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One





Maberley Hall, Essex August 1816 




Lily Rutledge had never contemplated murder before, though  she  was  warming  to  the  idea.  The  most recent  column  in  the  Mayfair  Society  Paper  taunted her  at  the  breakfast  table.  The  Duke  of  Blackmoor seemed  to  have  plenty  of  time  to  gamble  away  his funds  in  one hell or another, race his  phaeton along the  old  Bath  road  for  sport,  and  spend  every  other waking  hour  enjoying  the  entertainments  of  one Mrs.  Teresa  Hamilton  or  visiting  fashionable  bawdy houses throughout Town. Not  that Lily  was terribly surprised.  They  were  the  same  sorts  of  things  he'd done for years, though she hadn't cared until now. 


"Aunt  Lily,"  called  her  twelve-year-old  nephew, Oliver  York, the  Earl of  Maberley,  from a  few  seats away. "Your face is turning purple again."


Purple  indeed.  Lily  sighed,  looking  at  the  boy. What  was  she  to  do  with  him?  Especially  when  she couldn't  get  Blackmoor  to  even  respond  to  one  of  her  letters.  Of  course,  he  sent  funds  every  time  she wrote him,  though that  was  not what  she asked  for. Infuriating man! Did he even read her letters? 


The  Maberley  estate  was  not  terribly  far  from London.  Visiting  Oliver  would  only  interrupt  his debauched lifestyle for a day or two at the most. Was that truly too much to ask of her nephew's guardian? After all, he hadn't seen the boy in years.


"Finish     your     breakfast,     Oliver,"     she     directed, glancing  again  at  the  maddening  society  rag.  There must  be  some  way  to  get  His  Grace's  attention. Perhaps if she picked up and went to London—


"I'm  through,"  the  young  earl  responded.  "May  I be excused?"


Through? Food had been piled high in front of him just moments ago. Lily's eyes flashed to Oliver's plate, only to find it completely empty, as was the sideboard behind  him.  Not  a  crumb  was  left  uneaten.  Where had  he  gotten  this  appetite?  It  wasn't  natural.  And how  could  he  possibly  have  devoured  all  the  food in  the  room  so  quickly  and  quietly?  It  was  another one of the unexplained transformations she'd noticed in her nephew over the last month. "Yes, of course. You would do well to go over your Latin before Mr. Craven arrives."


Oliver scowled as he pushed away from the table. "I'd rather not."


He never wanted to go over his Latin, which was a problem. According to Mr. Craven, his tutor, Oliver was  far  behind  in  that  particular  subject.  When  he began his first term at Harrow in October, he'd need to do better. That was assuming Lily sent him off to  school,  and,  at  the  moment,  she  didn't  know  if  she could do so. It was one of the many things she needed to discuss with that scoundrel Blackmoor.


Lily shook her head. "Mr. Craven says you need to practice, Oliver. Please do so."


The young earl stomped from the room in a manner she  was  getting  unfortunately  accustomed  to.  Just  a month  ago,  Oliver  had  had  the  sweetest  disposition. Now  she  barely  recognized  him.  His  shoulders  were suddenly broad enough to fill a doorway, and he almost had to duck to cross the threshold as he left the breakfast room. Gone was the little boy in short pants. The young earl's valet had replaced Oliver's clothing twice in as many months and had sent more than one pair of trousers to the seamstress to have the seams reinforced.


To  make  it  even  worse,  Oliver  had  developed  a terrible  temper,  with  the  smallest  annoyances  setting him  off.  He  seemed  to  rumble  more  than  talk,  his singsong voice replaced by a gravely growl. Entry into adulthood was hard, but Lily had never expected it to come on so suddenly and with such force.


Perhaps things would be different if Oliver's parents were  still  alive.  Perhaps  things  would  be  different  if Blackmoor  showed  even  the  slightest  interest  in  the lad.  Perhaps  if  she'd  ever  raised  an  adolescent  boy before, she'd know if Oliver's changes were normal— though she couldn't imagine they were. Lily knew in her  heart  that  something  was  drastically  wrong  with her nephew, and she was at a complete loss for what to do.


Blast Blackmoor for ignoring her letters!


An idea occurred to her. If he couldn't be troubled 


to  visit  Oliver,  she'd  simply  have  to  pay  him  a  visit instead.  His  Grace  would  have  an  impossible  time ignoring her in person. She was hard to miss.


Lily     picked     up     the     society     rag,     rereading     it. Everything     was     there.     Everything     she     needed     to know. Where he spent his time and with whom. The Duke of Blackmoor would regret shirking his duties, if making him do so was the last thing she ever did. *** ***


e only thing Simon Westfield, the Duke of Blackmoor, regretted  was  purchasing  the  services  of  one  whore instead  of  two.  Two  would  have  been  a  great  deal more  fun  and  would  have  helped  ease  some  of  the restlessness that seemed to be his constant companion of  late. He  could  count  on the disquiet seeping  into the  dark  recesses  of  his  mind  the  same  way  he'd learned to expect the fullness of the moon with each lunar cycle. It just  happened. It  wasn't  something  he thought  about.  He  simply  began  to  feel  an  anxious flutter, a want.


To  ease  the  discomfort  and  restlessness,  the  duke began  his  infamous  prowl.  He'd  spent so much time and money perfecting his routine that he'd even been written  about  in  the  society  pages.  He  supposed  he should feel some shame at being reviewed so harshly. One paper even said that he'd lost more than he had to spend, but that was rubbish. He had a lot more to lose. A lot more to enjoy. He usually won at the gaming tables,  even  when  he  had  a  wench  settled  upon  his knee waiting for him, like now. 


He  reached  around  the  plump  brunette,  seated  solidly on his groin, to tap the table, asking for another card.  The  doxy  squirmed  in  his  lap,  giggling  as  he lifted  her  bottom  to  put  more  of  her  weight  on  his thigh.  "Sit  still,"  he  mumbled  at  her.  She  squirmed again,  becoming  more impatient. He sighed  and  laid his cards on the table, as he lost the hand. "You don't listen very well, do you?" he drawled slowly.


"I  follow  directions  very  well,  Your  Grace,"  she snickered as she boldly  whispered  a  suggestion  in  his ear.  He  dipped  his  head  and  kissed  the  swell  of  her bosom.  She  arched  toward  his  mouth,  reflexively.  If he remembered correctly, this particular woman could arch  various  parts  of her body, because he'd  enjoyed her flexibility in the past.


With his cards on the table, he was able to put his hands on her hips and turn her toward him. Her breasts pushed at the top of her bodice, so much skin displayed that she threatened to topple out at any minute. 


It wasn't enough. He was past the point where he could  take  solace  in  the  body  of  a  willing  woman. Sadly, the thought of holding those fleshy orbs didn't titillate him. She wasn't going to ease any of the restlessness in him. He knew it. He knew that nothing would satisfy him at this point, nothing that wouldn't scare the wench off. They even scared him, the things he wanted to do when he got to this point. 


He     forced     the     beast     within     him     to     subside. Reaching into his jacket, he withdrew a guinea and tucked it between her breasts. The tiny jostle caused the creamy flesh to tremble, and the edge of a dark areola peeked over the top of her bodice. The beast reared its ugly head.


What he felt  wasn't  an  attractive  desire.  It  was an overwhelming need to copulate. To force submission. To  cover  a  body  with  his  and  own  it.  It  was  more than  he  could  control.  He  stood  up  and  placed  her solidly on her feet. She put her hands on her hips and stomped a slippered foot.


He  laughed  and  flicked  her  nose  gently  with  the tip of his finger. "Don't pout,  love. I'll be back in a week."  It  would  take  a  week  before  he  would  feel safe  enough  to  be  in  polite  company.  Or  impolite company, as the case may be.


