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To Brandt—You are the love of my life. Thank you for believing in me.

To Thomas, JT, and Stephen—Don’t interrupt me when I’m ignoring you! Seriously… you are my everything.







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.
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The 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.
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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.

[image: Image]

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.
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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.

[image: Image]

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 good-naturedly. “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.
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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.





Six

SIMON WASN’T SURE WHICH WAS WORSE, THAT MISS Rutledge was injured and needed to be restrained or that he was the cause of her agitation.

On second thought, Simon realized that he should have used a bit more tact when he apprised Miss Rutledge of his plans to foster Oliver, at least while the boy needed his guidance. Oliver was obviously important to her, so important that she still fought against his hold.

Or perhaps that was the woman’s temper coming to the surface. Despite her willowy frame, tall but thin, she was quite strong. Of course, not strong enough to move a man like him from atop her person.

Atop her person. Simon looked down at her. He was on top of Miss Rutledge, in a bedroom, with the door closed, his body hovering only inches above hers. When she struggled, he felt her body brush against his.

“Be still,” he tried a softer tone. He wanted to see her eyes open so he could enjoy the amber flakes close up. “Please?” he added. Miss Rutledge opened her eyes and looked at him, the anger merely simmering below the surface.

Simon was lost. His gaze traveled from her eyes, down her pert little nose to her amazingly full, pink lips. Lips. Simon watched her lips. He wanted nothing more than to touch them to his own. But she had them pursed tightly together, her anger still evident.

The hands that clasped her forearms gentled, his thumbs in total disagreement with his head as they began to trace loose circles on her tender skin.

She stilled beneath him. The struggle eased out of her in one slow breath. Simon inhaled deeply, enjoying the floral smell of her, the Lily smell of her. His nose took a path down the side of her neck and back up to her hair.

“Your Grace?” she asked.

“Yes, love,” he said, distracted by her to the point where all reality ceased to exist.

“You can let me go now,” she said quietly.

“In just a moment.”

Simon released her right arm so that he could bring his hand up to her face. “So beautiful,” he said, unable to keep from smiling at her. She surprised him when she smiled back and used that free hand to clutch his forearm.

With that simple acquiescence, Simon allowed himself to touch his lips to her forehead. Then her temple. The corner of her eye. Her cheek.

Simon pressed his lips to the corner of her mouth, lingering, his kiss much softer than he’d ever thought possible.

Lily inhaled quickly beneath him. Her heartbeat sped up; he could hear it thumping in her chest. The soft scent of her breath tickled his nose. But more than just her scent titillated him. He smelled her desire. And that was when he lost control.

Simon pressed his lips against hers, immediately lost to the sensation. She tentatively pressed back. If she’d been kissed before, it wasn’t by anyone who’d taught her how to do it. Just the thought of another man kissing her raised his hackles. He wanted to own her.

“You have never been kissed?” He lifted his mouth long enough to whisper the words.

“Of course I have,” she said saucily.

“Liar,” he growled before his lips met hers again.

He deepened the kiss, finding her lips soft, warm, and willing beneath his. His tongue flicked out to touch her lips. She gasped, and he seized the opportunity to enter her mouth. Just that one act, his tongue entering her warm depths, and he knew he had to be closer to her.

Simon raised himself off her quickly, the cold brush of air when her body separated from his momentarily jarring. He stretched out above her, spreading her legs with one of his. The tangle of her skirts prevented more, but he was content for the moment with what he had.

She surprised him when she raised her head to meet his next kiss. Her lips touched his of their own free will. He rejoiced. Her mouth opened of its own accord. He reveled in the sensation. Tilting his head, he aimed to consume her. His tongue slid into her mouth, his hands coming up to hold her face. Both of her hands were now free, and she used them to grasp his forearms, then his chest. She held tightly to the lapels of his jacket and pulled him closer.

Closer. Yes. He wanted to be closer. And closer. And closer still. He moved the leg that was situated so nicely between hers, anxious to seat more of himself in that spot. His knee brushed her thigh, and she opened to him, all the while their tongues tangling in a sensuous circle.

Simon pressed himself against her, letting her feel the length of him against her hip. Immediately, her hand traveled down his chest, her nails raking his skin through the fine lawn of his shirt. He nearly swore because it was so delightful. Pleasure. Pain. Lily.

