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BEFORE YOU START READING…


Here is a prequel chapter which will help you understand and visualize the story inside my book better.

Many of my readers requested it and that's why I am giving it away for free! I believe you will LOVE IT!

It’s not mandatory to read it, but it will be really helpful if it's your first time with this book.

Read the beginning of the their story here.
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JOIN THIS AMAZING GROUP!


Did you know that there is a group where you can chat with me and with thousands of like-minded book-worms all over the globe?

Group name on Facebook: Cobalt Fairy’s Voracious Readers

Click here to join and I guarantee you, you’d wish you had joined us sooner!
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ABOUT THE BOOK


“Pretend all you want with everyone else… but you can’t lie when you're gasping my name…”

Desperate for a marriage proposal, Seraphina must resort to renting a “Duke” to pursue her. Only, instead of the actor she hired, she dances with the real Duke of Merrivale… the only man she should avoid at all costs!

Duke Hugo needs a bride. But with the reputation of a murderer, every woman around him runs for the hills… except for one. And the moment he tastes Seraphina’s lips, he knows there is no going back… 

Hugo vows to make her his wife. Yet, Seraphina resists, despite the burning desire in her eyes. So now he can’t stop until the world knows who she belongs to…


CHAPTER ONE
[image: ]


“Seraphina!” Theodosia Briarwood giggled, clasping both of her friend’s hands tightly. “There you are. Amelia and I have been looking for you. Where have you been?”

“Theo, my darling,” Seraphina exclaimed happily, glad to be among her friends again, “You know my Mama, always trying to win me a dance at these things.”

Her turquoise-blue eyes glanced around the ballroom she had just walked around with her mother with, trying to keep the grimace off her face. It was always the same since her mother, Mary Kinderson, and her paramour Peter Godwin, Duke of Caldermere, had decided together to thrust their illegitimate daughter into society two years ago.

Her mother continually tried, in vain, to find a suitor for Seraphina to dance with, hoping to catch her a husband. And each time it ended in failure, with Seraphina clustered with the other wallflowers. Which, in truth, was where she preferred to be. She understood her mother’s preference to be wed to a noble rather than a commoner. The lifestyle was better by far- but the company was questionable. Most nobles looked down on her for being the illegitimate daughter of the Duke of Caldermere, and rather than embrace her, gossiped about her.

Fortune had smiled on her, however, when she had met Theodosia, Rosalind, Ophelia, and Amelia, four noble daughters with hearts of gold. Two of which were presently by her side, offering her the most wonderful support.

“Ignore these stuck-up young bucks,” Theo urged, then held Seraphina’s hand up to give her a spin, “If they cannot see your beauty and grace, then woe be to them.”

“Hear, hear,” Amelia agreed, “Your gown is incredible! Such a creamy yellow! It pairs perfectly with those chocolate curls and blue eyes of yours.”

Seraphina blushed at the compliments her friends bestowed her, still not used to such support.

“You are both far too kind,” she replied, sweeping her eyes down their ballgowns.

The Duke had given her and her mother an account at the Modiste’s so that they could dress appropriately, but his idea of fashion was much more conservative. And, while she agreed her own gown was lovely, it was nothing compared to what her friends’ wore.

Theos ballgown was a mint green bedecked with silver and gold threads, which highlighted her sea green eyes and shining blonde hair; her hairstyle artfully hid the long, thin scar that raced from her temple to the edge of her brow. Amelia’s was a shimmering lavender, which complimented her honey brown eyes and light brown updo.

Seraphina understood why she herself was the wallflower; both due to her questionable lineage and lack of luster, but she could never fathom why the two friends were there by her side. Still, she cherished them all the same.

“We are being honest,” Theo answered, slipping an arm around her shoulders. “You truly look lovely, and I was at your last dance lesson, remember? Your steps have improved considerably.”

“I am trying,” Seraphina replied earnestly, “These last two years have been a whirlwind of lessons. The only reason I wish my father had recognized me when I was younger was so that I could start training for society earlier. What you have had your entire lives to learn, I have only had two years to master.”

“It is not the time that is important, but the dedication,” Amelia told her. Her eyes then flicked over the crowd, landing on Seraphina’s mother.

“Though, I fear your mother may be doing more harm than good,” she leaned in and whispered to Seraphina. “High society does not take pressure from the lower classes well. Perhaps she would benefit your chances more if she stepped back a little?”

Seraphina chortled behind her hand and whispered, “Good luck telling her that. She thinks that now that the Duke has put her in fine dresses and allows her to flutter me about these things, that she is as good as them. Even when their faces clearly relay that she is not.”

“Well, at least your debut is less of a scandal now,” Theo said, “Remember how poorly they treated her two years ago?”

“I will never forget,” Seraphina said, and meant it.

Her mother had once been a maid in the Duke’s home. According to Mary, she and the nobleman had fallen in love. Only there had been two problems with that.

Mary had been born a commoner. And the Duke already had a wife.

Seraphina’s birth and her very existence had been kept a secret until the Duchess of Caldermere sadly died shortly before Seraphina’s twentieth birthday. She blushed now, thinking of how her mother had forced her into the Duke’s office not even a week after the woman’s funeral, and demanded that Seraphina be turned into a Lady.

“Sera, my love,” Theo said softly, calling her back to the present.

Seraphina shook her head, as if trying to dislodge the unpleasant memory, and forced a wan smile as she turned to her friend.

“Apologies, dear friends,” she said, forcing a small laugh.

“No apologies necessary, darling,” Amelia said warmly, reaching out to give Seraphina’s arm a squeeze.

A burst of affection bloomed within her as she focused back on Amelia and Theo. Though they looked nothing alike, they were the sisters\ she had craved deeply growing up as an only child. Together, they had formed a pact to get one another away from the wall and into the arms of a suitable husband. Though, admittedly, the task had proven difficult for all of them thus far.

“Let us not focus on the problem, but more on the solution,” Theo said hastily. “You need a husband. Not just for status, but a way to escape from your predicament with your parents.”

“Well I am ready to listen if you have any ideas,” Seraphina replied resolutely, drawing in a grounding breath. “What have you got?”

Theo’s small, sincere smile grew into a wide, mischievous one, and she pulled both Seraphina and Amelia closer to her.

“Actually, I believe I do have something,” she said, casting a glance at the dancing surrounding them.

“Do tell,” Seraphina urged, “Anything to get me out of this predicament.”

“The men of this society are weak-minded,” Theo explained, “They follow one another. Therefore, if we find one gentleman to dance with you, I will conclude that more would follow.”

“Well, that is obvious,” Amelia scoffed.

“Indeed,” Seraphina sighed, “If it were easy to have a single gentleman ask me to dance do you not think I would have done so by now?”

“Which is why we do not try to convince any of these gentlemen,” Theo whispered excitedly.

“What are you on about, Theo?” Amelia asked. “A man of the ton must ask her to dance and all are present.”

“So we think,” Theo replied wagging her brows, “But, what if that is not so?”

Seraphina felt interest pique.

“Go on,” she urged.

“As you know, Rose and I are avid readers and we often borrow one another’s books,” Theo explained, “In the recent one she lent me, there is an actor pretending to be a prince to woo the princess. He looks, acts, talks, like royalty, but in secret, he is just a peasant boy. He fools everyone, including the princess, until the villain, a sorcerer, reveals his true lineage then kidnaps the princess. The peasant boy saves her in the end, and due to his bravery is awarded a title and is able to marry the princess in the end.”

“What a lovely story,” Seraphina sighed, “But our circumstances are different. Everyone in the ton knows one another, we cannot just make up a new noble.”

“No,” Theo agreed, “But we can hire an actor to play the part of a known one. One, perhaps, that the ton knows of, but has not seen in a while.”

Seraphina and Amelia both burst into laughter.

“You and your imagination,” Amelia giggled.

“It is quite whimsical,” Seraphina agreed, “But a bit preposterous, don’t you think?”

“Hear me out,” Theo urged, dropping into a whisper, “I know it seems a bit ridiculous but it could work! My brother, Tristan, is friends with the Duke of Merrivale, whom–”

“The name does not sound familiar,” Amelia protested.

“He is a bit older than us,” Theo acknowledged, “I suppose he is thirty by now or so, and he is a recluse. Does not leave his Dukedom for anything, according to my brother.”

Seraphina opened her mouth to protest, but found she had no words to say. The idea was wild- but also interesting.

“I know of an actor who works in a traveling troupe,” Theo went on, “We became friends one summer when he and his companions came to the countryside to put on A Midsommer Night’s Dream, and every time he returns, he regales me with his travels. He is very good, you know, and is coming back to London for the season. I am sure for the right price, he could play our estranged Duke at a party.”

The reality of such an idea set in, and Seraphina shook her head as she let go of the possibility.

“It is a lovely idea,” Seraphina sighed, “But come now, we all know it would not work.”

Theo’s lips parted to protest, but before she could speak, Mary’s voice invaded their small circle, sending all of their shoulders up to their ears- especially Seraphina’s.

“Seraphina, what are you doing against that wall?” Mary said with disappointment, reaching for her daughter’s hand. “You will never find a husband if you spend all your time conversing with other ladies.”

Mary, who some would still consider beautiful, turned a forced smile to Amelia and Theo.

“Lady Theodosia, Lady Amelia, don’t you both look beautiful this evening.”

“Thank you, Ms. Kinderson,” they said in unison, each giving Seraphina’s mother a polite but small curtsey.

“Far too beautiful to be fused to the wall,” Mary went on, squeezing Seraphina’s hand tighter as she pulled her away from her friends, “You should be out there, trying to attain a husband just as my daughter should be.”

Seraphina gave her friends an apologetic look, but both their eyes warmed with forgiveness. Both knew not to attempt a disagreement with the woman, and simply muttered their agreement.

“Come now, Seraphina,” Mary said, turning her full at attention back to her daughter, “It is time that we make another round.”

Seraphina felt a swell of disappointment rise up from her stomach. It had not even been ten minutes since they had last done so. And, just like all the times before, she knew what the outcome would be.

“Are you certain we are not being too persistent, Mama?” Seraphina asked, glancing around the ballroom. “Do we not appear too eager?”

“Oh, what do you know about it,” Mary hissed, pulling her along, “If it were up to you, you would not be trying at all. Now say goodbye to your friends and come along!”

Seraphina threw her friends an apologetic glance, which was answered by smiles of support. She also saw the look of pity in their eyes. Every Mama with an eligible daughter had a certain sharpness to her, Seraphina knew, but hers had an air of desperation that the others never reached. They did not have to. Their daughters were legitimate.

“Good evening, my Lord, Your Grace. Pleasant tidings, once more, my Lord.”

Seraphina meekly repeated these greetings to the men that had already politely but absolutely refused her yet again, trying her best not to let the look of discomfort on their faces brand themselves into her mind. On and on this went, as it had at every ball for the last two years.

They do not want me, Seraphina thought, staring hard at her mother’s side profile. I can accept that. Why can you not do the same?

“Lord Gerard,” Mary called gaily, approaching a gentleman newly arrived at the party.

“He has just arrived and has not been asked yet,” Mary whispered to Seraphina under her breath, “This may be your chance.”

Seraphina drew in a breath, and though she knew it was futile, put on a polite smile and hurried to catch up with her mother’s pace.

“Ah, Ms. Kinderson,” Lord Gerard greeted with a bow, “Miss Seraphina. Lovely to see you both this evening.”

“A pleasure to see you as well, my Lord,” Seraphina greeted with a curtsey. “How is your even-”

“Indeed, my Lord, indeed,” Mary agreed readily, cutting her daughter off, “I see you have yet to take the dance floor with any of these lovely young ladies.”

Lord Gerard blinked repeatedly as he took a step back, though he kept his polite expression intact.

“Well, I have only just arrived,” he replied, “I usually take my time greeting my friends before I bother the young ladies for a dance or two.”

Seraphina appreciated his attempt at humor, and offered him a more genuine smile.

“I am sure it is no bother at all, Lord Gerard,” she said kindly.

He chuckled as he shifted his gaze from Mary to Seraphina, and gave her an appreciative nod.

“That is most kind, Miss Kinderson,” he said, “Untrue, but kind. I know my…stoutness is not what the young ladies all pine for.”

Seraphina almost giggled, but her mother’s grip had her lilt turning into a soft gasp.

“My Seraphina cares not for bodily stature, Lord Gerard,” Mary retorted hastily, “In fact she is quite the humble and accepting young girl.”

“I am sure she is,” Lord Gerard answered, his smile slipping.

“She is also quite amicable in nature, if not a bit shy,” Mary went on, “I believe you would find her quite easy to get along with.”

Heat spiked in Seraphina’s face, her cheeks turning a crimson red as Lord Gerard’s smile disappeared entirely.

“To be sure, Madam,” he attempted his tone now curt, “However, I-”

“Perhaps if you took her for a dance and maybe a glass of punch, you could see such good qualities for yourself,” Mary insisted. “Now, Seraphina, would that not be lovely?”

“Ms. Kinderson, that is enough,” Lord Gerard snapped, his bushy brows furrowing as Mary attempted to push Seraphina toward him.

He took a step toward both of them, a sneer forming across his face.

“Have you no shame, woman?” He whispered with disgust. “You think there is not a single person here is not aware of your reputation? Of hers?”

Hurt sliced through Seraphina as Lord Gerard threw her a disgusted glance; his polite facade broken. Her mother had been insistent, yes, but she herself had been nothing but kind.

“I assure you I do not know what you are talking about,” Mary protested, her tone growing hard.

Lord Gerard laughed cruelly as he shook his head.

“Either you think I am a fool or you are truly two of the daftest women I have ever met,” he seethed. “You think you can pass yourself off as a Lady, Ms. Kinderson, after you played the part of mistress? And you, Miss Seraphina, you cannot honestly believe that you will ever be seen as a noble, despite your father’s name. To continue to thrust this pretense upon us true members of nobility is insulting to us all, and I suggest you stop at once before you truly make a mess of things. The Duke of Caldermere might have a soft spot for commoners, but I assure you, the rest of us do not.”

Seraphina’s embarrassment ignited into rage as Lord Gerard’s disparaging words went on and on. She had put up with much, especially in the last two years, but the scene the man was beginning to make was about to push her over the edge. She glanced around, noticing how the others were starting to look their way, then looked back up at her mother.

Her usual look of superiority was gone, wiped clean away by the Lord’s despicable words, and in a rare moment, she saw an emotion her mother desperately and constantly tried to hide: shame.

“That is enough, my Lord,” Seraphina said, her tone soft but clear.

To her surprise, Lord Gerard stopped his tirade, and looked at her with wide, shocked eyes.

“What did you dare say to me?” He demanded.

Seraphina blushed as she tempered her rage and her words, and curtseyed toward him.

“We have clearly taken up too much of your time, Lord Gerard,” she answered, hiding what she truly wanted to say. “We offer our sincerest apologies.”

“I should say so,” he retorted.

Though he kept on speaking, Seraphina blocked out his words as she led her mother away. For a moment they walked together in stunned silence, both ignoring the looks that still fell upon them. Another ball. Another failure. Seraphina had known this would happen from the beginning.

“Perhaps we should go, Mama,” Seraphina suggested as they reached an empty corner of the room. “It seems we have outworn our welcome yet again.”

At this, Mary seemed to snap out of her stunned silence, and she yanked her hand from her daughter’s grasp as she sneered at her.

“Why do you have to always ruin everything, Seraphina?” She hissed. “If you would have just apologized and kept your chastisement to yourself, we could have turned the conversation around!”

“Mama,” Seraphina half-laughed, half-gasped, “You cannot be serious.”

Mary tsked her tongue as she shook her head in disappointment.

“You are not trying hard enough, my dear,” she insisted, “You must be better than this. Oh, this is clearly not working. Perhaps it is time we take more drastic measures.”

Seraphina looked on at her mother in bewilderment, unable to follow the connections Mary had made in order to make the scene her fault.

“Drastic?” Seraphina rasped, waving a hand toward the ballroom. “What could be more drastic than this? You are throwing me in every man’s face!”

“Obviously not hard enough,” Mary retorted, “Perhaps a good push into a closet or such with one will produce better results. Better a scandalous marriage than no marriage at all.”

Seraphina’s jaw dropped, unable to believe her mother’s words.

“Oh, do not dare give me that look, Seraphina,” Mary snapped. “I swear, it is as if I am the only one thinking of your future! Do you want to end up a maid as I did? Only getting as close as I have to a life of leisure?”

When Seraphina only answered with silence, Mary gave her a disappointed look, then grimaced as she scanned the room.

“God, look at what you have done,” she then sighed. “Everyone is talking about us now. This night is ruined. Come. It is time for us to go.”

Relief intermingled with Seraphina’s disgust and confusion, and she nodded her head. At least, on this matter, she could agree with her.

“I believe I left my hand bag with Theo and Amelia,” she told her mother, “I shall go fetch it.”

Mary rolled her eyes as she shook her head, somehow appearing even more disappointed than before.

“I am not waiting here for you, not after the scene you just caused. “Go, be quick. I shall be in the carriage.”

Seraphina nodded as Mary turned away from her, and as she made her way through the sea of stares, she kept her eyes locked on the affectionate looks from her friends.

“Seraphina, are you all right?” Theo whispered, holding her bag out to her.

“What an awful man,” Amelia offered, laying a comforting hand on her friend’s shoulder. “He had no right to make such a scene!”

Seraphina forced a smile as a well of tears suddenly threatened to spring forth from her eyes. It was almost as if her friends’ kindness was too much, though she appreciated it greatly.

“I shall be fine,” she rasped, feeling her throat grow tight. “But Theodosia?”

“Yes, darling?” Theo answered immediately.

“I changed my mind. Call on your actor friend. I fear the measures my mother may force me to take if I do not get at least one dance soon.”
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Hugo, Hugo stop! You shall kill him!

He deserves nothing less for what he has done to you! What he tried to do to me!

You are not Father! Dear, brother please, Stop!

Hugo felt blood on his hands, the splatters of it over his face. He roared, feeling a new type of wetness in his eyes as he pushed himself away.

You are not Father. You are not Father. You are not Father.

Hugo?

Hugo?

“Hugo?”

Tristan’s voice, not Leah’s, broke through Hugo’s memories. He blinked, and the past faded away. In its place came a view of the darkened, foggy London streets. The street lamps. The expanse of the Mayfair Fenwick house.

He turned to the man sitting opposite him in the carriage. Tristan Briarwood, his friend. The man that had made it possible for him to return to London.

“We’re here,” Tristan said.

Hugo nodded, and turned back to the view of the house.

“This is a good thing, Hugo,” Tristan urged. “Returning to London, I mean. Your father died six years ago. You are free. You have spent enough time in seclusion. It is time to move forward.”

Yes. It was true. The Monster of Merrivale had died in a true monstrous fashion. His heart, so full of alcohol and rage, had practically exploded in his chest, according to the autopsy. At the moment Hugo had been freed from his father’s abuse…and yet in a way, he still felt the monster’s blows railing against him from the inside at any given moment.

“So you and Leah keep telling me,” Hugo replied, a frown etched in his face.

Tristan raised a brow.

“You think we are wrong?”

No. He knew they weren’t wrong. He was thirty now, too old to be hiding from the world. It was time, as his friend said, to move forward. Begin a new journey…and find a wife. If for no other reason than to produce an heir. The Fenwick line had to continue. He just hoped that he wouldn’t make a beast of a father as his own had been. That, he knew, was what he was most afraid of.

“No,” Hugo sighed, forcing himself out of his somber attitude.

He reached forward and clapped his hand on Tristan’s knee— brief touch that still sent needles of discomfort rising from beneath his skin.

“You are right. I just…slipped. For a moment. Come, let us get out of this box and stretch our legs. I want to see what you’ve done with the house.”

Tristan gave him a smile of approval, and threw open the carriage door before waving his friend to go first. Hugo stepped out, stretching his confined muscles, and peered up at the looming London house. It looked exactly the same from the outside, but Hugo knew Tristan had been hard at work.

Tristan had been the only friend brave enough to visit him in Merrivale. Brave enough to withstand the truth. When Hugo had told him that changes needed to be made to the house in order for him to make the move, his friend had readily agreed to take over the project on his behalf.

“Thank you again for doing this for me,” Hugo said as Tristan got out of the carriage.

“It really was no trouble at all, old boy,” Tristan replied, patting him on the back. Again, those uncomfortable needles.

“Your staff is entirely new, so no old faces to run into,” Tristan went on as they walked up the steps, “and the designers had an absolute ball redecorating. No antiques, as you suggested; all completely new furniture built by some of the best woodworkers in London. There is not a stitch of your father left behind.”

Tristan then opened the front door with a flourish, illuminating the front steps with a welcoming light. Still, though, Hugo wavered at the threshold. Tristan said nothing, knowing this moment was about patience, acceptance.

Flashes of how it looked years ago shot through his mind, and he had to close his eyes for a moment to force them away. He had taken many trips to London with his father. Learning from him to be the next Duke while simultaneously surviving his crueler instincts.

He took a steadying breath, stepped in, and when he opened them, he smiled, genuinely, at the light that surrounded him. No more dark colors. No more dead animal heads on the walls. Instead he was greeted by pearly white walls, gold trim and matching sconces, and paintings of lush greenery. It was a complete transformation.

“I owe you a great debt,” Hugo said, his dark green eyes roving around the bright foyer.

“I was hoping you would say that,” Tristan said, his tone enthusiastic.

Hugo ventured a chuckle.

“So you wish payment?” He asked with a smirk.

Tristan’s lips twitched into a smirk of his own.

“In a manner of speaking. As you know I have moved into my own house. I love my parents and little sister dearly, but I needed my own space.”

“Yes,” Hugo answered slowly, wondering what his friend was up to. “You mentioned that.”

“Well I am hosting a dinner party on Friday to celebrate, and it would mean a great deal to me to have you attend.”

Hugo balked. Friday was only two days away, and he had hoped to wait a little while before easing back into society.

“I’m not sure, Briarwood,” he replied. “It’s been too long since I have been among the ton.”

“Which is why this would be a great way to wade back into it,” Tristan urged. “It’s a small gathering, only a dozen people or so. It shall give you an opportunity to socialize on a much smaller scale than that of a ball or such. Besides, the men I am inviting are more apt to be curious about your lands and investments—, not your past.”

Hugo shifted on his feet. He appreciated his friend’s optimism, but he very much doubted that latter part to be true. Everyone was curious about his past. And the reputation attached to it. Still…

“Very well,” he agreed begrudgingly. “I suppose you are right. I shall attend. But Tristan, I am only coming to make contacts. If anyone asks about my reputation, I am out.”

“Marvelous!” Tristan praised, smiling from ear to ear as he loudly clapped his hands together.

Hugo almost winced at the explosion of sound, but caught himself.

“Well I shall leave you to get settled,” Tristan went on matter-of-factly. “

“I shall see you tomorrow at ten in my office?” Tristan asked, nodding toward him. “We have much to discuss regarding our new investment endeavor, and I want to see that edge you hold that has made Merrivale flourish.”

Hugo’s concern vanished as he pulled on a confident smile. Bad reputation or not, he had become very good at quite a few things. One of which was being ruthless and successful when it came to making money.

“I shall see you then.” Hugo agreed.

“Welcome back, Fenwick,” Tristan sighed happily, heading toward the door, “London welcomes you with open arms.”


CHAPTER TWO
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“Amelia, Rose!” Seraphina let out a breath of relief as she saw her friends.

Tonight was the night she would change her fate. After they’d left the ball the other evening, her mother had grown more adamant about setting a trap to gain her a husband. The more she spoke of it, the less worry she felt about Theo’s new—if strange—plan to find her a suitor.

“Ah, Seraphina, there you are,” Amelia answered happily, she and Rose each looping an arm through hers.

“Theo told me of your plan,” Rose whispered at Seraphina’s side. “I think it is fabulous. Simply fabulous.”

“It will only be fabulous if it works,” Seraphina muttered, throwing a nervous look around the room.

“When is everyone else going to be here?” She asked. “Where is Theo?”

She had so many more questions. Was the actor handsome? Would others recognize him? Was he good enough to fill this role? Was he going to be kind? All the men of the ton seemed to have a cruel edge to them. Would he pretend to be cruel as well?

“Theo has taken over the duties of coordinating the dinner,” Amelia explained, “We most likely will not see her until it is time to eat. As for everyone else, it turns out Tristan kept the guest list quite exclusive. There are only a dozen or so other guests.”

Seraphina’s anxiety spiked. Not only was Theo not going to be there to walk her through the plan, but the lack of witnesses meant that little interest would be stirred when their plan unfolded.

“Worry not, all it takes is one person to see you dancing with the proclaimed Duke and the news will spread,” Amelia insisted, noticing her friend’s uncertain look. “You can do this! Theo explained the plan to you, yes?”

Seraphina nodded.

“I convinced my mother I could handle this soiree alone, so she will not be here to interfere. And I am to meet the ‘Duke of Merrivale’ on the patio outside the library. We will introduce ourselves, briefly go over the plan, and then I shall go around the house so that the others may see me walk in alone,” she explained.

Her mind flashed to the small map Theo had drawn of Tristan’s house. Before dinner was announced, she was to meet Theo’s friend Rowley, the actor that would play the part of the Duke there, have a brief discussion of the plan, then part ways until it was time to dance. It was simple…only, it did not feel that way at all.

“The others will start to arrive in twenty minutes or so,” Amelia whispered, she and Rosalind letting go of her arms. “Time to put it all together.”

“Remember you can do this!” Rose said supportively, giving her a push toward the hallway.

She looked over her shoulder at her friends, still nervous about the plan. But she was greeted with two bright, supportive smiles, and both of them were giving shooing motions with their hands. Amelia was right. She was running out of time. It was now or never.

Taking a deep breath, she turned back toward the hallway, and with quick steps, made her way toward the library. She only stopped once at the mirror hanging close to the door, and gave herself a quick inspection.

Her aquamarine gown was well-fitted, as were the white elbow-length gloves she wore. The simple blue gemstone she wore at her neck complimented her eyes, and her swept up chocolate curls dangled gracefully around her clear-complected face. She pinched her cheeks quickly, adding some color, and forced on a smile.

The library inside the bachelor’s home was surprisingly vast, but she found the doors to the patio open, the sheer, pale blue curtains blowing in the warm wind. Through the wavering fabric, she saw the outline of a man. Her heart jumped as she saw him; knowing that there was no turning back now.

Raising her small chin higher, Seraphina squared her shoulders, and approached.

He was taller than she expected, and his muscular stature, wrapped in fine clothes, was hard to miss. Even with his back facing her, she could feel a sort of strength and mystery exude from him. Well done, Theo, she thought, Perhaps this will work after all.

“Pardon me, sir,” she called cheerfully, “Are you waiting for me?”

The man turned around slowly as he took his hands from his pockets, and she nearly gasped as she saw his face. He had a rugged handsomeness beneath his head of black hair. Chiseled cheekbones and a jawline so hard it could have cut glass. There were scars, yet they seemed to only enhance his handsome features.

His eyes, though, were what made her lose her thoughts for a moment. Green. Not light green, like Theo’s, but dark and woodsy. His eyes—his entire appearance—reminded her of the tall pines that grew in the countryside. He was dressed as a noble, yes, but he could have played the part of handsome woodsman far better, she was sure of it.

He looked at her with quiet contemplation as he began to rub his palms together- a habit she herself had used herself at times to calm her nerves. She supposed he had a right to be as nervous as she. It was, after all, a crime for a commoner to pretend to be a noble. Even for their little ruse. There was great risk to them both.

“It is all right,” she told him assuredly, taking a timid step toward him. “I am nervous as well. However if we play our parts correctly, no one will be the wiser.”

His right black brow rose in curiosity, but he did not speak or move toward her.

“Shall we go over the plan?” She asked, then let out a nervous laugh. “Of course we should. The other guests will be arriving soon, and we need to be sure we are not somehow seen together out here. So I am not sure all of what Theo has told you. Some light conversation would be helpful, but I suppose not necessary, before it is time for the dancing portion of the evening. And then when the music starts, you are to ask me for a dance. However, it must be in front of everyone. At least half of the dinner party must see you doing this so that the rumors can spread.”

She paused, giving him a moment to agree, but he only continued to look at her with that intense stare. Letting out a sigh, she pushed away the growing annoyance for his silence, and went on.

“You are to be like any other nobleman. Polite. Courteous. Actually, I have yet to meet a gentleman that shows such traits, but in this role I insist that you do so. I am told you are an excellent actor, so I assume you know all the current dances?”

“My Lady,” the man said, his deep voice catching her off guard.

Ah! He does speak, she thought, feeling a wave of relief. For a moment she feared the whole scene was going to be played mute.

“Yes, that is kind, but I am not officially a lady. Miss Seraphina will do just fine,” she corrected him.

“Miss Seraphina,” he stated, still giving her that same confused frown, “I believe you have me mistaken for someone else. My name is Hugo Fenwick, Duke of Merrivale.”

“Of course, of course you are,” Seraphina agreed, smiling wide. “Goodness, there is that talent Theo spoke of. I see you have already stepped into your role, which is very wise.”

From beyond, she heard the faint voices, and knew that their time had run out.

“I am so thankful that you are helping me with this,” she told him, reaching out to squeeze his hand. Immediately she felt him somehow grow even more still, but the touch was brief, and she quickly let go as she took a quick look around.

“I should depart. The others are starting to arrive,” Seraphina whispered, moving toward the steps. “Allow me to go first, if you do not mind. Just do not dawdle here too long, all right? It would not do to have you “arrive” too late. You need to be seen, yes, but gossip about any bad habits will only deter our plan.”

“Miss Seraphina, are you sure that you-” He began to say, but Seraphina was already on the path toward the front door.

“Do not worry,” she whispered, feeling her confidence grow, “We can do this!”
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“Hugo! There you are,” Tristan greeted as he stepped out of the library. “You weren’t hiding in there, were you?”

“I was just gathering myself for a moment,” Hugo retorted with a frown. “Pulling myself out of isolation is harder than I expected.”

Tristan’s smile faltered for a moment, and he nodded.

“I suppose it would be,” his friend admonished. “But never fear. You’ll find your feet as soon as you start talking with the others.”

“Actually, I did just talk to someone,” Hugo replied, an amused smile tugging at his lips.

“Oh, really? Whom?” Tristan asked.

“A most curious young woman,” Hugo said, glancing back at the library. “It was odd. She spoke to me as if she knew me. As if she knew she would find me out there.”

To his surprise, he felt the urge to smile.

“She was quite insistent on knowing me, actually.”

“You are sure it wasn’t an… ‘old friend?’ Tristan asked.

The way his friend looked at him, Hugo knew he was worried about his reputation being brought up; the one thing that would make him leave the party. And if such a woman was there, there was sure to be talk.

“No,” Hugo laughed, “It has been quite a while since I had any ‘old friends’. It was before…” His voice trailed off as flashes of blood and splitting flesh marred his mind.

“Anyway,” he forced on, refusing to dip back into the past, “She was, in fact, quite kind. Refreshingly forthright.”

Tristan looked at him with both amusement and relief.

“And, pray tell, who is this woman you speak of?” He asked.

Before Hugo could answer, the two of them heard Theodosia’s voice at the end of the hall, calling for her brother.

“Ah, duty calls,” Tristan sighed, clinking his glass against Hugo’s. “You will tell me about it later, yes? ”

Hugo nodded as his friend turned and hurried toward his sister. Behind his back, he shook out the hand that Seraphina had squeezed. Her touch did not trigger the fear that he was used to, but still, it was strange.

“My, my, a new face,” a gentleman said, drawing Hugo from his thoughts.

He turned and saw a slightly younger gentleman approaching his left.

“We rarely have those among the ton,” the man went on. “Tell me, mysterious stranger, who might you be?”

Hugo felt his insecurities suddenly tuck themselves deep within his mind, and he drew in a breath as he stood taller and reached for the man’s hand with confidence.

“Hugo Fenwick, Duke of Merrivale,” he answered with an air of authority. “And you are?”

The man’s confident smile slipped. His left eye twitched. His hand did not rise to shake Hugo’s.

“Hugo- You are- good heavens, you are-”

“Duke of Merrivale,” Hugo repeated, not backing down from the handshake, “And I assure you I am only a monster across a desk or in the bank. Now tell me, who are you?”

The frightened look on the man’s face remained, but only for the briefest of seconds before he let out a breath, reached for Hugo’s hand with a smile.

“What an introduction, Your Grace,” he praised. “I am Chancy Howard. I deal in the diamond trades in Africa and have the pleasure of working with many of fine London gentlemen. Please, though, call me Chance. I do despise my given name.”

Knowing all too well how that felt, Hugo agreed.

“I had heard word you were coming back to town,” Chance went on, “The turnaround of the Merrivale property is legendary.”

“Now that is a rumor I will allow, as it is true,” Hugo chuckled.

“Come, Your Grace,” Chance urged, “Allow me to introduce you to some others. I am most curious to speak with you regarding some trade, as I am sure they will be too.”

Hugo gave Chance a curt nod, and as he was introduced to some other gentlemen- some noble, some merchants- he received similar looks as Chance’s when his name was given. His confidence and air of authority rose over them, however, and soon, just like Chance, they were talking with him not of the rumors, but of management and investments.

I have forgotten this, he mused to himself as he carried on the conversation, part of his mind wandering back to his bout of solitude. I had forgotten how easy it is to take control of these people. To make them do what I want.

At one point, Hugo looked up from his conversation and saw Tristan and his sister chatting excitedly with the woman who had approached him on the patio. A flicker of feeling, one he could not identify, traveled through them as Tristan smiled widely down at the woman.

Suddenly he lost interest in the talk of money, and focused on the new sight.

“Excuse me a moment, gentlemen,” he said, taking a step away from the group.

“I cannot believe that was him!” One whispered.

“Frightening face, but brilliant mind,” another added.

“Do you think he is as brutal as the rumors state?”

Hugo rolled his eyes as he heard their gossip, but paid it no mind. At least they did not say it to his face.

A growling threat would bring the conversation to an immediate stop, but instead, he took another step toward Tristan and the woman.

“Why, Seraphina,” He heard Tristan muse, taking her hand and giving her a spin, “You are somehow lovelier without the shadow of your mother. Tell me, how did you manage to convince her to come alone?”

“It was sheer luck,” the woman giggled, then leaned up to whisper something in Tristan’s ear.

Hugo watched as Tristan’s smile grew wider, and to his surprise, he felt a flicker of possessiveness from within. It startled him. He barely knew the woman.

“Luck, indeed,” Tristan chuckled as he pulled away. “Well enjoy your moment of freedom, would you, and keep my sister from preaching her blue-stocking politics too much, yes? I do not want her scaring my guests away.”

“I do not preach, brother,” Theo replied curtly, throwing him an annoyed glance, “I educate.”

Tristan laughed as he patted his sister’s shoulder, then moved away to greet his other guests. As he did so, both Theo and her friend took a look around the room. Seraphina’s eyes landed on him, and he watched her aquamarine irises glitter with excitement as she gave him a knowing but furtive nod.

“How goes it, old man?” Tristan teased, appearing at Hugo’s side.

“Better than expected,” Hugo replied, his gaze still locked with Seraphina as his mouth formed a sly grin.

“You were right, Tristan,” he went on, “This party was a good idea.”
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“Which one is he?” Amelia whispered.

Seraphina looked up from her dessert. It looked delicious, as did the rest of the meal, but she was so nervous she had barely touched a thing. At the table, she had hoped that she would be seated by Theo, but was not entirely disappointed when she found herself with Amelia to her right, Rose to her left, and Ophelia directly across from them.

“The one sitting by Tristan’s left,” Seraphina whispered, turning her gaze toward him. Again, he was glancing at her. He looked amused, as if they shared a secret. Yet, something told her it was not the one she thought they thought it was.

“He is quite handsome,” Ophelia mused, throwing him a furtive glance. “Not particularly by London’s standards, but still rather good-looking.”

“Did the talk go well?” Rose whispered.

Seraphina shifted uncomfortably in her seat.

“I suppose so. He did not say much, to be honest, but he did state with quite a lot of confidence who he was to play.”

“Do not worry,” Amelia whispered, squeezing Seraphina’s fingers under the table, “It will work.”

“Friends,” Tristan announced, rising from his seat at the head of the table, “Thank you all once more for joining me in my small celebration. If we are all finished, let us all grab a drink and make our way to the parlor. My darling sister has agreed to provide some merry music on the piano for dancing and socializing.”

A round of polite applause rose in the air as everyone stood, and Seraphina felt a new wave of nerves hit her stomach as she got to her feet with everyone else. Whether she was ready or not, it was time to pull off the act of a lifetime.
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“Are you ready, Your Grace?”

Hugo turned toward the woman Tristan had called Seraphina earlier. He’d been courteous on the patio, but why was she acting as if they were on the best of terms already? Had he met her before at Merrivale?

“Miss Kinderson, I apologize, but do we know each other?” He asked.

The beautiful woman laughed loudly, startling him and those around them as they turned to the sound with curious eyes.

“Oh, Your Grace, you are so amusing!” Seraphina sighed, shaking her head as if he had said something silly.

He glanced toward the curious onlookers then back at her, his brows drawing higher.

“Are you well, Miss Kinderson?” He asked under his breath.

He watched Seraphina’s cheeks grow red, but the smile he knew was forced grew wider.

“Quite well, Your Grace,” she replied, then more loudly she added “I am ready for the dance you requested earlier.”

Confused but vastly intrigued by Seraphina’s boldness, Hugo reached for her, bowed, and led her to the middle of the dance floor. He wasn’t sure what was going on, but he very much wanted to find out what this bold woman was up to.

It had been ages since he had danced. Well over a decade ago, when his mother was still alive. But the woman’s steps were light and easy to lead. Soon, like an old habit he’d thought he had forgotten, he found the steps to match her, and moved her in time with the piano.

Strange, he thought to himself, I am actually enjoying this.

“You are lovely dancer,” Seraphina praised, after he sent her into a twirl and gathered her back up again. “Theo said you were skilled but this is more than I expected.”

“I am glad you are enjoying it,” Hugo replied in a low voice, “Though I am still confused as to how we know each other.”

“We do not, in truth, but Theo told me all about you.”

“Oh?” He asked, thinking it was regarding his reputation. If so, her willingness to be around was only that much more interesting.

“Pray tell,” he urged. “I am always curious as to what the latest rumors are.”

He wasn’t. At least, not usually.

“That you were the perfect man for the job,” she replied, paying him another pleased smile, “And I must say, I agree.”

Hugo chuckled, not expecting that answer at all. What job was she speaking of?

“Perfect, you say?” He mused.

“Indeed,” she agreed.

Seraphina nodded toward the woman playing the piano as they danced, and as Hugo followed her line of sight, he saw Theo’s eyes grow wide. Her fingers kept perfect time on the keys, but her head turned to follow them as though she had seen a ghost.

“I believe she is trying to tell you something now,” he murmured on a turn.

Seraphina glanced once more toward Theo, who was indeed mouthing something.

“I am sure she is just praising your acting skills,” Seraphina replied, “They really are quite exemplary. My father does not give me much spending money, but I assure you, all of this week’s allowance shall be going to your brilliant act.”

Amusement filled him as he continued to lead her through the dance, now knowing for sure that some sort of game was afoot. He just had to figure out its rules.

“Is that so?” He mused, turning her again with an elaborate move. “Well I am humbled that you think so.”

She giggled, genuinely this time, and the sound made his lips twitch into a smile.

“Did you study acting as a child?” She asked, “Or were you born naturally with the gift of pretending to be others?”

“I suppose it came naturally,” he played along, “And what of you? Do you like to act?”

“It is not my favorite pastime,” she whispered, her brows drawing together for an instant. “But I must do what is necessary. My mother is…quite forceful with her ideas of me.”

“And what are these forceful ideas?” He asked.

Seraphina glanced around, as if making sure the other dancers were far enough off not to hear, then pressed herself closer. The soft warmth of her figure immediately sent a shot of arousal through him- a strange and rare circumstance. He liked this woman close.

“She will force a scandal if I do not marry in good standing soon,” Seraphina whispered to him.

He picked the faint tone of terror in her soft voice.

“That is not something you want?” He asked, “Even if it did lead to a suitable marriage?”

“Not in the slightest,” Seraphina answered, lines of tension springing up on her forehead. “I am not as foolish as to believe I shall have a love match, but that does not mean I am willing to trick someone into marrying me. But…if I made myself more desirable somehow. Say, by having a handsome noble dance with me, then perhaps such extravagant measures won’t be forced on me.”

“Ah.” He understood now, and smiled at the plot.

“You are a clever lady, then. But do you think dancing will solve everything?”

“No, silly,” she laughed softly, “But dancing leads to conversation. Conversation leads to interest, and hopefully the urge to call on me, despite my reputation. If my mother sees that I can meet potential husband’s this way, she will not force me to take more drastic measures.”

“And you think I am the man that will help?” He asked. “I must say, this is quite the bold plan, Miss Seraphina.”

More questions popped into Hugo’s head as they continued to dance. Who was this woman? What was her reputation? Surely it could not be as bad as his.

“Bold or desperate,” she laughed, looking warmly up to his eyes, “I am not sure. “But I am thankful you are here.”

“Well, I suppose I am happy to help,” he stated, pulling her close. She fit against him like one puzzle piece into the next, though no puzzle ever had those delicate curves or that alluring warmth.

“However, a lady like you should not need to go to such lengths. You are as beautiful as you are elegant. Your sense of humor is quite refreshing, and you seem most kind. Not the type of kindness propped up by stiff, societal manners, but genuinely kind. That is rare.”

Seraphina smiled at him as another blush rose in her cheeks.

“You are not being paid to flatter me, Your Grace,” she replied, “Though I cannot say it is not appreciated.”

“What else do you appreciate?” He asked, his comfort growing. “Do tell as I am most curious.”

“Seraphina,” a voice whispered.

“I was hoping you would be kind,” she went to him, obviously not hearing her name being called, “But you have gone above and beyond. You have no idea how nice it is to hear a man speak to me without condescension. How I wish you truly were a noble. Then perhaps I could convince you to marry me instead.”

“And what if I were?” Hugo asked, pulling her even closer than before. “Would you accept my proposal?”

Seraphina blushed deeply, but did not push him away. The warmth, the softness of her body pressed to his sent shots of rare-felt desire from his own, and he was damned if his heart didn’t falter a beat when her hand squeezed his arm almost fondly.

“If only, Your Grace,” she whispered. “But alas, we cannot play pretend forever.”

“Seraphina!” The voice whispered more loudly. Hugo ignored it, knowing the dance was about to end.

“Well then I will say this. You deserve a man that speaks to you kindly and treats you as such,” he told her as the song ended.

He bowed deeply, and brushed a kiss along her knuckles as he whispered, “I pray that you find him.”
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“Seraphina, a word, please,” Theo whispered hurriedly, appearing at her side as The Duke walked away.

She watched him for a moment, touched by his words, then became distracted by the looks of approval being given by her peers. Her confidence radiating within her, she gripped her friend’s hand and pulled her toward the empty hallway.

“Did you see that?” She whispered excitedly to Theo. “It worked! Your plan actually worked!”

“Seraphina,” Theo repeated, her voice strained as she looked on at her with worry, “Who was that man?”

Seraphina’s brows dipped in confusion.

“What do you mean?” She asked, “That was your actor friend, Rowley. Or, the Duke of Merrivale, if we are keeping up with the ruse.”

Worry spiked through Seraphina as her friend rigorously shook her head.

“Seraphina, I am not sure who that man was, but he was certainly not Rowley. Did you not get my message earlier in the day? He will not be able to make it into town until the Carter’s garden party next Tuesday.”

“No,” Seraphina said slowly, shaking her head, “No, you must know him. He was sitting right across from you!”

“My brother only said he was a friend,” Theo replied quickly. “He did not mention a name and he did not seem apt to talk, so I did not ask!”

“So then,” Seraphina wondered aloud, walking a few steps back toward the open room. She peered around, looking for the man who had helped make her plan such a success. He was nowhere to be found. Neither was the young woman he had been with.

She peered back at Theo, more confused than ever.

“Who was the man that I danced with?”


CHAPTER THREE
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“For me? Lord Carrigan, you are too kind,” Seraphina gushed, accepting the bouquet of gorgeous blooms from the young viscount.

“It is long overdue,” Lord Carrigan replied, his tone regretful as he bowed yet again toward her. “Please, may we sit?”

“Of course you can,” Mary answered before Seraphina could agree. “Seraphina, darling, why don’t you give those to me? I shall have them placed in some water for you.”

Ever since suitors had started to arrive, Seraphina noted a vast change in her mother. She had gone from aggressively overbearing to loving and supportive- if not still very involved. With the arrival of every new suitor, the monster she feared her mother to be faded a little more. She couldn’t believe it- Rose’s plan had worked!

“Thank you, Mama,” Seraphina replied, giving the flowers to her.

“May I ask what you mean, Lord Carrigan?” She asked, turning her attention to her new suitor.

The handsome young Viscount gave her an apologetic look.

“We nobles sometimes get bored, I think, with the humdrum of London’s society. Rumors fuel our interest and give us something to talk about other than ourselves. I am ashamed to say that we made you a target.”

Seraphina’s brows rose up in surprise. Several eligible gentleman of the ton had visited her ever since Tristan’s dinner a couple of days ago, and while a few had also offered some sort of apology, none had been so eloquent or honest.

“Well…I certainly thank you for your candor, Lord Carrigan,” she replied, reaching for a stray curl to twirl nervously on her finger. “What, pray tell, changed your mind about me?”

Lord Carrigan smiled as he let out an awkward chuckle, and instead of answering her question he asked her one.

“So, Miss Kinderson, what are your interests?”

Of course he won’t answer, she sighed inwardly.

Seraphina hid her disappointment and like with all the other calls she received, she finished the rest of the visit with kindness and good manners.

“I should like to see you again,” Lord Carrigan told her as their time drew to an end. “Pray, do you have an escort for the Carter’s garden party yet? If not, I should be delighted to do so.”

“I thank you kindly for your invitation, my Lord, but that is still a few days away and I am not yet sure I-”

“She would love that, Lord Carrigan,” Mary answered for her, coming back into the room.

“Wonderful news,” Carrigan answered cheerily, not even bothering to look to Seraphina for assurance.

He then said his goodbyes, more so to Mary than Seraphina, and then left. As soon as he was gone, Seraphina plopped unceremoniously down on the couch, confused as to why she was feeling the way she was. She and her mother had both wanted nothing more than to be able to gain the approval and attention of the eligible noblemen. Now that she had it though, she found them all surprisingly lackluster. And after the way they had treated her before, she could not bring herself to believe the kindness they were now showering upon her was true.

“Sit up straight, Seraphina,” Mary chastised. “Just because your visitors are gone does not mean you can act like a ragamuffin.”

“Sorry, Mama,” Seraphina apologized, immediately adjusting her posture. “I just did not realize hosting could be so exhausting.”

“I shall go have the cook prepare you some coffee,” Mary replied, smiling brightly. “I have no idea what you did at Lord Briarwood’s dinner party, but it was clearly a success. I have no doubt that there will be a few more suitors turning up at our door.”

“Today?” Seraphina asked, grimacing as she glanced at the clock. “Is it not growing a little late to receive calls?”

Mary gave her daughter a hard look, and in a dry tone replied, “After two years of receiving no callers at all, surely you can extend yourself another hour or so, Seraphina.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Seraphina replied softly, blushing.

“Pardon me, Madam,” Eugene, their new butler announced as he came into the room, “But there is another suitor here to call on Miss Seraphina.”

“Marvelous!” Mary gushed, clapping her hands together. “Send him in, Eugene.”

“Get up,” she then hissed, even as Seraphina was already getting to her feet. “I shall go get you your coffee.”

She waited until her mother rounded the corner before Seraphina let out a sigh, straightened her gown, and looked upon the entryway with a bright, if not forced smile. However, it dropped immediately into a look of surprise when of all people, her dance partner from the other night walked in, holding a small, prettily wrapped parcel.

“You,” she gasped, a rush of excitement going through her.

“And you,” he replied, bowing his head as he smirked.

“You are really a nobleman?” Seraphina asked. She could not believe it!

The man let out a chuckle, the sound of which she quite liked.

“I told you I was the Duke of Merrivale,” he replied with a smirk, “It was you that decided not to believe me.”

Seraphina felt the color drain from her face and her legs begin to wobble as she mentally went through the moment they had first met. She had assumed, even after Theo’s explanation, that someone had simply played a trick on her.

“You…but, you are rumored to never leave Merrivale,” she stuttered.

The Duke shrugged casually.

“It was time to make my way back to London. I was not so inclined to the idea at first, but now I am finding it beneficial.”

“Oh. Ohhhh, my heaven’s, Your Grace, I am so sorry,” Seraphina burst out, going into a deep curtsey, “The way I talked to you- the way I forced you to dance, it was so rude of me! I cannot imagine what you must think of me!”

To her surprise, the Duke chuckled, and held out the prettily wrapped box to her.

“No one can force me into anything,” he said confidently. “I agreed because I thought that you were rather bold and curious, and that I should like to get to know you better. Here. This is for you. After your outstanding show of dancing skills I assumed your plan would work and you would be showered in bouquets. I thought you might enjoy something a little different.”

