less than two months and her employment record was a bit shoddy, so she’d been lucky to get the job even if the pay was paltry. However, considering she’d chucked her life in Manchester into the bin after discovering her boyfriend had been cheating on her, she was happy to have that. Of course, hiding out in Bowhaven—the village she’d grown up in and which was populated by people who refused to modernize or try anything new, ever—wasn’t her proudest achievement. However, she still had that wafer of hope that everything would turn out all right as long as one followed proper protocol. 

			Well, usually she did. Right now? She was a solid shrug emoji because the earl was staring at her like she was a bit of muck he’d found on his shoe. This was a pint-all-gone kind of moment, and she wasn’t prepared for the sacking she was surely about to get. 

			She certainly had no experience in being sacked. The strong possibility of it had thrown her off-kilter. She didn’t like it. Not at all. A little buzzing sound started in her ears and her lungs were burning, but she couldn’t let anything in or out. 

			Still, she tried to keep her impassive mask in place—her ability to keep an ice-queen expression no matter the chaos around her was exactly what had gotten her this job. However, her mask must have slipped because the earl let out a put-upon sigh. 

			“Ms. Chapman-Powell,” he said, standing behind his desk, his eyes narrowing as he looked her over, not in concern but in annoyance. “We do not have time for excessive behavior.”

			That “we” didn’t really include her. It was the royal we and a reminder that she was here not as anything close to an equal but because she, the local publican’s daughter, was the earl’s secretary. 

			Something in his tone rattled her out of her lung-locked misery, and the breath she’d been holding whooshed from her lungs. 

			“No, sir, of course not.” She clasped her hands tight in front of her, not allowing any other outward appearance of uncertainty or nerves to show through.

			It must have been enough, because the earl dropped his gaze down to the sheet of paper in his hand. “Your actions are governed by the nondisclosure agreement you signed upon employment. Discretion is required.”

			She nodded. “Yes, sir.”

			“What I am about to tell you cannot go beyond this room.”

			Perhaps she wasn’t about to get the boot. If she was, would he be telling her anything that was covered by the NDA? Doubtful. 

			“I understand, sir.”

			The earl didn’t say anything for a moment. Instead, he turned and gazed out the window toward the North York Moors, the purple heather adding color to its normal green. 

			“I’ve received a diagnosis—early-stage dementia,” he said, his words clipped. 

			Brooke had only been at Dallinger Park for a short time, but she’d noticed that the earl seemed to grow more agitated as the day wore on, often repeated stories, and became frustrated when he couldn’t remember details. She opened her mouth to offer her sympathies, but the earl waved off her attempt with a brusque flick of his hand.

			“I only tell you this to impart the importance of what I shall tell you next, and not because I want to discuss my condition with you or have it discussed by you,” he said. “My solicitor is drawing up the papers for my heir to take over.”

			“Your heir?” There hadn’t been another Vane at Dallinger Park since the earl’s son had died, leaving the earl as the last of his family.

			There hadn’t even been whispers in Bowhaven of anyone else—and since she’d grown up above the pub, the central gathering place in the village, she would have heard something.

			“He’s utterly unsuitable, but there is no choice.” The earl continued as if they were discussing the weather. “Still, one must submit to one’s duty. In my case, that means making this man my heir. In your case, it means ensuring he fulfills his duty.”

			In a conversation filled with brain stoppers, that one jolted her. “Me?”

			“Yes, Ms. Chapman-Powell,” the earl said, turning his full attention to her, narrowing his gaze so that she was all but pinned to the spot like one of the butterflies in the display cases on the wall behind him. “And if you fail, the results will be dire. Without an heir, the title Earl of Englefield dies with me, the estate will be auctioned off to the highest bidder, and the McVie University for the Deaf will lose its sole benefactor, as will the village of Bowhaven. I presume you are up to the task at hand?”

			Her stomach twisted and her shoulders bent down as if a three-stone yoke had been placed around her neck. The last thing Bowhaven could take was another blow to the local economy. And McVie? Without the funding from the estate, her sister’s school wouldn’t be able to continue. “I’ll try my best, sir.”

			“That will only be acceptable if you are successful. There is no margin for error. This is my grandson we’re speaking of and I want…”

			The words died off as something that looked akin to hope and fear and maybe-this-could-work gleamed in his eyes for a heartbeat before disappearing. He slid the piece of paper he’d been holding into a folder and handed it to her. “The investigator’s initial report.”

			Brooke flipped it open and scanned the paper on top, one detail jumping out and making her pulse tick up. “He’s American?”

			The earl looked back out at the moors. “One of many unfortunate realities about Nicholas Vane. He’s legitimate but only just. He has refused to speak to the investigator. He earns his living as an inventor, but according to that report, he spends most of his days lounging about. He has no sense of propriety.”

			Her stomach sank. “And how would you like me to approach him?”

			“The how is not my concern,” the earl said, somehow managing to make his upper-crust accent sound both dismissive and threatening. “The only thing that matters is that you ensure my heir is at Dallinger Park and prepared to be the next Earl of Englefield within a month. According to the solicitor, we need to have this entire unsavory process completed as quickly as possible in order to ensure I’m able to testify in court about the validity of his parentage, if it is challenged in court. Should that happen after I have…” The earl paused, his gaze turning back to the moors as if there was a better future out there than the one he faced inside Dallinger Park. “Progressed by then, there’s no way to guarantee the outcome for Dallinger Park, Bowhaven, or McVie.” He turned back to her, his eyes as clear as his intentions. “But absolutely nothing about my condition is to be shared outside of this conversation with anyone—including my grandson. Do you understand, Ms. Chapman-Powell?”

			She nodded. Of course he wouldn’t want anyone to know about his health. In addition, she worried that if anyone found out, his fortune and the town’s health could be in jeopardy, so this was an easy secret to keep. “Yes, sir.” 

			“Good.” He sat down behind his desk. “You are dismissed.”

			Gripping the folder in her clammy hands, Brooke walked out of the study, unable to shake her suspicion that getting sacked may have been the easier way out.

			… 

			25 May

			Dear Mr. Vane, 

			I apologize for this missive coming via email. However, after you refused inquiries posed in person by the Earl of Englefield’s solicitor and investigator, I have been forced to resort to this method to extend an invitation to your family’s ancestral home, Dallinger Park. The earl, of course, will cover all transportation costs, if that is part of your concern in not responding to our many overtures. Your grandfather is most eager to introduce you to society as his heir.

			Faithfully yours,

			Brooke Chapman-Powell

			Personal Secretary, Earl of Englefield 

			Sitting out on his front porch outside the small town of Salvation, the lake on his left and some Virginia woods on his right, Nick Vane hit the trash-can icon on his phone a little harder than necessary. The electronic crumpling was loud enough to drown out the leaves waving in the breeze and the birds chirping at the squirrels, but it wasn’t enough to sweeten the bitterness burning in his gut. 

			Turning his gaze, if not all his attention, back to the chessboard sitting on a buffed and varnished stump next to his chair on the porch, he shook his head at the mess he’d made of things. If he didn’t start focusing, Mason was going to hand him his ass—and that couldn’t happen since it would be months before he could earn back bragging rights. Nick nudged a pawn forward, not noticing until it was too late that it had been suicide for the defenseless piece.

			Mace picked up Nick’s pawn and set it down on the floor near his beer. “Don’t tell me your latest girl canceled via email and threw you off your game.”

			Nick snorted. “We both know that’s not likely.”

			“I know,” his friend said, rolling his eyes. “It’s not your fault you’re so pretty.”

			“You forgot rich and relaxed,” Nick shot back, making his move and then sat back relaxing in his chair as he pushed all thoughts of his asshole grandpa to a dark corner of his mind. 

			“You left out ‘pain in the butt,’ too.” Mace picked up one of his bishops and slid it right into one of Nick’s rooks, a shit-eating grin on his face. “But I thought we were trying to be nice to each other.”

			Fuck. He was off his game if he hadn’t seen that move coming. “Why would we ever do that?”

			“Exactly. So you keep being distracted by whatever has your panties in a twist and I’ll keep beating you per usual.”

			There wasn’t any point in trying to deny the question Mace was asking without asking. The man was as nosy as a gossipy old woman. Also, he was the closest thing Nick had to a brother. They’d arrived at the group home as teens within months of each other. At first, being friends had just been survival. By the time they both left at eighteen, though, they were brothers in all but DNA. So, keeping a secret? Yeah, not gonna happen.

			“It was another message from my grandfather—really, his secretary.”

			Mace picked up his beer and grabbed an unopened one out of the small cooler next to the stump and handed it to Nick. “The old man still hasn’t reached out himself?”

			“Better things to do with his life, I guess—not that I give a shit.” Nick twisted off the cap and took a drink. “After what that asshole did to my mom, there’s no way on God’s green earth I’ll ever answer to a damn thing that man asks.”

			“Why now?” His friend moved his knight forward one and over two. “He’s the dickhead who refused to acknowledge you or let you live with him so you wouldn’t have to go into foster care.”

			Nick shook his head. Maybe if Mace hadn’t been so distracted by trying to get Nick to talk about his feelings (as if that was going to happen), he wouldn’t have left his king vulnerable to attack.

			“He wants me to be his heir,” Nick said, concentrating on moving his knight and giving his bishop a clear shot. “Check.”

			“Fuck,” Mace grumbled. “What is the old man, some kind of oil baron?”

			“English earl.”

			Mace’s head jerked up, his eyes wide with surprise. “Are you shitting me?” To the surprise of absolutely no one who’d ever met Mason Thomas Pell—nicknamed The Bulldog for his tendency to be stubborn—he kept pushing. “So what are you going to do?”

			“Not a damn thing. Eventually the old man and his pain-in-my-neck secretary will take the hint and leave me alone.”

			Mace squinted at Nick and then shook his head. “Yeah, good luck with that.”

			“Don’t talk to me about luck. I make my own; I’ve always had to.”

			Thanks in no small part to the stick-up-his-ass English earl who had tried his best to ruin Nick’s life before he was even born and then watched from across the ocean and done nothing as his mom died slowly and painfully, leaving him an orphan. Now that bastard wanted Nick to take over as his heir? Yeah, fuck that shit.

			One chess loss, two more beers, and several hours later, Mace left and Nick tried to sleep. Insomnia was always the one thing he could never conquer. He’d memorized every mark on the ceiling, every croak in the night from the frogs looking to hook up that sounded between midnight and three in the morning. The quiet buzz of his phone vibrating on the kitchen counter stood out like a bunch of drunken frat boys singing a college football fight song in a library.

			He didn’t have to guess who it was. He just knew. It was that woman again: Brooke Chapman-Powell. He was out of bed before he’d thought about it and marching toward the kitchen. 

			That was a mistake. 

			He hit his pinkie toe on the iron frame of his bed in his rush. Pain shot up from his foot like hot rocket fuel commensurate with the volume of his yelp of agony as he hopped toward the door. He was almost there when the foot that wasn’t throbbing landed on an abandoned sock on the floor that slid forward on the smooth hardwood. He skidded and almost rammed his nose against the bedroom doorframe. Catching himself just in time, he did a spin move through the door. Heart beating wildly, his toe still aching, and the fear of a vengeful God put into him, he was breathing hard when he took an unsteady step toward the kitchen, reached for the phone, and ended up whacking his elbow on the metal spice rack on the counter. He was cursing out loud by the time he snatched his phone off the granite counter and clicked on the new email message. 

			26 May

			Dear Mr. Vane,

			Please forgive the intrusion again, but I have not received a response from my previous email. This invitation is of the utmost importance and your immediate attention is much appreciated. I have tried ringing you, but my calls have gone to voicemail, the message of which says that it is full. The earl is most anxiously awaiting your response and I have included my phone number, if you’d prefer to call at a time convenient to you.

			Faithfully yours,

			Brooke Chapman-Powell

			Personal Secretary, Earl of Englefield

			01287 555 123

			He was punching in numbers on his keypad before his brain caught up with his actions. She picked up on the fourth ring.

			“Brooke Chapman-Powell.” 

			The woman’s English accent came through loud and clear, jabbing into his ear like a drill bit. It spun and pushed against the sensitive spot in his brain that decided around the time that his mother died that there wasn’t anything worthwhile or good about that damp, foggy, snooty island across the Atlantic.

			“Leave me alone,” he said, putting all his years of accumulated resentment into those three little words.

			She gasped, the quick intake of breath audible over the phone. “Who is this?”

			Nice try. “You know damn well who this is.”

			“I’m sure I don’t.”

			The line went dead. 

			Nick stared at his phone, blinking in surprise. She’d hung up on him. After a two-week-long barrage of letters and emails, the woman who talked in that snobby English accent had hung up on him! 

			Not that he needed another reason why he was never going to England, but the disdain dripping from Brooke Chapman-Powell’s words sure sealed the deal. That whole country could sink into the Atlantic. Still, as he made his way back to his bedroom, he couldn’t quite get that woman’s voice out of his head—and not because of her accent. There was something in that not-quite-awake-but-already-emailing way she’d said her name that stuck with him, turned the curiosity spokes in his brain—sort of like when he got the nugget of an idea for an invention. He knew it wouldn’t go away until he knew more. Turning, he made his way back to the kitchen and picked up his phone ready to do a little Google investigating himself.

			He had no more than pressed the home button before the damn thing rang in his hand. He recognized the number immediately—Brooke Chapman-Powell was calling him back. The question was, should he answer?

			… 

			Brooke had never wanted someone to answer and not answer the phone so much in her entire bloody life. No matter what happened, the outcome would be horrid. Blast her inability to function in the mornings. 

			She’d read the email no less than sixteen times before sending it because she knew exactly how faulty her brain was at six in the morning. An almost immediate phone call from the earl’s heir was the last thing she’d been expecting. After weeks of his silence, an actual response, let alone a voice on the other end of the line, was not what she’d imagined would happen. And she’d cocked it all up.

			Hands clammy, she gripped her phone tighter as the trans-Atlantic ringing continued. Then he answered. Not that he said anything—but he was there. She just knew it. 

			She held her breath, trying to figure out what to say—something she really should have figured out before she’d hit call back. Really, it was most unlike her.

			“Figured it out, huh?” The sleepy rumble of Nick Vane’s voice managed, somehow, to be soothing despite the fact that he was using it to torment her for her mistake. 

			“Mr. Vane,” she said, pacing her small bedroom. “I do apologize.”

			A million times. Maybe even a billion. Too much was riding on this to have her morning muffle head make a mess of it all.

			“What time is it there?”

			That wasn’t a “you’re forgiven,” but he hadn’t hung up on her, so that was a tick in the plus column. “Ten past six.”

			“That’s early,” he said, almost sounding sympathetic.

			She was nodding in agreement when her brain caught up with what he was obviously getting at. It had to be around midnight there. That wasn’t sympathy in his voice; it was subtle sarcasm—her country’s native tongue. 

			Of course, he was the one who had called her when she had simply emailed like a civilized person. Being in the right didn’t mean she didn’t have to apologize, though. Nicholas Vane was the earl’s grandson and heir, and that meant she’d probably be apologizing for the next twenty years if she didn’t get sacked first. Oh joy. 

			“I look forward to being able to offer my apologies in person,” she said, not realizing until she glanced in the mirror above the dresser that she’d lifted her chin in defiance. “Do you have a preference on flights?”

			“I’m not coming.” 

			Shit. Shit. Shit. Panic and dread did some sickening tango in her stomach as she glanced out her window and saw Bowhaven starting to come to life even at this early hour. The flower committee members were hanging baskets of floral arrangements from the posts dotting the sidewalk on the high street. Abigail Posten was opening the door to the bakery a few doors down. It would only be a matter of time before the smell of fresh bread wafted up to Brooke’s room above her family’s pub.

			“Sir,” she said, making every effort to keep the worry out of her voice. Never let them see you crack, Brooke, not even for a minute, or it will be Manchester all over again. Utter public humiliation. Willing her panic into remission, she set her shoulders and steeled her spine. “I respectfully request that you provide another answer.”

			“Ask all you like, but my answer isn’t changing.” He paused before letting out an annoyed grunt. “And stop calling me ‘sir.’”

			She shut her mouth tight a half second before the word “sir” was about to come out, took a breath, and said, “I understand this all comes as a shock, since you were born and raised away from your family estate, but you are needed here, sir.”

			Ugh. That one had slipped out.

			“You make it sound like it was my mom’s choice to be a single parent and mine to be a bastard in all but legal terms,” he said, each word tearing through the phone. “And cut the ‘sir’ shit. I’m Nick. That’s it. Nothing more.”

			Outside, Robert McClung was strolling toward the charity shop he managed that was, unfortunately, one of the busiest shops in the village. Bowhaven had been hit with one economic calamity after another since the Pepson Factory had closed down and unemployment went through the roof. Nick Vane staying away wasn’t an option. Every one of the people living in and around the village needed him here even if they—and he himself—didn’t know it.

			“But you are more than just Mr. Vane, and if you’d accept the earl’s invitation, you’d understand.” 

			A derisive snort came through loud and clear all the way from America. “I don’t care why he forced my parents to annul their marriage or why he now has decided to acknowledge me. I don’t need him. I certainly don’t want to talk to him. And there’s about a million things I’d rather do—including walking down Main Street buck naked while singing ‘Jingle Bells’—than fly across the ocean to see him.”

			Brooke sank down on her bed, her legs not steady enough to stay upright. 

			“Please, sir,” she said, trying not to sound like she was begging when that was exactly what she was doing. “Think of it as just a short holiday. You really are needed, and not just by the earl, who is…” She stopped just in time. “Who is the earl.”

			Yes, six in the morning—the time where competency went to die.

			The fact that she couldn’t tell him more than that without breaking the earl’s confidence or his direct order ate away at her. Even estranged, the heir should know what was going on with his grandfather’s health. No matter what, family was at the heart of us all.

			“Sir, the village is of some consequence. There are many here who, if you refuse, well, we—they—could be out of a job should you continue to refuse.” 

			“And I should care why, exactly?”

			Letting out a quiet sigh, she rubbed her stomach. “Sir—”

			“My name is Nick,” he cut her off, his low voice unyielding. “Say it.” 

			What in the hell did protocol matter in these circumstances? She’d call him the fastest racing pigeon in her dad’s coop if that’s what he wanted. “Nick.”

			She didn’t know what else to say, so they both just listened to the other breathe for what felt like forever. 

			“I’ll think about it.” Without waiting for a response, he hung up.

			Brooke let out the world’s quietest squeal of joy and did a little spinning dance in her room. Whatever it took, she’d get him on the next flight possible. Everything was going to work out. It had to. 

			All she had to do was convince him to accept his duty. How hard could that be? 

		


		
			Chapter Two

			It was barely lake o’clock when his phone buzzed for the third time in the past hour. Nick considered chucking it into the clear blue water, but curiosity won out. 

			Brooke: Good morning, Mr. Vane. As you deliberate, I wanted to share a few photos of the Dallinger Park estate that may help you better imagine your ancestral home. Thank you, Brooke Chapman-Powell

			He swiped through the photos in the first text message. Rolling green hills? Check. Cloudy skies? Check. Big pile of rocks shaped like a Hollywood castle that just might be haunted? Check. Even without the asshole of an earl being there, there was nothing in the photos to tempt him away from Salvation, Virginia, home of the world’s best pecan pie at the Kitchen Sink Diner. 

			His stomach growled. Damn, now he wanted pie. He steered his fishing boat out into the lake, the early-morning sun bouncing off the surface, and then clicked on the next text.

			Brooke: Also for your consideration here is a link to a brief history of the Vane family. It’s really quite fascinating. Yours, Brooke Chapman-Powell

			He clicked the link. Her idea of brief sure wasn’t his. It was an open-format book written in the sixties that had to be three hundred pages long in small print. Yeah, he was never going to read that even if it wasn’t about his supposed family who were more of DNA donors. Once he got to his favorite fishing spot, he killed the engine, dropped anchor, and started fishing—then he gave in and clicked on the third message.

			Brooke: And if your hesitancy is in any way related to my earlier unfortunate behavior, please understand that it was a mistake on my part that won’t happen again. Most sincerely, Brooke Chapman-Powell

			The woman was persistent; he had to give her that. He cracked open a Coke and took a long drink as the bright summer sun beat down. There was nothing like this spot right here. It was as close to a home as he’d had since his mom died. He rarely left. Why would he? It had everything he wanted. And yet…this English bulldog had gotten him wondering. Not giving himself time to rethink, he started to thumb type.

			Nick: What do you like about it?

			The three little dots appeared instantly.

			Brooke: It’s where I grew up. My family is here. The North York Moors are brilliant. 

			Family. The single word made Nick’s gut heavy. Except for Mace, he was a loner with no close friends and DNA donors rather than family members. That’s exactly how he liked it. He had absolutely no plans on changing that. Ever. 

			… 

			Giving someone their space to make a decision in their own time was pretty much the exact opposite of how Brooke lived her daily life. And with the earl asking for updates practically every quarter hour, she wasn’t about to change her ways. Determined to press the case, she texted the earl’s heir again. Most of her texts went unanswered, but she had to make this happen. The village, even though they didn’t realize it, was riding on one American’s answer. 

			Brooke: Do you have any other questions or are you ready for me to arrange for your flight?

			Nick: Why do you care so much?

			Brooke: It’s my job. 

			Not the whole truth, but not a lie. It wasn’t as if he needed to know everything. 

			Nick: Tell me three things that have nothing to do with Dallinger Park that could make going to England tolerable.

			The absolute cheek of the man. Face heated with indignation, she thumb typed with more force than necessary.

			Brooke: English chocolate is delicious. There’s nothing like a pint at your local pub. You’ll never see anything more beautiful than the moors when the heather is in bloom.

			Nick: Better than this?

			The picture that came through was a close up of a dented beer can being balanced on a very muscular forearm. Okay, she’d never admit it out loud but that was a good view.

			Nick: Wrong photo!

			The next photo that came next was of a sunset over a lake. It was all pinks and oranges and deep blues. So that’s how he wanted to go at this? Challenge accepted. She hustled up Dallinger Park’s large main staircase to one of the functional guest rooms and flung open the beveled glass window. The heather wasn’t in full bloom yet, but the sight was still striking. She took the photo and hit send.

			… 

			Nick couldn’t argue that the moors were postcard-worthy, but that wasn’t why he was still looking at the photo a day later as he sat at the counter at the Kitchen Sink Diner enjoying the best pecan pie on the face of the earth. It was the reflection of the woman who wouldn’t take no for an answer. He couldn’t quite make out what she looked like because of the angle, but it was enough for him to want more. The woman had him curious. 

			Why was she so determined to get him to England? Sure, it was her job, but there was doing your job and then there was the full-court press. She got paid either way, so what was the big deal?

			“Is there something wrong with the pie?” Ruby Sue asked from the other side of the counter as she wiped down the pie display case.

			Wily, spry, and in her mid-seventies if she was a day, Ruby Sue knew everyone in Salvation and exactly what they were up to. She was the gossipy heart of this small town, and her pecan pie was the spirit that kept it beating. 

			“No, ma’am.” There was never anything wrong with the pie. 

			“Really?” She hung the damp hand towel on a hook as she gave him a hard stare. “Because usually you eat it so fast that I say a little prayer for your digestive system.”

			“I’m working on a riddle.” One about a woman determined to make him do the one thing he never, ever wanted to do and why he was so damn tempted.

			Ruby Sue poured herself a sweet tea, added way too many additional sugar packets to ever be considered even kinda healthy, and sat down on the stool next to his. “Spill your guts.”

			So he did—and it wasn’t just because the town’s favorite gossip controlled the secret pecan pie recipe that he’d been trying—and failing—to replicate since he moved to Salvation, though it did factor in a bit.

			Ruby Sue shook her head when he was done and gave him a look that all but screamed “bless your heart.” “So you’re turning down a free vacation to England because you’re too stubborn to say yes.”

			“That’s not exactly it.” Had she missed the part about supposed family obligations and an old man he hated?

			“Seems like it to me.” She took a sip of the tea that would send a normal human into diabetic shock. “You go, you meet that earl fella, you say ‘no thank you, I’m going to stay in Salvation,’ then you come home. Problem solved.”

			Could it be that easy? He’d been rolling it around in his head for days, but Ruby Sue had hit on it in minutes. If he went, he could tell the earl he’d never be his heir, satisfy his curiosity about one Brooke Chapman-Powell, and see those moors for himself. Then he’d come back home. He was practically on the lake already. 

		


		
			Chapter Three

			Yorkshire, England…

			Brooke had to figure out how to tempt the devil. Okay, maybe not the devil, but, if the solicitor’s report delivered yesterday was to be believed, definitely one of the dark lord’s minions. Sitting in the back seat of the earl’s Mercedes on her way to the airport, she tried to calm the fluttering sense in her chest and the jittery drank-sixteen-cups-of-tea-in-a-quarter-hour feeling zooming through her. 

			“It’ll be fine,” Mr. Harleson said, the driver watching her in the car’s mirror.

			Denial at this point was ridiculous. “What makes you think so?” 

			The driver returned his attention to the motorway and shrugged. “How could it be worse?”

			Brooke smiled despite her nerves. Leave it to a Yorkshire man to give a Yorkshire answer. They’d been knocked down, what with the factories closing all around, but they got up again, over and over. It was their story for as long as anyone could remember. Determined and proud, they were a people with a code of not taking anything for granted. Now some in the south might file that under the saying that a Yorkshireman is a Scotsman with all the generosity squeezed out of him, but there was more to it than being flinty with their pounds. It was that bloody-minded stubbornness that kept people going when times were tough and from getting too full of themselves when they were flush.

			Maybe she needed to turn in some of that pint-half-full optimism and go back to her cultural roots, get a little bloody-minded herself. All the hope filling her belly after the early-morning call two days ago with Mr. Vane had blown away like coal dust. Why? Because the earl’s heir had gone back to ignoring her. He’d responded to her missives only one more time after she’d sent him a text with his itinerary and a link to his mobile boarding pass. 

			He’d texted a thumbs-up emoji. 

			Nothing else. 

			No “thank you.” 

			No “this will work.” 

			And certainly no “I look forward to seeing you.” 

			Just a bright-yellow thumbs-up. How very American of him. 

			She shouldn’t be annoyed. She shouldn’t even care. But the thing was, she did. Since the earl’s announcement of his dementia diagnosis, she’d been noticing more forgetful moments—especially in the evening—and he’d become even snarlier. It wasn’t that he’d ever had a reputation in the village for being particularly pleasant, really most everyone agreed he was a giant pain in the arse, but she couldn’t help but feel bad for being cross about him before. 

			It hurt her heart to see the man realize he was telling the same story he’d just told or couldn’t remember the name of the Financial Times columnist he’d been reading for years. He’d drop his gaze, his jaw would tighten, and then he’d dismiss her for the evening. Add that to the guilt she was feeling for knowing something that would affect so many but being sworn to secrecy, and it was no surprise that her antacid intake had increased dramatically. 

			However, all it would take for everything to be exponentially better for everyone would be for Mr. Vane to accept his duty and agree to stay on at Dallinger Park even if he was—on paper at least—utterly unsuitable for the job. 

			She flipped open the folder and, again, began going over the report that outlined so much that was just unacceptable about him. She turned the page, revealing a photo of Mr. Vane wearing nothing but a swimsuit and a sexy smirk as the golden sun highlighted every one of his abs. He had eight distinct abs. She’d counted. Twice. But only because, as the earl’s private secretary, she understood the importance of being thorough. She wasn’t ogling her employer’s heir. That just wasn’t done. 

			Heart beating a little faster, she slapped closed the folder containing the investigator’s report—including more photos of Nick sleeping in a fishing boat, lazing on what looked like a floating lawn chair in a lake, and sprawled across a porch swing with a bottle of beer and a blonde. 

			Her mobile buzzed.

			Daisy: Is he as fit as he looks in the pics?

			God, she hoped not. She needed this job to work. 

			Brooke: Shouldn’t you be in class?

			Before the McVie University for the Deaf closes for good, she added in her head but left unsaid in text. Mundane responsibilities were Brooke’s area. Daisy took care of the taking-over-the-world-someday part of their sisterhood. It had worked for them since childhood, and Brooke didn’t believe in messing about with an established and successful scheme. She colored within the lines. Daisy went all over the page in neon glitter.

			Daisy: I’m at uni. Relax. Are you already shagging him?

			Brooke: Not appropriate.

			She shifted in the back seat of the ancient but pristine Mercedes, her gaze darting over to the closed folder with his photo inside.

			Daisy: I’m just taking the piss. But really, what’s he wearing?

			Brooke: I haven’t seen him yet. We’re almost to the airport now.

			Daisy: Shirtless = Pics to me.

			She chuckled.

			Brooke: No. 

			Daisy: Live a little.

			She was. She just did her living in a shirt-buttoned-to-the-collar, navy-blazer, matching-trousers-and-sensible-shoes kind of way.

			Brooke: Get back to class. 

			Daisy: Yes, Mum.

			Smiling despite herself, Brooke slid her mobile into her handbag as the butler/driver/whatever-else-needed-doing-man Mr. Harleson pulled into the airport car park. There were no loose ends after that, only the rush of getting to the passenger pickup area. Of course, she spotted Nick right away. The American heir to the Earl of Englefield looked like he’d been hit by a coach on the A1, but instead of being in desperate need of going to hospital, he’d walked away from the wreckage arm in arm with a leggy flight attendant. 

			Not even his appearance or the fact that he really was walking toward her with a flight attendant/model waiting to be discovered hanging on his arm had any impact on his oh-so-American swagger. His light-brown hair was going every which way, his clothes were askew as if he’d pulled them on in a rush, and his eyes were at half-mast as he scanned the waiting crowd. Still, his whole vibe was that of power and confidence wrapped in utter relaxation. She almost envied him, except it completely reminded her of her ex. And that little comparison was enough to make her forget six of those eight abs Mr. Vane was hiding under his T-shirt. 

			Well, then. He’s a right proper git from the looks of him. 

			Good thing she’d learned the hard way in Manchester just how to handle someone like Nick Vane. 

			… 

			There was a monkey hopped up on a six-pack of Red Bull beating the crap out of the inside of Nick’s head. He’d taken his migraine medication somewhere over the Atlantic, downed a crappy airplane coffee, and tried to sleep. When he’d opened his eyes, it was to the sweet face of the first-class flight attendant with legs that went on for miles. His migraine had downgraded to a bitch of a headache and the plane had been practically empty when she’d welcomed him to England. Holding in his excitement at his arrival hadn’t been a problem. 

			This dreary little island was the second-to-last place he ever wanted to be—Harbor City won hands down—and yet here he was, about to meet the grandfather who just happened to be a royal dick. 

			Then why are you here, Nicky boy? 

			Three reasons. 

			One, the texts and calls with Brooke Chapman-Powell had made him curious. And maybe even a bit upset that his grandfather might fire her over this mess. Plus, he just had to put a face with the name. She’d managed to avoid having her picture on the internet unless you counted the ones where she was so far in the background, he wouldn’t have known she was there if it wasn’t for the photo’s cutline. 

			There had been pics of what had to be a different Brooke Chapman-Powell, because there was no way the woman holding a newspaper in front of her face while sprinting from a crowd of reporters was the same woman. There was just no way the uptight woman on the phone was the same woman who’d dated a soccer player with a wandering dick. No. Way. 

			The second reason why he was here? Because, while his curiosity had helped him earn 386 patents and enough money from his inventions to buy his own island somewhere a helluva lot warmer and sunnier than England, it also was a giant pain in his ass that wouldn’t let go of his brain until it had been satisfied. And some small part of himself that he would never admit out loud existed wanted to find out why the old man had fucked his family over so hard. It wasn’t that that information would bring back his mom or erase the years he spent in the group home, but he couldn’t help but think that knowing the real reason would make things somehow better.

			Finally, he was here because telling his grandfather to fuck straight off wouldn’t be nearly as fun through intermediaries as it would be saying it face-to-face. Rude? Crude? Unadvisable? He’d admit to all three in front of a jury of his peers. He didn’t give a damn. 

			So Nick had gotten himself on the airplane, even though it was a guaranteed migraine trigger, and upgraded himself to first-class from the coach ticket his grandfather—a frickin’ earl who had enough money for an honest-to-God fancy manor house—had sent. At six feet three inches, there was no way Nick was going on a transatlantic flight folded up like a pretzel in coach. If he was lucky, the asshole whose DNA ran through his veins would be at the airport so he could get the whole fuck-you taken care of right away, and then he could turn around and buy his return ticket home; toast Mom, who’d gone through hell because of the man in the airport bar; and—if his luck held—sleep the entire way back.

			That was his plan, but like the voice-activated dog collar that was impervious to his inventing mojo, it wasn’t going to be.

			The moment he saw the woman holding the printed Mr. N. Vane sign in the baggage claim area, he knew it wasn’t his day to win the lottery even if he was finally getting his first good look at the woman who had to be Brooke Chapman-Powell. Her blond hair was pulled back into a ponytail tight enough to be a cheap face-lift if she’d been old enough to need one. Her navy suit looked like a cross between a school uniform and a junior accountant who’d just taken off his tie for a mandatory fun work lunch at Dave and Buster’s. And her face? Well, it probably would easily have slid under the heading of “beautiful” if she didn’t look like she had lemons for breakfast, lunch, and dinner eight days a week. 

			“Darlin’,” he said as he started to unwind his arm from the flight attendant’s determined hold. “You saved my life back there, making sure I got off the plane before it took off again, but it looks like my ride’s here.”

			The woman looked at Brooke, dismissed her after a quick up-and-down, and turned back to him. “I’m stuck here for the next forty-eight hours,” she said, looking at him with enough heat in her green eyes to let him know exactly how much trouble the two of them could get up to in the next two days. “I’m certain I can be more entertaining than her. How about I give you a ride instead?”

			And yeah, he loved to get laid as much as any red-blooded American male, but after being raised by a strong single mother who instilled in him from birth the importance of not being a jerk just because you wrongly thought you were better than someone else, there was no way the flight attendant’s dismissive attitude toward Brooke was gonna do anything for him besides turn him off. He was, however, still Southern, and that meant giving someone the brush-off in a certain kind of way. 

			He cleared enough space between them that sunlight—if this country even had any—could sneak through between their bodies. “You have no idea how much I’d like to say yes, but there’s a man waiting for me.”

			She arched an eyebrow. “I’d be up for sharing.”

			“Not that kind of man.” Could this get any more awkward? “He’s my grandfather.”

			“A girl can dream,” she said with a shrug.

			“Believe me, I’ll be dreaming all about you tonight.” If you translate “dream” to “nightmare,” but as his mama always said, if you can’t kill ’em with kindness, then slather ’em with sugary sarcasm.

			“You do that.” She plucked a card out of her purse and tucked it into the front pocket of his jeans, letting her fingers slide in right along with it. “Just in case you change your mind.”

			That was not going to happen, but a hard brush-off would do nothing but delay the inevitable of her leaving, so he kept his trap shut. She walked past the baggage claim and out the doors while Nick came to a stop in front of the woman holding the sign with his name on it. 

			“I’m Nick Vane,” he said, holding out his hand.

			“Yes, sir.” The woman shook his hand with an extra-firm-but-not-knuckle-cracking grip. “Brooke Chapman-Powell, the earl’s private secretary.”

			God, he loved being right, and he’d totally have that pissed-off expression if he worked for Earl Douchebag, too. “That explains it.” 

			“What?” she asked as she closed up the sign with three precise folds until it was the size of a video-game case.

			“The look on your face. He’s a total bear to work for, isn’t he?”

			She locked her gaze on his and managed to somehow look down at him even when she was physically having to look up. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

			“My mistake.” Maybe she and the earl were perfect for each other.

			“Well then, shall we get your bags, sir?”

			The “sir” made his skin crawl.

			“Got it already.” He lifted the carry-on duffel in his hand. “And don’t worry about the ‘sir’ business. My name’s Nick. Remember?”

			She shook her head, making her blond ponytail sway and catch the light. “I couldn’t do that.”

			Normally, it was the laid-back women who caught his attention. The ones who knew what they wanted and were up for anything. No one had to work hard at it and everyone walked away happy. And even though Brooke Chapman-Powell was so tightly wound, she looked like she could turn coal to diamonds, mental images of that ponytail wrapped around his fist had his dick waking up and saying howdy. Must be a side effect of the migraine medication.

			“Why can’t you call me by my name?” he asked, coming closer and taking in the details of the bow of her pale-pink lips and silver flecks in her cornflower-blue eyes. “You did it before.”

			The pulse point at the base of her throat picked up speed. “It’s not proper. You’re the earl’s heir, and he is my employer.”

			“And you’re always proper?” he asked, unable to stop himself from wondering what she was hiding under such a prissy outfit. 

			“Yes, Mr. Vane,” she said with just enough ice to freeze a glass of sweet tea in July. “I am.”

			“Too bad.” He winked at her, pushing for a reaction just to find out if he could get one.

			Her blue eyes widened, but instead of popping off at him as he’d half expected, she pursed her full lips together, never losing eye contact even for a millisecond. “This way, sir.”

			Then Lady Lemons—as he’d officially nicknamed her—spun around and led him out the doors to a waiting Mercedes and the chauffeur holding open the back passenger door. Okay, so he’d have to Uber back to the airport, since being driven by his grandfather’s chauffeur sure as hell wasn’t going to work out on the trip back.

			Because Nick Vane planned to tell the old man to fly a kite right up his ass and then get the fuck back to Virginia, and Lady Lemons wasn’t about to stop him.

		


		
			Chapter Four

			“Too bad.”

			Not bloody likely…and most assuredly not when the future earl was snoring softly next to Brooke in the back seat. At least he wasn’t resting on her shoulder. That had happened once already on the half-hour drive back to Dallinger Park from the airport, and she’d jostled him off, with utmost respect, of course. He’d mumbled something about medication and started snoring again.

			Nothing in the solicitor’s report had mentioned a drinking or drug problem, but one could never be too careful. She’d alert the staff (bare-bones as it was) to keep an eye on the wine cellar, as it was one of the estate’s important assets still left.

			“Just about there,” Mr. Harleson said, pulling onto the private road near the North York Moors. “He’s not exactly what we’ve been expecting, is he?”

			Refusing to let herself check out the line of Nick’s square jaw or the way his broad shoulders rose and fell with each of his deep breaths, Brooke remained facing forward, chin high, attention focused on the view of the distinctive half-cone shape of the Rosebery Topping hill in the distance. “Life so seldom is.”

			“Reminds me a little bit of his dad,” Harleson said. “But he’s got the look of the old earl about him, too.”

			“You think?” Finally having a reason—not an excuse, a reason—to look, she studied the American’s profile. “I don’t see it.”

			“Only because from the perspective of a young woman just starting out in life, the earl has been old since you met him. I’ve been here a lot longer.” He let out a rusty chuckle and turned onto the driveway. “Best wake him.”

			Lucky her. 

			She tapped the American on the shoulder. He didn’t move. 

			“Mr. Vane,” she said in a stage whisper.

			She tried again, this time with more force. 

			“Sir?”

			Nothing. As the ivy-covered ancestral home loomed up ahead, she let out an exasperated sigh.

			“I’m not cracking my eyes open until you call me Nick,” he said without even a hint of sleep in his voice.

			Heat bloomed in her cheeks. “You’ve been awake this whole time?”

			“Off and on,” he said, his eyes still closed, his unfairly long, dark eyelashes resting on his cheeks. “Now are you gonna call me Nick or what?”

			The temptation to blame his obstinance on his country of origin was great, but even if she hadn’t been at Dallinger Park as long as Mr. Harleson, she knew the legendary Vane stubborn streak when she saw it. “Nick.”

			“There, that wasn’t hard at all.” He opened his hazel eyes that were, now that she thought about it, the same shade as the earl’s, and winked at her before turning his attention to the three-story Jacobean-style house that was their destination. He stared for a moment, the vein in his temple pulsing. “So that’s the old homestead.”

			“Yes, Dallinger Park was built in 1856. It has been the Vane family residence for generations. Prior to this version of Dallinger Park, there was another grand house built in 1682, but it burned down in 1841. The nearby village of Bowhaven and the local McVie University depend upon the earl and the estate for their livelihood since the Pepson Factory closed down three years ago.”

			His jaw tightened. “What does Gramps do for them?”

			Oh, the earl would not like that nickname. Not even a little. “As much as he can, I’m sure.” Which equated to as much as she could nudge him into doing, considering the precarious financial situation the earl was in as well. The earl had been too angry to do much of anything about either situation but issue orders and stare out at the moors. Now that she knew about the dementia diagnosis, that helped to explain some of that. Stress could be a trigger for an episode just like the sunset could be. Of course, the earl had always been tight with money, according to her perusal of the estate accounts. But there hadn’t been enough to take care of Dallinger Park the way it should be for generations.

			“Yeah.” Nick snorted. “He’s a real generous guy.”

			What could she say to that without letting things slip? Nothing. So she focused on straightening the already orderly stack of folders on her lap. 

			They sat in silence as Mr. Harleson stopped the car in front of the massive front doors that could have repelled foreign invaders for centuries and would now open wide for an American.

			She glanced at the man to her left again and worried for the first time if her pint glass wasn’t indeed half empty.

			… 

			Nick walked up the steps to Dallinger Park, which happened to be a mansion in the middle of enough green space to count as a city park. From the outside, it looked like the very definition of privilege and money. Inside, though, was a different story. 

			The rug in the foyer leading into the hall was dull and threadbare. The hardwood floors themselves showed the nicks and bows of long-term use without care. His gaze traveled up the walls and over the paintings of Vanes who’d come before and stopped at a very distinct, roundish brown stain that screamed out leaky pipes. It looked like the house, just like the Vane family, was rotten on the inside. Shaking his head, he followed Lady Lemons down the hall.

			Their footsteps echoed up to the vaulted ceiling, dragging his attention away from Brooke and upward. The place had good bones that called out to the builder and tinkerer in his soul, the one who always fiddled and tweaked things until they ran smoother, worked better, and made life easier. That’s how in high school he’d ended up installing for his mom a motorized dumbwaiter in the house he’d grown up in. She’d tripped going down the stairs with the laundry, so he’d gone to work. 

			If only he’d spent as much time paying attention to the cause behind her sudden clumsiness, maybe things would have ended differently. 

			If only it hadn’t just been them against the world, thanks to the asshole in the room he and Lady Lemons were walking into, maybe his mama would have had someone looking out for her instead of a fourteen-year-old kid who should have made her go to the doctor sooner. 

			If only… It was a list that went on forever and didn’t fix anything. Telling the old man who’d delivered the first blow to fuck off was about as close as he was going to get to a happy ending for his if-only list.