A knock at the door broke Simon from his trance. Will barreled through the door. “Simon, the doctor—” he began. “Well!” He cleared his throat. Turning on his heel, Will faced away from the pair. “Simon, whenever you’re finished mauling Lily, the doctor would like to take a look at her.”

Simon heard the door click shut. His gaze moved to the open window, where he saw that the sun was about to set in the sky. “Bloody hell,” he bit out before he extricated his knee from between Lily’s legs and eased himself off her body. He stood up, righted his clothes, shifted the most painful erection of his life, and tried not to look at her as he quit the room.

He was a goddamned fool.
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Lily bit back an oath of her own when Blackmoor stormed from the room without even glancing in her direction. She touched her lips, where his had just claimed hers so pleasantly, and shivered.

She couldn’t quite understand what had come over her. She’d never done anything so wanton in her life, but she couldn’t help herself. She’d been completely powerless to do anything except submit to him.

Her face heated, and she cringed. What must he think of her?

There was a knock at the door, and then it opened. A portly old man bustled inside, smiling brightly. “I’m Dr. Albright, Your Grace. I understand you’ve been injured.”

Your Grace, indeed! How would anyone ever get used to such a thing? Not that she needed to, since the title was only temporary.

The doctor frowned, waiting for her to reply. So Lily nodded. “It’s just a bump. Truly, too much has been made of it.” It was certainly the least of her concerns at the moment.

Had she really just lain in bed with the Duke of Blackmoor? Run her hands along his body, while he pressed her into the mattress? No matter everyone in this establishment thought she was his wife; she wasn’t, and it was a foolish thing to have done.

“Ah, well,” the man began, pulling a chair up to the side of the bed, unaware of her inner turmoil. “Let me be the judge of that, shall we?”

He gently prodded the bump above her hairline.

“Your Grace, you should remove your pins, so I can have a better look.”

“Oh?” Lily hadn’t thought her mussed chignon would be a hindrance. She sat up slowly and pulled a handful of pins from her hair, allowing her tresses to tumble to her shoulders.

“That’s better,” the doctor said. Then he ran his fingers over the bump, making little sounds to himself. “There’s just a bit of blood.” He walked across the room and poured some water into a small bowl.

He returned to the chair, dipped a cloth into the water, and pressed it against her injury. “Have you been experiencing headaches, ringing in your ears, or dizziness?”

Lily frowned. “A little dizziness. Mainly it just feels like it’s throbbing.”

Dr. Albright removed the cloth and applied a bit of ointment to her wound. “I’d say that’s fairly common for someone who overturned in a coach, Your Grace. You’re quite fortunate. I’ve seen much worse injuries.”

So had Lily. “My sister died in a coaching accident.” If something had happened to her, Oliver would be alone again. The sudden thought made her heart lurch.

He wouldn’t be completely alone. He’d have Blackmoor. Though Lily wasn’t certain that was good at all.

Just then, the door quietly opened and William Westfield poked his head inside. “May I come in, Lily?”

She wished he wouldn’t. She wished she never had to lay eyes on him again after what he’d witnessed earlier between herself and the duke, not that she could voice that opinion. Lily nodded. “Of course, Will.”

He stepped inside, looking much more serious than he had the entire day. “So, Doc, what’s the verdict? Will my sister live?”

Dr. Albright nodded and then rose from his seat. “Yes, she’ll be just fine. But I am going to give her a sleeping draught to get her through the night.”

“Splendid,” Will said. “I’m sure my brother will be relieved. See me before you leave, Doctor, for your payment.” Then he looked at Lily, a frown marring his handsome face. “Sleep well, all right, dear?”
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Will wasn’t at all surprised to find Simon sitting alone at a far table in the taproom. That was understandable. That was Simon.

Finding him earlier, stretched out across Lily Rutledge, looking like he was going to take her… Well, that had been a surprise. Not that Simon was a saint. He was far from it, as were he and Benjamin; but as a rule, none of them dallied with innocent misses. The strictest rule-follower of the pack was Simon.

For a moment, Will felt a twinge of guilt for so mercilessly hounding his brother all day. But only for a moment. He’d enjoyed himself immensely and, had the tables been turned, he was certain Simon would have done the same. Benjamin would have been even worse. He shrugged off the feeling.