Blushing deeply, Seraphina reached out and accepted the present. As she opened it up, the warm, delicious smell of chocolate greeted her, and she smiled. There in two little neat rows were four chocolates shaped like daisies. Coincidentally, her favorite flower.

“These look incredible,” she said with a smile, reaching into the box to delicately brush the tops of them.

“My sister says they are quite delicious,” Hugo replied, a half-smile forming on his face. “She would eat her weight in them if she could, I would imagine.”

Seraphina joined him in a soft laugh, and carefully sat the box down on a nearby table.

Her humor faded as she recalled the severe warning from her mother. She was not to entertain anyone with a trace of reputation.

“I thank you for the gift, Your Grace, and for your kindness,” she told him, growing uncomfortable. She hated being rude as much as she hated someone being rude to her.

“But, my mother is quite adamant about my courting requirements. I am not very well versed in your reputation, but I hear you are prone to isolation in Merrivale. I am sure you have your reasons, but I am only allowed to consider gentlemen who are regularly a part of the London ton.”

She expected him to be offended, but he chuckled, and slid his hands into his pockets.

I see,” he mused. “We wouldn’t want to disobey your mother now, would we?”

Seraphina frowned, not appreciating his condescending tone.

“Are you making fun of me, Your Grace?” She asked, crossing her arms. “Well in that case I am certainly not interested now.”

“You have fire within you,” Hugo chuckled, shaking his head. “I quite like that.”

“Do not presume to know me,” she snapped back, “You don’t have a single idea of what I have within me.”

He then bowed to her formally, and when he rose again, his expression was most remorseful.

“Apologies, dear lady,” he said humbly. “Allow me a small conversation to sate my curiosity, and I promise you I will go.”

Seraphina narrowed her eyes at him and for a moment said nothing.

“Don’t you think it’s the least you do after using me as a pawn to gain your suitors?” He asked, his brow cocked.

Seraphina sighed, knowing that she owed him that much.

“Very well,” she agreed, “But please be brief.”

“About the dinner, Miss Seraphina,” Hugo went on, taking a step closer to her.

“Yes,” she sighed, blushing all over again, “I am once more so sorry for the play I forced you into.”

“I was going to say I have never had a woman approach me so boldly,” he said quickly. “Or so willing to converse with me. Let alone dance with me. I quite liked it.”

Seraphina felt a curious stir move within her as he said so, and watched as a warmth touched his deep green eyes.

“Yes,” she agreed, shifting on her feet as warmth coursed through her, “I have been told that you have quite the reputation.”

“So you have heard of it?” He asked. “And you are still before me and not having your butler lead me out?”

“Well I see no fangs or horns to speak of,” she remarked, looking him and down, “So already most of what I have heard is proven untrue.”

He chuckled.

“Your courage is nothing short of impressive.”

Seraphina felt the urge to squirm, unused to such compliments.

“Courage,” she laughed, “You mean my desperation to gain interest from the men of society.”

“I would like to speak more of that,” Hugo answered quickly. “A friend of mine shared only a little information about you. I would very much like to learn more.”

Seraphina looked at him, surprised, and as she met his eyes, her feet suddenly rooted to the floor, and she found herself unable to look away. There were scars on his face, yes, but they were not what had her so transfixed. It was his eyes. So green. So…sage in wisdom. As if he had lived a thousand years and had seen far too much.

“I already know that you are fearless. Is that what has these London men so intimidated?”

She laughed, to her own surprise, and looked away, feeling herself blushing.

“I would certainly not say that,” she replied, “My mother at times says I am simple-minded. Sometimes I believe she is right.”

“I do not believe that for a moment,” the Duke replied readily. “Though I am curious as to why you would.”

Seraphina shrugged, noting how relaxed she felt. No tension coiled in her stomach. No stiffness in her limbs. She suddenly smiled at the thought of it. Relaxed was not a sensation she felt often. Or at all, really. And to feel it was…nice.

She almost told him as such, but she stopped herself. What did it matter? After all their time together would end definitively after this conversation.

“I suppose instead of hardening myself to the ways of the ton, I continue to try to change it,” she confessed, pushing her other thoughts away. “I do not believe it serves anyone to be hateful, even when at times it seems warranted.”

Hugo smiled again, and she caught a glow begin in his eyes.

“As I said earlier. Fearless.”

Seraphina blushed harder as she tried to fight her own smile. But she knew she should not be flattered so easily. She needed to learn more about him.

“Your Grace. You mentioned your reputation earlier,” she noted, her tone gentle, “I have not heard specifics. Tell me, what makes it so horrible?”

An almost sad look briefly marred the man’s face as he glanced away.

“I suppose we would have gotten to that sooner or later,” he said begrudgingly.

A gasp filled the room before he could continue, and they tore their eyes from another to look toward the sound. Seraphina’s mood shifted the moment she saw the look on her mother's face.

“Mama,” she stammered, raising her trembling hand toward Hugo as he took two large steps away from her, “This is-”

“I know who you are, Your Grace,” Mary said icily, cutting her off. “I had been warned that you had returned to London and what you might look like.”

Seraphina balked at her mother’s ill manners, but Hugo seemed unaffected by her tone, and bowed toward her.

“A pleasure to meet you, My Lady,” He replied politely, “If I may state, I am-”

“I said that I am aware of who you are, Your Grace,” Mary said harshly, “and it is far too late for Seraphina to be receiving any more calls.”

Seraphina’s face turned crimson, this time out of embarrassment for her mother’s rudeness. But the Duke did not balk in the least, and instead somehow drew taller.

“Then you are aware that I do not take kindly to discourtesy,” he replied, his tone eerily soft as he stared directly into Mary’s eyes.

Shocked at his confidence, Seraphina looked in horror from the Duke to her mother, wondering who was going to win the silent battle raging between them.

Hugo then turned to her, and bowed.

“It is growing late,” he acknowledged. “I shall call on you again, at a more appropriate time. I just wanted to stop by and introduce myself properly.”

“Th-thank you, Your Grace,” Seraphina rasped as he took her hand.

“You will not be visiting again,” Mary replied harshly, sitting the cup of coffee down with a thunk, making it spill over the edges.

Hugo turned his gaze back to her mother, and Seraphina began to feel a sense of thrilling danger emanate through the air.

“Remember who you are speaking to, Ms. Kinderson,” he warned.

Snapping back to herself at his tone, Seraphina decided that despite her interest in him, it was indeed time for him to leave. She despised such intimidation, even toward someone who potentially deserved it.

“I shall walk you out, Your Grace,” she insisted, waving toward the door.

“That would be most kind, thank you,” he replied.

Mary shot daggers at her, but kept her lips pressed tightly closed as the two of them left the sitting room.

“Your Grace, I am so-”

“You really must stop apologizing so much,” Hugo said softly as they walked.

“You did not let me finish,” she went on, which earned her another amused glance from him.

“I apologize for my mother's rudeness, but I also apologize for wasting your time. I do not take such talk well, and whatever business you had in mind by coming here, consider it concluded.”

They stopped as they reached the front door, looking at her as if impressed.

“The fire in you is most compelling, Miss Seraphina,” he praised.

“And your sweet words will no longer work,” she retorted.

Hugo’s wolfish grin sent a shock of strange excitement up her spine, and suddenly, she fought the urge to smile.

“I will go,” he agreed, “But I first I want to leave you with something to contemplate.”

“And what on earth could that be?” She replied testily, though she felt a surge of combative playfulness.

What an effect this man had on her!

“Marry me.”

Seraphina took a step back. He was jesting. Surely!

As if reading her face, he smirked and said, “You said as much at Tristan’s dinner, did you not? If only I were a real noble, I believe your words were. Well I am real, and I believe we could help one another. You need a rich husband. I need a wife that is not afraid of me.”

“I- why would you want to marry me, Your Grace?” She asked. “We barely know another, and if your reputation is as bad as my mother makes it seem, there will be no consent from my parents to accept.”

Hugo’s smile was slow to form, reminding of her a large, black wolf encroaching slowly on an innocent white sheep. For the first time, she felt intimidated by his presence- and yet still utterly drawn to it.

“Stop that,” she insisted, “Furthermore I do not like how you spoke to my mother. I know she was rude to you first, but did not have to intimidate her so.”

“You are unlike any woman I have ever met,” he said, his voice dipping low as he took a step toward her.

He reached out, slowly, as if giving her a moment to step away if she wanted, and then his fingertips caressed her cheek.

“You grow too bold, Your Grace,” she attempted to say in warning.

“I am simply trying to match my boldness to yours.”

His seductive tone dampened her fighting spirit, and she did not move away despite knowing that she should.

“I… do not like to be touched,” he confessed, stroking his fingers almost lovingly over her soft flesh. “Yet when you reached for me the other night, it was as if I could not wait to feel more of you.”

“Your Grace, you barely know me and it is most untoward of you to speak to me so intimately!” She scolded.

And yet her heart fluttered with excitement; her flesh itched with anticipation under his touch.

Hugo let out a low, single chuckle as his fingertips traveled downward. Seraphina sighed softly at the gentle touch, and stood frozen as they grazed down to her throat.

“Stop that,” she whispered.

“Your heart is beating so fast, little lamb,” he rasped, “But I can tell it is not out of fear. Do you know how rare that is?”

Seraphina shook her head, unable to look away.

“I am not afraid of you either,” he went on, his fingers lacing softly over the column of her neck.

“I am…I am not even a true lady, Your Grace,” Seraphina whispered.

“No,” he mused. His fingers tightened around her throat, but only for a moment, and then he let her go. He opened the door, turning back to her just as he was about to step outside.

“Something tells me you are something much, much more valuable than that.”


CHAPTER FOUR
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“You tell me exactly what happened at that dinner party, and you tell me this instant,” Mary demanded as soon as Seraphina walked back into the sitting room.

Seraphina grimaced, but knowing she had no choice now, told her mother the truth. Still, she didn’t want to give away too much. Her mother was angry enough as it is.

“I danced with him at Tristan’s party,” she confessed, “Before I knew of his reputation.”

“I raised you to be a smart girl but you can be rather stupid at times,” Mary stated when she finished.

“It was poorly coordinated, I admit,” Seraphina agreed, blushing wildly.

“You should always know who you are giving your time to, girl,” Mary seethed in frustration, “I taught you better than that.”

“I know, Mama,” Seraphina replied apologetically. “But look at the outcome. I have suitors now! And if I may say so, I do not know why people think so ill of him. He was kind to me. Far kinder than any other man of the ton has been.”

“Oh, you simple girl,” Mary chuckled cruelly, “Of course he was! You are probably the first woman brave or thick-headed enough to talk to him! Of course he is going play nice with you.”

Play? No. Hugo’s manners seemed quite genuine to her. Gathering up her courage, she shook her head in disagreement.

“No, Mama, you do not understand,” she replied. “He can be kind when he is not being attacked, which is what you had done.”

Mary sneered, as if rearing up for another assault, but then her shoulders drooped, her head dropped, and she sighed heavily.

“No, child. Come. Sit. You need to know what he has done.”

Part of Seraphina wanted to disagree, but there were two things holding her back. One, she could not run away from her mother. Two, her curiosity of Hugo’s alleged reputation was screaming to be satisfied.

As she sat, Seraphina’s nostrils burned as she caught the odor of spirits on her mother's breath. Suddenly her mother’s behavior made sense. She was always overbearing, but after a visit with the Duke of Caldermere, it was always worse. Their affair, she assumed, had recommenced.

“The man you seem so intent on protecting, my child, is a monster,” Mary began. “His father was a monster too, you know, according to most, and the present Duke was raised to be just like him. His temper is worse than his father’s though. You see, a few years ago he nearly killed a man, and there is even talk that he kills women in his sleep.”

Seraphina’s body went rigid at the news.

“Do you know the specifics?” She ventured. Surely there was a rational explanation. But Mary shook her head.

“Only that his temper is monstrous,” Mary replied, “And when he reaches a certain point, he destroys whoever is before him. Man or woman.”

“I know you are tenderhearted, Seraphina,” her mother went on, “But your kindness does not need to extend to devils. You will stay away from him. Block him entirely from your mind. You have choices now. Many, in fact, and we will find you a husband with a stellar reputation. One that is so pristine, it can wipe away the darkness of our own,” Mary insisted.

It all seemed so unfair, but knowing her mother’s word was law, she nodded.

“Yes, Mama,” she whispered obediently.

Mary let out a sigh of relief, and patted her daughter’s leg.

“Good girl. Now, I think you were right earlier. It is growing too late for you to receive suitors,” she told her, getting up.

“Also,” she said, heading toward the door. “You will be on your own for dinner this evening. Your father has sent an invitation so I shall be out all evening.”

Seraphina’s mood withered into pure dismay. She had been right.

“Papa is calling on you again?”

Mary smirked as she turned to give her daughter a final look.

“I believe we are headed toward a reunion of sorts.”

You are headed toward disaster, Seraphina thought silently. Again.

Her mind reeled with the hypocrisy of it all, and she sighed and stood up as she was left alone. For a moment she simply walked around the room, admiring the many bouquets she had received over the past couple of days. She stopped and blushed, though, when she saw the pretty box of chocolates Hugo had brought her.

Casting a wary look toward the door to make sure she was still alone, Seraphina then removed the lid and reached inside. Picking up one of the chocolate flowers, she slipped it between her lips, and closed her eyes at the delicious taste as it melted almost instantly on her tongue.

Images of the soft way Hugo’s fingers had stroked over her chin and throat suddenly flashed through her mind, and with a gasp, she put down the box, and hurried out of the room.
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“Hugo, I heard the news!” Leah gushed, rushing into his study.

Hugo looked up from the new paperwork Tristan had drawn up for their new venture, his brow raised in alarm.

“What are you doing here?” He asked, then balked at his tone. It was harsher than he intended.

Hurt rippled across his little sister’s face, but only for a moment. He wondered how she could even stand to be around him after what she’d seen him do. Hugo took a minute to gather himself, then asked again in a softer tone, “I mean, what brought you to London without a letter first? Is everything all right?”

Leah’s smile was warm, a touch of pity just barely gracing it.

“I am fine,” she assured him softly, “Everyone is fine. Aunt Rita sends her regards. I am here because my friends here have written me the good news.”

“And what news is that?” He asked.

“That you are courting a Miss Seraphina Kinderson.”

Hugo dropped his pen at the information.

“And who, pray tell, told you that?” He asked, ignoring her questions.

“Oh, it is all the chatter,” Leah explained readily. Now that their awkward reunion had passed, she was practically radiating with excitement.

“She has had a long line of suitors as of late, and it is said that you were among them,” Leah went on, “Tell me, what did you bring her? Flowers? Jewelry? Oh, did you read her a poem? I am told London ladies adore being read a love poem.”

“Chocolates,” he gritted out, then closed his eyes as he rubbed the bridge of his nose. Of course word had gotten out. The eyes of the ton were like that of hawks. Especially when it came to him. He should have known better than to think he could do anything without causing a scene.

“Oh, brother,” Leah sighed dramatically, “That is so precious!”

“Leah,” he sighed, “I am delighted by your need to check on me but it is most unneeded. Go back to the country, please.”

“No,” she answered stubbornly, inspecting her nails. “I am here to lend support.”

“I have done just fine without it,” he chuckled dryly. “What support could you possibly give?”

“You know nothing of women,” Leah replied with a shrug. “My perspective can assist you in wooing this young lady, perhaps help you avoid certain stumbles.”

She put both hands on her desk and looked at him square on.

“Either way, I am not going back to the country. Not yet anyway. I want to visit my friends and do some shopping. So I am here whether you like it or not.”

Despite his annoyance, Hugo felt a swell of pride for his little sister’s stalwart attitude. She had been spared so much by living in the country. Away from their father. Away from him. Her ability to stand up for herself was, in his mind, a great asset. But it did nothing to change his mind.

She paused, then added in a softer tone, “And, even if you will not talk to me of this woman, I would still like to learn about you. It has been too long since you have shared with me how life has been.”

That was Leah. Always trying to get close. No matter how much danger it put her in.

“You may stay here,” he conceded, “But I am too busy to entertain such conversations. I am here. I am conducting business. I am obtaining a wife. That’s it. I assure you the beast of Merrivale has not claimed any new victims.”

Her annoyance seemingly renewed, Leah slammed her hands on the desk.

“Do not say that!” She demanded. “Stop acting like I don’t know you. You have looked after me like a guardian angel, not the demon people make you out to be. Do not forget, brother. I know the truth of what you have done. My knowledge is not that of secondhand gossip.”

“I am not talking about this anymore,” Hugo stated, rising from his chair.

“Maybe we should,” Leah argued, following him. “Maybe if you finally spoke about it, you could-”

“Leah, enough!” He growled, whirling around on her.

His sister’s eyes grew wide as she took a step back. There it was. That fear. She needed to be afraid, to be wary. For her own safety. Even he did not know when he would lose control again.

He pulled in a deep breath from his nose as he took a step back, forcing his temper back into check.

“You should be more careful around me, Leah,” he warned, walking away. “You do not know everything. Especially of me.”

“You can try to intimidate me all you want, Hugo,” Leah called after him, “But I know the real you. You are better than this!”

Leah’s words rang in Hugo’s mind as he left the house and headed toward the club. He had been planning on leaving soon anyway to join Tristan and his two other friends, Dominic and Everett at White’s Gentleman’s Club. Like with Tristan, it had been years since he had seen them. They had both been out of town for Tristan’s dinner, though, so he had insisted the four of them meet up that night. He was surprised, and a little put off, when he walked in and discovered them already there.

“Ah, there he is!” Tristan greeted enthusiastically, waving him over to their table.

“The Recluse of Caldermere,” Dominic crowed, rising from his seat to shake Hugo’s hand. “My, it has been an age.”

“I see you have only gotten uglier,” Everett joked, clapping him on the back.

Despite his discomfort from their boisterous attention, Hugo smirked and replied, “Are you looking at me, old boy, or did you glance in the mirror over my shoulder?”

A round of raucous laughter went up among them, and though he was still getting used to not being secluded, Hugo felt a sense of camaraderie being with them.

“Have a drink, old man,” Dominic encouraged as they all sat down, “Tell us how you have been.”

Hugo began to tell them of the state of Merrivale, but Everett quickly cut him off.

“No, no, tell us the fascinating parts,” his friend insisted. “You’ve come to London for a wife, yes?”

“And why would you say that?” Hugo asked wryly.

“What else would lure you out of seclusion?” Everett scoffed.

Hugo gave him an unamused look, then rolled his eyes.

“Goodness how I have missed your company,” he said with wry sarcasm, “But yes, you are correct. And I believe I have found one.”

“Miss Seraphina Kinderson,” Tristan piped up, as if too excited to hold back.

Hugo raised a brow at his friend, which Tristan merely shrugged at, not remotely shaken by his annoyance.

“They were going to find out sooner or later,” Tristan insisted. “You two are becoming the talk of the town.”

“I see,” Hugo mused, annoyed. “And why is it the talk of the town?”

“Tristan, you have not told him of the talk around Miss Seraphina?” Everett asked, raising a brow toward him.

“I know and I do not care about it,” Hugo retorted, and realized he meant it.

After all when had rumors ever turned out to be completely true? They certainly never were when it came to his own reputation. He’d spoken enough with Seraphina, seen enough hostility from her mother, to know that things were not as everyone assumed.

Chance had brought it up shortly after he’d walked away from his dance with Seraphina. His new acquaintance had delivered it as a warning, but Hugo found himself unperturbed by the information. He did not care how she came to be. Only where she was going. And, if he had anything to do with it, that place would be by his side.

“She is going to be my wife. I have already decided it.”

“Why her?” Dominic asked.

“She must be special if she has pulled you so quickly out of isolation,” Everett chimed in.

“She is not afraid of me,” Hugo answered, feeling a warmth in his chest as he said so. He kept the fact that he also found her beautiful and downright fascinating to himself.

“She doesn’t seem to be afraid of anything. I admire that.”

Everett chortled.

“Well, be careful of those bold, unafraid women,” he replied. “Her mother is apparently one, and she clearly had no fear of going to Seraphina’s father the moment his wife died. Word is she is trying to become the new Duchess of Caldermere."

“Watch yourself,” Hugo and Tristan warned in unison.

Though still annoyed with Tristan’s meddling, he glanced at his friend in appreciation.

“Seraphina is not her mother,” Tristan said, still holding Hugo’s gaze for a moment. “She is a good girl, and a dear friend to my sister. Do not let these fools dissuade you from your pursuits, Hugo.”

Everett looked theatrically from Tristan to Hugo. “Do I sense a competition?”

“Not at all,” Tristan replied quickly, raising his glass in a seceding manner toward Hugo. “I just know how such loose talk can ruin a person. Seraphina has it bad enough. She does not need such words spoken of her. As I said, she is a good girl. None of us can control the circumstances we grew up in. We can only make the best of it.”

Hugo said nothing as he abandoned his drink, knowing his friend’s words were meant for him just as much as they were meant for Seraphina. And indeed, his intent to pursue only intensified with each warning. The bold lady he’d chosen to court was growing more fascinating to him by the minute. So much so that he decided to forgive Tristan for making him the topic of conversation.

“Ah, Tristan,” Dominic sighed dramatically, “You are a rake with a heart of gold. How did that happen?”

Tristan smirked.

“Of all the men in this group, I am the one you deem a rake?” he scoffed, then drained his glass.

“Speaking of rakish behavior,” Dominic mused, his smile growing wolfish, “What was the situation in Merrivale? Did you keep…company?”

Hugo scoffed, finally taking a sip from his glass.

“With my reputation? Even the ladies of the night avoided me.”

“Hmm, we suspected as much,” Everett chimed in, his smile matching Dominic’s. “Which is why we arranged something else for you this evening.”

“An invitation,” Tristan piped up.

“A very unique invitation,” Dominic sang.

Hugo smiled, feeling more at ease.

“What are you on about?” He asked, looking toward Tristan for answers.”

“You may be marrying Seraphina soon enough, old boy,” Tristan replied, reaching over to clap his back, “But at the present, you are single and unattached. Come, we are going a to party.”

Hugo’s brow rose suspiciously.

“What sort of party?” He asked warily.

“One where your handsome looks, and not your reputation, will gain you nothing but pleasant attention,” Tristan promised, rising from his chair.

“Come, Hugo,” Dominic said, sounding sincere for the first time, “It is time you shuck off your mantle of solitude. I know you do not yet like London, but trust us, there is more to offer here.”

“Especially when night falls,” Everett chimed in, “And you are part of the proper circles.”

Curious and feeling more at ease, Hugo rose with his friends. Perhaps they were right. Perhaps it was time for some changes. Starting with how he approached his life outside of Caldermere.

“To the proper circles then,” he said, rising from his chair with his glass.

“There’s our lad,” Tristan cheered as they all grinned and clinked their glasses.


CHAPTER FIVE
[image: ]


“Iam such a dolt,” Theo huffed, shaking her head.

Seraphina gave her a warm smile as she laid a hand on her friend’s shoulder. The poor woman could not seem to stop apologizing.

“You are no such thing,” she replied.

“I should have told the others the plan was delayed, or told you at the very least when I greeted you,” Theo insisted.

“You had neither the privacy nor the time!” Seraphina insisted, “You were helping Tristan coordinate his party, and trust me, I know how hopeless he can be on his own.”

She said the latter with a chuckle, and to her relief, Theo finally smiled for the first time that evening.

“Besides,” she went on, “It is not as if the plan did not work. It might have not gone as planned, but there were indeed positive results.”

“Yes,” Ophelia mused, “However you must admit, catching the attentions of the actual Duke of Caldermere was not within any of our plans.”

Seraphina pressed her lips together as she gave Ophelia a look, but she felt a flutter in her chest at the mention of his name. His intentions still repeated constantly in her mind, his words echoing in her thoughts. The way his deep voice had affected her when his hand had caressed her cheek and then slipped around her throat. Even now, her hand gravitated toward where his fingertips had rested, and she pretended to fidget with her necklace.

“I confess that was unexpected,” she murmured, “But his proposal still surprises me. Surely he did not mean it.”

“Why would he not mean it?” Amelia countered, throwing Ophelia a discouraging look, “You are a catch! And I wish you could have seen yourself dancing with him. The way you both moved. It was so enchanting.”

Seraphina gave her an appreciative smile. It had felt enchanting too, but that was now spoiled. His behavior at the house, despite the rush of desire it had caused within her, had been completely untoward.

“You are just being kind,” she replied.

“No, truly,” Theo chimed in. “It was as if the two of you had practiced; as if it were truly an act. I know I said I was worried for you earlier, but honestly, there was no doubt an obvious connection between you two. I also spoke to my brother. He tells me that the accusations regarding how the Duke treats women are quite false.”

Though she did not know how, Seraphina already sensed that her friend was right. There was something feral and untamed about the highborn Duke. Something, she suspected that even he found difficult to control. And yet…yet even as he had snaked his fingers around her throat, had leaned close and inhaled her as if she were a scent he needed to breathe, he did not feel dangerous. He felt- starved. Not just for anyone. For her, and it had awakened a hunger of her own.

Still, It did not matter. It was a hunger she needed to ignore. She would not end up like her mother.

“Even so, he was far too bold for my liking when he proposed,” Seraphina replied. “He spoke as if he could see within me, and it was—most jarring.”

She shook her head, forcing away the warmth and dizziness the memory made her feel.

“And if he had not done that, my mother made her decision quite clear. She is not going to allow it. The choice, I understand now, was never my own. It was always going to be hers.”

Her friends grew quiet.

“Either way,” Seraphina sighed, pushing away her self-pity, “You have nothing to apologize for, Theo. I will soon be taken off the marriage market one way or another, so I beg you please to stop.”

Theo’s lips twitched into a sad smile.

“Very well. Let us focus on the evening then; we are missing the art. That is why we are here after all.”

Seraphina nodded, and as one, all of them began their walk once again through the gallery. It was a nature display from a wide variety of artists, all of whom held a title of some sorts. Some were very good, Seraphina thought, while others were quite underwhelming, making it clear that titles, not talent, could lead someone to fame.

“Miss Seraphina,” a man’s voice called a time later.

Seraphina turned from a particular painting that had caught her attention, and saw Lord Fellon by her side. She glanced around her, and was surprised to find that her friends had wandered off to a different art piece. How long had she gotten lost among the pines of the painting? Their vivid green needles entwined by dawn’s early fog drew her in, promising peace. But that was no excuse for losing track of her actual surroundings.

“Lord Fellon, how pleasant to see you,” she greeted politely, dipping into a curtsey.

The gentleman gave her a curt bow, and nodded toward the painting.

“You seem quite taken by this one. I believe I stood here for quite some time without your notice.”

Seraphina blushed deeply.

“Please accept my apologies, my Lord, I meant no offense,” she replied quickly.

“Of course not,” he agreed politely. “Though I may be slightly disappointed that you have not found such interest in my painting.”

Her eyebrows drew up in surprise.

“You have a piece on display?”

“Oh, yes,” he replied proudly. “One that is much better than this one. Come, I will show you if you like.”

Seraphina nodded in agreement and let him lead her toward another part of the gallery. Immediately Lord Fellon began to tell her of his passion for the arts. She tried, in vain, to find what he said interesting, but her mind kept going back to the previous painting, and the familiarity it stirred in her.

“Here we are,” he announced, stopping in front of a large canvas encased in a gold frame. “Now this, is art. Would you not agree?”

Seraphina glanced up at the painting readily, wanting any reason to be other than quiet, but she felt a sweeping disappointment as she saw nothing but a horizontal blend of grays swiped along the canvas. Underneath it, on a rather large gold plaque, read the Lord’s name in bold letters.

“It is…most interesting, Lord Fellon,” she offered carefully. “Will you tell me what inspired it?”

Lord Fellon scoffed.

“Is it not obvious to you?” He asked.

Seraphina’s cheeks flushed as she felt a tinge of embarrassment. Though she’d had a rushed education of sorts, nothing she’d learned brought to pull meaning out of the rather bland painting.

“I am afraid I am not as versed in the arts as you are, my Lord,” she said with a faint laugh.

Lord Fellon smiled at her as if she were an unschooled child, then answered, “Fear not, I shall educate you. This, Miss Seraphina, is a representation of both the dawn and my soul.”

Seraphina’s brows flew up as she glanced from the painting to the young Lord.

“How- fascinating,” she replied, forcing a smile. His proud smile widened.

“Yes it is, isn't it?” He remarked. “Tell me, what do you like about it?”

Seraphina struggled to find her words as the man looked on at her in anticipation.

“It is…well I suppose it has-”

“Miss Seraphina, I thought that was you.”

A tingle traveled down Seraphina’s spine as she heard a deep, familiar voice say her name. She felt a smile pull at her lips as she turned toward it and found the Duke of Merrivale.

“Your Grace,” she greeted, feeling her pulse as she curtseyed. Without thinking, she extended her hand. “How good to see you again.”

“A mutual feeling, I am sure,” Hugo replied, bowing.

His thumb stroked over her knuckles, a trace of heat following his touch. It traveled through her hand and up to her cheeks, and suddenly she wished she had remembered her fan.

“I had no idea you were a supporter of the arts,” she went on.

“Some of them, yes,” he mused, casting a questioning look toward Lord Fellon’s painting.

“Your Grace?” Lord Fellon asked, inserting himself into the conversation. He took a step in front of Seraphina, as if attempting to separate her from Hugo. “You are a Duke?”

Hugo gave him a curt nod of his head. “Hugo Fenwick, Duke of Merrivale. Frankly I do not care who you are, though, so you may spare me your introduction.”

Seraphina’s brows shot up as Lord Fellon’s dropped down, both of them startled by the Duke’s rudeness.

“Ah, yes. I beg your pardon, Your Grace,” Lord Fellon grit out, “I have indeed heard of you. Quite a bit, actually.”

“All rather vicious, I am sure,” Hugo replied dryly, his gaze focused on Seraphina.

“You have been away for some time. Might I enlighten you on London manners?” Fellon answered, his voice equally dry.

“No need. I believe it is hypocritical to discuss manners when you are hinting at rumors,” Hugo replied with an uncaring expression. “I should say they are as unimportant as this painting before us.”

Anger eroded Seraphina’s previous mirth at seeing him again. He was being so rude!

“Perhaps if you were not so discourteous, he might not be inclined to believe said rumors,” She could not help but insist to Hugo.

“Not everyone deserves my kindness, Miss Seraphina,” he said to her, as if the other Lord was not even there.

“Miss Seraphina,” Lord Fellon exhaled, giving her a disappointed look, “I was not aware that you kept such ill company.”

“I don’t,” she answered quickly, which earned her a raised brow from Hugo.

“I mean I do,” she added with haste. “But we have only met once. Or, twice, actually. There was the dance, and then he called on me, but I-”

“I am not just her company,” Hugo said, saving her from blabbering she could not seem to stop, “I am her intended.”

Seraphina’s mouth dropped open in utter surprise as Fellon’s eyes narrowed at her for answers.

“Is this true?” He asked

“I- no. I mean, he asked, but I-” She paused, realizing she had not actually refused him. She had been too flustered by the instant, heated connection she felt to him when he’d laid his hands upon her.

“Our engagement is imminent,” Hugo answered for her, gaining Felton’s attention, “Now, I suggest you go find another lady to impress with your-” he paused, taking an elaborate pause to roll his eyes toward the painting- “art.”

Lord Fellon sneered, but he took a step back.

“You should be careful, Miss Seraphina,” he said as he moved away, “There are certain perils attached to His Grace.”

Seraphina opened her mouth to apologize but Hugo was quicker.

“Perhaps you should heed them, Lord Fellon,” he warned.

Seraphina stared in shock as the two of men stared one another down for another long moment, and then Lord Fellon left without another word.

Hugo then turned to her, offering his arm.

“Come, let us find something more interesting to look at,” he encouraged, his tone suddenly light.

“I will not,” she said at once, scrunching her nose as she took a step back. Her frazzled state finally diffused, she now felt her angry words begin to line up perfectly.

Hugo scoffed and nodded toward Lord Fellon’s painting.

“You cannot honestly tell me you enjoy this one?”

“My inclination toward this piece has nothing to do with my refusal to go with you,” she said hastily, looking at him as if her were mad. “That was incredibly rude, Your Grace, and your behavior was most unappealing! What has that man ever done to you?”

“Aside from create this bland atrocity?” Hugo chuckled.

“I am quite serious, Your Grace,” she insisted, keeping her feet planted firmly in place.

To her surprise he smiled at her affectionately, and she was immediately annoyed at how it made her heart flutter. Despite his hardened looks, he was most handsome when he smiled at her like that.

“Your care for the people who only days ago mocked you behind your back is astounding, Miss Seraphina,” he replied.

“While you mock me to my face?” she shot back.

“On the contrary,” he replied, arching a brow as his voice dipped into a sultry tone, “I find your kind heart quite riveting. And rare, especially after living among the heartless. Tell me, however, did you keep it?”

Seraphina could not help but feel flattered by the seemingly sincere compliment. With her he could be so sweet, so kind. Yet clearly there was a brutality of sorts that he seemed very comfortable using with others.

She stepped away from him, choosing not to answer, and pretended to look for another painting to take interest in. Though she kept her eyes before her, she could not help but notice the glances she was gathering in her peripheral vision.

“Why are you following me?” She whispered, not needing to look behind her to know that Hugo was right behind her.

“Because you are my intended,” Hugo murmured, “and I do not want anyone else making the same misguided mistake as Fallon’s that your interest is available to take.”

Seraphina huffed at his boldness.

“I am not your intended,” she remarked quickly, “And I call you out on your previous lie. You did know who Lord Fellon was.”

“I did not lie,” he countered, “I said it did not matter to me who he was.”

Seraphina then felt his fingers clasp around her wrist, and she was pulled to a stop. She turned on him quickly, ready to insist he let her go, but then she caught the green in his eyes, and suddenly understood why she was so drawn to the painting of the pines. It had reminded her of him.

“And you are my intended, little lamb,” he said, his voice low but clear, “Unless you can truthfully tell me you want someone else. There is something between us, and I know you recognize it.”

His thumb then caressed over the flesh of her wrist, and despite her previous anger, she felt her body suddenly relax. As if he felt her response, his lips twitched upward.

“Is there someone else?” He asked. There was no judgment in his tone, no edge. Just a soft eagerness for her truth. And it spurred her to tell it.

“No,” she confessed, forcing her eyes to glance around them. Thankfully, despite the ton’s curiosity, no one had followed.

“I am not as kind-hearted as you may think. Unlike my mother, I have not easily forgotten all of the whispered laughs and snickers they once offered toward me. But that does not mean that I accept your proposal, Your Grace. In truth, your rudeness has put me off quite a bit.”

“And yet despite that, you are still interested,” Hugo mused.

That smug, arrogant–! Seraphina pulled her wrist away and took a step back.

“You do not know that, Your Grace,” she insisted.

“No?” His lips twitched almost into a smirk as he studied her face. He was not just taking in her eyes, but her lips, her cheeks; and she felt every glance toward each of her features.

“You are confounding, do you know that?” She whispered, pushing away the urge to look past his behavior.

“And you are fascinating,” he replied, taking a step toward her.

As Hugo stole away the space between them Seraphina felt a rush of excitement- just as she had when he’d pressed her against the wall of her home. She felt her blood warm as her body suddenly felt heavy and pliant, as if it wanted to pour itself into his arms and feel his support again.

But they were in public. They were not married. And despite the rush of new feelings, she knew to get close to him was wrong. Even if a part of her did want it.

“Stop,” she whispered, pressing a hand against his chest before he could brush up against her..

She felt her breath hitch as she touched him; even through the many layers of fine clothes he was wearing, her fingertips tingled as she felt the muscles and steady, strong heartbeat beneath. Hugo’s smile was slow to form, as was the way he brought his hand up to cover her own.

“Do you want me to?” He whispered back, caressing the back of her hand.

No.

“Yes,” she forced out, pushing through the mental fog he was putting her in, “Someone will see us.”

“Your pulse is quickening again,” he murmured, tracing his fingertips over her own.

“How do you do that?” She whispered back, searching his eyes. “How are you so aware of heartbeats?”

She tried to reach for her annoyance, but it was waning. Fast.

“Just yours,” he replied, cupping her cheek with his other hand, “It sings to me.”

Seraphina felt the subtle way he pulled her to him, and as his lips hovered closer to hers, she could not find the will to stop him.

“What is it singing?” she breathed.

Hugo’s eyes searched her own as he drew his bottom lip between his teeth, and she could not stop the whimper that escaped. He then dipped his head lower as she felt him tilt her chin upward and, softly, he kissed her.

Heat simmered in Seraphina’s veins as an enjoyable dizziness filled her head, and she felt herself sway forward. Hugo’s kiss was tender, his lips molding to hers then pulling away, just enough to let her catch a brief breath before they met again.

As if he could feel her giving into him, Hugo’s embrace grew tighter; his fingers caressing her waist and lower back. If she fell backward, that touch promised, he would catch her. For a moment she did, letting herself slip into the heady pleasure of both his embrace and his kiss.

The concern for time and place drifted away, and she found herself hungry for more. A soft moan escaped her lips as she allowed herself to kiss him back.

Then, all too quickly, yet somehow still painfully slow, he pulled away.

“Your song says you want me as I want you, little lamb,” he whispered against her lips. “That you are meant to be mine.”

Seraphina’s eyes flew open, her senses rushing back to her so fast that it made her head spin. She pushed at him, making him chuckle, but this time he moved his body back to allow her some space.

“You don’t agree?” He teased.

“Even if I did, I loathe such cockiness, Your Grace,” she retorted, feeling breathless.

Her heart pounded in her chest, making her aware of the ache that started in her lower belly and had spread into her entire being. Yet even if her body wanted one thing, her mind insisted she wanted another.

“You will not get your way by telling me how I feel,” she grit out.

“No,” he mused, allowing her to walk away, “But I certainly make you feel something.”

“You do. At present, it is rage,” she seethed, throwing him one last glare. She nearly stumbled as she forced her feet to move away from, the action fumbling and not at all smooth, betraying her words.

Hugo must have caught it, because he chuckled as he watched her, his head cocking like a predatory hawk did before it went in for its kill. She forced her eyes away from and pressed her lips together, forcing herself not say another word.

She expected him to follow her, and damn him if she did not feel a flare of disappointment when he stayed put, and merely bowed his head toward her with an infuriating smirk.
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“That was dangerous,” Everett mused, appearing from around the corner.

Hugo lifted a single brow as he looked to his friend.

“You were watching me?”

“Just wanted to make sure you did not need any help,” Everett said with a shrug. “You are not used to the way things are done in London, Hugo. We may be just as vicious as you country nobles but we smother it with politeness. A skill you haven’t yet learned, it seems.”

Hugo smirked. “Are you referring to Fellon or Seraphina?”

“Fellon is dull and pompous,” Everett sighed, “But speaking to another member of the ton like that will earn you no good will. Nor will cornering young women in art galleries.”

Hugo looked away from his friend and toward the direction in which Seraphina had left.

“Fellon was being condescending,” Hugo remarked harshly, “He deserved what I gave him. And I am only interested in cornering one young lady.”

Hugo felt arousal stir deep within him as he recalled the way Seraphina melted against him. Submitted to him. And he drew a deep breath in through his nostrils as he felt his manhood thicken in his trousers. He may have not accepted the truth before, but he did now. She belonged to him. She just didn’t know it yet.

“She is mine.”

“You need to be careful, Hugo,” Everett warned. “Those are games we play at my little parties, but it is very different outside of them. You need to make certain of your hunting grounds.”


CHAPTER SIX
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“Ridiculous,” Seraphina muttered.

“What was that, darling?” Amelia asked.

“I don’t think so,” Theo murmured, inspecting the jeweled comb in her hands. “I think they’re quite beautiful.”

Seraphina pursed her lips, annoyance and longing running through her. She was not talking about the combs. She turned from the stall in the market, and walked over to the handbag vendor. Why was she shopping anyway? It was not as if the allowance her father gave her would allow any extras such as these.

“Is something wrong, Seraphina?” Theo asked, as she and Amelia caught up.

“No,” she bit out.

She caught Theo and Amelia sharing a dubious look and she clicked her tongue.

“Nothing is wrong,” she insisted.

But that wasn’t true. Something was very wrong. The Duke of Merrivale had kissed her. Kissed her! In the gallery! Where anyone could have seen them.

What was even worse was that as angry as she was about it, she’d enjoyed it. It had been the only thing on her mind the past two days. And the past two nights.

“Is it the heat?” Theo asked, touching her arm. “It is rather warm. Perhaps we could go into the tea shop and find some refreshment?”

“Why bother?” Seraphina answered testily, letting go of the hand bag she was pretending to contemplate. “Why am I bothering with any of this?”

Guilt filled her as she caught her friends’ hurt, confused expressions, and she drew in a breath to stymie her temper.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, going to them. “I’m so sorry. I don’t think I should be out today. Perhaps it is best that I just go home.”

She gave them another apologetic look, but just as she was about to leave them, Amelia grabbed her arm and started pulling her toward the alleyway. When they reached the more private spot, she and Theo both looked at her sternly.

“Talk,” Theo demanded, crossing her arms. “What has happened?”

Seraphina pressed her lips together. She didn’t want to say. Didn’t want to feel. Why couldn’t the Duke of Merrivale leave her alone?

When she didn’t answer, Theo reached out and pinched her arm.

“Ow!” Seraphina yelped.

“Speak!” Theo demanded. “Something is not right with you and as your friends we demand to know what it is.”

“You are not acting yourself,” Amelia added, giving her a sympathetic look. “Tell us so we can help.”

Seraphina sighed, still rubbing her arm.

“The Duke kissed me the other night,” she confessed, feeling her entire body slump. “At the gallery.”

“Oh, heavens,” Theo gasped, then looked at Seraphina regretfully.

“I’m so sorry I pinched you. No wonder you’ve been acting strange.”

“Are you all right?” Amelia asked, stepping closer as she lowered her voice. “Did he force you?”

“No.” The answer came out swiftly before she could stop it, and she blushed wildly. “I mean yes. I mean…I do not know!”

Theo and Amelia glanced at another in confusion.

“I did not want it at first,” Seraphina tried to explain, her body once more filling with that edgy, strange heat that made her skin prickle with excitement. “But when he touches me…I can’t explain it. My being relaxes into him. Even if I am mad at him.”

She tsked her tongue as she shook her head and rubbed her temple.

“You should have heard him that night. He was so rude to Lord Fallon. Absolutely horrific in the way he spoke to him. I despised it, and yet- yet when he kissed me I just wanted to- to-” she floundered for her words.

“Sink into him? Allow him? I do not know but it is most confusing and it is only making my frustration worse!” She burst out.

“Oh, my,” Amelia murmured, her eyes growing wide with curiosity.

“I already told him that we cannot court. My mother would not allow it in a thousand years,” Seraphina said with a sigh.

“Do you want to court him, though?” Theo asked tentatively.

Seraphina shifted on her feet. Her mind said no. But her body…her body craved the idea.

“No,” she answered. “My mother is right. I do not agree with everything she says but she is right in this. We need someone who will save our reputation, not damn it further.”

“We?” Theo asked, taking a step closer. “Your marriage should be about you, Seraphina. Not your mother.”

“I know,” Seraphina sighed, growing more agitated. “But she wants what is best for me. That is why she has done all of this. So I do not have to live the life she has.”

Amelia and Theo exchanged another long look, only adding to Seraphina’s agitation.

“What, you do not agree?” She asked.

Amelia blushed and looked away while Theo pressed her lips together and worried them.

Seraphina took a steadying breath, and reached for her friends.

“Please,” she begged, “You are my friends. I need your truth. You are the only ones will give them to me.”

“It is not that we do not agree,” Theo answered carefully. “I am sure you are right. Your mother wants what is best for you as every mother should want for her daughter…but are you sure that is the only thing she wants? The way she pushes you. Her willingness to have you caught in a scandal to trap one of the more reputable gentlemen. Are you sure your courtship is not for her?”

Theo spoke a truth Seraphina had only thought but never shared. Yes, it was something she pondered for quite some time. Her mother’s needs were so enmeshed with her own, she sometimes couldn’t tell where her wants started and her mother’s ended.

“Let me ask this,” Theo went on gently, “If your mother did approve…would you entertain the idea of courting the Duke? Despite the rumors?”

“No.”

Theo’s brow perked.

“You answered too quickly,” her friend pointed out.

“Reputation or not… I do not like the way he speaks to others,” Seraphina murmured, fiddling with her fan. “If he ever spoke to me or acted toward me in the way I have seen him with others, I think I would feel trapped in a marriage with a bully. I do not want that. I want a husband who has the patience to speak kindly to me, always.”

To her surprise, Seraphina felt tears prick at her eyes.

“I am tired of living with hostility. All my life my mother has been agitated over one thing or another. And my father, when he is around, barely acts cordial. I know what I am to him, even if he does not say it. I am the public reminder that he made a mistake.”

“Oh, Seraphina,” Theo sighed, drawing a kerchief out to dab her eyes.

“If I am going to take a husband, I want one that will give me a peaceful home. Even if that means ignoring me most of the time,” Seraphina went on as she leaned on her friends.

“Hug- I mean, the Duke. His temper is too hostile for me,” she went on. Even if I did feel something when he kissed me. “So, Theo, I meant what I said. My answer is no. Even if my mother did approve. Which she would never.”

Theo only nodded this time, she and Amelia both giving her an empathetic look.

“Apologies, my darlings,” Seraphina whispered, handing Theo back her kerchief, “For my behavior and my tears. I am embarrassed by both.”

As her friends cooed words of appeasement, Seraphina caught a bit of movement out of the corner of her eye, and saw her maid at the mouth of the alley, holding up a timepiece.

“I must go,” she sighed, “My mother has no doubt coordinated more callers. She shall be most upset with me if they arrive before I make it home.”
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“Have done! I’m beaten,” Dominic huffed, holding up his hands in surrender. Chest heaving, still trying to catch his breath, he smirked at Hugo. “It has been too long since we sparred. I forgot how wild you could get.”

The inner storm of pent-up rage stilled in Hugo, and he dropped his wrapped hands immediately to his side. His nightmares had returned—a horrific combination of his father’s violence and the abuse he himself had inflicted onto someone else.

Prey. Predator. Prey. Predator.

In his sleep he shifted back and forth constantly until the stress of it woke him up. Sweat drenched and heart pounding in the dark, still emptiness of the night.

“Apologies, old friend,” he said, holding out a hand. “I got lost.”

Dominic gave him a regretful look, his smirk dropping, and he shook Hugo’s hand.

“Wild was the wrong word, I just meant-”

“It’s fine,” Hugo replied. He let go of Dominic’s hand and headed toward the cables surrounding the ring.

He knew how much of an animal he could be. A beast. If he lost control.

“Good match,” Tristan praised, tossing a towel at Hugo as he approached the table where Everett and he sat.

“Thanks,” Hugo muttered, wiping the sweat from his back, his chest.

Everett finished downing his drink and slammed his empty beer mug onto the table.

“Why are we boxing?” He asked loudly, well on his way to inebriation. “There’s another party tonight going on as we speak. We should be there. Not circling each other half naked and sweaty.”

They had all wanted to go, except for Hugo. He’d had fair time at the last time, but he had no interest in going again. To his own surprise, he’d had no interest in the very delights he’d come pursuing. Not after his last kiss with Seraphina. He craved carnal pleasure like the rest of them. Perhaps now more than ever. But it was her he wanted.

He wanted to taste her lips again, feel her sink into his chest as she surrendered her anger and gave into him. And he wanted more. So much more.

In a way Seraphina had become his prey as someone else had. But he sought no vengeance from her. He did not want to break her. He wanted to melt her. Heat her rigid nature until she was nothing but a puddle in his hands. And then he wanted to devour her. Every drop.

“You should all go,” Hugo stated, reaching for his water. “I appreciate your willingness to shift your plans, but Everett is right. You don’t need to be here.”

Tristan narrowed his eyes at Everett and delivered a punch to his arm.

“We want to be here, old boy,” Tristan stated, ignoring the way Everett hissed at him and glared as he rubbed his arm.

“He’s right,” Dominic agreed, joining them at the table. “Lord knows you’ll disappear from London as soon as you are married, so we need to make the most of it.”

Hugo didn’t bother to disagree. Dominic was very much right. Even though he’d commanded the attention of the London ton with his business savvy, he knew how they truly felt about him. They were all watching him closely, terrified and waiting for him to claim his next victim.

“Yes,” Everett mused, smirking at Dominic. “How is that going by the way? Any more stolen kisses at the gallery?”

“What?” Tristan demanded, his head whipping toward Hugo’s direction. “You did what?”

Hugo aimed an annoyed side-eyed glance at Everett, who only grinned devilishly.

“Personally I was quite proud,” Everett quipped, leaning back in his chair as he put his hands behind his head.

“You are supposed to be courting her, not ruining her,” Tristan bit out, brow furrowed as he looked at Hugo.

A sudden and surprising shot of possession burrowed through Hugo as he glared back at his friend.

“What I do with Seraphina is my business,” he stated.

“Not if it risks her reputation,” Tristan retorted. “You have no idea the circumstances her mother is willing to put her through to get her married off to a respectable title with a good reputation. Any further damage you cause to Seraphina will only push her mother to do worse. You need to be careful, Hugo. This isn’t some hunt.”