Simon strolled out of the hell and walked toward the street  where  his ducal coach waited. His crest, a lone wolf—gold  emblazoned  against  blue—mocked  him. He ignored it. His coachman opened the carriage door, and Simon slipped inside, the springs groaning under his weight. He sank heavily into the seat and reached up to loosen his cravat. He hadn't been careful enough. He'd almost gone too far and taken that wench above stairs, even though he knew how close he was to losing control. That could have been disastrous. 


This time, he couldn't go to his townhouse. It was time  to  head  for  Westfield  Hall  in  Hampshire.  He needed a secluded area where he could relax and calm himself. He needed to be locked up for a sennight. But no one was able to do that for him, for his brothers would  be  suffering  the  same  curse.  He  would  take himself  out  of  harm's  way,  as  he  normally  did.  Of course, the prison was one of his choosing and lacked the cells of Newgate, which is where he would most assuredly  be  sent  should  anyone  discover  his  terrible secret. The isolation of the quiet countryside was what  he sought. He would go where he could walk the hills at night under the full moon, safe from the intrusion of others. And they would be safe from him.


He  slept  a  fitful  sleep  the  remaining  hours  of  the night, the rocking of the coach his only comfort. He tried  to straighten his  clothes as he stepped from the coach onto his own cobblestone path, but he knew he still looked disheveled. It was a completely unrespectable way for a  duke  to  present  himself  to  his household. Thank heaven he wasn't a stuffy old member of the peerage. And his staff didn't expect him to be. Of course, they'd also seen him in worse shape. 


Not even bothering to tie his cravat or fasten the top buttons of his shirt, he turned toward the front door and drew in a deep breath. It felt good to be home. He was safe again, until nightfall. Thankfully, the desire had dissipated with the darkness. If only the darkness of his soul could be lifted as easily as the sun in the sky. 


Simon passed through the doorway with a nod to his butler. 


"Welcome home, Your Grace." 


Simon  immediately  knew  something  was  wrong when he saw the normally unshakeable man wipe his sweaty brow. "Is something amiss, Billings?" he asked.


"You have a visitor." The butler gestured toward the closest sitting room.


From  his  spot  in  the  corridor,  Simon  had  a  clear view of the room. The last person he'd ever expected to  see  here  was  Lily  Rutledge.  But  there  she  was, sitting  on  his  settee  as  though  she  belonged.   With the moonful quickly approaching, that wasn't in her best interest. Simon glared at his butler. Had the man  lost his mind?  Miss  Rutledge  could  be  injured  in his presence. "What is she doing here?"


Billings  shrugged. "The  London staff  told  her  you were here."


Damn! Fight or retreat? He sighed.


Retreat. He couldn't see her. There was no telling what the beast would do.


"Ready  the  coach  to  take  Miss  Rutledge  home, Billings." He turned and hastened toward his study. 


Simon  leaned  heavily  against  the  door  once  he was  safely  ensconced  inside  and  turned  the  key.  He took deep breaths to try to calm his racing heartbeat. She shouldn't have come. Not  when  he wasn't fully in  control. He  couldn't  hide from the fullness of the moon. It would take him whether he wanted it or not. Sure, she was reasonably safe during the day, but when the  sun  sank  behind  the  horizon,  the  danger  would become more and more real.


He knew Lily Rutledge was a strong woman. She was  nearly  as  tall  as  the  average  man,  standing  well above  most  females.  But  he  wasn't  an  average  man. She  only reached  his  shoulder.  He  bet that  he  could tuck  her  under  his  chin  and  still  have  room  to  look down  at  her.  He  imagined  himself  doing  just  that, having her close enough to feel her body against his. He groaned and shifted his trousers.


No matter how strong  she  was,  Simon  would  still hurt  her.  He  slumped  down  in  the  seat  behind  his desk. As long as Lily remained safely on the other side, all was well. 


But then he heard her voice.


"I  know  he's  here,  Billings,"  he  heard  her  cry 


from  the  hallway.  Simon  flinched  when  her  fist  hit the door.


"You will see me, Your Grace," she called. 


What  other  woman,  he  wondered,  could  make "Your Grace" sound so much like an insult?








  



Two





Lily couldn't remember ever being so enraged. How dare  the  blackguard  refuse  to  see  her?  How  dare  he hide  out  in  his  study?  She  pounded  louder  on  the door. "I am not leaving until you see me."


Nothing. 


Not  a  sound  came  from  within.  He  was  in  there, wasn't he?  She knew  he  was. She'd  seen him vanish into  the  room  with  her  very  own  eyes.  Unless  he'd climbed  out  a  window,  he  could  hear  every  word. Despite  last  month's  mention  in  the  society  papers, where  he  was  touted  for  slipping  out  Lady  T.'s window while the butler helped the inebriated Lord T. to bed, she simply couldn't imagine him folding his big body in two and going out the window just to get away from her.


Lily  crossed  her  arms over her chest.  Really,  who could  imagine  the  powerful  Duke  of  Blackmoor would be afraid to see her?


Over  the  years,  ignoring  her  had  apparently  been easy for him, but that was when she was in Essex. Out of sight and all that. It  took  real effort to  ignore  her  when  she  was  pounding  on  his  door.  "I  am  a  most stubborn  woman,"  she  warned  him.  "I'll  wait  right here as long as it takes, Your Grace."


Still nothing.


Lily jiggled the handle. Locked.


She  heaved a  sigh  and  leaned her head  against the large oak door. She knew he could hear her, and she was at a loss. Perhaps talking to him would be easier without  his  penetrating  grey  eyes  focused  on  her. What did she have to lose? 


"I'm  worried,"  she  said  softly.  "Something  is  not right with Oliver and… Well, I know you don't care for the boy, but his father made you his guardian. So that means I'm stuck with you."


The  door  was  suddenly  yanked  open,  and  Lily stumbled  forward,  right  into  the  muscled  arms  of the Duke of Blackmoor. She sucked in a surprised breath. Men never held her in their arms. Yet his closed around her as he steadied her. She couldn't really call it holding her, since she'd fallen into him like  a  great  oak  tree  whose  roots  had  suddenly given way. 


Lily froze. The heat of his body, coupled with the manly  scent  of  him,  was  enough  to  knock  her  off her feet once more. She steadied herself by placing her hands on his chest. The muscles rippled beneath her fingers. She raised her eyes to his untied cravat and  then  to  the  open  neck  of  his  shirt,  where  an improper amount of skin was exposed. She'd never seen such an amazing sight. The light dusting of hair across his chest mesmerized her. 


Lily realized that she was standing on her own two  feet, yet his arms were still around her. With her great height, she looked most men in the eye. But she had to  tip  her  head  back  to  look  up  at  Blackmoor.  His warm, mint-scented breath blew across her face. Lily closed her eyes and inhaled.


Suddenly,  the  duke  pushed  her  away  from  him, a  scowl  marring  his  ruggedly  handsome  face.  "Miss Rutledge, shouldn't you be in Essex?"


Shaking  off  his  effect,  Lily  squared  her  shoulders. "Do you even read the letters I send you?"


"How much?" he growled.


"How much?" Lily echoed, blinking at him. 


"How much money will it take to make you leave?"


Money!  Why  did  it  always  come  to  money  with this  man?  Oliver's  estates  brought  in  plenty,  which Blackmoor  would  know  if  he  paid  the  slightest  bit of attention to his ward's accounts. She didn't care if she ever saw one farthing of Blackmoor's fortune, for heaven's  sake.  Lily  leveled  him  with  her  haughtiest glare. "There is more to being a guardian than proper funds, Your Grace."