			The room was large and dominated by a gargantuan painting of a guy in a white wig above a large fireplace with a chipped mantel. Wig Dude looked down his narrow little nose at Nick. 

			Well, cheerio to you, too, buddy. 

			The rest of the room was covered in floor-to-ceiling bookshelves that would have given his mom the happy giggles, windows that looked out onto the green hills dotted with purple heather and overgrown white rose bushes that made up one helluva pretty backyard—especially since the sun was just starting to go down, giving the whole view a soft, Instagram-filtered look. It wasn’t the glimmering blue of the lake right out the back door of his house in Salvation, but even he had to admit it was still pretty good.

			“My lord, may I present your grandson, Nicholas Vane,” Ms. Chapman-Powell said, her tone deferential. 

			Nick didn’t like that tone. He liked her better tart with an underlying fluster that got his curiosity rolling. No doubt he’d be getting an earful from that part of her once he’d said his piece to the old man and sauntered on out of this place for good. If there was a way of making sure that didn’t happen, he would have done it. However, this was for his mom, and as Mama had always said, sometimes when choosing between a rock and a hard place, the rock won by landing on you. 

			Anticipation of finally delivering his screw-you salute on his mother’s behalf finally brought his attention to the reason he was here in the first place: Charles Vane, Earl of Englefield, stood behind a massive mahogany desk. He was tall, roughly Nick’s height, with straight shoulders, pale skin that didn’t look like it had the balls to wrinkle, and a full head of bright-white hair that he kept almost as short as his compassion for family. Of course, if he’d kept it that short, he’d be balder than bald.

			“Hey, Chuck, some place you got here,” Nick said, playing up the brash American to get under the other man’s skin. He sauntered across the room to the windows. “Quite the view.”

			As expected, his words hit like a three-hundred-pound lineman. Watching the reflection in the window, he caught the old man narrow his eyes and clench his jaw. Good. Nick let his face fall back into the good-old-boy grin that got him both laid and out of trouble back home; then he turned to face the other man. However, he couldn’t help but let his gaze scoot over to Lady Lemons as he did so. 

			Brooke’s face had lost all its color, only to be replaced with a bright-red splash on both cheeks that brought out the blue of her eyes. Strange thing to be noticing at a time like this, but par for the course.

			“You may call me grandfather,” the old man said, his voice an aged, English-accented version of the deep baritone that came out of Nick’s own mouth. 

			It made his skin crawl. The last thing he wanted was to have anything in common with this man. Not that he was going to show that. Keeping his body language relaxed, Nick shrugged and made his way through the overstuffed love seats and chairs covered in sun-faded upholstery of pale-pink roses and twisting green vines. “Won’t be staying long enough to worry about calling you anything.”

			“If you can refrain from being so American for a moment,” Charles said, “you’ll be able to grasp the full weight of the responsibilities you’re about to inherit.”

			“Like a crumbling estate?” he shot back.

			The old man’s eyes widened and a rush of heat mottled his nose. “Who said that?”

			Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Brooke’s face lose its color again as she clasped her hands together. If the woman wasn’t careful, she’d pass out from the quick up and down of her blood pressure. The fact that she didn’t was a point in her favor. Lady Lemons was made of stern stuff. He could appreciate that. 

			“I did a little research of my own,” he said. “And I have eyeballs. This place is a contractor’s wet dream.”

			Obviously taking offense—too fucking bad—at Nick’s choice of words, the earl glared at him. 

			When Nick didn’t melt into a puddle of goo, the old man went on. “As my heir, you’ll be expected to carry on the traditions of Dallinger Park and the family.”

			Nick ran the tip of his finger over the decorative scrollwork on the back of a chair that could use a good refinishing. Seeing it in such disrepair had him shaking his head. Not even furniture deserved to be treated with such malignant neglect. “You mean like letting this house fall apart around you?”

			“If I didn’t already think you were not the right man for the job, that declaration would have completely confirmed it,” Charles said. “However, my son is dead, and you are the only living legitimate Vane left on the planet, according to my solicitors. Even though you have no idea what it takes to manage a property like Dallinger Park or to support Bowhaven and McVie University for the Deaf, you either inherit the title and accept your duty to those in our family’s care or the family legacy crumbles and the title dies with me.”

			Nick didn’t hear the rest of the sentence after “not the right man for the job” as he made his way toward the door leading out of this horror show, but he didn’t give a shit because that part was the only one that mattered. 

			“Finally, something we agree on. You are completely correct,” he said as he stopped at the door and turned, his gaze clashing with the earl’s, neither of them blinking. “I’m not the right man for the job.”

			“That may be so, but it doesn’t change the fact that you are my only option for an heir.” Charles sat down in the chair behind his desk, picking up one of the many papers scattered across it, and said almost to himself, “If only the villagers had worked a little harder and complained a little less, the Pepson Factory wouldn’t have closed down and so many of them wouldn’t be out of jobs and looking to me for a handout.”

			Brooke let out something that sounded like a half-muffled squeak of objection from her spot near the fireplace. By the time Nick had swiveled his attention over to her, though, she was silent and stoic-faced enough to make him second-guess himself. The blonde looked every bit as neutral and cold as Switzerland in World War II. Still, there was something in the tightness of that lush mouth of hers that got him right in the gut. 

			She may be silent, but that didn’t mean she was agreeing. Curious to find out if he was right, he propped his shoulder on the doorframe leading out to the hallway and gave the earl an appraising once-over.

			“Really?” he asked after the silence had stretched good and taut. “That’s the answer you’re going with? That it was the people’s fault, not mismanagement, change in market demands, or anything else?”

			“The Vanes are a great and proud family,” the earl went on, either oblivious and not caring about the fact that he’d just been called out for insulting the people who’d borne the brunt of the misery from the factory closing. “I’m not going to let you ruin my family name, so before I make a public announcement in thirty days declaring you as my heir, you’ll need to learn how to be an English earl, even if there isn’t a person out there more unsuited.”

			Nick’s money was on the old man not caring about anything other than the Vane family reputation. No doubt he’d grown up the pampered aristocrat who’d had his every demand met and his every need fulfilled. He’d probably bullied and threatened and intimidated those around him his entire life…up until now anyway. Nick had always hated bullies.

			“You’re that sure I’d agree to be your heir?” he asked, drawing the old man into his trap.

			The earl’s pointed chin went up a degree. “You don’t have a choice.”

			No choice? Nice try. 

			“That’s where you’re wrong, Chuckie,” he said, straightening to his full height and giving his grandfather a fuck-you look that would even put old Wig Man in the painting to shame. “Because I’m exercising some good old American freedom right here and right now by telling you and the rest of England to fuck straight off.”

			Hitching his bag over his shoulder, Nick gave the asshole who’d contributed a quarter of his DNA and the woman who did his bidding a quick, sarcastic salute before walking out of the mansion, bypassing the chauffeur leaning against the Mercedes, and starting down the road that, according to the signs, led to Bowhaven. If there wasn’t an Uber there, he’d find a cab or someone willing to earn a quick buck by taking him to the airport so he could leave this damp, dreary country in his past where it belonged.

			… 

			It was a rare occurrence for Brooke to be speechless, but she sure was now as she stared at the empty spot in the doorway where Nick (yes, she was thinking of him by his Christian name; how could she not after that?) had stood only moments before giving the earl—the earl!—the business. She’d never seen anything like it. She’d never met anyone like him. She should be appalled. She was—mostly. She was also ever so slightly intrigued and a little bit fluttery, something she would not be mentioning to any other living human ever. 

			“And that,” the earl declared, “is what happens when you’re raised in America.”

			“Well, he is American.” She wanted to take back the words as soon as they were out of her mouth—obviously the younger Vane was a bad influence even in small doses—but the earl didn’t seem to notice any slight.

			“Not any longer,” he said, his voice stronger than she’d heard in some months. “Now, unless you want to see this village fall to ruin, I suggest you put that brain I’m paying for to good use and find a way to turn my infernal American grandson into a proper English earl.”

			How in the world was she supposed to do that? Especially when he refused to even be the earl—uncouth or proper? Did the earl not hear a word his grandson had said?

			“I’m not sure—”

			“I don’t need you to be sure. I need you to get the job done, and if you can’t, then I’ll find a personal secretary who can and without all the helpful suggestions about ways Dallinger Park can modernize.” He said the last word like a particularly offensive curse. 

			“Yes, sir.” Because really, what else could she say? Bowhaven was her home, and the people who lived in it her family—even the earl with his snarly ways was part of the fabric of the village. 

			Everything and everyone was tied together here. For better or for worse.

			She just needed to convince Nick to accept his inheritance. All she had to do was find him. On a huge estate. This should be easy. 

			“Not bloody likely,” she mumbled to herself.

		


		
			Chapter Five

			Charles Vane had done this to himself. He should have stopped William from going to America. He’d been too free with his son. That was the truth he’d been telling himself for years—and that’s what it was, the truth. He’d done the hard thing for the right reason. He was more than ready to accept the vitriol, even if he did not deserve it. 

			What he hadn’t been ready for was Nicholas to look so much like his father. 

			When his grandson had walked in with that familiar half smile and cocksure attitude, Charles had gone back in time to the day William had stood looking out the same window and declared he couldn’t be forced into a life he’d never wanted because of an accident of birth. They’d fought. William had left. It had taken more than a year to track him down in that tiny house halfway across the world. And he’d had a wife and a baby? Totally unacceptable. That just wasn’t done.

			For generations, the Vanes had gone to boarding school and university. They’d visited home only on holiday. They’d kept a stiff upper lip, appropriate distance, and dedicated themselves to Dallinger Park—the family’s symbol—above all else. William had bucked that. He’d run from the heavy burden of duty—at least for a while. But it always came back to duty in the end. That’s what he’d made sure his son understood before leaving America. That William thought he was doing right by his wife and son rather than to Dallinger Park made no difference. His son came home and now so had his grandson.

			Charles picked up the phone sitting on his desk and rang his solicitor. 

			“He’s agreed?” Ansel Cahill asked.

			“He will.” Charles would make sure of it.

			“There is gossip already about your health and his legitimacy.”

			Of course there was. “Let them talk.”

			“You don’t have to do this.” His solicitor lowered his voice. “No one knows about the request William made in his will except for you.”

			Request. It wasn’t the word he’d use. William had been every bit as manipulative and clever as the Vanes were known to be. The title may run through Charles’s blood, but the money came from his late wife’s side of the family. The terms of William’s will had been plain and unbreakable. The trust went to Nicholas upon his thirtieth birthday, not to the estate. If his grandson failed to fulfill his duty by becoming the next Earl of Englefield, Dallinger Park, the title, and everything else would be negated. The Vanes would fall back into history, forgotten.

			“Nicholas Vane will be the next Earl of Englefield,” Charles said.

			“Then he needs to agree before your condition worsens.”

			“It’s not sunset for me yet, and I do not need instruction from you about how to fulfill my duties.” He’d heard nothing but that since he’d left the nursery. 

			“Yes, sir,” Cahill said, sounding property chastised. 

			“Get the paperwork in order to transfer William’s trust. I’ll be in London in a few days to sign off on it.”

			“Does he have any idea about any of this?”

			“That is not of your concern, Cahill.” And it was rather impertinent of him to inquire. 

			Charles ended the call but didn’t move from his desk. The room was too filled with old ghosts to move. So he sat, looking out that same window his son had all those years ago and watched the heather on the moors move in the breeze like a purple wave. As far as the solicitor needed to know, this was only about ensuring Dallinger Park’s financial stability after years of stretching every pound to pay the outrageous bills. That wasn’t the only—or even the most important—reason, though, that Nicholas had to become the next earl. 

			Charles had failed William and his family name. Because of that, he’d been forced to take extreme measures to save both. Now there was more work to be done, and he no longer had the luxury of time in which to complete it. He had to fix what he’d wrecked. He had to bring his grandson home. He had to make it up to William. 

			He had to ensure that William knew—no, not William. Charles squeezed his eyes shut and willed the fog in his head to clear. William was gone. Nicholas. That’s who he’d meant. He had to make sure Nicholas understood the real reason why his father had left and that he’d never planned to stay away forever. He had to understand that family shouldn’t be hated because of one man’s horrible mistake.

		


		
			Chapter Six

			The walk into Bowhaven was chilly. How in the world it was in the sixties here, despite it being August, he had no idea. 

			Back home in Virginia, he’d have been shirtless and in shorts out on the boat, pretending to fish while he worked out the kinks in his latest project, a dog collar that picked up on a dog’s nervous energy—aka the uptick in its pulse—and played back prerecorded soothing messages from the owner. It was sort of the aural version of leaving a blanket smelling like mama dog in a puppy’s basket. The downside of the collar being that the dog drove itself nuts looking for the owner after hearing the voice, which caused more anxiety for the dog, which led to more talking from the collar, which resulted in poor Fido being on the edge of a doggie nervous breakdown. There was the nugget of a good idea inside all those layers of craziness; Nick just had to figure out how to get to it, exploit it, and mass-produce it. 

			Good thing his power-packed brain was made just for unwinding that kind of riddle. It wasn’t a brag; it was fact. He’d started taking apart things in their house as soon as he could hold a Phillips screwdriver. 

			Instead of being horrified to come home and find the dishwasher disassembled in their kitchen, his mom had sat down with him, and together they’d figured out how to make the water pulsate at a higher rate to clean the dishes in half the time. That was Charity August (formerly Vane). She didn’t freak out; she didn’t lose her shit—not even when the doctor had come back with the terminal diagnosis. She figured out what to do next, and then she did it.

			After her diagnosis, his mama had reached out for help to the man who’d knocked her up and disappeared, letting him know the situation. Nick’s sperm donor had blocked his mama’s number and sent a lackey with a check. A pissed-off, already mourning Nick had wanted to burn it to ash, but his mama had a more practical nature. She put it into a savings account for him and told him he’d know when the time was right. That time had turned out to be when he needed funding to produce his first invention, which had put him on the road to millions more—both in terms of cash and ideas. 

			And that old fucker in that decrepit shell of a mansion wanted him to be his heir? After that? After what the Vanes had done to his mom? To him? Yeah, he had a different idea of how he’d repay their generosity—with a giant fuck-you to the Earl of Assholery. 

			So lost in his thoughts—and, frankly, because he was looking on the wrong side of the road for traffic—Nick didn’t see the little red Peugeot until it was slow rolling right next to him. The window went down, revealing a cute blonde—did they have a factory hidden in the fields of heather somewhere?—with the biggest blue eyes he’d ever seen in his life sitting behind the wheel.

			“Heading to the village?” she asked, her voice a little louder than necessary.

			He laid his hand on the roof of the car and leaned down to better look in the window. “Yeah.”

			“Want a lift?”

			Okay, this was a giant nope in the United States. Picking up hitchhikers? That was a quick way to end up as a skin suit in someone’s closet. Maybe the homicidal over here were less Buffalo Bill than back home. Still, the imbalance in their sizes made him cautious on her behalf.

			“You sure?” he asked, taking a step back so she could see for herself that he wasn’t some scrawny pip-squeak.

			“Come on in, future Earl of Englefield.” She reached over and shoved open the passenger door.

			“I’m not an earl of anything.” Reflexively, he caught the door as it swung open. “How did you know who I was?”

			“In this village?” She laughed, the sound a little flat to his ears. “Good luck having a pint in Bowhaven and not having everyone know within seconds how many you had.”

			Yeah, that sounded like Salvation. It seemed that part of small-town life was universal. Shrugging off his natural doubts, he slid into the passenger seat on the left, ignoring the inner warning that he was getting into the wrong side, and closed the door behind him. And they were off with a quick shift of the manual transmission.

			The blonde looked out onto the road, not sparing him a glance even though her gaze was constantly traveling from the road in front of her to the rearview mirror and back again.

			“I’m Nick, by the way, not ‘sir’ or ‘earl’ or anything else.” He’d had enough of the “future earl” and “sir” business to last twelve lifetimes.

			His good Samaritan kept her attention focused on the road and didn’t react at all. Okay, that was weird. “And you are?” he prodded.

			The question hung in the air between them still without any kind of reaction from her.

			Okay then, if he didn’t have close to eighty pounds and half a foot advantage on the driver, he’d be worried about how weird she’d look dressed in his skin. Instead, he just shrugged and chalked the rudeness up to one more thing he hated about England as he glanced out of his passenger window at the countryside.

			The area was almost all green hilly pasture-looking land and roads so narrow, he was holding on to the door handle for dear life any time they encountered a car coming in the other direction. A few minutes down a country lane that dipped into a valley and a roundabout later and they were driving past connected townhomes with small front yards surrounded by stone fences. 

			Despite the quaint look to the stores and the cobblestone parking spots along Bowhaven’s main drag, the town reminded him of Salvation. Mom-and-pop stores lined the road, and there wasn’t a big-box store in sight. His driver pulled over into a tiny parallel-parking spot tight enough to make his ass tense. However, she maneuvered into the spot with the ease of someone more than a little confident of her abilities. 

			She cut the engine and turned to him, a friendly smile on her face. “Well, this is it for me.” She jerked her head at the building they were in front of. “The family pub. You should stop in for a pint before heading back to my sister.”

			“Your sister?” He was usually faster on the uptake than this, but his brain was blank.

			She held out her hand. “Daisy Chapman-Powell. Our family runs the Quick Fox Pub.”

			He shook her hand, trying to process how in the world Lady Lemons and the blond pixie with mad parking skills could be sisters. Sure, he could clock the family resemblance now, but their personalities couldn’t be more different.

			“Sorry about the silent treatment on the way here,” she went on. “I have to really concentrate when I drive, since I can’t hear a bloody thing.”

			And there went the light bulb. The slightly too loud voice, the flat tone to her laugh. “You’re deaf?”

			She nodded. “Seven years now.”

			“You read lips.” It wasn’t a question; it was just him working through the process of how it all worked.

			Daisy snorted. “Well, I’m certainly not imagining this conversation, now, am I?”

			And that was all it took to see the connection between the two women. Daisy and Brooke were definitely sisters in tart sarcasm in addition to any familial bond. “Yep, you’re Brooke’s sister, all right.” 

			Nick got out of the car and took a look around downtown Bowhaven. A secondhand store down the road seemed to be getting a lot of foot traffic in and out. There was a bakery, which probably explained why he started to crave a croissant as soon as he stepped out of the car and took in a deep breath of pastry-scented air. A wiggly corgi stood in the window of a shop with a Fish and Chips sign hanging above the door. There was no way that didn’t violate health codes, but if no one else was complaining and he didn’t end up with a fur-covered fish stick, he wasn’t going to complain—not that he was going to be here long enough for that. Nope. Any minute now, he’d be on his way back to the airport and Bowhaven would be just another unpleasant memory in his past.

			Nick waited until Daisy made it around her Peugeot and they stood on the sidewalk outside the pub facing each other before continuing the conversation. “I need to rent a car or get an Uber back to the airport.”

			“When are you going?” she asked, shading her eyes against the setting sun and keeping her gaze locked on him.

			Yesterday. Now. “As soon as possible.”

			The breeze ruffled her short hair as she cocked her head and shook it from side to side. “Oh, that’s not going to happen, I’m afraid.”

			The not-so-gentle march of ants with steel cleats sharpened to pinpoints made the back of his head ache. “Why’s that?”

			“Well, Mr. High and Mighty at the big house isn’t the only one who’s got a lot riding on you becoming the next Earl of Englefield,” she answered. “So why don’t you take a look around the village and talk to some folks before you try to hire a car.” She gave him a jaunty grin. “But I’ll warn you now—no one’s going to give you a lift to the airport “

			He looked around while the ants double-timed it across his skull. There wasn’t a rush of foot traffic on the sidewalk, but it was lively, and everyone was staring at him as they walked by. Some tipped their hats; others just gave him a nervous grin and cast their eyes downward as they passed. He may not know them, but the people of Bowhaven definitely knew who he was. And if what Daisy said was true, well then…

			“You’re saying I’ve been town-napped?” Of all the ridiculous things to happen since that English private eye showed up on his doorstep a few months back to tell him that his grandfather the earl wanted to see him, this was the pinnacle. 

			“Village-napped, but yeah.” She lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “That’s about the sum of it.”

			Grinding his molars to fine powder, Nick took in the lay of the land. An old woman walking a cat—seriously, on a leash—smiled at him as she neared where he stood with Daisy. Southern manners pounded into him since birth kicked in, and he returned the old lady’s smile and took a step over to give her more room on the sidewalk as she passed.

			“How far is it to the airport?”

			Daisy chewed her bottom lip and looked up at the clear blue sky before answering. “Forty kilometers.”

			As if that made any more sense to him than it being one hundred and fifty bowler hats long. “How many miles is that?”

			She winked at him. “Too many to walk.”

			The Chapman-Powell women were evil. Plain and simple. But they weren’t going to get the best of him. “I can rent a car and have them drive here to get me.”

			“You could try.” She nodded and waved at a passing car. “But the roads getting out here can be confusing when the signs get turned around. And I’ll warn you now that GPS gets a little iffy in these parts.”

			This is what happens when you accept rides from strangers. “Lady Lemons set this up, didn’t she?”

			“Who?”

			“Your sister,” he managed to ground out between clenched teeth.

			She laughed. “Oh, that is the best nickname for her ever, but no, she didn’t.”

			So this was just a Daisy Chapman-Powell–created hell. Good to know. “When you two work together, is there anything that could stand in your way?”

			“Nothing we’ve found yet.” She gave him an assessing up-and-down that wasn’t sexual so much as it was deciding if he was worth the trouble of befriending. “Go ahead and have a look about the high-street shops. Someone will be happy to take you back to Dallinger Park when you’re ready to go home.”

			He glanced up at the street sign clearly marking it as Yardley Road. “Where’s High Street?”

			Daisy waved her hand toward the stores lining the street they were on. “This is.”

			He looked back up at the street sign. “But it says it’s Yardley.”

			“It is.” She nodded, as if they weren’t reenacting Abbott and Costello’s classic Who’s on First routine.

			“But it’s also High Street?”

			She nodded again. “Exactly.”

			“Care to explain?” he asked, wondering if jet lag was making him hear things.

			“The high street is just where most of the shops are located.”

			So high street was downtown. Christ. Nick needed some aspirin. He must have made the observation out loud because Daisy responded.

			“At the chemist,” she said, pointing across the street to what he’d call the drugstore before saying goodbye with a wave and disappearing into the pub.

			Nick rubbed his temples. It had been a while since he’d hot-wired a car, but he wasn’t above doing it again to get out of here. For that, though, he needed some privacy and, judging by the number of people looking out at him from inside the store’s windows, he wasn’t going to be able to manage that until nightfall. 

			Resigned to having to bide his time, he banished his cheerful kidnapper-in-chief from his mind and walked to the Bits and Bobs bookstore next to the pub. Maybe they had some new biographies or an urban fantasy romance—Mace had turned him on to those after he’d been the location scout on a book-turned-movie job. He’d laughed when Mace had sent him a copy signed by the author; then he’d read the first page. He hadn’t put the damn thing down until he’d finished it. Yeah, he could definitely go for an end-of-the-world, chicks-with-special-powers-kicking-demon-ass book right about now. 

			Nick opened the door and took half a step forward when a small dog or a large rat, he couldn’t quite make it out, launched itself from inside the shop right at him.

			“Mr. Darcy,” a woman yelled. “No!”

			Nick grabbed the furry avenger in mid-flight and held it—a Jack Russell, it turned out—at arm’s length while the brown-and-white fur ball growled and snapped at him like fifteen pounds of fury on PCP.

			“Oh, you naughty boy, you should know better than that.” All eyes for the dog, a woman in glasses and a green V-neck T-shirt that read The Book Was Better rushed forward and scooped up the dog. “I’m so sorry about this. He’s in a snit today.” 

			Only once the still-snarling creature was firmly tucked under her arm did she look up. Her jaw dropped and her eyes widened a millisecond before she recovered. “It’s you.”

			Was there anyone in this asylum of a village who didn’t know who he was? Might as well own up to it.

			“It is.” He lifted his hand, palm up, and held it out so the dog could smell that he didn’t have evil intentions. “Nick Vane.”

			Mr. Darcy maintained his death stare but stopped growling long enough to give him a sniff.

			“Megan Page.” She waved her free hand, gesturing toward the bookshelves. “And this is my shop.”

			He looked down at the Jack Russell now sniffing his hand with intense interest. “Is Mr. Darcy yours, too?”

			“Yes, the little bugger has escape-artist skills,” she said as she walked behind the counter with the dog squirming to get out of her hold. “Beg your pardon about that. He has a tendency to attack first and ask questions later.”

			Interest piqued, he looked around at the bookstore/card store/knickknack emporium. There wasn’t a kennel anywhere in sight. “What did he break out of?”

			“The Houdini Three Thousand.”

			Now there was a marketing-department-developed name if he’d ever heard one. “Can I see it?”

			Keeping the dog under her arm, Megan picked up a crate off the floor that had been hidden behind the counter and handed it to him. The Houdini Three Thousand turned out to be a small wire kennel that was the perfect size for a Jack Russell. It had an automatic treat dispenser near the door and a practically decimated stuffed rabbit in the corner. After she set it down on the counter, he examined the kennel from all angles. The idea must be that the dog would entertain itself with figuring out how to get the dispenser to spit out a small treat instead of how to make a jailbreak. Like the voice-calming dog collar, it was a good idea in theory, but reality was another story. 

			No doubt Mr. Darcy was insulted by the idea—and rightly so—that he could be contained. Therefore, he’d bypassed the treat option so he could pull a Shawshank Redemption. Nick had to admire the canine’s tenacity. He almost hated fucking with the dog’s prospects like this.

			“I can fix it,” he told Megan.

			So he did, all while Megan gave him the general rundown on Bowhaven and its residents. The village had been hard hit by the Pepson Factory closing, and a lot of folks were moving away to get jobs—something that didn’t help the businesses still here struggling to keep the doors open.

			“And no one has any ideas for what could be done to help the economy?” There had to be a town council, a business development agency, or something like that who could help.

			Megan stroked Mr. Darcy’s head as she chewed on her bottom lip as if she was trying to pick her words carefully. “Suggestions have been made, but let’s just say that they were made by someone known for being pushy.”

			Considering how deliberately vague her word choice had been, he didn’t need more information to figure out who she’d been talking about. He could see his grandfather trying to run the joint as if he was still a feudal lord. Before he could comment on it, though, Megan was off on another topic—this time the upcoming market day—and he listened with half an ear as he finished modifying the kennel.

			Thirty minutes later, Mr. Darcy stood inside the tweaked Houdini Three Thousand. The dog stuck one paw through the wires and pawed at the lever for the door, but nothing happened because now someone on the outside had to press the door lever on the front at the same time as the one on top of the kennel. After a few more tries, the Jack Russell sat down, made eye contact with Nick, and bared his teeth. 

			“Sorry, man, but those are the breaks.”

			Megan tsk-tsked behind him. “Poor Mr. Darcy. It stinks when life doesn’t turn out the way you plan.”

			“Amen to that,” Nick agreed and stood up.

			“I owe you a proper thank-you now. Have you made it down to the Fox?”

			He gulped. “You have more animals?”

			“No, the pub.” She laughed as she flipped the sign on the door from Open to Closed. “The Quick Fox. Have you met Phillip and Angela yet?”

			“I haven’t, but I’ve met the daughters.”

			“Both of them?” she asked, opening the shop door.

			He nodded and walked through, even though he could hear his mother’s voice in his head telling him to always hold the door open for others. Megan walked through after him, took out her keys, and locked the dead bolt. 

			“Well,” she said. “You’ve gotten the yin and yang of the Chapman-Powells, then.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“The friendly and fun sister and—” She paused and pocketed the keys in her purse. “The other one.”

			He knew just what she meant by that—he had nicknamed Brooke “Lady Lemons,” after all—but he’d also gotten a peek at a different kind of woman in their texts, and maybe that was why hearing another person call her out got his back up. “I thought Daisy was nice.”

			“She is.” Megan nodded and pointedly said no more.

			“I guess that makes Brooke the other one.”

			“Oh, she’s nice enough, but…well…she can rub people the wrong way.”

			And unraveling exactly why that was had him more interested in her than he was entirely comfortable with. He’d met snarly women before, liked them, and fucked them up, down, and sideways. He liked fire and sass in a woman. But he couldn’t shake the idea that Brooke Chapman-Powell wasn’t nearly as bitchy as she acted or that if she was, she had her reasons. What those were, he had no idea, but if he could figure it out, he just might be able to get out of this town sooner than it seemed the villagers and dear old Grandpappy had planned for him.

			“So, the pint?” Megan asked, jerking her chin toward the next building, which had a fox painted on a sign hanging above the door.

			He nodded. “Let’s do it.” 

			After the day he’d had and the jet lag starting to make his eyes droop even though it was just after five in the evening, a beer sounded perfect. And if he happened to run into Lady Lemons at the pub and got a chance to observe her in her natural environment to better understand what made her tick so he could foil her plans for him? Even better.

		


		
			Chapter Seven

			When at a loss for what to do next, Brooke went to the one place that always brought everything into focus: the Quick Fox. She lived in the pub—well, upstairs from it, but it was more than that. She’d polished the intricately carved wood bar for a few quid as her first job and pulled pints before moving into the back room to help tackle the books. 

			When the air turned crisp, there’d be a fire crackling in the fireplace tucked into the far wall. The smell of burning wood mixed with the latest village gossip was her favorite. It eased the tension in her shoulders and made her think anything was possible. And that was something she needed right about now, because not only had she just accepted a mission impossible that turned her stomach—making a stubborn American into an English earl—but she couldn’t find the irritating man in question. 

			The road to the village had been empty of tall, broad men with more muscles than good sense. Same with the forest walkway and the few shops she’d popped into during her search. Oh, everyone had seen the disappearing soon-to-be earl, but no one knew where he was currently.

			That just gives you time to formulate a scheme for what to do to him. She jolted to a stop near the Quick Fox. WITH not TO. She would definitely not be doing anything to just-call-me Nick Vane, she promised herself as she began walking again. No matter how much she wanted to know if each of his eight abs was as well-defined as they’d appeared in pictures or if the earl’s private investigator fancied himself a Photoshop expert.

			She pulled open the Fox’s solid wood door and walked inside. Her father was behind the bar using the same ratty towel to mop up a spill despite the new microfiber ones she’d gotten him that were more absorbent. Her mum was nowhere to be seen, which meant it must be Village Heritage Committee meeting day. Daisy stood at the end of the bar, oblivious as usual to the undimmed hope in Riley McCann’s gaze as he sat next to her. No matter how many times she’d pointed out to her sister that the rugged forest ranger had a crush on her, Daisy insisted they were just friends. 

			A smattering of villagers sat at the tables scattered in the cozy space. A few glanced up at her as she walked in, but beyond one or two lifted chins in greeting, no one said hello. That was okay, though. They weren’t demonstrative, but they’d been there for her before and she’d be there for them now. One way or another, she’d figure out how to make things work out.

			The light from the beer garden courtyard behind the pub filtered in through the open door that led to the enclosed area that always caught the last bit of sun each day. A cheer sounded through the doorway. No doubt, there was a game going on in the beer garden as everyone enjoyed a pint or two. 

			Brooke’s shoulders didn’t relax in centimeters. A sense of ease just whooshed through her all at once. These were her people. This was home. 

			“If it isn’t my little poppet,” her dad called out with his usual greeting.

			“I’m almost as tall as you, Dad,” she answered, her usual response as she stopped on the opposite side of Daisy’s from Riley, signing a quick hello to her sister, who returned the greeting with a hello. 

			Her dad pushed his glasses up his long nose and grinned back at her. “Doesn’t matter—you’ll always be my little one.”

			“So how are things today?” The pub’s business had fallen off since the factory closed down and villagers had to travel fifteen kilometers to the next village for work. 

			He took off his glasses and started to clean them with the torn corner of the bar towel. It was her dad’s biggest tell—a sure sign that business hadn’t picked up.

			“Life can’t be all beer and Skittles,” he said with a wink before putting his glasses back on.

			“Have you tried out any of the changes I outlined the other month? I know you’re used to how things go now, but if you just implemented a few changes—”

			“You still want me to add more wines and have a tasting night?”

			“It’s a growth industry.” She’d included the studies to back it up. 

			Her dad twisted the towel in his hands, dropping his gaze. “That may be the case in Manchester, but this is Bowhaven.”

			Glancing around the pub and seeing every person with a pint in their hands, she couldn’t really argue that point. “Well, what about hiring a waitress so Mum could add to the menu and draw in more customers?”

			“That would be an investment, and we’ve been managing just fine for years.” What went unsaid was that no Yorkshireman ever wanted to part with a handful of pounds unless he was forced—and no one could force her dad to do anything, even if he was about the most soft-spoken man on the planet.

			Despite the frustration encircling her lungs and squeezing them tight, she pressed on. “And the suggestion that you branch out and sponsor some events to get the pub name out there?”

			He fiddled with the wire rims of his glasses. “No time for that, poppet.”

			The familiar flush of annoyance burned her cheeks. No time or no will? Every suggestion she offered up was gently ignored. If she couldn’t get her parents to listen to her ideas, what hope did she have that the village council would ever make a move to draw in some tourist pounds? 

			“Dad, I explained—”

			“He knows, Lady Lemons,” Daisy said. “Give him time to consider or add to your idea instead of pushing so hard all the time.”

			Her back stiffened. Not just at the interruption but at that dratted nickname. The American had obviously talked to her sister, who may have lost her hearing thanks to a bad case of bacterial meningitis, but the girl—woman, really—hadn’t lost a step when it came to listening in on others’ conversations thanks to her lip-reading skills and the huge mirror that spanned the length of the bar.

			Brooke turned to face Daisy. “Lady Lemons?”

			“Yep.” Her sister nodded. “That’s what Nick called you.”

			Nick? That familiarity only led to trouble. “You mean Mr. Vane?”

			“He doesn’t like being called that.”

			A glowering Riley tapped Daisy on the shoulder, drawing her attention, before saying, “And how would you know this?”

			A pink blush tinted Daisy’s cheeks. “I gave him a lift.”

			And that explained how he’d disappeared so quickly from the road to the village. “And where is he now?” Brooke asked.

			“In the beer garden playing Jenga with Megan and the others,” Daisy said.

			Megan Page? The woman with the psychotic dog? Great. That was just the type of impression Bowhaven needed to make on the future Earl of Englefield. Bloody hell. Could this day get any worse? 

			“He’s a hot one,” Daisy said, a teasing glint in her blue eyes, the ones that matched the shade of Brooke’s own. “I wouldn’t kick him out of bed for leaving crumbled scones in the sheets.”

			On Daisy’s other side, Riley, his jaw clamped unnaturally tight, suddenly grew very interested in the dark depths of his pint.

			“Daisy!” Brooke exclaimed even as the mental picture of a shirtless Nick Vane in a bed of rumpled sheets crashed into her otherwise business-only brain. “You can’t say that about him.”

			“Why not?”

			“He’s going to be the next earl,” she said in a harsh whisper—not that the entire pub wasn’t listening in on this exchange.

			A quick look around confirmed just that. Only their dad at the other end of the bar seemed to not be hanging on every word. 

			“He’s also a man,” Daisy said, her voice carrying over the buzz of the other patrons’ chatter leaking in from the beer garden. “A very good-looking one.”

			“He’s not just a man, he’s my bother,” Brooke grumbled.

			“How’s that?” Riley asked after tapping the top of Daisy’s hand so she wouldn’t miss his question.

			Then they both turned expectantly to Brooke. Bloody hell. Why did she have to open her mouth in the first place? There was no avoiding it now. Daisy was undefeatable when it came to getting the information she wanted. Sighing, Brooke traced the Quick Fox logo carved into the bar before giving in to the inevitable. 

			“Because I’ve been tasked with teaching him how to become a proper earl.”

			But first she had to convince the aggravating man to stay. Not that anyone else needed to know that. Why add to their worries?

			“And what do you know about becoming an earl?” Riley blurted out with a laugh. “You’re a publican’s daughter.”

			“Yeah,” Daisy echoed after Riley repeated his words while she was looking at him. “But she’s as rigid as one of the toffs.”

			“And bossy.” This from one of the regulars at a table nearby.

			The bloke’s mate piped up. “And a know-it-all.”

			Some days, she wondered why she didn’t just march out of the village and never look back. Okay, so she had a lot of ideas to improve Bowhaven and everything in it. Ideas that she wasn’t shy about sharing with others. Repeatedly if necessary. Did that make her wrong? No. She didn’t mean to rub people the wrong way; it just sort of happened. It always had. She’d get them to see her way one of these days, and when she finally did, wouldn’t they look at her differently when she came in the pub. They’d greet her the way they did Megan “Everybody Loves Me and My Psycho Dog” Page: with warm smiles and a hearty hello. Until then, she’d keep pushing away at it until she mowed them down with her brilliance and they’d realize that there was more to her than being the pushy Chapman-Powell sister. 

			“I have some good ideas,” she said, watching as her dad, who always seemed to know when his eldest was feeling down, started back toward their end of the bar. 

			“That you won’t ever stop shoving down our throats,” Daisy retorted.

			Riley brushed Daisy’s hand so she turned and then said, “Like that idea for a regional pigeon racers festival.”

			Annoyance bubbled in her chest like a fizzy drink. “Which was a brilliant idea.”

			“Of course it was, poppet,” her dad said as he moved down. “Just not one anyone wanted to take on.”

			She looked around at the people she loved most in all the world, who were looking somewhere else, obviously not wanting to add anything to her dad’s sweetly worded pronouncement. Okay. Fine. She had a new project to deal with anyway. One that was out in the beer garden playing with little wooden blocks instead of grasping ahold of his destiny—and that of Bowhaven’s—with both his big, strong hands. Not that she’d been ogling. That just wasn’t done, even if Daisy wasn’t entirely wrong about the idea of not kicking him out of bed if there were scone crumbs in the bedsheets. 

			… 

			Nick rubbed the back of his neck after eavesdropping on that exchange and tried to work out what in the world was going on here. These were the people Lady Lemons cared so much about that she was willing to get all wound up about him giving the earl the old heave-ho? 

			It didn’t make sense. 

			If anyone gave him even a partial side-eye, he was gone before they’d had time to blink. That’s what happened when a person had years of learning from shitty personal experience that they now put into action. Yet here she was, facing down a group of people who may love her but sure as hell didn’t believe in her. Instead of telling them to fuck off, she just screwed up her mouth and stared them down.

			His plan had been to waste as much time as possible at the pub’s beer garden, figure out who he could hit up for a ride to the airport, and then get the hell out of Bowhaven. His feet declared an audible, though, and he was headed for the bar before his brain even had a chance to catch up.

			“What in the world is this pigeon racing you’re talking about? Is that a euphemism? Weird British slang for car racing?” he asked as he bellied up to the bar close to Brooke before anyone could say anything else. 

			She startled like a tabby cat suddenly confronted with a demon-possessed lawn mower. Her hand went to the dip at the base of her throat. What was that called? He had no clue but was inspired to find out as long as he got to do some up-close-and-tactile research. 

			“How does someone your size move so quietly?” she asked.

			“Years as an international spy. I can kill a man with only my thumb.” He flexed the digit for effect.

			She rolled her eyes. “You watch too many movies.”

			“And you still haven’t told me what pigeon racing is.”

			There went that twist to her lips again. “It’s a difficult concept to grasp, I know, but I’ll use the small words. It’s pigeons. That race.”

			She squeezed her eyes shut and slammed her mouth shut as soon as the words were out of her mouth, as if she couldn’t believe that she’d said something so snarky in the first place. Yep, the fact that when they were together, the filter between her quick-witted brain and that tempting mouth of hers shrank to almost nothing was definitely his favorite thing about this godforsaken island. Oh, Lady Lemons, I like it when you forget yourself. She opened her mouth, no doubt to say something that had to do with a sir, and he jumped in before she could.

			“You know,” he said, “we think of those as sky rats where I’m from.”

			“Don’t let Phillip hear you say that,” the burly man on the other side of Daisy said and nodded at Nick. “Riley McCann, local forest ranger.”

			The men shook hands, Riley squeezing Nick’s knuckles together in a viselike grip. Raising an eyebrow, Nick slid his gaze to Daisy. There was the squeeze again. He made the same glance toward Brooke. Nothing. Ahh. He gave the territorial guy a subtle chin nod that translated to “Gotcha, no worries” without having to say a thing. 

			“Nick Vane, general lounge about.”

			He rested his forearms on the bar and pivoted to get a good look at Brooke. There was no missing that she would not be thwarted. Lady Lemons was gearing up to say something. The straight set to her shoulders and the way she was shredding her bottom lip between her teeth totally gave her away. 

			“I shouldn’t have said that to you or used that tone of voice,” she said, her voice thick with self-incrimination. “I’m sorry, Mr. Vane.”

			“What shouldn’t you have said?” Really, it could be a million things with her. That smart mouth of hers always seemed to be warring with her quick brain.

			“About the pigeon racing,” she said, glancing at the bartender making his way over to their end of the bar.

			Okay, maybe it was the jet leg making his head fuzzy, but he wasn’t following. “That’s not what pigeon racing is?” he teased.

			Two matching pink splotches appeared on her cheeks. “It is, but—”

			“Oh, you’re interested in pigeon racing?” the bartender interrupted as he rubbed his hands together in barely controlled glee. “Phillip Chapman-Powell, Daisy and Brooke’s dad. Welcome to Bowhaven. I can show you my racers if you’d fancy a look.”

			Yeah, he could see the family resemblance. All three Chapman-Powells had the same bright-blue eyes and blond hair the color of butter spread on homemade biscuits. 

			“I don’t know if I’ll be here long enough to get a look around. I’m trying to head back home as soon as possible.” With any luck, he wouldn’t be.

			“Not that talk again,” said Daisy, who must have been following the conversation by watching everyone’s lips in the mirror behind the bar. “You’ve been village-napped, remember?”

			“What?” Brooke’s eyes got even larger than her sister’s. 

			Riley grumbled something Nick’s Virginia ears couldn’t catch on to and Phillip just shook his head as he took off his already spotless glasses and began to clean them with the bar towel. For her part, Daisy—bold as brass—just jutted up her chin.

			“According to your baby sister here,” Nick said, “I can’t leave even if I wanted to—which I do.”

			“I didn’t say that exactly,” Daisy said.

			“Darn close to it,” he replied with a chuckle.

			She shrugged. “I’m English; we’re eccentric.”

			“No, we’re n-not,” Brooke sputtered. “We’re stalwart and steady.” 