Another word, another dig at Hugo’s rumored reputation, shot like an arrow into Hugo’s chest, and Tristan’s eyes widened as he realized his mistake. He moved to leave, but Tristan was leaning toward him in a second, pushing at his shoulder so he would sit back down.

“I didn’t mean that,” Tristan said hurriedly.

“Two barbs from two friends in one day,” Hugo mused, shooting a distrusting look around the table. “It seems you all are now believing the rumors too.”

“I don’t,” Everett quipped, refilling his mug of beer.

“None of us do,” Dominic insisted. “We’re not judging you, old boy. God knows we all have our own faults.”

“I don’t,” Everett quipped again.

“Shut up you fool,” Dominic growled at him, stealing the mug from Everett’s hands just as he was about to take another drink. Everett glared at him as Dominic then lifted the mug to his mouth, and chugged the beer.

“I just want you to be careful,” Tristan sighed. “Things are different in London. If another person saw you they weren’t just going to walk away and pretend otherwise. They thrive on gossip here. Especially gossip surrounding you. Everyone has their eye on you.”

“So you are saying my pursuit is futile?” Hugo asked.

“Not at all,” Tristan replied quickly. “But you could be more subtle.”

Hugo looked at him askance. “Because subtlety is clearly a specialty of mine.”

“No, but it is mine,” Tristan replied, his lips quirking into a smile, “And perhaps I could help.”


CHAPTER SEVEN
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“Ihave heard talk, Seraphina,” Mary said coldly. “The Duke of Merrivale was escorting you at the art show the other night. I told you to stay away from him.”

“He certainly was not,” Seraphina retorted.

Her attention was drawn away from the passing scenery outside the carriage window as she heard her mother’s accusation.

“Is that why you are not letting me attend this evening’s ball with Theo and the others?”

“Do not lie to me,” Mary scolded. “And how ungrateful you sound! Most daughters would appreciate the company of their mothers at balls.”

Most Mothers are not like you.

Seraphina pressed her lips together to keep the comment to herself.

“He did not escort me, Mama,” she said after a moment, “I did not even know he was going to be attending. He walked with me around some paintings, but it was brief.”

Brief but passionate. Brief but infuriating. She was still put off by Hugo’s rudeness toward Lord Fellon, as well as the smugness he showed toward being her betrothed. But she could not deny that his kiss had been everything she had always hoped a kiss would be, nor could she deny that the man read her like an open book. She was drawn to him. Immensely.

“Well whatever it was, be sure there is not a repeat of it,” Mary huffed. “You finally have the attention of ton’s most eligible gentleman. You do not want to lose it by having his.”

This time Seraphina could not help the words that left her mouth. Even if was rude, she felt the urge to defend Hugo.

“It was his willingness to dance with me that gained me the favor of those gentlemen to begin with,” she reminded her mother. “If he was truly that terrible, do you not think that it would have had the opposite effect?”

“He is a Duke, Seraphina,” Mary replied, crossing her arms in frustration, “His station alone was what saved you, but if you keep entertaining his company, it is his reputation that will destroy you. Now I say again, stay away from him.”

The carriage stopped, and with it so did their conversation. As much as Seraphina wanted to continue to argue, she knew her mother was right. Acknowledgement of that filled her with disappointment, and as they walked into the ballroom, she found it difficult to smile.

She would not be marrying the Duke. It would not be good for her. Even if it did take her off the marriage mart, she would still be disdained by society. But part of her wondered if it truly mattered. Could the right marriage truly make the ton forget her questionable lineage?

“Ms. Kinderson, Miss Seraphina, how lovely to see you both.” Tristan stated.

Seraphina forced a smile as the Earl approached.

“Lord Briarwood, thank you for the warm welcome,” Seraphina replied as she curtseyed. “Have you been here long yourself?”

“Indeed,” he agreed, “And to be honest it has been quite dull. Until now.”

Seraphina joined him in his small chuckle, but Mary barely hid her displeasure. It was clear she only wanted attention from the higher- ranking nobles.

“I recall from my dinner party you are quite the elegant dancer, Miss Kinderson,” Tristan went on, seemingly undeterred by the scant courtesy of Mary’s greeting, “If your dance card is not already full, I would be honored to take your first of the evening.”

Seraphina looked toward her mother for permission, and she gave a begrudging nod. She indeed did not have any names on her dance card yet, and no doubt, Mary hoped the dance would encourage the others to remedy that.

“Is Theo here with you this evening?” She asked as Tristan guided her to the dance floor.

“I am afraid not,” he replied, “Our mother has come down with a cold and she was kind enough to stay and keep her company.”

“I am sorry to hear that,” Seraphina replied, feeling her disappointment intensify. “I shall send flowers tomorrow to wish her a quick recovery.”

Tristan chuckled as they took their first steps into the dance, his smile handsome.

“You are such a kind woman, Seraphina,” Tristan praised, “No wonder Fenwick is drawn to you.”

Seraphina felt a tingle go up her spine at the mention of Hugo’s name, and her eyes immediately roamed the room. She found him in an instant, and as they locked gazes, she felt her heart begin to thud.

“Drawn or not, I have refused him,” she insisted, nearly missing a step as she forced her eyes away from Hugo. “My mother and the ton believe he would be bad for me, and I must agree with them.”

Tristan’s brows drew up in surprise as he stepped out to twirl her.

“It is not like you to follow the single-mindedness of this boring hive, Seraphina,” he replied. “Do you truly believe the rumors whispered about him? Especially after hearing all the awful things they say about you?”

Though she knew Tristan was only asking genuine questions, she still felt hurt slice through her at the mention of her own struggles.

“I will admit that the Duke has been kind to me, at times,” she replied, “But I have seen his temper flare and his overconfidence is astounding. And yes, the ton has said some awful things about me, but they are the truth. I cannot deny my birth. I was born out of wedlock.”

“If you are dissuaded by his confidence then I am afraid you might as well surrender to spinsterhood, Seraphina,” Tristan stated matter-of-factly, “There is not a single man in our society, me included, that does not think highly of themselves. We are raised that way. Fenwick, however, was not.”

Seraphina felt her curiosity spark.

“What do you mean?”

A look of discomfort briefly passed over Tristan’s face.

“It is something you should ask him yourself. I personally find it a wonder that he has any confidence at all. That man has more strength than anyone will ever know or understand.”

Questions formed immediately in Seraphina’s mind. What had happened to the Duke? Her mind raced back to the day he called on her, and she was reminded of the way he empathized with what she was going through with her mother. Was he berated by his parents as well? Or something far worse?

“As for what you said about your birth,” Tristan continued, “That does not give these pompous gits the right to mock you, Seraphina, and if any of these other men had a modicum of sense, they would see you for who you truly are, which is a decent, kind, intelligent woman, regardless of how you came to be.”

Seraphina smiled at him, thankful for his kind words.

“Are you flirting with me, Lord Briarwood?” she attempted to tease, pulling her thoughts away from Hugo’s past. “If I am such a prize, then why do you not marry me?”

Tristan chuckled as he took her for another turn.

“Alas, my affection for you is familial in nature,” he sighed with feigned regret, “And you, Seraphina, deserve something more than that. So does he.”

Seraphina was shocked at his words but before she could inquire about it, Tristan twirled her once more then let her go, sending her right into the arms of the man in question. Instantly she felt the difference of their touch.

Tristan’s had been polite, cordial, but even if she’d been blindfolded, she would have felt the difference between his hand and Hugo’s. Hugo’s touch was more possessive, more caressing, and it sent shivers of delight throughout her entire body. She hitched in a breath as desire snaked down the back of her neck and made her knees tremble for a moment.

“Miss Seraphina, you look absolutely beautiful this evening,” Hugo praised, immediately guiding her into the dance as if he had been her partner all along.”

Seraphina felt her entire body heat and hum at not just his praise and charming smile, but his closeness. But she could not, would not give into it.

“Your Grace,” she whispered, feeling her cheeks turn scarlet, “You must let go of me at once! My mother has proclaimed that I need to stay away from you!”

“And what do you want?” Hugo asked, his hold from her unmoving as they danced. “For it seems to me that you yearn for the exact opposite.” He smirked, then added in a hushed tone, “At least that is what I felt from that kiss we shared from the other night.”

The annoyance she felt for him the other night speared through her once again, and she felt her nose scrunch as her brows drew down.

“I want you to stop presuming what I want and respect what I actually request,” she hissed.

“It seemed like you quite enjoyed my kiss the other night,” he mused. “Tell me now that you did not.”

Seraphina felt her face grow crimson with a mixture of embarrassment and rage; hating the way he was using her reaction to him against you.

“Don’t you dare do that to me again,” she hissed. “What you did was absolutely uncalled for and dangerous. We could have been seen!”

“So you did like it?” He asked, his brow cocked in amusement, “You just didn’t approve of where it took place. That can be remedied.”

“It certainly will not be,” she retorted quickly. “I will not be alone with you again.”

Hugo’s grin grew more wolfish and- to her annoyance, more devilishly charming.

“You still have not said you did not enjoy it,” he pointed out. “Tell me, Miss Seraphina, do you find me as intriguing as I do you?”

Seraphina faltered in her steps, but Hugo’s arms lifted her with ease, making it appear as if it were an intentional move. Desire coursed through her veins at the effortless movement, and despite her annoyance for him not letting her go yet, her mind began to wonder toward all the ways he could sweep her off her feet.

“I am not answering that,” she insisted, fighting her inner passion. “Either way it does not matter.”

Hugo raised his brow in amusement.

“Let me ask you this then. What bothered you more? The way I handled Fellon? Or that I kissed you in such a public space?”

“Your behavior toward Lord Fellon was most obnoxious,” she fired at him, “but the two do not compare! You should not have done either!”

“Ah, but your answer indicates you were more offended by my words toward some pompous noble than by having my lips on yours,” he countered matter-of-factly.

Heat radiated from Seraphina’s face so strongly she was sure she could have fried an egg on it.

“You are most insufferable!” She huffed.

“You enjoy it, though,” Hugo replied, his eyes searching hers deeply. “Admit it. There is something between us. A spark neither you nor I can deny.”

Something about the intensity of Hugo’s stare sent her insides aquiver. There was a knowing there. A recognition she had never felt before, even from her friends.

“Even if there was it would not matter,” she sighed, feeling her body relax as he carried her along with the music, “As I have already told you, my mother will not allow me to accept such a proposal from you. Now, please. Let. Me. Go.”

Hugo continued looking on at her with the same intensity for a long moment as he led her through the dance, then gave her a small nod.

“Very well. Answer my next question honestly and I will,” He promised.

Seraphina glanced toward the crowd, wondering if it would aid or damage her reputation for her to push him away. It was obvious they were whispering about them, but to push a noble, especially one of Hugo’s station, would surely be a scandal of its own. Suddenly her eyes caught her mother’s and saw that she was furious for her blatant disobedience. However her mother gave her a curt shake of her head, as if to say she could not just walk away now that she was mid-dance.

“Seeing as how this is the only way you will allow me to get out of this,” Seraphina sighed, glancing back at Hugo, “What is your question?”

“Do you believe the rumors about me?” He asked, his tone surprisingly sincere. “Do you believe that I would hurt you?”

Seraphina was taken aback by the bluntness of inquisition, and for a moment, she only stared at him.

“Do not spare my feelings,” he urged, “I truly want to know. And if you are afraid of me, I will stop my pursuit of you as you request.”

Seraphina drew in a breath. This was her chance to get him to stop. All she had to do was say yes. And yet as she opened her mouth…

“I do not like the way you speak to others. It hints toward the cruelty that is so talked about. But no. I do not believe you would do me bodily harm, Your Grace,” she confessed.

For a moment Hugo looked as if he were about to smile smugly, but then she pressed on.

“But you are harming my already precarious reputation. I cannot marry you, even if I can admit there is… ‘something’ between us. You must let this idea of you and me go, or you will curse me to spinsterhood.”

Hugo let go of her just as the song ended, but Seraphina’s mind still spun as she watched him bow to her.

“We shall see about that, Miss Seraphina,” he replied, his expression unreadable. And, before she could ask him what he meant by that, he walked away.
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“Your Grace!”

Hugo stopped as he heard the shrill tone, and turned in the hall.

Mary, Seraphina’s mother, was walking toward him with purpose, her face etched with anger.

“May I ask what you are doing?”

“Dancing,” he answered with a sigh, waving his hand toward the ballroom, “Is that not what you are to do at a party?”

“Not with my daughter,” Mary replied sharply. “Both my daughter and I have warned you now not to go near her, and yet you still persist. What will it take for you to leave her alone?”

Remembering how Seraphina reacted the last time he was short-tempered with her mother, he kept his original response to himself.

“Her hand in marriage,” he said simply.

Mary laughed, though it was clear she was not amused.

“That is not going to happen,” she retorted, “She needs someone who can save her reputation, not make it worse.”

“Her reputation?” He asked, his resolve quickly dissolving. “Tell me, Ms. Kinderson, what is it that Miss Seraphina has done herself to garner whispers? Is it her reputation that is in need of saving? Or yours?”

Mary bared her teeth with rage and for a moment, she looked as if he were about to slap him.

“I want what is best for my daughter and myself, Your Grace, and you are not it,” she seethed. “I know who you are, I know what you have done.”

“You know nothing,” he seethed.

“You want what’s best for you, Ms. Kinderson,” Hugo went on with contempt that rivaled Mary's, “Otherwise you would see that I what I offer is more than just a title, but safety. A partnership. Her status will be elevated, Ms. Kinderson, but you do not care about that do you? You only care about your own. And a son-in-law like me will win you no favors with these boorish aristocrats.”

Mary’s face reddened.

“These people are who she will be surrounded by the rest of her life,” Mary argued, “What I am doing, I am doing for her own good!”

Hugo let out a mirthless laugh.

“Forcing her to betray her natural self is not for her own good, Ms. Kinderson. It is an act of pure torture for her spirit,” he shot back. “Now if Miss Seraphina tells me in earnest she has no interest in me, I will back down. But until that happens, I will not stop pursuing her.”

“You will stop, Your Grace, or my-”

Mary stopped, her eyes suddenly widening with shame.

“Your what, Ms. Kinderson?” Hugo taunted, “Your husband? Your lover?”

Mary’s nostrils flared as she grit her teeth.

“How. Dare. You?” she hissed.

“No Ms. Kinderson,” he shot back, “How dare you. You are supposed to be a parent. A nurturer. Not a player moving her daughter as a piece upon a chess board as she tries to gain absolution for sins she did not commit. I am not the monster here, Madam. You are.”

Hugo’s temper was burning white hot within him, and he knew he had to walk away before he caused a scene and truly damaged Seraphina’s reputation. He ignored whatever damaging words were now pouring out of Mary’s mouth, and without looking back, he left the party


CHAPTER EIGHT
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“Unacceptable,” Mary seethed later on, the carriage taking them home. “Positively unacceptable.”

“I did request he let me go, Mama,” Seraphina insisted. She tried to sound forceful, but instead her words came out meek. She felt exhausted from the night’s events. Not in her body, but in her mind.

Mary let out a sigh, but her glance toward her daughter was not one of disappointment this time, but pity.

“I did see that,” she admitted. “I fully blame the brute. And you are lucky, I suppose. I thought for sure that your dance with him was going to isolate you, but instead you finally filled your dance card. I suppose in a way I owe him thanks.”

Seraphina fought the urge to look away from her mother and frown. She was not going to mention that the other gentleman peppered her with questions regarding the Duke. Nor was she going to mention that none of them had asked her any questions about herself; other than if he was threatening her.

She knew that to lie and say yes would have been best for her own reputation, but she could not bring herself to do it. As much as the man annoyed her, she would not contribute to the spreading of harmful gossip. So she had said no, that the talk was purely casual.

“Well, I told you this would happen, did I not?” Mary sighed, looking around the empty receiving room the next morning.

Seraphina chewed her bottom lip worriedly.

“You did,” she agreed, looking at the wilting bouquets of flowers. It was nearly the end of calling hours, and thus far, only a couple of her previous suitors had shown up as promised. This time, all of them empty-handed, and with little to say to her.

“This is not good,” Mary said, shaking her head. “This will not do at all. We need to do something. Perhaps submit something to the gossip papers stating that your interest in the Duke of Merrivale is false.”

“It is false,” Seraphina replied readily. More or less, she thought with a twinge of guilt. It needed to be false, anyway. Even if a small part of her felt otherwise.

Hugo was annoying, yes. But also, he seemed to be the only man that could look at her and truly see her. Unlike the others, he did not view her kindness as naive or “adorable”, but a trait to be honored. Perhaps even protected.

Seraphina blinked rapidly, forcing such thoughts away, and stood up.

“Perhaps you may be right,” she agreed, fidgeting with one of the wilting bouquets. “Or we could host a gathering here. Not a ball, but perhaps a dinner party. Father could come, perhaps, and some of our friends along with the gentlemen who have been pursuing me. We could create a situation where we are sure that the Duke is not attendance.”

“Now you are thinking, my girl!” Mary said excitedly, hurrying over to her daughter.

“Oh, I am so glad you are starting to see the seriousness of this situation,” she sighed as she took Seraphina’s hands. “I know you try to be kind, but this time it has gone too far. We must exclude him from our lives. We must-”

Mary’s words stopped as a servant entered the room carrying an envelope they both recognized. Seraphina felt a rush of strange loneliness as her mother let go of her hands and rushed toward the message, snatching it excitedly from the servant’s hands.

“It is from your father,” Mary said in a rush, tearing at the envelope.

“I know,” Seraphina replied, forcing a smile. “I recognized the stationery. What does it say? Does he wish you to come to dinner again?”

“Even better,” Mary replied, her smile widening as she read over the letter.

“He has found you a match!”

Seraphina’s lips parted in surprise.

“I- I did not realize he wanted to be so involved,” she stammered.

“Of course he does, darling, he is your father!” Mary replied, her tone growing giddier by the moment.

“He is requesting my presence within the next hour so I may meet him.”

“Just your presence?” Seraphina asked. “Not mine as well? Do you not think I should meet this gentleman as well?”

Mary snapped the letter shut and gave her daughter a scolding look.

“This is how marital decisions should truly be handled, Seraphina,” she retorted. “A meeting with the parents to gain approval, a discussion of dowry, and a few other things. Besides, I can praise your reputation better than even you can. Let us secure the proposal first, and then we will arrange an introduction.”

“An introduction?” Seraphina asked, feeling a twinge of fear in her stomach, “You mean I have not met this man before?”

“The letter does not mention a name, but rest assured, if he is chosen by your father, he is well-esteemed,” Mary replied dismissively, running to the nearby mirror to touch up her appearance.

“I must be off, I want to get there in plenty of time. With luck I shall be bringing back news of your engagement!”

Mary rushed back to her daughter, gave her a hasty kiss on the cheek, and before Seraphina could say anything else, she was gone. Seraphina stared after her mother, partially in shock. The other part she could not place. A sense of foreboding? Of doom?

She sank to the chaise, unsure of how she should feel.

“What is wrong with me?” she whispered aloud to herself, holding her head in her hands. “I should be relieved.”

To her surprise, an ache formed at the back of her throat, and her eyes began to water.

“Oh, stop it!” She scolded herself, wiping at her eyes as she pushed herself from the chaise. “Stop being so weak!”

“Seraphina?”

Startled out of her wits, Seraphina looked toward the familiar voice, and felt herself pale when she saw Hugo.


CHAPTER NINE
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“Seraphina, what is this?” Hugo asked, “What is wrong?”

For a moment she stood frozen, looking in absolute shock at the Duke and her house’s butler staring at her in great concern.

How? She thought, ignoring the relief she felt at seeing him. How was he here?

You should not be here,” she muttered, still trying to decide if he actually was or if her imagination was becoming cruel.

Hugo ignored her, giving her a bemused look, and dismissed the butler as he pulled out a kerchief and walked toward her.

For a moment Seraphina felt the urge to go to him, to let her body rest against his, and sob out the rest of her tears. But then she realized that the man her mother had forbid her from was in her home. Alone with her. And that if anyone knew, all hell would surely break loose.

“No, no, you cannot be here,” Seraphina said, nearly stumbling to get away from him.

“Well it is good that I am,” Hugo shot back, giving her a hard look as he snatched her wrist and pulled her close, “Someone needs to be taking care of you. Where is your mother? Why are you alone when you are feeling like this?”

With surprising tenderness, he dabbed his kerchief under her eyes, taking away the fallen tears. He was so gentle Seraphina felt fresh tears attempt to fall, and she pressed her lips tightly together in an effort to stop them.

“That is not your business,” she snapped, feeling her anger at him renew as she wrenched herself away.

Suddenly she hated him for being so tender.

“You have to stop this, Your Grace. You have to stop showing up everywhere that I am, especially in my home!”

“Why do you keep running from me?” He demanded, his handsome face twisting into a frown.

“Why do you keep running toward me?” She shot back. “I already told you no. My mother has told you no. What more do you need to hear?”

“I come to you because it is not your fear of me that has you hesitant, it is the gossip of the ton. The same gossip that forced you to perform a play in order to gain suitors,” Hugo replied with equal vehemence.

“You cannot marry me just because I am not afraid of you,” she argued. “Surely I am not the only one. There is another woman out there who would give you less trouble in your pursuit of her.”

“Not like you,” he countered, shaking his head. “No one is like you.”

Seraphina’s anger suddenly flared into hatred. For his kindness toward her. For the way her body responded to his presence. For the way it all tore at her mind and soul.

“Stop talking as if you know me,” she snapped, “You do not know me!”

“And your other prospects do?” Hugo shot back.

“Don’t be rude!” She shouted.

“Do they?” He snarled.

“They do not have to if they are suitable for marriage, which you are not. I need someone to save my reputation, not make it worse.” Even as she said it Seraphina felt a heavy wave of guilt crash down on her, but she had to get him to leave.

Hugo stepped forward, clearly untroubled by her words, and grabbed her round the waist. More self-hatred poured through her as she felt her body instantly react; the physical attraction between them becoming embarrassingly apparent.

“Let me go, and leave immediately,” she warned, fresh tears pricking at her eyes as she stared at up at him.

Hugo stared back, his gaze cutting into her like shards of glass.

“I will not leave you like this,” he stated.

“Why? Why do you care?”

Then, as if neither her mind nor body could stand to wait for an answer, she pushed away and slapped him hard across the face.
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Though sharp, Seraphina’s slap was like the flutter of butterfly wings across his cheek compared to the blows Hugo’s father delivered. Instead of letting her go, his hands tightened around her waist, and he pulled her in until her chest was pressed against his.

“You think a slap to my face is going to chase me away?” He demanded of her. “I have had far worse and not even blinked an eye.”

Seraphina’s rage seemed to dim just a little at his words, and she blinked in startled realization.

“What?” She whispered.

“It does not matter,” he replied quickly, refusing to delve into it. “What matters is that you want me and I want you.”

“But why?” She demanded, seemingly finding her rage again. “And do not dare say that you find me fascinating again.”

Hugo stilled, refusing to say what he felt. That he was drawn to the way she survived her surroundings. That he was fascinated by how she’d turned out so different from the other women of the ton, even if she was good at pretending that she was not. That the carnal beast inside him felt that it had somehow met its match in this seemingly innocent lady.

No. He would not talk about his feelings. To her, or anyone.

“I am not saying it make sense,” he bit out, pinning her with an intense stare “But there is something between us, even if it drives us both insane.”

Seraphina stared back at him with equal grit, but she said nothing.

“You want to know what else?” He asked, and Seraphina nodded.

Unable to help himself, Hugo’s hands traveled from her hips to her back, where he felt the rigidness of her spine.

“What are you doing?” She whispered.

“Your body,” he murmured, caressing a massaging hand up her spine, “It is always so tense.”

“Because you will not let me go,” she insisted.

“No,” he answered quickly, already feeling some of her tension fading under his touch, “I see it always. I saw it the day we met. The day I found you with Lord Fellon at the gallery before I approached. You hold yourself rigid, as if you cannot relax, no matter where you are or who you are with.”

“Except for me,” he rasped, his voice growing thick as he felt his arousal begin to bloom. “You sink into me, Seraphina, and that feeling is…addicting.”

“I think of our kiss in the gallery,” he went on, “Often. Of how your body relaxed into mine. How you melted into my arms and how it satisfied a craving I did not even realize I had. And I want it again.”

“Your Grace, you must stop, please,” Seraphina whispered, beginning to tremble under his touch. “You cannot talk to me like this.”

“Because you do not want it?” He asked, challenging her, “Or because you have the same craving I do?”
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The moment Hugo asked, he also let her go. And though it was not a push by any means, Seraphina felt as if she had been expelled away from the warmth and light and directly into the cold and darkness. Her body shook in retaliation, and she felt herself sway as Hugo finally took several steps back.

Immediately she felt her body grow painfully rigid again, and in silent wonder she realized what he had said was true. She was tense without his touch, and only relaxed once she was encompassed by it. How long had she lived that way?

“What did you do to me?” She breathed, placing a trembling hand on her stomach as she looked up at him from beneath her brow.

“I stopped it,” he replied quietly.

“Stopped what?” she asked, agitated.

“The need to feel perfect.”

His gaze, gentle yet domineering, locked on hers, and he took a slow step toward her.

“I know what you feel because I have gone through it,” he spoke, his deep voice lulling her, “Your body knows. It understands that you do not have to be perfect, not with me. It can relax. It can breathe. Because I see you for what you are and there is no need to pretend otherwise.”

Hugo took another step forward and this time, Seraphina found her moving toward him, and not away. Almost as if a thread had tied them together, and was pulling them back toward one another.

“You feel something for me, Seraphina,” he went on as he took another step, “It might not be love but it is something. Stop pretending that you don’t.”

“And what is it that you think I feel for you?” she breathed, taking another small step toward him without realizing it.

Closing the space between them, Hugo brought his hand up to her cheek, the caress of his fingertips making her instantly dizzy and short of breath.

“I think your body craves me,” he rasped, letting his lip just barely graze across hers.

Feeling her resolve weaken, Seraphina whimpered, and looked up imploringly into his deep green eyes.

“And you?” She asked, reaching a tentative hand toward his chest. “Do you crave me?”

Hugo’s smile spread slowly, handsomely over his face as he let out a deep chuckle.

“You have no idea,” he replied, his hand trailing down to wrap around her throat, “But I would love to show you.”

Seraphina felt her knees grow weak and her entire body grow warm as he brushed the softest kiss across her lips.

“Let me show you?”

He was not begging, she realized, though his tone was as soft as his kiss. No, he was putting the decision in her hands.

Suddenly Seraphina realized she had a choice. She knew she would not be marrying him. Even if the thought grew more appealing by the day, her parents still would not allow it. But she was about to be married to someone else. Whoever it was, he could not make her feel as Hugo did in this moment. This, she realized, was perhaps her only chance to feel such passion.

Head spinning with desire, body quivering with a newfound need, Seraphina looked into Hugo’s eyes.

“Yes,” she whispered, letting her body melt into his, “Show me.”
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A heady groan slipped from Hugo’s lips as he felt Seraphina let go of her societal expectations and placed her submission into his hands. He tampered down his own need, knowing he needed to take things slow, and cradled her to his chest as he finally kissed her fully.

A sliver of pain shot through his heart as he briefly tasted the salt of her tears upon his lips. He did not know for sure if he was the reason she had shed them but it weighed heavy on him that they had fallen at all. In a way, he knew that she was right. That their chances of being married were practically nonexistent…and yet, he could not give up.

He did not love her. He doubted he could ever love anyone, even Leah. But he knew with his entire body that he wanted her.

A soft gasp slipped from Seraphina’s lips as he deepened the kiss, letting his tongue part the pillowy borders of her mouth. Another rush of arousal hit him as he drew in her taste. He felt Seraphina tremble in his arms as he laid his possessive claim, and stars burst before his eyes as her arms came up around his neck to wind tightly there.

He pressed her closer to him, wanting no space between them, and with ease, lifted her. She gasped his name softly as her feet disappeared from under her, and with great tenderness, he laid her among the pillows of the chaise. Slowly, she began to kiss him back, her tentative workings growing bolder and more skilled as he pressed his weight down upon her, and soon, he felt her fingertips slide into his thick, black hair.

Pleasure fluttered through him as he felt the gentle scraping of her nails against his skull, and in that moment, the world fell away. He kissed her lips, her cheek, then down to the graceful line of her jaw. He moaned in approval as she tilted her head backward, awarding more access, and for the briefest of moments he let himself lose control and sink his teeth into her neck. Seraphina gasped and shivered beneath him at the small claim, and though he felt the urge to mark her, he pulled away just before it was too much.

The gown she wore was modest, a light blue silk that cut in an even horizontal line just above her cleavage. Even still, he was able to wrest the tight fabric and corset just enough to release her breasts, and he quickly enveloped her small, taut, pink nipple with his mouth. She moaned again, clutching at his hair even tighter, and though he knew he should, Hugo found himself unable to stop.
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Stars burst behind Seraphina’s eyes as she felt Hugo’s hot, wet mouth at her breast, and she blushed as she arched her back and pressed more of herself into his mouth. She had thought his kiss dizzying but this was making her entire body feel as if it were spinning somewhere out in the universe.

She should stop him. She knew she should. This was too far and though her mother was not home, the servants were. They could walk in at any time.

Instead, though, she found herself pressing her lips together to stop the moan in her throat, and gave her control over to him. Her entire being felt as if it were transforming into warm liquid as Hugo continued, and she didn’t want to return to the cold again.

On his kisses went, from first her left breast then her right, then down the front of her dress. It was her favorite day gown, and yet in the moment she wanted nothing more than for it to be torn into shreds and away from her body by Hugo’s hands.

His hands.

So soft yet rough as they reached beneath her skirts to caress and grasp her thighs and backside. They hypnotized her. Fire licked wherever his fingertips met her flesh, sending delicious flicks of desire through every nerve ending sparking inside of her.

Care, any sort, drifted away from her mind entirely as Hugo shoved her skirts up to her waist and his head dipped down. His lips began to trail up her inner thighs and she needed no more instruction than that to part her legs wider for him, her body seemed to understand exactly what she- and he desired.

“Hugo,” she breathed, his first name spilling from her lips for the first time as his tongue swirled over her pulsing mons.

A growl poured from Hugo’s throat as his eyes shot up to hers, brimming with fiery light.

“Say it again,” he commanded.

“Hugo,” she obeyed blindly, feeling herself give into him.

A hungry smile formed on his lips, and as he kept his eyes locked on hers, he lowered his head again, and grazed the tip of his tongue over the taut, sensitive bundle of nerves between her legs. Pleasure shot through her veins, more powerful than before, and her lashes fluttered as she arched herself once more toward his mouth.

On and on his tongue continued, coating her in pleasure until her relaxed body slowly began to pull taut again. This time, though, it was not stress, and it did not shoot down her spine like a rigid spear. Instead it was as if tiny, invisible threads had been cast from her womb and were slowly drawing her tendons tight, making her tremble. A great gathering of sorts began to pull her arms and legs back toward her body, drawing her tight like corset strings.

Then, when she thought she could not take anymore and was a breath away from begging Hugo to stop- they snapped. Every string snapped at once as a great wave of relief and pleasure coursed through her body.
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Hugo lapped greedily, wanting the taste of her climax on his tongue more than he wanted air to breathe. Seraphina had submitted to him so readily that he was reveling in the beauty of it. She wanted him, there was no doubt about it. The truth was in the way she said his name. The way her body still convulsed and trembled from the pleasure he’d given her

In his trousers, his hardened manhood pressed uncomfortably against the restraining fabric. He wanted so badly to pull himself free and find his own pleasure, but something held him back.

“I was wrong,” he murmured, slowly rising up from between her legs.

Seraphina’s eyes, still blurry with pleasure, looked at him in silent questioning as he readjusted her skirts.

“It seems you don’t have to act perfect,” he explained. “You truly are.”

“Your Grace, I-”

“I quite prefer it when you call me Hugo, actually,” he said before she could say more. “You should get used to saying it anyway. When we are married, there will be no use for formalities between us.”

Seraphina sat up then, and under his touch he could already feel that rigidness once more spread through her body.

“Hugo, I still cannot marry you.”

Hugo smirked, then wiped his thumb along his bottom lip. He flicked his eyes up to hers as he drew the finger into his mouth, and pleasure surged through him as he watched her blush a deep red.

“You keep saying that,” he whispered, drawing her close with his other hand.

A smile itched at his lips as he hovered his mouth close to hers. He felt her breath quicken, sending soft huffs of warm air over his lips in an innocent yet teasing fashion.

“But I wonder if you truly mean it?”

Seraphina’s long lashes fluttered as her brow creased, looking as if she was trying to draw strength to pull away from him.

“I…I…”

“You…you,” he rasped, laying the softest of kisses upon her lips, making her whimper, “Will be mine.”


CHAPTER TEN
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“Very good,” Martin Jarvis, Earl of Repington, mused, walking a circle around Seraphina.

Seraphina’s spine snapped so rigid that it became painful, but she forced her smile to stay in place. She glanced at her mother, who only bounced giddily on her feet as her daughter was perused.

“Yes, very good indeed,” the Earl stated, finishing his inspection. “How old is she again?”

I am right here, Seraphina thought angrily toward the older, graying man. Do you wish to check my teeth like a brood mare?

“Twenty-three, My Lord,” Mary answered cheerily.

The smile gracing Martin’s wrinkled face dropped a little.

“A bit old, is she not?”

“Any pray, My Lord, may I ask how old you are?” Seraphina asked, unable to keep her mouth shut any longer. To be examined like a farm animal for sale was one thing, but for someone who looked as old as he did to complain about her age was just a tad too much for her to stand.

“Seraphina!” Mary scolded, but Martin only chuckled.

“Plucky thing, isn’t she?” He asked Mary, then turned to Seraphina.

“I am fifty-five years young, my girl, and have many decades left in me, I have no doubt.”

“How lovely,” Seraphina replied with a tight smile.

“Pluck indeed,” Mary laughed nervously, rushing to the Earl’s side. “And aside from that, she has many other skills. Her piano playing is exemplary, her talent for water colors is blossoming, and she is very obedient to her elders.”

“I do not care much for skills in art,” Martin muttered, “But the pluck and obedience are quite appealing.”

He turned his attention toward Seraphina and grinned, leaning closer to her.

“Are you obedient, girl?” He asked of her.

Seraphina felt her insides begin to quake as she stared into the man’s pale eyes. Hundreds of words and phrases, none of them polite, flashed through her mind and tried to make their way to her tongue. She worked her jaw, feeling so much tension there that she thought her back teeth were going to crack.

“Yes, Lord Repington,” she was able to force out.

Martin grunted, then roamed his eyes up and down her person.

“Obedient, pretty, and plucky,” he murmured.

“Very well, then,” he said, finally taking a step back, “She appears in good order. Though I will be discussing an increased dowry with her father, His Grace.”

Offence roiled through Seraphina, but she said nothing as Mary stammered, “Oh, well, I am sure you will be able to reach an understanding.”

“We shall see,” Martin declared. “I shall want to see her at a dance or two. Make sure she conducts herself well in public as I will be touting my wife about from time to time. But other than that, I believe you have secured a husband, Miss Seraphina.”

Disappointment so intense that it made her dizzy filled Seraphina as she curtseyed toward him, while behind her, her mother clapped with delight.

“A wonderful choice, My Lord!” Mary crowed, “I assure you, you will be happy. Our Seraphina, she will make a perfect wife. You will see!”

You are always so tense, Seraphina…You try to be perfect. You don’t have to be perfect with me.

Hugo’s words whispered through Seraphina’s mind, and in that moment she felt every ounce of tension she was holding within her body. Everything ached, she realized, and a pounding headache had formed like a tight band around her skull.

Suddenly she craved his kiss. His company. And…that other thing he did that made her body feel as if it were floating.

“We will see indeed,” Martin replied, nodding a head toward them both.

“Mama, please,” Seraphina said hastily as soon as Martin left, “Not him.”

Mary’s wide smile vanished in an instant.

“Do not be ungrateful, Seraphina,” she warned. “Your father went to great lengths to secure that man’s interests, and after everything you have done lately to lower your chances, you have finally received a proper proposal! He shall make a fine husband.”

“He makes me uncomfortable!” Seraphina protested.

Mary scoffed.

“It is a woman’s lot in life to be uncomfortable, Seraphina. You are not looking at the bigger picture. He is over thirty years older than you! He has one good seed left in him, two at most, and he will depart this world well before you reach forty if the rumors of his drink and cigar addiction are true. With him, you will only have twenty years of discomfort, unlike your friends who will most likely wed to someone their own age. Then you will be a widow. A rich widow, and you will have your children, nearly grown by then. You will be free to live in comfort.”

Seraphina gaped.

“T-twenty years?”

“It is not so long, especially when you have children,” Mary sighed, eyeing her pointedly.

“Please,” Seraphina begged, “Let us consider someone else.”

“Who else, Seraphina?” Mary replied testily. “Everyone else is gone thanks to the Duke of Merrivale and his attention toward you.”

“Could we not reconsider him?” Seraphina asked, her heart skipping a beat at the idea. “He truly is kind to me, Mama. I know he is not as so with others, but with me he is-”

“No,” Mary said with emphasis, cutting her off.

“That man is dangerous, even when he pretends not to be.”

Seraphina shook her head. “I do not believe so, Mama. Or if he was at one time, he is not so anymore.”

“I am not willing to take that chance with you!” Mary shot back, going to Seraphina’s side.

She clutched her hands tightly and gave her an intimidating stare.

“You and your naive ways,” she chastised. “You may not want to accept the truth of him because he has shown you kindness, but I do. That man has been involved in many duels, even rumored to incite them. He likes to kill, and I will not allow you to be one of his victims!”

Seraphina did not think her body could grow more tense, but as she felt her mother’s nails dig into her hands, heard the utter disgust in her voice, she felt her body clench even tighter.

“I do not believe it because I am naive, Mama,” she answered. “I do not believe it because of what the Duke has shown me. He is a kind man at heart. A rich man who could take care of me, as you want for me. And already that talk of him is fading. Theo and I heard just the other day that he is making many men of the ton here richer already. He could be a good husband!”

“It is a play, you dim girl,” Mary answered cruelly, “And if you do go against us and marry him you will end up on the streets, I guarantee it. And so help me, Seraphina, when you do, neither I nor your father will help you. We will leave you there. Am I understood?”

Seraphina bit her lower lip, feeling a rip form right down her middle. She did not know who to trust. Who to believe. And she was running out of time.

“Very well, Mama,” she said hoarsely. “I shall marry the Earl.”
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“Look up.”

Tristan looked up from his desk, just in time to see a leather portfolio flying at his head. He caught it just before it collided with his forehead, and glared at Hugo.

“What is this?” He asked.

“Your profits from our last endeavor,” Hugo said, taking a seat across from him. He smirked with triumph. “It turned out better than expected.”

Tristan raised a dubious brow, and Hugo felt a sense of glee as his friend’s eyes widened at the copious bank notes inside.

“My God,” Tristan muttered.

“It would be blasphemous to accept such a title,” Hugo sighed, “Though I would accept a slightly less pious moniker.”

Hugo chuckled at his own retort. His sense of accomplishment had been absolutely radiating as of late, and he was finally starting to accept that his temporary move to London was perhaps not as bad as he may have feared. He had money. He had Seraphina- or at least he was about to. And despite the rumors, he was drawing in more business.

“Hugo, this is incredible,” Tristan said with awe.

“I don’t trust London banks,” Hugo replied, “I told you if you had a little patience I would get it done another way, and as you can see I have.”

“The other investors will be thrilled!” Tristan replied.

“Hugo nodded.

“No doubt. And the rumors that I am running a play among the London ton will diminish once their pockets are full,” Hugo said happily.

“You were right, Tristan, as was Leah. It was time for me to return to London. We should celebrate. Ask Theo is she would not mind snagging Seraphina from her mother’s clutches, would you? I thought perhaps we could take them to the Opera House.”

Tristan’s wide smile vanished within an instant.

“You have not heard.”

A shot of discomfort speared through Hugo’s happiness, and he shifted in his chair.

“Heard what?” He asked.

“Seraphina. She is to marry the Earl of Repington.”

Hugo’s smile dropped completely.

“No.” Flashes of their last time together poured through his mind Her soft whimpers. The melting of her body beneath his. Her explosion of pleasure upon his tongue. The woman was his.

“I am afraid so, old friend,” Tristan replied, his tone full of remorse. “They are not officially engaged, but he has been talking about it quite a bit at White’s. Railing on about the heavy dowry Seraphina’s father is paying him for the marriage. It’s going to happen.”

“The Earl of Repington,” Hugo sneered. “But he’s past fifty! And not even half as wealthy as I am!”

“You and I both know that is not what matters to Seraphina’s parents,” Tristan replied softly. “They need his reputation to save their own.”

“Petty lechers,” Hugo spat out, shooting to his feet. He began to pace, uncomfortable with the sudden emotion that had burst through his chest.

“You have to let it go, Hugo,” Tristan urged as Hugo began to pace the floor.

“The hell I will,” he snarled.

“Your reputation is shifting every day,” Tristan argued, “There are surely more young ladies opening their minds toward you. You will find another. One that is less complicated.”

“I don’t want another, I want her!” Hugo shot back.

Suddenly he stopped pacing, shook by his own confession. He turned toward Tristan, who gave him a confused look.

“Are you in love with her?” His friend asked.

Hugo felt a strange stir of emotion, even as he shook his head and let out an agitated noise through his teeth.

“I am not. But I do understand her. I believes she understands me too,” he replied.

Tristan took a step closer, studying him closely.

“What I do know is that I have laid my claim,” Hugo went on before his friend could study him further. “And what I want, I get.”

“And Seraphina?” Tristan asked. “What about what she wants? What if she wants Martin? Maybe her parents are right, Hugo. Maybe you need to just let this go.”

Done with the conversation, Hugo stepped toward the doors.

“If that’s what she wants I’ll give it to her,” he replied over his shoulder, “But until I hear it from her own lips, I shall continue my efforts.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN
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“Iam not so sure about this,” Seraphina said, looking around the daylight filled ballroom. “We have never been invited to this type of party before.”

“It is a good sign,” Rose said, trying to be supportive. “Being invited to a weekend party in the country means that your status is climbing.”

Seraphina nodded as she attempted to smile. On one hand, she knew her friends were right. On the other, she knew that the Earl of Repington had also received an invitation, and that he too would be staying the weekend under theirs hosts roof. They had already danced together at two balls in the city, and thus far, she had found his attention rather off-putting. It seemed he liked to put his hands on her whenever he could.

“Miss Seraphina, there you are,” Martin said, announcing his presence.

Seraphina looked up from her conversation with Theo and Rose. She forced a smile in his direction, despite feeling the tension in her body rise, and turned to curtsey toward him.

“Lord Repington, how good to see you again,” she said politely as she bowed her head.

Before she could rise, Martin grabbed at her hand, and brought it forcefully to his lips. She shivered with disgust as she felt his tongue flick across her knuckles. Panic bloomed in her belly, making her nauseous, and she had to fight to keep her smile intact.

“How lovely to see you again,” He replied with vigor.

“Lord Repington, if I may introduce my friends-” Seraphina started to say as she attempted to pull her hand away.

“Some other time,” he said dismissively, holding her hand tight.

He then gave a stern look toward Theo and Rose over her shoulder, which she followed. They both looked to her with concerned, questioning eyes, but she gave them a nod, and they walked away.

“Has your mother shared the good news with you?” Martin asked.

“Oh, indeed I have,” Mary sang happily, appearing at Seraphina’s side.

With her hand stuck in Martin’s hold, and her mother’s grip suddenly tight on her shoulders, Seraphina suddenly felt stuck. She tried to pull in a breath and found it difficult.

“And we are so happy to hear that you and His Grace have come to an agreement regarding the dowry, are we not Seraphina?”

“Yes,” she forced out.

Needing something, anything, to focus on and help her draw breath, Seraphina looked up, hoping to find sight of her friends whom she knew did not go far. It was not their eyes she found, but Hugo’s, across the room. His dark green eyes were fixed on hers, and rather than accusation, she read comfort in their depths. There was not a stitch of anger in his expression, but a concern that made her want to rush to him immediately. Thankfully, her lungs seemed to be able to relax, and she drew in a deep breath.

“You will have a dance with me,” Martin insisted, “It is time we showed the ton that we are intended to one another.”

“Oh, yes, how perfect,” Mary agreed readily, squeezing Seraphina’s shoulders tighter.

She gave Seraphina a bit of a shove, and Martin was quick to capture her other hand.

“Should we not wait for a new song to play?” She asked, feeling sick.

“It will end in a moment,” Martin replied hastily, a thread of annoyance in his voice, “By the time we take our place on the floor all will be well.”

“Do not be rude,” Mary hissed in Seraphina’s ear, “Go dance with your intended!”

Martin pulled at her as if she didn’t have a choice, and Seraphina nearly staggered as they made their way to the dance floor. As the new song began, Martin grabbed at her waist with a firm hand, and pushed her into the steps. Nausea whirled up in her as he began to whirl her around the floor, feeling as if her body was not her own.

“I like to dance,” Martin told her, obviously not sensing her discomfort. “When we are married I expect to do much of it at the reception. Then of course when we go out as a married couple, you will be expected to take many turns with me. Do you like to dance?”

“I thought I did,” Seraphina replied, feeling her head spin, “But as of late it makes me quite ill.”

Martin let a humph.

“Well, yes, your skills leave something to be desired,” he mused, “But have no fear, my leadership will have you better in no time.”

He spun her again, quickly and without warning, and Seraphina feared she was going to retch right then and there. When he caught her again, his hands went lower, sliding nearly to her backside to pull her back to him.

“There are some things you need to know,” Martin went on, “I have quite an appetite. You will need to satisfy it the best you can. When we have a moment alone, I shall give you specifics.”

Seraphina felt her panic rise again.

“Are you talking of food, My Lord?” She asked.

Martin chuckled at her, the tone condescending.

“In some fashion, yes. In others…”

Martin’s voice trailed off as his eyes lowered to her breasts. She looked back at him, startled, and felt her gorge rise as he made an emphatic noise in his throat. The moment the song ended, she tried to come to a stop, but Martin forced her back to him, clear that he was not done yet.

“We beg forgiveness for the interruption, Lord Repington,” someone chirped. Seraphina barely paid attention, busy trying to force down her nausea.

Martin looked to his left with a frown, and to Seraphina’s relief, he stilled.

“And who are you young ladies?” He asked, clearly annoyed at the interruption.

“I am Miss Theo Briarwood, and this is Miss Rosamund Gravesmoor,” Theo replied with a cheerful smile.

“What is it that you want?” He asked, his eyes narrowed at them, “Can you not see we are dancing?”

Seraphina balked at his rudeness, finding it far worse than Hugo’s had ever been.

“We do,” Rose agreed.

“And what lovely skill you have!” Theo praised.

“But we have a situation,” Rose said, giving an apologetic smile.

“One of a womanly nature,” Theo explained. “We need our dear friend’s assistance. May we please borrow her?”

“There are two of you,” Martin pointed out, “Can you not figure it out among yourselves?”

“It is an issue that requires a third set of eyes and hands,” Rose laughed, “With your…charisma, certainly you understand how complicated a woman’s dress can become.”

Seraphina’s brows flew up, unable to believe that Rose would say such a thing. But her words seemed to fluff Lord Martin’s conceit. He let her go, though his hands lingered unpleasantly.

“Hurry back with her,” he commanded, “We have much to discuss.”

“Of course,” Theo agreed, snatching Seraphina’s hand before he could change his mind.

“These things may take some time, though,” Rose insisted as they began to walk away with her, “We pray for your patience, My Lord.”

“Thank you,” Seraphina breathed as her friends pulled her into the hall.

“Are you all right? You look as if you are about to faint!” Theo said worriedly.

“You are positively flushed!” Rose exclaimed, “Did he not see how poorly you felt?”

Rose dipped her kerchief into her water glass, and began to dab it gently against Seraphina’s neck.

“I do not believe he notices much about me about all,” Seraphina replied, then pulled in a deep breath as she felt the cool water’s relief.

“He is a self-absorbed brute,” Theo hissed, beginning to fan Seraphina, “Your mother cannot possibly be serious about you marrying him!”

“I am afraid she is,” Seraphina replied, then smiled weakly at her friends. “Thank you kindly for the rescue. I needed it.”

“Of course,” Theo replied hastily, “We will always look out for you.”

Seraphina winced, knowing just how many things her friends could not rescue her from. It was not as if they could pull such a coup on her wedding day.

“We must get your mother to change her mind about this marriage,” Rose insisted.

“My brother told me more of the Duke of Merrivale,” Theo told her, “He has been a good friend to Tristan, and Tristan is adamant that he is not the man the ton claims he is. Perhaps if we could speak to your mother we could change her mind about him.”

Helplessness spiraled through Seraphina. How she wished that were possible.

“My parents have made their choice,” she said weakly. “Lord Repington will be my husband.”

“Indeed I will be.”

All three of them jumped as they heard the Earl’s voice, and Seraphina forced a smile.

“Ladies,” he said curtly, approaching with his hands behind his back. “I trust your “issue” has been resolved?”