"And  that's  why  Lord  Maberley  has  you,  Miss Rutledge." Then he stepped away from her, stalking down  the  corridor toward his grey-haired butler. "Is the coach ready, Billings?"


Lily  chased  after  him.  He  couldn't  dismiss  her  so easily. How dare he try to escape her? "There is only so much I can do, Your Grace. We're entering a realm in his development I know nothing about. Oliver isn't the same boy he was before and…"


The  duke  turned  back  to  face  her.  His  nostrils flared. His grey eyes darkened to black orbs. A muscle  twitched in his jaw. He looked more like a dangerous beast than a refined nobleman.


Lily swallowed her next words, gaping at the imposing duke as a shiver of fear trickled down her spine.


"If you are incapable of caring for his lordship any longer,  Miss  Rutledge,  I  will  find  a  replacement.  In the meantime, I suggest you return to your nephew."


Replacement? Someone  who would  care  even less about Oliver than Blackmoor did? No one would take Oliver away from her. Not even this great hulking, surly duke.  Lily  found  her  voice.  "How  dare  you  threaten me? I am concerned about Oliver's well-being, and you won't  put  me  off.  You  are  his  guardian,  for  better  or worse, and you have duties where he's concerned."


Blackmoor's  eyes  darkened  even  more,  which  Lily hadn't  known  was  possible.  She  gulped  nervously, panicking slightly when she realized his gaze focused on the movement in her throat. The duke had never seemed frightening until now. Of course, she hadn't laid eyes on him in years. Upon reflection, perhaps it was good he hadn't been to Maberley Hall in the last six years.


"No one," his voice rumbled over her, "orders me about, Miss Rutledge, and it would be good for you to remember that." Blackmoor turned his piercing grey eyes on his butler and spoke through clenched teeth. "I assume the coach is prepared, Billings."


The butler simply nodded.


"You  can't  run  away  from  me,  Your  Grace," Lily sputtered.


"I'm not running away at all." He scooped her up in his arms. "But you, my troublesome Miss Rutledge, are returning to your nephew." 


Lily's mouth fell open. "How dare you…"

"You ask that quite a bit. I do dare, Miss Rutledge. That is all you need to know."


She  squirmed  in  his  arms,  though  it  was  no  use. They were like steel bands wrapped around her. "Put me down."


"In due time," he growled.


Before Lily could respond, they were on the front stoop  and  then  he  was  depositing  her  inside  the Maberley coach.  "Your  Grace!"  she  managed before he shut the door on her.


She reached for the handle, but the coach started off with a jerk, throwing her back against the squabs.


***





Simon  watched  until  the  coach  disappeared  down  the drive.  Lily Rutledge was  a  formidable woman,  and he didn't put it past her to leap from the conveyance. When all seemed safe, he took a calming breath, prayed to keep his temper in check, and then re-entered his home. 


Foolish  woman!  He  barely  had  any  control  over himself  as  it  was.  She  shouldn't  tempt  him  with  her tantalizing  hazel  eyes  that  sparkled  with  indignation. Her  creamy  breasts  that  rose  higher  with  each  deep intake of breath. Her slender waist that he could span with  his  hands,  if  he  was  of  a  mind  to  do  so.  The image  that  brought  to  mind  shredded  the  last  of  his good intentions. What a blessing she was on her way back to Essex. Just remembering how she had felt in his arms filled him with desire. 


Simon tried to tamp down the feelings that suddenly poured through him. It was too close to the full moon  to  be  around  women.  He'd  taken  a  huge  risk  when he'd opened the library door. But her plea for help had touched the softness inside him, the softness that even the beast couldn't take out  of his  soul,  not  until  the night. Not until the night of the full moon.


When  he  had heard her impassioned  plea,  he  had been in control of those  urges.  Then  he  had  opened the door, and she'd fallen straight into his arms.


She smelled of all things wonderful—a mix of floral scents,  probably  a  perfume  applied  behind  her  ears. Or a touch of flower essence between her breasts. But at this stage of the lunar cycle, his sense of smell was enhanced.  When  she'd  frozen  in  his  arms  and  swallowed hard, he'd smelled her desire and imagined the flush of wetness that surely must accompany it.


That was when he'd known he had to get her back to  the  coach  and  off  to  Essex  as  quickly  as  possible. Otherwise, she would end up flat on her back in the middle  of  his  study with her skirts  tossed  up around her ears.


The human side of him, now that he was calming down,  knew  that  she  deserved  better.  Despite  her advancing  age  of  twenty-three,  she  was  obviously untouched.  He  could  think  of  nothing  worse  than a  scared  virgin  being  taken  by  someone  like  him. He wasn't nearly good enough for such a gentle and normal creature.


Simon  stomped  down  the  corridor,  back  to  his study.  He  sank  into  the  chair  behind  his  mahogany desk and began to read the correspondence his solicitor had sent, along with the invitations and notes from the ton, inviting him to this party or that.


Would  society  never  realize  what  he  truly  was? Would they continue to accept him based on his title alone, despite all the damage he'd done  through the years? They seemed inclined to do so. 


He'd heard whispers about  the  dangerous duke, and some  of  his  friends  had  even  relayed  what  was  said about him behind his back. That, in particular, pleased him. Part of him wanted them to know what he was, what he was capable of. But no matter how poor his behavior, they still called for him.


Simon sat back in his chair and templed his hands in front of him. He tried to remember what Miss Rutledge had said before she fell into his arms. Something about Oliver needing him. The rest was a blur.


God,  he  hadn't  seen  the  boy  in  years.  How  long since Daniel's death? Had it really been more than half a  decade?  He  winced.  Daniel,  his  cousin  and  dearest friend, had been  one  of  the few  people  who understood him. The memories were painful, so he pushed them away. 


He called out, "Billings!"


The butler entered the room. "Yes, Your Grace?"


"Do you remember what Miss Rutledge was prattling on about?" He gave a negligent wave of his hand.


"Something about young Lord Maberley changing and her having no one else to turn to. I believe she was soliciting your help, Your Grace."


"Do  you  think  she  couldn't  deal  with  a  little chest hair? Surely the boy has a valet to teach him to shave." He dismissed the thought. The lad's entry into manhood certainly wasn't something to get so worked up about.


Billings coughed delicately  into  his  hand.  "I  don't believe she meant those kinds of changes, Your Grace. I believe she meant your kind."


"My  kind?"  he  asked.  His  letter  opener  clattered to  the  floor.  Billings  had  been  with  his  family  since his boyhood. He knew all of Simon's secrets. Yet he still faithfully served. "You don't mean…?" his voice trailed off.


"Yes, Your Grace. That's what I mean. She sees the signs and is frightened."


"She damn well should be," Simon muttered as he stood up and strode toward the corridor. "Ready my horse, Billings," he called.








  



Three





Lily  had  plenty  of  time  in  the  coach  to  ponder  her current predicament. The cad didn't have time for his ward, and he didn't even have time to discuss the situation with her. She would have to figure this out on her own. All she knew was that something was wrong with Oliver, and she planned to find out what. There was a London physician Mr. Craven had mentioned. Lily had  rejected  his  suggestion  at the  time. Oliver's changes  didn't  seem  medical,  but  she  didn't  know what else to do.


She'd  love  to  get  her  hands  around  Blackmoor's neck. What had her brother-in-law been thinking to leave Oliver's care to that scoundrel? The blackguard couldn't even be bothered to visit the boy. 


After Emma  and  Daniel  died in  that tragic  carriage accident,  Lily  was  the  one  who  had  happily  assumed responsibility  for  the  child.  She  had  spent  the  last  six years  soothing  his  worries,  healing  his  injuries,  and tucking him in bed when he woke with bad dreams. She wasn't going to let the changes in him continue without addressing them. Not like she had with Emma.