			Yeah. That little disagreement probably explained the sisters’ obviously loving but totally opposite personalities, judging by the look to the heavens their dad just did.

			“Can’t you be both Monty Python and the whole Keep Calm thing?” he asked.

			“You wouldn’t understand; you’re American,” Brooke said dismissively before she slapped her hand over her mouth, then sighed and lowered it. “I’m sorry. Again.”

			“Why do you keep apologizing for things that are true? I am American, but if you talk slowly again, I might be able to follow along when you explain why in the world everyone wants me to stay.”

			Brooke clasped her hands together, squeezing hard enough that her knuckles on one hand turned white. “You’re the earl’s heir whether you want to be or not, and I’ve been tasked with teaching you how to be a proper earl. And the way to do that is not by acting improperly myself.”

			How he managed not to burst out laughing, he wasn’t sure. “That’s not going to happen. I’m not going to be the next earl.” 

			He’d be back out on his lake within forty-eight hours figuring out how to fix the nervous doggie collar and prototyping an escape-proof kennel that would leave the Houdini Three Thousand in the dust where it belonged. What could he say, he ground a few millimeters off his molars every time he saw shoddy workmanship. He was lazy about a lot, but not that. 

			“Why not?” Brooke asked, yanking him away from thoughts of home and work, his two favorite things.

			“Because like you said”—he held up a finger—”I’m an American.” He held up a second finger. “And we both agree that I’m not earl material.”

			“What I think doesn’t matter.”

			“But it’s true, though, isn’t it, Lady Lemons?”

			Her eyes narrowed at the nickname, but it seemed she wouldn’t be distracted by a little teasing even if it got a giggle from Daisy and a concerned look from Phillip. “It’s not true. You are earl material.”

			“Really?” He leaned in closer and invaded her personal bubble that happened to smell like the tease of lilacs in the spring. 

			“Well, you will be.” An unspoken dare burned in her blue eyes, turning them a darker hue, as she refused to give in—or even to retreat from his advance. “There’s too much riding on you becoming a success for me to allow you to fail.”

			Allow him to fail? As if she could will him into submission. Lots had tried. No one had succeeded.

			“Just because the earl says so?” he asked, keeping his tone neutral so he wouldn’t give away the excitement starting to tweak that part of him that loved to prove everyone wrong. “Is that why you’d take me on as your own special project?”

			He didn’t want to, but—damn it—his blood was warming to the idea of the challenge and, if he acknowledged the voice of his mama in his head, helping out the village, which obviously needed his help whether the inhabitants realized it or not. Why Lady Lemons hadn’t spilled all, he had no idea, but it was one more riddle involving her that he needed to unravel. Or maybe it was being this close to this woman after so many nights of wondering about her during all the email and text exchanges. She didn’t quit easily, and he admired that, identified with it. 

			“The why doesn’t matter,” she said with prim dismissal.

			“Darling, the why always matters.” His fingers itched to reach out to her to see if the jump in the pulse point on her neck was from annoyance or something more. It was such an out-of-the-blue feeling that he almost glanced down at his hand to see what was going on, but he couldn’t look away from Brooke. There was something about the way she looked all full of spit and vinegar that made him wonder what she’d be like when she was fired up in different circumstances—the kind that didn’t require clothes and, in fact, strongly discouraged them. And damn his curiosity, but it had to be sated. That was the only explanation for what came out of his mouth next. “I’ll tell you what—I’ll prove it to you.”

			Now it was her turn to ask for clarification. “What do you mean?”

			“You do your best to teach me to be an earl, and I’ll do my best to show you that I’m not made for that line of work. I won’t sandbag your efforts, but I’m not going to go along with anything just because you say so.” It was a dare of a bet that gave him more than a little wiggle room, not that he’d need it, because there was no way he’d ever lose. “You’ll have to stay in that drafty pile of rocks with me. I’m not getting trapped alone with that man.” Sure, Dallinger Park was huge, but the last thing he wanted was to get stuck alone with Charles Vane, Earl of Englefield, and his twisted-up notions of familial duty. Nick held out his hand to Brooke. “Bet on it?”

			She looked down at his outstretched hand with a mix of excitement and disbelief clear on her face. “This is ridiculous. As it is, the earl limits the parts of the house that are open because of the immense cost of running a house this size,” she said in a tense whisper that didn’t go beyond the two of them. “The only option for my sleeping quarters was the room that connected to the one the limited staff has made up for you.”

			His pulse picked up when she mentioned being next door to him. He wasn’t proud of that fact, but he was honest with himself about it. That he’d keep that reaction in check wasn’t even a question. 

			“Anyway,” she continued in a ferocious whisper. “I’m the earl’s personal secretary, not a miracle worker or a sacrificial lamb to be put between the two of you.”

			“Those sound like excuses to me, Lady Lemons.” Not realizing until that moment that they were standing so close together that if either of them took a deep breath, they’d be touching. The realization sent him into some sort of hyperawareness mode as he took in the flush to her pale skin, the spark in her blue eyes, and sensual curve to her bottom lip that she kept tugging between her teeth. “Do we have a bet or not?” 

			In the few moments that she glared at him and considered his offer, he swore everyone in the pub—including the two old guys sitting at a table nearby—was holding their breath waiting for her answer. They weren’t the only ones. His lungs were squeezed tight. What in the hell had he been thinking? This wasn’t the plan. The plan was to flip off the Earl of Jerkwads and go back home. This was obviously jet leg–induced insanity with a dash of lust thrown in for good measure.

			Finally, Brooke reached out and shook his hand, her long fingers sending a jolt of hello hotness straight to his totally-down-with-it cock. “You have yourself a wager.”

			One he was going to win. “You’ve got a week.”

			That’s all it would take to show her and the rest of Bowhaven that he wasn’t the earl they were looking for. One way or another, he’d Jedi Master mind trick that fact into a reality neither the village nor Brooke could ignore.

		


		
			Chapter Eight

			An hour later, after Lady Lemons had packed a bag and sent it on to the earl’s house with a local who had been heading in that direction, Nick was once again stuffed into a too-tiny car for a short drive on the wrong side of the road and fighting to keep his eyes open. It was a sad testament to how trying to sleep on the flight over hadn’t done diddly-shit to alleviate his jet lag. He’d had three-alarm hangovers that left him more lively than he felt now. Even when Brooke slid into a busy roundabout with barely a tap on the brakes and zipped off at the second exit, his heart rate barely jumped. 

			“Home again,” Brooke announced as she drove between the iron gates denoting the back entrance to Dallinger Park. 

			“It’s someone’s home, but not mine,” he grumbled.

			She parked the car on the gravel driveway near the barely maintained rose garden and turned off the engine before pivoting in her seat to give him an exasperated stare. “I don’t mean to be telling your grandmother how to suck eggs, but that doesn’t seem to be the best attitude to take when you voluntarily agreed to our little wager.”

			“Grandmother to suck eggs?” His brain couldn’t translate it.

			She let out an irritated huff. “It means tell you what you already know.”

			“I would have figured that out if there’d been context clues.” 

			He never would have figured that out. The whole idiom brought up too many questions that his sleep-deprived brain couldn’t fight off. Why would anyone suck eggs? Could someone even fit an entire egg in their mouth? Were the eggs hard-boiled first? Was the grandmother supposed to eat the egg after or spit it out? The whole thing made his head ache as the beginnings of a migraine started to scratch at the backs of his eyeballs.

			Brooke must have noticed the sour look on his face, because instead of continuing with her lecture, she set the parking brake and opened the driver’s door. “Come on—you look knackered. Let’s get you a bed.” 

			Even if the bed happened to be in the poisoned family homestead, he wasn’t about to turn it down. He got out of the car and followed Brooke into the musty old pile of bricks his grandfather called home. 

			Luckily, Earl Go Suck On an Egg was nowhere to be found, which was the first stroke of good luck he’d experienced since landing in this gloomy country. Nick was too tired for more family bullshit right now. All he wanted was a bed. His gaze wandered down to Brooke’s cute butt as she led him up the back stairs. If it looked that good in loose-fitting pants, there was no doubt it would be phenomenal out of them. What he wouldn’t give— He shook his head to knock that train of thought off the tracks. She was the enemy. Well, not the enemy, but definitely the antagonist and a no-go zone. 

			They turned right at the top of the staircase—decorated with the moth-eaten stuffed stag’s head that had probably seen better days about half a century ago—and walked to a door at the end of the hall with a knob that sat far enough down that he had to lean down just a bit to open it. 

			The door swung open with a quiet squeak, revealing a large bedroom. Maybe it was because of the last of the sunset coming through the huge bay window with six panes of individual beveled glass or it could be the fact that he was running on fumes, but the bedroom was the first part of the meandering mansion that didn’t make him want to take a hammer to it. A carved walnut four-poster bed with a canopy took up the wall to the right of the windows. On the opposite wall, there was a fireplace with a love seat, coffee table, and two chairs arranged in front of it. Smack in front of the window, which had ivy climbing up some of the panes, was a large, sturdy desk.

			“The bathroom is right here,” Brooke said, gesturing toward a door near the sitting area. 

			Curious despite how tired he was, he opened it and peeked in. It had a shower, a clawfoot tub, and all the rest of the normal bathroom things, plus the addition of a wall-mounted towel warmer with two fluffy white towels placed onto it. It screamed out fire hazard to him, but judging by Brooke’s expression, everything was just the way it should be.

			“There aren’t any outlets in the bathroom,” she said as she gave the room a cursory once-over. “So if you brought an electric razor, you’ll have to use it out here.”

			Nick glanced around the bedroom. There was a narrow full-length, standing mirror near the fireplace, but shaving outside of the bathroom seemed weird. “Why aren’t there any plug-ins?”

			A teacher once told him that there weren’t any dumb questions. Judging by the look on Lady Lemons’s face, she didn’t agree with that assessment.

			“It’s against code because it’s a hazard,” she said.

			That made absolutely no sense. “Wait, you have an electric towel warmer hanging from the wall that you purposefully put cotton towels on, but a plug-in is too much?”

			She nodded. “Yes.”

			His brain hurt. Not just from the migraine getting ready to kick his ass but also because the riddle of that logic was too twisted for him to untangle. And judging by the just-try-me expression, he wasn’t going to get to win a debate in his current condition anyway. Some days, it was better to concede the battle. 

			“Is that the closet?” he asked as he strode to the door by the bed.

			“No, you have an armoire over here for your clothes,” she said, her voice a little more strained than before. “Mr. Harleson already put your bag in there.”

			Ignoring the armoire, he grasped the knob. “So what’s in here?”

			“It should be locked.” Her words were clipped, in full Lady Lemons mode.

			Even as dead-ass tired and achy as he was, he couldn’t stop himself from pushing the issue. The knob turned. “Not locked.”

			“Bloody hell.” Brooke let out a strangled groan. “You know curiosity killed the cat.”

			“Maybe,” he said. “But satisfaction brought it back.”

			He opened the door, and the scent of stale air, dust, and abandonment wafted in from the connected bedroom. The same golden sunlight came in through the matching bay window in the other room, but after that, the similarities ended. There were cobwebs hanging from the light fixture. The four-poster bed was unmade, with a stack of sheets and a comforter in the middle of the bare mattress along with a medium-size suitcase. He took a few steps into the room. The view didn’t get any better upon closer inspection.

			“Whose room is this?” His money was on the house’s resident ghost.

			“Mine,” she said, sounding about as thrilled as someone preparing to get six root canals without pain meds.

			It wasn’t clean, but it was nice—a more feminine version of his own room with a pale-pink color scheme instead of the navy blue. 

			“Is there something you want to tell me, Lady Lemons?” he asked, turning to face her.

			“Yes.” She screwed up her mouth and narrowed her blue eyes at him. “Stop calling me that.”

			“Not gonna happen.” But the deflection was first-rate. Too bad he wasn’t the type to fall for it. “Spill.”

			She let out a sigh as she stood in the doorway, looking a little more dejected than she had when they were driving back to the manor house. “I told you at the pub that this was the only room available for me, since you insisted I stay. There wasn’t time to get it cleaned up before we arrived, so that’s what I’ll be doing while you sleep off your jet lag.”

			Damn, he really was tired if he’d already forgotten that they’d be sharing a door. He glanced back at the shine and clean of his room and then out at the dust-covered sheets on top of the furniture in her room. “There isn’t another room?”

			“Unfortunately, no,” she said. “The earl is the lone inhabitant of the east wing and the other rooms haven’t been open to guests for decades.”

			Her lips pressed into a firm line as she walked past him into her room. It took all of about half a second before she started sneezing and her eyes got watery and red rimmed. 

			“Allergies?” he asked, being the keen observer of the obvious. 

			“Nothing major.” Covering her mouth, she let out four tiny squeaks of a sneeze in a row.

			The woman looked miserable and stubborn enough to make him realize that she wasn’t going to ask for another room or go back on her promise to stay at Dallinger Park. Instead, she’d suffer with a stiff upper lip in as much silence as her allergies would allow. That wasn’t gonna happen.

			Crossing his arms, he stepped directly into her presumably blurry line of vision. “You can’t stay in here.”

			Up with that chin. “There aren’t any other options.” 

			“Think again.” He wasn’t backing down. Not on this one. His mama would come back from the dead to skin him alive if he did.

			“Mr. Vane, this is highly irregular and I don’t—” Whatever else she would have said was canceled out by a rash of sneezing. 

			The woman needed a Benadryl blast just to walk within four feet of the door; she’d never make it all night no matter how stubborn she was. Arguing the point with her, though, wasn’t going to get him anywhere. So he went at the puzzle of Lady Lemons another way. Curling his upper lip just slightly, he looked down at her with what he imagined was a close approximation to the snarl the earl had tried to use on him earlier.

			“Even though I’m half dead on my feet, you’ll keep me up with that sneezing racket. You’re staying in my room and I’ll sleep in here,” he said, his voice gruff, continuing even as she began to voice her objections. “As much as I’m sure someone like you would rather think that I’m doing this to be nice, I’m not. I don’t want to listen to that all night when what I need is to be dead to the world. I need my sleep more than you need to be proper.” 

			Pivoting, he encroached on her space. As expected, her eyes flared wide and she began to backpedal until she was on the opposite side of the door in his room. She wet her bottom lip with that teasing pink tongue of hers—a move that drew his attention like a question mark. 

			He grasped the door before she could reach it. “Night, Lady Lemons. We’ll battle more in the morning.”

			Knowing she’d only gear up for an argument if he waited any longer, he shut the door on her as she stood there gaping openmouthed at him. Another rash of squeaky sneezes sounded from the other side of the closed door. He waited a minute, half expecting her to charge the door. But she didn’t. She also didn’t sneeze again. 

			Allowing himself a self-satisfied smile, he grabbed the sheets and began to do the tug-and-pull war of putting the fitted sheet on the mattress. It was a pain in the ass but worth it. Brooke would get some decent shut-eye tonight. But him? He hoped like hell that the jet lag would kick his ass as soon as his head hit the pillow, because otherwise he was going to spend the night imagining what Lady Lemons looked like in his bed.

			… 

			Brooke could sleep in her clothes. In her contact lenses? Only if she wanted to spend the next day feeling like her eyelids were glued shut or blinking madly in an attempt to wet her dried-out contacts so she could focus. 

			She needed her contact stuff. 

			Which was in her suitcase. 

			Which was next to the dust-covered bed where Nick was sleeping. 

			Which was a problem. 

			In the middle of her oh-so-professional allergy attack, she hadn’t thought about retrieving it before he’d shut the door in her sneezing face two hours ago. After that, she’d been busy tracking down Kate, the only full-time household servant at Dallinger Park, to work out the logistics of her stay and had gotten waylaid by the earl, who’d informed her he needed her help tying up a few loose ends on his behalf before he left for London to meet with his solicitor in the morning. So she’d gotten the earl sorted and had gotten back to her room—really Nick’s room—as soon as humanly possible. Now she just had to get her suitcase. 

			Too tired to be nervous—or to think about what he was or wasn’t wearing to bed, really she wasn’t—she tapped on the connection door. “Mr. Vane?”

			Nothing. 

			She rapped against the door again. “Excuse me, sir?”

			Zilch. 

			The temptation to tuck tail and scurry into a bed despite her already itchy eyes was strong. She glanced over at the four-poster bed bordered by long curtains of navy and cream hanging from the wood canopy that could be closed to block out the morning sun. Really, would it be so bad to sleep in her contacts? Unconsciously, she pressed a finger against the corner of her already dry right eye, catching herself before she started rubbing the eyelid in earnest. An eye infection was the last thing she needed on top of everything else she’d be dealing with over the next few weeks. She all but stomped her foot in frustration. Oh, this was just ridiculous. Nick was asleep. All she had to do was quietly go in there and retrieve her suitcase. She could do that. 

			Mind made up, she squared her shoulders and turned the knob, opening the door only enough to squeeze through. It wasn’t quite pitch dark inside the room. That turned out to be good and bad.

			The positive being that there was enough light for her to spot her suitcase beside the bed right away. The con? The light allowed her to visually confirm that the earl’s private investigator was not a Photoshop guru. Nick did, indeed, have eight individual abs. They rose and fell in time with each of his deep breaths as he lay in the middle of the canopy bed on top of the fitted sheet. The duvet was hanging half off the bed and wasn’t covering him a stitch. She shouldn’t notice that he was lying with one well-muscled arm flung over his eyes or that he was only wearing his pants—but she did.

			The sight stopped her cold. 

			Or hot. 

			Or bothered. 

			Or…bloody hell. 

			He was a man—a very impressively endowed man if the bulge in his navy boxer briefs was anything to go by—but, more importantly, he was the earl’s heir, which made him totally, completely, and utterly off-limits. Not that her body gave a care. Everything south of her ears was enthralled and embarrassingly tingly. This would not do. Not. At. All.

			Forcing her gaze away, she spotted his jeans, socks, and T-shirt on the floor in a pile right next to the bed and her suitcase. That’s when she remembered that getting oxygen in her lungs was necessary in order to not pass out at Nick’s bedside. However, that’s also when she forgot about her allergies. She took a deep breath and instantly regretted it. The dust coating so much of the room tickled her nose, making it twitch as her eyes watered and pure one-hundred-proof panic shot through her. 

			Waking Nick up by having a sneezing fit in his bedroom while she was standing by his bed watching him sleep (not that that’s what she’d been doing, but how else was it going to appear?) was not how she’d let this evening go. Forcing her entire body to still, she willed herself to focus on something—anything—that wasn’t the dust making her nostrils twitch. Of course, her gaze fell to the man sleeping on top of the fitted sheet in just a pair of navy boxer briefs that clung to his strong thighs and…her pulse kicked it into high gear…other parts of him. Her brain fizzled out at the sight, and it took her a few breaths before she realized that just-about-to-sneeze feeling was gone.

			Well, thank the bloody fates for that.

			Setting her sights on her suitcase, she took in a deep breath to test her allergies. Her nose tickled and her eyes were watery, but she could take it. She would endure. Six steps to the bed. Six steps back. After that, she’d close the door behind her and forget she ever saw Nick Vane in just his pants. 

			Brilliant plan. So move already, Brooke. 

			She shook out the last of her hesitation and tiptoed across the carpet decorated with roses and ivy done up in muted shades of pink and green. By the time she got to his bedside, her cheeks were flaming and her stomach was knotting. Her pulse was pounding in her ears loud enough that she was surprised it didn’t wake him. Letting out a breath, she gripped the handle of her suitcase and picked it up, the urgency of the move lifting up a swath of nearby dust.

			Her nose twitched. Her eyes watered. A tingling force built up. She froze, trying to will the damn thing into submission, but she had run out of freebies already. This one would not be denied.

			Her sneeze boomed in the otherwise silent room. A startled Nick jackknifed into a sitting position and grabbed her wrist, yanking her off balance so she fell onto the bed. Well, somewhat on top of the bed. Mostly she was on top of him, which wasn’t awkward at all. It was more like it wasn’t only awkward. It was so many things at once—petrifying, lust-inducing, embarrassing, nipple-hardening to name just a few—that she was going to get internal-reaction whiplash.

			“Are you watching to make sure I sleep like an earl?” he asked, his voice sleep rough but still teasing.

			“Suitcase.” She managed to squeak out the single word without busting into lust flames. It was a miracle. Really.

			She should get up. She would get up. She couldn’t move.

			“Brooke?” he asked, concern thick in his voice. “Are you okay? Did you hurt yourself?”

			“I’m fine,” she managed to get out as the reality of her imminent death from embarrassment broke the spell of immobility. 

			She put a hand down on the bed so she could push herself up and off him. At least she meant to put her palm on the bed. Instead, it landed on something warm and hard and lightly dusted with a happy trail that disappeared under the waistband of his pants. 

			Nick let out something that sounded like a cross between a needy groan and a tortured sigh as his gaze dipped down to her hand splayed across his abs. 

			Gulping down a squawk of mortification, she practically flew off the bed. Once she was on her own less-than-totally-stable two feet, she grabbed her suitcase and then headed out with as much dignity as possible considering she’d nearly given the earl’s heir an accidental handy and she was all but running.

			Only once she was safe in her room—well, Nick’s room—could she breathe again. She squeezed her eyes shut and took a deep, calming inhale, but all the action did was give her a full-color mental image of Nick on the bed with that look on his face that promised things. Good things. Bad things. Things she couldn’t have. 

			Bloody hell, it was going to be a long night. 

		


		
			Chapter Nine

			Brooke cracked an eye open and tried to figure out where in the hell she was. She took a fuzzy, half-blind-without-her-contacts-or-glasses look around. The navy and cream canopy above her was mostly in focus. Sun streaming in through leaded-glass bay windows was a little blurrier. Still trying to work out where she was as her brain slowly came back online, a solid knocking behind her almost sent her jumping out of her pajamas, taking her consciousness from white noise to high-definition in an instant.

			She whirled around in Nick’s huge canopy bed so she faced the door connecting their rooms.

			“You awake?” His muffled voice came through the door.

			She snatched the duvet and yanked it up to her chin. “Don’t come in.”

			“Give me a little credit.” She didn’t have to see Nick to know he’d rolled his eyes at her. “I’m not a total perv.”

			Okay, maybe that had just been her. The dreams she’d had last night. Heat flamed against her cheeks. Thank God she couldn’t be held accountable for her subconsciousness. Unless she’d made noise? Her heart clanged against her ribs. Please not that. “What made you think I might be awake?”

			“You stopped snoring.”

			Her pulse slowed and she released a pent-up breath. Then she processed what he’d said. “I don’t snore.”

			“Think again, Lady Lemons.” He chuckled. “You have an adorable sigh-whistle-snore thing.”

			She opened her mouth to argue but realized half a second later that she did, in fact, snore. Usually only when she was stressed, which was almost always of course, but that didn’t mean he should have heard it. Embarrassment threatened to sizzle the skin off her cheeks, negating her ability to come up with anything to say in response.

			“And not to push you out of bed or anything,” he continued from his side of the closed door. “But we’ve got to swap rooms back. I can’t imagine it would do to have someone find you in my bed.”

			Shit! How had she not thought of that? The man discombobulated her. The doorknob turned.

			“I’m not decent,” she said, jumping up from the bed and sprinting over to the door to hold it shut. Before she got there, though, the handle stopped and went back to its original position. She let out a relieved breath.

			“So how do you want to do this?” he asked.

			She scooped up her clothes and hurried over to the door so she’d be in position to scoot into her room as soon as he came in. Her pajamas covered everything, but that didn’t mean she wanted him to know what she wore to sleep.

			“You can come in.”

			He opened the door and, of course, he was dressed in jeans and a T-shirt while she was in a worn tank and shorts. Unlike her, his hair wasn’t going every which way but how it should. Not to mention he didn’t look like his brain was still a fuzzy, tea-free mess. No, his gaze was sharp and focused totally on her. She clutched her bundle of clothes a little closer to her chest.

			“What time is it?” And why was she asking when what she needed was to just get her arse into her room?

			He turned one of his wrists, highlighting the muscles of his forearm. “Six thirty.”

			“And you’ve been up for hours, haven’t you?” Yes. Focus on that and not the muscles in his forearm. Anything but that.

			“I don’t usually sleep a lot.” 

			It was a perfectly normal thing to say. There was nothing cheeky in his words, and yet her pulse picked up and she forgot how to breathe for a second. Snap out of it, Brooke. He’s the earl’s heir. She was the earl’s secretary. She’d overstepped her station before and been slapped down. It wasn’t a mistake she was going to ever make again. 

			“We have work to do.”

			The easygoing amusement evaporated from his face. “Time for Earl School, huh?”

			She stepped forward, brushing past him on her way through the door. “You did agree to give it your every effort.” 

			“That’s not exactly what I said.” He let out a grumpy sigh that reminded her almost exactly of the old earl. 

			“But it should have been what you said, so I sorted that for you,” she said, taking another step into her room but keeping her focus on him. “You’re welcome.”

			And on that triumphant correction, she shut the door between their rooms with a speedy flick of her wrist before he could get more than a glance of her in her threadbare tank top and sleep shorts. 

			Mentally congratulating herself, she turned and prepped herself for the attack of the allergies that never came. Instead of highlighting all the dust floating in the air, the sun streaming in from the windows landed on newly uncovered dust-free furniture. The bed had been made. Even the window that had been stuck closed as long as she’d been working at Dallinger Park was open to let in the sound of birds chirping. It was as if in the middle of the night, an entire cleaning crew had attacked her temporary room. But no one had. It was too early for Kate the housekeeper to have made it to the big house, let alone to have done this. That left only one person. She turned and marched to the door, not quite believing what logic dictated.

			Keeping herself behind the door, she opened it enough to peek her head out. “Did you do this?”

			Nick picked up yesterday’s copy of the Financial Times that was lying on the coffee table. “Do what?”

			“Tidy up my room.”

			He shrugged his broad shoulders and adjusted the newspaper so she couldn’t see his face below his unlined forehead. “I was bored.”

			Uh-huh. And cleaning her room was the first thing an heir to an earldom would do to cure that? Not in her experience—not even for someone who wasn’t about to be the lord of the land.

			“Thank you,” she said, her voice soft as she tried to work out the puzzle that was Nick Vane, self-proclaimed lazy git.

			He shook the paper out but didn’t emerge from behind it. “Remember that later when you admit defeat on this whole earl thing.”

			She shut the door, a smile playing on her lips. Yeah. He wasn’t going to get off the hook that easily. She was going to win that bet and then Bowhaven—and everyone who lived there—would benefit, even if they never realized exactly who was behind it or why. That part didn’t matter to her. She’d learned the hard way that the spotlight wasn’t for her.

			… 

			Dallinger Park’s dining room, with its many windows overlooking the manicured garden and the french doors opening out onto the stone walkway that led to a small fountain surrounded by a riot of white roses, was one of Brooke’s favorite rooms in the house. The table for sixteen, which was currently set for two, had been in the Vane family for generations. 

			When she’d emerged from her room—dressed, thank you very much—she made her way down the stairwell decorated with stag heads and stuffed grouse to the dining room currently bathed in sunlight. The earl was nowhere in sight, but Nick was in one of the chairs, his honey-brown hair sticking up here and there as if he’d rammed his fingers through it, and he was staring at the full Yorkshire breakfast before him with a mix of curiosity and horror.

			She cleared her throat to alert him to her presence and strode in, stopping at the edge of the table. “This is the perfect way to begin your lessons.” 

			Few things marked one as an outsider as effectively as how one ate a meal—especially among the upper crust. Imagine the horror of his fellow earls-to-be if Nick nibbled from the cheese plate at the beginning of a luncheon instead of during the cheese course. They’d be aghast. And for some reason, that image made the corner of her mouth curl up. Thank God she had the wherewithal to smother it immediately. 

			“What is this?” Using the tip of his knife, he nudged the circle of black pudding nestled between the fried bread and beans. “And why are there pork and beans for breakfast?”

			Closing her eyes, she forced herself to remember the lemon-clean scent of her bedroom and the way the duvet had been one smooth line without a wrinkle in sight. He was goading her on purpose. He had to be. There was no other explanation for why he would be so kind one second and such a pain in the arse the next. Well, he could try to provoke a reaction, but she wasn’t going to give in. To borrow a saying from the earl, if Churchill didn’t give in, neither would she.

			“Black pudding and beans is a Yorkshire tradition.”

			He continued to jab at it. “What’s it made of?”

			All right. She loved black pudding, but even her stomach rebelled a little when she remembered the ingredients. A Canadian pen pal she’d had in primary school had once compared it to hot dogs—they were delicious as long as one didn’t think about what went into making them. “You don’t want to know—just enjoy it.”

			Nick looked up at her, a lazy smile playing on his lips. As easygoing as it was, though, it didn’t match the serious, contemplative look in his eyes. Someone wasn’t as disengaged as he wanted everyone to believe. Interesting. Brooke filed that bit of information away to ponder later. 

			“No,” he said, attention back on the black pudding as he used the side of his fork to cut off a piece. “I really do. What’s in it?”

			“It’s a delicious mix of pork blood, pork fat, and oatmeal.” Ugh. Just saying the words kind of ruined it.

			“Sounds delicious,” he said with a hearty slathering of sarcasm and then stabbed the piece with his fork and lifted it up in the air, studying it from all angles. 

			The annoyed sigh escaped before she could stop it. This man would try the patience of a doting grandmother with her only grandchild. “Just try it.”

			After giving it another look, he popped it in his mouth and left it there for a second before starting to chew. Gaze directed up at the ceiling as if he was noting all the flavor layers, he took his time to finish the single bite. Finally. Did the man have to examine everything? 

			Wonder what it would be like to be the one on the receiving end of all that attention?

			Oh my God! Where had that come from? Cheeks burning, she dropped her gaze down to the tips of her very sensible loafers. 

			“It’s pretty salty,” Nick said, drawing her attention back to him. “But I like it.”

			“Our country can rest well at last.” She managed—just barely—not to roll her eyes as she said it.

			He pointed his fork at a place set for the earl. “Are you going to join me?”

			Like that could even be considered in good form. She was an employee, not a member of the family. “The earl will be here soon.”

			“There are fourteen more seats.” He laid his fork down on the side of his plate and shot her an imploring look. “Eating while being stared at is just weird. Sit. Please.”

			She shouldn’t. It wasn’t right. But she sat down anyway. Something in that “please” hit her right in the feels.

			Nick dug in to his breakfast, scarfing down the dry-cured English bacon, pork sausages, eggs, grilled tomatoes, mushrooms, and fried bread. He wasn’t making a mess of it, but he set his fork down between bites and cut up his entire sausage in one go—not like an English earl at all. That just would not do.

			“Time for your first lesson,” she said. “When it comes to meals, you need to hold your fork at all times and only cut one bite at a time.”

			He lifted an eyebrow. “Why?”

			“Because that’s how it’s properly done.” Really, what other explanation did he need? Not everything needed to be taken apart and examined. Some things just were. “When it comes to handling the cutlery, your fork should be held in your left hand.” She picked up the fork next to the place set out for the earl so she could demonstrate. “And the knife in your right. You keep the fork tongs pointed down and push the food onto the back of it with your knife, as opposed to scooping it up as if you were eating with a shovel.”

			“That’s very specific.”

			“We’re English—good table manners are essential.” Good Lord, when had she started to sound so much like her mother?

			Looking a bit like a man solving a puzzle, Nick swapped the hand he was holding his fork with and picked up his knife before cutting a single bite-size piece from his tomato. “What else is deemed essential?”

			Now that was a good question. She wasn’t a peer, but both of her parents had drilled the importance of good manners into her and her sister from the day they were old enough to talk.

			“Courteousness—saying please and thank you, forming an orderly queue, and always being punctual. Not being overly familiar with people—kisses and hugs hello are reserved for close friends only, no personal questions should be asked, and handshakes are always preferred.”

			“My mama would have broken the no-kissing-and-hugging rule. That woman never met a stranger in her life,” he said, a genuine smile erasing the cautious seriousness with which he’d taken to the task of eating. “She would have been totally down with the table-manners part, though. She was a fiend about those.”

			“No elbows on the table growing up?”

			He chuckled. “Only if I wanted to get the look. You know the look?”

			“I believe that look from a mother is universal,” she said, the commonality between them helping to loosen some of the tension that had seeped into her shoulders since the earl had revealed all that was on the line if she failed.

			“I remember one time—” His gaze shifted toward the dining room door, and he stopped talking, his look darkening. “Never mind. No personal chitchat, right? You English like it cold and formal.” He shoved his chair from the table and got up. “I’m going for a walk.”

			Confusion had her scrambling to figure out what had just changed. “We’ve only begun.”

			He didn’t even pause to answer, “Later.”

			Then he walked out into the manicured gardens without ever looking back. Getting up, she glanced toward the dining room door behind her. The earl stood there, an unreadable expression on his face.

			“Sir—”

			That was as far as she got before he, too, walked away, disappearing down the hallway. 

			The two men may not have set eyes on each other before Nick had arrived, but they obviously shared a stubborn streak as wide as the English Channel. That was just going to do wonders when it came to accomplishing her mission. 

			“How bloody lovely,” she muttered in the empty room.

			… 

			Two days later, Nick was getting antsy trapped inside his DNA donor’s family estate in the middle of rainy (and chilly despite it being August) England. He couldn’t take another moment under the watchful gaze of Earl Powder Wig’s portrait as he got lessons from Brooke about the Vanes of Dallinger Park. The only thing that made it even slightly bearable was that his teacher was hot—if he was into tightly wound women who droned on and on about family responsibility and the duty he had to Bowhaven that she’d been hammering home since his breakfast of black pudding, beans, and slightly runny eggs. Strangely enough, his dick was completely into it, which explained why he couldn’t get to sleep with her on the other side of that damn door without jerking off last night like a teenager.

			Standing in front of the large fireplace bracketed on both sides by floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, Brooke paused long enough in her lecture to give him the full Lady Lemons icy glare that only made his dick twitch before continuing with local geography facts. Lucky for him, the information went in one ear and out the other while he put his brain to better use trying to determine what kind of panties she was wearing under today’s knee-length skirt. He couldn’t see panty lines and God knew he’d looked every time she turned around—what could he say, red-blooded American man with a pulse and a working dick here—but she didn’t seem the kind to go thong or commando. Lady Lemons liked to keep her stuff wrapped up tight. Granny panties? He pictured her in black satin that fully covered the curve of her ass and went all the way up to her belly button. His dick grew heavy, and he couldn’t argue with the smaller head’s logic because Brooke would make even granny panties look hot.

			“Mr. Vane,” she said with a snotty little sigh that kinda turned him on more. 

			He needed to get out of here before he lost his mind during what was already turning into the longest week of his life. Shoving a hand through his hair, he bolted up from the uncomfortable chair he was sitting in.

			“I can’t do it,” he said, striding across what he would have called a big-ass living room but Brooke called the hall to the windows overlooking the stone patio that ran the length of the mansion. “Let’s get out of here.”

			“But I was just getting to the part about the moors.”

			“Those moors.” He looked out at the hills covered in purple heather visible from the windows.

			“Exactly.”

			He opened the french doors leading out onto the patio. “Let’s go take a closer look.”

			She picked up a book that was one of many stacked on a table. “But I have the tenth earl’s diaries about his grouse-hunting exploits right here.”

			“What are grouse?” 

			“Birds.” She flipped through the book to a specific page and then turned it around and held it open so he could see the sketch of a small bird that the tenth earl must have drawn.

			It was a good drawing, but he couldn’t take being trapped inside this stuffy house any longer. “And there’s still grouse out there?”

			“Yes.”

			“Then let’s go have a look at the grouse survivors’ progeny.” He crossed over and plucked the book from her hand and slid it back on the shelf to the right of the fireplace. “Come on. I’ve been a good boy. Let’s go on a field trip.”

			She smoothed back a hair that had had the gall to slip from her ponytail and let out a sigh. “Fine.”

			Twenty minutes later, they were bouncing around in the seats of the Range Rover that managed to hit every rut and pothole in the bumpy dirt road winding through the hilly moors. Finally, she pulled off and parked on top of the hill and killed the engine. 

			“Something, isn’t it?” she asked.

			It was. The clear blue sky went on for miles with only a few white cotton ball clouds dotting the view. One direction it was all purple hills, and the other showed more hills bordered by a strip of sandy beach and then the North Sea beyond. It wasn’t the lake view from his back porch outside of Salvation, but it was fucking beautiful just the same.

			“How much of this is part of Dallinger?”

			“Everything you can see.” She opened the door and got out. “Come on, Mr. Field Trip. Let’s go look at butts.”

			He’d never gotten out of a car so fast in his life. But, despite that little tease that had raised his hopes and other things, it turned out that the butts she meant were actually fortified five-foot holes in the ground that hunters would stand in to wait for the grouse that were being pushed out of the underbrush by drivers and dogs. As he and Brooke clomped through the bush-like heather that went almost up to his knees, she explained how a grouse shoot worked.

			“So,” he said, looking at her and trying not to be distracted by the way she looked out there in the rare sunshine with the breeze whipping free long lashes of her hair. “There are drivers who start out a mile away and walk through the moors rousting the grouse by stomping through the heather and beating it with sticks so the birds fly into the air, and people actually pay to shoot them.”

			She nodded, tucking a windblown strand of blond hair behind her ear. “Yes.”

			He turned that over in his mind as they approached a butt. She took the three steps down into the trench big enough for two that put them almost at eye level with the ground. Looking out onto the hillside, he tried to imagine a group of drivers and their playful dogs marching through the heather, moving the grouse forward as shooters with rifles took aim at the birds in flight. For a guy who’d gone hunting once—and spent most of that time freezing his balls off in a deer stand in the trees—it was hard to wrap his brain around. At least that’s what he was telling himself to account for his current distracted state that had nothing to do with the gorgeous blonde standing with her face tilted toward the sky, her eyes closed, and a look on her face of total and complete bliss. It had to be how she’d look after a long night of infinite orgasms. 

			Where in the hell did that thought come from, Vane?

			Sure, he had his nighttime fantasies, but that’s all they were. Playing those kind of games with someone dead-set on getting him to do the exact opposite of what he wanted to do wasn’t an option—no matter how much his dick protested, and boy did it ever. 

			Desperate to pull his thoughts back onto safer ground, he said the first thing that popped into his head that wasn’t X-rated. “And no one thinks grouse shooting like this is weird?” 

			Brooke tugged her bottom lip between her teeth and looked out onto the moor before answering his question. “Well, there are some who oppose it, but the shoot helps manage the grouse population and it helps employ people in Bowhaven who act as the drivers—something that is desperately needed after the chemical factory shut down. Those pounds have helped people put food in their kids’ bellies. Plus, the grouse are sold to local restaurants. There’s an entire much-needed economic life cycle out here on the moors.”

			Dragging his gaze away from her, Nick took in the view and spotted what had to be the top of the now-closed chemical factory a ways off. Other than that, the only thing he could see was the village of Bowhaven tucked into the side of a hill, more purple heather and the sea. She’d spent the past forty-eight hours telling him about the area and the Vanes, but it hadn’t really sunk in until now. This situation wasn’t a game for her, the earl, or the people of Bowhaven. It wasn’t just a chance for him to tell the earl to fuck off. That sucked. It didn’t change his mind about leaving, but maybe there was something he could put in place, some plan to change things before he did hit the road. 

			“There doesn’t seem to be many opportunities out here.” Fishing for ideas? Him? Hey, whenever working a problem, the smart move was always to go to those closest first.

			“There will be.” The blissed-out look on her face was gone by the time she leveled a tart glare at him. “I’ve been talking to the earl and the village council about all the things they could do to draw in money.”

			There was no missing the defensiveness in her tone. 

			“And are they listening?” His money was on no.

			Her lips twisted as she straightened her shoulders and headed toward the steps leading out of the butt. “They will—especially once I’m voted onto the village council.”

			There it was, that spark of something he couldn’t figure out that tugged at his curiosity and made him want to know more. “Why are you here in Bowhaven?”

			The question stopped her in her tracks, one foot on the bottom step, and she turned back to look at him. “It’s my home.”

			“But you don’t have to stay here,” he pushed. “You could go to Manchester or London.”

			Her jaw stiffened. “This is my home.”

			Nope. He wasn’t buying it. “Why do I get the feeling there’s more than that? What are you hiding?”

			“Not a thing.” 

			But before she turned away from him, he caught a glimpse of regret, and he couldn’t let it go. What could he say? His curiosity had made him millions and he’d grown accustomed to having it satisfied.

			“You’re dead-set on helping this place, but the people around here don’t seem all that receptive to you or your ideas—no offense. So why do you do it? Why put yourself on the line for this place? What are you hiding, Lady Lemons?”

			The telltale blush creeped up the back of her neck, visible under her high ponytail. “I think it’s time we got back.”

			Brooke took the next step out of the butt, but her foot slipped on the stone and she began to tumble back. She let out a surprised squawk and twisted in an effort to stop her fall. Nick didn’t think, didn’t hesitate; he wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her close. In that moment, everything went still. It definitely wasn’t the first time he’d held a woman like this with her curves tight against him, his hand dangerously close to her ass. He wouldn’t have made anything of it if he hadn’t looked down at Brooke’s face. Her bright-blue eyes were hooded as she looked up at him, and the soft hum of sexual attraction that had buzzed between them turned into a sonic blast that he felt right down to his toes. He couldn’t look away. Especially not when her perfect pink lips parted and the softest sigh escaped—the kind that dared a man to make a bold move, probably a stupid one, too. He didn’t mean to give in, to lower his face, but sometimes when the pieces all clicked together, there was nothing else to do but go along with it. 

			He got within a hairbreadth of heaven when Brooke disappeared and Lady Lemons returned. The snap-crackle-pop returned to her gaze and she firmly pushed back on his chest. 

			“Thank you, Mr. Vane. I’m fine now,” she said, sounding a little more breathy than she normally did.

			Letting her go at this moment was a travesty, but his mama had raised him better than to take advantage, so he let his hands drop from the dip of her waist and took a step back. Still, he couldn’t help but call her on the attraction pulling them together even as they stood a foot apart. “Are you sure?”

			“Always.” 

			And with that, she was Lady Lemons once again as she strode up the steps, walked out onto the moors, and made her way back to the nearby Range Rover. 

			Nick watched her navigate the bushy heather, his brain trying to unravel the riddle that was Brooke Chapman-Powell, ever confident that he’d figure it out. He always did. 

		


		
			Chapter Ten

			Nick’s body clock was still messed up. It was close to midnight and he was wide-eyed and about to go out of his mind. Now, some people might think this was because of jet lag and the woman sleeping on the other side of that connecting door. They’d be 100 percent right. Brooke Chapman-Powell was a woman who made him wonder. 