“Actually, My Lord-” Rose began to say, but Seraphina cut her off. They could not hide her forever, despite how she wished otherwise.

“It has, Lord Repington,” she replied. “Thank you for giving us the time.”

Martin gave them a stiff nod, and extended his hand toward her.

“Would you two give us a minute?” He asked of Rose and Theo. “I would like a moment alone with my intended.”

Theo and Rose looked at her worriedly, but she gave them a subtle nod.

“Your friends are quite rude,” Martin stated as they were left alone.

“They do not mean to be,” she replied, and Martin grunted.

“Nonetheless, they will not be welcome in our home once we are wed.”

Surprised at such a statement, Seraphina’s jaw dropped.

“My Lord, please, they really are quite pleasant-”

“You will not have time for friends anyway,” Martin interrupted, closing the space between them. “You will be far too busy with your husband and new duties.”

“You cannot ask me to give up my friends!” She insisted.

Seraphina took a step back, her back hitting the wall before she could create more space, and Martin pressed up tightly against her before she could do anything else.

“I am told I am a patient man, Miss Seraphina, but even my patience wears thin with certain behavior. These… ladies… are something I will not tolerate.”

“But-”

“You told me you were obedient, yes?” He asked.

Seraphina felt her heart beating wildly as she sensed danger. How could she reply with anything other than yes? As her mind scrambled for an answer, Martin reached out and pressed a firm hand on her stomach.

“Say yes, like a good girl,” he warned through gritted teeth. And panic consumed her.
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“Lord Repington,” Hugo called.

He had watched her all evening. Seen her friends rescue her from Repington, and watched him leave to find her. Hugo had planned on finding a moment to speak with Seraphina at the party later, but when he’d seen her friends come back into the ballroom without her and the minutes ticked by, he found himself unable to wait.

As he suspected, he found her with Repington. Anger quivered through him as he saw the man’s hand pressed against Seraphina’s stomach, saw the vivid look of fear on her face. Forgoing subtlety, he walked up to them with his fists clenched.

“Lord Merrivale!” Martin said, turning toward him with a surprised look.

“You will address me as Your Grace,” Hugo said flatly, moving his body between Martin’s and Seraphina’s.

“For all of London’s rumors about my manners you seem to forget that you all are lacking in a few of your own.”

Martin’s brows dropped into a scowl, but he had the good sense to back down.

“Of course,” he agreed, bowing his head to Hugo, “My apologies. How may I help you?”

“Your associates in the cigar room are asking for your presence,” Hugo lied. “I told them I would come fetch you.”

Martin gave him a dubious look.

“And why would they send you?” He asked.

Hugo felt his temper rise further, but he kept calm.

“Apparently there is some tale of a giant bear you took down that they wish you to recount?” He asked. “Word has it you are an excellent hunter.”

“Not as excellent as you, I have heard,” Martin retorted with a look of disgust, “Though I suppose we hunt very different forms of game.”

That was enough, Hugo decided, and he stepped directly up to Martin, looming at least a head above him.

“Would you like to find out, Lord Repington?” He asked, his tone laced with deadly intent.

Martin shifted his weight, and as Hugo expected, the man backed down.

“They are looking for me in the cigar room, you say?”

Hugo nodded once, not letting the man break eye contact.

“The tale of that hunt is most exciting,” Martin grumbled, taking a step back, “I would be happy to regale my friends with it again.”

Hugo kept his glare on Martin, even as he turned his back to them, and watched in disgust as Martin quickly forgot all about Seraphina, and walked quickly toward the cigar room.

“For once I am grateful for your horrid manners, Your Grace,” Seraphina sighed, her voice shaking.

His anger was still threatening to explode, even as he turned to face Seraphina.

“What did he do?”He wanted to go to her, the urge to wrap her in his arms taking root deep inside of him, but he held himself still. She looked absolutely petrified, and he didn’t want to frighten her further.

Seraphina let out a shuddering breath, a sound that chilled him to the bone, and she shook her head.

“Nothing,” she whispered, shaking her head, “He didn’t do anything.”

“Don’t you dare lie to me,” he warned, “You look as if you barely stay on your feet!”

“I just feel ill, is all,” she protested.

He watched as Seraphina moved to put a hand to her stomach, but as if realizing that was where Martin’s hand had just been, she yanked it away viciously, and rubbed her palm against her skirts.

Unable to take it, he moved toward her, and a great wave of relief swept through him as she sank into his arms.

“I’m all right,” she said aloud, burrowing into his chest.

Hugo was not sure if she was saying it more toward herself or for him, but either way, it did nothing to stay his concern. He let her sink further into him, her hold growing tighter as if she were trying to crawl into his very skin.

“You’re trembling,” he murmured, gently cupping the back of head.

“I just need a minute,” she insisted, clutching him. “I don’t know how, but I always seem to feel a bit better when you’re around.”

Because you are safe with me, he thought. He kept quiet though, softly stroking the back of her neck and shoulders until her trembling subsided and her body relaxed.

“You know I am referred to as a beast,” he pointed out, “But the more I am in London, the more I question who the real beasts are.”

To his relief Seraphina let out an exhausted laugh and she pulled away.

“You are not a beast,” she replied, smoothing a hand down his jacket.

“You are the only one that seems to think so,” he replied, grinning down at her.

He reached down and gently lifted her chin with his fingertips so that their eyes could meet. A soft smile touched her lips as their gazes locked and then, to his surprise, Seraphina rose to the tips of her toes and kissed him.
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Startled by her own brazenness, Seraphina pulled herself away from the kiss she had initiated. She hadn’t meant to. It just happened. His embrace had relaxed her entire body and mind, and for the first time that evening, she had felt safe. Secure.

“I am so sorry, Your Grace,” she apologized, trying to untangle herself.

Hugo’s grip on her remained steadfast, however, and she felt great relief when he in fact did not let her go.

“Don’t apologize,” he answered quickly, his voice thick with desire, capturing her cheek with his palm so she would look at him. In his eyes she saw the same growing need she felt within herself, and a sudden heat encompassed her.

“We do not have to stop if you do not want to,” he breathed, caressing his thumb over her face.

From beyond the corridor, Seraphina heard the murmur of approaching voices, and froze. Hugo took her hand and led her around the corner. She followed him the servant’s staircase to the second floor. Upon reaching the landing, they heard more voices approaching, and Hugo suddenly pulled her into a guest room that was no doubt his. They both pressed their ears to the shut door, listening until they heard the voices fade.

She glanced up at him, feeling a swell of relief as his eyes met hers.

“Thank you,” she whispered, “I needed a moment away more than I realized.”

Hugo nodded, and took a step back.

“Of course. We do not have to do anything. You can just stay here until you catch your breath, then return to the party.”

Seraphina grimaced at the thought. She didn’t want to return to the party. She wanted to go home. Though, she supposed it didn’t matter where she went. Her future was bearing down on her from everywhere.

“Seraphina, are you all right?” Hugo asked, “You’re looking pale again.”

“I don’t want to do this,” she sighed, pinching the bridge of her news.

Hugo looked hurt for a moment before he said, “Like I said, we do not have to do anything.”

“No,” she said quickly, “I mean I do not want to be married to Repington, I do not even want to be pursued by him!”

She watched as a bit of relief flickered through his eyes, followed quickly by weariness.

“So it is true then,” he stated, looking down at his hands as he rubbed them together. “You are to marry him.”

“It is not official yet,” she sighed, “But my father is arriving this evening. I believe they are going to iron out the final details before Sunday arrives.”

“Is that what you want?” He asked.

Unable to hide the truth from him, she shook her head.

“He unnerves me,” she confessed. “But I have no choice.”

“If you had a choice,” Hugo countered, “What would it be?”

Seraphina pressed her lips together as she thought of her answer. In truth she didn’t want to be married at all. Not if that was how it was going to be.

Unable to take thinking about it any longer, she threw her arms around his neck, and pulled him down to her for a kiss. Hugo went rigid for a moment, but his strong arms quickly wrapped around her waist, and he pressed her close and kissed her back until she was panting and dizzy.

“We don’t have to do this,” he panted, his hands gripping her dress. “You need to decide what you want.”

“What I want is to stop thinking about it all,” she pleaded, pressing herself tighter to him. “You made me forget about everything once. Please. Do it again.”

For a moment Hugo looked at her as their foreheads pressed together, his breath growing more ragged by the second. Then with a groan he kissed her, and lifted her up into his arms. Relief flooded through her as Seraphina closed her eyes, and she let the reality of her surroundings be fade away.

His lips were warm yet demanding as he led her to the bed, pulling from her the stress that had so painfully wracked her body. With seemingly expert hands he pulled away the strings of her dress then corset, parting the fabric so that his hungry mouth could wander freely.

Among the pillows, Seraphina let her head lull into their softness as he undressed her. She’d never let a man see her naked before; barely even imagined allowing her unknown, one-day husband to see her in such a state. And yet with Hugo, she felt no shame, no reach for modesty. All she felt was the building need spreading fire through her veins, and the giddying sensation of having him satisfy it.

Hugo’s tongue was relentless against her sensitive bud, lashing at it with apparent need of his own. Then, just as she thought she was about to have that ecstasy-filled crash as she had before, he slipped between her mons and filled her with his tongue. Seraphina moaned his name as she felt him lap at her inner walls, and arched into his assault.
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It only took their first time for Hugo to become addicted to Seraphina’s taste, and yet as he drank his fill of her, he could not help but feel used. He wanted her. Wanted her body and her hand in marriage. A new form of possession he’d never experienced lured him.

A mixture of carnal hunger and anger consumed, and he bowed down before Seraphina—open and willing for him, craving him—and he continued.

Sliding his tongue from between her dewy petals, he enveloped her bud with his mouth once more. His fingertips met her overflowing wetness as he reached up, and he moaned into her as he slid his one inside. Ecstasy surged through him as Seraphina breathed his name, and it spurred his need for possession.

With a patient rhythm he began to coax her sex, massaging her tight inner walls with the pad of his middle finger as he kept time with his tongue. He did so until her breath became rapid and ragged, until her inner walls began to squeeze at him with an almost painful tightness, and then he stopped.

Seraphina sat up straight, her eyes wide and wild as she looked at him in alarm.

“Why did you stop?” She rasped, her entire body quivering.

“I need something in return,” he replied tauntingly.

She looked at him questioningly, then her eyes fluttered as he began to coax his finger inside of her again. He let himself revel in her apparent need until her head started to lull back, and then he stopped one more. This time a painful cry left Seraphina’s lips, and he felt a dark pleasure fill him as she whimpered, trying in vain to work himself on his finger.

“Tell me you’ll be mine,” he warned, removing his hand.

Panic flitted through her eyes as a dark blush flooded her cheeks.

“Hugo, I…I cannot. You know I have no choice.”

“Then neither do I,” he replied, pulling back to sit up on his knees.

“You think I want him?” Seraphina asked, scrambling to her knees to catch his hands. “You think I want someone like that when it is you that makes me feel this way?”

“What way? Tell me.” He demanded to know. He wasn’t looking for love; he had deemed it a fairy tale a long time ago. But he needed to know that she wanted him. That she was genuinely attracted to him and not looking for a temporary escape from her cares.

She searched his eyes, looking desperate and uncomfortable at the demand, but just as he thought she would not answer, she did.

“I abhor your arrogance at times,” she whispered.

His brows rose up in surprise.

“Admittedly not what I thought you were going to say,” he replied.

“But I cannot deny what you do to me,” she whispered, giving him a look of desperation.

It fueled his arousal, and Hugo smirked.

“Go on,” he urged.

“I have spent nights lying awake, sleepless, unable to focus on anything but what you spark in me,” Seraphina continued, her voice growing stronger. “My body writhes in my bed, my hands try to repeat what you have done. But it is no use.”

She sat up straighter, suddenly looking infuriated.

“I cannot do it. I cannot create the feeling you do, no matter how hard I try, and the effort only leaves me frustrated and trembling. Aching. It consumes me, what you do to me. How you make me feel. Like I am about to burst into stars. But it is you. Just you that makes my body act like this.”

She leaned forward, her hands clenching in his hair as she brought her lips close to his.

“So I am asking you, Hugo. Please. Make this agony go away. Make it all go away. Because I do not know what I will do if you do not.”

Satisfaction radiated through Hugo as he heard her words, and with a quick hand he captured her throat and captured her lips in a rough, possessive kiss. He felt her go lax under his touch, and he forced his tongue between her lips, claiming every surface of her mouth.

“Please,” Seraphina whispered between his kisses, “Please.”

With a push he had her back against the bed again, and he delved between her legs with a renewed vigor. Within seconds he had her writhing and whispering his name once more, and this time, as he felt her approach her precipice of pleasure, he let her fall into it.


CHAPTER TWELVE
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“That was the last time, Seraphina.”

Seraphina looked up as she was getting dressed, a mixture of surprise and pain taking over the brief euphoria had filled her body. She tried to catch Hugo’s gaze, but he refused.

“I…why?” She ventured, feeling selfish for even asking. “I thought we just discussed how I felt about you?”

Hugo let out a cruel laugh, one that chilled her as he kept his eyes on his hands that he rubbed together.

“You made it clear how you felt, but not what you want,” he replied.

Finally he looked at her, and his gaze was just as cold as his laugh had been.

“Tell me, have you even entertained the idea of accepting my proposal?” He asked. “If Repington had not come forward? Would you be insisting to your parents that I am the one you want?”

Seraphina pressed her lips together, unsure how to answer. She had brought him up as an option twice, but had she insisted? Or had just let them tell her no? She wanted him, yes, she could not deny that. But had she truly, seriously, ever considered him an option?

“I cannot deny that I enjoy giving you what you want,” he went on, his eyes flicking over her in a way that made her body heat all over again, “But this game we’ve begun to play is growing tedious, and I am not a man to allow such a thing.”

“And what kind of a man are you, Hugo?” She asked, feeling her own temper rise.

He snatched her waist and dragged her to him so quickly that she gasped; his fury sparking arousal within her once more in an instant.

“A man who does not give up what is his,” he growled.

She pushed at him, but he did not let her go.

“I am not yours!” She seethed back.

“Tell that to your body,” Hugo seethed, and then ran a hand down her side, his fingers cupping and gripping her left breast.

Immediately she felt her nipples harden and her womb clench. Before she could demand he stop, he let her go; instantly leaving her cold.

“Hugo, wait,” she insisted, following him. “You know that my situation is not that simple!”

He stopped at the door, and put his hand up to still her reach for him.

“You should truly take a moment and think about what it is you want, Seraphina,” he advised, “Before it is too late.”

“Seraphina, thank God, where have you been?” Theo whispered, flying to her side.

Seraphina blushed, but was thankful that her friends had found her before her mother or Martin had.

“I had a headache all of a sudden,” she lied, allowing Theo to pull her close. “I could not remember which room was mine and Mother’s, so I just found a quiet one and took some time.”

“Thank heavens,” Rose said, looking relieved, “We had feared the Earl had pulled you into an unsavory situation.”

No, not Martin, Seraphina thought, her mind flashing back to Hugo. His words hung heavily in her heart, and she was torn as to what to do.

“I promise I am fine,” she assured them, “Lord Repington was called away to the cigar room. Apparently he is an illustrious hunter.”

“It would seem so,” Theo muttered unhappily, “The way he is going after you.”

Seraphina’s stomach knotted as she thought of the way he had touched her. She certainly did feel like helpless prey when she was around him; constantly looking for ways to escape.

“Let us talk of something else, please,” she urged, glancing around at the lawn. “It is a beautiful day and I do not wish to darken it with such talk.”

“Agreed,” Rose said readily, looping her arm through Seraphina’s. “The hostess is putting on a treasure hunt in the gardens, I believe. Let us go and see if there is still time to join.”

Relieved for the distraction, Seraphina followed her friends toward the lush gardens away from the house, and arrived just in time to hear the hostess going over the rules of the game. As the hostess spoke, Seraphina took a moment to look around at the others that had gathered. It seemed that most of the invited had come out to participate in the game.

She saw her mother, chatting with some other mothers who wore tight, forced smiles in front of the unmarried woman. Seraphina sighed, wishing her mother would accept that those women would never see her as one of their own. Looking away, she then spotted Martin, who looked quite content while still talking of his hunting accomplishments. She doubted either would be playing the game, since they were not paying attention to the hostess. But Hugo stood nearby, lurking at the outer edge of the gathered circle, standing beside Tristan and two other men.

Tristan and the two others were chatting boisterously with one another, but Hugo stood silent, his eyes set on hers. The words from the hostess began to blur in fade in Seraphina’s ears as she stared back at him. What was she going to do?

Her upcoming marriage was never going to be about love. She had given up on such a match long ago. But Hugo had been right. She did have a choice. To marry into societal comfort. Or marry into a personal one.

Her reputation would be saved by Martin. But Hugo…. Hugo might save her body and spirit.

What it would be like to be married to him? To not have to watch her words or feel as if she were performing all the time? Would they make each other laugh? Make each other happy, despite ostracized together? Or would she pine for what she missed in not marrying Martin? For acceptance into the ton and a life free of harsh whispers?

Did she truly care about fitting in? Or was it her mother’s worry, simply thrust onto her?

“Seraphina, come, the hostess just declared the start of the game!” Rose said beside her. “We are looking for the first clue.”

Seraphina blinked, and forced her gaze away from Hugo.

“What?”

Rose’s brow drew down in concern.

“The first clue,” Rose explained, “It has been given to us. In the bush you will find, a glittery bauble that is one of a kind. It is not rose or lilac or thyme, but one whose branches produce a fruit most sublime. Come! I believe she means the pear trees!”

Seraphina felt her friend tug at her, but she shook her head.

“I changed my mind, I do not want to play,” she replied. “You two go on. I believe I saw Ophelia and Amelia heading toward the orchard. They will help you.”

“Go on,” Rose encouraged Theo lightly, “We shall catch up to you later.”

“Are you sure?” Theo asked, putting a comforting hand on Seraphina’s shoulder.

“Go win the prize,” Seraphina encouraged, giving her a weak smile.

Theo nodded, and Seraphina let Rose lead her to a bench, far away from the others.

“You keep much inside you,” Rose said softly. “I can tell you are not sharing everything. Please tell me. Perhaps I can help lift this burden.”

Seraphina sighed, and took a moment to take in the beautiful flowers surrounding them. She wondered then what sort of flowers, if any, grew at Martin’s estate. He did not seem to be the type of man to entertain something as frivolous as flowers.

“I am torn,” she confessed finally. “Between allowing this marriage to the Earl to happen, or fighting for one with Hug- I mean, the Duke.”

She flushed as she realized she’d almost said his given name. She glanced at Rose, hoping her friend had not caught her slip.

“You speak his given name so freely,” Rose remarked, without excitement or judgment. “Has something… “blossomed” between you two?”

“You could say that,” she confessed. “When I am around him I feel…”

She blushed, thinking of the overwhelming fire Hugo ignited within her, even before he had “relaxed” her. It had started well before that, when he’d first proposed that they marry. He had caused a flame to erupt within her the moment he’d first reached for her cheek the first day he’d called on her.

“Comfort comes in all shapes and sizes, I believe,” Rose ventured when Seraphina did not continue. “I know there would be a sort that came with marrying Lord Repington. But would it be a comfort for you? Or for your mother?”

“Yes,” Seraphina sighed, “I have been contemplating that. “She constantly tells me I must marry well to save my reputation, but I think it is more to save her own.”

“You want to know what I think?” Rose asked.

Seraphina turned to her and nodded.

“Please,” she encouraged.

“I think that even if you do marry Lord Repington, nothing will save your mother from the ton’s gossip. She had an affair with a married man, and no matter how well you marry, it will not cover her own sins. I think you should do what makes you the happiest. In the end, we can only be responsible for ourselves, no matter how hard others try to insist otherwise.”

Seraphina leaned forward and embraced Rose tightly.

“You are a true friend,” she said emphatically. “I am so grateful to have you.”

“And I you,” Rose answered warmly, hugging her back.

When they let each other go, Rose stood up, and gave Seraphina a supportive smile.

“Take some time. Consider yourself,” she encouraged.

Seraphina nodded, and watched in quiet contemplation as Rose wondered off toward their other friends. Time blurred as she sat alone on the bench, and as the sun slowly sank toward the west, she let her thoughts play out on her own. One in particular kept replaying constantly and it was one she did not have an answer to: did she truly have a choice?

She wanted Hugo. There was no denying it. Even when she was angry at him there was a joy she felt during their banter. And as for his touch, well…she had never experienced such pleasure. Yet there was a mystery surrounding him; a dark past that she still did not know the truth of. If she asked, would he tell her? Or would he give excuses like he did to everyone else that confronted him? What had truly happened to him to spark such ill rumors?

As the sun set, she finally got up from the bench and made her way back toward the party, still unsure as to what to do. A grim feeling overtook her as she drew closer to the house, and spotted not just her mother, but her father as well walking toward her.

“Papa,” she greeted, her tone stiff.

Though she felt no kinship toward the man whatsoever, she moved toward him as he offered his cheek, and placed a quick kiss upon it.

“Your mother and I have concluded our discussion with Lord Repington,” he replied, looking pleased. “Considering that everyone of any importance is attending, it would seem that this gathering would be the perfect place to officially announce your engagement.”

Seraphina felt her body grow taut with tension, going as rigid as stone.

“So it is official, then?” She forced out; a sense of dread rising through her.

“Indeed it is,” her father replied. “Congratulations, daughter. You will be the Countess of Repington by the end of the summer.”

Acid bloomed in Seraphina’s stomach and crept up into her throat, making her insides shrink and spasm.

“Do not look so displeased,” her mother chastised. “Your father has gone to great lengths to appease the Earl. You should be thankful!”

A sneer touched her father’s lips and she quickly curtseyed toward him, knowing it was a sin to go against any of his wishes.

“Of course, Papa, I am thankful,” she said quickly. “For everything you have done for me. I am simply surprised that it is finally happening.”

“Well it was no small feat,” he admonished, straightening his cravat. “There was much appeasement to be given, but yes, dear girl, we have finally found you a husband.”

“Do I hear talk of myself?” Martin asked, approaching.

“Ah, and there he is,” Mary sang, smiling wide at him as he joined them. “Yes, My Lord, we were just sharing the good news with your future bride.”

“Good news, indeed,” Martin replied.

He then reached for Seraphina’s waist, and tugged her rather roughly to his side.

“I am quite content with the deal we have reached, Your Grace,” he went on, not bothering to speak to Seraphina. “It is most gracious.”

“I would hope you feel so,” The Duke of Caldermere chuckled, “You are gaining much more than a wife.”

“Indeed,” Martin replied, smiling as his fingers tightened painfully around Seraphina.

“Now, as for the announcement, I was thinking shortly after we have all gathered for breakfast…”

Seraphina drew further inside herself as her parents and future husband talked. None of them seemed to notice that she was not participating in the conversation, and she realized, with growing dread, that this was going to be her entire future. They would plan everything for her. Her wedding. Her children. Possibly even her time of death. No control. No freedom whatsoever.

Her life. Her chance at a choice. It was all gone now.
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Hugo was staring into the fire as he heard the knock on his door. It was growing late, near midnight, but the other guests were still partying rather noisily downstairs. For a moment he thought to ignore the knocking, thinking it could possibly be Tristan or Everett, coming to encourage him back. But then he thought of Seraphina. Could it possibly be her?

He was still mad at her; still unsure if she was using him as a crutch to get away from her life or if she was actually considering his proposal. When the knocking continued, growing more insistent by the second, he pushed himself away from the fireplace, and went to answer it.

“What took you so long?” Seraphina whispered, her tone full of sharp and ragged-edged as she pushed past him into his room.

His agitation grew, and he chose not to answer her as he pushed the door closed. He knew was playing a dangerous game with her; that his chances at winning her were growing smaller by the minute. Tension roiled through his body, making his shoulders feel stiff and his abdomen coil like a metal spring. Still, he could not deny the pleasure that rose within him upon seeing that it was her. Even if it was going to be the last time.

“Are you not going to say something?” Seraphina insisted after another long moment of silence.

“It depends on why you are here,” he replied, frowning as he took a step toward her.

“Are you here to beg release on my tongue again or are you here to accept my proposal?”

Seraphina blushed wildly at his words, and damn him if he did not enjoy it.

“I…”

“Do not offer me lies or I will grow angry,” he warned before she could say anything else. He could tell by the expression on her face that she was reaching for a falsehood.

“Tell me the truth,” he demanded.

The moment he said so, Seraphina’s shoulders slumped and sadness etched her face. Immediately he regretted his jagged tone, and wished he didn’t feel so torn. No woman had ever made him feel like this; like he had no control.

“You are right,” Seraphina sighed, gathering herself, “I was going to offer you an excuse, but you deserve more than that. But I am not here for your… ‘relaxation’ either. I have received some news this evening, and I… I have come to say goodbye.”

As quickly as his anger had dampened, it renewed.

“Goodbye?” He bit out, taking a step toward her.

Seraphina nodded, and he saw her eyes grow glassy.

“My parents and Lord Repington plan on announcing our engagement tomorrow morning after breakfast. I am to be wed to the Earl by the end of the summer.”

It was clear that she was trying to state the news with detachment, but he heard the way her voice hitched with pain; saw the devastation through the cracks of her mask, and his anger twisted into rage.

“Seraphina, you cannot give up,” he insisted, gripping her by the shoulders, “You do not want this, I can see it on your face!”

“It clearly does not matter what I want!” She shot back, her voice reaching a loud shrill as she stepped closer to him. “Can you not see that? It was never my choice! I am simply being used as a bandage to cover my parents’ mistake. To cover myself!”

“You do not have to pay for their sins, Seraphina,” Hugo insisted, “You can say no! I cannot offer you love, I know, but I can give you greater comfort than Martin can.”

He then captured her chin and forced her eyes up to his.

“And don’t you dare ever say you are a mistake again, or I swear even if you are married to someone else, I will spank you until you wear my handprint as a brand for eternity,” he warned. “You are not a mistake and you are you own person, Seraphina,” he went on, “Fight this! For no one other than yourself!”

Hugo’s lust and anger culminated into a sweeping force as he felt Seraphina tremble in his arms, and before he could make himself stop, he drew her into a passionate kiss. Pleasure and relief tunneled through him as he felt her immediately grow limp in his arms; felt her arms circle tightly around his neck.
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Tears sprang from Seraphina’s eyes as she became lost in Hugo’s demanding kiss. She felt shame. Shame for letting him think he was being used. Shame for going back to his room, even though she shouldn’t. But more than that she felt the relief his touch brought her as she swam through her sea of misery. She knew she shouldn’t have come, it was selfish. But she could not let him find out about her engagement with the others. He deserved more than that.

As their kiss deepened, so did her relief. Relief that he was angry and not nonchalant. Relief that he wanted her to fight. And when he threatened to spank her, she felt a fire consume her entire body, burning her from the inside out. She had not expected that she would get to kiss him ever again, but now that she was in his grasp, she was determined to not let it stop.

Desperately, she pulled her arms around his neck tighter and licked at his lips until he allowed her entrance. Instead of feeling his own dance within her mouth, this time it was she that tasted him; making a blueprint with her tongue to memorize the way he tasted and felt.

“Oh my goodness.” An unfamiliar voice filled the room, sending a chill throughout Seraphina’s body as she and Hugo both froze.

“I am so sorry, I-”

“Oh, ho! What is this!” Another voice chimed in, this one masculine and deeply slurred.

With equal surprise, Seraphina and Hugo tore away from one another, and utter horror filled her as she saw not just a maid, but three party guests staring at them with wide shocked eyes.

“Looks like she takes after her mother after all,” someone remarked as more people arrived at the door.

“Not quite so,” another answered, “This Duke is unmarried at least.”

“Oh no,” Seraphina breathed, a strange numbness overtaking her as her body grew rigid.

Hugo, however, did not show such shock, but instead stormed to the maid and demanded to know what the hell she was thinking.

“I am sorry, Your Grace,” the maid stammered, her entire face turning as red as a cherry, “I thought everyone was still out here. I was coming in to turn down the bed!”

“Do you have any idea what you have just done?” He seethed, “What you have caused for this poor lady?”

“Careful,” one of the men insisted, sounding terrified, “Don’t make him angry.”

Seraphina stood still, too shocked to move as more people gathered and argued with Hugo. It was not until she saw her mother’s face appear in the fray that she finally snapped back to life.

“Mama,” she breathed, seeing the pure fury written across her face as she pushed her way into the room.

“What have you done?” Mary seethed, snatching Seraphina’s wrist to the point of pain.

“Mama, please, let me explain, I-”

“You will not say another word,” Mary warned, starting to pull her through the growing crowd. “Not until we are outside and away from this.”

“Out of our way!” Mary bellowed as she dragged Seraphina down the stairs.

“Quite the mothering instinct you have, Ms. Kinderson,” someone shot back.

“Seems the apple does not fall far from the tree.”

“Tree?” Someone scoffed. “More like a poisonous plant. What has become of our noble society?”

It had only been minutes ago that she and Hugo had been caught, but word of what had been witnessed was already spreading like wildfire through the entirety of the party; somehow moving faster than Seraphina’s and her mother’s own feet. By the time they reached the first floor, everyone was gossiping as heads swiveled to catch view of the two fleeing women.

By the time they reached the terrace outside, Seraphina’s shock had begun to wear off, and it was quickly replaced with fear.

“Mama, please,” she begged, “I did not mean to-”

Seraphina’s words were cut off by a resounding slap across her face. Pain scattered over her cheek as her mother struck her with great force, and a ringing began in her ears. She staggered at the assault, her hand quickly going to burning flesh.

“Not another word, not another movement,” Mary threatened, her face contorted with rage.

“Here? With your intended downstairs? With your father in attendance? With him”

“Do you have any idea what you have just done?” Mary shrieked, her face turning red. “No one will want you now! No one!”

Although her cheek still flared with pain, Seraphina let her hand fall to her side as she felt her own anger start to surface.

“Hugo wants me, Mama,” she argued, “And I want him too. I may have not at first, but we understand each other. I prefer his company over the Earl of Repington’s.”

Mary laughed cruelly as she shook her head.

“You love-addled fool,” she sneered.

“No Mama, that was you! You were the one who went after a married man above your station; throwing not just your fate but mine to the mercy of these gossiping monsters!”

“I will slap you within an inch of your life if you speak to me like that again!” Mary threatened, drawing her arm back as if to start there and then. “Don’t you see what a poor bet you have made with this man? You truly think he will be enough? You think the others will accept you into high society with him as your husband? You think he will truly take care of you? Take care of us?”

“You mean you, Mama,” Seraphina retorted, tired of pretending otherwise. “This has always been about you! Will the ton accept you? Will my future husband take care of you? Papa’s wife has been gone over two years now and he still hasn’t married you, so now you are looking for a husband for me that will not just take care of me, but you! Well I am tired of it! It is time you live with your mistakes and allow me to have a life of my own!”

Mary reared her hand back again, but before she could deliver another blow, Hugo’s hand snapped around her wrist and held it back. Mary and Seraphina both looked at him in shock, not realizing that he had joined them.

“I suggest you not lay another hand on my future wife,” he snarled, his voice threateningly low and deep.

Seraphina’s eyes widened as she looked at Hugo. She had seen him frustrated, but not like this. His eyes were narrowed toward her mother with menacing rage, his teeth bared and gritted as if he were an animal ready to clench his jaws around her and rip her to shreds.

Mary looked taken aback for a moment, then smiled wickedly as she stepped toward him, her hand still caught in his grip.

“Or what, you beast? You’ll shoot me? You’ll tear me apart like your other victims?” she hissed. “Go ahead. Maybe my daughter will finally understand what everyone has been trying to tell her.”

“Mama, stop!” Seraphina snapped.

Hugo gave Mary a disgusted look, but he thrust her hand back down, and stepped to Seraphina’s side.

“You have no idea who I truly am, Ms. Kinderson,” he replied roughly. “But I will say for your sake that you are lucky the rumors are not true. Seraphina is right, though. She and I understand one another, and I am certainly not going to leave her to these wolves. This is not how I hoped our courtship would go, but she and I will be married now.”

Seraphina felt strangely warm. As if a soft blanket of protection had wrapped around her shoulders. Hugo moved from behind Mary to stand in front of Seraphina, blocking her view, his eyes suddenly gentle as he examined her face. She had spoken with hope before, but now knowing that he truly would marry her was a great comfort, despite the embarrassment they were now consumed with.

“Are you hurt?” He asked, acting as if Mary was no longer there.

Slowly, as if not to alarm her, he reached up to brush a thumb over her swollen, red cheek. She winced slightly, but shook her head.

“Not very,” she promised.

“I am sorry I did not get here in time to prevent the first blow,” he apologized, then his gaze hardened as he turned his gaze back to Mary.

“But there will certainly not be another. You will leave us, Mrs. Kinderson,” he demanded. “I need a moment alone with Seraphina, and I suspect you have some packing to do. I am sure none of us are still welcome to spend the weekend here.”

Seraphina watched her mother’s rage transform into meekness, and after giving her daughter one more look of disgusted disappointment, she left the terrace.

“Come,” Hugo insisted, pulling Seraphina toward the garden, “I want a moment to speak where we are entirely alone.”

“Hugo, I am sorry,” she apologized, allowing him to lead her away, “I did not mean for this to happen when I came to your room.”

“This is not your fault. It was I that kissed you, and a maid’s ill timing that caught us up in this scandal,” he replied.

“But it was I that snuck to your room,” she replied, knowing at least some of the blame laid with her.

“Yes,” he agreed, stopping them in a small grove of trees, “You came to say goodbye. And I need to know, even now, if you still want to do so.”

Seraphina looked at him in surprise. Was he actually giving her a choice?”

“But you just said to my mother-”

“I know,” he answered quickly, “But I would never truly try to force you into anything.”

Despite the seriousness of the situation, a charming smile twitched at his lips.

“Coax you, yes. Seduce you, of course,” he purred. “But never force you.”

Even now, even after her shock and anger, Seraphina felt her body come alive with arousal at his words and voice.

“I know what that is like, and I could not bear to do that to you,” Hugo went on, his smile fading, “So I ask you now- do you still want to say goodbye? I can bear another rumor. They truly mean nothing to me. But what I will not tolerate is a wife that does not want to be mine.”

His seductive tone had transformed into disgust; creating a tension that would no doubt send other women running. And yet, as Seraphina stood beside him, she felt nothing but comfort emanating from his presence. It made her feel brave, and so she decided to answer with her truth.

“I need to be honest, Hugo. I am not as fearless as you may think me. Your temper at times overtakes you, transforms into something else and I do not like it.”

“So that is a no then,” he growled.

“I say this all to reach this answer,” she continued, raising a finger toward him, “That despite that, I meant what I said to my mother. I believe we understand one another. Not completely. But perhaps in time we could remedy that.”

“Since we are being honest,” he replied, “If you expect this marriage to be a romance you will be sorely disappointed.”

“I want friendship,” she acknowledged, “But I do not need such romance. I need understanding. Peace. If we are getting to the specifics of this arrangement, then that is mine. Do not keep me from my friends. Do not keep me from that which makes me happy.”

She gave him a stern look. He was right. If he was not going to be pushed into marriage for a scandal then neither was she.

“If you can agree to that, then yes, I shall marry you.”

“I came to London only to conduct business and find a wife,” he warned her. “With both potentially coming to a conclusion I will not tarry here longer. That being said, you may invite whomever you wish to Merrivale. But can you do that, Seraphina? Can you leave London behind?”

Despite the seriousness of the conversation Seraphina let out a dry laugh.

“I suspect I am just done with this wretched city as you are,” she replied, and as she said this, Hugo took a breath of relief, and nearly smiled.

“Speak your answer now then,” he urged, though his tone was calm.

Seraphina pulled in a breath from her nostrils and straightened her shoulders.

“Hugo Fenwick, Duke of Merrivale. I accept your proposal, and agree to be your wife.”

Seraphina was not sure what she was expecting, but his sudden, emphatic kiss was not it. Their conversation had been rather cold, practical, and it took her by surprise that it was ending with such warmth.

“Very well then,” he replied, pulling back, leaving her dazed.

“I’ll arrange for us to obtain a special license, you get yourself a dress, and we shall be married by the end of next week.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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“Theo, I cannot allow you to pay for my wedding dress,” Seraphina insisted as she and her friends walked to the Modiste.

It was Monday, the day after they’d all returned from the house party in the country. Life had been a whirlwind these last two days. Seraphina had found her mother and her carriage gone by the time she’d returned to their room; the first sign of her utter abandonment.

Tristan and Theo rushed in shortly after, offering her help with packing, ride back to town, as well as a room at the Briarwood Estate. Seraphina had accepted, knowing better than to even try to go back home. She did not need another discussion with her mother or father to know that that their support in any capacity had been ceased. So now, and until she was married to Hugo, she was homeless and penniless, relying completely on her friends’ generosity.

“It is not I that is paying for it, Seraphina, it is my brother,” Theo laughed, “And seeing as how he is the Duke’s best friend, I would consider it a wedding gift.”

Seraphina smiled gratefully at her friend, but it quickly vanished as she caught the nearby stares of the other nobles milling about Market Street. Word had obviously spread quickly of the scandal. She had tried, at one time, to muster up the politeness required to offer the Earl of Repington a written apology, but when she put pen to paper, all she could seem to write about was her utter relief at no longer being his intended.

“Do not pay them any mind,” Ophelia insisted, putting her arm around Seraphina as she cast a glare right back to the offended parties.

“You will be rid of these disapproving stares soon enough,” Rose added in agreement.

“Come,” Theo urged, opening the door to the Modiste, “Let us find you the most wonderful gown! One that would make all these wretched gawkers green with envy.”

Seraphina did not have to pretend to smile with her friends as she walked in. In truth, she more relieved than ever, despite the harsh stares and muttering whispers. She was about to leave it all behind, and that was what mattered.

“Ah, Mademoiselle Seraphina, tres bien!” Madame Ollier called gaily, rushing to the front of the store to greet them. “There you are! I have been expecting you!”

Seraphina and her friends all stared at the seamstress in surprise. With the rumors circulating so harshly, they had expected a less than warm welcome. After all, the ton was known to make certain businesses suffer if a member they did not like was served.

“You are?” Seraphina asked.

“Did Lord Briarwood tell you we were coming?” Theo asked, then glanced at Seraphina. “Perhaps my brother is more helpful than I thought.”

“Non, non, mon cheries,” Madame Ollier laughed, taking Seraphina’s hands and pulling her inside, “His Grace du Merrivale visited this morning with a very generous deposit. I have shut my shoppe down today just to cater to your needs. He insisted that I get you whatever you may want. A wedding gown, day dresses, a few ball gowns and nightgowns as well. He said I am to make you whatever you wish.”

Seraphina’s jaw dropped in utter surprise, and her friends all stared at her in equal shock.

“He- he did?” She asked once recovered.

“Oh, oui, ma Cherie, he seems very taken by you, or at least that is what his money says to me,” Madame Ollier replied, wagging her brows as she held up her hand and rubbed her fingers together.

“I am used to lines of credit,” she went on, “But never before has a gentleman come into my store and given me so much money for services I have not even provided yet. Rest assured, whatever you wish, I will make. Now come! Let us discuss your gown!”

Four hours later, among the giggling, gay talk, and choosing of fabrics, Seraphina was standing up on the dais as Madame Ollier fitted her into the beginnings of her wedding gown. She’d never had any shop to herself before, and even though she had received quite a few glares from outside the Modiste’s windows, she had decided that she very much enjoyed the experience.

“Pardonnez moi, Madames!” Madama Ollier called as they heard the bell at the door jingle, “We are closed for a private fitting today!”

“I am not a Madame,” Tristan teased, appearing before them with a wide grin.

Seraphina smiled wide as she saw Theo’s brother, and giggled as he made a sweeping bow toward her.

“Why Miss Seraphina, you are quite certainly going to be the most beautiful bride of the season in that dress.”

“Wait until you see it finished,” Madame Ollier replied gaily, “You will then declare her the most beautiful bride of the century.”

“I have no doubt,” Tristan replied, making another sweeping bow that had them all giggling.

“What are you doing here, brother?” Theo asked, “Don’t you have some deal to close or young lady to flirt with?”

“Both, actually,” he replied sarcastically, pulling a note from his pocket, “But before I get to that I have been given the task of delivering some information to the bride from the groom.”

Seraphina fixed her entire attention on Tristan immediately, worried that Hugo may have changed his mind.

“Is something wrong?” She asked.

“Quite the contrary,” Tristan replied, pulling his eyes to the paper in his hand. “First off, he wanted you to know that he has obtained the special license, and that you shall be married to him this coming Friday, at St. Mary’s Church at nine in the morning. There will not be time for a reception, he is regretful to say, as he must get back to Merrivale by midday. However you are welcome to invite your friends to his estate at their earliest convenience.”

Seraphina felt slightly disappointed at the lack of reception, but she nodded.

“Very well. Anything else?” She asked.

“Oh, plenty,” Tristan agreed.

“I have spoken to my parents and their invitation to stay with them still remains. However, His Grace has reserved a suite for you at the Crown Hotel if you feel you need a different option.”

Seraphina gaped. A suite at the Crown? It was the finest hotel in London, and though she had never been there herself, it was rumored that that they only had three suites in the top three stories, all of which took up the entire floor.

“In addition to that,” Tristan went on, “He has also made appointments for a jeweler and cordwainer to come here within the next hour so that you may choose jewelry and shoes. He made a note to insist that you choose several of each, not just for the wedding but for your new wardrobe.

“A hat maker and a fan designer will be arriving to wherever you may be staying on Wednesday to obtain your orders which will be ready before you leave for Merrivale on Friday.”

Tristan folded the list back up and tucked it back into his jacket.

“So,” he went on, “I must now ask you where you will be staying so that the stylists may arrive to the proper address.”

Still taken aback by such news, Seraphina turned to Theo for help.

“It is your choice, my darling,” Theo replied with a warm smile. “I would certainly not be offended if you chose the Crown Hotel over our house. Think of the experience you would have!”

Seraphina did think about it, and quickly made up her mind.

“Please tell His Grace that I am most touched by his care, but I would like to stay with Theo until Friday,” she said, reaching for her friends’ hands. In unison, all four of them reached for her. “I want to spend as much time with my ladies as possible.”

“Of course,” Tristan agreed.

Starting to feel giddy for the wedding, Seraphina then asked, “And what of my intended groom? Will I be seeing him at all before our nuptials?”

Tristan’s smile faltered a bit as he shook his head.

“I am afraid that our dear friend will be quite busy this week,” he replied, “Hence part of the reason I offered to come speak to you. He truly is up to his neck in meetings. Despite the talk circulating around him, quite a few gentlemen have been absolutely begging for his help with their ventures. When they found out he was going back to Merrivale on Friday, they descended upon our office like vultures.”

Seraphina felt a sliver of disappointment shoot through her upon receiving the news. She had been hoping to see him at least once more before the wedding. If for any reason to at least see that he was still sure that he wanted to go through with it. Yet she supposed with all the effort he was going through to make sure she was ready, he surely was too.

“Very well then,” She responded with an understanding smile. “Would you please let His Grace know that I am most thankful for his generosity, and that I shall see him on Friday at the church at two o’clock, sharp.”

“You know I will,” Tristan said as the bell on the door jingled again.

“Ah. It appears the jeweler and cordwainer have arrived,” he went on, waving them toward the front sitting room. “Well I shall leave you ladies to it. It seems you have a very busy night of choosing ahead of you. And Seraphina?”

“Yes?” She asked, looking back up to Tristan.

“One last thing. Hugo said to spare no expense. He wants you to have what you want.”

Tristan paused, then took a step closer to her so he could speak in quieter tone.

“This man is far more wealthy than anyone in this town is willing to admit. He said to buy what makes you happy.”

A thought entered Seraphina’s mind, and she bit her bottom lip as she contemplated asking it. As if sensing it, Tristan waited patiently, despite no doubt having more important things to do.

“Ladies, come with me,” Madame Ollier urged, sensing a private talk was coming, “Let us put together a tray of tea and treats before we get back to our work.”

Seraphina gave all the women an appreciative smile, and was thankful for the comforting squeezes they each gave her hand before they disappeared into the back.

“Has he…” she ventured, already bracing against the answer, “Has he spoken to my parents at all?”

Tristan tensed, and gave her a sympathetic look.

“I believe it is partly why he is being so generous,” he answered quietly. “Your father apparently shut down all your accounts at the stores, and though I am sure it does not matter to Hugo a single bit, he also withheld your dowry.”

Though it was what she was expecting, Seraphina felt swallowed up by a strange sense of loneliness.

“And my mother?” She rasped.

“Seraphina,” Tristan sighed, “Do not do this to yourself.”

“I want to know,” she urged.

Tristan looked at her as if she were an orphaned pup, as he toyed with his top hat.

“I only know what he has told me and that is very little,” he warned her, “But apparently, when he went to try and soothe things over, he came while she was in the process of removing your things. We were able to rescue a few items. Some books, a few that looked like childhood knick-knacks, but not much else. I am sorry, Seraphina. I am so sorry.”

Seraphina closed her eyes as she pressed her lips together, taking a moment to fully accept her new life.

“So I am disowned and homeless then,” she murmured.

“You will never be homeless,” Tristan answered quickly, giving her shoulder a comforting squeeze. “Whether it is one of the Fenwick houses or the Briarwood, you will never not have a place to go, I can promise you that. And as for being disowned, well. It is your parents that have truly lost something special, not you. And don’t you dare think otherwise.”

Seraphina smiled at him warmly, thankful for his kind words.

“Theo is lucky to have you as an older brother, Tristan,” she said, fighting back the tears threatening to fall.

“And she is lucky to have a friend like you,” he replied affectionately. “It is my honor to look after you as I do with her.”

Tristan then smiled widely, and gently rapped his knuckles against her chin in a pretend punch.

“Now, buck up, my girl. Do not mourn an uncomfortable past, but celebrate a bright future,” he urged.

She nodded her head, successfully fighting off her tears. He was right, and she knew it. Whatever discomfort she had faced with society, with her parents- it was over now.

“Ladies!” She called, feeling renewed, “Do come back out. We have much to do before Friday!”

“That’s the spirit,” Tristan whispered as he winked at her.

He motioned for the jeweler and cordwainer to come into the room then, and as the Theo and the others also made their way back in, he gave them all a sweeping bow.

“Everything all right, darling?” Theo asked, after her brother left.

“It certainly will be,” Seraphina said decisively, then turned her attention fully to her tasks.
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“To Hugo!”

Hugo winced and rolled his eyes as he walked into the private gambling room and heard his friends sing the toast.

“I should have known better than to believe you wouldn’t let me go without a stag party,” he grumbled, smiling as his friends rushed him.

“It is tradition,” Everett sang, pouring him a glass of champagne.

“And an excuse,” Dominic said with a smirk, waving a choice of cigars before Hugo, “To get utterly knackered.”

Hugo plucked his choice of cigar from Dominic’s hand as he let a smile creep across his face.

“Since when do you need an excuse?” He teased.

Dominic made a face and shrugged. “I always feel less guilty the next morning when I have an excuse.”

Hugo, Tristan, and Everett all chuckled, and though he would have preferred not celebrate at all, Hugo sat in the appointed stag chair and let the party begin. He was not at all surprised when not even two minutes after the first hand of cards were dealt, scantily clad ladies of the evening made their way into the room through the side door.

“Let me guess?” He asked dryly, turning to Everett, “You had to.”

“Oh, I simply had to,” Everett replied eagerly, nodding his head rapidly as he beckoned a woman to his lap.

“We are celebrating your last days as a free man after all, and what better way to do so?”

“God in Heaven, do I pity your future wife,” Tristan teased, tossing chips into the table.

“Certainly do not,” Everett quipped back, focusing more on the woman than his hand of cards, “She will be the best bedded woman in all of London. Won’t she, darling?”

“As you say, My Lord,” the woman giggled, pouring him more champagne.

At Hugo’s side, a tall, voluptuous blonde dressed in sheer red approached.

“What say you, Your Grace?” she asked, her tone sultry as she batted her lashes, “Do you need a lady luck to perch upon your lap as well?”

Hugo smirked, and gave her a polite bow of his head as he crossed one leg over another.

“Your offer is most appreciated, my dear, but I believe your luck would be better bestowed on Lord Ellsworth,” he replied.

“Yes, please,” Dominic replied readily.

The blonde giggled as the other Duke spread his legs and clapped his hand on his right thigh, inviting her to sit.

“So,” Hugo murmured to Tristan, giving back two cards, “How is she?”

Tristan smirked as he swiped the cards off the table and flicked two new ones toward Hugo.

“You were able to make it through two and a half games and a three bottles of champagne. I am impressed,” Tristan muttered.

Hugo shot Tristan an annoyed glance, which only earned him a chuckle. He had been trying to put off the subject for as long as possible, but his worry for his future bride was now positively grinding at him.

“At least I’ve won a hand,” Hugo remarked, then tossed more chips into the circle. “Now tell me.”

Across the table Dominic and Everett were too busy juggling their cards and their women to notice the subtle conversation before them, but still, Tristan threw a wary glance at them before he spoke. Even though they were all good friends, it was only he that knew of Hugo’s softer side.