When her sister married the former Earl of Maberley, Lily noticed changes in her as well. Once bubbly and personable,  Emma  became  a  bit  of  a  recluse,  preferring  to  stay  in  the  country  instead  of  enjoying  the entertainments Town had to offer. She often became withdrawn  and  refused  to  see  anyone,  aside  from her  husband  and  child.  Most  disturbingly,  Emma seemed… fearful, which wasn't like her at all.


For  years,  Lily  had  berated  herself  for  not  doing more,  for  not  demanding answers.  If  she had, would things  have  ended  differently?  Would  Emma  have left Daniel?  Would  she  not  have  been  with  him  that fateful day? 


Lily was determined not to make the same mistakes with Oliver. The situation wasn't the same at all, but she had learned her lesson from sitting back and doing nothing with Emma. She wouldn't ever do that again. She was going to get to the bottom of this by finding out what was wrong with Oliver and coming up with a plan to help him. 


She needed answers before he went off to Harrow. The clock was ticking.


***





Simon handed his riding crop to Billings and shrugged into  his  greatcoat.  Lily  Rutledge  had  an  hour's  lead on him, but, atop his hunter, he could intercept her. Though  what  he'd  do  with  her  when  he  found  her was a mystery he hadn't quite worked out yet.


He  started  for  the  door  but  reared  back  when  it opened of its own accord. Standing before him, like a sudden gust of unexpected wind, his brother William  raked  his  gaze  across  Simon's  form.  "You  can't  be leaving. I just got here."


"Why  are  you  here?"  Simon  asked  suspiciously. Will  had  a  habit  of  showing  up  at  the  most  inopportune times.


"You have quite  the  way  of  making a fellow feel welcome, Simon."


"I am losing my patience, William."


His  brother  smirked  and  then  strode  past  him, tossing  his  hat  to  Billings,  who  caught  it  in  mid-air. "You  make  it  sound  as  if  you  had  some  to  lose." Will  continued  toward  the  study,  no  doubt  looking for Simon's best whisky. "Besides," he called over his shoulder,  "if  you  ever  bothered  to  read  your  correspondence, you'd know I intended to spend the week with you."


Will  stopped  in  his  tracks  and  sniffed  the  air. Then  he  turned  around,  a  rakish  grin  plastered across his face. "You brought a female companion? No  wonder  you're  not  happy  to  see  me.  What happened  to,  'It's  too  dangerous  to  have  women about during a full moon'?"


"It is too dangerous," Simon growled. Not that he had a choice at the moment. What would he do when he caught up to Lily Rutledge? How could he keep her safe? It was perilous enough for her to be around him, but now with his brother here, too…


As usual, his temper did nothing to faze Will, whose smile only grew. "So you say. Who is she then?"


"Miss Rutledge, and she arrived uninvited."


"Miss Lily Rutledge?" Will asked with an appreciative grunt. "How fortuitous."


In the blink of an eye, Simon had Will's back against the wall, his feet dangling six inches off the floor. "You won't touch one hair on her head. Understood?"


With the strength of ten regular men, Will pushed Simon  off  him,  slid  back  to  the  floor,  and  loosened his  cravat.  "A  simple,  'She's  mine,'  will  do,  Simon. There's no need to mark your territory."


She's mine? Ha. After he'd watched Emma Maberley cower  in  fear  when  she  learned  what  Daniel  was? No  woman  would  ever  be  his,  not in  that  way. Lily Rutledge or anyone else. It was too dangerous. 


He was wasting time with Will. Simon started again for  the  door,  then  stopped  in  his  tracks.  "Benjamin isn't  headed  here,  too,  is  he?"  If  there  were  going to  be  three  of  them,  preparations  would  need  to  be made.  He'd  need  to  make  a  concerted  effort  to  pay more  attention  to  his  post  in  the  future  or  hire  a bloody secretary who could keep track of everything for him.


Will shook his head. "Still in Scotland. But I'll be sure to let him know Lily Rutledge is off limits when I see him next."


"You do that," Simon growled. Lily Rutledge had enough  problems  of  her  own.  She  didn't  need  the brothers  Westfield  chasing  her  skirts.  He  stalked  out the door and down to his stables. 


Abbadon was saddled and waiting for him, the sun glinting  off  his  sleek,  black  mane.  Simon  mounted his  hunter  and  raced  for  the  edge  of  Westfield  Hall, hoping  the  solution  to  his  problems  would  occur  to him before he intercepted Lily Rutledge. 


***

Lily was starving. She'd barely touched her breakfast that  morning,  worried  that  she  wouldn't  be  able to  find  Blackmoor  or  that  his  butler  in  London had  sent  her  on  a  wild-goose  chase  all  the  way  to Hampshire.  Now  she  rather  wished  he  had.  She wasn't certain at all what to make of her encounter with the duke.


She'd been terrified, excited, and furious all at the same  time.  It  didn't  even  seem  possible,  yet  it  was; and the further she traveled from Westfield Hall, the more  her  encounter  felt  like  a  strange  dream.  She hadn't slept particularly well the night before, and she wondered if that was related.


The  carriage  slowed,  and  Lily  looked  out  the window.  A  small  coaching  inn  was  within  sight. Thank heavens. It would do her good to stretch her legs and enjoy some dinner while she tried to get her thoughts in order.


When the carriage stopped, the coachman, Jenkins, opened  the  door  and  helped  her  to  the  ground.  "I need to rest the horses, Miss. I do wish you'd stay with the coach. I don't like the looks of this place."


Lily  glanced  around  the  coaching  yard.  A  couple of burly men, unshaven and unkempt, lounged about. However,  as  she  had  recent  dealings  with  the  Duke of Blackmoor, none of these men seemed particularly dangerous. Besides, she was hungry and had no intention of sitting in a stationary coach; sitting in a moving one  was  tiresome  enough.  Who  knew  when  they would rest the horses again? As it was, this stop needed to be quick, because the skies were darkening and the threat of rain imminent. 


She shook her head. "No need to worry about me, Jenkins. I'll order some light fare and be back shortly so we can be under way."


Lily started toward the inn, ignoring the coachman's grumblings about independent-minded women. 


Of  course  she  was  independent-minded.  If  she didn't  take  care  of  herself,  who  would?  It  wasn't  as though  she  had  a  line  of  suitors  clamoring  for  her attention  in  Essex.  She  was  firmly  on  the  shelf  at almost twenty-four. Emma had once told her she was willowy, but that really meant she was skinny and too tall for most. 


Those traits could easily be ignored if a woman had ample  funds  to  turn  a  suitor's  head.  Lily  had  none. Perhaps  that's  why  she  became  so  enraged  when Blackmoor  sent  a  bank  draft  instead  of  answers.  He made  her  feel  like  a  poor  relation  he  was  trying  to appease, rather than an aunt with legitimate concerns for her nephew. Did he think he could buy her silence, since she had nothing? That money would titillate her so greatly she would drop her suit?


But she didn't have nothing. She had Oliver. 


Perhaps     she     was     going     about     this     all     wrong. Blackmoor  was  his  guardian,  but  he  wasn't  Oliver's only  cousin.  Maybe Lord William or Lord Benjamin would  be  easier  to  deal  with.  They  couldn't  be  any worse at correspondence  than  their  older  brother,  in any event. So what did she have to lose?


Lily  stepped  inside  the  inn  and  shuddered  slightly when  the  door  shut  behind  her.  It  was  nearly  dark as  night  in  the  taproom,  and  the  place  reeked  of unwashed bodies and ale. As her eyes adjusted to the  darkness,  she  found  that  her  stomach  and  her  nose were  in complete  agreement,  that anything prepared in this place would not be palatable.