			Scooting over to the edge of his bed, he craned his neck to get his ears as close to the connecting door as possible. No whistle snore. He didn’t need a mirror to see the smile that had curled his lips at that fact.

			“Are you awake?” he asked, knowing full well she was.

			“Dead to the world,” came her answer.

			Yep. That was the tartness that had snagged his attention from the first letter she’d sent on behalf of his grandfather. 

			“Liar,” he said with a chuckle. “You weren’t snoring.”

			“You know, it’s not very polite to keep bringing that up.”

			If she had sounded even the least little bit annoyed, he would have apologized, but she didn’t. “I like your snore.”

			She let out a squawk of protest. “No one likes listening to other people snore.”

			“It’s like white noise. It helps me fall asleep.” He half thought about the options for a snore machine but tossed it into the dust heap of bad ideas that lived somewhere in the back of his mind.

			“So are you saying that I’m keeping you up?” she asked.

			He relaxed back against his overstuffed pillows and closed his eyes, picturing her cuddled up in her bed on the other side of that damn door he was really beginning to hate. “In a way.”

			“How’s that?”

			“I’m trying to untangle your riddle.” She was sweet and sour like that candy that always made his mouth pucker but he couldn’t stop eating.

			“I am far from a mystery.”

			Now that was a bald-faced lie. He had so many questions, so he started with the one that he’d wondered about the longest. “You just like working for an uptight jerk?”

			There was a pause. “It’s not the only thing I want to do.”

			The fact that she hadn’t disputed his description of the earl was telling. “What else is on your list?”

			“Village council.”

			She’d mentioned that before, but it still didn’t make sense in his head. She didn’t seem like a power-hungry politician. “You want to go into politics?”

			“No. I want to make a difference in Bowhaven,” she said. “However, it’s such a small place that the people who run usually aren’t opposed.”

			There was nothing quite like small-town politics. He could understand that. Back home, there was an informal agreement that was much the same. “So you’re waiting for an invite to run.”

			“That’s about the sum of it.”

			“Why haven’t you gotten an invitation? Is it because you work for the earl?” He could see that. It wasn’t like the old man went out of his way to make things easy for other people.

			“No. It’s because I…” Brooke’s voice faltered. “It’s because people think I’m pushy.”

			That wasn’t what she’d been about to say, but he wouldn’t press her on it, not tonight. “You are pushy,” he said, teasing her. “That’s the only reason I’m here.”

			“You simply needed some extra convincing and so do they.”

			“How are you going to manage that?”

			“Keep coming up with revitalization ideas.”

			“You never give up, do you, Lady Lemons?”

			“I can’t claim that.”

			The catch in her voice had him sitting up straighter in bed, leaning over so he was closer to the door. He was about to open his mouth to ask if she was all right when he thought better of it. What had she taught him the other day? Personal inquiries should be kept to a minimum. Asking why she was getting choked up definitely counted as that kind of question—but he couldn’t let the conversation end there. 

			“What’s your favorite color?” he asked.

			“I’m not telling you,” she shot back, sounding like her usual tart self—or maybe it was just her accent. 

			“Why?”

			“You’ll just make fun of me.”

			“I’d never do that.” He would so totally do that. He couldn’t help it. He loved seeing that cool veneer of hers warm up. She was a woman who needed to be ruffled every once in a while. “Okay, I do do that, but only because I like you.”

			For a few moments, the only sound was of him breathing, and he was just about to call out to her when she answered. 

			“Yellow.”

			“How fitting for you, Lady Lemons.” Bright. Hopeful. Bold. Determined. That color totally fit her. “Sweet dreams.”

			“Good night, Mr. Vane.”

			He settled back in bed and finally closed his eyes. Of course, all he could see was a certain snarky Englishwoman in yellow. It was going to be another long night.

			… 

			Sleep had become something of a tease for Brooke. She’d close her eyes and somehow she’d always end up picturing a certain heir to an earldom in only his pants. It was most unsettling. And inappropriate. And ill-advised. And utterly unavoidable. 

			This meant she had not been getting her usual six and a half hours a night and, therefore, the next morning had gotten talked into taking a walk with Nick into the village using the shortcut path between the estate and Bowhaven. The innocuous conversation they’d been having about the who’s who of the British peerage had unexpectedly turned to dancing. 

			“You do not need dance lessons,” she said with a shake of her head as they walked along the narrow path near the old church.

			“Really?” Nick stopped in the middle of the path and looked at her as if she was the one asking inane questions. “What if there’s a dance emergency that can only be fixed by an earl dancing?”

			That was Shaun of the Dead–level ridiculous—and just as funny. She didn’t bother to try to stop the laughter from bubbling out. “That’s highly improbable.”

			“But not impossible.” He grinned at her. “Come on, loosen up a little and show me your moves.”

			She looked around. The only living creature within sight was a trio of sheep. Her gaze landed back on Nick. Her heart fluttered. This was bad. This was unsettling. This was enough to make a tingling buzz vibrate through her. Oh, she was in so much trouble.

			Nick stood there with his arms out in classic dance position, giving her an expectant look. “Don’t be a stick-in-the-mud.”

			There was no way she could ever say yes. “Fine.”

			Before she could take it back, he was holding her in his arms. His hand was on the small of her back, gently leading her as they swayed and twirled to the sound of absolutely nothing—not that she would have heard music anyway, considering how loud her pulse was thundering in her ears. And yet even with that, she couldn’t help but take in everything about him at that moment. The way her head fit tucked under his chin. The feel of his cotton T-shirt against her cheek. The way every nerve ending in her body seemed to stretch toward him. It was nearly overwhelming. Then she opened her eyes and looked up to find him staring down at her. Her breath caught. His gaze went to her mouth. The urge to raise herself up on her tiptoes and kiss him ran through her like a runaway train. It was bone-deep and so very needy. And that’s what jerked her back to reality.

			He was the earl’s heir. She was the earl’s secretary. This couldn’t be. Ever.

			Nerves jangly, she stepped back, breaking the connection and feeling as if she’d just gotten done running a marathon without ever doing more than dancing without music. Hands tingly, she smoothed her palms down her sensible skirt and dug deep for her usual icy restraint.

			She cleared her throat and looked at a spot a few centimeters to the left of Nick’s face. “I do believe Bowhaven will be safe if there is a dance emergency.”

			“That’s almost a compliment,” he said, his own voice a little rougher than normal.

			Good Lord. Someone had to keep their head straight here and it looked to be her. “I like to keep you on your toes.” There, that sounded almost normal. 

			“That you do.” He fell into step beside her as they continued on the path toward Bowhaven. “So tell me again about this pigeon race you want to have here.”

			“It would bring in tourism dollars to Bowhaven and the surrounding area—at least for a few days as a temporary economic boost.”

			“And no one is going for it?”

			She let out a sigh as they turned the corner around the old stone church. “It’s a case of being too pushy—the same reason why Brian Kemp wants me to be a member of the flower committee not the village council.” Well, one of them.

			“The flower committee?” Nick asked, picking a yellow wildflower from among those dotting the side of the path and handing it to her.

			Their fingers brushed as she accepted it, setting off her pulse again. At this rate, she was starting to get all her cardio just by being near him. Ridiculous. “The flower committee puts up the baskets of flowers on the lampposts on the high street, when what I want is to be on the village council.”

			Too bad she could never really shake the stink of scandal in the small village. Everyone in Bowhaven may have closed ranks when the reporters had shown up, but no one had forgotten. That it wasn’t her fault didn’t matter. She was tainted and pushy and that meant she wasn’t the right kind of person for the council. Her shoulders sank with the reminder that unless she could prove herself with something big, she’d never win them over. 

			Nick stopped, reaching out and tugging her to a halt beside him. He put his hands on her shoulders and turned her so they were face-to-face. “They’re fools.”

			The fierceness with which he said those two words was enough to put the steel back in her spine. “You think so, do you?”

			“As would anyone with half a brain.” He squeezed her shoulders, intensity burning in his eyes. “If you got me to fly across the ocean, I believe you can do just about anything you set your mind to.”

			He wasn’t wrong. She had done that. Maybe Bowhaven just hadn’t been ready for her pigeon racing idea. Maybe she needed to find a new idea, something they wouldn’t be able to miss out on. Pint-half-full optimism returned to normal, she smiled up at Nick. It was a weird feeling, this sense that she wasn’t the only one who had out-of-the-box ideas that seemed a little bit odd at first but would eventually work out. They definitely had that in common, if nothing other than an attraction that buzzed in the background of every conversation and encounter. There it was right now, an almost tactile vibration in the air that danced between them. 

			Oh, that was not going to do. Pull it together, Brooke. 

			Jittery all of the sudden, she pulled away from his touch and started at a fast clip back on the path that was now in the old church’s shadow. “So this church has been here longer than Dallinger Park and some say longer than Bowhaven itself, but that’s in dispute.”

			Thanks to those muscular legs of his, Nick didn’t have any trouble catching up with her. “Are you changing the subject on me?”

			“Absolutely.” She nodded, keeping her attention focused on the gray stone church—at least as much as that was possible with him beside her. “And it’s not polite to remark upon it.”

			“You’re determined to turn me into an earl, aren’t you?”

			“Without a doubt.”

			It was the best thing for Bowhaven, even if that meant these little jaunts would come to an end sooner rather than later—something she hadn’t realized until that moment that she’d miss. 

			… 

			Dancing with Brooke yesterday was supposed to have been a joke, a way to lighten the mood. Too bad the joke was on him, because here he was again lying in his bed alone, staring at the canopy as the sun came up and thinking about a certain tempting blonde who had fit perfectly in his arms. Resisting the urge to call out to Lady Lemons was the last thing he wanted, but he’d be a total asshole to wake her up this early in the morning. But if she was awake already… He held his breath and strained his ears, trying to listen through the walls and the shut connecting door.

			At first, he couldn’t hear anything, and then he picked up on something—a quiet buzzing. What in the hell? He closed his eyes and concentrated, trying to figure out what the noise was. The pitch of the buzzing changed, almost as if whatever it was was being moved around like she was— 

			His eyes snapped open. Was Lady Lemons using a vibrator? He let out a slow breath from his burning lungs and then held it again, willing the thoughts in his head to shut the fuck up so he could listen. There it was. 

			Fuck. He was a total perv to listen, but he couldn’t stop. He was a bad human being. At the moment, he could live with that.

			Closing his eyes, he pictured the scene on the other side of that closed door. She’d be in that tank top and shorts set she’d worn the other night. Her nipples would be hard and pressing against the material as she lay back on her bed, her legs spread. First she’d just lightly tease her fingers across the damp spot at the center of her shorts. Then she’d slip her fingers in the elastic waistband and slide them down her smooth legs. That’s when she’d take her vibrator out and move it down her soft, hot core, getting it nice and wet so she could slip it inside her slit. 

			Damn, the idea of it all had him harder than stone.

			He shucked off his own boxers and gripped his hard cock, running his hand up and down the shaft, tight and fast. Going easy to make it a fantasy about her getting him off was the last thing he wanted right now. All he could think about was how hot it would be to watch Brooke make herself come undone. As his balls tightened, he tried to stay quiet, but her name slipped out anyway as he came on his stomach.

			“Yes, I’m here,” Brooke said, the words sounding odd but not in a breathy, sexy way. “Hold on, I was just brushing my teeth. Let me run to the toilet to spit real quick.”

			His hand stilled on his cock. Brushing her teeth? He was a moron. She wasn’t getting off; she was using an electric toothbrush. He wasn’t just an eavesdropping perv; he was an assuming eavesdropping perv. 

			A few seconds later, Brooke asked through the door, “What can I do for you?”

			Now, that was a loaded question, considering all the things he could say to answer that—not that he’d tell her any of it. Lady Lemons was off-limits for obvious reasons that his mutinous body didn’t give a shit about. Still, he had to tell her something other than “I was just jerking off to you brushing your teeth.”

			“I need to find some dog owners I can talk to about this dog collar invention I’m working on,” he said, the words coming out in a rush. “Any recommendations?”

			“Oh, yes. I’m sure I can set up some introductions,” she said. “I’ll see you down at breakfast and will give you a list.”

			“Great,” he managed to get out. “Thanks.”

			He was officially an idiot. One who now was going to have to meet with God knew how many people about their pooches to cover up the fact that he couldn’t stop jerking off to the last woman in the world who should be turning him on. That was it. England had it out for him and the sooner he left, the better it would be for his sanity.

		


		
			Chapter Eleven

			Back from London and alone in the east wing, Charles watched from his bedroom window as the sun set, turning the sky soft shades of pink and orange. His right hand was trembling again. It was always the first sign. In fact, it’s what had forced him to go to his doctor in the first place. They’d thought it might be Parkinson’s and had done a brain scan. What they’d found was Alzheimer’s instead. It was still early, his doctor had reported a day ago, as if that meant anything other than that he had longer to watch the world fall away from him. 

			Angry? Oh, he was furious. Not that he’d let it show. The Vanes did not get emotional. That had been a lesson his parents had taught him even before he’d left the nursery. 

			Emotions, his father always said, were like a tea bag that had steeped too long, ruining what would otherwise be an excellent drink.

			The estate’s Land Rover pulled into the driveway, drawing Charles’s attention. Nicholas and Ms. Chapman-Powell got out. They weren’t touching, but there was laughter, lingering looks, and an obvious intimacy about them—the kind that was troubling. William—no, not William. He curled his quaking hand into a fist. Nicholas. Nicholas should know better.

			A quick tap on the door to his sitting room pulled his attention away from the window. Katie stood there with his evening tea and pills—the ones that helped him sleep through the night. There had been incidents lately where Katie had arrived in the morning to find him half dressed and asleep in another part of the house, which was why he’d declared the east wing off-limits to all but himself. 

			The last thing he wanted was a repeat of that, especially with William—no, he squeezed his eyes shut and took a deep breath, not William, he corrected himself again—Nicholas at Dallinger Park. His grandson was home.

			“And they’ve been like this all week?” he asked the housekeeper, his tone sharp to cover the fear of discovery and the whispers of uncertainty in his ears.

			“What do you mean?” she asked, setting down the tray on the side table by his reading chair.

			He gestured toward the window with his hand, frantically searching for the right word and not being able to come up with anything other than, “Together.” 

			Katie nodded. “Yes, sir.”

			“I don’t like it.” William should know better after what had happened with that woman in America.

			She made a tsk-tsk sound. “I’m sure Brooke is just trying to do as you asked.”

			Brooke? He froze, staring out the window, fear gripping his lungs tight at how quickly the confusion returned each time he shoved it away. Anxiety pinched and poked at him as he fought to keep his mind clear of the memories that seemed more real as his sense of mental control ceded. He was a man of a certain stature—a peer—and he knew the difference between past and present. Still, life became a little more frightening as his grip on that fact loosened a little each day.

			He iced the fear, cooling his tone to better remind himself of the value of control. “Yours is an opinion I don’t require.”

			“Sorry, sir,” Katie said, escaping through the door at a fast clip.

			Alone again, he strode over to the tea set and picked up one of the melatonin tablets. Maybe tonight he wouldn’t have the dream again, wouldn’t relive that last fight he’d had with William before the car accident, wouldn’t hear those words coming from his son.

			“I’m going back.”

			The lorry had slammed into his car while William had been on his way to the airport and the plane that would take him back to America. He’d decided that being separated from his wife and child until he was thirty and had access to his trust fund wasn’t worth it.

			“I don’t care about the thirty million,” William said, his volume rising with each word. “I’ll wash dishes. I’ll empty the bins. I can’t do this.”

			“Stop this foolishness. They aren’t your duty. The estate and the title is.”

			“This place can go rot. I never should have listened to you. I never should have left.”

			A woman’s laugh, carried on the early-evening breeze, came in through the open window. Looking out, he spotted a blonde laughing with someone he couldn’t see from his vantage point, not that he needed visual confirmation.

			Tomorrow, he’d go out and deal with William’s inappropriate behavior. Tonight, he just had to stay sequestered in his wing of Dallinger Park.

		


		
			Chapter Twelve

			After almost a week in London, the earl had returned to Dallinger Park, where he now stood behind his messy mahogany desk staring at Brooke as if she were the most incompetent personal secretary he’d ever had the misfortune to hire. Yeah, it was going lovely—sort of like being sent to the headmaster’s office and being told you had to take A-level exams again because the score was so atrocious that you’d be lucky to find a job.

			“So you’ve spent the past week fannying about on the moors instead of turning my grandson into a proper earl?”

			She still hadn’t worked out exactly how she—a pub landlord’s daughter—was supposed to be teaching an American how to become an earl, but that wasn’t the response the earl wanted to hear, so she went with the facts. “We’ve been going over etiquette, the history of Dallinger Park, and your family history as well as Bowhaven’s current status and what could be done to improve it. Such as—”

			The earl waved a hand in the air, dismissing her response. “Yes, I am aware of your obsession with bringing in tourism dollars by making us a destination for pigeon fanciers and celebrity gawkers.”

			Her cheeks flamed. Why was it that no one would just listen to her ideas? “There is more to it than just that,” she said, her voice more strident than was smart, but damn it, this was important. The earl raised an eyebrow at her tone and she added more softly, “My lord.”

			“No, there’s not,” he said, his tone icy as he returned his attention to the stack of bills on his desk. “This is my ancestral home, and I won’t be turning it into a tour stop like so many others.”

			Yeah, so many others who’d realized that running a household the size of Dallinger Park took money that many aristocrats—including the Earl of Englefield—no longer had in the bank. 

			“Yes, sir.” She might be surrendering the battle but not the war. She’d find a way to change his mind.

			A loud bang sounded from the direction of the great hall. 

			The earl jerked up his head. “And what exactly was that?”

			She cringed, not wanting to deliver the news bound to make the earl’s head explode. “Mr. Vane is working on a project.”

			“What kind of project?”

			Of course, he wouldn’t let it go with that vague explanation. “The fireplace in the great hall.”

			The earl’s face went blank. If it weren’t for the grim way he pursed his lips together and the resulting white line of displeasure around his mouth, she wouldn’t have thought he’d heard her at all.

			She took a deep breath, and the words came out in a rush. “The one that gets stopped up no matter how often the chimney sweep comes.”

			His look grew darker, but she pressed on anyway.

			Her heart hammered against her ribs. “He’s putting in some type of contraption he rigged up to help keep the flume free from blockage.”

			“Is he mad?” The earl crumpled the latest in a long line of overdue invoices littering the top of his desk that no one knew about besides herself and the earl. “Does he not realize the significance of that fireplace?”

			The earl stormed out of the room before she could explain the she had indeed told him that Queen Victoria herself had gifted the mantel to Dallinger Park. The pinch of annoyance around the earl’s mouth had been a near-exact replica of the one Nick had displayed when she’d informed him that the fireplace clogged up several times a winter. That was one of the many reasons why they didn’t open the house to paying visitors, as many of the other great houses in Yorkshire and across England had done to help finance the expense of running them. The main reason, of course, being the earl’s steadfast refusal to admit the funds were desperately needed.

			She really should go out there and run interference between the two men. Calming things before they went to roaring level with the earl and whomever he was furious with wasn’t written in her job description, but it might as well have been. Still, she lingered in the room, taking a long look out the window at the spires of the village church barely visible in the distance. Tourists coming to tour the big house and leasing it out for movies and television would mean an increase in revenue for the pub, the sandwich shop, the weekend market on high street, and the local inn. If only she could get the earl to understand, but he hated change and was committed to pretending that it could always stay the same in their tucked-away hamlet. She wouldn’t be surprised if part of it was the need the earl had to exert control over his domain while he still could. The ghost of dementia making its presence known.

			No matter what the reason for the earl’s attitude, though, that didn’t alter the facts. Something had to be done—and soon—or it would be too late for Bowhaven, McVie University, and Dallinger Park.

			Straightening her shoulders with a sigh, she headed out into the hall where things, no doubt, were about to reach a boiling point.

			… 

			Nick put the hammer down on the coffee table in front of the fireplace after delivering home the final blow to reattach the mantel and faced off against his grandfather. It was weird to think of the truly pissed-off man in front of him as that, but less weird than thinking of him as a ticked-off earl. The title thing was just…odd. 

			Gramps’s face was granite hard and just as impervious as he started in on Nick again. “When Queen Victoria—”

			“I know, I know,” Nick interrupted, his palm stroking the carved surface of the mantel that could really use some quality time with wood oil, mentally adding it to his list of shit to do so he didn’t lose his mind in this worn-down museum. “She gifted this beautiful mantel, but it’s not going to do a damn thing for the place if it burns down around it because this wreck of a place goes up in flames.”

			Frustration bloomed like a Virginia sunset on Gramps’s face. “You will not refer to your ancestral home as a ‘wreck of a place.’”

			“But it is.” How could the man be in this much denial? “The wiring’s a mess. You’re losing a ton of heating through drafty windows. Maintenance needs to be done.”

			“It’s not your place to do it,” the other man said with imperial finality.

			That tone of voice had always gotten Nick’s back up. It was the same one the adults at the group home had used and that the judge had used when he’d handed down his decision to send an angry, grieving teenager to that dump. And why had he ended up there? Because of Earl Head In the Sand, who stood right in front of him as if he was lord of the manor. Which, technically, he was. And someday it would be Nick, if Gramps had his way. Not gonna happen. Lucky him, now was the perfect time to rub his face in that bit of fantasy.

			“According to you, that’s exactly my place, or should I be watching it inch toward total dilapidation like you are?”

			Brooke let out a little gasp from her spot on the other side of the coffee table where she was observing the spectacle like a woman driving by a car wreck. He didn’t like that. Usually she was ballsier than this, calling him on his shit and demanding he pay attention to all her how-to-be-an-earl lessons. As soon as Gramps appeared, though, she’d fallen into her subservient role. Sure, she was a pain in his ass in her Lady Lemons guise, but he did not get this deference to someone who was supposedly better than her because of an accident of birth. The English were weird. 

			Gramps walked over to the mantel, caressing the wood with his age-spotted hand. “Don’t be impertinent.”

			“Really? That’s what you’re going with here? Calling me impertinent?” Shit. If he was the type to get his feelings hurt by names, growing up being called a bastard repeatedly from the age of five on sure would have left him curled up in a ball on the floor. It hadn’t then and it wouldn’t now.

			After assuring himself of the mantel’s still-pristine condition, the older man turned and addressed Nick in a tone that reeked of upper-class snobbery. “People of our class don’t do manual labor.”

			“Well thank God I’m American and not a classist asshole above doing what needs to be done.”

			The vein in Gramps’s temple bulged as it beat out a fast rhythm and he narrowed his eyes. Nick prepped for the blow. It would be verbal, but Nick could take whatever the man who’d helped break his mama’s heart dished out. Bring it on, old man. 

			Instead of firing off a bomb, though, the other man made a sharp turn to face Brooke. “Ms. Chapman-Powell, your services will no longer be needed at Dallinger Park. I see that you aren’t up to the task of taking responsibility for my heir.”

			Brooke’s blue eyes went wide and a little watery. 

			Oh hell. This was not where Nick had been going when he’d pushed every one of Gramps’s buttons that he could reach. 

			“I never agreed to be your heir.” The words shot out, redirecting the older man’s attention back to him and away from the woman whose shoulders had sunk.

			“One doesn’t have the choice when it comes to one’s family.”

			Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Brooke take a step toward the door. He could just imagine the talk down in the village when they found out that the local try-hard got fired. Fuck. The woman was as tightly wound as a clock spring about to snap, but despite the resistance to her ideas from Gramps and the locals, she was dedicated to Dallinger Park and Bowhaven for some reason he’d yet to figure out.

			“You get rid of Lady Lemons—I mean Brooke—and I’m on the first flight out of here.” 

			The words just sort of came out. He wasn’t sure which of the three of them was more surprised at the pronouncement. Brooke’s jaw dropped. Gramps’s stiff upper lip disappeared into a thin white line.

			“Are you blackmailing me?” the old man asked, the first to find his voice.

			He didn’t see any reason to deny it, even if he had no clue why he was doing it. “Yes.”

			“How very American,” the earl said, his tone snide.

			Nick snorted. “Like you don’t have assholes in England when our family history proves otherwise.”

			His grandfather’s nostrils flared. “She can stay on only if you stop this ridiculousness and agree to take your proper place here as my heir.”

			If Nick had been the kind of man to back down, this would have been when he’d done it. He wanted to. Hell, he should have. Instead, he dug his heels deeper into the well-tread floorboards of Dallinger Park’s great hall.

			“I’ll be your heir, but I’m not staying in England.” He had a life back in Salvation. Sure, he could do his job from anywhere, but the lake was in Virginia.

			Red splotches colored the earl’s cheeks. “Every Earl of Englefield has lived in Dallinger Park since it was built.”

			“Times change,” Nick said, refusing to back down. “I’ll be your heir, but I’ll live in America.” 

			Where in the fuck did that come from? That wasn’t the plan. He wasn’t even supposed to be here for this long.

			The earl stepped closer and examined the fireplace mantel as if none of what they were discussing mattered in the least. Nick wasn’t fooled.

			After running his fingers across the detailed woodwork, the old man turned to him, his chin lifted at a stubborn tilt. “You’ll remain in residence nine months out of the year.”

			“Three.” Shut up, Vane. Shut. The. Fuck. Up.

			The earl smiled, a devious, snotty little smirk that did not look good on a man of his age. “Six.”

			“Only if Lady Lemons stays…and you start doing a little more to help Bowhaven.” Why was he negotiating on her behalf? He and Brooke weren’t lovers. They weren’t even friends. And Bowhaven? It was just a middle-of-nowhere place determined to village-nap him. He risked a glance over at Brooke, and the sparkle of hope glimmering in her eyes hit him like a punch to the gut. He knew that look. He’d been naive enough to wear it himself a time or two before he’d learned that other people always disappointed and that the best plan was to leave before they got a chance.

			The earl’s already rigid spine snapped to attention. “How dare you try to tell me how to—”

			“Yes or no, Gramps?” He relaxed his shoulders, putting on the practiced nonchalance that would burrow under the old man’s skin like an electric buzzer. “Just how much do you really give a shit about the family legacy? Because I don’t care at all. I could walk away tonight and never look back.”

			“Six months out of every year and you agree to doing what it takes to ensure the family name will continue.” He leveled an imperious glare at Nick. “I’m sure we can find you a proper English bride who will overlook your heritage in exchange for a title.”

			“No more American bastards, huh?” he shot back.

			“Exactly,” the earl said without a drop of irony or shame.

			“Deal.” The word was out of his mouth before he had time to consider.

			And he lost his chance to say anything to mitigate it when the housekeeper knocked on the open door, interrupting their war of wills, and announced dinner was served. Without a second glance at anyone in the great hall, Gramps strode from the room, his head high and his steps stiff. 

			Nick stood glued to his spot in front of the fireplace that now wouldn’t smoke up the joint and possibly burn the whole place down. What in the hell is going on, Nicky boy? Fuck if he knew, but if he had to guess, he’d just blackmailed a relative and had insinuated that he’d stay in this gloomy country six months out of every year and get married. Someday. The wily old English asshole should have negotiated an end date to that. So much for getting off one plane, telling the old man to fuck off, and getting onto another. Christ. This whole thing was a clusterfuck. His mama had no clue how lucky she’d been to have been rid of these people.

			A soft sniffle drew his attention away from the door Gramps had just walked through to the woman standing near it. Brooke’s nose was red and there was a cherry splotch at the base of her throat, but her chin didn’t dare to tremble. She drew in a deep breath and transformed before his eyes from a stoop-shouldered woman who’d been metaphorically kicked in the balls to the epitome of an iron lady with the proud posture to go with it. If he hadn’t seen the change himself, he wasn’t sure he’d have believed Lady Lemons had a single solitary hurt feeling. She was made of stern stuff, as his mama would have said.

			He took three steps toward her before he realized he was moving in her direction. Why? Like everything else that had happened since he’d stepped off the plane, he had no fucking clue. 

			As soon as he was within range, she held out her hand. He gripped it on autopilot, and she shook it with a firm grip that managed to send a jolt up his arm and straight down to his gut. He wasn’t going to like what was about to come next. 

			“While I appreciate the gesture,” she said, her voice not giving away any emotion, “I won’t stay where I’m not wanted. Thank you and good luck. I’m sure you’ll be brilliant.”

			She released his hand, but he didn’t let go. “I want you.” Where in the hell had that come from? “I mean, you can’t leave me alone with that man.”

			The words came out more gruffly than he intended, but he was a boat on the lake without any oars at the moment. She tugged at her hand again, and he let it go, not liking the fact that he didn’t want to—not in the least.

			She flexed her fingers as if she’d felt the zing from the touch as well but never dropped eye contact. “The earl is your grandfather.”

			“That may be so, but it doesn’t mean I have to like him. He’s a prick, and he treats you like shit.” Which shouldn’t bother Nick, but it did. “And six months will last a lifetime if I have to spend it alone with him.”

			Curiosity lit up her face as she gave him an assessing look. “Is that why you agreed to his terms?”

			“No. I… I…” He fumbled for something to say. “You’re just better than the alternative.”

			“I’m better than leaving or marrying some posh London heiress?”

			There was a trap there. One he didn’t know how to wiggle out of, so he retreated back to the lazy charm that usually worked so well with women—everyone but the one in front of him. 

			“You know what I mean,” he grumbled.

			She nodded and took a steadying breath, the first hint of a smile curling her lips. “So I’ve won the bet and you’re staying.”

			The woman was like a cat stalking the red dot from a laser pointer—she did not give up. “Only for six months every year.”

			She took a step forward, not enough to touch him but enough that he could feel the air change around them. “I’m sure it’ll be a sacrifice.”

			What in the hell had he agreed to? He wished to fuck that he knew. “It’s cold here in August.”

			Lame much, Nicky boy?

			One eyebrow went up. “You like to be dripping in sweat?”

			No, he did not, which was why he lived next to a lake that he could sink into any time he wanted. “People drive on the wrong side of the road.”

			“That is incorrect.” She waved a hand dismissively, her fingertips almost brushing his chest and leaving a trail of little sparks across his skin. “And anyway, when we drive, we are surrounded by gorgeous scenery at every turn.”

			“The metric system is the worst.” That was a lie, but he was sticking with it.

			“And that’s why almost the entire globe uses it except for America?”

			He barely moved, but he was suddenly so close to her, she had to crane her neck to maintain eye contact. The fact that she refused to give even an inch—or a centimeter for that matter—had anticipation rushing through him. His gaze flickered down to her mouth as her lips parted, not for more words but for a soft little sigh that shot straight to his dick. 

			“English women are stubborn and think they’re always right.” One in particular especially.

			The tip of her pink tongue snuck out and wet her lips. “The phrase you’re searching for is ‘women are always right,’ as I do believe nationality has nothing to do with it.”

			The urge to dip his head down and claim that sweet mouth was a hot firebrand against his skin, a yearn he couldn’t escape. 

			“I’m related to a total prick who thinks he is the king of his own personal fiefdom and wants me to take the reins.” 

			“My father names each one of his racing pigeons after Harry Potter characters and calls the opposing teams’ pigeons Muggles. Out loud. In public.” The pulse point in her throat was beating like wild and her eyes had gone a little hazy. “We don’t get to choose our family; we have to accept them for who they are.”

			The air crackled around them, hot and full of promise. In another place, with another woman, that had always led to no-holds-barred, barely-get-your-clothes-off sex. He was teetering on the edge here, wondering how improper it would be for the earl’s heir to press the old man’s personal secretary up against the doorframe and see just how proper Brooke really was. He was betting that when she let go, it was fucking phenomenal. God, he wanted to see it. He wanted to be the reason for it. 

			“I don’t want to stay.” It was a warning and a promise, but for which one of them?

			She pressed a palm over his racing heart before snatching it away, as if she couldn’t understand why she’d done that. 

			Welcome to the club, Lady Lemons.

			She took a nearly imperceptible step back, but he couldn’t miss it. The extra space between them felt like a mile.

			“Then why does it matter if I’m employed here or not? Or if the earl, as you said, helps out Bowhaven more?” she asked.

			If he had an answer for that one, he would have offered it up without hesitation. As it was, he just returned her questioning stare with a glower.

			The click-clack of sensible heels hurrying down the hallway from the direction of the dining room broke the moment, and by the time the housekeeper, Kate, made it to the doorway, he and Brooke were standing a good three feet apart.

			Looking frazzled, the woman stopped and delivered her report. “The earl requested that I tell you that the first course is getting cold.” She looked at Brooke, and her throat bobbed with a nervous swallow. “His lordship requested your presence as well, Brooke.”

			Lady Lemons blinked in surprise.

			“Did he now?” Nick would take the victory. The old man had folded like a cardboard box. He didn’t bother to hide his smile as he held out an elbow to Brooke. “Well, we can’t disappoint Earl Cold Soup now, can we?”

		


		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Brooke lay awake staring at the canopy above her bed and counting the petals on the pink flowers by the light of the full moon streaming in from her window. Dinner had been awkward, but not nearly as much as walking up the stairs with Nick to their connecting rooms. 

			That thing between them had started off as a quiet hum in the back of her mind but had steadily grown into a thrum between her legs. She clenched her thighs together and fisted her hands in her sheets. Damn it. That wasn’t allowed. She would not get herself off to the earl’s heir, and that’s how she’d think of him. As. The. Earl’s. Heir. Not as the man with an eight-pack and a slow smile that made her mouth go dry. Her traitorous brain immediately began to wonder just what he could do with that mouth. A lot more than her last few boyfriends, not that any of them had been recent enough to be memorable. The last time she’d orgasmed from something other than her fingers had been a year ago when she’d still been in Manchester, failing spectacularly to make it in the city. 

			For not the first time since she’d moved back home, she wished getting laid in Bowhaven without having the entire village know was a little easier—or possible at all. 

			“Ow! Shit.” Nick’s startled cry from the other side of the closed connecting door boomed in their quiet wing of Dallinger Park. A hard bang and a thunk followed it. “Fuck me.” Then nothing.

			Bloody hell. Silence had never sounded so dangerous. 

			Brooke was out of her bed and through the connecting door before she had a chance to second-guess herself, which usually happened as soon as she’d had the first thought, so that was saying something. 

			“Motherfucker!” The loud curse came from inside the still-dark en suite bathroom.

			She beelined it to the door and pressed the light on. Water streamed from the sink’s hot faucet, a cloud of steam rising up from the basin. Nick sat on the edge of the clawfoot tub across from the sink in only his pants with the heel of his hand pressed against his forehead, his face a pissed-off grimace. Yeah, she shouldn’t have gotten caught up in what he was—or really wasn’t—wearing, but it was hard not to follow the honey-brown happy trail down his lower abs until it disappeared behind the waistband of his boxer briefs.

			“Are you okay?” she asked, her heart speeding. “What happened?”

			“What is wrong with this country? Why do you people not have a single water faucet like the rest of the world instead of separate taps for hot and cold water?” he all but growled, flexing his left hand that had a soft flush to it. 

			Snapped back from the edge of the imagined discovery of what lay beneath his boxer briefs, Brooke hustled forward and shut off the tap. “Did you burn yourself?”

			He looked up and winced, then pointed at the part of the wall that jutted out near the sink to form a high shelf that just happened to be forehead-level for someone who was six feet, three inches tall. “Not really, but I clocked my head on the wall when my half-awake self forgot there was one tap for hot and another for cold.”

			Hands on her hips, she started toward him. “Let me see.”

			He didn’t move, not even a twitch. “It’s just a scratch. “

			Ignoring his pronouncement, she stepped between his legs and peeled his hand away from his forehead. There was an angry red circle with a white line in the middle bisected by a small cut. There wasn’t much blood, but…

			“You should probably go to hospital to make sure you don’t have a concussion or need stitches.”

			“I’m not going to the hospital. I don’t need stitches—I’ve been told on good authority that chicks dig scars—and I don’t have a concussion. Been there, know the symptoms. Not worried.”

			Well, now she had proof that bullshit macho stubbornness crossed easily over international waters. “Don’t be as thick as mince; you need to get it looked at.”

			He craned his head around her, taking a peek at his reflection in the mirror above the sink. “A Band-Aid and I’ll be fine.”

			“You can’t be this stubborn,” she said, shaking her head.

			He grinned up at her. “Can and am. So unless you’re planning on hefting me over your shoulder and toting my ass to the hospital, then it looks like I win.”

			She hated that he was right, but he was, because there was no way she could force him. “You’re insufferable.”

			He shrugged his broad, bare shoulders. “So I’ve been told.”

			Okay, that was too distracting. Keeping her gaze locked on his when every instinct in her was screaming for her to take in every hard plane and muscled curve so she could commit it to memory to enjoy for later tonight when she was alone in bed. Ugh. What are you doing, you git? He is injured. He is the earl’s heir. He is hot as a fireplace poker…and wouldn’t it be nice to see his poker? Why did her brain go there and why did her body only encourage her lusty thoughts by going soft and tight and wet and achy all at once? It wasn’t fair. 

			“Fine,” she said as she backpedaled toward the door before she gave in to the call of his pheromones and her out-of-control hormones. “I’ll be right back, then.”

			Heart fluttering and stomach filled with champagne bubbles, she practically sprinted out of there and back into her room. Her emergency kit was in the bottom of her suitcase, under her panties where she always kept it. It had become habit when she was in Manchester and she’d thought those late-night calls from Reggie were spontaneous and romantic instead of what they really were—lazy and entitled. Somehow she’d thought her little kit with its safety pins, bandages, stain stick, condoms, and other you-never-know-what-could-happen things made her more cosmopolitan, changing her from being the village girl far from home who hadn’t realized until it was too late what it felt like to be taken in and chewed up by a city that couldn’t care less about her. 

			Now wasn’t the time to get lost in that regret, though, so she yanked the canary-yellow toiletry bag from her suitcase and marched back through the connecting door toward Nick’s bathroom. She made it only two steps inside the door before slamming to a stop.

			Nick sat on the bed, the full moon’s light coming in through the window the only illumination, but it was enough to give her an indecently good view of him—his hands on his muscular thighs and his feet flat on the floor—watching her. A quick glance confirmed that his head wound wasn’t bleeding anymore and the bump around it had already begun to grow—not enough to make her insist on going to hospital but more than enough to let her know it had to hurt. 

			Against her better judgment, she let her attention wander from the small bump on his head to the dark stubble on his square jaw to the pale tan of his flat nipples to the defined lines of his stomach. She could look at this man all night long—if only he’d been a different man, and then she’d do a lot more than look. As it was, though, she had a job to do, and tonight that meant patching him up.

			“You just happen to carry a first aid kit around with you?” he asked.

			“Of course.” She unzipped the bag as she took a step closer, the move bringing her once again between his legs. 

			“You’d be an excellent Boy Scout.”

			“I was an excellent Girl Guide.” She bit back a sympathetic smile at his confused expression, and the wince he made after the move irritated his injury. “It’s the Girl Scouts in America.”

			Placing his palms on his knees, he angled his face up at her and closed his eyes. “Okay, do your worst.”

			Looking down at him so totally at ease in his own skin sent a thrill through her that went straight to her core. Okay, this was it. She was going to have to find someone to shag on the quiet before she spontaneously combusted from being around this man. 

			“You okay there, Lady Lemons?” he asked, his eyes still closed so that his long brown eyelashes rested on his cheekbones.

			“Of course.” More than a little frazzled, she reached into her kit, grabbed the one-time-use antibiotic, ripped the top of the foil packet, and froze, realizing her mistake the moment the cherry scent hit her nose.

			Nick sniffed, leaning forward as his eyes snapped open. “What is that?”

			“Nothing.” Horrified at her mistake, she tried to shove the packet down to the very bottom of her emergency kit, but he snatched it away before she got a chance.

			He held up the packet so the moonlight hit it. Her focus zeroed in on the artwork on the packet depicting a pair of cherries covered in lipstick kisses. Kill her now. Please just let the earth’s gravitational pull cease to exist for as long as it took to suck her up into space and the nearest black hole. 

			For his part, Nick managed not to smirk as he read the product name out loud with precise enunciation. “Wild cherry edible lubrication gel.” He shrugged. “I’m more of a strawberry man myself, but to each his—or her—own.”

			She held out her hand, palm up, glad to see that it didn’t shake—or at least not much. “May I have it back, please?”

			Now he did smirk, a slow, sexy, I-like-the-way-you-think curl of one side of his mouth that made her breath catch. “What else do you have in that kit?”

			Band-Aids. Burn cream. A three-pack of condoms. The usual. “None of your business.”

			“Have it your way, Lady Lemons.” He laid the foil rectangle in the center of the palm of her hand, setting off a riot of sensations that pulled her whole body tight.

			Determined to brazen through this awkward moment, she folded the top of the packet over and dropped the lube into the bag—she’d dispose of it later—then she yanked out a one-time-use rectangle of foil, read the label three times to be sure she had the antibiotic this time, and tore it open. “Tilt your head back and I’ll put this on your cut. It might sting.”

			“I don’t mind a little of that as long as it’s all better after.”

			She just bet he did. “Are you going to cooperate, or do I have to insist on taking you to hospital?”

			“I’ll be good, right up until you don’t want me to be anymore.”

			Ignoring that last bit and her body’s yes-please reaction to it, she dabbed the milky gel onto his cut. His jaw squared, but he didn’t make a sound. Next, she got out the bandage, adjusted her stance to get a better look so she could line up the cushion so none of the sticky bits ended up on his cut, and centered it over his wound. He let out a short, low groan that brushed against her chest, reminding her of their positions right now—him on the bed in only his boxer briefs and her in the same soft cotton tank top and shorts sleep set that had been thinned from going through the wash more times than she could count. Desire, warm and smooth, curled in her stomach. 

			“Almost all fixed up.” Damn, her voice sounded breathy as she pressed the bandage to his forehead.

			When he didn’t say anything, she dropped her gaze lower. He wasn’t looking at her, though—well, not at her face. Her hard nipples pressing against the thin material of her tank top were directly at eye level. She could blame it on the cold because her body was hot, overheated even—and it had nothing to do with the temperature. 

			A sigh sounded in her ears, soft and needy. It took her a second to realize the sound had come from her. His hands fisted on his knees—knuckles white, he glanced up at her, his eyes dark with a possessive lust that made her core clench.

			“Please tell me you don’t want me to be good anymore,” he said, his low rumble as good as a touch against her aching breasts.

			“We shouldn’t.” And if she kept reminding herself of that, then she’d remember it.

			“But do you want to?” he asked.

			Yes! “I can’t afford to ask myself that question.” 