However, watching his brother nurse a glass of whisky, looking more miserable than he had in the past six years, Will felt his enjoyment of the situation fade.

He crossed the room in just a few strides and fell into the seat across from Simon. “Bit early to be so deep in your cups, don’t you think?”

“Bugger off,” his brother snarled.

Will smiled. He deserved that after all he’d put Simon through today. “Brilliant suggestion. Though I think I’ll wait for Molly.”

Simon glanced up from his glass, frowning. “Who?”

Will gestured at the buxom barmaid across the room. “Molly. Pretty little thing, isn’t she?” He winked at her, and she waved back.

“For God’s sake, Will, it’s too close—”

“—to the full moon,” Will finished. “Yes, I know. That didn’t seem to stop you earlier with Lily Rutledge.”

Simon groaned and took another sip of his drink. “I don’t know what’s come over me.”

It had looked, to Will, as though Simon had come over Lily Rutledge, but he chose to keep that thought to himself. He didn’t particularly care to have a whisky bottle smashed over his head. “Well, it’s obvious you have some feelings for the girl.”

“I’m a goddamn fool.” Simon downed what was left of his glass.

“So Ben’s been telling me for years.” Will grinned. “But, honestly, Simon, do you think getting properly foxed is going to change all that…” He pointed to the staircase that led to the sleeping rooms.

“I’m hoping it will help me forget.”

“That is a good plan.” Will nodded understandingly. “And in your position, I’d probably do the same thing.”

Simon grunted in agreement.

“The only problem with it,” Will continued, “is I don’t think Miss Rutledge is likely to forget.”

A truly tortured look marred Simon’s brow. “Oh, God, Lily. I’ll have to talk to her.”

He started to rise, but Will grabbed his arm, pushing him back in his seat. “Yes, but not tonight.” He’d never seen Simon so troubled. It was probably best for his brother to get a good night’s sleep. “The doctor gave her a sleeping draught. She won’t wake ’til morning.”

Will waited until Simon seemed more in control before adding, “She’s not some tavern wench or merry widow, Simon.”

“Don’t you think I know that?” his brother grumbled.

Will sighed. “I think you need to think about what that means. Go for a walk. Clear your head, for God’s sake. You’re going to need it in the morning.”

Simon shook his head. “She deserves someone better than me.”

Will couldn’t help but smile. “True, but she’d probably settle for you anyway.”





Seven

SIMON SNEAKED INTO LILY’S ROOM AFTER DAYBREAK, when the moon had fallen in the sky and the sun was rising to take its place. He watched her sleep somewhat fitfully under the effects of the sleeping draught, but beautifully, nonetheless.

She had removed the pins from her hair the night before, and her auburn locks spread like a fan across her pillow. She lay on her back, still in her serviceable traveling gown, with a thin counterpane spread over her. He wanted nothing more than to peel back the covering and lay beside her. He wouldn’t even have to touch her. He just wanted to feel her close to him.

She stirred in her sleep, her hand jumping on the pillow beside her face as she clenched her fist. Probably thinking about wringing his neck for the way he’d mauled her the day before. He deserved no less. He’d treated her terribly, like she was a common whore with whom he could toy and then never see again.

But, oh, he definitely wanted to see Lily again. He wanted it more than the next breath he would take. He settled into a chair, which was not nearly big enough for his size, and stretched out his body. He wished he had an injury so he’d have an excuse to take some of Lily’s sleeping draught and escape from it all. But men like him didn’t suffer injury. Sure, they aged, but they healed quickly, even if they did happen to find an adversary large enough to wound them.

Finally, after he relaxed to the cadence of her breaths, he slept.
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Lily blinked. Bright morning light poured in through the windows. She was groggy, the sleeping draught apparently still in her system. She strained to sit up. That’s when she noticed him. Simon Westfield slept slumped in a wooden chair, much too small for him, with his legs kicked up on the edge of her bed.

Why had he slept in this room? Certainly there was some place else he could have stayed. Even under the ruse of playing her husband, she hadn’t expected him to share her room.

Her movement must have woken him because his head shot up and his eyes flew open. “How are you feeling?” he asked, scratching the dark whiskers along his jaw.

Tired, sore, and… foolish. “Um, fine. You?”