She turned to leave but found the exit blocked by a  man.  Her  gaze  flickered  over  him  as  she  clutched her cloak tighter around her body. She raised the edge of her wool  cloak to  cover  her  nose,  trying to  block the smell that drifted off him in waves. She took two steps back.


Lily jumped when her backward footsteps bumped her into a solid object, and she spun around. Another man,  equally as horrid as the  first,  leered  at  her. She shivered  and  stepped  to  the  side  so  she  could  keep them both in her line of sight.


"Good     afternoon,     my     good     men,"     she     began, amazed  that  only  a  small  tremor  was  present  in  her voice. She glanced around the room, searching for the innkeeper, but she found no such source of assistance.


"Did you hear that? She called us good men," one man taunted her. 


"Do  you  come  this  way  often?"  Lily  thought  to distract  them  with  small  talk  while  she  backed  away from them. But they followed. They stalked. 


The wind from outside blew the hair into her eyes when  the  door  swung  open.  Lily,  afraid  to  take  her eyes  off  the  predators,  didn't  even  look  to  see  who came inside.


"Miss Rutledge," a  familiar  voice said quietly, the sound no more than a low growl. "How nice to see you here."


The  duke!  Lily  had  never  been  so  happy  to  see anyone in her twenty-three years.


"Y-your  Grace."  Lily  nodded  at  him,  unable  to keep the tremor from erupting.


Blackmoor held one hand out to her. "Come," was all he said.


"Here  now,"  one  of  the  men  started.  "We  were just  havin'  a  little  fun,"  he  protested  as  Lily  stepped toward the duke.


Blackmoor's  warm,  strong  hand  closed  around Lily's  own,  and  she  finally  let  her  gaze  drop  to  the floor as she took a deep breath. She was safe!


The  duke  tugged  her  gently  toward  him  and brushed that wayward lock of hair from her eyes. "Are you all right?" he asked.


"I'm fine," Lily whispered, wanting nothing more than to lay her head on his chest and weep with joy. But she maintained her composure. 


He opened the door and pushed her gently outside. "Go  to  the  coach,"  he  said  quietly.  "Get  inside  and stay there."


Lily didn't even think about not obeying his order. She  walked  out  the  door  and  toward  the  coach, just as he said. Tears welled up in her eyes as she walked across  the  inn  yard.  She  shivered  as  she  thought  of what might have happened had Blackmoor not arrived when  he  did.  Her  chest  constricted,  and  it  became harder  to  breathe.  Between  her  quivering  knees  and the lack of breath, Lily didn't think she could take one more step.


But  then  she  felt  warm,  comforting,  strong  arms surround  her.  "There,  now,  dear,"  the  man  started. "You're just fine." Lily thought it was odd that Jenkins would  draw  her  to  his  chest  and  allow  her  to  cry  a  river all over his coat. Maybe he had daughters of his own.  She  sobbed  and  clutched  his  shirt  as  the  sobs wracked her body. He held her. Stroked her back. Let her cry it out.


But  even  that  comforting  moment  was  cut  short when  the  duke  barreled  out  of  the  inn.  She  looked up in time to see that his grey eyes were now black as night and he looked fiercer than any wild animal she had  ever seen  pictured in  books. She  moved  to step behind  Jenkins.  But  then  she  realized  the  coachman stood to her right, and that he was much smaller than the man who'd held her. 


The  dark-haired  gentleman  reached  out  and  took her hand in his, raising it to his lips. He lingered only briefly, until Blackmoor roared, "If you want to keep that  hand,  I  suggest  that  you  remove  it  from  Miss Rutledge's person."








  



Four





Simon didn't know what infuriated him more—seeing Lily Rutledge as she was about to be eaten for lunch by two men inside the inn or seeing her wrapped up in the arms of his brother William. Simon thought he might  allow Will to  live if  he  would step  away from the woman, but when Will's lips touched Lily's gloved hand, Simon nearly lost control.


"Miss  Rutledge  and  I  were  getting  reacquainted," William gloated, as only a younger and irritating brother could. "What on earth did you do to cause such a storm of tears?" He turned toward Lily again. "He has a bit of a temper, dear," he said with a slow grin.


Lily looked confused as she brushed her auburn hair from her eyes. Simon wished he could do that for her, to soothe her, but he couldn't with William between them. He growled low in his throat.


"Try not to bare your teeth, dear brother," William said. "You'll frighten the lady."


Simon  stepped  closer  to Lily and took  her  elbow, propelling  her  toward  the  coach.  "What  were  you thinking,  going  into  a  place  like  that?"  he  asked  her.  Then  he  turned  toward  Jenkins,  who  looked positively green. "And you," he said to the worthless driver, "why didn't you protect her? I should sack you on the spot."


Jenkins sniffed. "I work for the Earl of Maberley."


"Which  is  the  same  as  working  for  me,"  Simon snarled.  "I  don't  appreciate  insolence  in  my  staff.  It would be best for you to remember that."


The  coachman  blanched  and  then  turned  toward his box, muttering something about stubborn women. Had  the  dolt  seen  Simon  two  minutes  earlier,  he would not have dared to sniff nor mutter.


"You have blood on your sleeve," Lily said as her gaze  slid  across  his  body.  "Are  you  all  right?"  she asked, her voice pitched a little higher than before.


"It's  nothing,"  he  growled  as  he  pushed  her toward  the carriage door, hoping to  get  away  from this place quickly. 


"No,  I  think  you're  hurt,"  she  insisted,  her eyebrows drawing together, pinching her pert little nose  at  the  top.  Why  hadn't  he  ever  noticed  she had freckles?


"The blood is not mine," he muttered, hoping she would let it go at that.


She blinked twice. "Those men inside?"


He simply nodded, feeling better as he got the beast back under control.


"What  did  you  do,  Simon?"  William  asked,  his body now at full alert, nostrils flaring.


"I don't remember," he said to Will, his voice no more than a whisper.


Will simply nodded and walked into the inn. 


"I  should  have  listened  to  you  this  morning," Simon  said  gruffly.  "You'll  come  back  to  Westfield Hall, and I'll send someone for the boy."


Tension seemed to vanish from her pretty face, but she shook her head. "Oliver's never traveled without me before."


Simon  frowned.  "I'm  certain  he'll  manage,  Miss Rutledge." He wasn't going to let her out of his sight. Who knew what other trouble she could  get herself into? The idea struck fear in his heart.


At that moment, Will exited the inn and cheerfully announced, "Well, you owe me two hundred quid for the tables and chairs I had to pay for. But it was quite worth the expense to see the state of those men, I have to admit." Once he reached Simon, Will added quietly, so  only  his  brother  could  hear,  "They're  alive,  but they'll bear the scars of that encounter for a lifetime."


Simon  could  do  no  more  than  nod.  He'd  known that he shouldn't leave Westfield Hall this close to a full moon. But when he'd realized why Lily was so frightened,  he  knew  he'd  have  to  take  desperate  measures to retrieve Oliver before he could do harm. Now he seemed to be the one they should be worried about.


A drop of rain fell onto Simon's hair. He looked up at the dark clouds as a crack of thunder split the day. He could either ride Abbadon and get soaked to the skin, which would not improve his disposition in the slightest, or he could stay warm and dry in the coach. With her. He was safer on horseback. So was she. But as he turned to mount his hunter, he saw William slide into the coach along with Lily. Bloody hell. Now he had no choice.


"You,"  he  called  to  the  driver,  "attach  these  two horses  to  the  back  of  the  coach."  He  pointed  to Abbadon and his brother's chestnut mount. Of course William had paid no mind to his own horse. As soon as  the  rogue  spotted  Lily,  Simon  was  certain,  every other thought had left his brother's mind.