“She was most appreciative of the deposits you set up around town for her,” Tristan explained. “And agreeable to the timing and the church where you will be wed.”

Hugo frowned. It was not the information he wanted, and Tristan knew it.

“I suspected as much,” he grumbled, “Get to what I truly wish to know.”

Tristan sighed, and waited until he was finished dealing out Dominic’s discard before he replied, “She has a strong spirit. She will be fine. But it is good that you are leaving town so quickly. She needs a fresh start. Deserves one.”

He cast a serious glance at Hugo.

“Watch your temper with her, Hugo,” he warned, “Even if she is taking her disownment better than most women would, she is still hurt.”

“Call,” Everett shouted suddenly.

Hugo ignored it, baring his teeth at Tristan as he leaned in closer.

“You think I would hurt her?” He growled.

“You know that’s not what I mean,” Tristan growled back with equal annoyance.

He plucked Hugo’s cards and threw them down on the table.

“I’m just saying she’s already been through enough before this whole drama started; her wants and dreams ignored by the people who were supposed to love her the most. I know you do not love her, and I know we are used to you pushing us all away. But perhaps you should not try to do that with her. She deserves more than that.”

A raucous came from Dominic and Everett then, but Hugo still glared at his friend.

“Congratulations, old boy, you’ve won again!” Everett hollered, pushing the chips in Hugo’s direction.

Hugo drew on a forced smile as he accepted the chips, but as he looked back at Tristan, he saw his friend was still looking at him with those wary eyes.

“Congratulations, Hugo,” Tristan said, shuffling the cards, “Just be mindful of what you won.”

Hours later, as Hugo walked back into his home, pockets full of money and his head in a rare state of inebriation, Tristan’s words rang back to him. He’d spent his life keeping people at an arm’s length. Save for one, his father. But instead of a close paternal bond; he’d received nothing but bruises and ill words.

You will not move. You will not block.

His father’s words from the day they’d struck their deal rang in his head. He’d saved Leah, but damned himself. And now, as he stood in his empty home, he wondered if he could truly let someone get close to him again.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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“Ihave to go,” Hugo said, walking away from Seraphina. “There is much I have missed since I have left Merrivale.”

Seraphina felt a chill pass through her. She had anticipated her wedding feeling a bit odd but the day had been more awkward than she could have ever imagined. Even though Hugo had paid for her dress and many other fine things, he’d barely looked at her during the small ceremony. Then in the carriage ride to Merrivale, he had only responded with barely more than one word answers when she was asking of her duties as the new duchess. He did not look at her with annoyance, and his voice was not harsh. But the distance was palpable.

“Already?” She asked, following him a few steps.

“You have not eaten yet,” she then said, venturing toward any excuse. “Perhaps we could have lunch together first?”

Hugo paused on the steps and gave her a small smile.

“You are kind, Seraphina, but I really must attend to the matters at hand,” he replied, then swept an arm toward the estate staff, still lined up on both sides of the foyer.

“If you are hungry, however, they will assist you. Mrs. Purdy?”

A petite woman who appeared to be in her forties stepped out of the lineup, wearing a dress just slightly different from the other maids’, and curtseyed toward them both.

“Your Grace?” She asked.

“Have the kitchen prepare the duchess something to eat, would you? Then perhaps you could assist her with acclimating to her new rooms, I am sure there is a lot for her to learn.”

“Of course, Your Grace,” Mrs. Purdy answered, then turned to Seraphina with a stiff smile.

Hugo then nodded to them both, and without another word, disappeared toward the study. Disappointment swept through Seraphina as she was left standing beside the housekeeper. Suddenly she felt more alone than ever, and regretted not extending an immediate invitation to her friends to join her.

“Well,” she said, forcing out a small chuckle, “I had suspected this day to go a bit differently.”

Mrs. Purdy’s tight-lipped smile remained on her face as she shrugged.

“Our Lord is a most busy one,” she replied simply. “Now, let us focus on lunch. Would you like your meal in the dining room? Or in your new Duchess quarters?”

The front doors burst open before Seraphina could answer, startling her.

“Ah, Mrs. Purdy!” A masked man boomed, striding confidently toward them.

“Your Grace, what are you doing here?” Mrs. Purdy asked the question in the same stern manner as she spoke to Seraphina, but her cheeks blushed wildly.

“Came to see Hugo,” he quipped.

Your Grace? Seraphina thought, taking in the man’s rather odd appearance. A mask in the middle of the day?. And apparently another Duke! She really was moving in higher circles now- even if they were rather curious.

“And you,” the man continued, stopping right before Seraphina to bow, “You must be the new Duchess.”

Although still apprehensive, Seraphina accepted the hand he offered her, and he dipped down to place a chaste kiss across her knuckles.

“Seraphina Kin- Fenwick,” she corrected quickly, still getting used to her new name, “Duchess of Merrivale.”

“Duncan Banfield, Duke of Baxter,” the masked man replied.

Though the mask covered half of his face, she still made out a handsome smile and sparkle in his deep blue eyes.

“I hope I am not interrupting anything too romantic,” he went on, “But Fenwick and I have some business to discuss.”

Seraphina felt a swell of disappointment.

“No, you are not interrupting anything,” she replied. “Though His Grace is very busy, he may not have time to see you.”

Duncan seemed to study her a moment, a look of compassion in his eyes.

“You should not take it personally,” he advised. “My wife was not used to being married to man with such responsibility either at first, but now she is quite supportive. In fact, she is the reason why I am able to do many things now.”

Seraphina smiled, immediately liking him.

“She sounds like an amazing woman. I should like to meet her sometime,” she replied. “Perhaps she can give me some much needed insight.”

“And so you shall,” Duncan replied quickly, letting her go. “In the meantime, why don’t you and I have some lunch? Seeing as I know that Hugo won’t tell me the story, I would love to know how the two of you came to be wed.”

Seraphina immediately like the idea but she still asked, “What about your meeting with my husband?”

“He does not even know I have arrived yet,” Duncan chuckled. “Either way, I shall just barge in and demand his attention. Sometimes you have to do that with men like us.”

He then winked at Seraphina as he smiled, and she could not help but laugh.

“Mrs. Purdy,” Duncan stated, turning to the housekeeper. “I shall show the new Duchess to the dining room. Would you fetch us some lunch, please?”

Mrs. Purdy looked displeased by this new twist, but she forced on a smile and bowed her head to the Duke before taking off.

“I do not think she likes me very much,” Seraphina whispered to Duncan as he led her to the expansive dining room.

“Pay her discontent no mind, my lady,” Duncan told her, pulling a chair out for her. “Things in this estate have never been…easy.”

“Tell me what you know about it?” Seraphina asked, her curiosity piqued. She had tried, in vain, to get Hugo to tell her of the place during their carriage ride, but all she could get out of him was talk of trade.

Duncan frowned as he took a seat beside her, clasping his hands together atop the table.

“Not to keep you in mystery, but it is not my story to tell,” he replied. “Though I will say that Hugo and I and have some things in common with the Dastardly Dukes.”

Seraphina laughed.

“The what?”

“It is what we call ourselves,” Duncan chuckled, “My three other friends and myself. More like brothers, really. You’ll meet them all and their wives, I’m sure. Lovely ladies such as yourself who were able to tame us foul beasts.”

“And my husband,” Seraphina ventured, “Is he also one of these… ‘foul beasts’?”

“Society certainly thinks so,” Duncan said with a shrug as serving platters of food arrived, “But seeing as you are here, it would seem you do not.”

“No,” she agreed quickly, “I do not. But his temper sometimes unnerves me.”

The one brow not hidden by Duncan’s mask rose.

“And has he taken this temper out on you?”

“No,” she replied vehemently. “I mean, we have had our bouts, but he is different with me.”

Duncan’s tense posture relaxed, and he picked up his fork.

“Bouts are common in the beginning of marriage. Lord knows Alice and I had ours. Still do from time to time. But our happiness far outweighs any row we’ve had. As for his temper with others, I believe that you will find he has good reason for it.”

As they ate and talked, Seraphina found herself growing more comfortable. Duncan told her much. About how he had met Hugo, and even some stories from his youth, which had her smiling and giggling. She enjoyed picturing a young Hugo in a boxing ring, sparring and jesting with Duncan and the slightly older “Dastardly Dukes.” When she asked if they were friends, though, Duncan paused.

“It is not that were are not friends,” he explained, seeming to choose his words carefully. “However we are bonded through something that takes people beyond friendship.”

Seraphina felt a wave of discomfort move through her.

“Why do I sense that you speak of hardship?” She asked.

Duncan cleared his throat, then put his cutlery down on his empty plate. She did the same with her own, and then reached for his hand.

“Please, Your Grace, I know there is much you want me to learn from my husband myself, but give me something. What is it that bonds you two? What made you so, as you say ‘dastardly’? What made my husband like he is? You don’t have to speak it all. Just one clue is all I ask.”

Duncan looked away from her as the servants came to clear their plates away and pulled his hand from hers. He then drew his hand together, and his right fingers began to rub at the gold band that was his wedding ring. When they were alone again, Duncan reached up, and carefully removed his mask.

Seraphina fought the urge to gasp as she saw the scars riddled across his face. There were not like Hugo’s, not slashes and streaks of violence, but burns that had marred and melted his flesh.

“We both made sacrifices trying to please our fathers,” Duncan murmured, his piercing blue eyes holding hers in rapt attention.

“Your father did this to you?” Seraphina whispered. She was mortified at the thought.

“Not directly,” Duncan said, pulling his mask back on. “But my need to please him put me in danger.”

“And Hugo’s scars?” She asked.

“His father’s intent was far more direct,” Duncan muttered, getting up from the table.

“And I shall say no more about that, Lady Seraphina. The rest you will have learn from your husband.”

He then pulled out his pocket watch and read the time.

“Which, I really should go speak to, if I plan to make it home at the time I promised my wife.”

Seraphina rose with him, and together they walked back to the foyer. When they reached the stairs, Duncan turned to her with a bow, and kissed her knuckles once again.

“It was a pleasure to meet you, Your Grace,” he said, smiling as he stated her new title. “I look forward to seeing you again.”

“As do I,” she replied, meaning it, “And please, next time do bring Alice. I would love to meet her.”

“Consider it a promise,” he replied.

Seraphina waited until Duncan had disappeared up the stairs before she called for Mrs. Purdy again and requested to be taken to her rooms. On their way there, she heard a loud bout of laughter come from a room on the second floor, no doubt from her husband’s office. Something within her eased, and she forced a smile of her own as Mrs. Purdy and her new lady’s maid, Clara, led her to the Duchess’ quarters.

“Your things are put away and your bathwater is ready. Are you sure I cannot stay and help you ready for bed, Your Grace?” Clara asked, hours later.

“Thank you, but no,” Seraphina replied politely, “But I do believe that my husband shall be finished with his work soon and will no doubt arrive to my chambers. Perhaps you could go down to the kitchen and retrieve some things for us? A nice bottle of red wine, perhaps. A bit of bread and some cheeses? I am sure the kitchen staff will know what His Grace prefers.”

“Yes, Your Grace,” Clara replied as a curtsey, “I shall bring them brought up momentarily.”

“Thank you, Clara,” Seraphina replied, clasping her hands tightly until the handmaid closed the door.

As soon as she was gone, Seraphina released her hands and exhaled; grateful to finally have a moment alone. Upon reaching the Duchess Quarters, Seraphina had been surprised to find the elegant rooms full of crates and trunks, and they had just now finally finished putting everything away.

“What are these?” She had asked Mrs. Purdy as she tried to find a path in the sitting room to the adjoining bedroom and bathing quarters.

“Your things from London, Your Grace,” the housekeeper had replied.

“I did not believe I had ordered these many things,” Seraphina muttered, looking around them all.

“Well, Your Grace, it is clear that they are for you,” Mrs. Purdy declared. “Now, if you will please excuse me, I have my work to get back to. Will you require another maid to help you unpack or will Clara suffice?”

Seraphina, though put off by Mrs. Purdy’s shortness, politely refused the extra help, and she and Clara had gone about opening the many crates. Slowly, they began to organize the rooms. Clara was put to work moving her new gowns and wardrobe to the large closet while Seraphina focused on the crates that were unmarked.

To her surprise, she had found they were her personal items from her mother’s house. Her collection of books, some of her latest embroidery pieces, and, to her greatest relief, the collection of palm-sized porcelain dolls Theo had gifted her on her twentieth birthday. Each tiny doll was a different color, representing Seraphina, Theo, Amelia, Rose, and Ophelia.

How did he get all this? Seraphina had wondered as she placed the dolls atop the hearth in her bedroom.

When she’d finished with her crates, Seraphina had then gone into the closet to help Clara, and was surprised at what she had found. Not only were there the clothes and accessories she’d ordered from London, but vastly more.

Capes, cloaks, jackets, furs, and gloves. Stockings, nightdresses, corsets, and day gowns. More jewelry, fans, and hair pieces than she’d ordered.

“Are you sure we did not receive someone else’s order by mistake?” Seraphina had asked Clara then.

“Quite sure, Your Grace,” Clara had replied. “They all had His Grace’s name on it, printed in bright letters.”

Seraphina was taken aback by the quantity of new things, and now as she was left alone to peruse through them, she contemplated what it all meant. Hugo had kindness within him. She’d seen for herself that instinctual urge to protect the night her mother had been ready to strike her again. And yet for all that kindness, he was so very distant.

Was he trying to buy her? Appease her? Were these things from the heart, or were they a way to keep her entertained and out of his way?

Her thoughts were interrupted when Clara returned with the wine and vittles. Realizing she could ask her husband such things when he would no doubt arrive soon, Seraphina went about choosing her nightgown. There were far too many to choose from, she thought, but she finally settled on one of the simpler ones. White linen, fitted but still very comfortable, with capped short sleeves, a slit up the one side, and a scooped bodice.

After a quick but thorough bath she pulled it on along the matching robe, went to the sitting room, and waited for her husband.
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“I believe you have done enough for today, Robin, thank you,” Hugo stated after reading the late hour on the mantle’s clock.

A look of relief passed over the young steward’s assistant’s face, but the lad did not yet move.

“If you are still working then I shall still work as well, Your Grace,” Robin replied, then bowed his head as he added, “Respectfully, of course.”

A smile twitched at Hugo’s lips. He admired the young man’s stalwart attitude, but he was in no mood to be disobeyed. His steward, Patrick, who was supposed to be Robin’s overseer, had vastly disappointed him, and now there were many mistakes still left for him to correct.

“Go home, Robin,” Hugo ordered. “That is not a request. I shall meet you in the village tomorrow morning. I need to talk with my people, see what’s been happening while I’ve been away. I’m going to need you to be ready to go, not dragging on your feet from a late night.”

Robin bowed.

“Yes, Your Grace, my apologies, and welcome home.”

Hugo nodded and motioned for Robin to hurry off as he turned his eyes back to the livestock file before him. Before he could find his place again, though, he heard a thump across the study door just as it was about to close. Looking up, surprise overtook him as he saw Seraphina striding in, her face scrunched up in a most adorable, if not clearly displeased expression.

“I am working, Seraphina,” he stated, his tone cold despite the warming effect her nightgown had to his body.

It clung to the most wonderful of places, emphasized by the way belt of her robe wrapped around her waist.

“Do you ever stop?” She asked, balling her fists at her waist. “Even for our wedding night?”

He watched as her eyes roamed over him then, and he could have sworn he saw lust shimmer through her blue orbs as they landed on his half-unbuttoned shirt. Curious, he sat back, letting the fabric part further down to reveal his abdominal muscles, and watched with pleasure as a blush bloomed on her cheeks. Yes, she was definitely admiring him.

“Was there something else you wanted on your wedding night?” He mused.

Seraphina’s blush grew darker, and her eyes shot from his chest up to his.

“I thought you would at least come and find me,” she replied. “See how I was doing, if I had settled in. When you didn’t, I decided that I would come to find you.”

Hugo’s smirk twitched into a side smile, and he waved his pen toward her.

“Is that why you have gotten so pretty for me?” He asked.

When she only blushed he added, “I very much like your nightgown. It fits you quite perfectly.”

“No,” she finally responded, after seeming to pull her thoughts together, “I wore it because I wanted to ask you about it. This isn’t one that I ordered. In fact there are quite a few things I did not order that came for me.”

“Yes, well, after I went over the invoices of your purchases I was concerned it was not enough,” he replied. “I sent a list of garments you may require to a Modiste here in Merrivale and had her compile the rest.”

“That was not necessary,” she replied, taking a step forward, “What I ordered was more than enough.” She then paused, blushing all over again, “Which, thank you, by the way. It was most kind of you to do that. As well as what you obtained from my mother’s house. I thought I was never going to see those things again.”

Hugo shifted uncomfortably in his seat, then picked up his pen again as he looked back to his paperwork.

“It was not kindness, it was practicality,” he responded. “Our winters come early here and so you needed some warmer things, and as the Duchess it is you that will be doing most of the receiving of any dignitaries and I cannot have you wearing anything that does not resemble the success of this land. Speaking of your duties, how did today go? Was Mrs. Purdy sufficient with her tour?”

He didn’t respond to what she’d said about her things from her mother’s house. It had been a complicated deal to close that resulted in him parting with a rather large sum of money. But she didn’t need to know that.

“I spent most of the time organizing my rooms,” Seraphina replied. “They are beautifully decorated. Were they your mother’s?”

Hugo tensed again, but didn’t look up.

“Yes.” He replied, his tone curt.

“Well I don’t wish to change a thing,” she said quietly. “She had remarkable taste.”

Growing more uncomfortable by the second, Hugo seethed out a breath and simply nodded.

“It took you all day to unpack your things?” He asked, his tone bitter.

“That,” she agreed, “And I had lunch with your friend.”

Hugo’s head shot up and he shot her a glare, but his eyes went wide with distrust as he saw close she had come. Now, she was standing so close he could reach out and touch her. A large part of him wanted to, but instead he tightened his grip on his pen.

“You spoke with Duncan?” He grit out.

“Is that a problem?” She asked, taking a step closer.

“That depends,” he answered slowly, raking his eyes down her body. He inhaled another steadying breath, and caught the heady scent of roses wafting from his bride.

“What did he tell you?”

Hugo’s entire body went still as Seraphina slowly took another step forward, and she boldly slid into his lap. Hunger burned through his veins as he felt her small weight shift over his groin, and he could not help but reach up and brace her waist.

“Nothing much,” she murmured softly, her eyes slowly traveling over his face, then down to his chest.

“He insisted that I learn about you through your own words.”

Relief lapped away one of the layers of tension that shrouded him, and he smoothed his hands up Seraphina’s robe. Her warmth, her curves; they felt amazing beneath his hands.

“He is a good man,” he conceded.

“I will have Mrs. Purdy begin her official tour and instruction tomorrow,” Seraphina promised.

She then reached up, cupping her palm against his neck. Lust shot through him at the small touch, and he pulled her closer.

“See that you do,” he murmured, tracing his fingertips over the hem of her bodice. “Now that you are here I am going to need your help. It has been a long time since my people have had a duchess. They will rely on you for much.”

“And you, husband?” She asked.

Hugo looked up with a smirk, growing distracted by the way their bodies seemed to fit so well together.

“What about me, wife?” He asked.

Seraphina leaned down, pressing a soft kiss to his ear that made every muscle within him harden. He closed his eyes to the sensation, letting her lips wander.

“When do I get to learn about you? Get to know you?”

“I…” he began, letting his hand wander over the outline of her breast, “Am what some would call a complicated man.”

Seraphina giggled, leaning into his touch.

“Well that is a given.”

“Funny,” he chuckled.

Connections, like static, started to form between them as he felt his body relax into a slow-burning arousal. Hugo slipped his hand up to her throat, caressing his thumb over her pulse. Gently, he pulled her toward him.

“I am a demanding master,” he murmured, grazing his lips beneath her chin.

Seraphina let out a soft sigh and leaned into him closer.

“Mhmm,” she murmured.

“I can at times be impatient,” he went on, then let the tip of his tongue glide from her jaw to her chin.

Seraphina whimpered, her entire body melting into him now. He wasn’t even sure if she was listening anymore, but it didn’t matter. Hugo liked this little game they’d begun.

“And sometimes,” he whispered, bringing her lips down to his, “I forget that there are other things besides work that deserve my attention.”

He kissed her slowly, deeply; the seduction between them rising in its own natural wave. He wasn’t sure if it had lasted seconds or minutes, but when they released from another, his head spun in a most fascinating fashion.

“Well,” Seraphina whispered, placing soft kisses along his cheek, his temple, “Perhaps I could you remind you when other things need your attention.”

Hugo was about to chuckle and agree.

Then her lips grazed the scar slashed from his ear to the middle of his cheek. The soft touch slammed through him like a lightning bolt, causing panic to erupt in him. Hugo pushed her off of him, all his arousal lost in defensive rage, and he knocked his chair over as he scrambled backward.

“Don’t do that,” he snarled, feeling like a caged animal.

Seraphina should have stepped back, but instead she took one forward, her eyes searching for understanding.

And he could not stand it.

“Hugo, I-” Seraphina began to say, but he cut her off.

“Enough of this game,” he growled, taking a further step back. If there is something I want you to know then I will tell it to you. If there is something I want from you I will ask it from you. But until I do, keep your distance. Do you understand?”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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They’d begun with warmth, arousal, even laughter. What had she done that had turned it all around so quickly?

Seraphina’s brows dipped down as she took a brave step forward and grit her teeth.

“Yes,” she bit out. “But I am your wife now, Hugo.”

“And it is that fact alone that saves you from being thrown out of this house this instant,” he snarled back.

Disappointment poured through Seraphina as she felt the same trapped sensation she’d felt at her mother’s house envelop her all over again.

“I see I have made a mistake, Your Grace.” she stated Her voice shook, but she held back tears of disappointment and hurt. “I thought my life would be different here. Clearly I was wrong. Do not worry; I will not make that error again.”

She turned on her heel then, and did not look back as she left Hugo’s study.

“Seraphina,” she heard him sigh, but she kept going, and he did not come after her.

Sleep never came that night, and she was not sure if it was because she was upset, or because she had hoped that Hugo would come to her and explain. Either way, when Clara and Mrs. Purdy came to her quarters, Seraphina was wide awake and ready to do anything to take her mind off what had happened.

“I hope you had a good night’s rest, Your Grace,” Mrs. Purdy said as Clara laid out Seraphina’s dress.

“The Duke has tasked me to start your lessons today, and I must tell you, there will be many.” Mrs. Purdy almost smiled as she said this, but Seraphina knew it was not a smile of kindness, but almost satisfied animosity.

“I am most eager to learn these lessons myself, Mrs. Purdy,” Seraphina replied confidently. With an air of authority she added, “I shall meet you in the dining hall shortly. We can go over our first lesson while I break my fast. Then we will pause for a tour.”

Mrs. Purdy looked at her, as if surprised that Seraphina could speak with such authority, but the housekeeper politely—and coldly—agreed, and left her to get ready.

“Not the white dress, today, Clara, but the red one,” Seraphina ordered, looking at the gown her handmaid had laid out for her. “And I want my hair up high. A ruby comb in the front, and a matching necklace.”

Mrs. Purdy gave Seraphina a curious look as she came into the dining room a short time later, but before the old woman could comment, Seraphina took control of the conversation and urged Mrs. Purdy to start her lesson.

“We’ll start with the staff,” Mrs. Purdy began, laying a long sheet of parchment before her.

The day passed by in a blur as Seraphina toured the vast estate, began to learn the names of every person who served at Fenwick hall, and took in further lessons.

She needed to memorize the staff, the neighboring nobles and every member of their family; not to mention the wealthier merchants who resided in Merrivale and boosted the economy. Which, she also learned, , consisted of flax, livestock, and paper, along with several other smaller producing businesses that boosted trade.

“Am I going too fast for you, Your Grace?” Mrs. Purdy asked when they finished at the end of the day.

“Not at all,” Seraphina lied, hugging the many lists Mrs. Purdy had handed her throughout the day. “I will have these learned by tomorrow, I am sure.

Mrs. Purdy smiled smugly at her, and curtseyed.

“Very well, Your Grace. Will you be dining in your rooms or the dining hall this evening?”

“That depends,” Seraphina replied, “When will His Grace be coming back?”

“Oh! Silly me,” Mrs. Purdy laughed, pulling a note from her pocket. “In the busy-ness of the day I had forgotten he had sent this. The Duke will not be joining you tonight. There is much to be attended in the village and I believe he will be spending the next few days trying to sort those issues.”

“Days?” Seraphina asked, unable to help the disappointment in her voice.

“He does what he needs to do for the benefit of his estate,” Mrs. Purdy said, almost sounding proud. She looked at Seraphina in a way that made her feel like the smallest person alive. “I shall send your dinner up to your rooms. You look exhausted. You did well today.”

The cool tone of her voice implied the woman felt anything but pleased, but Seraphina did not reply.

The next day was worse.

After staying up for several hours attempting to memorize names Seraphina still got several of them wrong when addressing the staff, and spent a disconcerting amount of time lost in the west wing of the estate while looking for the kitchens.

On the third day she felt ready to collapse into a pile of self-pity. Her initial resolve to handle Mrs. Purdy’s apparent dislike of her had withered into a speck, and now she flinched almost every time she heard the woman’s voice. What was more was that she was sure the other servants were in on it as well. Purposely disobeying orders, then insisting they were doing as they were told.

Letters and gifts meant for the neighboring nobles were never sent. Even when she had requested to go on a ride to see the estate’s lands, the horses were suddenly unavailable. And then of course, through all of this, Seraphina saw nothing of Hugo. She wasn’t sure what she disliked more.

On the fourth day Seraphina was battling with the decision to still try or stay in bed when she heard Mrs. Purdy and another woman arguing in the hall.

“Her Grace is not expecting you, My Lady, and your brother is not here! Perhaps you should wait until he has-”

“Oh, away with you, Mrs. Purdy!” A feminine voice snapped.

Seraphina opened her door to inspect the commotion, and she was greeted by a young woman with Hugo’s green eyes smiling up at her.

“Oh, dear sister!” the woman gushed, throwing her arms around Seraphina’s neck.

She stilled as she looked toward Mrs. Purdy, who only tsked her tongue before hurrying away.

“Um,” Seraphina replied, frozen in the woman’s embrace.

The woman with Hugo’s eyes pulled back, shot a glare toward the fleeing Mrs. Purdy, then smiled once more at Seraphina.

“I am Leah, Hugo’s little sister, and now yours too. You must be Seraphina.”

“Oh, yes!” Seraphina replied, her memory clicking. “I have been told of you.”

Suddenly realizing she was still in her nightgown, Seraphina blushed, and wrapped her arms around herself.

“I am so very sorry I was not there to greet you downstairs. Please, if you’ll allow me a moment to-”

“No moment needed, darling, it is just me,” Leah smiled.

She looped her arm through Seraphina’s and took her back into her quarters.

“Go fetch Her Grace and myself some coffee and biscuits please,” Leah ordered Clara. “A bottle of brandy as well. Peach if we have it.”

“Oh, I think it’s a little early for brandy for me,” Seraphina replied, but Leah laughed gaily as she removed her hat.

“Oh, trust me darling, you deserve it,” Leah replied, taking a seat across from her.

She then looked Seraphina up and down, studying her so intently that it made Seraphina blush and squirm.

“Something tells me my brother and his servants have not been very accommodating to you,” Leah mused, snapping her eyes back to Seraphina’s.

Seraphina drew her bottom lip into her mouth, not sure what she could say freely. Before she could worry more though, Leah leaned forward and clasped her hands.

“It’s all right,” she said comfortingly, “You can tell me. I want us to be friends, and I promise you now I will never do anything to upset you.”

A knock on the door announced that their breakfast arrived, and after Clara sat down the tray, Leah poured them each a small drink. After some more insistence from her sister-in-law, Seraphina lifted the glass and let the sweet brandy pour down her throat. Immediately the liqueur made her insides warm and the pressure in her head dissolved.

“Much better, yes? One more. For prosperity,” Leah encouraged, pouring them each another drink.

This time Seraphina had no quarrel with the early morning drink, and downed it quickly.

“I do not often drink in the morning,” Leah sighed as they put their glasses down, “I am sure you don’t either. But special occasions call for it. Now. Tell me what life has been like here for you.”

Leah’s eyes were bright and open where Hugo’s were guarded. That and her sincere smile told , Seraphina her new sister-in-law was being genuine, and with a sigh, she began to tell Leah all that had happened. Leah listened intently, her expression drawn in concentration until Seraphina finished.

“Well no wonder you were hiding in your room,” Leah said after Seraphina finished. “Good for you for not running away, I say. That all sounds horrid.”

“I just don’t understand what I am doing wrong,” Seraphina replied.

“Oh it is certainly not you that is the problem, my dear,” Leah responded.

“My brother is…a complicated man.”

He certainly is, Seraphina thought as Leah got up and headed toward the closet. Seraphina followed when she heard her gasp.

“What lovely clothes!” Leah praised. “You have remarkable taste!”

“Thank you,” Seraphina replied, blushing, “But I must confess they are not all my choices. Your brother actually bought most of it without my knowing.”

She paused, then added, “It is strange how kind he can be one moment, then cold and distant the next. I confess it makes him hard to read.”

Leah sighed and shook her head as she reached for a sky blue riding outfit with black trim.

“That sounds like my brother,” she replied, handing the ensemble to Seraphina. “Come, get dressed. We shall take a ride and I shall tell you some things. It is best we talk when we are sure there are no other ears to listen.”

Both intrigued and ready for a ride, Seraphina quickly got dressed and the two of them headed for the stables. This time there was no lie about the horses, and within minutes the stableboy were bringing their saddles.

“Apologies, but that will not work,” Seraphina stated, pointing to the standard English saddle.

“Why not?” Leah asked, raising a brow. “It is perfectly adequate, I assure you.”

Seraphina smiled uncomfortably.

“I am sure it is but I only know how to ride side saddle. My mother swore to me that any other manner was scandalous.”

Leah gave her a mischievous look as she stroked her steed’s neck.

“She was right! But your mother is not here, Seraphina. Nor is anyone else from the London ton. Try the traditional English saddle. I assure you it is a much better ride. Here, try this too.”

Leah stepped forward and pulled the hairpin from Seraphina’s long wavy brown locks, allowing them to cascade down her back.

“What will that do?” Seraphina asked, reaching up to touch her freed hair.

“You’ll see,” Leah answered, her smile growing. “Now come on, let us go for a ride.”

As she climbed into the saddle, Seraphina was taken aback by how much more comfortable it was. She braced the horse’s back with her thighs with much better balance and immediately felt as if she had more control. Once Leah was saddled, she clicked her tongue to her horse, and the beast took off at a gallop into the nearby meadow.

Smiling, Seraphina followed her sister-in-law’s actions. A sense of euphoria filled her as the horse’s quick gait caught her up to Leah the speed of causing her hair to flow wildly down her back and over her shoulders. For the first time in days, she laughed, and sank into freedom of it all.

“What did I tell you?” Leah asked as they eventually came to a stop. “Better, right?”

“Very,” Seraphina replied, her voice breathy and smile wide.

“You can experience such things out here, away from wondering eyes and gullible tongues,” Leah explained. “It is one of the reasons my brother is always reluctant to leave this place.”

“And you?” Seraphina asked, “Do you leave often?”

Leah pressed her lips together and glanced around at her homeland.

“I live in the country with our Aunt Rita,” she explained, “Where my freedoms are just as equal. “I do not visit Merrivale often. There are…bad memories for me here.”

Seraphina nodded, taking in the grandiose view of the estate from their high ground and letting Leah take a moment to find her words.

“The servants, like most people, are afraid of my brother,” Leah said after a while. “Even Mrs. Purdy, though she pretends not to be. If they are resistant to you, they are taking their tone from Hugo. They don’t want to make him angry.”

Seraphina thought back to her first day and the way the servants had stiffened when she’d accidentally called them by their wrong names. Suddenly she realized why it mattered so much. If she did not know them well enough and then she complained about the wrong name, an innocent person could be punished.

“What are they afraid of?” Seraphina asked, looking over at Leah.

She sighed, and shook her head.

“Many things, I suppose,” she murmured, looking on at the estate. “His appearance. His demeanor. His reputation. The way he closes himself off to others.”

“Yes,” Seraphina said quickly, “I have heard many rumors of his reputation but I cannot bring myself to fully believe them.”

Leah let out a wry laugh.

“Smart woman,” she praised.

“But Hugo will not discuss it,” Seraphina went on. “Perhaps you could tell me the truth? I truly do not believe he hunts men for sport.”

Leah’s head dipped down as her hands closed on her reins.

“My brother can be incredibly overprotective,” she began. “He does not seem that way to most, but with the women he cares about, he can become very…possessive.”

Suddenly memories of their odd courtship flashed through Seraphina’s mind. How he scared off Lord Fellon and Lord Repington. How he stopped her mother from striking her again. He had always seemed to appear right as she entered a truly uncomfortable or unwanted situation.

“A few years ago I had fallen in love with a man named Charles. His rank is not important. I had thought he had loved me too, and that we would get married, but…but I discovered that he was only trying to use me to get to our family’s fortune,” Leah explained. “It devastated me,” she went on, her heartache clear in her voice. “When he discovered that I would no longer marry him, he attempted to force me into an-” she paused, clearing her throat as she shifted uncomfortably in her saddle, “-an unsavory position that could have caused quite the scandal if revealed.”

“Oh, Leah,” Seraphina whispered, reaching out to her new sister. “I am so sorry.”

Leah gave her a weak smile as they gripped at one another’s hands.

“I told Hugo, of course, and he challenged Charles to a duel. Only Charles had paid one of the servants to disarm Hugo’s pistol so that he would have an advantage. But my brother was quick; know something was wrong with the gun the moment it was in his hand, and instead of firing, he charged at Charles; earning him a bullet to his left shoulder in the process. It did nothing to stop him though, and he bloodied Charles’s face to a pulp. I think he would have killed him if I hadn’t been there to beg him to stop.”

“Oh, my heavens,” Seraphina whispered, picturing the bloody scene. “You were there? You saw it?”

“I knew something wasn't right, so I followed Hugo,” Leah replied, finally looking up at her. “I know. It was dangerous. But I am glad I did it. I am glad that though Charles may have deserved it, Hugo did not kill him.” She hesitated, peering closely at Seraphina for an instant. “He’s never told me this, but I believe my brother is terrified of becoming our father. And that day, he really stepped into our father’s shoes. All that rage, that power. It became unleashed, and Hugo finally did to someone what our father did to him. It changed him.”

Realization hit Seraphina as she recalled her first night in Merrivale. Things had seemed to start to go well in his office until she touched his one scar.

“Your father,” Seraphina asked carefully, “Is that how Hugo got all of his scars?”

Leah locked eyes with Seraphina and gave her a grim nod.

“He did that for me too. Took all the beatings so I could be saved. People say my brother is a savage. But it is people that made him into one.”

The two women shared a silent moment. Leah calling her traumatic memories back into their mental trunks; and Seraphina putting all the missing pieces to her husband’s mystery together until she got a clearer image.

“You can make changes here, Seraphina,” Lead said after a while, turning back to face her. “Just as you changed your life in London. Take charge of your new staff. Find a way to break my brother of his ways. I know you can. You just have to have the determination.”

“Determination,” Seraphina murmured as the sound of approaching hooves drew near.

Yes, she realized. She could do that.

“Leah?”

Both women looked toward Hugo’s voice, and Seraphina was caught off guard by how handsome he looked. He was no longer in a fine suit, but instead a simple white linen shirt that dipped open and low over his chest, light brown trousers, and a pair of worn dark brown boots. His dark wavy hair was a mess from the wind, and he had the starting of a beard on his chin.

Her eyes snapped back up to his exposed chest, drawn to the muscles there, but a flicker of sympathy ignited in her when she saw the outline of several circular scars clustered near his shoulder. Even without ever seeing such things before Seraphina suddenly knew what they were. Leah said he’d been hit…but did she know he’d been burned, too?

She clamped her teeth down on her bottom lip, picturing the pure torture of such an assault, and dragged her eyes away from him.

“Brother,” Leah said gaily from her horse.

“When did you come back?” He asked her, not yet looking at Seraphina.

“Just this morning, but do not worry, I am not staying long. I only came to meet my new sister and teach her a few things.”

Hugo gave his sister a curious look before turning to Seraphina, and then his eyes widened as he took her in. She finally looked back to him, and though saddened by her new discovery, gave him a warm smile.

“Seraphina,” he said with awe, “I almost did not realize that was you. You look so different out here. Especially with your hair unbound.”

“You look quite different yourself, Your Grace,” Seraphina replied coyly, giving him the same measuring look he had given her. To her relief, he chuckled, and rode closer to them.

“I owe you an apology,” he stated, “It turns out my Steward just ran off and abandoned his post the moment he made a mistake with the town’s livestock sales so I decided to fix his mess myself. I did not mean to be gone this long.”

“Perhaps you could make it up to me by joining me for dinner this evening?” Seraphina asked tentatively.

“Yes, I believe I can,” Hugo answered instead, surprising her greatly. “Where shall I join you?”

“Why not have an evening picnic right here, you two?” Leah offered.

“You’re not joining us?” Seraphina asked, turning to her with a look of disappointment. She was beginning to enjoy time with her new sister, and didn’t want her to leave yet.

“I will come back soon,” Leah promised, “But I told Aunt Rita that I would only be gone for the day. The Sanderbys are having their ball next week, I shall stay here a little longer then so that I may attend it with you.”

“What do you say, Your Grace?” Seraphina asked, turning to Hugo. “Join me for a picnic?”
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“Have you been—well, settling into your new role?” Hugo asked.

Guilt still ate at him for how he’d reacted to Seraphina’s touch, but his land was important, and when duty called to him, he refused to shun it. Even if he had left his marriage in an awkward place.

Other women he’d been with had stayed far away from his scars; most likely from fear or revulsion. They’d focused solely on that main part of him of which could derive pleasure. Their touch wasn’t light, wasn’t seductive. It was direct and to the point.

Seraphina’s touch had been the complete opposite. Her touch had been slow, seductive, making his muscles relax and the tension in his head dissolve- until she’d touched his scars. It had sent a shot of fear through him so intense that he’d lost himself to not just anger and surprise, but to the memories of how they’d been created.

It had taken a long, long time to get those memories and feelings back into check, and he’d needed to stay away for the duration of it.

Seraphina pulled more packages from the picnic basket, smiling.

“It was a rough adjustment at first,” she told him, “But I believe I am getting a better hand on it now. Your sister was a great help.”

Hugo grunted, still not overly comfortable with his sister’s appearance. He missed her, but had been relieved when she said she was not staying. She’d seen so much, too much, of his true nature.

“She showed me the differences between here and London,” Seraphina went on, “And I must admit, I am starting to prefer this place to the city.”

Hugo’s brow rose as he lit the oil lamps and placed them around their blanket.

“You believe so?”

Seraphina nodded.

“Yes, in London there is always someone watching you, but here, unless we are entertaining dignitaries, I am able to take more liberties. Like our riding today. It was the freest I have felt in- well, ever. I’d never ridden a regular saddle before, I understand now why men prefer it.”

Hugo chuckled at this, growing more comfortable. He thought she did indeed look more beautiful in the understated riding outfit, with her hair flowing and her cheeks flushed, than she did in the gossamer fabrics of the more sophisticated gowns.

“I am glad to hear it,” he told her, reaching for one of the plates.

Seraphina stopped him, placing a hand over his own.

“No,” she said softly, going to her knees, “Allow me, please.”

Pleasure trickled into his veins as he watched Seraphina prepare his plate, then bow her head slightly as she offered it to him. So graceful, elegant but subtly primal, calling to the part of him that craved submission.

“How was Leah’s visit?” He asked, accepting the plate. As he reached for it, his hands slid over hers, and he felt the gentle hum of her pulse seeping into him. They locked eyes for a moment, and a pink blush bloomed in Seraphina’s cheeks before she slowly slid her hands away.

“She reminded me of something today,” Seraphina replied as she started to fix her own plate.

“Oh?”

“Yes. All families have their problems. I believe I was so focused on mine I forgot how others could feel or react to their own,” she replied. She then sat down with a sigh, her blue eyes growing distant as if she returned to her own bad memories.

Hugo thought back to the moment he walked in on her crying in her home; to the moment on the terrace where he found her cheek red from her mother’s slap, and he felt rage begin to build.

“What was it like for you?” He asked, his tone gentle. “Growing up in a house such as yours. It could not have been easy.”

Seraphina sighed, looked up at the darkening sky, as if searching for something, he began to nibble on a grape as she seemed to contemplate her answer.

“My mother did the best she could, I suppose, given her situation,” she replied at last.

Hugo reached out, stopping her.

“I am not asking about what it was like for her. I am asking about you.”

Seraphina swallowed her last bite with effort and worried her bottom lip with her teeth.

“It was awful in many ways. There were times when she mourned so over her situation that she could not leave bed or the bottle for days, so I would need to take care of her even as she spoke the most unkind words. Then there were other instances when she was always alert about what I was doing; overly worried that I was not taking my lessons seriously enough even though I was trying my best.”

She let out a weak laugh that held no humor.

“I grew quite familiar with the sting of her slap. Or her ruler. Or her feet, if she thought I was not walking properly. Sometimes she would grow so frustrated with my dancing that she’d kick my feet out from under me, then slap my face if I complained of the pain.”

Hugo put his plate down, no longer interested in food. His childhood had been worse, yes, but the thought of her enduring any similar treatment caused that enraged beast to awaken in him.

“Seraphina, I need you to know that you will have no fear of that here,” he vowed. “Or anywhere, any longer. If anyone ever dares touch you like that again—your mother included—they will not live long enough to even attempt a false apology.”

He spoke his words so roughly he expected Seraphina to look at him in fear, but instead, her eyes shone with gratitude.

“The idea of that will take some getting used to,” she whispered, a ghost of a smile flittering across her lips. “Especially after the way you reacted to me the other night.”

Hugo winced, guilt pouring through him as he thought of that moment of fear and rage.

“Did I hurt you?” He asked hoarsely.

Seraphina shook her head quickly.

“No. However the quickness of your change in mood scared me a little. It reminded me of my mother.”

Hugo swallowed hard. “I assure you that I will remember that and work to not do so again.”

He rose to his knees and moved closer to her. Moving slowly, so as to not scare her, he grazed the back of his knuckles over her cheek.

“I do not wish to scare you. Others, perhaps. But not you. You who have been so brave to stand against me and say what is in your heart and on your mind.”

To his relief, Seraphina’s posture softened, and she rested her cheek in his hand. Wanting to touch her more, he brought his other hand up to her right side, and began stroking the delicate pink flesh there with his thumb. A low hum of a sigh escaped Seraphina’s lips as he did this, and he felt his body stir with arousal as she slowly closed her eyes.

“I do not wish to scare you either,” she whispered after a time, slowly raising her long lashes to look at him. “I will be more mindful of your scars. I promise.”

Hugo felt his heartbeat stutter as her soft voice spoke the pact. She was trying so hard to be good for him, to understand him and his boundaries.

“You are such a good little lamb,” he murmured, shifting closer.

Seraphina let out a happy hum as she smiled in the palms of his hands.

“Why do you call me that?” She asked. “Lambs are sweet and innocent, yet you say you admire me for my fire. How can I be both?”

Hugo chuckled, pulling her more into his lap as the stars above them began to glitter.

“Perhaps it is because you are both,” he mused, stroking his fingers over her cheeks, her neck, over hair, “A little wolf in a little lamb’s clothing. Is that what you are?”

Seraphina’s eyes, glazed with relaxation and pleasure, gazed up at him as she nestled into his hold.

“Whatever I am, I am yours now,” she murmured, reaching through the widened part in his shirt to stroke the hair of his muscled chest. Even the small touch was too much pleasure for him, and he knew he needed more.

Hugo let out a strangled moan of need as he dipped his head and kissed her. He had meant to be soft, but the moment he tasted her again sweet, pillowy lips, his entire body ignited with arousal. His muscles tightened, as did his hold on her, and instead of seducing her into a kiss, he demanded it from her.
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Pleasure coursed through Seraphina’s veins as Hugo’s possessive kiss claimed her, and she squirmed in his lap to get closer as his tongue delved into her mouth. She accepted it greedily, suckling and lapping at the contact she realized she had missed, and sank her fingers into his muscled chest. Hugo let out a groan as he felt her tiny claws, but he made no move to stop her.

Instead, he pushed one arm out to swipe the plates, cups, and cutlery from the blanket, and then laid her down atop it. Seraphina let her head fall back as his kisses moved from her lips to her neck, leaving a delicious shiver everywhere he touched until he reached her breasts.

Hugo then fisted the parted fabric while his lips still grazed along her collarbone, and with ease, he tore her blouse and the thin, cotton corset beneath it from bust to hem, freeing her from its confines. She gasped as the cool evening air rushed over naked flesh, her spine arching into the freedom of it.

More, she thought, her arousal growing dizzying. She wanted more.

Seraphina slid her hand from Hugo’s hair down to his back as he clasped his mouth around her right nipple, and felt his muscles grow rigid as her fingers came in contact with another scar. He broke away from her then, his eyes wide with a mixture of lust and triggered rage.

“Where,” she breathed, pulling her hand away as her other clutched at his arm, “Show me where to touch.”

She watched in fascination as the rage in his eyes slowly disintegrated, and instead of flinging her away like he had before, he brought her hand to his mouth, kissed her palm, and slowly pulled it between them until she cupped the straining bulge between his legs.

“Here,” he breathed, moving her hand over the fabric of his manhood. “Touch me here, like this.”

He move his hand with hers again, and want coursed through her as she felt him twitch and grow even harder beneath her palm. Hugo let out a heady groan as she did so, and with renewed fervor, captured her lips in a possessive kiss before making his way to her breasts again.

Suddenly she understood that it was he that needed to take the lead, that needed to guide them to that perfect place, and she gave in to his commands. Trembling fingers loosened the stays of his trousers as his mouth continued to light her on fire, and when she finally smoothed her hand over the bare flesh of thick, large, rigid manhood, he let out a moan so thick with need that it caused a gush of warmth to splay over her inner thighs.

Together they moved, Hugo’s mouth continuing the trail down her body as she continued to stroke him. When he reached her skirts, pulled them up roughly and nestled onto his side before his fingers firmly trailed from her inner knee to her sex.

She gasped his name and squeezed him tighter as his knuckles grazed teasingly over the taut bundle of nerves above her petals, and on her own volition, parted her thighs wider for him.

“Is that you want, Seraphina?” Hugo rasped, teasing her opening with gentle strokes of his fingers, “Is this what you wanted the other night?”

She blushed, not sure if she could actually say it aloud.

“Say it,” he rasped, his teasing growing worse, “Say it and I’ll give you what you want.”

“Yes,” she whispered needily, feeling a bead of moisture roll down the back of her fingertips as she kept her grip on him, “Yes it is what I want, Hugo.”

He smiled wickedly as he let just the tip of his middle finger slide into her.

“Be polite,” he warned, swirling his finger in slow circles at her opening.

Seraphina whimpered as she bit her bottom lip, torn between bashfulness and lust.

“Please,” she panted, feeling her entire body begin to tremble with anticipation. “Please, Hugo, I want you. Please.”

A low groan of approval escaped Hugo’s chest as she said these words, and he slid his middle finger deep inside of her. The sensation made her arch her back and roll her eyes, and for a moment, she let go of him.

“Don’t stop,” he commanded, his tone suddenly gruff as he stopped mid-thrust, “Don’t let go of me until I say so.”

Seraphina quickly returned her hand to Hugo’s manhood, squeezing her fingers tightly around him, and she began to work his cock up and down, just as he’d shown her. They both moaned then, lost in the pleasure of one another, and once more Hugo’s fingers began to work their magic.

“I can feel you tightening around me, coaxing me for more,” Hugo groaned.

“More,” Seraphina whimpered, her hand now wet with his precum, making it easier to slide it up and down his length.

“Do you want to come for me, my little lamb?” He teased, his deep voice coming in ragged breaths, “You want to soak my hand with your pleasure?”

“God yes,” she whimpered, no longer feeling bashful with her words. “And I want to feel you erupt. I want to feel your pleasure explode in my palm, Hugo, please.”

Seraphina’s name poured from Hugo’s throat in a growl as she felt him grow impossibly large in her palm, then spasm wickedly as she her fingers became coated in his release. At the same time, Hugo’s fingers drew more adamant strokes from within her, forcing a rushing tide of her juices to burst through, splashing over her thighs and soaking the blanket.

Stars burst behind Seraphina’s eyes as her release seemed to tremble and ebb through her for several long moments, making her feel light and weightless as Hugo continued to pump himself into her palm long after her release.

“You are becoming quite addicting you know,” he said through heavy breaths, the two of them still locked together.

Still dizzy with pleasure, Seraphina’s head lulled against the blanket as she tried to find her own words. Her grip on him was still tight, and she did not want to let go.

“I want you to teach me more,” she whispered, finally finding her voice.

Hugo gave her a devilish and sated smile as he leaned down to kiss her.

“My little lamb is turning into a vixen,” he teased between kisses.

“It is your fault,” she teased back, smiling against his lips. “You have awakened this in me.”