He drew his legs from the edge of her bed and rose from his seat. The frown she’d grown so accustomed to over the last day was once again in place. “Miss Rutledge, er—Lily.” He cleared his throat and began to pace around the small room. “I spent half the night thinking about your predicament.”

It was about time. Lily smiled at him, relieved he wasn’t the beast she’d thought for so long. “I do hope, once you see Oliver, you’ll have some idea what to do. I didn’t know who else to turn to, and—”

Blackmoor shook his head. “No, no. I’m certain the boy will do fine at Westfield Hall. What I meant to say, Lily, is that I greatly appreciate all you’ve done for Oliver. Daniel wasn’t just my cousin. He was my closest friend. I should have been more involved with his son before now.”

An uneasy feeling washed over Lily, and she leaned forward, not wanting to misconstrue what he was saying.

“In any event, I feel I owe you for your time and dedication to the boy. You say you haven’t got a dowry, and… Well, I’d be happy to supply you with one. You’ve certainly earned it—”

Lily leapt off the bed, and he stopped in his tracks. “How dare you?” she fumed, stalking toward him. He was large and intimidating, but she wasn’t about to let that stop her. “Emma was my sister, and I’ve raised that boy. He’s like a son to me. You can’t take him from me. I won’t let you.”

Blackmoor stepped backward, surprise in his grey eyes. “If you’ll just listen to reason—”

“Do you think I’m looking for compensation? Do you think I’ve been caring for him in hopes that you’d offer me a dowry? Do you honestly think I can be bought, Your Grace? I love that child, and I wouldn’t take one farthing from you.”

His face contorted to a dark scowl, his eyes narrowed dangerously. “There are things you don’t understand, Miss Rutledge. Things you don’t want to understand. Now allow me to help you, and—”

Before she even knew what she was doing, Lily raised her hand, pulled it back, and slapped him across his stubbly cheek. The sound reverberated around the room.

Oh, the man had a hard head. But he accepted the blow with dignity, as a man of his station would be expected to do. He barely turned his face. But his nostrils moved in and out as he breathed heavily through his nose.

Then he stepped toward her.

She took one step back.

He stepped closer, his eyes dark and brooding.

Lily found herself out of room to maneuver when her legs hit the side of the bed. But she refused to be cowed. Not by this man or any other. She lifted one pointed finger and poked it into his chest. Then poked it again. He didn’t take his eyes from her face.

“You will not take him from me. You simply can’t,” she said as a lone tear escaped and ran down her cheek, her voice cracking despite her intention to show bravery.

“Would that I could leave him with you, Miss Rutledge,” he murmured softly, wiping the tear from her face with the pad of his thumb. “I have not set out to hurt you, despite the fact that it’s the unfortunate outcome. I wish that I could take it all away.”

“By taking Oliver from me?” she asked. “You’re taking away my life.” She grabbed the lapels of his jacket and tried to shake the nearly unmovable man. All she succeeded in doing was tugging his clothing, like a silly child.

The duke took her hands in his, lifted them to his mouth, kissed her bare knuckles, and stepped away from her. He opened the door and stepped out into the hallway. Lily could do no more than drop to the bed, lower her face to her hands, and sob.
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Simon sank into a seat in the back of the taproom. Thunder rumbled in the distance, matching his mood. When he’d offered Lily a dowry, he’d truly meant to help her. She’d said she was on the shelf because of her lack of a dowry. Though he couldn’t imagine any man not wanting her, even if she was penniless. So, he’d offered to do away with that obstacle, making it easier for her to find a husband to love. Someone decent.

He’d never expected her to become so angry. Or to cry. It had nearly wrenched his heart out when that tear had fallen onto her fair skin.

He was taking Oliver for her own good, so she wouldn’t be in danger from a pup who hadn’t learned to control his basic instincts. No matter how much Oliver might love her, he needed someone to guide him through these changes. And that someone was him.

He had to push Lily Rutledge far, far away from him. From both of them. If that mean marrying her off, so be it. Though the image of her smiling at someone else, kissing someone else, holding someone else made his stomach tighten.

“You look like a storm cloud,” Will said and then plopped himself down in a seat across from Simon.

“I’m in no mood to converse with you, Will.” He was in no mood to converse with anyone.