He  hauled  the  coach  door  open,  glowering  at William,  whose  innocent  expression  didn't  fool  him in the  least.  Simon settled  himself  beside  Lily,  across from his brother. 


When  the  coach  began  moving  forward,  Simon leaned his  head  against  the  leather  squabs  and closed his eyes, willing the journey to be shorter than it was. If he didn't look at her, maybe  he could control his lustful thoughts or maybe he could sleep. 


It didn't work. She smelled delightful, like sweet magnolias,  and  he  imagined  himself  tasting  every inch  of  her.  Simon  groaned.  He  nearly  jumped through  the  wall  of  the  coach  when  her  hand touched his cheek. 


What the devil was wrong with her? 


His eyes flew open to find Lily gaping at him with a  horrified  expression.  Well,  she  should  be  horrified.  She  shouldn't  go  around  touching  creatures like  him,  not  when  she  smelled  the  way  she  did. "What?" he growled.


"You  made  a  sound."  Her  voice  was  very  small. "Are you sure you're not hurt?"


He was about to hurt William, whose brow rose with mirth. "I already told you," Simon began, looking once again at Lily, trying not to notice that she'd unbuttoned her traveling cloak while his eyes were closed, trying  not  to notice how the swells  of her  breasts rose with each breath she took. "I'm not injured."


"I'm  sorry—I  mean,  I'm  glad—oh,  never  mind." She sat back in a huff, folding her arms across her chest and staring out at the darkening sky.


Simon winced. Didn't she know that made her breasts rise even further? Was she trying to get herself mauled?


He glanced across the coach at his brother, who'd noticed the same sight. If William touched her, Simon silently  swore,  he  would  break  every  bone  in  his younger  sibling's  body.  The  sneer  he  sent  William was rewarded with an unrepentant wink. To hell with breaking Will's bones, he was simply going to kill him, quick and easy.


Simon  turned  his  attention  back  to  Lily,  who seemed  oblivious  to  everything  else  going  on  in  the coach.  He  cleared  his  throat.  "Miss  Rutledge,  my apologies. I'm not quite feeling myself at the moment. I didn't mean to bite your head off."


Fortunately, she uncrossed her arms, and then she turned to face him. "Thank you… for everything."


The     image     of     her     terrified     expression     in     the taproom  flashed  in  his  mind.  "What  were  you  doing back  there,  Miss  Rutledge?  What  are  you  doing traipsing across the countryside without a chaperone, for that matter?"


"A  chaperone?"  Her  hazel  eyes  sparkled,  and  the most  delightful  laugh  escaped  her  throat.  "Honestly, Your Grace, I am quite on the shelf, raising a troubling twelve-year-old boy all by myself. Traveling alone is the least of my worries."


Thunder cracked overhead.


"Is  Oliver  twelve  already?"  Will  asked,  leaning forward  in  his  seat,  close  enough  to  touch  Lily's  leg if he  was of  the  mind to.  He had better  not,  Simon thought. "He seemed a little scrap of a lad when I last saw him."


"He's  hardly  little  anymore,"  she  muttered  to herself,  though  Simon  clearly  heard  her,  his  senses more keen than most. Lily frowned at Will. "You last saw him, both of you, right after his parents died. I'm certain he's not the child you remember at all." 


There  was  a  rebuke  in  her  voice.  Simon  chose  to ignore  it.  He  didn't  know  the  first  thing  about  raising a  child,  and  Lily  Rutledge  had  offered  her  services  at the  time.  If  she  was  unhappy  with  the  arrangement, she should have said so earlier. "You say there've been changes in the boy?" he asked, hoping Billings was wrong in his assessment. "His development is worrisome?"


His  brother's  icy  blue  eyes  flashed  to  Simon  as understanding stretched across his brow. "His development?" Will echoed.


Lily nodded. "It's come on so suddenly. He's nearly doubled in size in no time at all. Just a month ago, he was quiet and sweet natured, but now he's angry and loud most of the time. I hardly recognize him."


Rain began to pound against the top and sides of the coach. Simon closed his eyes, remembering when the change had first come upon him. It had been like a nightmare he'd been unable to wake from. At least he'd  had  his  father  to  help  guide  him  through  his new life. 


He'd  been  foolish  not  to  check  on  Oliver  before now.  Twelve  years  old,  for  God's  sake!  Time  had  somehow gotten away from  him. It didn't seem like six years had passed. She was right to be annoyed with his guardianship. Daniel would have expected more.


The coach wheels slid on the muddy road, and Lily gasped beside him. Before Simon could pull her safely to  his  side, the  carriage tilted  on two  wheels,  tossing him onto her. One moment they were all upright, and the next they were on their side. 


Simon  stared  at  Lily,  trapped  beneath  him,  and scrambled off her. Terror overtook him when he saw blood trickle from her hairline. 


***





Lily  tried  to  grasp  Blackmoor's  forearm  as  the  coach tilted,  but  she  could  only  flail  her  arms  wildly.  Her elbow sunk into  the  flesh of  the duke's nose, but  he didn't even grunt. Her shoulder slammed into the side of the carriage, her head into the window frame. 


Darkness danced along the edges of her vision. 


"Lily?" She heard a voice call from a great distance. A warm hand brushed across her forehead, testing the wound, pressing gently but insistently.


"Lily?"  It  persisted.  Why  couldn't  he  just  let  her sleep? "Lily, you need to wake up, dear." 


Someone else's chuckle broke through the urgency in     Blackmoor's     voice     and     reached     her.     "You've become  awfully  familiar  with  Miss  Rutledge  there, Simon,"  Lord  William  taunted.  "Using  her  given name and a term of endearment. Tsk, tsk. One would wonder when you plan to offer for her." The chuckle became a laugh. Then a loud yelp.


"Must you talk?" the duke growled at his brother.


"Not  if  talking  will  elicit  such  a  forceful  blow  to the side of my face. Have a care, won't you? I have an image to uphold." 


"You'll heal within moments," Blackmoor murmured.


"Doesn't  make  it  any  less  painful,"  Lord  William complained.


"Miss Rutledge?" the duke persisted. 


The darkness lifted, and she could finally look up at him, his body limned by the light from the window. He  was  a  study  in  masculine  proportions.  Broad shoulders.  Dark  hair  that  fell  in  a  tumble  across  his forehead.  A  simple  silver  streak  over  his  left  temple that was highlighted by the light when he turned his head.  He  was  beautiful,  and  not  because  he'd  saved her life earlier.


"Now that sounds more like the  brother I know. Never  let  a  woman  get  too  close  to  you,  not  when the moon is nearly full to fading. Isn't that what you always say?" 


Blackmoor growled low in his throat.


The  driver  of  the  coach  opened  the  door,  which was now above them. Jenkins poked his head inside, drenching  them  with  a  pool  of  water.  "Everyone well?" he asked. 


"We most certainly are not well," Blackmoor retorted, his voice harsh. "Who taught you to drive a coach?"


Jenkins  quickly  retreated  from  the  doorway.  "I'll just go gather the horses," he said as he vanished from view. Lily thought she heard him say something about poor-mannered noblemen.


She reached up to touch the wound at her hairline and winced. 


"Be still," Blackmoor commanded her.

"Can you go five minutes without giving me orders?" she  asked as she  sat up.  "I'm fine.  Just  a  bump  on  the head." The walls of the carriage spun as she stood up. 


The duke growled. 


"I  do  like  her,"  Lord  William  said  as  he  pulled himself up through the open doorway to kneel on the top of the coach. "Not even drizzling anymore." He held out his arms. "Here, pass her up to me."


Blackmoor hesitated. Lily slipped past him, her body brushing  against  his,  and  raised  her  hands  up  toward Lord William, feeling rather like a baby waiting to be picked up by her parent.