			He glided the back of his thumb up the outside of her thigh to the lacy trim of her sleep shorts, leaving a trail of fire in its wake. “Why not?”

			“We both already know what the answer is.”

			She wanted to straddle him as he sat on the bed and give him a grinding, hot lap dance that ensured his cock rubbed up against every sensitive spot at the apex of her legs. She wanted to take him inside her, press her palms against the hard ridges of his abs and ride him slow and sure. She wanted to be under him on the bed, pressed up against him with the wall at her back, and on her hands and knees as he pounded into her like she craved each time her fingers slid between her slick folds. 

			“Brooke…” He made her name sound like a naughty promise and a desperate plea.

			One that she only wanted to answer in the affirmative. This was not right. Unthinkable. Tempting. So damn tempting. Her fingertips were tracing the line of his jaw, the coarse hair scraping her tender flesh before she even realized what she was doing. He didn’t touch her in return. He waited—patient, enticing, confident—letting her take the lead, as if he already knew what she’d say next. It wasn’t triumph in his hazel eyes but pure focused need—all of it directed at her. It was incendiary to be at the center of it, and she was going up in flames. 

			She traced the line of his throat and across his corded shoulders, the whole time feeling like a woman who’d made this decision a million years ago and was only now admitting it. “No one could know.”

			“There’s no one here I’d ever tell.” 

			The springy hairs dusting his pecs tickled her fingers as she continued her explorations of the man she’d been secretly fantasizing about since the first photos came in from the earl’s private investigator. “It can’t be anything more than sex and only this one time.”

			Okay, that was more for herself than Nick. It wasn’t like someone like him had ever had problems separating orgasms from something more. 

			“I’m not staying full-time anyway.” He flexed his fingers and then squeezed them into a fist again, never letting them move away from his knees. “In a few months, I’ll be back in Virginia.”

			“I’m not giving up on making you the earl Bowhaven needs.” She couldn’t. There was too much at stake.

			“Never asked you to,” he said, his eyes fluttering shut for a second as she traced her way downward, following his narrow happy trail. “This has nothing to do with that.”

			She hesitated at the waistband of his boxer briefs, her nipples so hard, they hurt. “Nick…”

			“God, I love the way you say my name.” 

			Just the rumble of his words was enough to make her clit quiver with anticipation, but he still didn’t make a single move toward her. She knew why. He wanted her to make the first move, to have control, to show him just how much she wanted him. The moment was as empowering as it was sexually frustrating.

			“Nick.” She lifted both hands to his shoulders and pushed, forcing him back onto the bed. Then she did what she’d been fantasizing about since she read the first report on one Nick Vane—she crawled onto the bed and straddled his hips. “Will you stop being good?”

			“Lady Lemons,” he said, grabbing her around the waist and flipping their positions so she was on her back. “I thought you’d never ask.”

			He dipped his head lower, his mouth centimeters from hers, hovering there above her, so close she could feel him even without actually touching him. Another opportunity to back out? To run? It didn’t matter, because she wasn’t going anywhere right now. It took only the slightest move to press her lips to his in a kiss while at the same time she reached her hips and pressed his hard length against her core, just where she wanted him. 

		


		
			Chapter Fourteen

			If Nick’s head still ached like it had been used as a gong by a guy wielding a two-by-four, he couldn’t fucking feel it. All he could feel was the softness of Brooke’s lips on his, the sweet curve of her waist where it flared out. Even with the barrier of his underwear and her minuscule shorts between them, the slick heat of her pressed against his dick. How their clothing didn’t go up in flames the moment he sank between her thighs and ground against her, he had no clue. Especially not when she moaned into his mouth, her teeth grazing his bottom lip. Oh, somebody liked that. He did it again, this time changing the angle just enough that if he was lucky, he’d stroke the head of his cock against her clit. She arched against him, letting her head fall back into the pillow, and let out a lusty groan that made his balls tingle. Oh yeah, that was the kind of sound he loved hearing come from his usually tightly wound Lady Lemons.

			“I could probably come just from hearing you moan like that,” he said, kissing his way down the column of her throat to the sensitive spot at the base. 

			She rotated her hips, rubbing herself against him. “I need a little more than that.”

			He chuckled. “Don’t worry. You’ll be getting it.”

			He tugged the thin strap of her tank top down her arm until the triangle of material covering her tits slipped down far enough to reveal the hard point of her nipple. He cupped her breast and dragged his thumb across the stiff peak. Brooke groaned, and he repeated the move again and again until her skin was flush with desire. Then he leaned down and sucked her nipple into his mouth, drawing on it. Her hands were in his hair, digging into his scalp at the back of his head and holding him in place as he teased and tugged on her sensitive flesh. 

			“Nick, please,” she pleaded.

			“More or less?” he asked, praying that it wasn’t less because he already knew he wouldn’t be able to get enough of her tonight.

			“All of it,” she said, her heady voice strained with desire. “Right now.”

			“Not yet, Lemons. I want to get my fill of you, tasting every inch of your skin, sinking my tongue between your thighs, and making you come all over my lips before I even sink my dick inside your tight pussy.” All of that. That’s what he wanted. “How about I just switch sides for right now.” 

			This time he went slow, so slow his hands nearly shook, lowering the strap holding up the other side of her tank top. There was something illicit about seeing the prim and proper Lady Lemons undone like this, moaning on his bed and rubbing herself against him as he rolled and pulled her nipples with just the right amount of tension to elicit little moans of pleasure from her. Her fingernails dug into his ass, and she hooked her legs around the back of his thighs, holding him hard against her as if there was any other place he wanted to be. 

			Swirling his tongue around her extended nipple, he pressed his cock against her damp center. Fuck. This was going to kill him. He’d come in his shorts if he didn’t give his aching cock a time-out. While coming with Brooke would be good, coming inside her and feeling her tighten around him would be so much better. So he untangled himself from the sweet tangle of her legs and slid lower down her body, taking the tank top with him and sliding it over her hips along with her shorts. After flinging the scraps of material off the bed, he sat back on his heels and looked at the woman spread out before him. 

			“God, you’re beautiful. I could look at you all night.”

			She glided her hand over her body, over her full tits, down her flat stomach, and through the tight blond curls between her thighs. The house could explode around them and he wouldn’t have been able to look away from her at this moment—something her knowing chuckle acknowledged. It took some effort, but he tore his gaze away from her pussy and back to her face.

			“Please tell me that looking is not what you do in America in these situations, or I will have to file a complaint with the United Nations.” She brought up her hand from her core at that moment and sucked the moisture from her fingers.

			“You’ve got a tart mouth, Lady Lemons.” And his was dry at the moment. There was only so much a man could take watching this little performance of hers.

			She rolled up into a sitting position, her fingers finding the elastic waistband of his boxer briefs. “You could always give me something else to taste.”

			“Believe me, I plan on it.” Right now, in fact. 

			He turned her onto her side, then pivoted his body to join her so that they lay side by side in the perfect position to put his mouth near her slick core. God, he could see it glistening, her desire darkening the honey curls. 

			“Prop your leg up for me,” he said, barely recognizing his own voice in the words of a man skating the edge of desperation. 

			She did, bending her top leg at the knee and leaving her foot planted on the mattress to give him full access. At the same time, she wrapped a hand around his straining cock and swirled her tongue around the sensitive head. His whole body clenched.

			“Brooke.” Her name tore out of his mouth like a curse and a prayer.

			Her only answer was a “hmm” as she swallowed him deeper into her hot mouth. It was enough to make his eyes glaze over. Okay. This position hadn’t been his best idea if the idea was to slow things down, but he wasn’t going back now. Especially not when she did that thing with her tongue again. He just needed to up his game, making her lose her composure. 

			Following his fingers, he dipped his head between her legs and traced his tongue down her center, relishing her responsive moan against his dick. It wasn’t enough, though. He wanted to feel her come with her lips tight around his swollen head. He spread her wide open with his fingers and devoted every bit of his fractured concentration to making her break apart. Licking, sucking, teasing, sliding one and then two fingers deep inside her, he drove her higher and higher until her thighs were quaking.

			“Nick,” she panted, the head of his dick against her bottom lip. “Don’t stop.”

			He wasn’t planning on it, not when he had her so close, all she could do was lose herself in the feeling of it all. The angle of their position didn’t allow him the luxury of watching her face as she moved higher and higher; instead he had to judge her reaction by the pitch of her moans and the shiver of her thighs. When her core muscles gripped his fingers in a rhythmic pulse that built with every stroke in and out, he tore his mouth away from her clit long enough for one demand.

			“Suck me.”

			She did, taking him in as deep as she could just as her core squeezed his fingers tight as she came, her entire body arching against him. Her moan of pleasure reverberated against his cock, making his balls tug up close to his body. It was exquisite torture, beating any imaginings he’d had late at night while he’d cupped his own balls and stroked himself to the breaking point as she lay in her bed on the other side of that connecting door.

			“Oh my God,” she said, rolling onto her back, her breathing erratic. “That was just what I needed.”

			Tugging her limp frame around until she was face-to-face with him, unable to resist the temptation of her parted lips, he lowered his mouth to hers. 

			“Glad I could be of service,” he said between long, leisurely kisses.

			“Oh, you’re not done.” Her fingertips skated down his body.

			Just the anticipation of where that hand was going had his balls aching. “I’m not?”

			Her hand wrapped around his hard length. “I have condoms.”

			The woman might be tense and bossy and stubborn as a pissed-off mule, but when she let loose, there was no holding her back, and he fucking loved it.

			“Hope you have enough of them.” Nick rolled her hard nipple to a stiff peak. “I can’t wait to feel you come all over my cock again and again.”

			… 

			Keeping her mouth busy exploring the line of his jaw as they lay side by side facing each other, Brooke deliberately stroked her hand up and down his hot length, turning his words into a desperate groan that had her doing it again—only even slower. What could she say? There was just something about being in control of giving that kind of pleasure that turned her on. Leaning forward, she trailed kisses across his broad chest, dipping down from the top of his pecs to his flat nipples. The temptation to continue her way south made her mouth dry, but that’s not what she wanted. Not right now. 

			“Get on your back.”

			A wry chuckle rumbled from his chest beneath her lips, but he complied. “So you’re bossy in and out of bed?”

			“You better believe it.” She sat up and straddled his thighs, then reached over to her emergency bag on the nightstand and swiped a condom from inside.

			“And what if I want to lead?” he asked, his hooded eyes traveling across her naked body as solid as a touch.

			“You have to wait your turn.” Giving him a saucy look, she ripped the foil packet and took out the latex condom.

			“Are you always this much of a hard-ass?” The question came out sure and cocky right up until the last word, which just happened to be when she rolled the condom over his prick with deliberate care.

			She didn’t bother to hide her grin. Sex was too much fun not to enjoy it. “When I know what I want, yes.”

			A vein in his jaw twitched, but he didn’t make a move. “And what is it that you want?”

			“This.” Tilting her hips a few degrees, she slid all the way down his length, letting her head fall back as she relished the feeling of oh-my-God-yes-that-is-amazing making her bite down on her bottom lip. It had officially been too long, because there was no way Nick should feel that good inside her, as if this was how sex was always supposed to feel. 

			His hands were on her hips a heartbeat later, tugging her forward, making her clit rub against him on each downward stroke. “Touch your tits.”

			“Now who’s being bossy?” she asked, but her hands were cupping her breasts before the words were even out of his mouth. 

			The second she started rolling her nipples between her fingers, he inhaled a sharp breath and his fingers bit into her hips. Oh, he liked that, did he? Never taking her eyes off his face as she rocked herself up and down his thick cock, the move making her thighs ache at the same time it sent shivers of pleasure through her body, she pinched her nipples and tugged hard on them. 

			His hazel eyes darkened with lust so primal, it sent a thrill right to her clit. “I’m claiming my turn.”

			Without losing their connection, he shifted underneath her, tilting her until her back was on the duvet and he was on his knees with her feet planted on the bed on either side of his thighs. Oh hell yes. She arched her body, bringing her hips higher and in line with him. His hands cupped her ass, each finger digging into her flesh with just the right amount of pleasure as he pistoned his hips, plunging into her, filling her so completely that it stole her breath. 

			“So damn tight, so wet, so hot,” he said, pushing into her with each declaration. “You feel so fucking good.”

			If she could have spoken at that moment, she would have returned the compliment, but as it was, she wasn’t sure she could speak the Queen’s English at all. She was already too far gone. 

			His hands moved from her ass to her back, and he lifted her upper body until her breasts were pressed against his chest, never once losing his rhythm. She wrapped her arms around his corded neck and met every one of his thrusts with a swirl of her hips as she climbed toward her orgasm. Her grip tightened and she leaned back, changing the angle so his cock stroked the sensitive bundle of nerves just inside her opening with every stroke. 

			He let out a possessive growl. “Look at how wet you’ve made my dick.”

			She glanced down. Fuck. She could see herself on him, and it was one of the hottest things she’d ever seen. 

			“Nick.” She wanted to say more, but that one syllable was all that she could get out. The sensations building in her core were like a ball of megawatt electricity growing with each thrust and retreat, making it almost impossible to do anything but chase after her climax.

			“Say it again.” He plunged into her harder, deeper.

			“Nick.” Breathy. Begging. On the verge.

			“Jesus, Brooke, I’m gonna come.” He slipped his hand between their bodies and rolled her clit with the pad of his thumb, round and round.

			The pleasure built and built until— “Oh. My. God.”

			And she broke apart as her orgasm crashed into her, turning her entire body electric. Nick sank back onto his heels, taking her with him, shoving her up and down his length in an ever-faster rhythm before sinking deep within her and coming with a harsh groan.

			She was floating and sinking at the same time as she collapsed against him, secure, at least in this moment, that he’d catch her. And he did, wrapping his arms around her and holding her tight as they both came down.

			Four hundred and sixty-eight days later—or at least that’s what it felt like—her heart rate finally returned to normal and she slid off him and back onto the bed. She swore her eyes didn’t flicker shut, but the next thing she was aware of was the bed dipping when Nick got back in.

			“Where’d you go?” she asked, trying to regain her mental footing.

			He grabbed the duvet and threw it over both of them. “Got rid of the condom.”

			“I didn’t mean to crash out like that.” She sat up and scooted over to the edge of the bed. “I’ve gotta go.”

			“It’s two in the morning.” He turned toward her, propping his head up on his hand and giving her an excellent view of his drool-worthy chest north of the duvet. “Why not stay?”

			Because it was all she wanted at the moment. She’d given in to that feeling before—the thrill of being with someone charismatic who lived the kind of life about which she’d never dreamed. That had resulted in her heartbreak being splashed all over the tabloids whilst all she wanted was to run back to anonymity. That’s why she’d come back to Bowhaven. She’d learned her lesson and wasn’t planning to take a repeat course.

			It was past time to get this wildly out-of-control situation back under control. “Mr. Vane—”

			He laughed. “You can’t call me that after I’ve made you come twice.” 

			She couldn’t stop the smile tugging at her lips. “A gentleman doesn’t brag.” Even when he was right. 

			“Who in the world ever lied to you and said I was a gentleman?” he asked as he traced a line of temptation across her belly. 

			If she didn’t get out of this bed—his bed—now, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to. So she stood up and swiped her tank top and shorts off the floor. “You’re heir to the earl.”

			“So?” He snagged her tank top and pulled it out of her grasp.

			God, he was tempting. She could just get back in bed and…well…not sleep. He looked like he was okay with that. The buzz of anticipation in her chest was more than okay with it—which was exactly why she couldn’t. “Spending the night with the earl’s personal secretary isn’t done.”

			He sat up, frustration obvious in the tense line of his shoulders and the set of his jaw. “But banging her is?”

			“That’s vulgar.” And it made her breasts full and achy for his touch. Shit. She needed to get her tank top back.

			“True, but you like it.” His gaze dropped to her stiff nipples. “Nobody else realizes just what a dirty girl you are, do they?”

			“Nor will they.” She slid on her shorts and held out her hand for her shirt. “Everyone in Bowhaven talks. The last thing I need is for them to be talking about who I’m sleeping with.”

			That was an experience she did not want to go through a second time. There was nothing like having your cheating boyfriend’s face plastered all over every tabloid in the country. The humiliation had been overwhelming. Reporters had even called around to her flat to try to get her reaction, which had amounted to absolute hurt and embarrassment. 

			Nick held her tank top up but out of her reach. “I do not get why you stay here. You can just walk away without looking back and not have to deal with them again. That’s how I handle it when people are being assholes. Fuck ’em. Life’s too short.”

			“This is my home.” When all her supposed friends had left her, more impressed with her ex than her actual mates, the people of Bowhaven had stayed by her side. Even if they’d gossiped about the situation. A lot. “I could never walk away from it or the people here. Is it really that easy for you to do that?”

			“Always,” he said, his tone a hard neutral that made his words sound a lot like a lie. “I don’t get tied down. That’s the benefit of being a bastard without family.”

			She leaned forward, one palm flat on the mattress near where the duvet lay against Nick’s waist. The position not only put her in close enough to get her shirt, it also put her dangling breasts within his reach. His attention flicked down to her boobs and she ignored the little yay that went up from her horny self and grabbed her tank top from his grasp. 

			“But you do have family now,” she said. “And a house. And a village that is depending on you. Just give them a chance. They’re good people and I think somewhere underneath all that I-don’t-care-about-anyone facade, I think you do. I think you care quite a bit. You’re a fixer and Bowhaven is a lot like the fireplace you fixed. A little beat-up, a little tired, but so very worth saving. All you have to do is stop looking at it as a burden and see it as the opportunity it is.” 

			He flopped onto his back and let out a sigh. “You couldn’t be further from the truth.”

			Okay, that made her chest ache a bit—exactly what she couldn’t afford to have happen when it came to him. Feelings were verboten—even of the poor-puppy-doesn’t-understand-yet variety. That way led to the kind of trouble she couldn’t afford to have if she was going to keep her mind focused only on bringing Bowhaven back from the edge.

			“Give the earl and the village a chance. Your grandfather is cross and controlling, but he has his reasons—especially now.” Ones that weren’t hers to tell.

			Nick rolled onto his side again and patted the empty spot beside him. “How about instead you come back to bed and let me curl your toes for a third time tonight.”

			While all she wanted to do was say “yes, sir, may I have another orgasm or twelve?” she forced her mouth to form other words as she crossed to the door and opened it. “Good night, Mr. Vane.”

			“I like the way you say Nick so much better.”

			So did she, but that was neither here nor there. Tonight was an aberration, not the start of something. It was best if they both remembered that. She walked through the connecting door and made sure it clicked shut behind her. 

		


		
			Chapter Fifteen

			Nick woke up hard and alone—or at least that was his assumption when he reached toward where his hard cock had tented his boxers imagining it was Brooke’s sweet, warm mouth moving closer.

			“Please refrain from gratifying yourself in my company.” The earl’s voice cut through every thread of early-morning lust.

			Nick’s eyes snapped open at the same time as he reached for the comforter tangled around his thighs. The old man stood at the end of the bed, a scowl on his face. Nick yanked the comforter up to his neck like a maiden in a pirate movie.

			“What in the hell are you doing in here?” he asked, feeling every bit like a teenager getting caught jacking off into a sock.

			The earl picked an invisible piece of lint from his tweed jacket. “Informing you that you’re late.”

			His brain moved quick, but not first thing in the morning and definitely not with his grandfather looking at him like he was a box of rocks. “For what?” 

			The old man let out a sigh. “Two members of the village council have arrived to discuss market day.”

			None of this made sense. “So?”

			“As my heir, you’ll be my representative in the negotiations.” 

			Like that made anything any clearer. “Negotiations?”

			“Has Ms. Chapman-Powell not taught you anything? The stalls on the high street must pay a fee to the estate for the privilege of selling their goods on the portion of the street that I own,” he said slowly, as if talking to a particularly difficult child. “You are going to determine the amount and ensure that it is paid.”

			“Or what, I break their legs?” Yeah, that wasn’t going to happen.

			“Don’t be ridiculous,” his grandfather scoffed. “Now get yourself sorted and downstairs.”

			With that, the old man strode out of the room, leaving Nick alone at last, trying to figure out how he’d gone from his original mission of telling the earl to fuck off to spending half the year here and being a part of market day negotiations. He got dressed in jeans and one of the few button-up shirts he owned. Everything had gone sideways the moment he set eyes on Lady Lemons in the airport. He should have stuck with the airline attendant. Hell, he should have turned around and gotten right back on the plane. Instead, here he was for a six-month stay in a country that saw five days of sunshine a year. 

			He was sitting on the bed and putting on his shoes when Brooke knocked. How did he know it was her? Because that little buzz of something that zipped through his subconsciousness whenever he was around her had started humming. Plus the knock came from the door connecting their rooms. It didn’t take a genius with his IQ to figure it out.

			“Come in,” he called out as he tied his shoes.

			He kept his eyes on the job at hand until a pair of black heels came into view. Following the long line of her legs, he let his gaze move up slowly over the knee-length black skirt and sensible white blouse, wishing like hell he had a pair of those glasses sold in the back of the old comic books that let you see under a woman’s clothes. He’d more than seen her in the moonlight last night, but the urge to see her naked in the sunshine streaming in through his windows had his brain taking a vacation.

			“How’s the head?” she asked, the cool, clipped tones of her voice betrayed by the heat in her cheeks.

			Head? Which head? Her gaze wasn’t on the part of him growing heavy at the sound of her voice, so he had to figure she meant his noggin. “I’ll live.” 

			“Good.” Her hand moved toward the small knot near his hairline but stopped halfway there. Then she took a step back away from him that made it feel like there was a mile of space between them. 

			“Do you know what market day is?” she asked, all back to business except for the way that she was looking at him.

			Since stripping back down and then getting her naked wasn’t an option at the moment, he went with her line of questioning. “No frickin’ clue.”

			“Villagers set up stands along the high street and sell artisanal products, food, flowers, and those sorts of things.”

			The light bulb went off. “So it’s a farmer’s market, but how does the estate own the village street?”

			“That’s just the way it is. The market day negotiations are tricky,” she said, her expression grim. Lady Lemons might be in control right now, but she was worried. There was no missing that. “The parking spots along the village’s high street are part of each earl’s inheritance. The shopkeepers own the buildings; the earl owns the street. Market days are crucial to the village economy, so vendors rent the parking spots to set up their stalls. The estate needs the funds, but the vendors don’t have a lot of money. You have to find the sweet spot.”

			“I suppose you know where that is.” God knew he’d found her sweet spot and wanted to dive right back in there now.

			That wasn’t to be, though. Instead, she fished a piece of paper out of the folder in her left hand and gave it to him. “I made some notes.”

			He looked over the numbers she’d jotted down and did a quick mental conversion from British pounds to U.S. dollars. It all looked relatively reasonable, considering he had no clue what he was doing.

			“This is not what I came here for,” he grumbled mostly to himself as he refolded the fee recommendations and shoved the paper into his pants pocket, then stood up.

			“No,” Brooke agreed, reaching up and straightening his collar that he’d sworn was already on point. “But it’s what Dallinger Park and Bowhaven need you for.”

			“And what about you?” Standing this close to her, he got a whiff of the summer sunshine she wore as perfume—or maybe it was just her. “What do you need?”

			Her hands smoothed down his shirt as if she couldn’t help herself, and then she stepped back, clasping her hands together close to her stomach. “To make these negotiations a success for everyone.”

			Whatever her reasoning, he didn’t doubt that’s what she wanted, but there was no way it was all she needed. He’d had an inkling about the sweet spice that lay under her tart Lady Lemons exterior, but last night had shown him just how much more there was to her. Now all he wanted—needed—was to see her let go like that again. If he was another man, he’d wonder if this could be the start of something here, but he knew better. He’d been conditioned since birth to know that the only way to survive in this world was to not give a shit about it, because all the world wanted was to break a person in half. The key to happiness was to get what you could before the only option was to cut and run, or before he looked up to find himself alone again.

			Still, the words poured out of his mouth. “I’ll make the market day negotiations work on one condition.”

			She tugged her bottom lip between her teeth, giving him a distrusting look. “What’s that?”

			Yeah. Great question. You probably should have thought of that before you opened your piehole, Vane. His gaze fell on the ideas he’d scratched down into his notebook yesterday about the anxiety dog collar. “You help me out with a little problem I’m working on. An invention.”

			In full Lady Lemons mode, she lifted an eyebrow. “I don’t see how I can help with that.”

			“I need distraction, something that will keep the left side of my brain busy so I can work out the problem with my right side.” And considering he’d have to really think to figure out the square root of eighty-one, he was plenty distracted by the woman in front of him looking at him like he was a little bit unhinged and a whole lotta dangerous. “Show me the side of Bowhaven that makes you want to help the place so badly that you’d put up with the Earl of Snarl and the village snark.”

			“You want a tour?” she asked, her blue eyes wide with surprise but her tone guarded. 

			“No, I want to see Bowhaven from a local’s perspective.” He wanted to unravel whatever the draw was pulling Lady Lemons back to the middle of nowhere Yorkshire when she could go where the people appreciated her, tart temperament and all.

			She crossed her arms over her belly. “Fine, but it has to be in public.”

			“Why’s that, Lady Lemons?” he asked, taking a step closer to her but stopping just shy of touching her. Not that it mattered. The woman had a way of imprinting herself on his fingertips. “Who don’t you trust in private? Me? Or you?”

			She swallowed, the move drawing his attention to her creamy throat, the one he’d kissed and licked last night until he nearly lost his damn mind listening to her little cries of pleasure. That was all it took to make his cock start to thicken against his thigh. Fuck. Last night shouldn’t have happened. Not because it wasn’t good, but because it was. So. Very. Good.

			“We shan’t repeat last night,” she declared as her pulse danced against her throat.

			“Why?” He could think of a billion reasons in a heartbeat, but none of them mattered when he was close enough to dip his head down and kiss her silky skin, feel her nipples harden under his touch, and hear her cries for more.

			“It will complicate things.” She looked up at him, her pink tongue wetting her lips.

			He could have nutted right there, watching her do that. Instead, he put his hands palms flat against the wall on either side of her, hoping the substitution of hard wall for soft skin would dim the urge to touch her. Her eyelids lowered as the tension tightened between them like a rubber band that was about to break and snap them both hard enough to leave a mark. 

			“Good thing I don’t believe in complications,” he said, his voice a low rumble he barely recognized. “Only easy solutions.”

			“Are you saying I’m easy?” Fire sparked in her eyes. 

			“No one would ever be foolish enough to call Lady Lemons easy.”

			“Good.” She cocked her chin up a few degrees, giving him a look that said everything had been decided—and he would have believed her, except for the desire still swirling in her eyes and the husky breathiness of her words. “Because last night needs to be an anomaly.”

			It was an anomaly all right, just not in the way she was thinking. She’d gotten under his skin and he couldn’t figure out why. Probably it was because of the fish-out-of-water situation he found himself in as the lone American in a small English village. Of course, he’d be drawn to whomever was a lifeline of normalcy. 

			The puzzle of Brooke Chapman-Powell partially solved, he pivoted and took one arm away from the wall so she could walk away. “Of course, whatever you want.”

			The tiniest bit of indecision flickered across her face. He’d lay odds, it was one of the few times in her life that Brooke wasn’t exactly sure of her next move. He could appreciate how uncomfortable that was, but he’d still use it to his advantage. 

			He wasn’t going to be satisfied with just one night spent naked with her—and judging by her reaction to him, neither was she. The easiest way to find satisfaction—for them both—was to let this attraction run its course just like all attractions did. He couldn’t imagine a reason why it would be any different with Brooke—life had taught him that things always ended the same, with him alone. 

			“Text me with where you want to meet later,” he said, walking toward the door, not letting himself look back at the flush-cheeked, uptight Lady Lemons who’d reveled in his bed last night—if he did, he wasn’t sure he’d even make it downstairs for the market day negotiations, and then his grandfather would show up and get a more shocking view than he had this morning.

			… 

			All the usual suspects were gathered inside the Quick Fox that night and a nice, low hum of family togetherness permeated the place when Brooke walked through the door. As usual, the tension pulling her shoulders tight ebbed out the minute she crossed the threshold—well, at least 99 percent of it. The remaining one percent was due to a particular American who her imagination had conjured up in every window and hall in Dallinger Park all day, even though she hadn’t actually set eyes on him even once. The man was a distraction without even being around. Last night had been a mistake. Huge. One that wouldn’t—couldn’t—happen again. She was a woman with a strategy, a course of action, and the determination to save her village. Shagging the earl’s heir didn’t factor into that, no matter how toe-curling good it had been or how badly she wanted to do it again.

			Walking past Karen and Harry Styron sitting at a table with Ed Ambrose and a couple of the old-timers telling stories about Bowhaven’s glory days before the factory closed down, Brooke headed straight toward where Daisy stood at the end of the bar, a book opened in front of her. Their dad set a pint of ale down in front of her with a wink and then ambled off to no doubt continue talking pigeons with Daniel Winter, who sat at the opposite end of the bar with a pint of stout and his usual hangdog expression. Daniel was a taciturn Yorkshire man through and through. If he’d just won the National Lottery, he’d say he was “fair t’middlin’.”

			“How goes it with the hot heir?” Daisy asked, watching the mirror for her sister’s response. 

			Brooke would have thought it was dim enough in the pub that her heated cheeks wouldn’t have shown. She’d thought wrong.

			“Oh!” Daisy exclaimed, her eyes going round as a smile curled her lips upward. “You shagged him.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous.” Brooke took a long drink of her ale because she’d always been a horrible liar

			“Stop fibbing.” Daisy slammed her book closed and leaned closer. “Tell me everything.”

			A very sanitized confession was on Brooke’s lips, but movement on her sister’s other side caught her eye.

			“Everything about what?” Riley asked, managing to make his large, muscular frame fit in the sliver of space between the wall and Daisy.

			“She—”

			“Daisy!” Brooke called out, her face hot enough to burst into flame.

			“Spoilsport.” Daisy winked at her—the same teasing one their father always gave them—and turned to the guy so obviously into her that it hurt to look at him sometimes.

			Not that Daisy ever noticed. Usually, her sister never missed a thing—before or after her hearing loss—but when it came to Riley McCann, she was daft as a brush. She watched the pair of them talk for a few minutes while Dad pulled the taps for another round. Once the pints were delivered, Riley left an ale in front of Daisy and took the rest back to his table where his mates were waiting, deep in discussion about an upcoming match.

			After watching Riley sit down, Daisy turned her attention back to Brooke and gave her a knowing shake of the head. “He’s one of my best friends, but I wouldn’t have told him about you shagging the American.”

			Skipping over the what that she wouldn’t have told Riley, Brooke went straight for the part that would distract her sister in her attempts to get more details about last night. “Riley wants to be more than just friends.”

			Her sister rolled her eyes. “Now who’s being ridiculous?”

			“Have you not seen the way he looks at you?” She knew the answer, of course, because Daisy hadn’t noticed. Ever.

			“I’m deaf, not blind; I know he feels sorry for me,” Daisy said with a practiced nonchalance that almost broke Brooke’s heart in two because she’d always assumed her sister hadn’t noticed, not that she’d totally misinterpreted. “I hate it, but I can’t change it so…” The words trailed off as Daisy stared into the amber liquid in her glass.

			And, for once, Brooke didn’t have a single word to utter about the situation, because for a woman who thought she had the answer to everything, she had no clue what to do about this development. 

			Just as she was contemplating whilst sipping her ale, the pub door opened and the man she’d been failing to not think about all day swaggered in like a modern-day John Wayne, minus the spurs. She stood a little straighter, lifted her chin, and ignored him. Well, as much as she could, since Daisy was kind enough to offer a step-by-step whispered description of his path through the pub. By the time he stopped next to her and rested one of his corded forearms on the gleaming bar, her heart was ready to break free from her chest.

			“Evening, ladies,” he said in that sexy American accent of his. “What are we discussing?”

			Daisy opened her mouth, a glint in her eye that spelled trouble and sent a lightning bolt of panic straight through Brooke.

			“Riley McCann,” Brooke said, getting the words out before her sister could contradict her. “Daisy thinks he feels sorry for her.”

			Nick snorted and looked directly at Daisy in the mirror behind the bar. “More like Riley McCann’s sorry he’s not in Daisy’s pants.”

			“Nick!” Brooke said, cringing as she realized her mistake at once. One should not be calling the earl’s heir by his first name. As subtly as possible, she glanced around to make sure no one had overheard his declaration.

			No such luck. Bruce Anderson was frozen with his pint halfway to his mouth, one eyebrow cocked high and a snarky little grin on his face—and he used a hearing aid. That meant most of the others probably caught it as well, but not Riley, who was in the back corner of the pub with his mates. How long would it take for Nick’s declaration to get to him, and how twisted would it be by the time it did? Considering the way the village gossiped, the answer to that query was quickly and a lot. 

			Nick leaned in close, his lips almost touching the curve of her ear. “I do love the way you say my name, especially when…”

			Whatever else he would have said died on his frankly very kissable lips as her dad crossed over to their end of the bar and took Nick’s cider order. He filled it while giving a quizzical look to her and Daisy before heading back over to Daniel to talk pigeon coops and race timers. The three of them sipped their drinks in silence until Daisy scooted as close as possible to Brooke, in the process pushing Brooke so that she was pressed up against Nick’s warm body. 

			After giving the patrons a quick look in the mirror, Daisy gave her full attention to Nick and dropped her voice to as much of a whisper as possible, “Do you really think so? About Riley, I mean.”

			“As someone with lifetime experience of being a guy and judging by the way he tried to break my fingers when we shook hands the other day?” Nick set down his cider and pivoted his body so he faced Daisy directly, the move making it so Brooke’s side fit perfectly against him, one hand dropped to her hip and her breath caught. “Oh yeah.”

			The urge to melt back against him had her on the verge, but she caught herself in time. If every eye in the pub wasn’t on them at the moment, she’d have inched Daisy over enough to put some breathing room between her body and Nick’s. His lips did a quick curl upward—as if he knew exactly what she was doing—but he let his fingers fall from her hip, the move as casual and smooth as if he’d never been touching her. If only it felt that way. Instead, the one spot on her hip became the one spot on her body that she felt the most.

			“No way,” Daisy said, staring into her beer. “He totally would have made a move.”

			“Like buying you a beer?” Nick asked.

			“Oh, that’s just tradition,” Daisy countered. “We buy rounds here; no one gets just one beer for themselves.”

			Her sister moved in closer again, but this time, Brooke took the chicken’s way out and stepped back from the bar instead of letting herself end up snuggled up close to Nick again. Nick. She needed to stop thinking of him that way. Mr. Vane, who was off-limits because her job was too important. The earl’s posh heir wasn’t for a publican’s daughter like her. The man who made her see neon stars last night—twice. Bloody hell. She all but stomped over to Daisy’s other side, needing a buffer between her and the man who encouraged the lustful little demon on her shoulder—okay, between her legs. 

			“Uh-huh,” Nick said, still facing Daisy, but his hot gaze was on Brooke. “And the way he always makes sure you get a seat with the best view of the mirror, so you don’t miss anything?”

			Daisy’s head snapped up. “You’ve only met him once; how could you know if he even did that?”

			Nick’s attention dropped to Daisy, all the heat gone. “But he does, doesn’t he?”

			Instead of answering, Daisy finished off her pint, setting the now empty glass down on the rubber mat near the taps. Brooke hadn’t seen the confused, slightly lost look on her sister’s face since she’d woken up in hospital unable to hear. Sometimes the earth moved under one’s feet like that. Could be a big thing or something that seems small at the time but, in the end, the effect was the same, because all of a sudden nothing was as it had been.

			Taking pity on her sister, Brooke handed over her half-filled pint. “You might as well admit it. Nick’s right.”

			“So what do I do about it?” Daisy asked.

			“Don’t look at me.” Nick shrugged. “I’m just an observant dude, not the Merry Matchmaker.”

			Rolling her eyes at Nick over Daisy’s head, Brooke shook her head and then asked, “What do you want to do about it?”

			Her sister looked up from her ale. “I don’t know.”

			Right, then. Okay. That made things a wee bit more complicated. “Then let it play out; you don’t need to rush into anything.”

			Daisy worried her bottom lip and glanced back over her shoulder at where Riley sat, his big laugh booming in the club as he raised his glass in a toast. “So you think this is just something new for him?”

			“Define new.”

			“The past fortnight?” her sister asked hopefully.

			Nick choked on his cider at Daisy’s question in his obvious attempt not to laugh out loud. Glaring at the big prat over her sister’s head, she sent him a silent plea to shut up already. Then she snagged her pint away from her sister and took a long guzzle.

			“A bit longer than that,” she said, setting the empty glass down.

			“How long?” Daisy asked.

			Now, this took some considering. When had the forest ranger started acting differently around Daisy? It was before she’d gotten sick. He’d visited her several times a week when she was in hospital. Brooke went back further. He’d been none too happy about her leaving Yorkshire for university. Before that? Realization lit up her memory like a torch on the moors on a moonless night.

			“Do you remember when Riley punched out Dale Gover for calling you a slag?”

			Daisy blinked several times in surprise. “In year nine?”

			Brooke nodded. That had been the first time she’d noticed how Riley looked at her sister. That had been years before Daisy had lost her hearing, so that should settle any thoughts her sister might have about Riley just pitying her.

			Daisy stared at her for a few more seconds before turning back toward the mirror and the view of Riley it provided. She and Nick followed suit, all of them in companionable silence to give her sister time to adjust to the shock of what she really should have seen years ago. How people could be so clueless about the world around them she had no idea—especially when it was someone as smart and usually observant as her sister. Together they watched as Riley waved off one of his mates, stood up, and made his way over to where the three of them stood at one end of the bar.

			“Fancy another round?” Riley asked.

			For once, Daisy looked flustered. “Actually, I think this one’s mine.”

			“I couldn’t have you buying me mates’ pints.” He tucked a stray hair behind her ear. “I’ve got you.”

			Daisy’s throat bobbed as she gulped, and instead of saying anything, she just nodded. Riley smiled down at her and went about the business of catching their dad’s eye, not an easy task, since business had picked up since they’d walked in.

			Smiling to herself, Brooke didn’t mean to look over at Nick, but her gaze went there anyway. He held up his half-filled cider glass in toast and nodded her way. 

			A happy flutter exploded in her stomach, a dangerous sense of giddiness that she could get used to if she wasn’t careful. It was nice to have someone take her side in a debate for once. Comforting, really. And more than a little thrilling. 

			It had been a long time since she’d experienced that. The last time, in fact, had been back in Manchester, and that had ended beyond badly. So while she wanted nothing more than to tell him all that, she bit back the words and instead gave him a curt nod and turned away from Nick…Mr. Vane…the earl’s heir…the one leaving in a few months, if he’d even stay as long as he promised. In other words, Mr. Not For the Likes of Her.

		


		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Brooke had ditched him. Again. For the past three days—ever since they’d enlightened Daisy about Riley’s Texas-size crush on her—Brooke had been avoiding him like he was a big, cold glass of sweet tea and she was diabetic. Sure, he probably deserved it for putting his hand on her hip, but he’d given in to temptation when it arose, curious about if his body would react to her in the daylight the way it had the night before. Oh boy had it. He’d spent the last few days with various tour guides from the village showing him around Bowhaven and the moors and nights grinding his molars to powder in an effort to give her the space it seemed she wanted. 

			However, when the note came to meet her at her father’s pigeon loft in the family’s backyard—which she’d called a garden—he thought he’d been forgiven. Wrong. He’d shown up at the house a few blocks from the Quick Fox to find Mr. and Mrs. Chapman-Powell but no Brooke.

			He glanced over at Phillip Chapman-Powell standing next to what looked like an upscale shed that had to be around six feet wide and six feet high with screened-in mini sunrooms attached to the windows. A little weird but nothing unusual for a backyard—except for the soft cooing coming from inside it. That would definitely stand out in his neck of the woods. 

			“So you fancy pigeons?” Phillip asked.

			Wait. Had Brooke’s dad just asked him if he liked birds? That was just…wrong. He had to be misunderstanding, but the British reality shows he’d been watching late at night while stopping himself from knocking on the door connecting his room to Brooke’s all used the term “fancy” as in wanting to bone someone. 

			“I’m not sure I’m translating that question correctly,” he said.

			Phillip took a second to clean his glasses and rephrased, “Are you a pigeon fancier? Do you want to race pigeons? Brooke said you were interested in finding out more about it.”

			Oh. Thank. God. “Uh. Maybe.”

			He must have sounded about as convincing as he felt because Phillip gave him an assessing look that reminded Nick a lot of a certain blond Englishwoman who went by the name Lady Lemons.

			Finally, Phillip shook his head and headed over to the loft, stopping when his hand was on the doorknob. “Is she trying to keep you at the big house or scare you off?”

			Now wasn’t that the big question. “I think keep me, but I’m not sure this week. She’s been avoiding me.” 

			“That’s my lass. Keep us on our toes, that one does.” Phillip’s face nearly split in two with the size of his proud smile. “Now, come meet my pigeons.”

			Two hours later, he’d met all twenty-five Racing Homer pigeons who were, just like Brooke had said, all named after Harry Potter characters—except for Cecil (“And really there should have been a Cecil in Harry Potter,” Phillip had told him. “Good name, that one.”)—and was sitting in the family room drinking tea and watching a BBC documentary explaining the ins and outs of pigeon racing, from the tiny rubber rings that go around the pigeon’s legs to the use of electronic timers to track the birds as they make their way from the liberation sites back to their home loft—a distance that can be hundreds of miles. He should have been bored out of his mind, but he wasn’t. Thanks to Phillip’s enthusiasm for the sport and his own never-ending curiosity, he’d gotten sucked in and found himself asking questions about everything from how they get the birds to the liberation point (a special pigeon semitruck-looking vehicle) to the dangers to the birds (falcons and hawks were pigeon enemy number one) to the keys to loft designing (make sure you have enough room was the main rule). When the documentary switched gears and went from the macro world of pigeon racing to the micro, he was surprised to see a seventies version of Phillip in his prime with a pigeon in his hands and a pretty blonde next to him. 

			“My two favorite birds,” Phillip said with a chuckle at his own joke.

			Not that he had any firsthand experience, but it seemed the U.S. hadn’t cornered the market on dad jokes. “So you grew up racing pigeons?”

			“Oh yes.” Phillip muted the TV and sat back in his overstuffed recliner stationed in front of a bookcase filled with miniature porcelain pigeons.

			“Did Brooke or Daisy take it up?” He tried to picture either of the women talking to the pigeons in the soft, calm manner Phillip had out in the loft and the image of the kinetic duo slowing down enough for that wouldn’t come.