Will leaned back in his chair, studying his older brother. “No, apparently you’re simply in the mood to bark at young ladies. Congratulations on that, by the way. Splendid performance. You were perfectly ruthless.”

“I was no such thing,” he mumbled.

“My room is next to Lily’s. It’s not as if the walls are thicker than parchment in this place.”

Simon closed his eyes, hoping his brother would get tired of pestering him and leave him in peace.

“You can’t honestly want to marry her off,” Will said quietly.

Simon took a deep breath, rose from his seat, and glowered at his interfering brother. “Go pester someone else.”

“You’re making a mistake, Simon.”

“It’s mine to make then, isn’t it?” But he wasn’t making a mistake. He was doing the right thing, hard as it was. What did Will want from him? “Now go find someone who actually enjoys your company.”





Eight

SIMON DIDN’T KNOW WHAT WAS WORSE, HIS INTENSE attraction to Lily Rutledge and his inability to act on it, or having her hate him so much. Her feelings about him emanated from her body in great waves as they rode back to Westfield Hall. The blasted rain continued to pour, so he was unable to ride outside the coach. Not that he would if he could, not when Will was so solidly ensconced in the seat beside her.

As they’d left the inn, Lily had grabbed hold of Will’s arm, talking animatedly with him. She smiled at Will. She laughed with Will. Yet she continued to ignore Simon. It was as though he no longer existed.

Simon’s mood darkened more and more as they rode toward Westfield Hall. Not only did Lily talk to Will, she touched him. She reached out to his brother, pressing her fingers to his arm when she wanted to make a point. The tinkling sound of her laughter was painful to his ears.

To make it even worse, Will ignored him as well. All of his attention was centered on Lily. Go find someone who actually enjoys your company. He could kick himself for saying those words to his brother. Not once did Will look at him and grin. Or tease him unmercifully. Or take his eyes off Lily’s delectable form.

When Simon finally got Will alone, he would box his ears. He might not even wait to get him alone. He might have to attack him and rip him limb from limb in the coach. He wondered if he would get blood on Lily if he chose to kill his brother in such close quarters. She probably wouldn’t enjoy the sight.

Simon was relieved to find that being around her during the day was getting easier and easier, despite the coming of the full moon. That first day, he’d been ready to take her, even in the broad light of day. But yesterday, when he’d kissed her, he’d been in control of the beast.

Simon could not have been more relieved when the coach finally stopped. Jenkins opened the door, and Simon stepped out, turning to raise a hand to Miss Rutledge. She ignored it and took the driver’s offered hand instead. He fought back a groan of displeasure.

“Welcome home, Your Grace,” Billings said as he stepped through the threshold. Simon didn’t even respond as he turned toward his study, anxious to get as far as he could from Lily Rutledge as quickly as possible.
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“Well played there, Lily,” Will said quietly to her, as the duke stalked away from them. Lily worried her bottom lip as she watched Blackmoor throw his hat and coat at Billings, who barely caught them before the force of the items nearly knocked him from his feet.

“I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,” Lily said sweetly, smiling at Will.

He used one crooked finger to tip her chin, forcing her to meet his eyes. His blue eyes, so unlike the duke’s, sparkled with mirth. “You know exactly what I mean,” he chuckled. “You would do him a better service if you had him strung between two horses and pulled limb from limb. Poor fellow.”

Lily sighed. That suggestion had merit. It would certainly make her feel better, easing some of the ache around her heart.

“Careful how you play him, Lily,” Will warned quietly, his gaze penetrating hers. “It may not be a game you enjoy.”

“What am I going to do, Will?” she asked. “I can’t just let him take my life from me without even asking my opinion or giving me a choice in the matter. He wants to marry me off, for heaven’s sake!” She nearly shrieked the last but quieted her voice when Will glanced toward the duke’s study.

“Lily, there are some things you don’t understand,” Will sighed.

“Then explain them to me! Please! You don’t understand. I…” She stopped when he took her shoulders in his hands.

“The next card is Simon’s to play, dear. You laid down the first card. Now it’s time to see if he picks it up.” He flicked her nose before passing his hat to the butler.

“Billings, can you be sure Miss Rutledge is comfortable, while we wait for the Earl of Maberley to arrive?”

“Yes, my lord.” Billings simply nodded.