Lily     gasped     when     Blackmoor's     warm     hands spanned her  waist.  Having  his hands on her  person felt almost scandalous. Yet wildly comforting at the same time.


He     lifted     her     effortlessly     toward     his     brother's outstretched arms, which pulled her safely and quickly out  of  the  coach.  "Welcome  back,  Miss  Rutledge," Lord William laughed.


She     had     to     admit     she     enjoyed     his     easy-going nature,  which  was  so  unlike  his  rigid  brother's.  He had a boyish grin and a rakish twinkle in his eye, the contrasting traits mixing nicely in the man.


Before  she  could  speak,  the  duke  pulled  himself from the coach and sat beside her on top of it for a moment.  She  could  see  Jenkins  slogging  down  the muddy road in the distance as he led the horses back to the coach. If there wasn't too much damage, maybe they could soon be on their way. 


In one graceful leap, Blackmoor was on the ground  and holding his arms out  to  her. He beckoned with the tips of his fingers. "Come on, now."


Lily sat down on the side of the coach and slid into his  arms.  Instead  of  catching  her  at  the  waist,  as  she expected, he wrapped his arms around her and let her slide down the front of his body.


She  couldn't  fight  back  the  gasp  that  rose  in  her throat. Her hands  clutched  at his  shoulders  and  then slipped  down  to  his  chest  as  she  made  her  descent. Her  heart  thudded.  Could  he  hear  it?  Certainly  he could, because her heartbeats  sounded  as  loud  as the pounding of hooves to her own ears. 


"I hear there will be a beautiful full moon in a few days," Lord William said as he jumped down from the coach himself. 


Blackmoor  thrust  her  forcefully  away  from  himself and went to join his brother and Jenkins as they prepared to flip the coach. Surely the three men didn't think they could lift the heavy conveyance on their own?


Yet, within moments, the coach creaked and groaned as its mighty hull shifted and landed forcefully back on its  wheels.  The  coach  must  have  been  much  lighter than she thought. No wonder it had tilted over.


Lily was anxious to sit down inside the coach again. Her  head  spun  like  a  child's  top  after  the  string  had been pulled. Blackmoor reached out to take her arm.


"We  need  to  have  someone  take  a  look  at  your head," he said, concern etched in his features.


"Not  in  this  coach,  you  won't,"  Jenkins  said. "Broken  axle."  He  pointed  toward  the  front  of  the carriage, where Lily couldn't see. 


Blackmoor cursed under his breath.


"Looks  like  Miss  Rutledge  will  just  have  to  ride to town with me. She can ride your mount, Simon." Lord  William  smiled  as  he  untied  his  large  chestnut gelding from a nearby tree where Jenkins had secured the horse. 


Lily's  vision  grew  darker.  She  shook  her  head, trying to shake off the queasiness like a hound shakes off water. That only made things worse.


"It's  fairly  obvious  that  Miss  Rutledge  can't  sit  a horse." Blackmoor looked down at her and scowled. 


"Oh,  delightful  luck,  there.  She  can  ride  double with  me,"  Lord  William  said  as  he  reached  down toward Lily, a sparkle in his icy blue eyes.


"I  don't  think  so,"  the  duke  replied,  mounting his own hunter  before  pulling Lily  onto his lap. She leaned into him for support, and his arms came around her as he took the reins. She settled in closer to him and sighed. His chest was solid and strong.


"Perhaps someone should look at my head," she said quietly,  the  smallest  noise  making  the  thump  in  her brain renew itself.


She felt a breeze stir around her calves and reached to adjust her skirts. 


Blackmoor  brushed  her  hands  away  and  accomplished the task himself. Heaven forbid that she should show a bit of leg around these men. Though she had to  admit  she  rather  enjoyed  having  the  duke  arrange her clothing.



  



Five





Simon  had  to  admit  he  rather  liked  arranging  Lily's skirts, though he would much rather remove them all together. He was content to see the turn of her ankle and  a  slim  calf,  but he wasn't particularly happy  that Will was able to enjoy the same sight. Simon bared his teeth at his brother before the insolent pup smiled and dutifully turned his head.


"We  need  to  reach  the  next  village  before  dark," Simon said. 


"Haslemere  is  just  a  few  miles  up  the  road,"  the coachman  informed  them.  "It's  fairly  good-sized,  so there's got to be someone in a coaching yard who can fix this up with plenty of time to spare."


Plenty  of  time  to  Jenkins  and  plenty  of  time  to Simon meant two very  different things. Even if they found  a  fellow  to  repair  the  axle  as  soon  as  they reached the village, when they returned, it would be too late for them to continue on this day. Lily couldn't ride in a carriage with him or Will after dark.


During the daylight hours, he could honestly say he was more aware of her injury than her body. He had  the  beast  firmly  under  control—for  the  time  being, though he wasn't so sure how long he could maintain his composure after the sun went down.


"I  think  that's  a  good  idea,"  Will  agreed  goodnaturedly. "We'll send someone back for you, Jenkins."


His     brother     nudged     his     gelding     forward,     and Abbadon     dutifully     followed.     Simon     noticed     Lily wince  from  being  jostled  on  the  horse,  though  she didn't utter a complaint. He sighed. 


"Will!"  he  called. When his  brother  pulled  up  on his reins, Simon gestured toward the road in front of them. "Your speed isn't conducive to Miss Rutledge's injury. Go on ahead, and find someone to fix the axle. We'll follow at a more leisurely pace."


"Whatever you say, Simon." Will had the audacity to wink at him.


Simon glowered at his brother. "And we're going to need rooms at the inn. See if you can't get the innkeeper to track down the local doctor before we arrive."


"Anything  else,  Your  Grace?"  Will  raised  one eyebrow at him.


Simon wasn't sorry at all for his tone. Being alone with  Lily  while  her  body  was  pressed  against  his would  be  some  of  the  hardest  work  he'd  ever  done. No  reason  why Will  shouldn't have a few chores of his own.


Lily  stirred  in  his  arms  and  looked  up  at  him. "Shouldn't  we  see  if  the  coach  can  be  fixed  first, Your Grace? It's not that much farther  to  Westfield Hall, is it?"


It might as well be on the other side of the Atlantic, for  all  the  good  it  did  them.  They'd  never  make  it  in  time.  He  shook  his  head.  "It's  too  dangerous  to travel these roads at night, Miss Rutledge. We'll stay in Haslemere."


Will  chuckled.  "My  brother  thinks  everything  is too dangerous."


"Be off, you dog," Simon ordered.


Will smiled at Lily. "His bite is much worse than his bark, my dear. Keep that in mind."


"William!" he roared.


Will tipped his hat, then pressed his heels to the side of his gelding, and raced down the road.


Simon was surprised when Lily laughed against his chest,  her  warm  hazel  eyes  twinkling  in  the  fading light.  Having  her  close,  smiling  at  him,  made  him wish for things that could never be. A pang of regret pierced his heart, and he  urged Abbadon on. "What could you possibly find amusing, Miss Rutledge?"


"The two of you. Emma and I used to bicker like that… Well, not exactly like that, but close enough."


"He's infuriating," Simon huffed.


"You're very close," she said. "It's easy to see you adore each other."


"We're connected," he amended.


Lily  rested  her  head  against  his  heart  and  closed her  eyes,  an  endearing  smile  lighting  her  face.  For a  moment, Simon  thought he could stare at her for hours, for days, and never tire of the sight. Then he snorted  and  shook  his  head.  When  had  he  become a fool?


Lily's brow furrowed as she opened her eyes and lifted her head. "Are you feeling all right, Your Grace?"


Simon nodded. "I've never felt better," he lied.