			Phillip shook his head. “Not for lack of trying on my part. Although Brooke is determined to make Bowhaven home to a pigeon race. She thinks it will help the local chippy, B&Bs, and the pub, of course.”

			It made sense to him, but this was a new environment, so more information was needed. “What do you think?”

			Phillip took off his perfectly clean glasses and used the hem of his shirt to clean them before putting them back on. “That Brooke has a million great ideas, but only one way to share them with people.”

			“Beating them over the head with them.” The woman would be pushy for a New Yorker, let alone a small village in England.

			The older man nodded. “That’s about the sum of it.”

			“Has she always been so determined?” he asked, his insatiable curiosity too strong to stuff back down. 

			Phillip stared at the TV screen, now showing a toddler-size towheaded girl who had to be Brooke running around the twentysomething-year-old version of himself as he stood in front of a pigeon loft. “She was always a lass with a plan, but ever since she came back from Manchester, she’s been more”—he paused as if looking for the right word in the ceiling—”forceful.”

			“What happened in Manchester?” It wasn’t idle wondering. His gut had tightened at the concern in Brooke’s father’s tone. 

			Phillip glanced down at him, blinking as if he’d forgotten he was there, before a neutral smile slid into place. “Oh, look at me prattling on when I know it’s the pigeons you’re interested in. Did you have any other questions about my birds?” 

			Not even close to sated but knowing he wasn’t going to get any more clues to the riddle of Lady Lemons today, Nick shook his head. “I think I’ve taken up enough of your time already.”

			“Always glad to help the future earl,” he said, standing up.

			Nick followed suit. “Don’t you think that’s weird?”

			“That I’m glad to help or that you’ll be the earl someday?” The teasing glint in the other man’s eyes said he knew exactly what Nick was asking.

			“The last part. I’m not exactly sure what anyone expected for the earl’s heir.”

			Phillip laughed and made his way to the door that led out to the little foyer room at the front of the house. “Where would the fun in that be if life always happened the way one thought it would?”

			But that’s exactly what Nick had spent his entire adult life doing—making sure with each of his inventions that things happened the way they should. Predictability. Ease of use. No surprises. That’s what he liked. That’s why he’d picked the lake house out in the middle of Virginia where life rolled along the country road undisturbed right up until that first letter from Lady Lemons had arrived and changed everything—but only for six months a year. At least that’s what he was telling himself despite the little voice in the back of his head telling him to guess again. 

			… 

			Cadbury cured everything. Well, almost everything. As Brooke sat on her bed and popped another Dinky Deckers into her mouth, letting the milk chocolate melt on her tongue and leaving the crispy cereal and soft nougat, she searched her brain for a solution the earl would accept to the financial enemy marching its army up to Dallinger Park’s door. The situation was worse than she’d realized. 

			At the earl’s behest, she’d spent the past three days creating spreadsheets of assets—from paintings to books to the wine in the cellar—and researching what similar items had sold for at recent auctions. If the old earl was willing to part with family heirlooms as so many other of the landed gentry had been forced to do to pay for the upkeep of their legacies, then things were dire indeed. And blast it all, she had exactly zero ideas for how to help in the quick time frame that was obviously needed.

			Closing her eyes, she allowed her head to fall back against the headboard with a thunk and let out a frustrated and long groan. 

			“You okay there, Lemons?” Nick’s voice carried through the closed door.

			Double shit.

			“I’m fine,” she said, pulling up the duvet over her sleeping tank and shorts, as if he could see her through the door, because God knew she was picturing him right now.

			“Then maybe you can explain something for me.”

			Abandoning her chocolate on the bedside table, she scooted down her bed so she sat with her back propped against one of the bedposts, taking the duvet with her. “What’s that?”

			“Why are there naked people on a regular basic cable channel?”

			Of all the things that Nick could have asked about, that was pretty much the last one she’d expected. Scratch that. She never would have thought up that one, full stop. “What are you talking about?”

			“This dating show,” he said, his voice low and rumbly, as he was obviously trying to work out what was happening on his telly. “There are three cocks on my screen and they’re not pixelated out.”

			Brooke giggled and fought against the temptation of sneaking over to her door to see the shocked expression on his puritan American face. “Why would they be?”

			“Did you hear me say they were cocks, as in penises not roosters?” he asked. “And this woman is telling everyone what she thinks about the cocks. She actually said one was too big and another was on the pencil-looking side. Is this what women think about dicks?”

			Oh, the poor man. His mind had been blown by Naked Attraction. “Why so uptight?”

			“Really, Lady Lemons?” he asked with a chuckle. “You’re calling me uptight?”

			Okay, that one hit close to the cottage. “Nudity isn’t such a big deal here.”

			“This country is so flippin’ weird.”

			Wait. What? No. That wasn’t going unchallenged. “Uh-huh, this coming from a man who lives in a country where there are drive-through liquor stores.”

			“Very handy when you’re on your way to tailgate.”

			She’d had to look that up once after a reference in a Buzzfeed article. The whole idea of standing around in a parking lot before a university American football game was odd, to put it lightly. “That’s also bizarre.”

			“Says the woman who lives in a country where there’re un-pixilated cocks on regular TV.”

			She laughed, some of the anxiety seeping out of her knotted muscles at the banter. “There’ll be tits soon, too.”

			Something plastic—the remote?—clunked when it hit the floor. “What?”

			“The person picking their date ends up naked, too.” She was sure there was a better way to describe the reality dating show, but her brain wasn’t coming up with one at the moment. 

			“On national TV,” he said, his voice sounding closer to the door.

			She nodded, as if he could see her. “Exactly.”

			“So why don’t you come out here and watch this with me and tell me what’s driving you nuts and making you so tense that you started banging your head on the wall.” Oh yeah, definitely closer and deeper and hotter than he should be.

			“I’m not tense.” Hello, Fibber McFibberpants. 

			“You can’t lie to me,” he said with a snort. “I figure out puzzles for a living.”

			She couldn’t look away from the doorknob, half hoping and half dreading that it would start to turn. God. She was in trouble. “I thought you invented things.” 

			“Same thing. I figure out ways to make things easier for people.”

			“What if what’s making me mental is you?” Okay, that was truer than it was false, but it wasn’t her place to tell tales about the state of Dallinger Park’s finances. 

			He chuckled. “Not gonna buy it, since you’ve been avoiding me for days.”

			“You noticed that, did you now?” Chicken? Her? Oh yeah. She was the girl who ran from Manchester with her tail tucked between her legs in the dead of night to avoid the reporters and the photographers who’d set up across from her flat. 

			Nick rapped softly on the door. “Can I come in?”

			Hello, temptation, it’s me, Brooke. “Letting you in isn’t a good idea.”

			“Probably not.”

			That he agreed didn’t make her want to open the door any less—which was exactly why she stayed on the bed with her back pressed to the post and the duvet clutched to her chest, her body going melty like a Dinky Deckers left out in the sun. The silence stretched, filling the room with expectations that couldn’t be met. Not for a woman like her with a man like him. 

			Still, she stared at the door, practically willing it to open on its own. “Good night, Mr. Vane.”

			“Say it.” 

			It wasn’t a request. It was a demand that set off a warm, liquid wave of desire through her, and she didn’t have to ask what he meant. 

			“Nick.”

			“God, I love the sound of my name on your lips.”

			She brushed her fingertips along her lips because they buzzed as if she’d just kissed him, and despite the nearly overwhelming urge to open the connecting door, she made her way back up to her pillows at the head of the bed and lay down, knowing her dreams would be far from restful tonight. 

		


		
			Chapter Seventeen

			The incessant buzzing of his phone in the pitch-dark of three in the morning woke Nick from a dream that had his cock aching. Smacking a palm against the nightstand while keeping his eyes closed, he finally made contact and managed to get a look at the caller ID as he swiped his thumb across the screen and answered the call.

			“Mace, do you have any idea what time it is?”

			“Oh shit,” his friend said with a groan. “I didn’t think about the time difference. It’s eight at night here in L.A. Did I wake you up?”

			Nick cracked his eyes open and surveyed the large bed, empty except for him. “It’s three in the morning. What do you think?”

			“If I didn’t wake you up, then I interrupted something fun, but I promise I wouldn’t have called so late if it wasn’t an emergency.”

			The fact that Mace was willing to use the E-word meant something. He’d known Mace since they both walked into a new group home with less than six months to go in their state-sponsored supervised life. Wiry with a smart mouth and a quick brain, the other man had made enemies quickly, but unlike his enemies had expected, he hadn’t been easy to knock down. The guy was a stone-cold scrapper, so if he needed help, then it was an all-hands-on-deck moment. 

			Nick sat up, eyes open, totally awake, and flipped on the lamp on the bedside table. “What’s up?”

			“You know how I was hoping to come visit while we were shooting Zombie Fried?”

			“Please tell me this is leading somewhere.” Because even in the midst of a crisis, Mace could go on a tangent. There was a reason why he never brought up the fact that he hated fried pickles to him.

			“Didn’t you tell me that you were at Dallinger Park in Yorkshire?” Mason asked.

			“Yeah.”

			“Well,” Mace continued. “I’m looking at some photos online right now and it’s perfect for what we need.”

			Even his high-powered brain was too tired to try to work this one out. “You’re gonna have to use more words, Mace.” 

			The other man laughed, the self-deprecating sound confirmation that as usual, his mouth and mind were running a hundred miles an hour in different directions. “We had a shoot scheduled at a manor house in the Yorkshire Dales in a week, but the deal fell through. If I don’t find a replacement spot ASAP, the director is going to have a shit fit and fire my ass because we’re scheduled to start the shoot with the manor house sequence and we’re leaving for England in two days.”

			Nick didn’t understand the hierarchy of who was who on a movie shoot or what exactly happened on them, but fired was fired no matter what line of business someone was in, and it sucked. 

			“And you want to do the shoot here?” he asked, confirming what he already knew Mace had been leading up to.

			“You got it.”

			Damn. What was it with this fucking place? Everyone wanted the pile of rocks but him.

			“Gramps is going to be hard to convince.” Now, that was the understatement of the century.

			“Tell him this film has the budget to persuade him.”

			Nick’s gaze snapped over to the door separating his room from Brooke’s. This was just the kind of opportunity she was always telling the earl and the villagers about. It was his favorite kind of win-win. Happy Mace. Happy Brooke. Pissed-off Gramps. Did it get any better than that? 

			“How long and how much for the shoot?” he asked, a plan about how to make this happen already forming in his head.

			“A few days and lots of zeroes,” Mason said. “We need to shoot the big zombie wedding ball scene there.”

			The bizarre words pierced the whirr of activity in his head. “Do I even want to know?”

			“Probably not.” Mace laughed. “One more thing, everyone will need to stay close by because the hours are killer long. Is there any place for that?” 

			“The village has a B&B and I’m sure I can find other accommodations, too.” Who wouldn’t want to make a quick buck by offering up their house in the village for a couple of days?

			“Tell them we’ll need people to act as extras, too. We lost our extras when we lost the location.”

			“I’m not making any promises.” Even though if the people of Bowhaven could come together to village-nap him, surely they would be up for slapping on some zombie makeup. “Shoot me the details ASAP.”

			“Thank fucking God,” Mason said with a relieved sigh. “Just let me know as soon as you can.”

			After hanging up, Nick lay back in bed and closed his eyes, but sleep didn’t come. Of course it didn’t. That would have made his life easy, and that wasn’t in the cards tonight—or any night since this craziness had started. Life in Salvation and his pre-England days had never seemed so far away. What was close? The woman who’d been avoiding him. The one who he couldn’t stop thinking about. She’d want to know about this opportunity, and if anyone could help him convince the earl to say yes, it was her. As soon as he thought it, he was up out of bed and had his hand on the doorknob. It wasn’t an excuse to see her. He had a reason. A real reason that had nothing to do with the happy way his dick twitched in anticipation.

			He cracked open the door and looked into the darkened room. “Hey, are you up?”

			“I am now,” she said, her voice sleep roughened and sexy as hell.

			Stop thinking about how sexy she is, Vane. He wasn’t here for that. He was here because he had a solution to a problem that was making her worry.

			“How bad is the financial situation at Dallinger Park?” he asked, stepping inside the room but leaving the door open behind him.

			The soft stream of light coming in from his room illuminated Brooke just enough to show off her messy hair and sweet, sleepy smile as she sat up in bed. It was one more side of her that he couldn’t help but tuck away to remember later. He kept doing that when he was around her, and he didn’t like it. Getting attached to her, the village, this damn house wasn’t his thing and he wasn’t about to change that now.

			“What makes you think Dallinger Park has a situation?” 

			Oh no. They weren’t going to play that game, and he needed solid information to get this plan in motion. Research always went before inventing. “I have eyes. This place is in major need of maintenance and updating.”

			She gave him a cautious look. “It’s not inexpensive to run a great house like this one.”

			Her non-answer was as good as a yes. “So the earl needs the funds.”

			“You’ll have to ask him for confirmation.”

			“I’ve got the perfect solution. A zombie ball.”

			Her gaze sharpened. “A what?” 

			This was a conversation that was going to take some time. And there was room on the corner of her bed. That’s why he made his way over there. Not because his dick was controlling the rest of him. Not. At. All. The bed creaked just a bit under his weight. One more bit of proof that the money this movie could bring in would be useful. 

			“Okay, tell me everything,” Brooke ordered in true Lady Lemons fashion.

			So he did. By the time he finished bringing her up to speed, he’d somehow ended up higher on the bed, stealing half of her pillow, as he lay on top of the covers and she remained underneath. His eyelids had drooped downward as he gave her the last of the information. Brooke’s steady breathing and slow-to-come questions told him that she was just as tired as he was.

			“I’m just going to close my eyes for a minute, then I’ll go back to my room,” he said, giving in to the rightness of being with her in that moment.

			Her muffled reply sounded something like “okay,” and she snuggled up next to him, her warm breath against his neck. Somewhere in the back of his mind, alarm bells rang, but not loud enough to jolt him out of bed. 

			… 

			Brooke woke up the next morning and her bed was empty. She should have been happy about that. 

			Too bad she wasn’t. 

			Her pillow smelled like him. She knew because she’d taken a whiff—okay, several long, deep inhales—before coming downstairs to the dining room where the earl and Nick were already sitting at the table digging into eggs and rashers of bacon. Nick had a giant steaming mug of coffee next to his plate. The earl had tea whitened with milk. Why was she noticing this? Because the second Nick had glanced up and looked at her with a heat that sizzled, her brain went on the fritz. 

			Her gaze dropped to the worn carpet and she used all three of her brain cells still functioning to get her feet to move one step in front of the other over to the buffet set up and then over to the table with her own plate filled with—she focused on the plate—jam and bacon. 

			That’s just brilliant, Brooke. No one will see that as odd at all.

			Determined not to seem as if anything is amiss, she smoothed her linen napkin across her lap and snapped off a bite of crisp bacon. The only noise in the room was the crunch, crunch of her chewing. Awkward? Not in the least. 

			Finally, Nick broke the silence. “I had a friend from the States call me this morning.”

			“Fascinating,” the earl said from behind his paper.

			The vein in Nick’s temple pulsed and a frustrated growl escaped his lips. The sound made her heartbeat tick up. That wasn’t right. She shouldn’t be turned on right now. Still, she couldn’t deny that the noise he made that was so close to the sound he made when she teased his cock with her tongue the other night had her clenching her thighs together. That’s it. She was officially going mad.

			Nick tossed his napkin on his plate. “You know, you could try not to act like such a stuffed shirt, especially when the news I have to share could give this place a little financial breathing room.”

			The earl snapped his newspaper closed, folded it in half with clipped motions, and laid it on the table to the left of his plate. After a deep, cleansing breath, he directed a withering look at Brooke. “Ms. Chapman-Powell, I was very clear about not including anyone else in confidential financial information.”

			Brook’s cheeks went lava hot. “I never—”

			“Are you serious?” Nick broke in. “She never said anything—not that it mattered. I’d have to be completely clueless not to see that this place is barely hanging on.”

			The Vane stubbornness flashed in the earl’s eyes. “It is none of your concern.”

			As the two men faced off, resentment and frustration made the air spark enough that Brooke forgot all about the ridiculousness of her bacon and jam breakfast. She should say something to calm the moment down before it went nuclear, and she would if she knew what in the bloody hell to say. Instead, she froze just like she had the moment she’d found Reggie with his head buried between another woman’s thighs—now wasn’t that a memory she wanted fresh and tender.

			“I am your heir,” Nick said, his tone a dangerous growl.

			If it had any impact on the earl, the older man didn’t show it. “That may be; however, you aren’t the earl yet.”

			“Hundreds of thousands of pounds. That’s how much they’ll pay, but the production company needs nearly full access to the house for their shoot and the two lead actors will need to stay here. “

			That jolted Brooke in her chair. That kind of money promised opportunity for Dallinger Park and Bowhaven. She couldn’t let the earl’s innate snobby posh stubbornness mess this up for everyone.

			“Have you gone mad?” the earl asked, disapproval thick in his voice.

			“Are you saying Dallinger Park, the place you love so damn much that you’re willing to accept an American bastard in all the ways that count as your heir couldn’t use that money?” Nick glanced over at Brooke and winked at her as if he was just discussing the weather instead of something with genuine and extreme importance. “Or the university for the deaf you support?” He turned back to the earl. “Or the villagers who are holding on to each penny since the factory closed?”

			“This entire discussion is ridiculous,” the earl said, a red splotch of anger at the base of his throat. “This is a historic structure on the national registry that has been home to Vanes for hundreds of years.”

			“And it needs an influx of cash or it’s going to fall even further into disrepair until it’s only a ghost of what it could be,” Brooke said, jumping in and hitting the older man exactly where it hurt—his legacy. 

			The earl’s right eye twitched, but he didn’t immediately argue. That was a good sign. Nick opened his mouth but shut it as soon as she shot him a death glare. He might be the earl’s heir, but she’d worked for the man for years. She knew the signs of giving in without admitting defeat. The eye twitch. The disappearance of the red flush at the base of his throat. The steady, assessing look that never wavered. If she could keep Nick from backing the earl into a metaphorical corner, they could walk away from the table with more than a pending heart attack from all the bacon she’d ingested.

			Finally, the earl turned to his grandson. “If I say yes to this, you’ll go along on the next grouse shoot with me and meet some of our kind of people.”

			Nick stiffened. “I like the people in Bowhaven.”

			“That may be so, but they aren’t our kind of people,” the earl retorted.

			Nick snorted. “Neither am I.”

			The earl looked down his partition nose at his grandson. “Which is exactly what I’m working to rectify.”

			Brooke gulped. Well then, this was not going anywhere productive. Both of the men were all but pounding their chests and declaring themselves the king of testosterone island. If she hadn’t already known they were related, this little display would have confirmed it. Nick’s shoulders went back and his chest puffed out, but before he could say anything, his attention landed on Brooke. She couldn’t say anything—that was beyond her station—but she thought it hard. Real hard. Don’t make this go tits up, Yank. 

			“The movie shoot for a grouse shoot?” Nick asked, each word coming out like a curse. 

			The earl nodded but managed not to gloat—much.

			Nick’s jaw went tight enough to make it look like he could crack a walnut, but he managed to get a single word out. “Fine.”

			Right then, this changed everything. Brooke’s attention flicked from one satisfied man to one who looked like he might snap the Vane silver between his fingers. He’d done it again—taken on something he didn’t want to help someone out. For all he professed to keep everyone at a distance, it was obvious that the truth of it was something different. Not that she was going to say anything about that, now or ever. She had more important things to deal with rather than the mysteries of Nick Vane that were snagging more of her attention than they should. What she needed to contend with was how Dallinger Park and Bowhaven could capitalize on this movie shoot.

			“We’ll have to hire some help from the village to assist Kate with cleaning in preparation here at Dallinger Park,” she said.

			“Agreed.” The earl nodded. “However, the east wing will continue to be off-limits except for myself.” 

			That was a problem. “The only bedrooms in the west wing, though, that are in good-enough shape to work for the movie’s two leads are the rooms Nick…” She started at her public overstep as the earl’s gaze narrowed. “Excuse me, Mr. Vane and I are assigned.”

			“I guess we can’t accommodate them, then,” the earl said without an ounce of regret. “What a shame.”

			Not ready to give in, Brooke grasped ahold of the first solution to pop into her head. “Actually, I can stay in the stable house.”

			“That only frees up one bedroom,” the earl said.

			She was going through the big house’s layout in her head when Nick spoke up.

			“The stable house sounds perfect for me, too,” he said. “That frees up two rooms and gets us all in alignment with the movie people’s needs. Problem solved.”

			Her mouth went dry at the same moment that other parts of her went soft and wet with anticipation. Oh no. That’s not what she’d been wanting at all. That wasn’t things sorted. That was problems ahead. The how-to-keep-your-knickers-on kind of problems. And judging by the cocky wink he gave her, he knew it.

		


		
			Chapter Eighteen

			Hours later, when Brooke finally stepped onto the path that led through the trees surrounding Dallinger Park and to the stables, she never wanted to talk to another human again. Considering that was coming from her, that meant something. She’d spent the day in the village hiring extra help for the big house, reserving rooms at the inn, and making sure the village shops were ready for the influx of Americans. Now she had one more thing to mark off her to-do list and she could dive beneath the duvet with a good book and a fabulous glass of wine. 

			Still, even as tired as she was, she couldn’t help but appreciate the view as the setting sun poked through the trees. The soft-focus light highlighted the deep greens, browns, and pops of blue from the wildflowers along the path and gave it all a dreamy, anything-is-possible feeling. As she walked through the kissing gate, she turned toward the east and took a second to admire the golden hue of the wheat in the field overshadowed by the crumbling remains of a centuries-old church leading toward the village. The yellow stalks rocked from side to side in the cool breeze while the cows in the fenced paddock next to it went about their business, oblivious to the complicated world turning around them. 

			She’d been like that once, so ready to accept whatever came her way. It was amazing how having to deal with the bloodsucking press, cheating shit of a boyfriend, and the eyes of an entire country on her could change that. Now, she was determined to never be that passive woman again. So what if she’d turned all her energy on fixing up the big house and the village? They needed her attention. And what was left over for her? Not worth worrying about. 

			“On that cheery little thought,” she mumbled to herself and took the left toward the stone stables that had been converted decades ago into a residence that in reality was more for storage than anything. 

			Of course, that meant that it probably hadn’t been cleaned since before she’d been born. Good thing she was armed with allergy tablets, cleaning supplies, and a flask of tea—in other words, ready for battle. As soon as she turned the corner, though, and spotted the windows flung open with music blaring out of them, she stopped in her tracks. Who in the bloody hell…?

			“Hello?” she yelled, going inside, repeating herself a few times as she walked through the sparkling clean sitting room.

			Nick walked out into the room, wearing only loose basketball shorts and a tool belt slung low on his waist. He had small towels tied together like slippers on his feet, a duster in one hand, and a canister hoover strapped to his back like a knapsack. The tool belt was stocked with different bottles, towels and wipes hanging from the slots where the hammers and stuff should go. It was almost enough to distract her from his drool-worthy abs. Almost. 

			“Whoa,” he said, shooting her a grin that woke up every butterfly in her stomach. “I didn’t expect you for another few hours.”

			“What’s on your feet?” Brilliant query, Brooke, you git. 

			“Duster slippers.” He lifted a leg so she could see the dirt-covered bottoms. “So easy to mock up. Totally effective. Killer profit maker. This puppy was one of my first inventions.”

			“But why are you…?” She circled her hand in his direction, encompassing his entire look because putting it into words wasn’t something her brain was ready for.

			He shrugged, seemingly totally unbothered by getting caught looking like a demented cleaner. “I ditched Gramps and got bored.”

			Her stomach tightened. That couldn’t be good. The blowup between the two of them had to have been of epic proportions for Nick to go to ground. “You’re hiding from the earl?” 

			“No.” He crossed his arms across his substantial chest. “I don’t hide. I avoid when the confrontation isn’t worth the headache.” The statement came out like she’d just accused him of licking the bottom of his shoe. “He’s got some muckity mucks over at the house, and I don’t want to deal with them, so I ghosted.”

			Since the earl’s son died, visitors to Dallinger Park weren’t plentiful. Well, except for a rather unpleasant few. “What did the visitors look like?”

			“From what I saw as I hustled it out of there, one guy was tall, bald, and paunchy and the other one looked the same but with a full head of hair and had either his daughter or third trophy wife with him.”

			Just brilliant. 

			“Daughter.” Portia Haverstam was as mean as she was beautiful and made Brooke’s life a misery whenever she visited for the afternoon with her father, Lord Kanter. There was no way she was going back to the big house unless forced. “Can you make a pair of those cleaning slippers for me?”

			Nick’s grin did things to her. “Why, Lady Lemons, are you hiding out? What if Gramps needs his secretary?”

			“I don’t hide.” Two could play the denial game. She held out her hand, palm up. “I’m working.”

			“Whatever you say, sweetheart.” One brown eyebrow went up, but he handed her the glass cleaner and a cloth. “Don’t worry, your secret is safe with me.”

			Three hours later, the sun had dipped below the horizon, the former stables were sparkling, and Nick Vane had disappeared. She couldn’t complain, though. The man had worked his rather nice arse off. Brooke blew a drooping strand of hair out of her face and tried to ignore her growling stomach. If she gave it another hour, she’d miss the horrid Portia Haverstam, her irritable father, and their annoying crony, Andrew Warren. Her gut rumbled again. 

			“Put a cork in it, belly,” she muttered to herself.

			“So I’m guessing my timing is impeccable?” Nick asked as he stood in the doorway, holding a heavy tray loaded down with fish and chips, a box of Cadbury Roses, and a few cans of beer.

			Her stomach pledged at that moment to marry him. Settle, belly. “You’re a godsend.”

			Nick strutted in, putting the tray down on the freshly hoovered carpet in front of the dark fireplace. “We’ve worked. Time to feast.”

			And they did. She teased him about the amount of ketchup he dipped his chips in. Of course, he just responded that fries were ketchup delivery devices and that vinegar she was sprinkling on hers was a travesty. The teasing continued through the meal right up until the dessert, when he unwrapped a blue-wrapped caramel Cadbury Rose, popped it into his mouth, and his eyes nearly rolled back in his head with bliss.

			“What in the hell do you do with chocolate over here to make it taste like that?” he asked, reaching for another.

			“Why, Mr. Vane,” she said with a laugh, grabbing a piece of her absolute favorite Golden Barrel Rose, marked by the gold wrapper, for herself. “Have you finally found something about England that you like?”

			He stopped unwrapping a Hazel Whirl Rose with its purple-and-orange-tipped wrapper and gave her a look that should have melted the chocolate in her hand on the spot. “Oh, I found something I liked about this island the minute I stepped off the plane.”

			Hello to the flock of racing pigeons that had just taken flight in her chest. Saving herself from trying to answer that, she reminded herself of all the reasons shagging him was wrong—you know, he’s her boss’s heir, he’s only grudgingly going to be here six months out of the year, nothing could ever come of them being together (except orgasms, her mutinous body reminded her by turning her nipples to hard pebbles)—Brooke shoved the barrel-shaped chocolate filled with caramel in her mouth and barely tasted a thing.

			“You’ve never answered my question about why you’re still here in Bowhaven,” he said.

			Okay, that was not what she expected to come next. It was like he had a special superpower when it came to putting people at a distance. “I have told you. I love this place.”

			“Why?” He ate the hazelnut chocolate he’d unwrapped.

			“Because it was the one place I knew where I’d be safe when everything went to shit on the front page of the tabloids.”

			He raised an eyebrow. “I’m gonna need more information than that.”

			She opened her mouth, but nothing came out. She’d never had to actually tell the story before. Thanks to the reporters, everyone already knew—or thought they did. Trying to find the words to sum up the whole distasteful mess was harder than she’d expected. 

			Nick started to pick up their dishes and put them back on the tray, his movements stiff. “It’s okay, you can just tell me to mind my own business.”

			Shit. That was not what this was about. “I’ve never told anyone before. I never had to.”

			He gave her that disarming, charming smile of his. “You don’t have to.”

			She turned away and exhaled a deep breath. By the time she’d counted to ten, she’d settled her features enough to give him the lowdown. “I met Reggie at a pub in Manchester. He came in with a bunch of his mates and I tripped and spilled my entire pint on him. Instead of getting mad, he made a joke and bought me a pint to make up for, as he’d said, being in my way.” 

			God. He’d been so fun and relaxed. The stories he’d told had made her laugh and the kind of life he led as a footballer made her experiences up until then seem so dull. 

			“Long story short, we started dating. Oh, I’d heard the rumors about him and the fact that he couldn’t keep his cock in his trousers, but he’d convinced me that he was a changed man—that he’d changed because of me.” 

			What an utter fool she’d been. 

			“Everything was fine—at least as far as I knew—right up until the prime minister came to a match. That’s when Reggie met the prime minister’s daughter. After that, she started going to matches on her own and, unbeknownst to me, meeting up with him in the locker room for a quickie. When I showed up after a practice, the team trainer sent me back into the locker room. That’s when I found them.” 

			Her memory from that moment was only in flashes. Reggie down on his knees in front of the other woman’s spread legs. The look of ecstasy on her face. How wet Reggie’s mouth had been when he’d turned and seen her. The blinding flashes from the cameras. 

			“I must have screamed or yelled or something because the next thing I knew, the reporters who’d been at the practice were there in the locker room. It was just the kind of embarrassing moment involving minor celebrities that the tabloids love to cover. The fact that it involved a regular girl from a small village—a total naive country girl—just made for more fodder. They camped out on the street in front of my flat. It was horrible. I couldn’t take it and I came back to Bowhaven.” 

			She’d made the drive home on autopilot, as if she’d been called back to the one place that still felt safe from mockery and humiliation. 

			“And when the reporters came here on Reggie’s tail when he’d shown up supposedly to win me back—more likely it was to fix some of the bad PR—the villagers formed a kind of blockade. No one talked to Reggie or the reporters. No one gave interviews, shared old photos, or gave away my location. They were there for me in my worst moment. Now that they’re having a bad moment, I want to do what I can to repay them.”

			Brooke had always expected that telling that story for the first time would be like reliving every humiliating second of the whole thing all over again. It wasn’t. Sure, it wasn’t painless, but sharing it with Nick was…nice. Kind of like letting go of a weight she hadn’t realized she’d been carrying around. She was lost in the strangeness of the moment when he reached out to her and intertwined his fingers with hers.

			“I’ve never wanted to punch out a total stranger so much in my life,” Nick said, his eyes dead serious.

			“Don’t worry,” she said with a wry chuckle. “Riley landed several good shots.”

			He raised his beer can in salute. “I owe that man a beer or twelve.”

			Something about his concern as they sat nearly hip to hip on the rug gave her a warm, secure feeling, the kind that reassured one after they heard a noise in the dark. It felt good. Too good. The wrong kind of good. It ticked her off, made her prickly. This man of all people, this bloody American heir to an earldom shouldn’t be the one to make her have that reaction. 

			“Why should you care?” she asked, her posture stiff enough to make her lower back ache as she sat on the rug and stared into the cold, dark hearth. “It doesn’t have anything to do with you.”

			“What can I say,” he replied, his words carefully neutral. “I’ve always been a sucker for the underdog.”

			“How very Captain America of you,” she said, stuffing another untasted chocolate into her mouth. “So you know my big secret; it’s only fair for you to tell me one of yours—and since I already know all about your parentage, you can’t make growing up an American earl-in-waiting as it.”

			The words were no sooner out of her mouth than the reality of what she’d just said, the casual cruelty of it, slapped her across the cheek. He’d been abandoned by his father and his mother had died when he was still a child. Shame burned her gut. “Nick, I’m so sorr—”

			“Don’t worry about it.” He crushed his empty beer can and laid the mangled aluminum on the tray with the rest of their dinner dishes. 

			“No, really.” She reached out and curled her fingers around his arm, the familiar shiver of awareness cutting right through everything else. “I shouldn’t have—”

			Something dark and thrilling flashed in his eyes that stole the words out of her mouth and made her pulse thunder in her ears. The next thing she knew, one of his strong hands was cupping the back of her head and he was pulling her in for a kiss. 

			“No more sorrys,” he said, his lips so close to hers. “You don’t want my sad story.”

			She had half a second of “oh shit” before his lips touched hers and she forgot everything else in the world. God. This man was an artist with his mouth. She felt the kiss all the way from her lips down to her toes and every place in between. Her thighs clenched when his tongue curled around hers, teasing and tempting her into doing every bad thing she could think of—and she had a great imagination. Then, just as the desperation for more had begun to build, he pulled away.

			“Sorry,” he said, rolling up from sitting to standing in one fluid motion. “I shouldn’t have done that. I lost myself for a minute. It won’t happen again.”

			Her mushy brain couldn’t process the words over the take-me-now demand her body was putting out. So she sat in silence and watched as he grabbed the tray covered in empty dishes and strode to the door, no doubt to deliver it to the kitchen in the big house. She’d been the one to say they shouldn’t have a repeat performance; that’s why he’d backed off. Still, she couldn’t help but wonder if she’d lost her ever-loving mind with that decision.

			… 

			True to his word, Mace arrived the next day in the first rental car in a caravan of small buses and vans that drove down the high street and caught the attention of every villager in town. Nick was fixing the wonky fryer at the chip shop when the first strains of grinding gears filtered in through the open window. 

			“Do they not have manual transmissions in America?” Paul, the chip shop owner, asked as he peeked out the window at the parade of cars making their way in jerks and fits up the street.

			Nick shook his head at the sight. “You mean stick shifts? Yeah, we have them, but not very many.” Another groaning protest from one of the cars’ gears sounded and he turned back toward the fryer. “Okay, so I’ve upgraded you so you’re on an automatic timer that will lower the basket at the touch of this button and lift the basket out when the time is right so you can take orders and still check and make sure everything’s done to your liking.”

			Paul gave the contraption now attached to his prize fryer an assessing look. “So no more having to fish them out from the big vat of fat? Or dealing with the splash back when I drop them in there because all I have to do is hit the button?”

			Nick nodded. “You got it.”

			The shop owner rubbed the tips of his fingers, shiny from the aftereffects of minor grease burns and gave Nick a rare Yorkshire appreciative grin. “I don’t know how to thank you.”

			“How about you tell me more about your dog’s habits.” 

			As if the corgi knew he was the center of a discussion, the little beast began to prance around in the cordoned-off section of the kitchen closest to the door leading to the fenced yard and farthest away from the fryer. Still trying to work out the kinks in the voice-calming doggie collar, he’d gotten a few names from Brooke of villagers with dogs who hated to be away from their owners. She’d recommended Paul, who had a fryer problem that had been the perfect distraction to stop Nick from thinking so much about Brooke since that kiss. He’d been planning to wait, to get her to admit that scratching the itch that had them both so out of sorts wasn’t just a good idea, it was the best idea. However, something about the quiet intimacy of that dinner in front of the cold fireplace, the fact she’d trusted him enough to tell him the story about that asshole Reggie, and her sweet falling all over herself after she thought she’d poked some mythical wound in his psyche had gotten to him. And he’d repaid her by kissing her—giving in to the want gnawing at him that hadn’t gone away. So here he was, a man in a chip shop trying to put a woman out of his mind by diving into any work he could find. 

			“Webster’s a good boy,” Paul said, dragging Nick’s attention back to the distraction at hand. “But he gnaws on the table leg a bit while we’re gone.”

			The dog, obviously thrilled to be discussed, was doing that waggle thing only corgis could do that made their butts vibrate. 

			“That’s why you take him to work?” Nick asked, trying not to laugh at the dog’s excited antics.

			“Yep.” Paul nodded. “He’s right as rain whilst faffing about in the little garden back there as long as he can see me through the glass in the door and hear my voice.”

			“Have you ever left voice recordings for him when you leave?” There had to be something in that experiment that he was missing; he just couldn’t put his finger on it.

			Paul looked at him like he’d just swallowed a handful of dirt. “Can’t say that I have.”

			“Would you try it out for me?” Okay, it was a weird request, but he needed to figure this puzzle out. He grabbed the ancient tape player/recorder and cassette he found in the village secondhand shop from the table next to the fryer. “Just for a few days and let me know what happens.”

			“What am I supposed to say to him?”

			Nick shrugged. “Whatever you want. It’s just your voice that matters. I’ll come back by in a few days to find out how it went.”

			“I’ll give it a go,” Paul said, taking the player-recorder as Webster did the wiggle-waggle thing in front of the door leading to the yard. 

			Nick left Paul tossing a ball in the yard with Webster behind the chip shop and made his way toward the Fox. He’d barely had to get the door open to confirm that he’d find Mace inside. The place was packed with locals and strangers who had to be movie folks packed in together like sticks of gum in a new pack. They weren’t kidding about Americans being loud. The volume in the pub had gone up significantly, but no one seemed to mind. Even the old dudes who camped out at the table by the bar like the grumpy guys in the balcony in the Muppet movies were smiling. The possibility of financial security tended to have that effect on a person. He could speak from personal experience. The difference in the set of his mama’s shoulders when she walked in the house on payday as opposed to a week later was always noticeable.

			“Dude!” Mace hollered across the pub and then bolted up from his seat and marched over.

			They did the man-hug thing where there was lots of extra-hard clapping on each other’s backs, but Nick couldn’t deny that it was good to see his buddy from the bad old days again. Since Mason lived in California and traveled with the movies he was tied to, they didn’t get to see each other much. Their chess game before he’d left for England had been a stop in for a few days between locations. 

			Once they made it back to the bar and each had a pint in their hands, Mason gave him a grin and raised an eyebrow. “So this is the place that kidnapped you.”

			“Village-napped,” Daisy corrected, unabashedly following the conversation in the mirror. One sassy wink later, she grabbed three pints and headed down to the other end of the bar.

			Nick followed her progress. Of course, that meant he got to scope the premises for another blond Chapman-Powell. His gaze hit on her immediately. Brooke stood on the other side of the massive Riley, who was always near Daisy. As soon as their eyes locked, her fingers went to her mouth, brushing across her lips as if she was haunted by that kiss as much as he was. Red bloomed in her cheeks and she dropped her hand to her pint, gripping the handle with white-knuckled intensity. Someone was definitely hot and bothered by the kiss. Good to know he wasn’t the only one. 

			“So we drove by the house,” Mace said, seemingly oblivious to the by-play in the mirror. Too bad Nick knew better. The man never missed a damn thing. “According to what I could see from the road, it’ll be perfect. Agnes Groves and Carter McDavies—or McPain in the Ass, as we call him—will be here tomorrow.”

			“They’re the leads?” Nick took a drink of his stout, unable to look away from Brooke, who refused to return his gaze again, and somehow ended up setting down an empty pint glass.

			“Yeah, it’s a small but well-funded project. The director’s a real up-and-comer. Give her a few years and she’ll be bringing home the golden statues and purple dragons in tutus.” 

			By the time the ridiculousness of Mace’s statement hit, it was too late. Nick’s ass was roasted and he knew it. He shook his head and looked down at his refilled pint (thank you, Phillip, the best bartender ever).

			“So where is she?” Mason asked with a chuckle.

			“Over there.” There was no use in denying it. Nick jerked his chin toward her but kept his gaze on his pint.

			His friend let out a low whistle. “So what’s the story? Who is she? And what’s with your shy maiden routine here?”

			“Fuck you.”

			Mace just gave him a shit-eating grin.

			He flipped off his oldest friend.

			Mace didn’t seem fazed by his reaction. “You know you’re going to tell me all about her anyway, so you might as well get it over with.”

			Nick dropped his voice, not that he’d really get overheard; the pub was as loud as ever with all the movie folks squeezed into the space. “That’s Brooke Chapman-Powell and she’s a total ballbuster.”

			“I like her already.” Mace clinked his pint glass against Nick’s. “Tell me more.”

			So he did, giving only the briefest explanation of what had happened in his room after he’d tried to crack his brain open in the bathroom, the kiss in the stable house, and his plan to get her back in his bed.

			And up went Mace’s raised eyebrow of inquisition. “So you’re just going to sit back and let the tension build between you two until she decides that screwing you isn’t such a bad idea?”

			It wasn’t exactly how he’d put it, but Nick couldn’t argue with his friend’s summation of his plan. So he didn’t.

			After thirty seconds of silence between the men, Mace leaned forward and jabbed a finger in Nick’s face. “Who are you and what did you do with the guy who declared that women were easy come, easy go so why get hung up on a specific one?”

			He smacked away his friend’s hand and signaled to Phillip for another round. “I’m not hung up on her.”

			Mace snorted. “Good to know.”

			The man couldn’t be any more wrong. Nick wasn’t hung up on Brooke. He just couldn’t figure her out, that was all. He was a problem solver, a puzzle figure outer, a riddle answerer, so it wasn’t in him to ignore such a complicated woman as Brooke Chapman-Powell. That’s the only reason why she’d gotten under his skin. Really. It was.

			… 

			Brooke couldn’t stop watching him. The easy confidence that wafted off him as he stood in the middle of a scrum of Americans made her heart speed up. The knowing smile that curled his lips whenever he looked her way and caught her watching had her nipples pebbling and pressing against the confines of her bra. And the sound of his deep voice that somehow she managed to hear over the chatter of everyone else in the pub? There weren’t words to describe it, just a feeling of hot, hungry anticipation. It was the beer. It had to be. The other night had been an aberration. 

			Daisy’s well-placed elbow to Brooke’s ribs snatched her attention away from the man she most decidedly wasn’t picturing naked. Pressing her hand to her side, she glared at her little sister. Daisy didn’t seem to care.

			“What is going on with you and Nick?” her sister asked, keeping her eyes on Brooke to read her lips.

			Heat bloomed in Brooke’s cheeks. “Mr. Vane.”

			Daisy rolled her eyes and took a sip of her pint. “Try again, sis.”

			“Nothing is going on.” Well, not right now. Not since that kiss that had burned in the best very bad way.

			Her sister’s eyes went round and she gasped. “You shagged him again, didn’t you?”

			Was there a heat level hotter than lava? Because that was her face at the moment. “You’re pissed.”

			Her sister closed her mouth—thank you very much—and looked around the pub. Luckily the regulars were more interested in covertly watching the American movie people than her and her sister. Well, all but Riley. He sat at a table with his mates, sneaking peeks at Daisy.

			Daisy leaned in close and did her best attempt at a whisper. “How was it?”

			“Passable.” And now her pants were on fire along with her face.

			Her sister snorted. “Fibber.”

			“Okay, it was good.” She glanced over at Nick. “Really good. Great.” He winked and her body went from kinda-into-it to get-me-new-knickers in a heartbeat. That’s not allowed, Brooke. “And it’s not happening again.”