“I’ll leave you to it, then. There’s some whisky in Simon’s study that needs to be tested. For quality, you know,” he added. Then he winked at her and walked away.
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Simon was already absorbed in the ledgers Billings had left for him to check. He needed something to focus on besides the pain in his chest, to keep him from foolishly searching out Lily and begging for forgiveness.

He dropped his head into his hands, wondering how in the world he was going to handle his present situation.

“You won’t find redemption for your latest sins in that book, Simon.” Will broke him from his reverie.

Without speaking or even looking up, Simon tossed the open ledger at Will’s head. His aim was deadly, but the man was agile and fast enough to duck before it could strike him.

Undaunted, Will poured himself a glass of Simon’s best whisky from a sideboard and took the chair across from him. He dangled one leg over the arm of the chair in a supremely relaxed male pose.

“So, what are you planning?” Will asked congenially. “And how long will you torture yourself before you give in and take Lily to bed? The full moon is nearly upon us, yet you have her secured here at Westfield Hall, right in the path of danger.”

“I know!” Simon roared, standing up so fast that his chair toppled over behind him. He pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes, hoping to push back some of the confusion that wracked his brain.

Will took a deep breath. “You know, Simon,” he said calmly. “Our parents had a wonderful relationship.” He let that thought trail off.

Simon raised his head and glared at his brother. Will simply shrugged. “You know it’s true. Father was one of us. He faced the same beast we face every day, and Mother loved him.”

“Lily can’t know!” Simon groaned. “She simply can’t.”

“Why not?” Will asked, as though he’d asked what was for dinner. But, to Simon, he might as well have been pondering the makings of the universe.

“You saw the way her sister was with Daniel. She married him, and then she became a fearful little waif. She was scared of her own shadow.”

“Daniel never had anyone to teach him to be a man,” Will said quietly. “You are a very different person than he was.”

“I am the same type of person he was, Will. You seem to have forgotten. All it took was one full moon. He shared himself with her on one full moon, and she would never let him come near her again, not in that way. I wouldn’t be able to stand it, to see Lily hurt the way Emma was.” And he couldn’t. It would kill him for Lily to fear him or, worse, to pity him.

“Tell her, Simon. And let her make the choice,” Will said before he extricated himself from his slouch in the chair and started for the door.

Simon flung his inkwell at Will, and it crashed against the now closed door, splattering black liquid all over. He had to fight the urge to give chase and throttle the man when he heard Will’s laughter from the hallway.
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Lily sighed, running her fingers along the book spines in the Westfield library. With the weather simply horrid, she hadn’t left the manor house, though she desperately wanted to do so. She felt trapped and dismissed all at once.

How could she possibly get Blackmoor to change his mind about Oliver? She didn’t think begging would work. She wished she had something to barter or wager. The duke did a fair amount of gambling, after all. But she had nothing even to tempt him with. Even if she had something of value, she didn’t know the first thing about gambling.

“Ah, there you are,” Will’s voice came from the doorway. “Looking for a good book?”

Lily turned around and graced him with a smile. “I’d much rather be out of doors, but in this weather…”

He strode further into the room. “How are you holding up?” he asked quietly.

Lily wished Lord William had been made Oliver’s guardian. He’d be so much easier to work with. Blast Daniel for leaving the boy to that obstinate ox instead! She shook her head. “What is the easiest card game to cheat at?”

His blue eyes widened, and his mouth fell open. “Cheat?” he echoed.

Lily shrugged. “I need to find some way to keep Oliver. I thought a game of chance…”

“Where you held all the cards, so to speak?” he chuckled. “Simon will definitely have his hands full with you.”

“Have you a better idea?”

A feminine giggle from somewhere close caught Will’s attention, and he winced, his usual smile faded away. His reaction immediately piqued Lily’s interest. “What’s wrong?”

“Not what. Who,” he grumbled.

With a world-weary sigh, he turned back toward the door and looked down the hallway, like a child checking for an escape route. Lily couldn’t help but laugh. “Who then?”

“A neighbor.” A second later, he groaned. “It’s too late. We could hide, but she’d still find us.”