“A blame I gladly take,” Hugo moaned, then clasped both her cheeks so he could kiss her deeply.

He kissed her until Seraphina nearly forgot to breathe, and when he finally let her go, he had to smooth a hand over her chest to remind her to inhale.

“Let’s get you inside, my wolfish little lamb,” he murmured, taking care to pull the edges of her ruined blouse and corset back together, “I think there are many more lessons I can teach you in bed.”

Suddenly realizing that this had all happened outside, Seraphina gasped, gripped at her ripped blouse, and sat up. She looked around wildly at the dark expanse of the empty field, wondering who could have possibly seen.

“It’s all right,” Hugo chuckled, helping her to her feet. He then picked up the blanket, shook it out, and wrapped it around her shoulders. “No one would dare follow us. You are safe with me, Seraphina.”

And, as Hugo kissed her once more, wrapping his arms around her tightly to hold him to her chest, she realized that was true.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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Four weeks later

“This will not do,” Seraphina muttered, looking from her notes to the new schedule handed to her.

“Mrs. Purdy, it seems His Grace has scheduled a visit from the Maroni’s at the same time as his hunting trip in three days,” she announced, her voice poised and full of confidence.

“I believe Lord Walter would not enjoy himself if he were left alone with me, his wife, and four daughters. Have a basket put together, please, and I shall write a note explaining the mix-up. Then have Archie take it to them at once, I don’t want any more confusion.”

Mrs. Purdy frowned as she glanced down at the schedule.

“Are you positive, Your Grace?” She asked. “I have assisted His Grace with his schedule for many years and have yet to be mistaken once.”

For a moment Seraphina paused, self-doubt briefly flooding her mind. Then Leah’s words returned to her. You are the mistress of this house now. Show them you are capable. Not just in handling your duties, but your husband. Remember, they are afraid of him.

Seraphina drew her shoulders back, and smiled at the housekeeper.

“I am sure that you have done a wonderful job managing His Grace’s schedule in the past, Mrs. Purdy, but I know my husband. I speak with him every day now, and I am most certain that I am correct.”

Mrs. Purdy’s eyes grew wide.

“You- you speak with him? Every day?” The housekeeper asked.

“Every day that he is home,” Seraphina conceded. “And he was telling me of how he was looking forward to this trip this weekend just last night. Now, please be so kind as to do as I ask. I will not have my husband seen as a fool for this error.”

Mrs. Purdy’s haughty disposition continued to wither.

“I did not realize,” the older woman murmured, “His Grace is not known to speak with anyone so often.”

A smile twitched on Seraphina’s lips. Yes, she knew that as well. And yet he was now making time. For her.

“Well, he does now,” she replied, closing her diary. “So you will see to this arrangement. Then please go to the kitchens and alert the staff that we shall be dining picnic style this evening.”

“Again?”

“My husband prefers the outdoors,” Seraphina said matter-of-factly, “And now so do I. Good day, Mrs. Purdy. Be sure to have the basket readied and at the door by six-o-clock.”

Mrs. Purdy curtsied, still looking flustered, and Seraphina parted ways with her with a smile on her face.

“No, not lilies,” Seraphina said, stopping two servants in the hall, both holding large vases.

“And certainly not red. It irritates His Grace. Hydrangeas. Blue and Green, to represent our eye color.”

“Yes, Your Grace,” the two maids said in unison, curtseying.

They both turned around at once to fix their mistake.

“Well, well,” Seraphina heard a familiar voice chime, “Look who is getting a hand on things.”

Seraphina’s smile grew as she turned and found Leah walking toward her.

“I took your advice and found my determination,” she said cheerfully, opening her arms to embrace her sister-in-law.

Leah embraced her warmly, giggling.

“And things are better?” She asked.

“More so by the day,” Seraphina assured her. “I did not know you were coming today. Hugo and I were going to have another picnic, but I can change our dinner plans.”

“No, no, I shall be gone then,” Leah said, taking her arm. “I simply wanted to stop by and see how you were faring. The ride from the country is not long and very pleasant. It is of no trouble.”

Seraphina marveled at her sister-in-law. She was fearless. Even unmarried, she had discovered that Leah often took long rides alone, even sometimes into the towns to do her own shopping.

“Come,” Seraphina urged, patting her hand, “Let us take some tea in the garden. “I want to hear of your adventures.”

She stopped the next passing servant, no longer timid to do so, and gave her instructions confidently before she and Leah ventured out to the small table situated outside between the roses and tulips.

“My adventures can wait,” Leah insisted as they sat down. “It is yours I want to hear about. Tell me, how is my brother treating you?”

The right corner of Seraphina’s lips drew up, but she could not bring herself to a full smile.

“We are finding our way,” she confessed. “He still is not very talkative about quite a lot of things. But he is not as brutish as before. We have our moments.”

Leah nodded, giving Seraphina her full attention.

“My brother is not one to share his feelings. It is good that you are even making progress. He…he does not trust easily.”

“I do understand that,” Seraphina acknowledged. “Sometimes when he does share certain things he then grows quite inward on himself. As if guilty of something.”

“He gets that way sometimes,” Leah agreed. “He wants to protect you, but then draws away when he finds himself becoming affectionate.”

Seraphina could not have said it better herself. It was the mystery of her husband that she could not quite unravel: How someone could be so protective yet so distant.

“I just wish that I could make him feel as safe as he makes me feel,” she confessed as their tea arrived. “It truly is a dream living out here. Away from my mother and the ton. It is everything Hugo had promised.”

She waited until the servant arranged the tea and plate of treats and went back inside before she added,

“I am determined however, that if we cannot be as traditional man and wife, that we can at least be friends. And that he sees me as someone he can rely on,” Seraphina said, her tone resolute.

Leah gave her a supportive smile as she picked up a tiny cucumber and tomato sandwich.

“Well then, dear sister, I believe that you are indeed well on your way to such a friendship,” Leah told her.

Giggling, Seraphina picked up a sandwich, and the two leaned forward, to touch them together, toasting her resolution.
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“What’s all this?” Hugo asked, looking Seraphina up and down. She looked lovely as ever, once more dressed in a blue gown. He’d mentioned once that he was fond of the color on her, and ever since, she’d made a point to wear it.

He had just arrived back home in a hurry, knowing there was still hours of paperwork to attend to before he could call it a day, and nearly ran into his wife holding a picnic basket.

“We are having a picnic tonight,” she stated matter-of-factly, holding up the basket.

Hugo drew in a breath, trying not to be irritated.

“That is kind,” he admitted, “But I am afraid I cannot. I have to meet with my accountant and attend to-” He tried to move around her, but Seraphina stepped in front of him calmly.

“It is done,” she stated.

Hugo’s brows drew up in surprise.

“Done?”

Seraphina put the basket down and looped her arm through his, leading him up the stairs with a confidence that amused him.

“Your accountant and I met this morning, shortly after you left, and settled the books,” she explained. “As for your paperwork, I had your new steward sit down with me and explain everything. I compiled everything into stacks that needed your signature today and those that can wait until you return from your hunting trip. I forged a few, I hope you don’t mind, and sent them off to their respective addresses.”

“You- you forged my signature?” Hugo asked, panic rising.

“Do not worry,” Seraphina said calmly, leading him toward his bedroom quarters, “I am well aware of what I put your signature on today. You agreed to a trade with Lord Baxter, a silk for linen exchange. Made adjustments on a contract for coal. Their rates were too high, according to this year’s standards, so I made a counteroffer that was far more suitable.”

Hugo’s eyes widened with awe as Seraphina explained her work, doing exactly everything he had intended on doing himself. His mind raced, trying to find ways to negate anything she’d done, but by the time she had finished and brought him a steaming bath, he had nothing to say.

“So you see, your night is now free,” Seraphina concluded, her smile bright as she patted his hand.

“So take a quick bath, get dressed, and meet back in the foyer. I thought you might take me to that spot in the woods you were telling me about the other day?”

Hugo’s mouth dropped open, but he could not find the words. Still confused and taken aback that all that work was now done for him, he just nodded as he pressed his lips together.

“Wonderful,” Seraphina sang. “I shall see you shortly!”

For a moment Hugo just stood there, stunned. He had known that she was working harder to get acquainted with Merrivale and how things ran, but he could have never predicted that her dedication to his home and land would go this far.

As if she truly cares.

Shaking himself out of his reverie, Hugo undressed and quickly washed himself, grateful that she had even had the foresight to prepare him a bath. Once finished, he dressed in casual clothing, and made his way to the foyer.

“Perfect timing,” Seraphina announced as he came down the stairs, “The horses have just been brought around. Shall we go?”

“Seraphina,” he said warily, “Not that I am unappreciative of what you have done, but why are you doing all of this?”

Seraphina’s smile dropped just a little, and something akin to sympathy flittered through her eyes.

“Because I am your wife,” she said, her tone matter-of-fact, “And it is not just you who must take care of me. It is I who must take care of you as well.”

She then opened the door, and nodded toward the horses.

“Now come, let us take our ride.”

Seraphina’s words made a strange feeling surge through him; one he’d never felt before. He rubbed his chest uncomfortably, but he stepped through the door, and went with her to the horses.

“Here,” he said, taking the basket from her, “Let me help you up.”

He handed the basket to a servant, who immediately began to fasten it to Hugo’s saddle, and Hugo put his hands around Seraphina’s waist. Sparks of warmth scattered along his palms as he lifted her onto the saddle with ease, and he could not help but let his fingers linger on her for a moment before he let her go.

Growing more comfortable with the idea of having more leisure time with her, he finally smiled up at her. The smile she gave him back was utterly brilliant, sending a warm light through him that made his pulse race

“Thank you, husband,” she whispered.

“You are welcome, wife,” he answered, stroking a hand down her thigh.

“You said you wanted to go to my favorite spot in the woods?”

Seraphina nodded.

“Very well then, let us go.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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“Oh my,” Seraphina gasped.

Hugo looked toward her, and could not help but smile as he took in the expression of awe on her face. Her eyes were roaming around the little cove, taking in everything. Was she truly finding it as wonderful as he did?

“What do you think?” He asked.

“I think it’s even more beautiful than the meadow,” she said, her eyes still taking in the space. “Hugo- this is amazing.”

Hugo once more felt that strange, slightly uncomfortable flutter in his chest. What was happening to him? This lightness in his body- this sense of strange pride at making her smile like that. A smile that spoke of wonder and awe in what he was showing her.

He rubbed his chest as if it could dissolve that strange feeling, and forced his eyes away from her to look around the small piece of heaven he’d once found at the bottom of a gulley. Because of the slope they grew on, the trees had grown almost sideways, creating a leaf-covered covered archway, hiding the space from most eyes and animals unless they found the hidden entrance.

Beneath the curved boughs of the trees was a rock face that gushed forth a waterfall. It was not very large, perhaps only twice Hugo’s height, and below it was a deep pool that eventually tapered off into a small stream that trickled downhill.

Dense, wild raspberry bushes, full of ripe berries and little white flowers spotted the small hills that framed the space, as did dog rose bushes that were now bursting with their white and pink flowers.

“This was…a place of safety for me,” he explained, extending his hands to her.

Seraphina’s eyes dipped down to his, appreciation shining there. She let go of her reins and leaned down toward him, letting him pull her from the saddle. A sigh of contentment left her lips as he brought her down, so close that their chests brushed.

“Thank you for bringing me here,” she said softly, her smile pure. “It is absolutely amazing. How did you find it?”

With one hand still holding hers, he reached for the basket on his saddle, and walked her toward the water. He was wary of telling her too much. Hugo was starting to trust her, a realization that comforted and concerned him at once. But he was worried about the sudden flashes of memory. The nightmares. Those moments when he lost the present and became entangled in the past when he spoke too many details.

“My father like to drink,” he said carefully. “To excess. Especially when hunting. He would force me to come along with him on his trips.”

“I do not know much about guns, but I assume they don’t mix well with a liquor fueled man,” Seraphina noted.

Hugo gave a dry chuckle.

“You assume correctly. One day he wounded a deer but was too drunk to chase it, so he sent me. I followed its tracks here, and found this beautiful place. It is perfectly hidden. You have to know how to look for it to find it. Ever since then, when he took me on his hunting trips, I would find reasons to separate from him and spend my time here.”

Seraphina kept a calm, even expression as she unfolded the blanket and laid it on the ground.

“Did anything else happen on these hunting trips?” She asked, her tone careful.

Immediately Hugo wanted to stop talking, but she was being so kind, so gentle, that he felt anything but giving her what she so sweetly was asking for would be an unjust punishment.

“Nothing that didn’t happen at the house,” he replied, busying himself with unloading the basket. “Or the house in London. Or in his offices. It really didn’t matter where we were. Our deal was that I withstood whatever he did to me.”

Seraphina gently laid her hands over his own, stopping him from unpacking the basket, and slid into his lap, straddling him. He couldn’t keep the sigh of comfort from slipping from his lips as he felt her warm body pressed to him, and slid his hands to her waist.

Carefully, she untied the strings of his shirt, and with gentle fingertips, parted the covering until she could slide it down each of his shoulders. Hugo’s body went rigid as the warm night air whispered over the cigar burn scars that clustered over his left shoulder.

“Seraphina,” he said, his tone full of warning.

“Shhh, my mighty wolf,” she answered soothingly, looking up at him with calm longing.

A huff of a laugh escaped his chest. “Mighty wolf?”

“Mhmm.” She murmured, leaning forward.

“If I am the little lamb you protect, then you must be the mighty wolf that keeps me safe.”

Her lips were so close to the skin of his neck that he could all but feel the warmth of them, and he felt the urge to bring her close and let her kiss him so intensely that his hands trembled.

“I must confess, I have never been called a wolf have it mean something good,” he told her.

“Then you have been around the wrong people,” Seraphina replied softly.

Finally she closed the scant space between his neck and her lips, and she kissed his pulsing jugular. Fear blended with pleasure as Seraphina moved carefully from his unmarred flesh and toward his shoulder. He didn’t want to frighten her like he had their first night, but stopping her seemed so difficult.

“Seraphina, please,” he begged, his voice ragged as he wrapped his hand slowly around her throat. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

Seraphina’s eyes once more flicked up to his, her lips a scant space away from the first cigar burn. There was resilience there, passion. And lust. A heady combination that made his blood sing and his manhood grow instantly rigid.

“Then don’t,” she whispered, and placed a soft kiss on the scarred burn.

Like before, a lightning bolt of pain jolted through him as she touched one of his scars. Panic made his heart thunder as the past traveled through time and space to become part of the present. His control cracked, and he drew in a ragged breath.
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“Fight it, Hugo,” Seraphina urged, feeling his hand tremble and tighten around her neck. “Come back to me. See me. I am yours. You are in control. And you are not going to get hurt.”

A ragged, tortured sound erupted from Hugo’s chest that threatened to shred her heart in two.

“Look at me, Hugo,” she coaxed gently, pressing her forehead against his. “See me.”

It seemed to take effort, but Hugo finally snapped his eyes open. He truly did look like a wild animal then; those blazing green orbs swirling with a predatory strength and need to fight. And they were locked entirely on her.

His hand still wrapped tight around her throat, ready and able to snap it like a twig if he so wished. Seraphina dipped her head down again to the array of scars, and once more, kissed one of them. He jolted again, squeezed her throat tighter- but this time he recovered more quickly. His breath began to grow steady, his rapidly moving chest slowing down. A little more fear seeped away from his eyes, coated over with desire.

“That’s it,” she coaxed, wrapping her free hand around the bunched muscles of his back. “That’s it.”

She kissed a third scar, this time letting her tongue trace over it. In an instant Hugo had her on her back, his kiss so fierce that she felt his teeth gnash against hers. But she welcomed the pain, welcomed the progress they were making, and kissed him back with equal ferocity.

“What are you doing to me?” he rasped, his voice deep and raw as he ripped at the front of her dress.

Seraphina’s answer was a deep moan as he sank his teeth into her neck and suckled hard. Pleasure shot like lightening through her veins at the assault, and she pushed her hand to the back of his neck, letting him know that it was all right. Letting him know that she wanted this.

“I want to know you,” she breathed, into his ear as their bodies began to undulate together, “I want to know all of you, Hugo. I want nothing between us.”

She then slid her hands through his thick, black hair, and yanked viciously until his teeth tore away from her neck and his lips came back to hers. With trembling hands she began to push his shirt the rest of the way off, wanting to feel his naked chest completely against her.

Hugo rose to his knees when it became stuck, and ripped it off aggressively. He flung it aside, right into the water, and it disappeared down the stream into the wilderness.

“I want you to bite them,” he commanded, coming down on her again.

Seraphina paused, taken by surprise at his request.

“Your scars? Are you sure?”

“Yes,” he growled, then kissed her deeply again. “I want them to have new memories, and I’d much rather the pain come from your mouth than anywhere else.”

Something about that statement spread a fire throughout her body, as he cradled the back of her head, readying to push her mouth against his scars. Liquid heat then gushed down her inner thighs as he pressed her tightly to him, and she sank her teeth where she was told.

A bestial growl left Hugo’s chest as she bit him, and between her legs where his hips nestled, she felt his manhood, even under the cover of his breeches, begin to throb and thrust against her.

Oh, how she wanted to feel that within her. To be free of any and all clothes, and finally be a part of her husband in the most sacred way!

“Oh, God in Heaven,” Hugo gasped, his entire body beginning to tremble.

Another growl erupted from his as Seraphina grew bold and drug her nails down his back, and he bucked into her pelvis hard.

More, Seraphina thought, her trembling hands going to waistband. She wanted more, and she knew he did too.

But Hugo’s hands snatched hers away, pinning them to the ground before pushing up her skirt and delving between her thighs. His hands latched onto her backside like vices, his nails no doubt leaving half-moon marks in her flesh, and like a beast starved, he began to feast on her.

Though he had not been exactly gentle with her before, this time he was downright brutish, groaning and growling as his tongue lashed harshly at her, then burrowed deep inside her.

Seraphina had to dig her nails into blanket, poking through its fabric and into the very earth in order to hold herself to the ground. She loved this fierceness, she realized, feeling her pleasure intensify with every thrust of his tongue. Loved when he was her beast.

“Is this what you wanted little lamb?” He groaned, rising to his knees as he replaced his tongue with two of his fingers. “Is this what you wanted?”

“Yes,” Seraphina gasped, her lashes fluttering as his fingers moved with rapid aggression.

“Why?” He commanded. “Why did you want this?”

Even though she was nearly lost to her pleasure, Seraphina forced her eyes open, and pressed upward on her hands until her back left the blanket.

“Because I needed you to see that I was not afraid of you,” she panted as his fingers still worked their magic. “That I want you as you are. And we can do this. Together.”

The last word tore from her lips in a shattered cry as the last thrust of his thick, long fingers sent her release gushing through her core.

“You truly want that?” Hugo asked, his voice ragged. He gripped the back of her neck, his fingers still inside of her, and pulled her toward his lips.

“Yes,” she panted, her entire body erupting into violent shivers. “God, yes.”

He released her then, and she fell back against the blanket as she fought to find her breath. She did not have much time though, for Hugo was immediately between her legs again. She gasped and shivered, unsure if she was ready for such another intense onslaught so soon- but her sounds of shock quickly transformed into whimpers as Hugo gently, carefully began to lick her clean.

“Please,” she began to beg after a while, her hands urging him upward, “Let me take care of you. You have to be in pure agony. I’m ready husband. Be with me.”

Hugo did oblige to rising from between her legs, but instead of unbuttoning himself and claiming his marital rights, he brought her hand down to his aching shaft.

“Remember how you touched me last time? Just like that,” he coaxed, cupping his hand over hers.

He let out a heady groan as she did as she was told, and watched with satisfaction as his eyes grew dazed and dilated.

“Yes,” he rasped, “Just like that. Oh, that is so good little lamb.”

Seraphina whimpered, realizing just how much she loved obeying his commands- even if she was disappointed that he was not making love to her.

“You do so well for me,” he praised, releasing her hand and letting her fully take over. “Is that want you want, little lamb? You want to make me release over your pretty dress?”

“Yes,” she gasped, blushing at how much she wanted exactly that.

Hugo’s orgasm came quickly, and as his growl of pleasure erupted through their thicket, Seraphina wondered for a moment if she would come again just from feeling the way he coated her fingertips.

Curious as to how he tasted, she kept her gaze on Hugo’s as she slowly brought her coated fingers to her mouth, and slid them inside. She suckled at his salty taste, and drew one slow finger at a time into her mouth.

Something carnal erupted in Hugo’s eyes as he watched her, and before she could draw the final finger into her mouth, he groaned, gripped a handful of her hair, and kissed her deeply.

“I’m not sure if you are my death or my salvation,” he panted, breaking the kiss, “But I want you either way.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN
[image: ]


“I’ve got you, little lamb,” Hugo whispered.

He pulled his weary wife gently from her saddle. His heart skipped a beat as she let out the smallest exhausted whimper, and snuggled into his chest. His wife, his little lamb, was a wonder to behold.

Bare-chested and carrying her in his arms, Hugo walked up the step of Merrivale Hall and called for the door to be opened. His butler’s eyes grew wide at the sight of him, but the old man quickly averted his gaze and bowed as Hugo walked through.

Several servants, including Mrs. Purdy, paused as they saw him walking through the hall, curious expressions all marring their face.

“Is there a problem, Mrs. Purdy?” He demanded, meeting her eyes when she refused to look away.

The woman quickly shook her head and curtseyed.

“Not at all, Your Grace,” she said in a rush. “Forgive me.”

“Tell her lady’s maid to run and prepare her mistress’s bed,” he commanded. “The Duchess is weary.”

Mrs. Purdy nodded so quickly he thought her head would pop off her neck, then scurried ahead as he made his slow ascent up the stairs. As he did so, he cast his eyes down at Seraphina again, in awe of how she slept so peacefully in his arms.

At her room, Clara opened the door, and, obviously warned to mind her business, did not so much as look at them as he brought Seraphina into her bedroom.

Gently, he laid her down atop the bed. She stirred, and let out a whimper of protest as he released her. Her thick brown lashes fluttered open, and a look so imploring shone from her eyes that it nearly made his knees buckle.

“Stay with me,” she whispered softly, catching the sleeve of his shirt.

The want to do just that rose with immense force in his body. She had changed him that night. Transformed old wounds into marks of passion. But the dreams- the nightmares- he had no control of them yet.

“Not tonight, little lamb,” he whispered back, gently untangling her hand from his sleeve.

The look Seraphina grew so forlorn that Hugo physically felt a tear form in his chest- but no matter what, he could not- would not put her in that sort of danger. A beast most dangerous when awoken from his sleep.

“I will see you tomorrow,” he promised, then brought her hand to his lips to kiss her knuckles.

“You promise?” She murmured, her voice thick with sleep.

Hell yes he promised. After what she’d just done for him?

“I promise,” he vowed, then leaned down to sweetly kiss her lips.

A soft, happy sigh escaped Seraphina’s lips as her lashes fluttered down again, and her body went limp on the bed. Hugo lingered a moment longer, as if unable to leave her just yet, even though he knew he had to.

He pulled her pins gently from her hair, then removed her shoes and stockings next. He squeezed both of her bare feet for a moment, marveling how small they were.

All of her really. Small. Fragile. And yet she trusts me.

Hugo forced himself to leave the bedroom before he gave in to both of their wants and laid down next to her, motioning for Clara to join him in the hall.

“She is weary from our adventure tonight, so perhaps just try to help her out of her dress,” he told the lady’s maid. Don’t try to coax her into a nightgown, it might wake her. Then tomorrow morning at seven sharp I want you to come to my office. I will be purchasing her a few more dresses and you will need to take down the specifications and deliver them to the dressmaker in town. Am I understood?”

He’d ruined two of her new dresses already. The least he could do was replace them.

“Yes, Your Grace,” Clara answered immediately.

“And let her awake on her own tomorrow. Not even Mrs. Purdy is allowed to disturb her slumber,” he then commanded.

Clara blushed, but curtseyed and nodded.

“Very good,” he muttered, leaving the lady’s maid to do as she was bid.

In his own quarters, Hugo paced the floor, his mind still trying to wrap around what had happened to him in the forest. Seraphina had broken him out of a year’s long curse- had cured him! And not once did she shy away from him in fear.

He was changing, evolving into something he never thought he could be.

Hugo spent the next few hours in silence. Finally stopping his pacing, he took his chair by the fireplace and watched the flames, reliving each moment they had just shared marveling at it. Could he do this? Could he actually become a different man? Broken from the mold he’d been shoved into?

His thoughts and questions followed him, even as he grew exhausted and readied himself for bed. He could have hope, he realized as got between the covers. He could have a wife he could love. He could actually embrace love.

Closing his eyes, Hugo clinged to the thought. He clung to it until his mind and body exhausted themselves, and he fell into sleep.

And then the nightmares began.


CHAPTER TWENTY
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Two Weeks Later

“Bless y-,” Tristan began to say to Hugo, then his words were cut off as he himself sneezed.

“What the bloody hell is going on, Fenwick?” Duncan asked, wiping his red eyes.

“Dust and pollen,” Hugo explained, that coughed as another cloud pulled into his lungs. “The first rotation is being harvested, it kicks it up into the air. No one is safe.”

“I cannot concentrate like this,” Everett stated, joining in on the displeasure as he held his kerchief to his face. “Can you at least shut the windows?”

“What, and have us die of heat?” Dominic growled, swiping angrily at the dusty air.

“We’re finished with this meeting, aren't we Hugo?” He asked, turning to his friend.

“As long as your satisfied with the dividends, yes,” Hugo replied, his eyes stinging.

“Then let’s get out of here, head to White’s in London and get some whiskey and air that doesn’t burn my lungs,” Everett stated.

“Marvelous idea,” Duncan chimed in, already heading toward the door. “Ezra and Morgan are there already, all we have to do is send word to them about meeting at White’s.”

In the hallway it was slightly easier to breathe, but even still Hugo could see the tiny dust particles shimmering through the air.

“You coming, Hugo?” Tristan asked.

Hugo shook his head. “I am not finished yet. You go. I’ll find another place to work. Perhaps in the west wing, since the winds are blowing to the east.”

“Suit yourself,” Everett answered, obviously wanting to waste no time getting out of there.

Hugo walked them all to the door and they bid their goodbyes, but just as he was about to close the door, Tristan turned and put his hand on it.

“Theo wants to know for sure that you are bringing Seraphina to the Rose festival ball in London this Friday. Please tell me you are so that I may put an end to her nagging,” Tristan pled.

Though he wasn’t thrilled about returning to London so soon, Hugo nodded. It had never been his intention to keep Seraphina from her friends, and he wanted her to know that.

“Tell Theo that we will assuredly be there,” Hugo replied. “Just don’t expect me to be in a cheerful mood about it.”

“You never are,” Tristan chuckled. He then clapped Hugo on the shoulder, and hurried toward the waiting carriage.
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Seraphina looked up from her book, and her brows rose in surprise as she took in the state of Hugo.

“What happened to you?” She asked.

“Dust,” Hugo muttered, then sneezed so loudly and violently that Seraphina had to stifle a laugh.

“It is not funny,” he grumbled, blowing his nose into his kerchief, “It’s wickedly annoying. Your library seems to be the only room in the house unaffected by the dreaded stuff. Unfortunately that means I need to finish my work in here.”

Seraphina waved an arm around the vast room she’d newly reorganized and made her own. She had continued taking Leah’s advice, and as her sister-in-law promised, things had turned around. She was not only completely comfortable with staff now and her new responsibilities, but indeed enjoyed them. As well as her new home. It had seemed vast and cold and first, but now that she knew her way around and claimed a few rooms as her own, it felt like hers.

As Hugo had promised, Merrivale had indeed become her safety. She woke up happy every morning, and though Hugo never stayed in her bed after his visits, she went to sleep happy every night. There was truly no one to fear, no one to hide from. And it made her spirit soar.

“By all means, you are welcome to share the space,” she replied. “Sit wherever you wish and breathe in the clean air.”

Hugo made a show of dragging a deep breath of the clean, unpollinated air into his lungs and then huffing it out slowly, making him giggle. He was still quite somber most of the time, but more and more, he seemed to make small attempts at jokes.

“I’ll be sure not to disturb you,” he said, taking a seat at the empty desk. “Please, return to your reading. Pretend I am not here.”

Seraphina simply nodded as she shifted comfortably in her large, cushioned chaise, and watched leisurely as Hugo set his portfolios atop the desk. Within minutes he was focused on his work, reading and scribbling with intent.

A smile tugged at her lips as she felt comfort stretch between them, and she eventually turned her eyes back to her book. Try as she might though, she could no longer focus on its words. Instead, she began to think of her time thus far at Merrivale, and the small changes that had taken place.

Hugo was trusting her more. Not just with the ins and outs of the Merrivale workings, but with himself. Something was forming between them. Even if at times it was still more physical than emotional. Her body warmed as she thought what had happened between them just the night before, and before she could help herself, her eyes were leaving her book to look up in his direction.

She blushed when she found him looking back at her, and at the same time, they dipped their heads back to their previous focus. As if unable to help themselves, though, her eyes gravitated upward again a short time later, and she became transfixed on what she saw.

Hugo’s face was etched with concentration as he attended to his work, but the shards of light coming in through the windows were highlighting the sharp, angular planes of his features. The sun cast golden flecks from his green eyes, almost making them glow as he looked down at his pages, even though they were framed by black, defined eyebrows and thick, black lashes. Cheekbones, sharp but not overly prominent, accentuated his well-defined lips and his chiseled jawline.

Yes, scars marred that otherwise perfection, and yet as she stared at him, she could not picture him without them. In fact, they only seemed to highlight the masculine beauty that was Hugo’s face.

Her eyes dipped lower, tracing over the corded column of his barely exposed neck. He looked so different dressed in the finery of the ton’s latest fashions but no less handsome. The memory of him in the simple peasant’s shirt flashed in her mind, and she pictured the slow rise and fall of his sculpted pectoral muscles swathed with curly black hair.

Heat laced through her veins as she remembered touching it. How surprised she was to feel the alluring contrast of hardened muscle and soft hair. The image of herself sinking her teeth into that muscle suddenly flashed in her mind, and her cheeks burned red.

“How is your book?”

Seraphina jolted in her seat, so intensely that her book slipped from her fingers and fell into her lap. Her blush deepened as she snapped her eyes up to his and saw a smirk twitching on his addicting lips.

“Good, good, it’s good,” she stuttered out, fumbling to pick it up. “And your work? How is it?”

“The longer you stare it me the harder it becomes,” he teased.

“Are we speaking of your work or…” her eyes dipped to his waist, hidden by the desk, as she smirked, “Something else?”

She expected him to chuckle, but grew self-conscious when he only stared back with an unreadable expression.

“Apologies,” she murmured, cheeks flushing as she held her book up to her face. “That was most untoward. I shall not speak again.”

Dropping his pen, Hugo put his hands behind his head and leaned back in his chair.

“Do my scars distract you?” He asked her.

Seraphina’s brows flew up in surprise as her lips dropped apart and her book dropped to her lap.

“You know they do not,” She stated.

“Then why do you keep looking at me like that?” He asked.

“It is not your scars specifically I find distracting,” she replied. Drawing her courage, she added with a whisper, “In fact I find them quite alluring.”

Hugo’s brows perked.

“Alluring? Do tell.”

“They suit you somehow,” Seraphina confessed, then instantly felt a surge of guilt. “Though, I despise how you came to have them.”

The amused smirk on Hugo’s face dropped and he removed his hands from the back of his head.

“You are a strange woman, you know that?”

Seraphina blushed again, this time for an entirely different reason.

“It is not strange to admire you, husband. Your courage, your drive to survive, especially at such a young age, well- it is admirable.”

She held her breath, expecting him to snarl or show displeasure that such a topic was breached. Hugo studied her for a long moment of contemplation, his face an unreadable mask of emotion. Then he grunted, and picked up his pen again.

“I cannot say I have ever had my actions deemed admirable,” he muttered, looking down at his papers, “But I am glad my scars do not offend you. There’s not much I can do about them.”

Silence settled between them for a moment and Seraphina nibbled on her bottom lip. She wanted to learn more about him and she thought perhaps this was her chance. He never spoke much about the past, but now that he knew what she had been told…

She got up, laying her book on her chaise, and wandered over to his desk. Hugo’s pen stopped mid-stroke, and he glanced up at her, those green, sharp eyes piercing directly to her soul. Longing poured through her as she got closer and boldly, she sat on the edge of his desk.

“I believe I am starting to understand you a little better every day,” she told him, tracing her fingertips along his hand that held his pen.

Satisfaction bloomed in her when she felt a slight tremble from him, and she caressed her fingertips further, tracing up to his wrist.

“I am all ears,” he rasped.

He flicked his pen away, then twisted his wrist so that it was he that grabbed her, and pulled her into his lap. Hugo then reached up, tracing his fingertips along her exposed collarbone and throat. Delicious little shivers traveled through her at the delicate touch, and she felt her womb pulse with excitement.

“Tell me little lamb, what is it you think you know?” He asked.

“I think you abhor violence,” she murmured, growing dizzy as his fingers laid their gentle claim, “especially toward women. I think that you want to protect, even when you don’t want to get too close.”

A low, rumbling sound that she could not determine as approval or disagreement came from Hugo’s chest as his fingers slowly closed around her throat. He squeezed. Gently. And it caused a small moan to pour from her lips.

“What else do you think?” He commanded, his tone low, firm. But not harsh.

“I think I would like to get closer to you,” she whispered, closing her eyes to the pleasure of his touch. “I want to find who you are. Beyond your pain and the rumors that surround it.”

Hugo’s hand stilled and Seraphina opened her eyes, finding him staring at her intensely.

“Let me in, Hugo,” she whispered. “Talk to me.”

Hugo said nothing as he unwrapped his fingers from her throat and then lifted her off of his lap. Disappointment filled her as he then stood up from his seat and, abandoning his portfolio on the desk, walked toward the door.

“Please wait,” Seraphina said in a rush. She moved from the desk to follow him, but one glare had her stopping in her tracks.

“Tristan asked me to remind you of the rose ball the day after next,” Hugo stated, changing the subject entirely as his hand held tightly to the doorknob. “I ordered you a new dress for the occasion.”

Seraphina sighed.

“Hugo, I don’t want more dresses, I want to get to know you.”

“I would appreciate it if you wore it all the same,” he said, refusing to talk about anything else. “If we must go back to London, then we have to show the ton that I haven’t eaten you alive or some other nonsense.”

“I don’t care what they think,” she insisted, taking a step toward him. “I care what you think. Hugo, please. Talk to me!”

“We should depart tomorrow morning,” Hugo went on, opening the door. “That way you have more time with your friends. I presume that you and your maid will be up late packing. I will not visit you this evening.”

Seraphina called his name again, but Hugo was already gone. Escaping her presence yet again.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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“She looks happy, Hugo,” Tristan stated.

Hugo said nothing, keeping his eyes trained on his wife as she stood surrounded by her friends. She had brought the new gown as he insisted, a brilliant cerulean blue gown with crushed diamonds sewn in swirling patterns over the bust and skirt. Her dark brown hair was swept up by a matching diamond hairpiece, with small ringlets framing her gorgeous face. Her lips were open and spread into a wide, joyous smile as she laughed and spoke with the women surrounding her.

She does, he thought. Despite the discomfort he’d left her in after their last conversation, she looked happy.

Suddenly, as if knowing she was being watched, her blue eyes snapped to his. He felt his entire body react to her hypnotizing gaze, and something unfamiliar surged through him as her smile softened and she dipped her head toward him in a small bow.

“Things must be going well,” Tristan went on. “Are they?”

With effort, Hugo pulled his gaze from Seraphina and tried to fathom a response.

“She is adjusting well to her life in Merrivale,” was all he could provide.

More than adjusted, really. She had blossomed. He had heard that her first few days had been a struggle, but now his entire staff and most of the village adored her, respected her. He heard praise of her kindness and intelligence almost daily. Even Mrs. Purdy had grown a soft spot for the young duchess.

“She is a fine woman,” Everett praised. “Very fine indeed.”

A flare of possessiveness shot through Hugo and he narrowed his eyes at him.

“Of course she is,” he snapped, “It is only a fool who thinks otherwise.”

Everett’s eyes widened with surprise as Tristan shifted uncomfortably on his feet. Dominic, however, chortled into his drink and murmured something about words and their accuracy.

“We have come to steal the Lord Merrivale away from you,” Theo stated, breaking up the tension as she, Seraphina, and the other women joined them. “We have yet to make a formal acquaintance and are most curious.”

“By all means, take him,” Everett replied readily, then smiled wolfishly down at Theo.

“My, my Miss Briarwood. Don’t you look ravishing in that dress.”

Hugo caught Tristan shooting their friend a glare but it was Theo that spoke first.

“Trust, my Lord, with your lithe figure I am sure it would look better on you than me,” she stated quickly, smiling prettily at him.

Dominic choked on his whiskey as he let out a burst of laughter, and even Hugo smiled with Tristan at the woman’s quick response.

“Go away now,” Theo said, her tone sweet as shooed Everett away, “Save your words for someone who will actually pay attention to them.”

“Hugo, may I formally introduce my dear friend, Miss Theodosia Briarwood,” Seraphina giggled, waving her fingers toward the bold woman. “And these are my other dear friends. Miss Rosamund Gravesmoor, Miss Ophelia Wexley, and Miss Amelia Hollowcraft. Ladies, may I please introduce my husband, Lord Hugo Fenwick, Duke of Merrivale.”

“Ladies,” Hugo stated with a cordial bow to them all. “It is a true pleasure to meet you all. Seraphina has done nothing but sing your praises. Please know that you are always welcome in Merrivale and my home.”

Hugo caught the intimidated glance Rosamund threw toward Seraphina first. The poor woman looked as if she was barely containing her fear of him, and he immediately noticed how his wife caught her hand, giving her a comforting squeeze and a calming glance.

“We would have so much fun,” Seraphina told her gently. “It is truly a beautiful place.

“Well I was quite disappointed that my brother did not bring me along on his visit two days ago,” Theodosia stated, casting her brother an annoyed look before smiling warmly at Hugo.

“Do me a kindness and insist he bring along the next time he does so,” she said to him.

He bowed his head, taking a liking to her immediately. She was as strong headed as Tristan had mentioned.

“I will be sure to do so,” he assured her.

“Seraphina has mentioned some discomfort with your staff’s behavior,” Amelia stated, eyeing him up and down. “I trust that you have helped remedy this situation?”

“Amelia!” Seraphina gasped, but Hugo only chuckled.

“I assure you my wife needs no help from me,” he replied. “She has done quite well and from what I understand she is nothing short of adored.”

“Well of course she is,” Amelia sighed, looking at him intensely. “She deserves no less.”

“I could not agree more,” Hugo stated with equal insistence.

A small, brief smile touched the woman’s lips then, and she gave him a small nod, as if signifying her approval.

“Speaking of adoration,” Ophelia said, speaking up next, “You two cannot seem to keep your eyes off of each other. Is it possible that the scandal that brought you together has grown into a love match?”

“Oh, good heavens,” Seraphina sighed, covering her eyes as a deep red blush consumed her face.

Hugo’s smile widened. Seraphina in distress stirred his rage, but Seraphina in playful embarrassment was adorable.

“My poor wife has found herself married to a beast,” he replied, “But I cannot deny that her kindness and patience have begun to strip some of my more feral parts away.”

Slowly, Seraphina lowered her hands, hope glittering in her eyes.

“How very romantic,” Ophelia mused, looking from Seraphina to Hugo with a side smile.

The urge to apologize to her came over him with great strength, and he offered her his hand. Calmness enveloped him as he took it, and she stepped to his side.

“It was lovely to meet you all,” he said, bowing once more to her friends. “Now if you would not mind, I would very much like to dance with my wife.”
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“I am sorry if my friends were inappropriate,” Seraphina stated as Hugo led her to the dance floor.

I’m sorry for pushing you too far the other day, she thought.

“You have nothing to apologize for. Your friends are bold and loyal, and I am certainly not offended by that.” he assured her, twirling her into the dance.

“Perhaps it is I that owes you an apology,” he stated in lower tone, his expression shifting into one of remorse. “For the other day.”

Relief coursed through Seraphina, and she quickly shook her head.

“Please, I just want to put it behind us,” she urged, following his leading in the dance. “I would match rather focus on better things.”

“Very well,” Hugo agreed. “Are you enjoying your return to London?”

“I am happy to see my friends again,” Seraphina replied truthfully, “But if I am honest, I am looking forward to returning to Merrivale with you tomorrow.”

Hugo’s brows perked in surprise.

“You truly like your life there?”

“Very much,” she replied emphatically, then blushed.

“What is it?” Hugo asked, pulling her closer.

“It is—unseemly,” she whispered, though her smile grew.

A sound of approval rumbled in his chest as she felt her skin become alive with tingles beneath his touch.

“All the more reason to tell me,” he whispered wickedly, a devilishly handsome smile appearing on his face.

“Perhaps what I enjoy most is the lessons you impart to me,” she whispered back, her cheeks growing hotter. “Particularly the ones when we are alone.”

Satisfaction sparked in Hugo’s eyes, and he reached up to cup her enflamed cheek as the song ended.

“We can certainly arrange that,” he told her.

The deep timber of his voice was laced with seduction, and it sent a shot of arousal deep through her veins.

“Fenwick!” Someone shouted then, interrupting their moment.

Seraphina’s eyes dipped to the floor as Hugo let out an unhappy groan, letting his hand slip from her face.

“Duty calls,” he sighed, already sounding bored with whatever conversation he was about to be pulled into.

“Have another dance with me when I come back? Then perhaps we could depart for the evening and see to those lessons.”

Seraphina nodded readily, already trembling in anticipation.

“Hurry back,” she whispered as Hugo placed a kiss on her knuckles. He gave her a nod, then headed toward the group of men calling him over.

[image: ]



“Poor girl.”

“Look at her. Moon-eyed over that monster.”

“Corrupted. Absolutely corrupted.”

“There’s no saving her now. Not that there was much to save, given her birth status.”

It was not the talk of trade that Hugo was focused on, but the multitude of whispers coming from beyond it. He glanced away from the conversation he’d been pulled to, and swept his eyes over the ballroom.

It was not him that the others were staring at, but his wife. Same as the subject of their whispers.

“At least she is rich now.”

“What does that matter if her soul is damned to be tied to that man?”

“She’ll disappear. I heard he hunts people. Lord Repington even swears he admitted to it.”

“Pretty but foolish,” another sighed. “Oh well. Serves her right I suppose.”

“Fenwick,” Dominic boomed in Hugo’s ear, nudging his elbow. “Are you paying attention?”

“No,” Hugo admitted, not caring who he offended.

Dominic cleared his threat, and stepped back from the group with him, bending his ear toward the crowd. Hugo could tell when he’d caught the whispers by the way his friend sighed next. Dominic was not like Tristan or Everett. Much less boisterous. Some even said uncaring. But Hugo knew that was untrue. He just had a different way of showing it.

“Pay them no mind,” Dominic murmured, his tone insistent. “Seraphina wants to be with you, and that is all that matters.”

Hugo said nothing as he searched the crowd, wanting, needing to see Seraphina. When he finally spotted her his heart wrenched painfully in his chest. She was smiling, talking quickly with a man who was standing far too close to her for his liking. Jealousy and possession exploded through him at what he saw, and his hand tightened on his glass, making it crack under the pressure.

At his side Dominic heard the sound of strained glass, and his eyes widened as he caught Hugo’s intense stare.

“Hugo,” Dominic warned.

“You with us, Your Grace?” A gentleman in the circle joked.

“Excuse me,” Hugo gritted out and took a step away.

“You said he was good at business,” Hugo heard the man seethe toward Dominic.

“I would shut your mouth if I were you,” he then heard Dominic warn. “Now is not the time.”
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“I am simply trying to ask how you are, Your Grace,” Lord Carrigan insisted, drawing closer. “Is that not what friends do?”

Seraphina inched further away from him, unsettled.

“We were never friends, Lord Carrigan,” she replied as politely as possible as she continued her forced smile. Things were going well, and she did not want to cause a scene. “We courted for a short time, that is all.”

Carrigan stepped closer, his eyes raking over her neck and breasts, making her infinitely more uncomfortable.

“What are you doing?” She seethed, stepping back as her smile faltered.

“No bite marks or scratches,” he murmured under his breath, continuing his inspection. “You seem well fed. Perhaps that’s the beast’s way. Getting his victims to feel comfortable.”

Rage boiled through Seraphina. Her palm itched to slap him across the face as harsh words clawed at her throat.

“Seraphina.”

Relief coursed through her as she heard Hugo’s voice, and she broke her gaze from Carrigan to see him stalking toward him; a tense look on his face.

“Your Grace,” Lord Carrigan stated, finally stepping away from her. “What a pleasure to-”

“Save your lies for someone else, you pompous arse,” Hugo seethed as he snatched Seraphina by the wrist.

“Thank heavens you came,” she breathed as he led her away, “I was just about to-”

“What the bloody hell was that?” Hugo growled, cutting her off as he pulled her into a dance.

Shocked at his sudden change in mood, Seraphina misstepped.

“Excuse me?” She whispered, glancing around them to see if anyone noticed.

“Carrigan,” Hugo snapped, “Regretting your choice in husband?”

Seraphina narrowed his eyes at him, angry that her reason for relief was turning into discomfort.

“The only remorse I have is coming back to this awful city,” she hissed. “If you had only heard what he was asking me–”

“I have heard plenty,” Hugo grumbled.

Seraphina pulled herself away from his grasp, not caring if it stirred more whispers or not.

“I want to go home. Now.” She stated.

“Fine by me,” Hugo seethed as they drew more stares.

“Tell me what is going on right now,” Seraphina demanded as soon as they were back in their London house.

He had not spoken, had not even looked at her in the carriage ride back.

“You tell me,” Hugo sneered, pulling off his cravat as he passed the bedroom floor. “What were you doing with Carrigan? Smiling at him like that? Letting him get so close?”

Frustrated, Seraphina began pulling off her gloves.

“I did not allow him to do anything,” she insisted, “And I was only smiling to hide the utter rage he was making me feel! I was trying to avoid a scene! Everyone had their eyes on us tonight.”

“I am well aware,” Hugo snapped, shedding his jacket. “They were not just watching us. They were talking about us.”

“Oh, trust me,” she snapped, “I know. Carrington was inquiring when I would be your prey.”

Hugo froze, letting his jacket fall from his grasp as his angry gaze settled on her.

“He what? It looked as if you were flirting with him.”

Seraphina was taken aback.

“Flirting with him? I wanted to slap him for the things he was saying!”

Hugo’s shoulders dropped slightly.

“I thought you wanted him,” he murmured. “He would have been much better for you. A safer choice.”

Seraphina’s mouth dropped agape.

“I do not want him!” She insisted, pulling her jeweled hairpiece from her head. “I was disgusted by the things he was insinuating.”

She put the hairpiece down on the nearby dresser, and went to him. She reached for his hand but he pulled it away, giving her a distrusting look.

“I have never been like this before,” he said with annoyance, “Never felt jealous over a man paying any woman any attention.”

“Jealous,” she echoed, understanding dawning on her. “Is that why you are so angry? You truly think I would want someone like him?”

“Is that not exactly the type of man you wanted before our scandal?” Hugo insisted.

Seraphina had no defense. It was true. Her only goal in marriage had been to rise above her station.

“That was what I was told to want,” she said quietly, “And for a while, I believed it myself. I know otherwise now, though, and what I want is what I have. To be your wife.”

“You being my wife has done you no favors,” Hugo rasped, still looking like a predator ready to pounce.

“That is not true,” she insisted quickly. “It has shown me what protection feels like. What peace feels like.”

She paused, mustering up the courage to speak the next part.

“What desire feels like,” she added quietly.

Hugo’s body relaxed further, and the anger in his gaze slowly shifted to intense contemplation.

“You do not desire him?” He asked, his tone still wary.

“No,” she said in a rush.

Unable to take the distance between them any longer, she stepped forward and laced her arms around his neck. Hugo body tensed for a moment, but then his hands came to her waist.

“What I desire is you,” she whispered, looking at him with begging eyes. “Just you. I don’t care about him. About the rumors. All I think about- all I want- is you, Hugo.”

His grip on her waist tightened until she was pressed tight up against his chest.

“Is this true?” He demanded.

“You were honest with me about being jealous,” she murmured, “I am simply in turn being honest with you. I do not care what my life would have been like. All I care about is the life I have now. Even if you still haven’t let me in. Even if you don’t want consummate this marriage with me. I still want you.”

A tortured sound slipped from Hugo’s throat, and he ground his jaw.

“Is that what you think?” He rasped, pressing his forehead against hers. “That I do not want you in every way? I am trying to leave some part of you uncorrupted by me. Saved from me.”

“I do not want to be saved,” Seraphina whispered back, drawing her hand to stroke the scar above his temple. “I want to be yours.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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“Seraphina.” Hugo’s voice came out ragged, tortured.

Need pumped through his bloodstream like a lava, consuming him and burning him from the inside out. He’d been careful. Careful not go too far. Careful not to lose control of the monster lived and breathed inside him. He’d kept it shackled, locked up tight deep inside.