Lily's  frown  deepened.  "Are  you  certain?  Your heart is racing, and you're nearly burning up through your shirt."


He and his brothers were warmer than most other men. By the time most women realized it, they were too caught up in the passion of the moment to mention it.  No one  had commented  about the  beating  of  his heart, however. Perhaps it was because she was sitting across his lap. Or perhaps it was simply something no one had ever noticed before.


Lily gently cupped his jaw and then pulled her hand back  as  if  she  had  been  burned.  "You  are  feverish, Your Grace."


"It's nothing to concern yourself with, Miss Rutledge."


"I can't even believe you can stand up, let alone ride."


Simon heaved a sigh. She was persistent. "You have a  terrible  habit  of  not  listening  to  me.  I'm  neither injured nor ill. Now let it be."


She  pursed  her  lips,  and  Simon  wished  he  didn't imagine  kissing them. Ignoring Lily  Rutledge  would be easier if her every gesture wasn't innocently seductive. She had no idea the precarious position she'd put herself into with him. 


Why hadn't she married some country squire or local vicar  or…  someone  respectable?  Her  mere  existence tempted  him  to  do  things  he  knew  he  shouldn't.  He couldn't be the only man to find her so… intoxicating. Firmly on the shelf, she'd said. It was ridiculous. 


Lily Rutledge should be somewhere in Essex raising a  brood  of  children  and  tending  to  some  decent man's needs. Not draped across him  in  the  middle  of nowhere, making him want things he couldn't have. 


"You are very grumpy," she said quietly. "Are you certain you're not ill?"


Simon     ignored     her.     He     didn't     need     someone worrying about him and trying to coddle him. Besides, answering  her  hadn't  done  him  any  good  up  to  this point. She kept asking the same questions, unsatisfied with  his  responses,  and  he  could  never  tell  her  the truth. But he had to admit he did enjoy her attention, no matter how poorly advised it was.


***





Lily     sighed     a     breath     of     relief     when     she     spotted Haslemere  in  the  distance.  Blackmoor  had  stopped talking some way back, and her head throbbed. Every time she  adjusted  her  seat, trying to  get  comfortable, the duke either flinched or grunted. He would tense, and then it took moments for him to relax again. 


Her  thoughts  went  back  to  Oliver.  She  hadn't planned  to  be  away  from  Maberley  Hall  for  so long. Hopefully,  he  was  all  right.  What  would  he  think when Blackmoor's servant arrived to transport him to Hampshire? And why was the duke so adamant about bringing Oliver to his estate?


Lily looked up at Blackmoor to ask him. The question died on her lips, however, when she noticed the intensity  of his stare, which was  focused on her.  She nearly lost her breath.


"We're here," he said, his voice low and gravely.


Lily  shook  her  head,  bringing  herself  back  to  the present, but the motion caused the throbbing pain to reoccur. Sure enough, they were in front of a quaint inn, two stories tall with a good-sized stable. 


Lord  William  strode  toward  them,  his  dark  hair windblown  and  a  charming  grin  on  his  face.  "Ah, there you are. I was starting to think my brother had absconded with you."


Lily  smiled. What a ridiculous thing  to  say.  "He's been  ignoring  me  for  years,  Lord  William.  I  hardly think he wants anything to do with me at all."


"I     would     beg     to     differ     on     that     point,     Miss Rutledge," Lord William said as he walked closer to the duke's mount.


Blackmoor growled.


His brother  clasped  his  hand  to  his  chest,  feigning insult. "Lord William? My dear Miss Rutledge, we are practically family. Call me Will."


Behind     her,     Blackmoor     grumbled     something unintelligible. 


His  brother  roared  with  laughter.  "So  charming, Simon." He lifted Lily from the horse and placed her on the ground, offering his arm. "Come on, my dear. Dr. Albright will be along shortly. I do hope you'll let me call you Lily."


She  didn't  have  much  of  a  choice,  not  that  she was fussy about that sort of thing. She nodded. "Of course."


"Brilliant,"  Will  gushed,  escorting  her  into  the taproom,  which  was  much  brighter  than  the  frightening establishment they'd been to earlier. 


A bosomy barmaid rushed to Lily. "Oh, you poor dear, his lordship said you'd been injured."


"Indeed,"  Will  said  with  a  frown.  "Do  you  have Her Grace's room prepared, Molly?"


Her Grace! 


Lily  took  a  surprised  step  back.  A  strong  hand 


squeezed  her shoulder,  and  Lily  turned  her head  to see  Blackmoor  behind  her,  a  deadly  frown  on  his face. "I would like for my wife to lie down until your doctor arrives."


Lily's  head  began  to  pound,  and  she  thought  she might  faint.  Apparently  Blackmoor  did,  too.  Before she knew it, the duke had scooped her up in his arms. What was it with these men who felt the need to lift and carry her from place to place?


"Right this way, Your Grace," the bosomy girl said in a panic.


Blackmoor carried Lily up a flight of stairs at the back  of  the  taproom,  depositing  her  in  the  middle of  a  small  bed.  He  waited  until  the  tavern  wench shut  the  door before sitting on the edge of  the  bed beside her. 


Lily gaped at him. "What was that about?"


The  duke  shook  his  head.  "I  do  wish  Will  had warned us, but he is right. It wouldn't do for someone to know that an unmarried lady traveled with the two of us. This is for your own good."


"My reputation?" Lily closed her eyes, wishing the pounding in her head would subside. There were so many more important things to worry about. Like the fact that he was sitting on the end of her bed, with the door closed.


"Yes, your reputation." 


Either  she  was  slightly  addled  from  the  knock  on the head or he thought she was an idiot. She wasn't sure which.


"Surely  you  can  do  more  than  just  repeat  what I  say,"  she  said  as  he  fluffed  a  pillow  and  placed  it  under her head, urging her to lie down. She batted his hands away. 


Blackmoor scowled at her. "If it was found that you traveled unescorted with us by coach, tongues would wag and you would have to marry one of us." 


"Twenty-three  years  and  no  one  has  ever  offered for me, so it might be quite a novel experience. One I would have to turn down, of course."


She had to admit he looked quite dashing with his hair tumbled over his forehead. But the vee between his eyebrows was slightly unattractive. 


"Your Grace, you're looking at me as though I've sprung a second head." 


She didn't expect it when he reached out to move a lock of hair from her eyes. His fingertips lingered at her temple before he turned his hand and brushed her cheek with the back of it, his knuckles trailing all the way down to her chin. "If no one has offered for you in twenty-three years, the loss is certainly theirs, Miss Rutledge. Not yours."


She snorted. "The loss would be theirs, Your Grace. The  lack  of  a  dowry  makes  me  a  poor  prospect  for marriage." She shrugged. "But I am quite happy with Oliver, taking care of him."


"Speaking of that," the duke began. "We'll need to discuss his present living situation. I have decided that Oliver will come to live with me at Westfield Hall, at least for a short while."


Lily sat up quickly. "Why on earth would you want to  do  that?"  she  exclaimed.  She  grabbed  her  head when the pounding started again.


"Stop  that,"  the  duke  rebuked  her.  "Lie  down  before you keel over." He grasped her forearms, one in each hand, and pushed her back onto the bed. 


He had  to  be  the strongest  man  ever, because Lily found herself unable to fight him, no matter how much she wanted to do the opposite of what he instructed. 


"Let. Me. Up." She must have spent too much time in the duke's company, because she heard the growl in her own voice. Perhaps surliness was contagious.


He  leaned  over  her,  his  body  mere  inches  from hers. "I will let you up when you promise to lie still, Miss Rutledge."


"I will promise you nothing," she said loudly.


"Then I'll just have to hold you like this forever," the duke replied.
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