			“Why not? It’s not like it’ll go anywhere, with him being the earl’s heir and you being a publican’s daughter.”

			“And I don’t want it to.” She didn’t. Her focus needed to be on Bowhaven, not on the man who was driving her mad.

			“Good. So enjoy yourself with a fit American.” Daisy held up her pint glass in toast.

			Brooke left her own glass on the bar. “I can’t.”

			“Why not?”

			“You know why.”

			Daisy groaned. “Is this about that wanker Reggie?”

			“I really don’t want my private life to again be the gossip talked about at tea.” Once in her lifetime was more than enough for that. It had taken a long time to get the villagers to see her as something other than that foolish Chapman-Powell girl who thought she could pass as posh with a footballer boyfriend and life in the city. 

			“So don’t let anyone know,” Daisy said.

			The possibility of it had her looking over at Nick again, only to find him checking her out. “Like that’s possible in a place like Bowhaven.”

			“’Course it is. All you have to do is work a little at it.”

			Something in her sister’s voice, a sort of excited happiness that hadn’t been there before, yanked Brooke’s gaze away from Nick and back to her sister—who was looking at the tall forest ranger staring right back at her like she was the best thing ever.

			“Are you telling me that you and Riley…?”

			Daisy blinked her large blue eyes and looked over at Brooke, grinning. “Not yet, but I’m considering.”

			If the queen had said the line of succession was skipping her son and going straight to William, Brooke couldn’t have been more taken aback. After all this time of watching Riley crush on Daisy with no results, she’d begun to doubt anything would come of it. And judging by the determined look in her sister’s gaze when she peeked at him over the top of her pint, something was definitely going to happen.

			“But enough about me,” Daisy said, jerking her chin toward the other end of the bar. “Looks like your man’s leaving.”

			Brooke didn’t have to turn to know who her sister meant. “He’s not my ma—”

			“Hey, Nick,” Daisy hollered over the din. “Are you on your way to the big house? Because Brooke was just getting ready to leave, too, and doesn’t have a car.”

			“You were supposed to take me back,” Brooke said, aware that half the eyes in the pub were now trained right on her.

			“It’s no big deal,” Nick said, cutting the distance between them. “Happy to help.”

			“Brilliant,” Daisy declared while all Brooke wanted to do was fall into a hole.

			Nick and the other American he was with—it had to be his mate from the movie company, judging by the easy camaraderie between the two of them—walked over from the other side of the bar.

			“Daisy and Brooke, meet my friend Mason Pell, who’s the reason why the production company is here in town,” Nick said. “Mace, these are the Chapman-Powell sisters. Beware, they’re going to take over the world someday.”

			“Well, at least Bowhaven,” Daisy said.

			“We’re looking for extras for the big zombie wedding ball scene,” Mason said. “Interested?”

			Brooke answered “no” at the same time Daisy said “yes.” 

			“One out of two ain’t bad,” the other man said with a laugh.

			“You guys can talk details.” Nick slid his palm across the small of her back, sending sparks through her. “Ready to go, Lady Lemons?”

			There. That was what she needed, a reminder of their places in this world. He’d be running the big house and she’d be working in it. Her chin lifted a little higher as she marched half a step ahead of him out of the pub, reminding herself that no matter how good it felt to have him touching her again, he wasn’t for her and never could be, not even for six months out of the year.

			The ride back to the stable house in Dallinger Park’s Land Rover was fast and quiet. Whatever was building between them, Nick didn’t seem any more anxious to talk about it than she was. Still, after they said their good nights and headed to their bedrooms, she couldn’t help but take a last peek at him in the hall before she shut her door. Too bad he was already inside his room. And that little voice in her head asking what if and why not got louder.

		


		
			Chapter Nineteen

			Brooke skipped the fish and chips shop the next day to avoid the line of people spilling out the door. It wasn’t just there, though. People were everywhere in the shops, on the footpaths. The flash of light in the window of the Bits and Bobs bookstore caught her attention next. Taking care to peek in between villagers crowding around the big window, she spotted a man and a woman signing autographs and smiling for photos with locals. The man looked familiar and there was no mistaking the woman. She’d been in a dozen rom-coms that Brooke had curled up with during the past few winters. 

			She had no idea how the two managed to stand it. All the camera phones and crowds were giving her flashbacks. Of course, unlike her, these two weren’t the center of attention because it was the most humiliating time of their lives. Skin getting itchy from the awful claustrophobic anxiety climbing up every single nerve in her body, she hustled past to the Fox next door.

			Per usual, just walking through the door smoothed out her janky breathing and settled her shoulders down a few inches.

			“Aye up, Brooke,” her mum and dad said nearly in union from their spots behind the bar.

			The others in the pub looked up from their pints and said their hellos—which passed as an overwhelmingly effusive welcome for Yorkshire—as she made her way over to her parents, who were both standing behind the bar beaming at her.

			“What’s going on?” she asked as her mum handed her a cuppa. 

			“You’ve been the talk of the village,” her dad said before heading down to refill Bruce Ackerman’s pint. 

			“Oh, great.” Being at the center of the teatime chatter was not what she’d been hoping to get out of this. She owed Bowhaven, and all she wanted to do was repay that debt. 

			Her mum leaned forward, pride gleaming in her eyes. “No one can stop talking about the movie and the fact that Nick said it was you who helped him talk the earl into agreeing to let them film at Dallinger Park.”

			There went the butterflies at the mention of his name. “Mr. Vane,” she said automatically.

			“Oh, there you go with that. Fine. That’s what Mr. Vane said,” her mum added. “Brian Kaye asked me this morning if you were still interested in running for village council. He said Alma Fistlegate is stepping away.”

			The village council? They wanted her to run? She figured she’d be fighting tooth and nail for years before she actually got on the council, and now they weren’t just going to listen to her, they wanted her to run? The news had her speechless.

			“Brian,” her mum said, calling out to the man sitting at a table nearby. “I was just telling our Brooke how you’d mentioned an upcoming opening on the council.”

			The older man stood up and carried his pint over to the bar, giving Brooke the friendliest look he’d ever shot her in the two years she’d been insistently sharing her ideas with him. 

			“Aye up, Brooke,” he said. “There’s not much power in the position; the county council is in charge of most things, but you’ll have a voice and help the village. So can I put you down as a yes?”

			Would she say yes? In a bloody heartbeat. “Of course.”

			It took Brooke a second to put a name on the floaty feeling making her lungs tight. Determined accomplishment. That’s what it was. She’d crossed a line and was going to do whatever it took to make sure she never went back to being the village joke again.

			… 

			The moors looked like a live-action Instagram filter. Even for as much as Nick didn’t want to be standing hunched over in a hunting butt with Gramps waiting for the grouse to come bursting out from the heather-covered hills, he didn’t have a choice. He had dark-green ear protection on his head, but with one ear uncovered until the shooting started. 

			Gramps turned to him in the small stone-lined space. “We need to talk about Ms. Chapman-Powell.”

			Yep. He definitely should have left ear protection over both ears. “Why?”

			“Because your dalliance isn’t going unnoticed,” he said. “The villagers are talking.”

			Great. That was exactly how to not get Brooke back into his bed. He’d fucked this whole thing up. “How is that any business of yours?”

			“I’m your grandfather.” The earl straightened his tweed vest that went with his tweed pants that ended under his knees. 

			It was like looking at a fancy English rich-guy cosplayer. Really, a group of them, because the others in the hunting party were dressed in similar outfits. Meanwhile, he was in jeans and a dark-green fleece. In August. Thank you, winds off the North Sea.

			“The question remains, why do you care?” he asked.

			The earl kept his gaze on the horizon, but there was no missing the way he flinched at Nick’s words. “Your father was a complicated man.”

			“He was a rich asshole who got what he wanted and left without a second thought.” About Nick’s mama. About him. About anything but himself.

			The earl whirled around in the small space, the vein in his temple throbbing. “Is that what you think?”

			“It’s what I know.” Not that his mama had ever spelled it out that way, but Nick had put the letters together all on his own.

			“There’s more to the story than you realize,” the earl said, his voice as hard as the stone lining the hunting butt. “But this isn’t the place for that discussion.”

			“Don’t worry about it,” Nick shot back, his own temper flaring. “I know the only reason I’m here is because you didn’t have any other choice. We’re not family. Not really.”

			If he didn’t know any better, he’d call the look that crossed the earl’s face hurt, but he did know better. This was the same man who’d arranged for his mama to lose the man she loved for reasons Nick never understood and for him to be a bastard without a father but a title that didn’t mean shit to him. The earl opened his mouth, but before any words could come out, shots blasted through the air as the grouse took flight.

			… 

			Dallinger Park was total chaos. Between the movie crew setting up lights and cameras and a million other things Brooke couldn’t put a name to, the earl giving the whole process a dismissive glare before retreating to the east wing, and the villagers hanging around to see if they’d get chosen to be an extra in the big zombie wedding ball scene, it was a madhouse. Crowds didn’t normally bother her, but the huge crush of people inside the great hall, the noise, and the number wandering outside the doors leading to the formal garden had her twitchy. 

			Nick was near Queen Victoria’s fireplace talking to his mate Mace. The two had an easy give-and-take between them with lots of laughter and manly shoulder punching for emphasis. Watching the byplay between the two men was like getting to see another side to Nick. For someone who presented himself to the world as if he was all laid-back charm, she couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more to him than he was letting on. Really, if he was as lazy as he tried to appear, would he have fixed Mr. Darcy’s kennel (Megan had told half the village about it once and the other half of the village twice), Paul’s fish fryer, and the flue for the fireplace he stood in front of right now, giving her an amazing view of his muscular arms as he gestured while talking with Mace?

			As if he could hear her question without her even uttering a word, he turned and looked at her and then started walking directly for her, sending a lightning bolt of awareness right through her. 

			Nick didn’t bother to stop when he got close, just slid his palm across the small of her back and started walking them both toward the french doors. “Let’s get out of here.”

			“We can’t leave.” No matter how lovely that sounded. 

			“What good is being the heir to an earldom if I can’t throw my weight around and get us out of this mess?” He didn’t stop their forward progress out the doors and to her little car, where he held open the driver’s side door. “Come on. Take me away from all of this before Mace talks me into being a one-eyed zombie with a drooling problem.”

			She didn’t have any plan in mind when she turned the keys in the ignition—she just drove, trying to ignore the way his masculine, woodsy scent filled the car, reminding her of how her pillows had smelled of him after they’d swapped rooms the first night. She’d sniffed that pillow a lot—too much for a grown woman to ever admit out loud.

			They ended up at the Bowhaven Forest, which almost smelled as good as Nick—calling Dr. Freud. Serious hikers mostly left it alone, but there was a tree-lined path dotted with huge hand-carved wooden foxes, frogs, bats, and owls that didn’t require hiking boots. That’s where she took Nick, hoping the beauty of the walk could keep her distracted enough that she didn’t give in to the growing urge to pull him behind a tree and have an outdoorsy repeat of the other night. If the path had been deserted, she might have, but as it was, they talked about his inventions and her plans to run for village council as they walked past the families with kids on the rough-hewn wooden swings and the couples on blankets taking in the last warm days of the season. It was nice being here with him, almost like they were just a girl and a guy, not the earl’s heir and the earl’s secretary. Looking up at the sunrays peeking through the branches, she realized that this was about as relaxed and happy as she’d been outside of her family’s pub since Reggie. It was almost as if that part of her life had never happened. God, wouldn’t that be a dream. 

			Someone at a picnic table had brought Bluetooth speakers and was playing one of the older songs that her parents had danced around to in the kitchen. Like Pavlov’s dog, she was singing the da-da-da-das along with the band until the music faded away. 

			“I love that song,” she said, unable to keep the grin off her face as they stopped in front of a giant carved wooden sheep, complete with intricately carved wool. 

			“Are you kidding?” Nick asked, shaking his head. “It’s the worst. Like anyone would actually walk five hundred miles for someone else.”

			“It’s nice to think that someone would, though.” That someone would always have to be on your side, dependable, solid. She knew what the opposite of that was like and couldn’t help but hold out hope that she’d find it.

			“Lady Lemons,” he said, brushing a strand of hair that had escaped her ponytail behind her ear, sending her pulse skyrocketing. “Are you a closet romantic?”

			“Not anymore.” At least not that she’d ever admit.

			He looked down at her with enough heat and hunger in his brown eyes to make her knees weak, her mouth dry, and her panties damp. When all she should be doing was running the hell away from him, all she wanted in the world was to have him lean down and kiss her until the rest of the world disappeared. God, what this man did to her wasn’t fair. She really needed to watch herself or she was going to fall—and fall hard—for the last man in the world she should want. And that was the exact moment when she realized it was too late. She already was falling for him—probably had started before he’d even landed at the airport with those emails and texts she’d read a million times. 

			“Fuck me,” she hissed under her breath. 

			Nick arched an eyebrow, but he didn’t kiss her. Instead, he took a step back and inhaled a shaky breath. “We should get back.”

			“You’re right,” she agreed, trying desperately to remember who she was (publican’s daughter), who he was (earl’s heir), and that anything between them wasn’t meant to be because life wasn’t a fairy tale and women like her didn’t end up with men like him. 

			… 

			“Surly” didn’t begin to cover the black mood Nick had been stuck in since yesterday’s walk in the woods with Brooke. When she’d looked up at him with that expression on her face like she thought there was something more to him than just a good fuck and that she was down for it, he’d been about three seconds from giving in, from dipping his head and kissing her so that he blasted away every last thought she’d ever had about any other man in the world but him. He didn’t just want to fuck her—he wanted to claim her, and that wasn’t him. He wasn’t that guy. In that way, he really was his father’s son.

			“The clock’s ticking on this place,” said Karen, yanking Nick back to the task at hand. She was one of the local electricians Paul had recommended when Nick went to find out how Webster had done with the voice recordings—shitty, it turned out. “This wiring has got to be fixed, and it’s not going to be cheap.”

			Of course it did and of course it wasn’t. “What happens if it isn’t?”

			Karen didn’t utter a word, but the horrified grimace on her face said it all. 

			“Are we talking no lights or a fire hazard?”

			“The latter,” Karen said. “Maybe not for years. Maybe sooner. No way to tell.”

			Fucking A. This was not what he needed. He could afford to get it fixed, several times over, but getting the earl to agree to the work that would mean a lot of holes in a lot of walls was going to be like punching himself in the face repeatedly for months. Every time he’d brought it up, the old man had glared and said he was earl and would decide what was to be done.

			He no sooner had the thought than the earl came steaming right at them. Karen, her sense of self-preservation obviously well honed, didn’t bother to stick around. She just gathered her stuff and got out of there faster than a race car on the last lap.

			The earl took one look at Karen’s retreating form and launched into a verbal attack. “Whatever it is, absolutely not.” 

			Christ on a cracker. He was not in the mood for this bullshit. “The electrical needs to be updated.”

			“I’ve told you repeatedly, it’s fine.” The old man narrowed his eyes and crossed his arms over his thin chest, daring Nick to argue.

			It was all so unbelievable—no, wait, totally predictable. “Why do you have to stick your heels in the dirt about everything?”

			“Don’t be impertinent.” The earl waved a hand dismissively in the air.

			“You’re right,” Nick said, actually feeling the moment when the last thread holding his temper in check snapped. “I shouldn’t give a rat’s ass about this place. God knows no one who ever lived here gave a rat’s ass about me.”

			“That’s not true,” the older man said, his face ashen. “Your father—”

			“Left.” The single word landed like a punch that hit both of them.

			His grandfather winced. “He couldn’t stay.”

			And they both knew why.

			Lost to the fury only an abandoned child can feel, Nick said, “Because. Of. You.”

			Temper snapped in the old man’s eyes, and he straightened to almost Nick’s height, staring his progeny in the eyes. “Because he had responsibilities.”

			To an old pile of rocks that was more important than Nick’s mama or him? Good to know, not that he didn’t anyway. “You know what? You’re right. The electrical in this dump doesn’t need to be updated.”

			Without waiting for the old man to utter another word of bullshit, Nick strode out of Dallinger Park, powered by a visceral anger that had spent too many years swirling under the surface. The old fury, it hadn’t ever gone away. It probably never would. The gravel drive crunched under his boots as he crossed to the stable house, a single light shining from a window. He stormed in through the front door and slammed it behind him. 

			Brooke stood in the hallway, light from the kitchen outlining her form and casting her blond hair in an ethereal halo. 

			“Nick,” she said, her voice soft and unsure. “Are you okay?”

			No, he wasn’t. Not even close. He was across the room before he knew it, every part of him aching to lose itself in her, in the sweet oblivion of her silky skin, her breathy moans, and the tight grip of her orgasm as she came all over him. He needed to feel her, to touch her, to make her want him. Still, he kept his hands at his sides, knowing that touching her, even once, would break the resolve he was holding on to with the last ounce of his tenuous self-control. 

			“Say the word and I’ll leave you alone. I won’t ever bother you again. We’ll just be friends,” he said, hating every single syllable coming out of his mouth. “Say it. Tell me you don’t want me the way I want you.”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty

			The rawness in his words and the untempered need in his dark eyes stole the breath from Brooke’s lungs. Even if she’d been able to deliver that lie right now, she would have hated herself afterward for it. The truth was that she wanted this man and she was done pretending otherwise. 

			“Please, Brooke.” He closed his eyes, his entire body coiled so tightly that the tension within him buffeted her like a gale-force wind. “Say the words.”

			She pressed a palm to his chest, over his quickly beating heart. “I can’t.”

			His eyes snapped open, and she had no idea how in the world she didn’t burst into flame from the intensity of the want she saw there. In that half second, the world stopped turning, her heart stopped beating, and breathing became optional. Then she was against the wall, his strong hands cupping her ass and holding her up so her feet didn’t touch the ground as his mouth crashed down on hers in a kiss that should have burned the whole stable house down. 

			Wrapping her legs around his waist, she angled her body so her core rubbed against his hard cock trapped inside his jeans. Electric sensation threatened to shatter her as she circled her hips, his hands digging into her ass. It was good, but it wasn’t enough. Desperate for more, she tore at his T-shirt, yanking it from his waistband. There wasn’t enough room between their bodies for her to make much headway when it came to feeling the bare heat of his skin. Just the sensation of his happy trail against her fingertips was all she could get and she wanted—needed—more. 

			Nick broke the kiss, not letting her go but resting his forehead against the wall above her shoulder. “Damn, Brooke. We shouldn’t—”

			She cupped his dick through his jeans. “Shut up and fuck me.”

			Surprise battled with lust on his face before the latter won out. “Bossy, aren’t you?”

			“You have no idea.” She ran her palm across his length, feeling his heat through the denim. “Put me down.” She unwound her legs from around him, hating to lose the feel of him against her but needing more than the hint of him through the layers of their clothing.

			He gave her a questioning look but lowered her until her feet hit the ground. She didn’t stop there. Continuing downward, she kept her attention focused on his face until she was on her knees, undoing the button of his jeans.

			“Hands on the wall,” she said, hot desire like lightning in her veins.

			He arched an eyebrow, and for a second she thought he was going to try to wrestle back control. Then, slowly, he lifted his arms to shoulder height and pressed both palms to the wall. 

			“I see you can follow the rules when properly motivated,” she said, lowering his zipper.

			“There’re more rules?”

			“With me?” She hooked her fingers in the waistband of his boxers and pulled them down to his ankles along with his jeans. “Always.”

			His cock was at mouth level, just where she wanted it, hard, the head swollen with need and a few drops of pre-cum glistening on the tip. God, it was glorious. 

			“You’re going to want to put your hands in my hair, hold me in place, and fuck my mouth.” She wet her lips. “You don’t get to.”

			Something primal flashed in his eyes. “Why not?”

			“Because that’s for later; right now I want to taste and tease and take what I want.”

			“You want my dick that badly?” he asked, challenge in his tone.

			“I want all of you that badly.”

			Whatever he would have said next came out as a groaning hiss when she opened her mouth and took him in deep. He kept his eyes open as her lips traveled all the way down to the root, but it was a fight. His entire body tensed with the effort not to move, not to rock in and out of her. She loved this, not the power of having a man like this but the thrill of giving Nick what he needed because she knew it—understood it—down to the depths of her soul. They weren’t that different, the two of them. They needed to be wanted.

			“Fuck, Brooke,” he said, his hands curling into fists but not leaving the wall above her. “Your mouth.” He let out a lusty groan when she flicked her tongue against his balls. “Your tongue.”

			Spurred on by the desperation in his voice, she continued moving her mouth along his shaft in languorous ups and downs. It was blissful agony for both of them, the best kind of mind-melting torture that made her wet and achy. The whole time she watched him, she saw the expressions fly across his face—hunger, need, ecstasy. She wrapped her fingers around his base, her fingers not quite touching, and released him from her mouth. Never tearing her gaze from his face, she pumped her hand up and down his cock wet from her mouth and licked the tip, relishing the salty liquid there. 

			Nick’s jaw tightened. “You’ve got ten more seconds.”

			“What happens then?” she asked, continuing to stroke the hard length of him.

			“I move my hands from this wall,” he said between gritted teeth.

			Her heart sped up and her core clenched. “Breaking the rules, are you?”

			“I’m American; it’s what we do.”

			The rough timber of his voice made her nipples tingle. 

			“What else do you do?” she asked, a breathy excitement in her voice.

			“This.” His hands captured hers and he yanked her to her feet, trapping her between him and the wall with her arms above her head. “Your time is up.”

			“Now what?”

			“My turn.” Keeping her wrists pinned with one of his hands, he trailed a fingertip down the side of her neck, leaving a trail of fire in its wake. “Don’t move your arms.”

			She would have answered if she could, but he was unbuttoning her jeans and shoving them down. He traced a finger across the damp center of her knickers. 

			“Did sucking my dick make you wet?”

			Her breath hitched. “Yes.”

			He hooked a finger in the back of the silk between her legs and pulled it taut so it pressed against her clit. “Are you soft and ready for me?”

			Her body screamed yes even as she could only muster a soft, “Yes.”

			He kissed the length of her throat, stopping at the sensitive spot where her shoulder met her neck and nipped the delicate skin. One hand cupped her breast through her shirt, and she closed her eyes and moaned her approval. Then he was gone, his heat replaced by cool air.

			She opened her eyes and saw him standing a foot away, stripping off his clothes. The view was impressive. He was all barely reined-in intensity and tight control as he grabbed behind his head and pulled off his T-shirt. 

			He gave her a long look up and down. “If you like those clothes, you better take them off or I’m going to rip them off you.”

			She kept her arms aloft, unable to back down from the challenge. “And here I thought you were Mr. Lazy Carefree Doesn’t Care About Anything.”

			“I care about getting you naked.” He reached out and snapped the elastic band of her knickers. “Now.”

			She could tease him some more, draw it out, drive him right to the edge, but just like she knew the moment he walked through the doors that he needed her, she needed him just as much. This attraction, this thing between them, it wasn’t just about need, though. It was more, and that scared her, but not nearly as much as the thought of being anywhere else than with him at this moment. He may not have wanted to come to England and she may not have ever wanted him to be here, but she couldn’t imagine her life without him anymore. She brought her fingers to the bottom button of her shirt and slipped it free.

			… 

			It took the very last bit of Nick’s self-control not to reach out and pull Brooke’s shirt apart and send the buttons flying across the hallway. 

			But instead of giving in, he gripped his cock and slowly stroked it as she unbuttoned her shirt, let it slip from her body, and stepped out of the jeans pooled around her ankles. God, she was beautiful, and she wanted him. 

			The realization of just how much he needed not just someone but Brooke to want him almost knocked him to his knees. 

			This wasn’t how he worked. Before he’d come to England, he was a man with few friends—though the ones he had were as solid as oak—whose life was his work, his boat, and the lake behind his house. Now he’d been adopted by a village that had actually started to feel like home, was in line for an English title, and had a family again—even if that family consisted of one of the most bullheaded men he’d ever met who’d never have claimed Nick if he’d had another choice. However, none of that mattered to him nearly as much as the woman standing in front of him in her white bra and panties with her blond hair falling around her shoulders. 

			“Is this what you wanted?” she asked, taking a step forward and closing the distance between them, her fingers skimming down his abdomen. 

			“I want more.” He reached down and sent her silk panties fluttering to the floor. “I want all of you.”

			The caveman inside him roared in agreement, and he swept Brooke up off the floor and strode with her in his arms—her mouth on his neck, his collarbone, his chest, anywhere she could reach—to his bedroom. He sat down on the edge of the bed, settling her across his lap with her knees on either side of his hips. Gliding his hands from the smooth curve of her ass and up the line of her spine, he didn’t stop until he reached the hooks of her bra. He made fast work of the damn thing while she rocked her wet core against his aching dick, sliding it up and down on him while rotating her hips and driving him to the edge of sanity. If he didn’t change things up, he was going to come on her instead of in her, and that wasn’t going to fucking happen. 

			“You broke the rules,” he said, gripping her hips and flipping her over so she was on her back on the bed, her long legs dangling off the end.

			“Never,” she said, her voice low and husky with want as she watched him move from sitting on the bed to being on his knees on the floor, one of her legs on either side of him. “I’m English. We follow the rules.”

			“I told you to get naked. You didn’t.” He laid his palms on her knees and spread her legs. “Now you pay the price.”

			“That sounds dastardly.” She slipped her bra off and tossed it to the floor. Then traced a finger up her bare thigh, drawing his attention to her glistening folds. “Do your worst.”

			“I plan to.” He could already taste her on his tongue, but she wasn’t getting off that easy—not yet anyway. 

			He started with her calves, touching and caressing them as she cupped her tits, pinching the nipples and pulling them taut. His cock was heavy against his thigh, pre-cum wetting the tip. The need to sink himself deep inside her thundered inside him, but he held it in check. He wanted to watch her come first. 

			“That’s it,” he said between kisses and licks on her inner thigh, getting closer and closer to her core. 

			Continuing upward, he lingered at the edge of the tight, springy curls framing her wet folds. Her scent was intoxicating, and he moved his mouth within a half inch of her swollen clit, close enough to blow on it as she shivered in response.

			“Nick,” she begged, lifting her hips. “Please.”

			Ignoring the gift she offered up, he moved his attention to her other leg, just above her knee. “That’s not much of a punishment if I give you what you want.” He looked up at her and glided his hands up her thighs until they were as high as they could go, thumbs and fingers just barely brushing her curls. “You’ll thank me later.”

			“Not bloody likely,” she said, her obvious frustration building along with her need.

			“Are you going to follow the rules next time?” He reached out his thumb and touched her clit with light, feathery caresses, not enough to satisfy, just enough to make her want more.

			“Yes,” she said, her hips squirming.

			He chuckled, dropping kisses up the insides of one of her smooth thighs. “I don’t know if I can believe you.”

			“Nick Vane, please,” she begged. “I can’t take it.”

			“We both know you can.” But he wasn’t going to make her wait. He was a dick sometimes, but not a complete asshole, so he put his mouth exactly where she wanted it.

			She tasted like warm heaven and he couldn’t get enough. Using his hands to spread her wide, he licked and sucked and teased her sweet, sensitive flesh, lapping his tongue against her swollen clit again and again as she writhed beneath him, her words replaced by moans of encouragement and pleas for more. He moved one hand lower, grazing her opening with his thumb and sliding inward. She grasped him tight and let out a shaky groan, so he did it again, giving her more of exactly what she wanted until she came apart against his mouth, calling out his name. 

			Sitting back, he watched Brooke come down from her orgasm, the beauty of it taking the air from his lungs and replacing it with a kind of awe he hadn’t experienced before. Something moved in his chest as he watched her roll up into a sitting position, her gaze hazy and satisfied. This woman could break him if she wanted. He was beyond out of his depth with her. However, before the realization could take an icy hold on him, she reached up and curled her hand around the back of his neck and drew him to her for a kiss, and the part of his brain that sent up flares for danger short-circuited.

			He curled an arm around her waist and pulled her upward on the bed as he joined her on the mattress, their bodies a tangle of limbs as they each tried to touch, caress, nip, kiss, lick, and revel in each other as much as possible. He cupped her tits, rolling her nipples between his thumb and finger as she kissed her way down his neck. If his cock had ever been harder, he didn’t know when.

			“Nick, I want you inside me,” she said, reaching down and taking his dick in her hand. “Now.”

			Jesus. Electricity shot through him as if he’d been hit by lightning. “Yes, ma’am.” 

			He reached across the bed and yanked open the nightstand drawer, pulling out a condom. While he watched her hands skim across his abs as she dipped her head and licked his nipple, he rolled on the latex. With both of them on their sides facing each other, he hooked an arm under her top leg and lifted it, then lined himself up with her opening and slid his cock inside her until he was buried to the hilt. It felt like his eyes rolled back in his head, and for a moment he couldn’t move as her core held him tight. 

			“So fucking tight. So good.”

			He withdrew and thrust forward again and again, but the angle wouldn’t let him get deep enough. He wanted more. He needed to make her his in this moment. Releasing her leg, he pulled back as she groaned in protest. 

			“On your knees.”

			She followed his command, getting on her hands and knees on the bed in front of him. Even though his dick was actually aching at this point to get inside her, he forced himself to wait and take in the sight of her as the moonlight coming in through the window highlighted the smooth lines of her back, the round curve of her ass, and the lust burning in her eyes as she looked over her shoulder at him.

			He took his dick in his hand and rubbed the head against her slick opening. “Is this what you want?”

			“Yes.” She pushed back, trying to take him in, but his palm on her ass stopped her.

			Keeping his hand high on his cock, he plunged forward so only the tip went in. “Just this?”

			She shook her head. “I want you. All of you.”

			The words were the final thing that snapped his self-control. He released his grip and sank home, hard, inside her. Gripping her hips, he pulled her back against him in time with his thrusts forward, taking her, claiming her, making her his. He couldn’t get enough of her and wasn’t sure he ever would. She met his every move, rotating her hips and grinding against him as they came together in a frenzy that had them both panting, their bodies glistening with sweat. Over and over, he buried himself inside her warmth, pleasure skittering through him like a runaway freight train. The tingling at the base of his spine came too soon—he didn’t want this feeling to end, but his body had other ideas. Everything had been building between them like extended foreplay for too long. He slid one hand down between her legs and circled her clit. She let out a strangled cry and her arms gave out, her face hitting the mattress.

			“Don’t you dare stop,” she demanded, continuing to thrust back toward him, her thighs shaking.

			He didn’t. Gritting his teeth to stave off the orgasm making his balls tight, he stroked her clit, circling the sensitive nub and fucking her until she screamed out, her hands fisting the sheets as tight as her core gripped his dick. That was all it took. He got one more deep thrust in before his own orgasm hit, arching his back and turning his body stiff with release.

			They both collapsed on the bed—well, he collapsed, Brooke just let her lower half join her upper half on the bed. His balls were heavy, his eyelids drooping. 

			“That was—” he started.

			“Phenomenal,” she finished, sitting up and moving to get off the bed.

			His lungs clenched with some foreign emotion at the prospect of her going, and he wrapped a hand around her wrist. “Don’t go.”

			“Just going to the toilet,” she said with a shy smile. “I’ll be right back.”

			He cleaned up while she was in the bathroom. When she emerged, still naked and blindingly beautiful, he flipped open the sheets and patted the bed beside him. She joined him under the covers, her head fitting just right in the pocket of his shoulder.

			“I have a confession to make,” she whispered, trailing her fingers through his chest hair and keeping her focus firmly away from his face. 

			His pulse picked up. “What’s that?”

			Her gaze rose to his face. “I like you, Nick Vane, and this might get complicated.”

			“I like you, too, and complications don’t bother me,” he said, heartbeat slowing as he stroked the long silk of her hair. “I like working out puzzles.”

			She smiled up at him, kissed the spot just below his collarbone, and closed her eyes. 

			Five minutes, an hour, a lifetime later, Nick lay in his bed with Brooke and stared out at the room. It wasn’t much. A bed. A nightstand. A dresser. It didn’t have the lake lapping lazily outside his window like his place in Salvation or the sound of croaking frogs coming in on a warm breeze drifting in through the window—but it had Brooke. And as she snuggled against his side, her naked body fitting perfectly against his, he decided that at that moment, it was better. It was the only place he wanted to be. 

			The realization should have scared the shit out of him. He held his breath, waiting for the itch of fear to prick at the back of his brain. When it didn’t come, he let out a long breath, wrapped his arm tighter around Brooke, and fell asleep.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			The undead were everywhere, and Nick couldn’t find Brooke. 

			Mace must have hired 90 percent of the village as extras for the big zombie wedding ball scene. Nick made his way through the zombies walking from the makeup trailers in the stable house driveway to the big house, where they stood on the edge of the set, which Mace had called a “no-go zone,” where only director, actors, camerapeople, and other must-haves were allowed. He was not and neither, it seemed, were the zombie hordes. Brooke, however, had managed to get past the invisible velvet rope. 

			One of the crew, a skinny guy in a black T-shirt and artfully torn jeans with—no lie—a newsboy cap was next to her, chatting her up. He was the kind of guy who only ordered craft beer made in small batches that had been flavored with the stolen acorns of woodland fairies and talked in condescending tones about the true righteousness of records played on his authentic gramophone. Nick wanted to crunch his nose to dust. 

			“Fancy meeting you here,” Daisy said, stopping to stand next to him. 

			Or at least he thought it was her. Gray skin, one eye hanging halfway down her cheek, and only a few blond wisps of hair covering her oozing head. 

			“Daisy?”

			“In the undead flesh.”

			“You look horrible.”

			“Thank you.” She grinned up at him, showing off a mouth with only a handful of yellow teeth in it. “Check out Riley’s heart.”

			He glanced over at the big man next to Daisy before his brain could warn him off. Riley’s face was pretty much the same, if grayer and slimier, but the real stomach turner was the hunk of skin and muscle missing from his chest that gave the perfect view of a putrid heart behind his exposed rib cage.

			“The makeup folks really know what they’re doing.”

			“It took forever, but how could we miss this?” Daisy slipped her hand into Riley’s. “Bowhaven’s never seen anything like it.” 

			Well, things sure had changed since he’d been village-napped. 

			“So who made the first move?” Nick asked, not bothering to hide the shit-eating grin he aimed at the big forest ranger.

			Riley’s blush managed to give his makeup a pinkish hue. Daisy, on the other hand, just grinned. 

			“Me, of course,” she said. “Now the village has something else to talk about other than just wondering if you and Brooke are more than just heir and secretary.”

			“They’re talking about that, huh?” As if magnetized, his gaze went back to Brooke inside the forbidden zone with the skinny guy who was standing way too close to the woman who’d been screaming Nick’s name as she came hard only a few hours ago. 

			Caveman tendencies? Possessive? Jealous? Him? Fucking A, yes he was. 

			“Take a breath there, John Wick,” Daisy said. “She’s just talking to him.”

			Only half aware that there were other people in the world, he turned back to the diminutive zombie next to him so she could read his lips. “What?”

			“Nothing,” Daisy said with a chuckle that ended when a hard look entered her eyes that gave him pause. “You know what happened with Reggie?”

			That fucker? Oh yeah, he knew and wanted to squash him like a bug because of it. However, since she’d already called him out for being a me-Tarzan-you-Jane dipshit, he just said, “Yeah.”

			“So know this.” She leaned forward, enough grit in her tone to make his blood chill in his veins. “No one will ever hurt her like that again.”

			Subtle? Not in the least, but that wasn’t Daisy’s style. “I understand.”

			“Good, because I like you, Nick Vane, but I love my sister.”

			And there it was, the thing he couldn’t give Brooke, not now, not ever—that sense of permanence. He didn’t know jack shit about forever except that it was a lie. Everyone leaves, so why bother trying to pretend otherwise? Brooke believed that following the rules meant success, she believed right triumphed over wrong, she believed that forever wasn’t a fairy tale—even if she wouldn’t admit it to herself, let alone him. If she didn’t, she never would have been making all this effort to bring Bowhaven back to what it had been and push it toward what it could be. And he would be nothing but a sometimes visitor to that world. It was all he knew—that was all he could ever be—because he knew better than anyone else that forever was nothing but a cruel promise that wasn’t any more real than Sleeping Beauty or Cinderella.

			The shrill squeak of feedback over a loudspeaker made him flinch before he could respond to Daisy’s threat.

			“All zombies report to the great hall,” a woman in a baseball cap armed with a bullhorn said as she walked through the crowd of the undead.

			Riley tapped Daisy’s shoulder and she stopped giving Nick the I-will-fuck-your-world glare to turn an adoring gaze onto her new boyfriend. 

			“We’ve got to go,” he said, once she was turned to him and could read his lips.

			She nodded, and a huge smile broke out on her face. “Let’s go eat some brains.”

			Riley laughed and they walked off together until they were a part of the undead horde streaming into Dallinger Park. 

			That left Nick alone to watch the controlled chaos that was a film shoot. It was a lot like baseball. Hours of boredom broken up by a flurry of activity, screams, and cursing. He scanned the area for Brooke, but she wasn’t with the skinny guy anymore. Not by the entrance to the big house. Not on his side of the do-not-cross line. After a few minutes, he finally spotted her deep in discussion with Mace. Her hand was on his forearm and their heads close together as they looked at a monitor showing what was going on inside the great hall.

			He’d known Mace for his entire adult life and a good number of years before that. In all that time, he’d never wanted to strangle him. Of course, that was before he saw his oldest friend give Brooke the smile that usually led to a game of: Panties? What panties? 

			Every muscle in his body was strung tight as he watched them, willing himself not to give in to the urge to pound his friend into the ground. Then Mace turned his head toward Nick and shot him a nothing-going-on-between-you-huh? grin behind Brooke’s back. The asshole. He must have seen Nick approaching and decided to poke the bear. Nick flipped his friend off. Mace just shrugged and turned back toward the monitor Brooke was engrossed with, but this time letting some sunshine—if this country actually had some—between their bodies.

			Shit. He needed to dial back this…whatever the fuck it was. He wasn’t the guy. He wasn’t just the one everyone left. He took off, too. He’d walked away from every girlfriend he’d ever had since he’d kissed Jenna Hoffman in sixth grade at the middle school dance. Staying wasn’t in his DNA. And he was leaving soon for Virginia anyway, to get his life in order for the six-month split between there and here. 

			Of course, that didn’t make him want to touch her any less, and that was the part that had him walking a thin line. He was the wrong man for her and he still wanted her anyway. Badly. More than he should.

			“There you are,” Brooke said, a huge smile on her face as she crossed under the rope cordoning off the no-go zone and over to him. “I was wondering where you’d run off to.”

			Standing close enough that the hum of electricity between them practically buzzed in his ears, she reached up and picked off invisible lint from his shirt as if she couldn’t help but touch him. Without thinking, he took her hand in his, the rightness of her fingers being intertwined with his setting off sparks of awareness and a lightning bolt of realization. He didn’t just want her. He was falling for her. And as she looked up at him, desire burning in her blue eyes as she parted her lips expectantly, he knew the last thing she needed in her life—even temporarily—was a man with his kind of baggage. 

			A better man would have walked away right then. Nick wasn’t a better man. Instead, he gave in to the urge to make Brooke his, dipped his head lower, and claimed her mouth in a kiss that promised everything he couldn’t deliver. He put everything he had into it, all the yearning and bittersweet wanting and tomorrows they couldn’t have. It wasn’t gentle or nice or teasing. It was delicious agony, and he never wanted it to end.

			He never heard the other man approaching. It wasn’t until the flash went off and the man hollered “oi” that Nick realized the rest of the world still existed. Drugged on this kiss and denial, Nick broke away from Brooke enough to figure out what was going on. His gut sank.

			The man was in a T-shirt and jeans, a press badge clipped to his shirt. “Never thought I’d catch Reggie’s uptight ex like this,” the man said. “Who’s the chap, Brooke? Is this to get back at Reggie? Still holding out hope he’ll come back now that he broke it off with the prime minister’s daughter?”

			He took another couple of shots as Nick’s brain tried to catch up. As soon as it did, he leaped back from Brooke and reached for the photographer, but the other man slipped away, disappearing into a second wave of zombies milling around waiting for their time on camera.

			“Oh no,” Brooke said, seeming to shrink into herself as he watched. “Please not again.”

			… 

			Whoever was answering pleas that week wasn’t taking calls, though. The first photos had appeared online on soccer gossip sites that night and rehashed Brooke’s experience with that dickhead Reggie as if she hadn’t been hot enough to hold on to what they called a footballer. Nick had never read something so ridiculous in his entire life. 

			“They’re jerks,” he said, snapping closed her laptop that sat on the kitchen table in the stable house the next morning.

			She took a drink of tea from her mug, then let out a long, weary sigh. “Why did this have to happen just when everyone was starting to look at me as if I had something to offer Bowhaven, as if I could be taken seriously?”

			“I take you seriously.”

			She snorted in a very un-Lady-Lemons-like way. “You just want to get in my knickers.”

			“True.” He grinned. “But don’t worry, this will blow over and it’ll only be a blip compared to all you bring to this place. The people in Bowhaven know that.”

			If only that had been the case. By the time Mace and the last movie people were packing up two days later, there were scummy little reporters and photographers everywhere in Bowhaven. Someone on the crew—Mace didn’t know who—had let it slip exactly who Brooke had been caught kissing. And that’s all it had taken for the photos and the speculation to move from the obscure soccer gossip sites to national news. Everyone wanted to get a piece of the American who was a rich inventor and would be the Earl of Englefield. The one he’d given to Mr. Darcy to shred in his doggie way had the headline “From American Love Child to English Earl.” 

			“Oh, not this twat again,” Riley muttered when a blowhard appeared on the TV in the fish and chip shop where the two were having lunch.

			Just as the man started in on the absolute mockery having a child borne from a marriage that had been annulled as a legitimate member of the peerage, the forest ranger hit the mute button. 

			“Thanks,” Nick said.

			Riley made a sort of grunting sound that he took as a “no problem,” and they went back to shoveling fish and vinegar-soaked french fries into their mouths. The fact that his mouth was filled with food was probably the only reason why his jaw didn’t drop when the earl walked in in full-on tweed outfit with a carved walking stick and a proud, disapproving upturn to his nose. 

			The earl looked around the mostly empty restaurant and finally settled on Nick. “I need a moment.”

			“What is it?” he asked, sopping up some salt from the brown paper wrapper his fish and fries had come in.

			“Can we go somewhere more private?” The earl fiddled with an eight-by-ten manila envelope tucked under one arm. “This information is of a delicate nature.”