But this sweet, innocent, kind woman had strolled into his life, into his very being, and brushed her fingertips over that cage, disintegrating its heavy bars the most gentle touch.

“I want you,” Seraphina breathed, her lips hovering against his. “I want you so much it makes me ache.”

Control slid from Hugo’s tight grasp like water, and he lunged. Hungrily his lips met hers, pressing against her with such forced that he felt their teeth gnash together as his hands tunneled through her loose curls. She whimpered at the assault, but as he tried to pull away she pressed her hands to his cheeks and clung to him.

Sharp, quick teeth nipped at his lips in revenge, but she did not push him away. Did not run in fear. Instead she worked her lips against his, bewitching him until his lips parted further and gave her access to his tongue.

The moment he felt her tongue slide possessively over his own, Hugo moaned and moved forward, pushing her until she was braced against the wall. He cradled his hand to her head at the very last second, saving her from a harsh thud against the well as her trembling hands began to tug his shirt free from his trousers.

Pleasure raced through him as her nails sank into the naked flesh of his chest and abdomen, leaving hot, red traces behind. He loved that burn, reveled in it, and wanted more.

“Again,” he commanded into her lips, still unable to break away from their kiss. “Scratch me again. Hard.”

“But your scars-”

“Damn the scars,” he rasped, breaking his hold from her just enough to pull his shirt over his head and fling it to the floor. “I need you to touch me.”

Seraphina’s eyes were a blue haze of worry and need as they flashed up to him, and then she obeyed.

Brilliant white stars exploded in his eyes as he felt her grip onto him again, this time at his back, and she dragged her nails roughly down his flesh. A growl, loud and not at all human, erupted from his chest as rivulets of painful pleasure erupted over his flesh, and he sank his teeth deep into Seraphina’s neck.

“Mine.”

The word came from him, but it didn’t feel like his voice. It was the voice of the beast that she’d unleashed, and he was coming out to lay his claim.

“Yours,” Seraphina breathed.

Instead of trying to push him away, she dug her nails into his shoulders and arched her back. Into him, into the pain, and it drove him to a frenzy.
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The gown Hugo had had made for her was one of the prettiest she’d ever worn, but she didn’t feel a single moment of remorse as he ripped the fabric into shreds and tore it from her body. She had expected this; had gathered enough from the small details he’d shared with her, and she was nothing but willing to meet the beast that supposedly lived within her husband. She was not afraid of him. This beast would not hurt her. This beast was hers.

Seraphina gasped as Hugo twirled her roughly around, slamming her palms against the wall as he ripped the ruined dress away from her. The moment the fabric as pushed away Hugo was on her again, his hands like vises around her wrists as he once more bit into her neck and pressed his full, half-naked body tightly up against her.

“Is this what you wanted?” He growled into her ear. “Is this what you wanted to see?”

“Yes,” She panted, pushing her backside into his hips. “Yes, I want you Hugo. All of you.”

She then moaned deeply as his grip moved from her right wrist to her hair, yanking it roughly so that her neck was more exposed. She expected another bite; another mark to claim his territory, but instead her body trembled as seductive kisses and long swipes of his tongue made their way from her neck to her shoulder blades, and then down the straight line of her spine.

She shivered, her legs trembling aggressively as he went to his knees, and roughly gripped both hands to her backside. Slick heat coated her inner thighs as he dug his short nails into her ample flesh and afflicted little shards of pleasured pain into them.

“Wait,” she gasped, blushing at the thought of what he was about to do, but her words turned into a gasp as she felt his teeth sink deeply into her left cheek.

Another burst of slickness spasmed from her sex at feeling the bite, and her knees threatened to buckle and give way under the taboo pleasure. He bit her right cheek next, this time suckling the tender flesh there until she felt her blood rush to the surface of the onslaught and begin to pulse.

He was marking her. Making her his. And she loved it.

Then suddenly in a flurry of movement, Hugo’s hands were on her hips and he was spinning her around again. She had no chance to clear the dizziness before Hugo pressed his face into her sex, and Seraphina clung to the wall as his tongue lapped long and greedy strokes from her petals to her taut bud of nerves.

Seraphina’s lashes fluttered as her eyes rolled back and her head lolled against the wall. A possessive, feral growl poured from Hugo’s chest as he gripped her left thigh and pushed it onto his shoulder, giving him more access. She moaned his name as his long tongue delved deep inside her, coaxing even more heated slickness from within.

Clutching tufts of his hair for support, Seraphina let her body lean fully against the wall as her husband feasted on her- and that was precisely what he was doing. Feasting. Eating. Drinking from her as if she were the very ambrosia of the God until the pleasure in her womb mounted into an irreversible wave and crashed down heavily onto her.

Her orgasm stole her strength, and unable to hold herself against the wall any longer, she sunk down, her entire body trembling from the intensity of it all. Her bottom never hit the floor, though, because somewhere between her knees buckling and the stars exploding behind her eyes Hugo had caught her up into his arms and carried her to the bed.

Sanity was no longer with either of them as Seraphina pushed herself up from her elbows and went to Hugo’s trousers with trembling hands. He had tasted her many times, but now she wanted to taste him. To pull his manhood into her mouth and drink right from the root of her pleasure.

“Wait,” Hugo growled, gripping her wrists just as she’d freed him. He was panting heavily, his chest rising and falling in deep breaths. He looked like a man fighting for control, and damn her if it didn’t arouse her further.

“Please, Hugo,” she whispered, her mouth watering as she glanced from his glowing green eyes to the rigid manhood just a breath away from her lips.

“I’m ruining you,” he rasped out, his entire body beginning to tremble. “We need to stop.”

Through her pleasure Seraphina felt an emotional ache form in her chest, and she rose up on her knees on the bed; taking one longing glance at his enlarged, swollen, red cock before she focused on his eyes. His pupils were dilated wide, eating away most of those glowing flecks of green she’d come to love staring into, and even through the thick layer of obvious arousal, she saw the fear hiding behind it.

My poor beast, she thought, framing his face with her hands.

“You’re not ruining me, my love,” she whispered, drawing tender kisses over his parted lips as she pressed her breasts tightly against his chest.

“I’m yours. And I want this. I want you.”

A groan slipped from Hugo’s chest as gripped her waist and kissed her back, flooding her with relief.

“What if I-”

“Shhh,” She soothed, beginning to pull him backward onto the bed.

“You are not going to hurt me, Hugo,” she coaxed, “I trust you.”

A tortured sound ripped from Hugo’s throat as they deepened their kiss, and relief and joy gushed through Seraphina’s veins as he gripped her closer and took them both down to the bed.

“Tell me,” he begged between kisses as he parted her thighs with his hips.

“Tell me if I need to stop.”

“I promise,” Seraphina breathed, feeling the tip of his cock line up perfectly at her entrance.

Despite the ferocity of the evening, Hugo sunk into her with a startling gentleness. At first, Seraphina clenched her teeth and hissed at the discomfort of his size. Even going slow, his rigid manhood made her walls stretch to discomfort and her sex spasm with pain. But she clung to him, whispering, begging him not to stop.

Hugo’s hips then began a hypnotizing undulation, thrusting inside of her as kept his eyes on hers and seemingly read every small convulsion and reaction. There was a battle raging inside of him; a clashing of monstrous need and the want to be gentle, which only fueled her own desire.

And then, as if magic settled between them, Seraphina’s pain stopped, and pleasure filled every part of her being. Her hips began to rock with his, her clinging fingers turned into gripping claws at his shoulder blades, and she moaned in ecstasy.

The carnal sound seemed to release something within Hugo, and he responded with his own guttural moan as he sank deeper. Seraphina’s lashes fluttered and closed as she felt the beginning of another orgasm swell within her.

“Don’t close your eyes,” Hugo moaned, capturing her throat. “Look at me. Only at me.”

Seraphina obeyed, fighting the heady urge to close her eyes to the deepening pleasure and locked her focus on him. Hugo’s thrusts grew faster, harder, and soon he was slamming his hips against hers, taking everything she was offering him.

“I can feel you clenching me, milking me,” he gritted out, his voice deep and thick with arousal.

“I can’t help it,” she breathed. “Hugo, I will—I’m about to–”\

“Fight it,” he commanded, his grip on her throat growing tighter. “I want you to release with me, together.”

She nodded weakly, doing her best to calm her raging body down as he brought her closer and closer to ecstasy. No matter how she fought it though, it grew. Hotter. Tighter. Until she was gripping his shoulders with all her strength and every taut tendon in her body trembled in agony.

“Hugo,” she begged, unable to fight it much longer.

“Now.” He commanded raggedly, pumping into her with abandon, “Come with me now.”

Seraphina’s scream of pleasure ripped from her throat as Hugo’s hips suddenly locked into her, and bestial growl roared from his chest. Her slick, tight walls clamped down possessively over his pulsating cock as his release swelled and tunneled through her and their trembling bodies froze together.

For a moment she could not breathe, could not think. Seraphina could nothing but feel as their hands and bodies locked tightly together. And then a kiss, tender and sweet, brushed across her lips, and she drew in a deep ragged breath as she came back to life.

“God in Heaven,” Hugo moaned, collapsing on top of her.

“Praise be to him,” Seraphina laughed softly, tunneling her fingers through his hair as he kissed and lapped at the sweat gathered on her neck. And then, before she could speak or think anything else, she passed out.
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Hugo drew in a ragged breath as he bolted upright, his chest heaving as the bloody images still played in his mind. In his nightmare he could feel the fists of his father, knocking into his temple, his jaw. Could feel the burns of his cigars over his torso as he was forced to stand still and not make a sound.

Then the nightmare shifted. He wasn’t small anymore. And instead of being the victim he had become the beast. Beating and lashing until the person beneath him was a mess of bloody pulp, gasping for air and barely hanging on to the thread of life. Only it wasn’t a man this time. It was Seraphina.

Hugo jerked quickly, terrified of the possible reality, and searched the bed for her. His heart shuddered and nearly stopped when he found her lying peacefully not far from; her eyes closed, her soft, heavy breath escaping in small whimpers as she slept on her side; her long hair fanned out among the pillows.

For a moment he was overtaken with relief, but then the memory of their union- and the many others that came after her short rest- came rushing back, and so did his fear. Carefully, not wanting to wake her, he pulled the sheet away from her naked body, and in the dim light of the moon, began to inspect her.

His teeth had left small, red indentations on her neck. He found another mark, deep purple with similar red dips on her arse cheek. He traced the bruise with his fingertips, feeling as if he was going to be sick. Hugo then shifted his gaze, looking for more evidence of his assault, and grimaced as he saw her wrists. Bruised and red from the tightness of his grip.

This was what he had been afraid of. Why he’d pushed so hard against taking a wife. The same beast that lived within his father now lived within him, and it fed off pain. It was why he’d waited so long to take lovers. Why, even after he had, he’d never slept by their side. He’d nearly killed once when lost in his rage; his passion to keep Leah safe. What if he did it again.

Mine, a deep growl erupted from Hugo’s mind as he looked down at Seraphina, and then a sweeping currant of need passed over him again.

“No,” he muttered aloud, drawing away from her.

She wants me. Understands me. Mine.

But she didn’t. Not really. She understood what Leah had told her, but Leah didn’t know the entire truth. She didn’t know the details of the war that raged within him; only what had spilled onto the surface.

He had destroyed Charles. But he would not destroy Seraphina. Not the woman…the woman he loved.

Hugo’s heart wrenched and quivered in his chest as he accepted the truth. He loved her. Loved her for her kindness. For how she tried to break past his barriers and truly know him. He loved her. And he needed to protect her. Even from himself. Especially from himself.

Pain consumed him as he took another staggering step away, followed by self-hatred as he realized what he needed to do to protect the woman he loved. Hugo dressed slowly, each drag of the fabric over his skin like torture as his gaze remained fixed on his wife. He’d give her Merrivale. He knew she didn’t want to return to London and his home had become her safe haven away from her mother and the ton’s vicious tongues. He loathed the idea of living in the city, but he’d do it if it meant knowing that Seraphina was in her place of peace.

Once dressed Hugo tried to leave the room, but he stayed there for a long moment, unable to move, unable to look away from the person who had brought life back to him. Who he couldn’t bear to leave.

But he had to. He had to if he wanted to keep her safe. Every muscle, bone, and tendon screamed at him to stop as Hugo finally turned from her as the dim light of the night slowly brightened into dawn. Ignoring it all, he stoically opened the door, and went down to his study to wait.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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“There you are,” Seraphina said, smiling as she finally found Hugo.

Though she was a tad disheartened by waking up alone, she had put it behind her and dressed quickly. She wanted nothing more than to get back to their life in Merrivale.

Hugo turned away from the hearth upon hearing her voice, giving her a straight-faced look that instantly made her panic.

“I am glad to see you are ready to go as I am,” she ventured, nodding toward the gray dawn light from the window. “I know it is early but I thought we could skip breakfast and leave straight away. I already have maids wrapping up some ham and bread for our ride.”

A look of pain passed along Hugo’s face before he turned away from her again, making her heart stop. Something was definitely wrong.

“I’m not going,” he murmured, keeping his eyes focused on the fire.

Seraphina staggered as she took a step forward, confusion and hurt hurdling through her.

“What? Do not be silly. Of course you are going. You want to be back in Merrivale just as much as I do.”

“I will stay here,” Hugo replied, his tone growing insistent. “You may stay at Merrivale as long as you wish. It is your home now. I want you where are you happy.”

Seraphina hurried toward him, but when she tried to put a hand on Hugo’s shoulder he stepped away, putting the space of the room between them.

“I owe you an apology, Seraphina.” Hugo stated, avoiding her gaze. “It was never right for me to pursue you. To change you. You had a clear path to what you wanted and in my selfishness I took you from that.”

“I do not understand this,” Seraphina whispered, feeling a pain slice through her chest. “What are you speaking of? We have already discussed this, you are whom I wanted!”

“And you have now had me,” he snarled, making her flinch. “You are established as my wife with our consummation and you are now free to live as you please. Away from London and everything else that surrounds your past. That is what I promised and that is what I have given. A life without anyone pressuring you.”

Seraphina’s mind tumbled back to the night she accepted his proposal. Yes, that was all had promised her. Not love, not romance. But freedom from her old life. From society.

“I thought there was more,” she whispered, pressing her hand to stomach.

It roiled angrily, and she suddenly felt as if she were going to retch.

“Obviously there was,” Hugo retorted coldly. “There was no doubt of the desire between us.”

“Was?” She echoed.

“Desire can be taught by many a man, Seraphina,” he went on, “Don’t allow your education to stop simply because I no longer want to teach you.”

Seraphina felt her throat close up as tears welled in her eyes.

“You don’t…you don’t want me anymore? Now that you- now that we have—why?” She demanded, tears trekking down her cheeks. “Why did you do this? Any of this, if you did not want me?”

A look of remorse flickered through Hugo’s eyes before he cleared his throat and looked away.

“You said it yourself, Seraphina. I have an urge to protect the weak. The helpless. This time I simply took it too far.”

Her very breath felt stolen from her as she opened her mouth. She couldn’t inhale, couldn’t exhale. Just tremble as her legs threatened to buckle beneath her.

“That’s all I was? A project you took too far?”

Hugo said nothing as he kept his eyes on the flames.

“Answer me!” She screamed.

“Yes.” He grit out, his eyes snapping back to her. “Much too far. But I need to do the right thing now and back away.”

Something between a humorless laugh and a heart-wrenching sob tumbled from her chest. How? How, after all they had revealed last night, could this be true?

“I guess the rumors were true,” she said in a shuddering breath. “You do destroy women. I just did not think it would be this way.”

A horrid, aching sound came from Hugo as she turned her back to him, and though her entire being begged her to stop, Seraphina pushed herself forward out of the room and all but ran to the carriage.

“Your Grace,” the carriage driver said, his tone full of worry as he saw her hurrying outside.

“Get me away from here this instant!” Seraphina demanded, fighting to find breath.

The driver reached toward her shoulder, but seemed to think better of it, and took a step back. His mistress was usually a kind, even tempered woman, but this- this was someone else.

“Are you all right?” He asked, “Where is His Grace? Is he not coming back with you to Merrivale?”

“No he is not,” Seraphina sobbed, covering her face as best as she could with her kerchief. “And neither am I.”

Even if it was hers now, she could not go back. Not without Hugo. Even if it had become her home. There was no way she could enter any room and not look for him. She gave the driver Theo’s house number as the footman helped her into the carriage.

The moment the door closed, Seraphina doubled over, and a brutal, guttural cry poured from her. And it did not stop, even well after she reached Theo’s home and was pulled, with utter confusion into the collective embrace of her friends’ arms.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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“Ease up, Fenwick,” Ezra Fernside, Duke of Frampton warned as he ducked another punch from Hugo.

“I do not want to wreck you, but so help me I will.”

But Hugo lunged, throwing his entire body into the punch aimed for Ezra’s jaw. He did want to be wrecked. Wanted to be punished. There was too much fury in his moves, compromising his skill, and Ezra once more stepped out of the way and delivered a shuttering blow to his kidneys.

“Tap out,” Ezra growled, squaring up again, “Tap out now before this gets worse.”

With a roar of rage Hugo charged him, fists flying, and tackled Ezra to the ground. Ezra was no unskilled boxer, however, and the fight was equally matched blow for bloody blow until the others hurried into the ring.

“Hugo, enough,” Dominic growled, pulling him off of Ezra and pinning his arms behind his back.

Ezra got himself off the ground, ignoring the blood gushing from the cuts on his face, and grabbed ahold of Hugo’s shoulders.

“Your anger and your remorse will not be the reason I don’t go home to my wife and children!” He roared into Hugo’s face.

Duncan and Ambrose Curtis, Duke of Colborne, each grabbed a hold of Ezra’s shoulders to haul him back.

“Let me go!” Hugo roared, trying to break free from Dominic’s hold.

“Not on your life, old friend,” Tristan said, rushing into the ring to help Dominic. “Not until you calm down.”

Together his two friends wrestled him out of the ring and into a chair, then Tristan turned to Ezra, Ambrose, and Duncan.

“Is he all right?” He called.

Ezra looked ready to lunge out of his chair at any moment toward Hugo as he held a towel up to his bloody face, but his friends stayed close to his side, ready to prevent it if need be. Ezra’s heavily muscled chest heaved in deep breaths as he stared daggers toward Hugo, but nodded his head.

“He’s going to be fine,” Ambrose replied, “But I think that’s enough boxing for today.”

“Jesus,” Everett muttered, walking into the room with Morgan Green, Duke of Grandhill. Both of them were holding a large jug of beer in each hand a sack of fried chips from a nearby street vendor.

“What in the bloody hell happened here?” Morgan chimed in. Both of them looked from one fighter to another, as if it were obvious this had not been a usual row in the ring.

“We were only gone for ten minutes!”

“That is what I want to know,” Tristan stated, turning a commanding gaze to Hugo.

“Your wife is at my parents’ house and your friend is sitting across from you with a very bloody face,” he said, his tone heavy. “You need to tell us what’s going on, and you need to do it now. Because I’ll be honest with you: with what you just did, if Ezra decides to come at you I will not stop him.”

“Don’t stop him,” Hugo seethed, trying once again to jerk out of his friends’ grasps. “Let him come.”

“You’re trying to punish yourself,” Duncan spoke up, letting his hand off of Ezra’s shoulder as he gave Hugo a knowing look.

“Why?”

“Why?” Hugo seethed, giving them all an incredulous look. “Because I am exactly what the rumors say I am. Because I have destroyed my wife in every way.”

He shook his head, self-hatred pouring through him. “I should have never looked for a wife, never cared about an heir, and never have come to London.”

“Hugo, no,” Everett said, suddenly serious.

Hugo glared at him.

“My line is cursed. It shouldn’t be allowed to continue. I knew better. In my bones, I knew it was best to leave it all alone, but I stupidly thought…I thought.”

He paused, lowering his head and shaking it.

“I thought with Seraphina I could be different. From the beginning she pulled something new out of me. I never told her that. Told anyone that. But I see now that I was wrong. That if she stays with me I will hurt her.”

“You are hurting her more by pushing her away!” Tristan insisted. “I have never seen a woman in more pain than Seraphina at this moment. You have to get over this, Hugo. You have to let the past go, or you’ll both slip back into it. For Heaven’s sakes, she’s even starting to allow her mother to visit, and you know how monstrous that woman is!”

Hugo’s head snapped up, the hair on his neck standing rigid.

“She what?”
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“Seraphina! Oh, I am so glad you came.”

Seraphina’s body felt numb and rigid as her mother threw her arms around her. Stepping foot back into Mary’s house was something she thought she would never do. But, to everyone’s surprise, Mary had visited her at Theo’s house, offering her a comfort that she never knew her mother could provide. So, when she insisted Seraphina pay a visit in return, she felt obliged.

“Mama,” Seraphina answered quietly.

She let her mother lead her inside the home she’d lived in the past few years, feeling strange. Her stomach twisted with each step, and a dull pounding had arisen within her head. It felt wrong to be back.

“Come in, darling, come in,” Mary said cheerfully, taking her to the sitting room.

Seraphina froze at the doorway, feeling the urge to cry again. It was the room where she had first given into her attraction to Hugo. Had let herself finally go. Memories of their passion erupted in her mind. And then came the heartbreak.

“Have your feet decided to no longer work?” Mary teased, yanking her rather harshly. “Come on, Seraphina, take a seat and have tea with me.”

Seraphina brushed a tear away as she let herself be pulled further into the room, and she obediently took a seat in one of the high-backed chairs- making a point to go nowhere near the chaise.

“Oh, I am so glad we finally have an opportunity to speak alone,” Mary chattered away, pouring them tea. “Your friends are lovely, dear, but this is where you belong. At least until this little squabble between you and your husband is over.”

Seraphina flicked her eyes up to her mother, her face expressionless. Her friends. They had warned her not to visit with Mary.

“This is no squabble, Mama,” she said. “He has left me. He is not coming home.”

Mary’s brows dipped down.

“How do you mean?” She asked.

Seraphina accepted her tea, but lowered the cup and saucer to her lap, not thirsty.

“He has given me Merrivale,” she explained.

Mary’s face broke into a wide smile as she laughed.

“He has? Oh what wonderful news! I had heard he’d forced you out. I mean, you have been staying with the Briarwoods, so it made sense.”

She’d heard? Seraphina thought. More rumors. Wonderful.

“Well, that means you still have access to his accounts and a home to stay in. Which will be good for both of us,” Mary said happily.

Seraphina’s body grew tense. She now understood why her friends were insistent on not visiting Mary alone. As a guest of the Briarwoods, Mary had spoken to her like a compassionate mother. Now, though, Seraphina realized that it was a ruse. It was then she decided to take an actual look around the room, pushing past her bittersweet memories, and took stock of everything.

The paintings were missing from the walls, as were the silver and china knickknacks that had once graced the mantle above the fireplace. The fancy French rug that usually covered the hardwood floors was missing too. And at the door, she only then realized, it was Mary who had answered, not their butler.

“How is Papa, Mama?” Seraphina inquired, her gaze slowly making her way back to her mother. For the first time she took a closer look at her mother, and saw the new wrinkles that marked her face. Lines usually disguised with cosmetics.

Mary’s bright smile vanished, her lips settling into a grim line as her grip on her tea cup tightened.

“It is rude to change the subject so quickly, Seraphina,” her mother chastised.

“No, Mama,” she replied, pulling her shoulders back as she straightened her spine, “Something tells me it is not I who is the rude one here.”

She was no longer just a titled man’s bastard. She was a Duchess. A woman who commanded respect. And she would not be played.

“I ask again, how is Papa?”

Mary’s eyes narrowed as her lips twitched toward a snarl.

“Well if you must know,” Mary hissed, “He has given up his sponsorship of me ever since that horrid display you put on the night before your engagement to Lord Repington. I am lucky that he even allows me to stay in this house, as long as I am able to pay him for it.”

“I see.”

Seraphina put her cup of tea back on the table and placed her hands in her lap. Through her sadness, rage began to roil.

“So you did not invite me here to raise my spirits but in fact to ask me for money,” she stated.

Mary lifted her chin proudly.

“Well seeing that it was your poor actions that landed me in this predicament, I believe that you owe me something. I raised you to be a lady, not a maid, and if it weren't for that you wouldn’t have caught the attention of your precious Duke.”

Then, as if she couldn’t just stop at one barb, Mary added, “A man who, by the way, turned out to be as monstrous as the I warned you.”

Seraphina pressed her hands tightly to one another, fighting a more visceral reaction. Yes, what Hugo had done to her was cruel. But she was no dolt. She saw past the facade he so carefully portrayed and understood the utter agony that lay below the surface. Even heartbroken and angry, she knew that about her husband.

“You have no idea what kind of man he is, Mother, and you will do well to not speak so poorly of him ever again,” Seraphina warned.

“I see that this is not going to be a pleasant visit, Mary sighed, giving up her ruse altogether. “So let us speak plainly. I can continue selling things for another month or so to keep this house, but I will eventually run out of items to sell and I will be homeless, Seraphina. I need a place to stay. I need funds to live.

“Now, I am sorry that your husband hurt your feelings, but he did give you many things by not annulling your marriage. You have what I hear is a vast and extraordinarily productive estate in Merrivale. And, despite the previous rumors spread of the Duke’s finances, after a little research of my own I have discovered that he is in fact quite wealthy. He has more than enough to support not just you, but me. It will not take me long to pack my things. We will leave today.”

“Absolutely not.” Seraphina shot to her feet.

She shook her head, not sure if she was more disappointed in her mother or herself for believing that the woman would genuinely want to comfort her.

“I am so foolish,” she laughed bitterly, shaking her head, “For ever thinking that you would actually care for my wellbeing.”

Mary then shot to her feet, snatching at Seraphina’s wrist with a glare.

“I could have gotten rid of you the moment I discovered you were growing in my belly,” Mary hissed. “Life could have certainly turned out better for me if I had. But no, I gave you life, I gave you the opportunity to marry well, and you will give me something now, Seraphina!”

“You forget who you are talking to, Mother,” Seraphina warned, wrenching her wrist away. “I am the Duchess of Merrivale and anything I was before that is no longer of import. I outrank you in every way, and you will not speak to me that way ever again. In fact you will never speak to me in any way at all.”

“Seraphina, stop!” Mary called, panic rising in her voice. She let out a scream of pure frustration, and Seraphina heard the scraping of something heavy being lifted from the table. She turned, flung up a hand on instinct to catch the object in midair, and blinked at the vase her mother had thrown at her.

With controlled precision, Seraphina set the vase down on an end table and turned to leave. “You no longer control me, Mother,” she called over her shoulder, “And you never will again.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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“She’s not here,” Leah stated, her tone cold as she met Hugo in the foyer of Merrivale Hall.

Disappointment and loss funneled through Hugo as he still glanced around the vast hall. He had been told that she was no longer at the Briarwoods, and when he’d checked his house in London, she was not there either.

“And what are you doing here?” He replied coldly, turning his gaze back to his little sister.

Leah tilted her head to the side as she looked him over, only annoying him even more.

“Let me ask you something, brother,” she said, crossing her arms. “Why do you insist on saving women like Seraphina and me from cruelty if you are only going to inflict your own viciousness upon us? What is the point?”

Leah’s question took him aback.

“Well?” She insisted.

“Leah, not now,” he retorted. “Where is she?”

“Not a word until you answer me,” Leah replied, her tone stern. “All this time you have refused to tell me, to tell anyone the truth of why you act as you do. I have given you grace, I have given you my patience, but now I am out of both.

“I know why you pushed her away, brother. And I will not let you or anyone else near her until I have some answers.”

Hugo gave her a vicious look, but felt his insides begin to unravel. How, after so many years of keeping it all inside, was he supposed to just let it pour out?

“Come,” Leah urged, “Sit down with me. We will have some tea.”

Knowing he no longer had control, Hugo followed her numbly into the sitting room, where a tray was already waiting for them.

“Start from the beginning,” she prompted, pouring them both a cup.

Hugo’s hands began to shake as his nerves got the best of him. But he knew she was right. It was time.

“I never thought I would end up this way,” he began, looking down at his hands as he clenched and unclenched them. “After seeing what Father did to you. After feeling what he had done to me. I would have sworn that I would not follow his menace.”

He paused, glancing over at Leah. She only looked at him with a quiet urge to continue.

“And then Charles happened. What he did to you was bad enough. I sometimes wonder what would have happened if he had come to the duel and handled it like a man. I wasn’t going to shoot to kill. You need to know that. I am… an excellent shot, and I was planning on only winging him. But when I discovered that he had tampered with my pistols, that he had intended to kill me, all that rage that I had kept hidden deep down in order to take Father’s abuse- it all erupted. Violently and without control.

“It was bloodlust, Leah. I lost myself, and when I finally stopped, when I was able to come back to myself and see what I had done. In front of you of all people. It…it took something from me. Any power I had regained since Father’s death, it was all gone again.”

He stopped, and brought his hands up to his face, rubbing aggressively.

“Please, don’t make me say anymore. Not when I don’t know where Seraphina is. I’ve made a terrible mistake. I know that now. And Leah. Leah, I am so sorry that I have pushed you away all of these years, and I promise I will work to remedy that. But for now, just tell me where my wife is.”

Leah took a long moment to look him up and down, agitating him greatly.

“We will remedy our relationship together,” she said at last, her tone adamant. “Because I am moving back to Merrivale. Not just for you, but for Seraphina. I like my new sister and I want to spend more time with her.”

“You’re going to leave Aunt Rita alone?” was his only defense.

Leah perked her brow in amusement as a smile twitched on her lips.

“Oh do not worry, she is not alone. In fact her present company keeps her quite entertained. If anything I am starting to become a bother there.”

Hugo balked at the idea, and he wasn’t at all sure he liked what his sister was hinting at. However, knowing how stubborn his sister could be, he nodded.

“Fine,” he sighed.

Leah beamed at him, and reached forward to grab his hand.

“We will all get through this brother,” she said cheerfully. “Together.”

Her smile slipped a little as she then added, “Though, I will warn you that you will not gain Seraphina’s trust easily. When I found her she was heartbroken. For multiple reasons.”

Hugo frowned.

“What does that mean?” He demanded.

He knew he’d inflicted plenty of damage on his own, but had something else happened?

“First I want to say that she is fine,” Leah stated matter-of-factly. “There was a small incident but she walked away from it.”

“Leah, would you stop stepping around the subject and tell me what happened?” Hugo snapped.

“She went to visit her mother,” Leah explained, “apparently Ms. Kinderson had been visiting her at the Briarwoods and she had seemed most kind, so Seraphina agreed to visit her at her home. Their conversation grew quite heated and when Seraphina tried to leave, Mary threw a vase at her.”

The color red started to leech into Hugo’s sight, and he balled his fists. He knew that woman was no good from the start, but he had no idea she’d take such liberties as that.

“Seraphina was hit in the shoulder and a little on the head, but the wounds are superficial and should heal in a few days’ time. I had gone to London to visit her when this happened and thought it was best to get her out of the city, so I took her back to Aunt Rita’s. That’s where she is now.”

A brief wave of relief swept through Hugo before it was replaced his rage again. This was his fault, he realized. But he was going to make up for it. For all of it, and he was going to make certain no one harmed his wife again.

“I’ve got to go,” he murmured, heading toward the door.

“Don’t let me stop you,” Leah called after him.

Oh no, he thought. No one was going to stop him from getting to her ever again. Including himself.
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Seraphina sat numbly on the third floor terrace of Aunt Rita’s country house. Below, she could hear the combined giggling of the older woman and her much younger paramour. At another time, she would have smiled and giggled along with them. She found it quite bold and wonderful that a woman of Aunt Rita’s age had found such a handsome and devoted younger paramour, but try as she might, no mirth would pour from her spirit.

Just sadness. Longing. And heartbreak that came from two powerful points. Her husband had abandoned. And her mother only wanted to use her. Both facts brought tears to her eyes, and she sniffled as she contemplated her future.

A cloud of dust at the end of the drive caught her attention, and she watched as a horseman raced up the long road and toward the house. Her heart began to thrum like a drum as she recognized Hugo, and without thinking, she raced off of the terrace and headed toward the stairs.

Seraphina reached the door just as Hugo was about to knock on it, and before she could say or think anything, he swept her up into his arms.

“Let me see,” he demanded, his hands roaming over her shoulders, her neck, even her hair.

“See what?” Seraphina replied, caught off guard at his insistence.

“I know what your nother did,” he barked back, pulling the shoulder of her dress down. “Leah said it was not bad but I need to see for myself.”

Emotion poured through her aching heart, finding his concern for her almost cruel after the way he treated her. She calmly untangled herself from his grasp, and took a step back.

“Leah should not have told you anything,” she said, trying to stay as calm as possible. “I really am fine. She didn’t even manage to hit me.”

“I will make her pay for this,” Hugo seethed, appearing wilder than ever. “For everything she has done to you.”

“Trust me, God is making her pay already,” Seraphina stated, steeling herself against the passion of his words. “It is you that must pay now.”

That seemed to stop Hugo, for he immediately dropped his hands to his sides and took a step back.

“Seraphina,” he began, still sounding out of breath. “I need to apologize. I need to explain.”

“You may do so after the divorce,” she replied before he could go further. She tried to make her voice sound as numb as possible, but a quiver still passed through her vocal cords as she said the word divorce.

Tears threatened to spill down her cheeks again, but she swallowed hard and took a deep breath, and forced her eyes back to Hugo’s. They were wide with shock and something else. Worry? Fear?

Hope started to trickle through her mind, but she mentally cut it out.

“Divorce?” He echoed.

She forced a single nod.

“I will not be asking for much. I believe that what is fair is fair and-”

“No,” Hugo said, his tone adamant.

“No?” She asked, feeling her own shock. “You have removed me from your life, Your Grace. You told me you never wanted to see me again. How can you say no?”

“Please,” Hugo implored, holding a hand out to her. “Take a walk with me.”

The urge to do take his hand and do just that was incredibly strong, but Seraphina fought it and held her own hand to stop herself.

“You don’t want me, Your Grace,” she answered as numbly as possible, trying her best to ignore the agony such reality brought. “I thought you would be relieved to hear my request.”

“The only relief I feel right now is that you are here and you are safe,” he replied. “But other than that, I am in as much agony as you are.”

Seraphina scoffed, though her eyes grew glassy with tears.

“I very much doubt that, Your Grace,” she rasped.

“Please stop calling me that,” Hugo whispered, taking a tentative step toward her. “Please let me talk to you. Let me explain.”

Seraphina was about to close the door when she realized just how much she wanted that. She wanted to know why he’d spent so long pursuing her only to throw her away. Ignoring the hand he still held out for her, Seraphina stepped away from the doorway and headed toward the garden gates.

“Why do you want a divorce?” He asked, quickly falling in to step with her. “Do you truly want to be away from me that much?”

Seraphina glared at him.

“It was you that could not wait to be away from me, remember?” She hissed. “Why wouldn’t you want a divorce? You still need a wife, a rightful heir. With a divorce you can go find a woman you don’t despise so much and have both. Clearly you were disappointed in your first choice.”

Hugo suddenly stepped in front of her, stopping her.

“No I was not, and do not put words in my mouth ever again, Seraphina,” he warned.

In her right mind she would have taken note of his tone, but in her current state, she paid it no mind. She was too hurt.

“Come now, you find me so simple minded to not know such things? You laid with me one time and then promptly kicked me out. I may be more of a novice than you in this particular subject, but your words to me that day were quite clear. You only married because I got you caught up in a scandal with me. I was that poor thing that needed saving. That was clearly not enough for you. I was clearly not enough for you.”

Pain, bright and evident flashed through Hugo’s eyes, dissolving the anger that shined there.

“I had no right to say that to you,” he told her, “And if anyone got trapped into a scandal, it was you, Seraphina. I pursued you, seduced you, even when others warned me not to.”

“So you made a mistake,” Seraphina retorted, pushing herself to take another step as she wiped her tears away. “And I am not only forgiving you for that, but also giving you a way out.”

She moved to take another step further into the gardens, but Hugo grabbed her with surprising gentleness, and turned her to face him. For a moment she was startled, for as she looked into his eyes, she saw they were blurry with tears.

“Please,” he begged, his voice tortured, “Let me explain what truly happened. If afterward you want to still divorce me- well, I will give you whatever you want.”

“Why are you doing this?” She asked, her voice breaking as her heart cracked in two. As much as she despised him for the pain he’d caused, she realized that she hated seeing him in pain much more.

“Because I do love you, Seraphina,” he confessed, “And because you deserve to know the entire truth.”

Seraphina drew in a shaky breath and looked away from him, unable to take the pain in his eyes. She took in the staggering difference of the warm, beautiful garden surrounding them and the cold, ugly pain that consumed them from within. Something needed to end. One way or another.

“Very well,” she agreed at last. “Let us walk. Let us talk. And let us discover what we are to do about our futures.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
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“The morning I left? I found you cold and bloody beside me.” Hugo began.

Seraphina’s brows flew up in surprise as she leaned back in the ivy-covered gazebo he’d brought her to.

“I believe I would have remembered if such a thing had happened, Hugo.”

A small ripple of relief fluttered through him. She was calling him Hugo again. That was something.

“Not in reality,” he conceded. “But in my nightmares, I had done the worst possible thing a man could do to a woman he loved.”

“A nightmare,” Seraphina sighed, relaxing if only a little, “So you murdered me in your nightmare.”

“No, I don’t even think I did that,” Hugo ventured, still trying to find the right words. The dream started out with me as a young boy, being beaten by my father. Then it shifted to the night I nearly killed Charles- Leah’s former beau. In the final shift it transformed into you. It was like a—a vision. A warning that someday I could do that to you. That the rage I felt then would consume me now.”

He looked over at her, and saw Seraphina staring at him in rapt attention.

“The anger, the fury that resounded in me that night. It showed me what I was capable of. Before it had happened, Leah and I were living together again, making our way back to knowing one another after years of being apart. But after that night I sent her back here. I pushed her away like I pushed you away, terrified I would unleash that ferocity again without being able to control it.”

Seraphina seemed to contemplate what he said for a moment.

“Do you have these nightmares often?”

He nodded.

“Almost every night. That is why I insisted we not sleep together before. But you had never been in them until the night we made love.”

Hugo pressed his eyes shut tightly, bracing himself for his next admission.

“There’s one more thing,” he rasped, forcing his eyes open.

Seraphina tried to meet his gaze but this time he couldn’t. The shame was too great.

“One night, several years ago when I did drink, I was at a certain type of party with Everett and Dominic. I was having fun in the way young men do with certain ladies of the evening and for the first time in my life, I fell asleep in the same bed as someone else.

“I was too drunk to stop myself and just…passed out beside the woman.”

Hugo’s stomach roiled as he recalled that night, but he forced himself to continue.

“My nightmares came, and though I was asleep, my body acted as it did that night of the duel. The woman had been able to—to escape me, but I had completely destroyed that room in my sleepwalking. I woke up to Everett and Dominic restraining me, screaming at me to wake up.

“I never drank in excess again, nor did I sleep in the same bed with another person. Until you. Until that night.”

“So when you saw me in your nightmare, bloodied and beaten,” Seraphina worked out aloud, “You thought you had actually done it.”

Hugo nodded.

“It took several minutes to distinguish reality from dream,” he explained. “I cannot begin to explain the panic and heartache I felt in those moments. Seraphina. When I thought I was responsible for hurting you like that and I- I…I lost my mind.”

“Oh, Hugo,” she whispered.

He flinched as her fingertips gently caressed his chin and turned his eyes to hers. The sorrow in her eyes made his throat and chest grow tight.

“You should have told me,” she insisted, her tone soft but disappointing. “You should have told me the truth instead of lying and running away.”

“I know,” he choked out.

Hugo cleared his throat, gathering himself, and tentatively reached out to put a hand on her thigh. He was relieved when she neither flinched nor pulled it off of her.

“I was telling the truth about one thing that morning, though. About protecting the weak. You are strong, Seraphina, I knew that from the moment I met you. But as I got to know your situation, I understood that you were powerless against your parents. As strong as you were, you were trapped very much in a way I had been once trapped. I wanted to help you. To give you a place where you would not feel such things.”

Seraphina sniffled, glancing away as her eyes grew glassy.

“So our marriage was out of pity. Not love.”

“At first, yes,” Hugo confessed. “I don’t know if that is right or wrong, but it is the truth. I did not think I could love anyone at all. Not in the way most people love.

“Then you came to live with me. You wormed your way into my heart. You made me laugh, smile. You made feel as if something more than work was worth rising for. But then that terrified me too. Realizing that you were being so kind and wonderful to someone so limited as myself.

“When I saw you with Carrington at the ball I felt like a fraud. Like I had stolen you from a life you deserved. One with people and parties and normalcy.”

“I told you that is what my mother wanted,” she insisted quickly. “That was not what I wanted!”

“I know that now,” he assured her. “Just as I know jealousy is not worth losing you. Just as I now know that nightmares are not worth losing you.”

Seraphina turned back to face him, tears still trickling down her cheeks. She squeezed his hand, a small touch that pushed fresh breath back into his lungs.

“I will work through every nightmare, every regret, every fear of the past, if it means I get to keep you as my wife,” he rasped.

Seraphina’s blank expression crumbled then, and she let out a soft sob as she sagged toward him.

“I love you, Seraphina. Wholly. And I promise you I will never, never make you leave my side again,” He vowed.

Seraphina lunged for him then, her arms circling tight around his neck as she began to cry. Hugo’s own face contorted into a sob as he picked her up and placed her in his lap, holding onto her tightly. Relief poured through him as he finally was able to hold her again, so much so his hands trembled, and his burrowed his face into the hair by her ear.

“Let me take you home,” he whispered, rocking them both on the stone bench.

“Oh, Hugo,” she whispered.

Seraphina leaned back just enough to place feathery kisses along his cheeks, nose, and forehead. When her lips met his, he moved her hands to his cheeks and pressed fully into the kiss; reveling in the taste he’d missed so much.

“I love you too,” she whispered when he finally let her pull away, and Hugo’s heart shuttered with reality of it. He was loved. He. The monster. The abused boy. He was loved.

Seraphina pulled away a little farther, cupping his cheeks as he cupped hers, and looked directly into his soul.

“But you are right. You will not do this to me again. I could not bear it. From now on you must talk to me. Let me be there to help you as you have helped me.”

“Yes,” Hugo agreed, his tone resolute. “No matter the issue, I will share it with you.”

“Good,” Seraphina said with a nod.

She then stood up from his lap, surprising him, and held out her hand to him.

“Now take me home,” she demanded, a spark of desire lighting her tear-stained face for a moment. “You have much to make up for.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
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“At last,” Hugo groaned, pulling her in for a kiss.

Seraphina whimpered as she felt his hand wrap around her throat; a touch she’d very much missed. She leaned her body into her husband’s. Their lips merged sweetly, seductively, as they finally stood together again in Hugo’s quarters. With one hand still wrapped around her throat, he rose the other to her hair, and freed her long brown locks from its pin. Immediately both of his hands pushed into it, taking great grasps as their kiss grew deeper.

With trembling fingers she began to untie his cravat, then unbutton his vest and shirt. Hugo groaned into her mouth as her fingertips met the bare flesh of his torso, and he shrugged his shoulders to help get the fabric down to his elbows. It was only then that he released her hair, and the quickly shed his own clothes.

Not a second passed before he was reaching for her again, turning her in his arms and kissing the back of her neck as he began to untie the stays of her dress and corset.

Although their undressing was hurried, Seraphina noted the more intimate care Hugo was taking compared to the last time he undressed her. There was no tearing of clothes, no bestial growls of need pouring from his chest- not that she’d minded him.

“I’ve missed you,” Seraphina whispered against Hugo’s lips as he picked her up, both of them naked.

“Oh, Seraphina,” he rasped, carrying her to the bed. “I’ve missed you so much.”

She gave him a sultry smile as he laid her head gently among the pillows, and she dug her nails lightly into his shoulder blades.

“Show me,” she breathed.

Anticipation sizzled in her veins as she saw the vivid green in Hugo’s eyes being eaten away by his pupils, and she shivered when that wolfish, handsome smile finally reappeared on his lips.

He gripped a fistful of her hair, forcing her neck to the side as he leaned down to whisper in her ear.

“And so I will, my little lamb.” Then nipped ever so playfully at her lobe.

Pleasure rippled through her, ebbing until it met in a culmination at her sex as Hugo began to possessively claim her neck with his mouth and teeth. He didn’t just kiss her. He lapped at her, bit her, marking every inch of flesh as his own. Seraphina whimpered at the onslaught as her body began to undulate beneath him; her spine arching; feet pressing into the soft bed as her hands ran over his back and hair. She wanted him close. She wanted him inside.

Hugo’s moan of pleasure was pure magic as she reached in between them and traced a finger over his already rigid manhood, and even that small touch had her juices trickling between her thighs. She moved to do it again, then whimpered in protest as Hugo gripped both her wrists and pinned them above her head.

“Not yet little lamb,” he teased, his tone purely wicked with mirth. “Not until I have tasted your release on my tongue at least three times.”

“Three?” She exclaimed, but the word melted into a moan as he clamped his mouth over her right breast, and viciously teased her nipple with his tongue.

“Three,” he confirmed, giving her now taut nipple a playful nip.

“And you are going to tell me how to do it.”

Seraphina blushed deeply, the crimson red spreading from her cheeks all the way down to her breasts.

“I- I cannot,” she breathed.

Hugo’s gaze grew hungrier as he watched squirm and blush.

“You can, little lamb.” he rasped, dipping his head to her left breast. “And you will.”

He paused his mouth just a breath before her nipple. Even his soft breath against the sensitive flesh was enough to make it grow taut and throb.

“Now, what do you want me to do?”

Seraphina whimpered, unsure if she had the courage to do what he requested.

“If you cannot think of what you might want from me, then request what you know I want to do to you,” he instructed, his deep voice sending another gush of slickness between her legs.

Boldness ate away at her hesitation, and she gave a seductive smirk of her own.

“I want you to taste my nipple. Swirl your tongue around it until it is a tight bud and you have me trembling. Then I want you to bite. Softly. Briefly. Before you pull it into your mouth completely to suckle.”

Arousal gushed from Hugo’s eyes as Seraphina spoke the words.

“Ohhh, very good, little lamb,” he praised, flicking the tip of his nose against her nipple, “That is exactly what I wanted.”

Hugo then dipped his head to do as he was told. Seraphina moaned deeply as he followed her instructions to a T. Even then, just from that, she felt her orgasm begin to build.

“Again,” she breathed when he pulled his head up, “But the other side.”

Hugo did as he was commanded, moving his tongue between languid slow strokes and quick, sharp ones depending on which part of her breast was in his mouth.

“Again,” she breathed, her hips beginning to undulate on their own as her pleasure built higher.

“Will you release for me this way, little lamb?” Hugo teased as he moved to do as he was told.

The thought posed an instant curiosity. Could she? Could she actually reach release without him even touching her where she most desired it?

Her question was answered for her after Hugo drew his mouth down on her right nipple for a third time.

Seraphina’s breath drew shaky as she arched her breast into his mouth, commanding that he not let go, and with a shuddering satisfaction, she felt her entire body erupt from her first release.

“Such a beautiful, sensitive lamb you are,” Hugo praised, his voice throaty as he threw her knees into the air and delved between her legs. “Such a good little lamb.”

Hugo stroked his long tongue up her glistening sex, moaning as he tasted her. He did so again, taking his time with each long stroke of his tongue, and then drew it to a point so he could flick across her clitoris. Still trying to find her breath, Seraphina let out another whimpering cry at his tongue, and pushed her head back into the pillows as her lashes fluttered wildly.

“What number was that?” He asked devilishly, releasing her wrists so he could wrap his arms around her upper thighs.

Counting, she thought the haze. We are counting?

“One,” she moaned, her tone weak and needy.

“One,” he murmured, into her, the vibration of his voice even causing her pleasure.

“And how would you like to have number two?”

“Like this,” she panted, bucking her hips toward him.

“Mhmm,” he murmured cruelly. “And what is this, Seraphina?”

Hugo was having far too much fun with this, she decided then. The slight condescension in his otherwise sensual tone was making that abundantly clear. But she could not stop him, nor did she want to, she realized. She wanted to do everything he expected of her.

And he expected her to say it.

Seraphina looked down at the devilishly handsome man poised between her legs and whimpered. His eyes were dazed and shining with arousal as a wicked grin curled on his lips. He was waiting for her.

“I want you to lick me,” she rasped, feeling her blush grow hot once more over her cheeks. “I want you to taste me until I spill on your tongue.”

Hugo’s grin grew wider as he lowered his head just until she could see just his eyes above her pelvic bone.

“Good girl,” he purred, and without waiting another second, opened his mouth an began to pleasure her the way she requested.

A shaky breath left Seraphina’s mouth as she felt his tongue again, her head dropping back into the pillows with the relief of it. For this, he did not use the patience just practiced on her breasts, but instead, drank from her as if he’d been dying of thirst.

She fisted her hands into his hair, bucking her hips into his mouth as he expertly twisted and manipulated his tongue into everything she needed. And then, suddenly, a deliciously wicked thought entered her mind. There was something she had wanted last time. Something she had not had the chance to give into. But today she would.

“Stop!” The word came out forced and strained, as if her very vocal cords were trying to disobey the command.

Hugo did so at once, lifting his head with a look of confusion.

“You have changed your mind?” He asked.

“In a way,” Seraphina panted.

“I want you to taste me,” she acknowledged, “But I want to taste you while you are doing it.”

Absolute approval and desire shone through Hugo’s eyes as he looked at her in wonder.

“Do you- will you teach me how?” She asked, trying her best to be bold.

Hugo smirked as he lifted himself up onto his hands and crawled up her body.

“Oh, how I love that curious mind of yours, little lamb,” he praised, then captured her lips in a kiss.

Seraphina gasped as she tasted herself on his lips and tongue, and blushed as she realized how much she enjoyed it.

Hugo then shifted onto his back on the bed, commanding her at the same time to turn around. Before she could ask what to do next he was lifting her onto him, sliding her stomach against his lowering her sex to his mouth.

“Don’t worry about your weight on me,” he commanded when he caught her trying to hover. “I want all of you.”

More pleasure slid through her veins as she felt Hugo’s hands force her completely down atop him; her thighs flush with the pillows and her shins pressed tight to the head board as he began to taste her again. At this angle, his engorged manhood, dark purple and throbbing was right before her face.

Adeline looked at his member in awe for a moment, taking in the pulsing, thick vein that ran up the center, the mushroom head of his tip. Her mouth began to water as she ran a single fingertip up his staff, and watched in fascination as it spasmed and stood completely erect.

Licking her lips, she tentatively stretched her tongue out, and traced the throbbing vein that stretched from root to tip. Immediately Hugo moaned into her at the touch, and as if they had a mind of their own, his hips bucked. She licked him again, feeling a strange sense of power take over her as swirled her tongue over the edges of his mushroomed head.

“It seems you are as sensitive as I am, husband,” she teased as Hugo let out another moan. “I wonder what would happen if I…”

Seraphina parted her lips wide, and slowly sank her mouth down atop him until he was lodged into the back of her throat. A strangled sound of pleasure broke from Hugo’s lips as she settled her throat down on him as far as she could take him, and she let herself begin to explore.

Her arousal heightened with every lick she took, every moment of suction she applied, every tremble through his thighs and every tightened grip on her backside. Soon, she found her rhythm, working her mouth in time with Hugo’s tongue between her own legs, and in a matter of mere moments, Seraphina felt her second release break free.

As her orgasm flooded from her she clamped her mouth around him tighter as if for support. The muscles in Hugo’s legs tightened beneath her intently as he let a deep groan of pleasure, so much so that the veins along popped out as well.

Breathless from heady combination of her release and newfound power, Seraphina drew his manhood from her mouth and turned to face him.

“You like this?” She asked.

“You have no idea,” Hugo panted. “But you better stop now if you want us to make it to the ending.”

Before she could answer, flipped their bodies, and moved around to face her as her the back of her head hit the mattress.

“Number?” He commanded.

A sultry smile touched her lips as she reached up and snaked her arms around his neck.

“Two.”

“One more, little lamb,” he coaxed, lowering his hand between her thighs, “What shall it be?”

But Seraphina was too aroused, too needy have her inside of him again to conjure a third option.

“Let it be when you are inside me,” she pled, bucking her hips so her sex would slide against his own.

Hugo’s lips parted as a look of apparent need crossed his face.

“Please, husband,” she moaned, pulling him down for a kiss. “Let the third be when you are inside me. I want to feel us erupt together like last time.”

Hugo groaned as she kissed him deeply, and let his hips settle further down atop her until the tip of his cock was nestled at her dewy, parted petals.

“Please,” she begged again, her voice barely a whisper, and, as if he could not wait anymore either, slid his full length inside her with one powerful thrust.
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“How can I say no when you beg me like that?” Hugo rasped, his hips moving in languid movement as they finally locked into one another.

Pleasure roiled through him in heavy ways as her tight, slick walls suckled him; her very body begging him to be inside.

“I’ve missed you,” Seraphina breathed, her lashes fluttering as she arched her back and spread her legs further for him.

And he had missed her. God, he had missed her so much. Never before had a woman instilled so much desire within him. When Seraphina was like this she was no mere woman, but a goddess of love and desire to which he held no power over.

Hugo rose up to his knees, taking her legs to his shoulders, and with a powerful thrust, drove into her deeper.

Seraphina screamed his name as she arched further into him.

“Take me,” she breathed, “Take all of me Hugo, please.”

And he would. He would never grow jealous, never try to push her away again, because after this there was no doubt that she was completely and fully his. And he was hers. There would be no other woman for him ever again, not after what he’d found with Seraphina.

“You’re taking me so well, little lamb,” he praised, reveling in the way she accepted his powerful thrusts. “Let’s see what else you can do.”

Seraphina whimpered in protest as he drew himself away from her, but it transformed into a moan as he laid atop her and kissed her deeply. Arms around her back, he rolled her with him until it was he that laid upon the bed and it was Seraphina that was atop.

Her eyes grew wide as he broke the kiss and pulled her into a sitting position.

“What are you doing?” She whispered.

“You’ve become so good at riding horses astride,” he praised, raising her hips so he could sink her down atop him. “I want to see how well you ride me.”

A strangled, heady moan poured from Seraphina’s lips as he slower lowered her sex down atop his, and a heady pleasure pulsed through him as he watched her eyes grow wide and dazed.

“Come little lamb,” he coaxed, beginning to move her hips for her. “Show me how well you ride.”

Seraphina blushed, but a look of determination passed through her dazzling blue eyes, and she allowed him to lead her hips in the proper direction.

“Hugo,” she whimpered, her body beginning to sway and tremble at the sensation of the new position.

“That’s it, love. Show me how wild you are,” he coaxed, letting go of her hips.

It only took a few awkward movements before Seraphina found her pace, and within minutes, she was sitting atop him with confidence, almost look proud as she gyrated herself atop him.

“Faster, little lamb,” Hugo panted, “You can do better than that.”

As if taking the challenge personally Seraphina seemed to let go of what little reserve she had left, and leaned fully into her desire. Hugo watched, transfixed and overwhelmed with pleasure as Seraphina took charge of her body and his, and began to undulate at a dizzying speed.

“Hugo,” she pleaded, breathless and red as she drew herself closer to her third orgasm.

“That’s it, little lamb, just like that,” he coaxed, feeling his own release grown near.

“Use me to make yourself release. Drive me into you,” he panted.

Seraphina’s body suddenly went rigid as her spine undulated and her head snapped back, and a deep pleasure cry erupted loudly from lips. Her release descended on him like a waterfall as her walls clamped down on him tightly, milking away any self-control he had left.

Hugo let out a deep moan of pleasure as his own release became uncontrolled, and with a final thrust, he lifted his hips as he forced hers down with his hands, and melded them together as they crashed together in an earth shattering crescendo.

“Three,” Seraphina panted as she collapsed on his chest.

Chuckling, Hugo drew his arms around her shoulders, and held her close at they caught their breath

[image: ]


“What happened at your mother’s house?”

Seraphina stirred in Hugo’s arms. She had been on the brink of sleep atop his chest, swayed into relaxation by his heartbeat and the way his fingertips trailed over her scalp.

“Hmmm?”

Hugo pulled her up and nestled her at his side so they could look at one another. She smiled when she saw the exhausted pleasure still lingering in his eyes. It had been a full day, and neither of them had yet to leave bed.

“Your mother’s house,” Hugo said, searching her face calmly. “When I came looking for you Leah told me that you had visited her and she had thrown a vase at you.”

Seraphina rolled her eyes, already over her mother’s dramatics, and shook her head.

“Do not worry. It was a horrid throw and I walked away from it. No bruises, as you saw when you so roughly inspected me at Aunt Rita’s house.”

Hugo grimaced.

“Yes, I was a little rough, wasn’t I? I apologize. I was just worried.”

“I forgive you,” she whispered, leaning in to kiss the tip of his nose.

He chuckled as he laced a hand around her throat, and brought her lips to his for a kiss.

“That is not what I mean though,” he went on. “I mean why did your mother throw a vase at you.”

Seraphina frowned. They’d just had the most perfect reunion and did not want to talk of her mother. However, they had both promised honesty, and she supposed that it was her turn.

“When she had come to Theo’s she was most kind and tender. I thought she genuinely cared for me. So, when she requested I come visit her on my own, I agreed,” she began to explain.

“It was not so when you arrived?”

Seraphina shook her head.

“No. She just wanted to know if I still had access to your money and to Merrivale. My father has given up his sponsorship of her. For good, I think. And within a month or two, she’ll have no money, nowhere to go, and soon the ton she tried so hard make me apart of will descend upon her like vultures. She told me it was my duty to take care of her and insisted I give her access to your accounts and a place to stay here. When I refused, she grew rather upset. Hence the throwing of the vase.”

Anger passed through Hugo’s eyes as he no doubt envisioned the moment in question, and he frowned deeply.

“That will not happen again.” He stated.

Seraphina nodded and snuggled into him.

“No, it certainly will not,” she sighed.

“However, I will give her a small allowance. And I own a small matron’s cottage on the edge of Merrivale on the east side. She may occupy it if she wishes,” Hugo told her.

Seraphina’s head snapped up, her brow drawn down in confusion.

“You will?” She asked. “Why?”

“Because I am not the monster she thinks I am,” he replied, then a look of guilt passed briefly over his face, “I am not the monster I almost became, either. I want to prove this not just to her, but to myself.”

Seraphina’s heart swelled as a combination of emotions rippled through her.

Not knowing what to say, she said nothing, but only laid back down in his arms and kissed the center of his chest.

“If that is what you wish,” she sighed, “Then I will not protest.”

“There will be conditions,” he informed her, sliding down a little so they could look at one another.

“Such as?”

“She may only join us in our home when invited by you. There will be no random visits, no guilt-ridden messages delivered to you to beseech you for company. And when we have children, it will be your choice as to whether she may be in their lives or not.”

Seraphina smiled as she felt a rush of euphoria shoot through her.

“When we have children?” She echoed.

Pure affection flowed from Hugo’s eyes as he cupped her cheek.

“If you want them, I shall want them with you, Seraphina. Though I must admit, I do want you to myself for a small while.”

Seraphina’s smile widened at the thought, and she rolled onto her back so she could caress her stomach. Their marriage was just to be about protection and friendship, but she adored how it had blossomed into so much more.

A loud bang followed by a chorus of feminine voices erupted from below then, disrupting their intimate moment.

“What was that?” Hugo mused, and Seraphina laughed.

“I would know those voices anywhere,” she replied, slipping from his arms to find a robe. “It’s Theo, Amelia, Rose, and Ophelia. No doubt here to make sure I am all right.”

“And are you?” Hugo asked, moving his naked body to sit at the end of the bed.

He reached his arms out to her, and she moved into them as she fastened her belt around her robe.

“Are you all right?”

Seraphina drew his shoulders toward, loving the way his face fit so perfectly at her breasts.

“I am more than all right now,” she promised, stroking her fingertips through his hair. “They, however, will need some convincing.”

“Hugo?!” Tristan’s familiar voice yelled out next.

“It seems your friends are worried too,” she giggled as Hugo groaned into her chest.

“It seems so,” he sighed, nuzzling her breasts one more time before allowing her to pull away.

“I suppose we both have a lot of explaining to do.”


EPILOGUE


Six Months Later

“Must we go in?” Hugo groaned, pulling Seraphina back into his chest.

She giggled as she let her back rest against him.

“We have spent the last four months in Greece,” she sighed, letting him sway her back and forth, “Are you not invited to see our friends again?”

“Of course I am,” Hugo muttered as they stood outside Tristan’s house. “But could we not go back to bed for a bit first? Pay them a visit in the morning?”

Seraphina’s smile widened. Though they had seen many beautiful things on their honeymoon in Greece, they had spent the majority of their time naked and alone in their villa, only taking small respites to eat and rest between their bouts of lovemaking. And yet, it still had not been enough. For them. Even now, arousal skittered through Seraphina’s veins as she briefly thought about taking Hugo’s invitation to skip the party.

But before she could choose one way or another, Tristan’s front door opened, and he and Theo both stepped outside.

“Too late,” she whispered as Hugo grumbled and let her go.

“There you two are,” Tristan called, both he and his sister coming down to greet them.

“We weren’t sure you were going to make it,” Theo added.

Theo and Seraphina smiled brightly at one another as they flew toward one another for a hug, and at her side, Hugo chuckled as he shook Tristan’s hand.

“Yes, well, we were debating whether or not we were still weary from the trip,” Hugo answered.

“Yes,” Tristan sighed dryly, leading them all inside, “I am sure it was the trip that has you so tired.”

He then turned to Seraphina, and paused long enough to place a kiss on her cheek.

“Darling, welcome home,” he stated affectionately.

“Thank you, big brother,” she replied teasingly.

“We want to hear everything,” Theo whispered to Seraphina excitedly as Tristan went back to Hugo.

Inside, a chorus of greetings came from their group of now mutual friends.

“Oh, my darlings!” Seraphina gushed, throwing her arms open wide as Leah, Rose, Amelia, and Ophelia came rushing at her.

They giggled like schoolgirls as they hugged, happy to be in another’s presence yet again.

Leah, as Seraphina had suspected, had integrated quite seamlessly into her group of friends, and from the letters she’d received while on her honeymoon, Seraphina knew that the rest of her friends had loved her immediately.

“Little lamb,” Hugo called, pulling her attention from the frenzy of chatter.

She looked over and smiled as she saw her husband standing beside Duncan and a beautiful woman he held close to his side.

“I shall return quickly,” Seraphina assured her friends before going over to Hugo.

Very much like Duncan had done to his wife, Hugo drew an arm around the back of her waist.

“You remember Duncan, don’t you?” He asked.

“Of course! How wonderful to see you again, Your Grace,” she stated as she curtseyed.

“What did I tell you?” Duncan scolded playfully, “There is no need for such stiff pleasantries between us.”

He reached out to kiss her chastely on the cheek, then turned his attention to the brown-haired beauty at his side.

“As promised, I would like to finally introduce you to my wife, Lady Alice Banfield, Duchess of Baxter.”

Alice and Seraphina both smiled at one another warmly, and left their husbands’ holds to embrace one another.

“It is so good to finally meet you my dear,” Alice said.

“And you,” Seraphina replied, “You must pay a visit to Merrivale soon. I cannot wait to learn more about you.”

“I too, would like to receive such an invitation,” a tall, sharp-eyed woman said, approaching them.

“My love, this is my friend Ambrose’s fearless wife, Lady Barbara Curtis, Duchess of Colborne,” Hugo explained.

“Tell me dear, are you by chance a bluestocking?” Barbara asked boldly. “You have the fierce look of one.”

“I am familiar with the movement, of course,” Seraphina explained, waving over Theo, “But my friend Theo here is a true supporter.”

“Oh how I love meeting new people,” Barbara said, wriggling her shoulders with excitement.

“Send me an invitation and we shall talk later, Seraphina,” Barbara went on, taking Theo’s hand, “But for now I must speak with my bluestocking sister.”

“Of course,” Seraphina laughed, watching with joy as Theo and Barbara quickly started an animated conversation about women’s rights.

“Lovely to meet you, Lady Seraphina,” Ambrose Curtis, Duke of Colborne and husband to Barbara said, approaching her next.

“Lovely to meet you, my Lord, and your wife. She seems like quite the powerful woman.”

Ambrose chuckled as he looked affectionately over toward his wife.

“Oh, you have no idea,” he said with a smirk.

Seraphina’s joy grew as Hugo then introduced her Ezra and Lydia Fernside; Alice’s older sister who were the Duke and Duchess of Frampton, and then Morgan and Helena Green, Duke and Duchess of Grandville.

And of course, she had already met Everett and Dominic, both of whom also gave her a warm welcome home before Tristan joined them and they started on their teasing of Hugo.

The dinner party passed quickly with ample talk and laughter. Every person in attendance seemed at ease with one another, to Seraphina’s relief, and unlike other parties she’d been to, there was no gossip of the outside world; only personal tales of their lives.

It was after dessert and in the parlor, though, that Seraphina was able to reconvene with just her original friends, and discuss just a little gossip of said outside world.

“How is she?” Seraphina asked in their moment of privacy.

Her friends all gave her small smiles that didn’t quite reach their eyes.

“She is…Mary,” Theo sighed.

Seraphina sighed. As he’d intended, Hugo had gone to Mary with his offer, but when she had heard of the restrictions that came with his generosity, she had downright refused. Not just his offer, but also the apology he insisted Mary give Seraphina for her previous behavior.

In Greece, Seraphina had done her best to block her mother from her mind, but the moment she was back in England, the need to know how she was overtook her. She did not like her. Did not want to be near her. But she did want her to be well.

“Tell me more, I am ready,” Seraphina urged.

“We only know the rumors and you know how false they can be,” Amelia stated, her tone hesitant.

“All the same,” Seraphina insisted.

“It is said that she was seen in the streets in a maid’s uniform again, thought to whose house we are not sure,” Rose told her.

“Another is that she is being courted by Simon Bridgegood, the second youngest son to the Viscount of Willsberry,” Amelia provided.

“One rumor that she has become a paramour to Lord Repington,” Ophelia said, giving an apologetic look.

Color rushed into Seraphina’s cheeks as she heard the last rumor.

“You cannot be serious,” she gasped.

“It is only a rumor,” Ophelia said, then grimaced, “Though I did see them together with my own eyes at my uncle’s house in the country. It was truly an odd sight to see.”

Seraphina shook her head, trying her best to disperse such images from her heard.

“You tried your best to help her, darling,” Theo soothed, laying a hand on her arm.

“It is not your fault her stubbornness got in the way of what I think was a very generous opportunity from Hugo.”

“I think I am quite content with ending this subject,” Seraphina said decidedly.

“Theo you are right. Now pray, let us talk of something, anything else.”

“Oh, good,” Amelia said excitedly, clapping her hands. “There’s something else I have been dying to tell you. It was far too salacious for our letters.”

“Oh my,” Seraphina giggled, happy to move on to literally anything else. “Do tell!”

Amelia pressed her lips together as she smiled, then took a quick glance around the parlor before she leaned into their circle.

“Well, I have recently learned about parties,” she whispered, then once more threw a quick glance around the room.

Seraphina raised a brow and shared a confused look with her other friends.

“Yes, darling,” she said slowly, “We have all been to parties.”

“No, no,” Amelia insisted, leaning closer, “I speak of a very different, very particular sort of party. Ones that are rather hard to get into. Ones that you have know someone to know someone to get an invitation.”

Amelia wagged her brows and then whispered: “Ones where clothing becomes optional and masks are absolutely required, if you understand my meaning.”

Suddenly she did, and Seraphina leaned closer in excitement as the others understood as well.

“Those are real?” Seraphina asked. “I thought they were just tall tales!”

“No, no, they are quite real. I have it on good authority,” Amelia replied excitedly.

“And whose authority is that? Ophelia asked, her tone wary.

Amelia tsked her tongue.

“Now you know I cannot risk speaking any names!” She chastised. “It puts the entire idea of it in jeopardy. The point is, ladies, I am now sure that they exist, and I have decided that I am going to try to gain an invitation.”

Seraphina looked up as her friends descended on Amelia with a dozen more questions, and met Hugo’s eyes almost instantly. He had been watching her. Just as he always had, from the first night they might. He gave her a charming smirk as he nodded his head toward her, and swept his eyes down her figure in obvious appreciation.

Heat swept through her as she felt the subtle need in that look he gave her, and she suddenly wondered what attending such a party would be like with him. She had to admit, it gave her a small thrill to envision the two of them naked and masked, writhing in ecstasy among black silk sheets and blood red walls.

She squirmed in her seat just thinking about the thrill of it, and had to look away.

As her eyes wandered around the room, she caught Helena not far from them. Her eyes were shifted down and toward them, and had not yet noticed Seraphina looking at her. She was chewing on her bottom lip as she appeared to fight a smile. Her husband, Morgan, leaned down and whispered something in her ear as he stroked a hand down her back.

She whispered something back to him, and Morgan’s gaze immediately shot to Seraphina’s group, an impish grin on his handsome face. Suddenly, as if sensing her, they both looked directly at Seraphina. Knowing smiles graced their faces as they both lifted their wine glasses toward her, and then moved along.

Interesting, she thought. Perhaps these parties are more popular than I believed.

“What do you think, Seraphina?” Amelia asked, pulling her attention back to the group. “Do you think you could attend such an event?”

Seraphina smiled as she felt Hugo’s hands stretch over her shoulders, and she looked up to see him staring down at her with wicked amusement.

“I don’t know,” she answered playfully, “With the right partner, I suppose.”

Hugo’s brow perked.

“And what are you ladies talking about?” He asked, massaging his hands over Seraphina’s shoulders and neck.

Even that small touch was enough to make her body want to go limp and submissive to accept his ministrations- whatever they might be.

“Nothing,” her friends all chimed in unison.

“Mhmm,” he mused, “I had no idea there was such excited chatter about nothing.”

He smirked, letting them know he was only teasing, and then looked back down at Seraphina.

“You look tired, little lamb,” he said, his deep voice thick with insinuation. “Perhaps it is time we get you home?”

“Oh, yes,” she replied, then blushed at how fast she answered.

“You can’t go yet! You’ve only just-” Theo stopped mid complaint as she looked at the clock on the mantle. “Oh my. It’s been six hours already? Where has the time gone?”

“I am sorry, dear ladies,” Hugo apologized, taking Seraphina’s hand to help her rise, “But it is late, and my little lamb is still weary from our travels. But please, feel free to visit tomorrow, as long as you want.”

“Oh, fine,” Amelia sighed.

“You two really are so sweet together,” Ophelia noted. “Little lamb. A bit much for me, but Seraphina, I love that for you.”

“May such love find me,” Rose sighed dreamily, and Hugo chuckled at them all.

Happy, if slightly bittersweet, hugs and goodbyes were given by all as Seraphina and Hugo announced their leave, and as they walked outside, he once more wrapped her tight against his side.

“Do you truly need rest, little lamb?” Hugo asked, lifting her up into their carriage then getting in himself.

In answer, Seraphina gripped his lapels and pulled him close for a passionate kiss he wasted no time responding to.

“Yes I do,” she whispered as she climbed into lap, “But not until we have a long, long discussion.”

Hugo smiled knowingly as he wrapped his hand around her throat, making her whimper.

“And does this discussion involve pleading and words of praise?”

“Yes,” Seraphina breathed, leaning into him.

“Thank God,” Hugo groaned, then kissed her again.

The End?
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“Helena, please,” Teresa hissed, tugging at her hand. “This was fun in the beginning, but have we not sufficiently proven our bravery? Come, let us get back to your house before your brother discovers that we have snuck out.”

Behind her black lace mask Helena Curtis, the Duke of Larsen’s younger sister, rolled her blue eyes. She and Teresa Bond, a new but dear friend, had been industrious in securing an invitation to the infamous Devil’s Masquerade, but now that it was time to actually go, Teresa was pestering her endlessly with annoying “what-ifs.”

“You truly think I went to all this trouble just to secure an invitation?” Helena asked, her tone low so the others in attendance would not hear them, “I want more than that, and so do you! You cannot deny that you are as curious as I am about these wicked soirees.”

Teresa blew out a frustrated huff from behind her peacock feather mask at being called out.

“What if it is not what we imagined?” Teresa countered, smoothing her hands stressfully down her shimmering forest green gown.

“What if it is such, and so much more?” Helena countered.

She pulled her friend closer while walking towards one of the many full-length mirrors that adorned the foyer to the private party, studied her reflection and smiled wickedly. Helena had traded her normal array of pinks and reds for jet black. Even her lips, which she usually coated with a rose-colored tint, had been carefully painted black. She looked wicked, dangerous and, in her opinion, menacingly beautiful.

“You know how insistent Ambrose has been lately,” Helena whispered. “He wants to see me married off to a man of his choosing.”

“Your brother loves you, Helena. You know he would not choose an ill fit for you,” Teresa replied. “Look at him and Barbara! He only wants the same for you.”

It was true. While Ambrose was the lord of their household and ruled with an iron fist, he also wanted Helena to be happy and settled in a good marriage. She had no doubt her brother would find her a calm, strong nobleman of decent age who would respect her. However, Helena remained unconvinced that a safe union was all she needed. She wanted passion, lust and all the passionate moments that had been so tantalizingly detailed in her beloved books, and she wanted to experience it all before being forced to wed someone “safe” and “secure.”

Helena knew that it was unladylike to have such desires, but for once, just once, she wanted to experience life the way she wanted, not the way others had planned on her behalf. Even her dearest friends Alice, Lydia, and Barbara often babied and sheltered her. She wanted to find someone who would not view her as someone that needed to be protected, but as a woman who deserved to be devoured.

“You may leave if you like,” Helena said kindly, so her friend would know that she harbored no resentment towards her hesitation. “But I will stay, Teresa, if only to know that I truly tried to experience that which I desire. Tonight, I desire a kiss. It is the first item on my list. A kiss like the ones that are described in our books.”

Their books differed from the seductive novels in which Alice and Barbara buried themselves. Though, if truth be told, the collection did come from Alice’s wickedly carnal library. She had found the abandoned library in Duncan’s estate in Baxter when she had first moved in and had immediately claimed it as her own. It was no ordinary reading room: its sole purpose was to house erotic novels. And there, among the many shelves of sinful texts, Helena had found the Seduction of the Gods collection and had shared them with Teresa.

The books were erotically rewritten tales about Greek gods who fell in love with one another or with their human paramours. Unlike other library books, the collection eroticized the concept of being owned, almost enslaved, by their desire for their lovers. They spoke of yearning and need in a way Helena had never experienced. She began dreaming of sinking to her knees before a handsome, dominant god who did not just lust for her body, but also for her mind and soul.

Helena yearned to be wanted so desperately that she would be seduced into obedience, into shedding her headstrong mantle and letting her body experience everything it was truly meant to feel. Pleasure. Lust. Willingness. She could not picture herself being with any of the men Ambrose had already paraded before her.

As a result, a plan to capture the experience for herself had slowly developed in her mind. Before she became chained — wedded, to a man who would never understand her intense desires — she intended to find, explore and become one with hedonistic pleasures.

Teresa closed her eyes tightly and let out a sigh. “That is also what I want,” she confessed in a whisper. “Perhaps you are right.”

“She is,” a deep voice stated.

Helena glanced at the reflection in the mirror as Teresa whirled towards the voice. They were greeted by a tall, masked man who wore a traditional, well-tailored tuxedo, beneath which a glaringly white shirt could be seen. His mask, a smooth, bone white ensemble that only covered his eyes, highlighted a strong, clean-shaven jaw and sharp cheekbones. His black, curly hair was combed back straight, only letting the edges curl at the nape of his neck.

“Allow me to welcome you to the Devil’s Masquerade,” the man said, bowing as he offered his hand to Teresa.

Helena’s eyes shot to her friend, whose face was as red as the nearby roses. She looked to Helena hesitantly, and after receiving a subtle nod from her friend, she slipped her fingers into the white-gloved hand of the stranger.

“Thank you, um, my lord,” Teresa said breathily, “My name is⁠—”

“We do not use our real names here, little peacock,” the man countered before Teresa could finish. He swept low and caressed his lips across Teresa’s knuckles, making her gasp and shiver.

“This is a safe space for all who attend. We do not use names. We do not remove our masks. And we do not take what is not offered.”

“Oh, my,” Teresa breathed, a slow smile spreading across her face.

Helena felt her lips twitch into a smile as she watched her friend become more flustered than before. Teresa now appeared much less interested in leaving the soiree.

“Perhaps you could help my friend to relax a little, my lord?” Helena asked, eyeing the two of them.

“And you, little Nyx?” the man asked, his posture straightening as he looked Helena up and down. “Do you need assistance in…relaxing yourself? I have a friend or two that would be honored to be your guide.”

Although flattered by the offer, Helena politely declined.

“Be merry, this evening, my friend,” she whispered to Teresa as she gave her a farewell hug. “Be wicked, but be safe.”

“You also,” Teresa whispered back. “Meet me in front of this mirror when the clock strikes one.”

For a moment Helena kept her eyes on her friend’s back, watching as she was led away by the handsome yet polite stranger. Then, free at last to do as she wished, she stepped away from the mirror and allowed herself a moment to take her first real look around. Every sconce was encased in red glass, and even the high walls of the room were swathed with matching red silk, disguising the room. Black flooring shone so vigorously that it reflected her appearance.

As she walked around she could see that every person in attendance was equally disguised. There was no pastel or light to be found among the dark. Like her and Teresa, everyone was dressed in black or a similarly muted color. The faces of the women were also painted differently. There were no tones to highlight their natural beauty. Instead, cosmetics were used to dramatize the eyes, lips and cheekbones which peeked out from beneath their masks..

As she took them all in, women and men alike, her eyes paused on a man leaning in the doorway between the foyer and the salon. Like her, he had opted for an all-black ensemble, and his head of deep brown hair was encircled by a crown of black thorns. His lips twitched into a seductive smile as she settled her gaze on him, and his defined jaw line dipped into a nodding bow as he raised his glass to her.

“Some wine, fair lady?” a man asked, holding a tray out to her.

Helena blinked, startled that she had so easily forgotten that there were others in the room. She glanced towards the masked man in the doorway once more and he gave her another nod, as if giving her permission to accept it.

“Thank you,” she murmured, turning to the waiter for the glass.

The waiter bowed to her as she brought the glass to her lips. The dark ruby wine was thicker and sweeter than any she had ever tasted, and she let out a soft gasp as she let it roll and play on her tongue.

“Drink it slow, my lady,” the waiter murmured in warning, a wicked grin on his masked face as he rose to his full height. “It is stronger than most.”

Helena gave him a nod, believing what he said to be true, and then turned back to the doorframe. Disappointment churned in her belly when she saw that her masked man was no longer there, and her black-painted lips drew down into a pout at her missed opportunity.

“Pray, do you know who that was?” she asked the waiter.

He chuckled as he shook his head.

“Even if I did, my lady, I am not at liberty to reveal that to you,” he replied. “My master takes the anonymity of his guests very seriously.”

He leaned closer and tilted the carafe of wine to top off her glass.

“But I will say this. If there is someone, or something special you are looking for, this is the place to find what you want.”

Taking a breath to steady herself, Helena willed her most adventurous spirit to the forefront. She had read of naked bodies and had seen them depicted in art. She had prepared herself to be shocked at what she might see and had opened her mind to accept it. Tonight was about not about judgment, but curiosity.

Was she truly the sensual woman she believed herself to be, or was she merely a silly girl who read too many books? Tonight, she would find out. Helena headed through the same doorway from which the handsome masked man had disappeared. Upon stepping inside the room she was instantly greeted with a myriad of perspectives.

Though most people in the room were dressed, standing and conversing, her eyes were immediately drawn to the people that were not. In the far opposite corner from where she stood, Helena saw a woman with nothing on but a mask, her legs splayed apart over the arms of a settee as a fully dressed man feasted between her thighs. The woman’s dark red lips were formed in a perfect O as her body writhed, lost in pure ecstasy. Helena noticed that some nearby guests were watching the couple, but there were many others that were conversing as though they were at any ordinary party.

Helena waited for the shock to set in, to feel a sense of shame creeping through her that would compel her to run out, but it never came. Instead, warmth flooded her body and teased her nerve endings, and she found herself smiling with giddiness.


CHAPTER TWO
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He wanted her. There was something so familiar about the woman in the shimmering black, deep V-necked gown, and yet something equally delightful, strange, and unknown. Morgan had attended the Devil’s Masquerade many times, and he knew the usual women that found their way there by special invitation. However, this woman was new. Even in the black ensemble that highlighted her slim, nimble figure so well, he could tell she was untouched by the debauchery that surrounded them.

When their eyes met, Morgan had felt a bolt of lust strike his groin like it never had before. It only amplified when she obeyed his silent order to accept the wine; the pleasure of it so intense that he had to walk away and take a moment to recork the lust that had erupted after she had sought his permission.

“Hades,” a woman purred, pulling Morgan from his thoughts.

“Hecate,” Morgan replied, raising his glass respectfully to the woman approaching him. They all played on names here; most of them drawn to the Greek Pantheon for inspiration. “You are looking as delightfully lethal as always.” Several other women flocked by her side, their eyes as hungry as hers as they approached.

“I was hoping you would say sensual,” the woman purred, the black feathers of her mask fluttering around her red-painted lips. “But I will admit that I can be…poisonous.”

Morgan chuckled and waited for the invitation he knew was about to be offered.

“My friends and I have missed you since the last party,” she went on, “It normally takes several men to accomplish what you were able to achieve all by yourself.”

“For all of us,” one of her friends added. This caused the rest of the women to let out sensual laughs, and Morgan smiled devilishly in return.

Behind the group of women he once again caught sight of the woman he had seen in the foyer. He could tell from the way she was looking around that she was fascinated by what she saw. She was also slightly intimidated, but she was hiding it well. From the way in which she carried herself, no one would guess that it was her first time at the event. She walked with gliding footsteps that appeared to make her float, a graceful neck that carried her chin high, and shoulders that were proudly set back.

And those lips. Every other woman had painted theirs blood red, but the black paint she wore on hers was remarkable against her milky white skin and soft pink cheeks. She looked like a woman who belonged to the darkness. A woman who belonged to him.

He was watching her observe the couple on the settee when she slowly turned her eyes away from them and spotted him once more. Her slow-moving gaze stopped when she saw him, and Morgan felt his arousal stir against his black breeches. He inclined his head towards her, just slightly so the other women would not notice. Lifting up his left hand, he pointed his forefinger and middle finger at her and tilted them up ever so slightly. As if she knew exactly what he had meant, she kept her eyes on him as she brought her wine glass to her lips and took another sip.

Such a good little demon, Morgan mused silently as his arousal heightened.

“What say you, Hades?” Hecate asked, drawing his attention back to her and her friends. “Join us in the Spartan room later?”

“I shall see you there at some point, I have no doubt,” he murmured, not taking his eyes from his new little goddess of darkness.

“Soon?” one asked, the hope obvious in her voice.

“We do not rush the lord of the underworld,” Hecate chastised, playfully tapping her friend’s shoulder with her fan.

Morgan bowed his head in agreement, and without another word from him, Hecate ushered her bevy of friends away. With no one now standing between him and his new goddess of the night, he inclined his head towards the nearby hallway, and without waiting to see if she would follow, walked down the darkened path.
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Helena felt fire burst through her veins as she took her first step towards the man who had caught her eye. She had done well, she thought, disguising her search for him with her casual, confident walk and air, but the moment she had spotted him again, she felt the surge of nerves traveling through her chest, making it feel as though there was not enough and far too much air all at the same time.

Yes, she thought. This was it. This was exactly what she was looking for, and she had found it. One night. One night when she could be herself and could step into the seductive darkness of being unknown and unwatched by prying social eyes.

She followed him obediently, her heart pounding faster as she turned down the hallway he had just traversed. Her nipples and abdomen tightened as she saw him at its far end, leaning against a doorframe with one foot pressed to the floor and the other to the wall. He watched her silently as she approached, as if unbothered by her slow pace.

It was only as the distance between them began to close that she wondered whether her plan was a mistake. Helena’s mind demanded that she turn around, but her body refused to listen. She was going to do this.

“Look at you,” he praised, pushing himself away from the wall.

Like a predator, he walked a slow circle around her, his eyes roaming from the small black coronet of bronze twisted snakes in her hair to the shimmering black slippers she wore on her feet. Entranced, Helena said nothing as they circled one another, not even reacting when he was pressed her back into the wall he had occupied.

She let out a small gasp as her back brushed against the red hanging silk, and before she could speak a word his hand stroked her cheek and trailed down her jawline to her neck. Helena’s fluttered her lashes as his surprisingly soft touch shot waves of pleasure through her, unaware that his arms and body had caged her against the wall.

“You are new here,” he whispered into her ear, his breath teasing her lobe. “You must be. I would remember someone so tempting, gracing our little pocket of darkness.”

Eyes still closed, Helena nodded. His sensual touch against her throat was making every fiber of her body spark with life. Her back relaxed into the silk as she let his fingers continue to trail again over her jawline, down her throat, and then gasped again as he gently gripped the back of her neck. He drew closer, the scent of sandalwood mingling with his body heat making her warm and dizzy.

She opened her mouth slightly as he dipped his head close to her, and inhaled softly as the tip of his nose trailed from her jaw to her collarbone. A low, rumbling sound of approval came from his chest as he took her in.

“Honeysuckle,” he noted with praise, pulling back with a smile so sinful she felt her knees attempt to buckle.

“Do we have Persephone among us?” he teased, pulling away to look in her eyes. “Mmm, with those blue eyes sparkling with life, I believe that is who you are,” he said, answering himself.

She knew the Greek tale of Persephone. How she was stolen by Hades, the lord of the underworld, to be his bride. However, instead of giving into her husband’s darkness and drowning in sorrow, she had tricked him at his own game, and for half of each year she walked the earth during the time of sun and warmth. That was the version of the tale she loved the most. Despite knowing nothing about this man before her, Helena felt flattered by the comparison and nodded once more.

The man’s wicked smile grew wider as he reached for the hand holding her wine glass, and with gentle fingers guided it to her lips. Desire poured through her and tingled into her empty fingertips as she willingly parted her lips for him. He let out a deep hum of pleasure as she accepted the small sip that he carefully poured into her mouth.

“You like not having to think, do you not?” he whispered, tracing his fingertips down her throat as she slowly swallowed.

Helena felt a jolt of terror at having her desire summarized into one short statement by this stranger. How had he known, when she had never found the proper words to describe what she was seeking?

“Do not be afraid of me,” Hades said, his deep voice coaxing as he slowly drank in the fear emanating from her eyes. “Would you like another drink?”

Drawing in a shaky breath, Helena nodded numbly. This time, though, instead of bringing the glass to her lips, he brought it to his own and took a pull of the wine as his eyes remained on hers. The hand around her throat slowly traced upwards until his fingers were curled around her jaw. At the soft caress of his fingertips, Helena parted her lips, and her body felt warm and heavy as he slowly brought his mouth down to hers.

He stopped just a breath before his lips could brush against hers, and slowly trickled the wine from his mouth into her own. A soft whimper left Helena’s lips as the wine touched her tongue, and she began to tremble as her throat greedily worked to devour the small trickle of liquid.

As she swallowed, dizziness exploded within her, and she swayed as a rush of carnal need ebbed out of the explosion. In a second, the glass of wine was gone from his hand, and he was letting out a deep, taunting chuckle as he helped her lean back against the wall.

“I would love to take that as a yes, little Persephone,” he teased in a cruel yet comforting tone, “but I am going to have to hear you say the word.”

His hand then came up to her face again, cupping her chin in a way that allowed him to glide his thumb over her wine-damp bottom lip. She whimpered at the sensation; her nerves snapping with white-hot energy.

“Yes,” she whispered, barely able to say the word.

“Very good, little Persephone,” he praised in the same erotic but condescending tone, rewarding her with another massaging stroke of his hand, this time at the back of her neck. “Now tell me your limits. What do you want to happen tonight?”

Everything, Helena immediately thought as her body seemed to become boneless. Through the pleasure though, a voice of reason reminded her of her promise to herself and Teresa. Tonight was for a kiss and kiss only, although she was quite sure what she had just experienced was far more intimate than any kiss could ever hope to be.

“May we…I…I wish to be kissed tonight, but not an ordinary kiss, I…” she was trying to find the words, but her brain became incapable of formulating the sentence. Hades’s thumb paused in mid stroke along her lips as his eyes grew wide with recognition, and he uttered the single word that could make her fear for her life.

“Helena!?”

Helena’s body was immediately wrenched from its state of euphoria when she realized that she recognized Hades’s voice.


CHAPTER THREE
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“What in God’s name were you thinking,” Morgan hissed, pulling his hand away from Helena’s mouth as though it had scorched him.

He grabbed her by the hand, ignoring the way his palm exploded with heat from her touch, and all but dragged her into a nearby room.

“I beg your pardon!” Helena hissed back as she fought against his grip. “Who are you to…oh good heavens, Morgan?!”

The anger in her voice transformed into genuine surprise as he pulled off his mask, and even through hers he could see the dread fill her expression.

“What are you doing here?”

From the nearest sconce Morgan pulled away the red votive, flooding the room with a soft yellow glow so that they could see one another better. It was a mistake, as the dim red lights that once hid some of her sensual features brought out the best of them. Her stunning blue eyes, the fullness of her black-painted lips, and the swell of her bosom as it threatened to escape from her dress.

A carnal and deep hunger unleashed in him as he scanned his eyes down the lithe body of his best friend’s little sister. He was immediately filled with hot shame, not because of what he had intended to do, but with whom he had intended to do it. With significant effort, he dragged his eyes away from her and shrugged out of his coat and held it out to her at arm’s length.

“Honeysuckle,” he murmured, shaking his head in disbelief, “I knew I recognized that perfume from somewhere.”

Helena paled even more as she pulled off her mask, using it to cover a small expanse of her tempting bosom.

“Here,” he insisted, shaking his jacket at her, “Put it on so that we may speak without further distraction.”

He glanced at her once more and watched as a gorgeous pout formed on her lips and her delicate brows creased into a frown.

“Why must I put that on?” she asked defiantly. “You had no trouble speaking to me a few moments ago.”

“Yes, well…that was different!” He stammered like a young, unseasoned buck. He had seen other women in much less, and yet…

“Put that damned thing on, Helena, and tell me why you are here,” he commanded. “Does your brother know you are here? Of course not. God, he is going to lose his mind if he finds out. I know you watched the couple on the settee. What else did you see?”

“Now, just you wait a moment!” Helena shot back.

She took the jacket with an aggressive tug, shooting her arms through the large sleeves with emphasis, and pulled it tightly around her.

“This is none of my brother’s business or yours, and you have no right telling him I was here.”

Morgan let out an annoyed laugh as he shook his head, finally turning his gaze back to her. His jacket swallowed her tiny figure, making her appear more adorable than he had ever seen her. He groaned internally at the sight and rubbed his face. Not her. Not mine. Wrong. So, so wrong.

“Oh, I am certainly not the one that will be confessing to Ambrose about this, Helena,” he laughed darkly. “You see, I value my life, and if I was to be the one to deliver this news, I would surely lose it at the end of his pistol barrel.”

A look of relief spread across her face, and she took a deep breath.

“Exactly. You did not see me and I did not see you, so we are both free to go on our merry ways without any discord.”

She attempted to remove his jacket, but in an instant he was towering over her, his hands clasped tightly around the lapels to prevent her from doing so.

“You still have not answered my question, Helena,” he said, meeting her annoyed gaze with his own. “Do you have any idea how dangerous parties like this are? You said you simply wanted a kiss, but the men who attend these things are devilishly convincing. Most here have trained to be masters in the art of seduction. You could have walked out of here experiencing much more than your first kiss.”

To his surprise, Helena chortled and rolled her eyes.

“You would know all about that, would you not?” she taunted, her black lips forming into a wicked smile. “I do not know why I did not predict that I would find you here. Of course you would be. The illustrious Lord of Seduction. Many men take on lovers but not like you. You are a vile species all on your own.”

“I know exactly who I am, you need not remind me,” Morgan countered.

He was well acquainted with his reputation but did nothing to negate it. His appetites ran deep and there was no shortage of women that wanted him to feast on them. Although the virgin requirement was more hearsay, he could not deny the satisfaction he felt when women asked him to be their guide into the world of carnal pleasure. He knew who he was and held no shame about it; if only because he had never once needed to force himself upon a woman.

His mind suddenly flashed with the image of Helena pressed up against the hallway wall with his hand around her throat. Her breaths had been so soft, so full of anticipation. Had she not spoken he would have taken her.

“You must leave,” he insisted, releasing his hold on the jacket and taking a step back.

This was not right. Even if on some level he wished he had never recognized her voice, this could not happen. Not with him. Not with anyone else. Helena was not just a lady. She was a good woman who did not need to become mixed up in such debauchery.

“You will get in your carriage, you will go home, you will take off this- this—” his eyes swept down her form once more and he nearly groaned aloud, “this wicked dress and burn it. You will wipe that dark paint from your lips and cheeks, and you will lay your pretty head on your pillow and pretend this was all a dream. Then, when you wake up, you will swath yourself in your normal pretty pink gown and you will never come here again. Am I clear?”

To his surprise, Helena’s hands shot out and shoved at his chest as her beautiful face scrunched up with pure fury.

“How dare you give me orders!” she hissed defiantly. “If I was Ambrose’s little brother you would not command such things from me. You would be clapping me on my back and pointing me towards the nearest willing woman.”

While it was true that Morgan did not find the standards of their society fair, he was not about to agree with her on the fact.

“Do not be so brattish, Helena. You will leave here of your own volition or I will gag you, tie you, and take you out myself,” Morgan warned, his voice dangerously low.

He pressed his eyes shut at the thought, silently cursing himself for putting such an erotic image into his own head and took another step back.

“You are as bad as him!” Helena spat, tearing his jacket from her arms. She gathered it up into a messy ball, slammed it down onto the floor, and stomped on it angrily with one foot.

Morgan bit back his retort as she slid her mask back on, doing nothing to disguise her anger — and with muttered curses — she opened the door and stormed away.

“Christ in heaven,” Morgan muttered, bracing his hands upon his hips as he watched her leave.

He was as hard as marble from their spat and he hated himself for it. This was Helena! In a way, she was a little sister to all four of them. The little beam of pink light in the darkness that had poured over their lives. And yet, here she was at the Devil’s Masquerade as though the place existed just for her.

Morgan’s thoughts were interrupted as the door opened and he whirled around, ready to carry out his earlier threat to Helena for daring to return. Disappointment welled in him as he saw Hecate step into the room alone.

She cocked her head to the side, a seductive smile forming on her lips as she pointed towards the one light without its red votive.

“No mask and actual light?” she mused, strutting towards him. “I thought we had planned on meeting in the Spartan room?”

Morgan quickly gathered himself, reapplied his usual carefree smile and pulled his mask back on before replacing the red votive over the small yellow flame.

“We are,” he agreed, pushing thoughts of Helena from his mind. “You caught me in a private moment of adjustment. My mask faltered.”

To him it was a clear lie, but Hecate simply shrugged at his excuse and wrapped her arms around his neck.

“Perhaps you should keep your mask off, Your Grace,” she purred, pressing her body tightly against his. “No disguise is as handsome as your face, unlike some of the others here.”

Morgan ignored the sudden urge to pull her away from her. There were rules to the Devil’s Masquerade. Masks and anonymity were a must. Even if individuals were able to recognize the face and title behind the costume.

“Flattery will get you everywhere, my lady” he said, barely able to put feeling into the words. “But the mask stays on. Now come, we have an appointment with your friends, do we not? We must not disappoint them.”
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Cheeks burning with embarrassment, eyes pricking with tears from an emotion she could not understand, Helena made her way back to the main room of the party and found Teresa. Jealousy and self-pity filled her as she spotted her friend in the white-masked man’s lap, their lips firmly locked together.

Teresa had been the one to object, yet she had been the only one to receive the desired kiss. Helena tamped down her disappointment as she walked over and tapped Teresa on the shoulder. It took her friend a long moment to pull herself away from the man’s lips, and even then, it seemed to take a moment longer for Teresa to recognize her.

“Hel— oh, I mean, Nyx,” she panted, touching a fingertip to her bruised lips. “There you are. Did you find who you were looking for?”

“I did not,” she stated, her tone harsher than intended as she tugged at Teresa to get out of the man’s lap. “Come, we must leave. There is no one here I wish to kiss.”

Helena was vaguely aware that she had just lied, but she ignored it.

Teresa pouted but remained seated in the man’s lap.

“Whatever is the matter?”

“If it is a kiss you are looking for my little Nyx, I would be happy to help,” the man in the white mask offered, smiling at her seductively.

In his lap Teresa blushed and giggled before she said, “he is quite good at it, Nyx.”

Nyx. The Goddess of Night in Greek Mythology. Helena knew the legend well, but she had the sudden urge to correct them. If her moniker was to be anything, it was the one Morgan had given her. Persephone. She shook her head, pushing the thought away and said, “thank you for your um, kind offer, but no. We really must be leaving now.”

“It was a pleasure,” the man said to Teresa, sealing one more kiss of Teresa’s lips before she was pulled out of his lap.

“And more,” Teresa sighed dreamily, wiggling her fingers at him as Helena began to pull her towards the foyer.

“What has gotten into you?” Teresa asked once they were back in Helena’s carriage.

“Nothing,” Helena lied, taking off her mask and chucking it to the carriage floor. “I just…realized how silly and useless this all was.”

Teresa studied her a moment and asked her again what had happened, but Helena would not speak. She could not, for if she did, the tears that filled her eyes and had swollen her throat shut would surely spill.

Morgan. How, of all the men in all the private parties, had she been drawn to Morgan? She had known him her entire life, and to her he had always been the trickster; the sarcastic member of the bunch. Throughout her teen years, he had always been the one who would first make her angry, then make her laugh despite her anger. Morgan was the thoughtless but charming Peter Pan of the group.

How had he made her feel such things? Helena’s body clenched in longing as her mind flashed back to the way she had drunk wine from his lips, and she felt a tear slip through her barrier of stubbornness and down her cheek. The worst part was that she found herself longing for him to make her feel that way again.
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