			Nick watched the closed captioning on the silent television. The douche nozzle in the bad suit had moved on to calling Nick’s mom a money-grubbing American hussy. “I’m not sure I have any delicate sensitivity left anymore.” 

			“It involves Ms. Chapman-Powell.”

			That dragged his attention from the TV. “Go on.”

			The earl pulled the envelope from under his arm. “And some pictures.”

			“Have you been watching the news?” Nerves started to eat away at his stomach lining despite the bravado. “That kiss is already splashed all over the place.”

			“There are…” The earl paused as if, for once, at a loss for words. “Other photos.”

			When Nick didn’t say anything, Gramps gave Riley a look that would freeze lava and the forest ranger shrugged and moved to another table. The earl sat down and placed the envelope on the small circular table. Nick’s stomach developed six new ulcers in the span of a heartbeat. He didn’t want to open that envelope. Whatever was in there, it was bad. He picked up the envelope anyway and pulled out the contents.

			… 

			Just when Brooke thought it couldn’t get worse, Nick had walked into the Fox, asked her out into the garden, and shown her naked photos of the two of them making love at the stable house taken the night before. She knew because her hair was up in the photos just like it had been last night. He’d fisted her ponytail and she’d almost come on the spot. Now someone else out there knew that moment that had belonged just to them.

			The contents of her stomach curdled. 

			“How did he get these?” she asked, crumpling onto the wooden bench farthest away from the door leading into the pub and trying not to remember that the man who handed over the copies of the photos was her boss.

			The earl had received the low-resolution copies as a courtesy from a media mogul who’d turned down the opportunity to publish the photos in the national newspaper he owned as a favor to the earl. Of course, there wasn’t a guarantee the other papers wouldn’t print them. If they made it past next week without her arse on the front page, she’d go into shock. 

			“Well, it was nice while it lasted,” she said, imagining all her grand ideas for Bowhaven flying away with the fast-moving clouds overhead. They’d never happen now. Not once people got an eyeful of these pictures. 

			The disaster that was her life post-Reggie was one thing. She’d been the victim. But this? She doubted they’d see it that way.

			“What was nice?” Nick asked as he tore the printouts into tiny confetti pieces and swept them into the manila envelope.

			“Being respected by the villagers.” Getting the opportunity to see some of her ideas for the village come to fruition. Meeting her parents’ eyes. Not having everyone in Yorkshire knowing what her O face looked like. He could take his pick. “Now I’ll just be the girl who shagged the earl’s heir.”

			The envelope crumpled in his grip. “That’s not fair.” 

			“And we both know that life isn’t fair, so why fight it?” She knew better. The man got backslaps. The woman? She was just a slag. It wasn’t fair, and that just gutted her. 

			Nick paced the pub’s back garden like a caged animal, all angry intensity and pent-up energy. The air rippled around him, and for a second she couldn’t do more than stare at the man she’d fallen for. Hard. Before she knew it. Seeing him riled up like this on her behalf shoved away the last bit of the self-protective barrier around her heart because it was his. And with Nick by her side, she’d win over the town again. She wasn’t going to give up on it now.

			Oblivious to the thoughts swirling around inside her head, Nick raked his fingers through his hair as he paced. “Why don’t you get out of Dodge? Go somewhere else for a while, ditch everything and everyone.”

			Away. From everyone. The words stuck on repeat in her head. “You think I should run away. Again?”

			He stopped in front of her and nodded with the conviction of a saint in church. “Just leave. Start over. Everyone does.”

			“Even you?” The words scraped her throat as she said them. 

			It wasn’t like she hadn’t known he was going in a few months, but knowing and believing were two different things. Six months. That’s all he could give Bowhaven each year. Nothing more. No full-time commitment. She was a world-class git. 

			Nick didn’t say anything—he didn’t have to—and something inside her broke with such a clear finality, she swore she could hear the snap echoing in her ears.

			… 

			Why wouldn’t she listen to him? All he wanted to do was protect her, minimize the eventual agony. People left. Friends moved away. His dad abandoned his family. His mom died, and if someone thought that wasn’t leaving, then they’d never been lost and alone and at the mercy of an overburdened governmental system. He couldn’t stop that loss from hitting Brooke square in the face, but he could help her get out in front of it. If you moved fast and kept moving, then no one could leave you first.

			“I asked you a question, Nick,” she said, her voice strained and shaking. “Please offer me the common curtesy of an answer.”

			God, he didn’t want to do this, but he didn’t have a choice. He had to be cruel to be kind. She’d hate him, but she’d be better off. He could live with that.

			He forced his shoulders to relax, took on the lazy, bored posture he’d worn as armor for as long as he could remember. “Look, Brooke, I’m not the kind of guy you need. It’s not in my DNA to stick around. Just look at the people I come from. Everybody leaves, even me—especially me.”

			The words were knives and they landed perfectly. Her blue eyes grew wide, then watery, and it took everything he had not to fall to his knees before her and lie—tell her he’d stay, that he’d never leave. But he would. That’s what the Vanes did, and no matter how much he wanted to deny it, he was a Vane through and through. So he forced himself to stay, not to give in an inch. 

			Then Brooke transformed in front of him. Her spine straightened. Her chin lifted. She blinked away the unshed tears. Taking in a deep breath, she raised a hand and smoothed her blond hair back. By the time she rose from her chair, Brooke had disappeared and Lady Lemons had taken her place.

			“I’m not going anywhere,” she said. “This is my home and I’ll win them back over. One can’t just give up and leave every time something gets hard.”

			“Leaving isn’t giving in; it’s playing it smart. It’s self-preservation. It’s survival.” Alone was better than abandoned and unwanted. Always. “You can’t fool yourself thinking that the whole I’ll-walk-five-hundred-miles thing is real. It’s not. Everyone leaves, and they don’t come back, so why not get out of there first?”

			She looked him dead in the eyes. “Because not all of us are thirty-two-year-old man children.”

			“Is that what you think I am?”

			One blond eyebrow went up. “That’s what you’re acting like.”

			And that’s what he got for trying to help. Insults. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” The manila envelope a crumpled mess in his fist, he turned and started for the door leading into the pub so he could get away from this woman.

			“Leaving so soon?” she asked, a mocking derision giving her words a sharp edge. “What a shock.”

			He yanked the door open but paused before he walked through, pivoting so he could get a good look at the woman who’d actually made him want to stay even when he knew he couldn’t. “Ever think that this place isn’t worth fighting for?”

			“No,” she said without the slightest hesitation. “That’s the thing about Bowhaven. It demands fighters, and if you’re not one, then maybe you should go.”

			“That’s exactly what I’ve been telling you people since you first contacted me. I don’t belong here.”

			He’d known it all along. This place. These people. They didn’t want him and he didn’t want to be here. Now it was time he took his own advice and got the hell out of here for good.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			Dallinger Park loomed ahead of Nick after the long trudge from the village, dark and craggy against the fading purple of the heather-covered hills. For once, he was glad to see the place and all it represented, because he was finally getting to do what he’d promised himself he would on the plane to England—tell the old earl to fuck straight off. Then he’d head home in the morning. The two-mile walk from the village had given him enough time to make the travel arrangements he’d been putting off in favor of spending his time feeling Brooke come apart in his arms.

			Striding up toward the front doors, too preoccupied to be paying attention, he stepped ankle-deep right into a puddle left over from the afternoon rain. It soaked straight through his sock before he pulled his foot free with a loud squelch. 

			What a perfect end to a delightfully shitty day. 

			If he hadn’t been so distracted, he would have noticed the rain-filled pothole. But he had been. Hell, he’d been distracted since he got that first email from Brooke in all her Lady Lemons glory ordering him to England as if she actually wanted him. But she didn’t. All she wanted was for Bowhaven to want her. Now, that was a foolhardy endeavor. Places or people, it didn’t matter. They never really wanted you beyond what you could get them at that moment. After that? You were back out there on your own again feeling like a sucker. He’d learned all that early in life, and yet here he was like an asshole, half hoping he’d found a place where he actually belonged. 

			Brooke had been right about one thing—it was best for him to leave.

			He stripped the mud off the bottom of his shoes on the boot scrapper and slipped the shoes off anyway when he walked inside Dallinger Park. The rug was old and worn, but his mama had taught him better than to track dirt inside. 

			The place was quiet, since the small number of people on staff had the day off to recover from cleaning up after the chaos of the movie shoot. 

			“Hello,” he hollered out. 

			No one responded. Of course not. Why should anything in this godforsaken country go as planned? All he wanted to do was tell good old Gramps to stick his earldom where the sun didn’t shine, and then he could go home. It’s what he should have done in the first place.

			Nick’s footsteps echoed up the portrait-lined walls of the great hall as he continued through to the staircase that would take him to his room. It went right past a door that had always been locked before. It wasn’t now.

			His damn curiosity getting the best of him, he walked inside, still holding his shoes. It was a study. One that wasn’t used very often, judging by the amount of dust on top of the sheets covering the furniture—well, most of the furniture. A desk sat near a set of double windows on the far side of the room. Papers were scattered on its polished oak surface. There was no way he could walk out without knowing. That’s not how he worked. 

			He set his shoes down in the empty fireplace hearth near the door and strode over to the desk. He recognized the loopy handwriting as soon as he glanced down at the scattered papers and froze. The same handwriting had been on notes to his school to excuse an absence for the flu or a quick good luck written on a napkin snuck into his lunch box on a test day. The last time he’d seen his mother’s handwriting on something new had been the letter she’d left for him to read after she’d died. He’d taken it with him to the first group home, where some asshole riffling through his shit and stealing anything he could sell had shredded the letter in some juvenile show of dominance—one that had cost him a broken nose and a cracked tooth. Of course, that didn’t bring back his mom or the destroyed unread letter.

			These letters, though, he’d never seen them before. They were yellowed with age and creased with multiple foldings. He picked up the first one off the pile, reading a passage at random.

			You wouldn’t believe how much he’s grown. I no more than walk into the house with groceries and he’s searching through the bags, wondering what kind of snacks I got.

			He could hear his mama chuckling at him, the sound muffled by the crinkling of the plastic bags as he checked out what she’d brought home, supposedly while helping her put the groceries away. Most of it would be healthy, lots of fruits and veggies, but she always got him something—Doritos, pizza rolls, extra spicy nacho cheese in the supersize jar. That was his mama. 

			Dropping the letter, he grabbed another from the pile, a paragraph halfway down the page catching his eye.

			And his laugh? Good Lord, it sounds like yours. I can’t hear him without thinking of the time we went canoeing and I accidentally flipped the damn thing. Thank God the water had only been waist-high. You came up looking like a drowned rat with a fish in your hands. I’ll never understand how you did that. The days when I’m missing you most, I think back to that day and it always makes me smile.

			He dropped the page as if it were on fire. It didn’t make sense. She had to be writing to the DNA donor, but they were almost like love letters. That wasn’t right. He’d left them. Never looked back. There were checks and nothing else. His mama would have told him if there was more. He tipped over the rest of the short pile of letters and grabbed the one at the bottom, dated only a few months before she’d died.

			I worry sometimes. Nick gets so angry, and I know why. He holds on to every scrap of everything, never throws a thing out. I swear he hordes out of reflex. It’s like he’s afraid he’ll wake up and it’ll all be gone. I know I did this to him. We did this to him. I wish I could tell him the rest. Explain how we didn’t have a choice. How we had to keep everything secret. Love. Family. Loyalty. They’re all things I’m trying to raise him to understand are the most important things, the things that matter. You had reasons for what you did. Someday I’ll figure out how to explain that to him.

			She didn’t have a choice? His father didn’t have a choice? The world tilted and the letter fell from his fingers, landed on the edge of the desk, and then fluttered down to the floor. Looking around, he took in the room. There were photos on the desk. Of his mother. Of him as a boy. Of the man who had to be his father holding a baby wrapped in that thin pink-and-blue-striped blanket every baby born in America seemed to get wrapped up in at the hospital. Him. That baby had to be him.

			“I don’t suppose she ever got the chance to explain it all to you.” The earl stood in the doorway wearing a tweed blazer and an unreadable expression.

			Nick didn’t startle, didn’t flinch. Of course the old man would pick this moment to show. Obviously, the open door had been a trap and he’d walked right in.

			“Explain?” he asked, his voice sounding stronger than he felt at the moment. “No. She died.”

			The earl nodded. “And you went into care.”

			“Is that what you want to call it?” The cruel laugh burst from his chest as he pictured the dingy group home with the broken porch boards and creaking stairs. “Care? It has a nice ring to it, but that’s not exactly what it was.”

			The old man rubbed his palm across the back of his neck and strolled to a sheet draped over a rectangle. He slid the sheet off and revealed a small bar with decanters filled with amber liquid and a few crystal glasses. After uncorking one of the decanters and sniffing the contents, he poured some into a glass, seemed to think better of the proportion, and poured more into it. 

			Nick watched, an icy fury burning inside him, as the earl downed the whiskey in one long drink and then poured another. 

			“Are you old enough yet to have regrets?” the earl asked as he crossed the room to a covered chair. He flipped the sheet off and sat down. “Not the oh-I-wish-I-had-done-this-differently thing but the absolute certainty that you’ve made a proper wreck of everything you thought you were trying to fix?”

			“Is this where you tell me that my DNA donor had a change of heart?” Good fucking luck with that.

			“Your father? No, he never did.” The earl took a sip of whiskey. “He never wanted to leave in the first place.”

			If it wasn’t such a ridiculous lie, Nick would have laughed in the old man’s face. Instead, he strode over to the bar and poured two fingers of whiskey. It burned its way down his throat and he welcomed the pain. “Don’t give me that bullshit. I know he was weak. He left with you the first chance he got and never looked back.”

			“Really? Is that what you deduce from going through those letters your mother wrote to your father?”

			“It’s what I know.” He did. He’d always known it.

			“How? Did your mother tell you this?”

			“She didn’t have to.” He set the empty glass down on the bar before it broke in his white-knuckled grip, and the words poured out hot and angry. “I knew it from the first time I asked her about him and she told me that I’d understand someday, that she’d explain why he left the way he did. And the checks always came. Guilt money or hush money, it didn’t matter because it turned out to be blood money.”

			Cool, unflappable British aristocrat to the end, the earl maintained eye contact throughout, his chin high, his posture rigid. Only a flicker of something—pain? guilt?—flashed at the mention of money. No doubt, the old man was wishing he could have some of that back.

			“I gather you just made up a fairy tale about what happened between your parents, casting your father as the evil villain.”

			“That’s what he was.”

			“No.” The earl shook his head, something that looked a lot like regret pinching the corners of his mouth. “That’s what I was.”

			Gone was the man who’d met Nick the day he arrived at Dallinger Park, the one who argued about fireplace mantels and our kind of people. He’d been replaced by someone with a grayish tint to his skin, weary lines suddenly appearing around his eyes. The man aged at least ten years before Nick’s eyes.

			“I’ve never liked change,” the earl went on. “I like the old ways. The sure ways. The ways that make sense.” He swirled the last dregs of whiskey in his glass, the amber liquid sloshing from side to side; then he downed it. “That’s not an excuse, just an explanation. So when my son and heir ran off to America and got married, I was incensed. That wasn’t done. It. Just. Wasn’t. Done. But he had done it. I was younger then, more sure that I knew all there was to know about how and why the world worked. There were our kind of people and everyone else. To an extent, I still think that way. I’m too old to go changing completely.”

			“Yeah, you’re just a beacon of tolerance and newfangled thinking,” Nick said, finishing off his own drink. 

			“No one would ever describe me as thus, but your father was. He always had new ideas, plans, options—they seemed never-ending to him. A more curious man I’d never met. Until I read the investigator’s file on you. You’re a lot like him, you know.”

			Nick snorted, trying to cover the instant unstoppable feelings of yes and no fighting it out in his chest by aimlessly walking around the room and checking under the dust-covered sheets. “Let me know how and I’ll change it.”

			“You both have an innate need to help others.”

			“He sure didn’t help Mama and me.”

			The earl sighed and glanced over to the desk littered with old letters and framed photos of a family that never existed in Nick’s memory. 

			“I didn’t give him a choice,” the earl said, his voice weary. “Go and his wife and child would be taken care of financially in perpetuity. Stay and he and his new family would be cut off completely. I made sure to let him know that I had connections everywhere. I could make it so he’d never be gainfully employed, could never provide for his family. Then I reminded him of his duty to Dallinger Park, to the family, and to the people of Bowhaven. He had a simple choice, I explained: return home and everyone got what they needed. Stay and no one would.”

			Each word of the earl’s confession pierced Nick like an acid-tipped ice pick. “And people called me the bastard.”

			“He was only back for a year when he died in a car crash.” The earl looked at his empty glass like he could will it to be full again. “I kept up the checks to your mother. Never told her of his passing. The letters kept coming until one day, they didn’t anymore. I thought it would be easier for everyone that way.”

			“And when my mother died, you figured you’d dodged a bullet.”

			The old man gave a noncommittal shrug. “And now, I’ve come to the point in my life when my list of glaring errors and miscalculations are longer than the time I have left to correct them. But I thought with you, if I could just bring you here, explain what had happened between your parents, that—”

			“All would be forgiven?” The question came out like ground glass, leaving him bloody on the inside.

			“I suppose so, yes. Making you my heir was just an excuse to get you here. The real reason I did it was to make you my grandson. I guess I’m still the selfish bastard I’ve always been.”

			Trying to process everything the earl had just unloaded was making his brain swim. Everything he thought—everything he knew—had been suddenly ripped away like one of the dusty sheets covering the furniture in the study that had to have been his father’s. Who hadn’t wanted to leave. Who— It was all too much, so he welcomed the fury that poured over his confusion like lava.

			“I’m flying out in the morning.”

			The earl nodded, as if this had been expected. “Will you be back?”

			“No.”

			“I see.” The earl stood and walked over to the desk. “Ms. Chapman-Powell will be disappointed.”

			The image of her in the pub’s back courtyard telling him to go flashed in front of him. “I doubt it.”

			“Pain and fear make us say horrible things sometimes.”

			“That woman’s not afraid of anything.” No matter what, she just kept going, refusing to give even an inch. 

			“Oh, we all fear something. You know that well.” The earl gathered up the letters from the desk and held them out to Nick. “These rightly belong to you now. You should take them with you.”

			“What should I do with them?” The words came out in a snarl even as he took the letters that crinkled in his grip.

			“Read them. Understand that whatever dark and dismal fairy tale you created as a hurt and confused boy to explain what happened to your parents, the truth was a different story. Maybe then you’ll understand, William.”

			It was the last thing Nick wanted. He knew the truth already and the whys didn’t matter. “I don’t want to understand him.” 

			“Understand who?” the older man asked as he looked around the room, his moves jerky and unsure.

			“William,” he shot back as an angry heat filled him.

			“Stop this foolishness,” the earl said, his voice loud enough to fill the room. “You are William.”

			That was the very last thing Nick would ever become. “He may have donated half my DNA, but I am not him.”

			Confusion darkened the older man’s eyes, and he stood there for a second not moving, his eyes wide. Then he blinked several times and let out a shaky breath. “Of course not.”

			Then, without another word or any sort of further explanation, the earl left, his gait a little slower, a little more cautious than usual, leaving Nick to contemplate the bomb that had just gone off in his own head. The story the old man had just shilled couldn’t be right. He glanced down at the proof in his hand and gave in again to the one thing that had always served him well in these situations—the voice that told him to run.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			Nick was asses to elbows with humanity in Manchester waiting to get into a metal tube so he could finally fly back over the Atlantic. His seat was cramped, the old lady next to him wouldn’t stop talking, and he’d forgotten to put his headache medication in his carry-on. That meant no sweet oblivion called sleep while he waited for his flight to be called—especially not with Mrs. Damerschmidt of Rahway, New Jersey, telling him every little detail of her grandson’s mastery of the alphabet at only eleven months. 

			“The boy is a prodigy. You say A and he picks up the block and stuffs it straight in his mouth. It’s too big for him to swallow so you don’t have to worry about that, but it does get a little messy. Our little booger doesn’t like to give back those wood blocks once they’re in his mouth. You don’t think he could be harmed by the paint chips on the block, do you?”

			She looked at him expectantly. 

			“I don’t think they use lead-based paint on kids’ toys anymore,” he said, more on autopilot than any actual frame of reference beyond who in the hell would still use poisoned paint.

			“Oh good, that makes me feel so much better,” she said, heaving a relieved sigh. “You really are the nicest. I can’t tell you how nice it was to sit down in my seat and realize that you were American. I’ve missed hearing home, you know what I mean?”

			“Yes, ma’am.” Home. The word didn’t come with an automatic image of his Virginia lake house anymore, and that was a problem. 

			“And the manners, your mama must be so proud. Listen to me prattling on like you’re a boy when you probably have a boy of your own.”

			A towheaded baby with big blue eyes flashed in his mind. “No, ma’am.”

			“Well, you need to get working on that. I’m sure your mother tells you that all the time.” She pivoted in her seat to better face him, glancing down at the dog collar he’d placed on the small table between their chairs. “Now, what is that thing you keep messing with? It looks like a dog collar, but there’s more to it.”

			“It’s a little something I’ve been working on.” And he’d finally be able to give it his full attention now that he wouldn’t be distracted by Brooke or Bowhaven or the earl.

			“Come now, you can’t keep a secret from me. I’m a stranger; you’ll never see me again, so there’s no harm in telling me everything.”

			“It’s nothing that deep, just a voice-activated dog collar. It measures a dog’s anxiety level via their pulse and, when needed, plays back a prerecorded message that’s supposed to calm the dog down.”

			Mrs. Damerschmidt nodded. “But it makes the pooch go wild.”

			“Afraid so.” 

			“They seem like such simple creatures, but they always know, don’t they?”

			“Ma’am?”

			Her face got a soft, faraway look to it. “Well, I had a french bulldog named Rufus a few years ago before he got hit by a bus.” She made the sign of the cross. “Poor guy was always more curious than smart. Well, he knew my husband’s car, his footsteps, even his breathing pattern for when he finally fell asleep and it was safe for Rufus to jump on the bed and snuggle in without fear of getting told to get down and go to his own doggie bed. He wouldn’t have been fooled with a fake. Even silly dogs know the real thing when they feel it. It’s love. Human or canine, we know it when we know it, know what I mean?”

			Did he? His gut clenched at an image of Brooke smiling at him at the Fox. The sound of her unexpected laugh. The way that even as she was acting like Lady Lemons, some of her natural spit and vinegar came through. Her determination to make Bowhaven a better place whether it wanted to be or not. Did he know love? His chest ached. He did. And he’d walked away. Not that he had a choice. She’d told him to go, and he had. 

			Something must have shown on his face because she patted his arm. “What’s her name and what did you do to mess it all up?”

			“What makes you think it was me?” Him? Defensive? Never.

			“I know I look every one of my sixty-six years, buddy. Don’t even try to pee on my leg and tell me it’s raining. I stole that from the TV judge. I love that line. Use it on my Jerry all the time. Now, fess up.”

			And because they were about to get on a plane and go thirty thousand feet in the air over the Atlantic Ocean with hours to go in a cabin where the lights were dimmed and the sound of soft snoring the only noise, he did. He started with the emails and the texts to meeting Lady Lemons at the airport to the zombie wedding ball and everything in between. By the time he ended, Mrs. Damerschmidt was shaking her head.

			“You need serious help,” she said, flinging the insult while managing to not make it sound like one. “My Jerry does, too. I think it has something to do with that Y chromosome you’ve got in common.”

			“How is this my fault?” Nick asked.

			She gave him a sympathetic smile. “Don’t get caught up on fault. Think about outcomes. Is this the one you wanted?”

			“Absolutely. I never wanted to be on that dreary island in the first place.”

			“Funny way of showing it by getting on an airplane and going there,” Mrs. Damerschmidt said, sarcasm dripping off each word.

			“She wore me down.” All those texts. The emails. The sheer determination to get her way.

			The older woman nodded knowingly. “A good woman will do that until you see the truth.”

			“And what truth is that?” This was getting ridiculous. 

			“You tell me.”

			The truth? All he knew now was that everyone had secrets. His grandfather had kept his locked away in a room with old letters and photos of a family he’d torn apart. Brooke? She’d had hers, too. She wanted to repay Bowhaven for coming to her rescue when she’d been at her lowest by doing whatever it took to save the village—even if that meant convincing a stubborn American to get on a plane to England. Discovering his mom’s secret had left him raw. The woman in the letters loved him, he never doubted that, but she’d hid the truth about his father, about what happened. He was the only one without any secrets. He was who he was. A man alone and who was absolutely 100 percent okay with that. He didn’t need a family. Or a village. Or Brooke. He would be just fine on his own as always. 

			He opened his mouth to tell Mrs. Damerschmidt exactly that, but it wasn’t what came out. Instead, it was his own secret that he’d kept from himself. 

			“That I was looking for home,” he said, the words coming out like a revelation he’d known in his gut all along. “That I was looking for people who would love me. That I was looking for a place where I’d be wanted.” 

			“Sounds to me like you found it, too. And on top of that, you found someone who loves you like my Jerry loves me…like I love him.” She held up her left hand and the tiny sliver of a diamond shone in the light from the small overhead bulb. “Forty years.” She patted him on the shoulder. “Falling in love is a horrible thing to have happen to a person. It’s ugly and scary and it makes you want to run as fast as your feet will take you some days. But it’s worth it—if you have the balls to go out and claim it.” She tapped a finger on the dog collar spread out on his tray table. “Even Rufus knew that.”

			He swiped the collar off his table and stuffed it into his pocket. “You’re wrong.” 

			She had to be. Otherwise he’d made one of those I’ve-wrecked-everything mistakes his grandfather had told him about. The old man couldn’t be right. Not about this.

			Mrs. Damerschmidt turned in her seat to face front. “Keep telling yourself that fairy tale and maybe you’ll start to believe it.”

			Nick kept his mouth shut. A voice over the intercom announced his flight back to America was about to board. He should be standing up, getting his carry-on bag, and prepping for boarding. Instead, he was sitting there feeling a little like a man who’d just been sucker punched by the sinking realization that the older woman was right. The dog collar poked him in the thigh. It didn’t really fit in his pocket, but he couldn’t stand to look at it another second. Stupid thing would probably never work anyway. Mrs. Damerschmidt was probably right—even pooches knew when love was right in front of their snouts. He tried to imagine how the sound of Brooke’s voice could be even half as good as having her with him. It didn’t even come close. Realization sank into him, making his bones heavy with certainty. 

			Canine or human, we know love when we know it. Even jerks like Nick Vane.

			Nick started in his seat. “I’ve gotta get back to Bowhaven.”

			Mrs. Damerschmidt cracked her eyes open and grinned at him. “That’s my boy. Go get her back.”

			… 

			Turned out Brooke’s naked bum didn’t have to wait until the next week for national exposure. Thanks to the beauty of the internet, her arse was available in 300-dpi online by teatime two days later. Some twat had even giffed it so that all the photos flowed together in one twenty-second video. 

			“Brilliant,” she muttered to herself as she placed her mobile down on the pub’s bar so she didn’t fling it across the room. “Just bloody brilliant.”

			“Problems, poppet?” her dad asked, setting a perfectly brewed cup of tea in front of her like manna from heaven.

			“A multitude.” All of which were not suitable for discussion with one’s father, especially not at the Fox when half the village was here toasting their newfound fame as a filming location. Luckily they were all too busy chatting amongst themselves to pay attention to her and her dad for the moment.

			Her dad took off his glasses and used the hem of his shirt to rub the already clean lenses. “Is it about Nick?”

			Was it about Nick? Yes. No. Maybe. Absolutely, because if she hadn’t fallen in love with the man child, then she wouldn’t have forgotten to close the window curtains and the pervy photographer wouldn’t have been able to get a shot of her shagging her boss’s son. 

			“What makes you think it would be him?” The question didn’t sound convincing even to her own ears. 

			Phillip put on his glasses, which now had a visible smear on the right lens, and poured his own cup of tea. “Because I have eyes and a brain and I know my girl.”

			“Then you know she can’t get anything right.” 

			“I don’t know anything of the kind.”

			She curled her hands around the warm mug and blinked away the emotion wetting her eyes. It was lovely of him to say so, but he was her dad, so of course he had to say that. She knew the truth. She had overreached. Again. She tried so hard to make things work the way she thought they should that she never saw the errors most folks would have spotted right away.

			“I should have known better. It’s not like it’s the first time I’ve overreached.” The words poured out, all the ones she’d kept stored away in a dark cupboard. “Manchester should have taught me better than to try to rise above my station. I’m a publican’s daughter. Not village council. Not a city girl. Not an earl’s heir’s girlfriend material.”

			He added milk to his tea and stirred. “And what’s wrong with being a publican’s daughter, might I ask?”

			“Nothing.” Way to go, Brooke. Nice how you made your dad feel like shite there.

			“I should think not. And as far as the rest of it, your time will come. From what I hear, it’s already here. I understand Brian Kaye asked you to run for council.”

			“That’ll change after he sees the latest photos.” Her cheeks flamed hotter than the mug in her hands. 

			“What photos?”

			Oh God. How was she going to explain this? She took a fortifying drink of her tea and decided to get on with it in the most British way possible—by just going forth and not making a big fuss about it. So that’s what she did. And by the time she’d finished, she and her dad were both looking into their empty mugs, avoiding eye contact for fear of seeing each other’s embarrassed reactions. Finally, though, she couldn’t take it a moment longer and peeked. Her dad wasn’t looking at the dregs of his tea, though, he was staring straight at her, looking as fired up as Phillip Chapman-Powell had ever looked. The only other time she could remember was when one of the other pigeon fanciers tried to get his best flyer, Cecil, disqualified from a race. 

			“The pictures won’t matter,” he declared, his voice firm.

			Wouldn’t it be nice to think so. “They’ll say I’m just a slag.”

			“Some might, but if they do, they’re a bunch of stupid twats,” he said, one corner of his mouth curling upward in a crooked smile. “However, those who know you will set them straight. Nick, for instance.”

			“He’s gone back to America for good.” For such a big thing, the words came out tiny and small—a squeak of an announcement.

			“Oh, poppet,” her dad said with a hefty sigh. “I’m sorry.”

			Her chin wobbled, but she lifted it a tad higher anyway. “I’m not. If it hadn’t been for him and my reaction to him, none of this would have happened. I should have known better—especially after everything that happened with Reggie. When I came back here with my tail tucked between my legs and everyone took me in, it was more than I expected.” She took in a shaky breath whilst looking around to make sure no one was leaning in for a listen. Luckily, they weren’t. “I just wanted to pay everyone back for the kindness, to help Bowhaven like it helped me. That’s why I took the job with the earl when no one else would. That’s why I pushed so hard for the village to make changes. That’s why I fought against falling for him, for Nick. And it happened anyway and now he’s leaving because none of this matters to him. Bowhaven doesn’t matter to him. I don’t matter to him. He said he doesn’t believe in fairytale endings.” 

			She sucked in a ragged breath and blinked back the tears she refused to give in to. She’d never considered herself a princess type, looking for a knight to fight by her side. But the hole in her chest proved just how much she’d been keeping secrets from herself. 

			“Is that what I’ve put my faith in?” she asked. “Make believe? Is that what I should have learned from the horrible mess with Reggie? That happily ever afters are only for kids’ books?”

			Emotion clogged her throat and no more came out, but really, what was left to be said? All she’d been doing for the past few years was trying to create a happily ever after. First with Reggie the toad. Then by bringing back Bowhaven. Then with Nick. All of it had failed. Maybe it was time she took the lesson to heart, grew up, and closed the book on fairy tales forever. 

			“This is your home and it always will be.” Her dad covered her hands with his, the callouses—signs of a life of proud hard work, not fanciful ideas—hard against her skin, and gave her a reassuring squeeze. “People may not always enjoy the way you push, but they respect you for it—a lot more than some tabloid photographer spying in windows. We know what you’ve done for us by nudging the earl. People in this village are set in their ways, it’s true, but they know what you have to offer, and you’re a shoo-in for the council. And as for Mr. Vane…” His voice turned hard at the earl’s heir’s name. “Well, if Mr. Vane can’t see what a lucky man he is in having you, well, then he’s a right git and he can just go buy his pints somewhere else.”

			Brooke didn’t know what to say—or really if she even could say something. That was just about the most emotional and hopeful speech her father had ever given. It was most un-Yorkshire-like in its lack of taciturn acceptance of the worst in life that she didn’t know what to say. The arrival of Brian Kaye armed with a sheaf of papers saved her and her dad from confronting the moment that they would both cherish—even though they’d never speak of it again in their lives.

			“There you are, Brooke,” Brian said, laying the papers down on the bar. “I’ve got the forms you need to fill out before you can run for election.”

			And poof! There went that soft, fuzzy feeling. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

			Brian’s smile faltered. “Don’t tell me you’ve changed your mind.”

			“I think you might,” Brooke said, girding herself for what would come next. “There are some pictures and—”

			Brian stopped her with a wave of his hand. “Doesn’t matter. We know all about them, and if we catch another photographer in the area, you can be sure we’ll dispatch them with haste.”

			For one of the few times in her life, Brooke was speechless. All she could do was blink, which got pretty awkward very quickly. “I don’t know what to say.”

			“Now that’s something no one will ever believe if I were to tell it.” Brian laughed at his own joke and nudged the papers closer to her. “I’ll leave these here, but be sure to get them to the council office by the end of the week.”

			After giving her an encouraging wink and a pen from beneath the bar, her dad went back to pouring pints for the villagers who, thanks to the rash of calls from movie and TV production folks, were more optimistic about their economic prospects since she could remember. Looking around, Brooke realized there was something there that hadn’t been there a few months ago—hope, a belief that things were going to get better. She glanced down at the election paperwork, excitement starting to build in her chest because she’d be a part of turning that corner. She couldn’t wait to tell Ni— She gritted her teeth and stopped herself before she could continue.

			He whose name shouldn’t be mentioned was gone. He wasn’t coming back. She needed to shove his memory into the cupboard under the stairs and leave it there to rot as if her last name was Dursley. Biting down on the inside of her cheek to keep from letting the tears pooling in the corners of her eyes fall, she promised herself that she’d do just that.

			… 

			Nick stepped out of the car chauffeured by Mr. Harleson onto the high street with a hope and a prayer and not much else, but it would be enough. It had to be. He passed the shops that closed promptly at five o’clock and headed toward the Fox. She’d be there. If she wasn’t, he’d find her. 

			The door to the Fox opened easily, but walking through it proved harder. The place was jam-packed full of people here to celebrate another movie coming to town. The earl had told him about it during the drive into Bowhaven from the airport. Seemed Dallinger Park was going to be the next Downton Abbey. One of the crew on the zombie movie had a friend scouting for the perfect location for a prestige historical drama slated for a six-season run, and they wanted to shoot the entire thing on location in Bowhaven. 

			He finally spotted Brooke at the other end of the bar, Daisy and Riley standing on either side of her like bookends. Neither of them gave him friendly looks as he approached. That was okay. He wasn’t here for them.

			Brooke barely glanced up at him before focusing her attention back on the pint glass of ale in front of her, and off to the side a stack of papers with election application written across the top. “I thought you were back in America.”

			Okay, not the greeting he was hoping for but definitely the one he deserved. “I was supposed to, but I couldn’t leave.”

			The pint glass stopped halfway to her mouth, and she set it back down without looking at him. “Why not?” Now she did turn and give him an arctic blast from those blue eyes of hers. “There’s nothing here for you.”

			Ouch. That hit like a sledgehammer to the pinkie toe. But he wasn’t going down without a fight. “You couldn’t be more wrong.”

			He reached in his pocket and pulled out the dog collar that had been squashed in there for the entire drive back to Bowhaven and slammed it down on the bar in front of Brooke. It wasn’t just the woman he loved looking at the length of red and white nylon outfitted with a mini sensor and mini speakers. Everyone crowded into the pub was watching like this was the reality show they hadn’t realized they’d been waiting their whole lives to see. If being the center of the village’s attention bothered Brooke, she didn’t show it. That was his girl. Gutsy and determined right down to the end.

			She crossed her arms and narrowed her gaze to a fine glare. “What is that?”

			“The voice-activated dog collar.”

			Both blond eyebrows went up in question. “Is someone in this pub a dog?”

			He nodded. “I am.”

			“Finally,” she said, her lips curling into a less-than-friendly smile. “We agree on something.”

			Ouch again, except this time the sledgehammer had moved north and grazed his balls. The woman had a helluva game when it came to aiming a verbal punch. Still, he hadn’t come this far to tuck tail and run now—never again. 

			“Do you know how long I’ve been working on this collar?” He fingered the material, knowing without looking where every twist and turn was. “I’ve spent years trying to figure out how to make it so that if Fido got anxious or sad because his owner was gone, he would be reassured by the sound of the owner’s voice that it was going to be okay. That they’d be home.”

			“And of course your clever mind finally figured out the solution,” she interrupted, her voice not as steady as it had been before. The tremble was faint, but it was there. “That’s brilliant. Now, if you don’t mind, I have work to do.”

			“No, I didn’t figure it out.” He released the collar and took another step closer to her until he could feel the heat from her body and smell the flowery scent of her shampoo. All at once, his heartbeat steadied and the world came into focus. And at the center? Brooke. Always Brooke. “I tried everything I could think of, but I couldn’t get it to work. Every time the dog heard the owner’s voice, it just made the whole thing worse because the dog knew the person it loved most of all wasn’t there.”

			“And the fact that a creature would feel like that was a revelation to you?” She let out an angry, hurt chuckle but didn’t move out of his reach. 

			Unable to stop himself, he reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, letting his fingertips linger. Her answering shiver of anticipation gave him the strength to continue.

			“It was once I realized just how it felt to know that the one person I loved most in the world was out there—somewhere—but I couldn’t see her smile or feel the silk of her hair as it slid through my fingertips.”

			She blinked once, twice, three times, flexing her jaw the whole time, before saying in a soft voice, “Well, congratulations on cracking the case. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

			But she didn’t make a move to go. 

			“I’m staying.”

			“How fabulous for you,” she said, her voice cracking with emotion. “I’m sure the earl will be relieved.”

			“I don’t give two shits about how he feels about the situation,” he said, the words coming out in a rush. “Wait. That’s not true. I do care, but he’s not why I’m staying, and neither is Bowhaven or the title. I’m staying because of you.” He paused at her quick intake of breath and the flicker of hope in her eyes. This was it. This was when it counted. He could turn and run now and never look back or he could stay, pledge himself to this woman and stop running, forever. As if he had a choice. His fate had been decided the day Lady Lemons had demanded he make an appearance at Dallinger Park. “I don’t want to be that dog constantly searching for the person it loves most when I know exactly where you are. So I’m staying. I’m putting it all on the line in front of God and everyone to tell you that I need you. I love you. I can’t imagine spending the next moment, let alone the rest of my life, away from you. The six-month split I agreed to, it won’t work because six minutes away from you is too long. I’ll be here even if you don’t love me back just so I can be near you, because there’s no place in the world I’d rather be than anywhere you are.”

			“And what if I leave?” she asked, her voice so soft, he could barely hear it over the breath everyone in the pub was holding.

			God, he didn’t want to do this. All those self-preserving reflexes told him to cut and run. But he couldn’t. Being with Brooke was more important than his ego, or his zip code, or anything short of breathing—and even that was up for debate. 

			He didn’t have to think about it. “I’d follow.”

			“And driving on the wrong side of the road?” Her voice shook ever so slightly, but that stubborn Lady Lemons chin tilt of hers was in full effect.

			“I’ll learn.” How hard could roundabouts be?

			One side of her mouth curled into a smile. It was all he needed for the fear making his chest tight to loosen its grip. 

			“Vinegar on chips?” she asked, standing and moving a step closer. 

			“Already down with it.”

			The urge to touch her again, to pull her close, to dip his head down and kiss her for everything he was worth was nearly overwhelming, but he fought it. This had to be Brooke’s call. He wouldn’t push. He’d beg, if need be, but nobody pushed Lady Lemons around.

			She glanced around at the villagers watching and then turned back to him, the first flicker of hope in her eyes. “Naked people on regular TV?”

			“The shock has worn off.” Almost. Puritan roots and all that.

			“Beans on toast for breakfast?”

			“Give me a few more years.” An American could only take so much in the beginning. “If there’s anyone who could bring me around, it’s you.”

			She crossed her arms and gave him the same look she’d had on her face when he got off the flight. “I won’t be made a fool of.”

			“That’s okay, because I’m more than willing to do that or anything else to show you just how much I love you, Brooke.” He rammed his fingers through his hair, tension twisting his stomach tight. He couldn’t turn back now, though. It was time to let go of his secrets, too. “I’ve spent my whole life sprinting away from people before they could leave me, but I’m done running. I’m finally home because anywhere you are is home.”

			Then to prove his point about being willing to do just about anything, he hit play on his phone. The music filled the nearly silent pub, the song instantaneously recognizable. As soon as the lead singer got to the part about walking five hundred miles to be by his girl’s side, Nick began to sing along, his voice gaining strength with each word, each promise, each pledge of devotion. By the time it got to the final verse, the pub was pregnant with anticipation. With every set of eyes on them, Brooke’s chin trembled and her eyes grew watery as the final notes faded out. 

			Still, she didn’t say anything. Not a single word. His throat burned. His chest ached. “Brooke, I—”

			She held up her hand, pressing it against his chest over his fast-beating heart. “Shut up.”

			Panic at the thought of losing her roared in his ears. “If you’ll just listen to—”

			Smiling, she closed the distance between them and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Shut up, you pushy American, and kiss me because I love you, too.”

			Nick didn’t have to be told twice. He dipped his head down and took her mouth in a kiss that said everything he hadn’t been able to find the words for, all the tomorrows and the tomorrows after that as the villagers let out a rowdy cheer behind them. 

			“Bossy, aren’t you, Lady Lemons?” he asked after breaking the kiss.

			She grinned. “Always and forever.”

			And that sounded like the perfect ending to him. 

		


		
			Epilogue

			Once upon a time in a land far, far away (okay, Yorkshire), there was an American heir to an earldom who wanted nothing more than to be left alone and an Englishwoman who insisted that she knew exactly what everyone should be doing to save her beloved village of Bowhaven. They fussed at each other and fought their attraction, but some things can’t be denied, so after a time they began to see they had more in common than either of them had ever realized. So while the villagers and the old earl watched on, they fell in love in between pints and fights and even a zombie or two. Their wedding was held in the ancestral home they’d restored together, and a few years later, a baby came along and then another and, finally, the twins. 

			And they all lived happily ever after because sometimes fairy tales do come true—just never exactly how you’d planned.

			[image: ] 
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