Lily couldn’t imagine Lord William Westfield hiding from anyone. She brushed past him and peeked around the corner of the door. The most beautiful woman Lily had ever seen was just a few feet away. Ebony hair, knotted at the base of her neck, draped over one shoulder. Violet eyes twinkled beneath a pair of slender brows. An expensive day dress peeked out from beneath a long coat.

The striking woman smiled. “You must be Miss Rutledge. Please tell me William is cowering behind a bookcase.”

Lily choked on a laugh. Her guess was fairly close to accurate.

Will stepped into the hallway, glowering. “My dear Prisca, you do suffer such delusions of grandeur.”

The beautiful woman’s eyes narrowed to little violet slits. Then she stepped forward, focusing on Lily. “Uncivilized beast. Since his lordship is either incapable or unwilling to introduce us, allow me, Miss Rutledge. Prisca Hawthorne of Langley Downs.”

She unbuttoned her coat and then thrust it in Will’s hands.

“Oh, do let me take your coat,” he said mordantly.

Lily smiled. “A pleasure, Miss Hawthorne.”

“Ah, Prisca, please. I insist.”

“Prisca, then.” She gestured to the library behind them, “Would you care for tea?”

Prisca arched one perfect brow and pierced Will with a haughty stare. “Pretty and polite. I can’t imagine why she would waste her time with you, William.”

Will looked past Prisca, down the hallway. “Where is Emory? Tell me he didn’t turn you loose on Westfield property. I’ll have to end our friendship.”

“Oh, please do,” Prisca countered. “My brother would do well to end his association with you.” Then she linked her arm with Lily’s. “Tea does sound delightful, thank you very much, Miss Rutledge.”

“Lily,” she offered quietly, slightly surprised by the whole interaction.

As they stepped into the library, Will followed. “Tell me, Miss Hawthorne, do you sharpen your tongue at night, on the off chance you’ll get to use it on me?”

Prisca laughed, a sweet melodic sound that filled the room. “And I am the one who suffers delusions of grandeur? On the contrary, William, I hardly ever think of you. I heard a rumor in the village that one of Blackmoor’s prodigal brothers had returned. I’d so hoped it was Benjamin.”

Will stopped dead in his tracks, a frown marring his handsome face.

Prisca smiled beatifically at him, and Lily was certain she’d never met a more stunning woman. “Emory is visiting His Grace, if you’re of a mind to find him.”

Will glared at her and then bowed to Lily. “We’ll finish our discussion later.”

After he left, a genuine smile lit up Prisca’s face. “Please tell me you haven’t lacked for female companionship for too long. If I’d known Blackmoor had guests, I’d have come much earlier. I can’t imagine they have much to entertain you with, if you’ve had to resort to speaking with William.”

Lily shook her head. “Actually, Lord William has been quite gracious. Do you truly dislike him?” It was hard to imagine anyone could do so. She would have been completely lost without him.

Prisca furrowed her brow. “I much prefer Blackmoor, if truth be told. At least one knows where one stands with the duke.”

A stab of jealousy pierced Lily’s heart. No matter that she was furious with Simon Westfield, that she’d envisioned strangling him more than once that very day—she could never forget how it felt to have him touch her, kiss her, make her lose all thought and reason. Lily was certain she would appear terribly drab next to such an exquisite creature as Prisca Hawthorne.

“Are you all right?” Prisca asked, alarm in her voice.

“Yes, of course,” Lily lied. Something was wrong with her nephew. She’d kissed his guardian, who threatened to take Oliver from her. Her life had been completely turned upside down on every level. “I am surprised you prefer His Grace. He seems quite unapproachable.”

Prisca smiled. “You just have to know how to deal with men. God punished me with five brothers, but having them has trained me well. Do you have brothers, Lily?”

“I lost my only sister six years ago.”

Prisca’s smile faded. “Lady Maberley. I met her once. You’ve been caring for the young earl, I understand.”

Lily nodded, willing herself not to cry.

“How long will you be visiting?”

Until Blackmoor threw her out of the house or forced her into a marriage she didn’t want. With those thoughts, Lily lost the battle with her tears, and they spilled down her cheeks.

“There, there.” Prisca said, offering her handkerchief. “It can’t be all that bad.”

“It’s awful,” Lily sobbed. Prisca hugged her tightly. “I don’t even know you, and look at me… I’m crying all over you. I’m terribly sorry.” She dabbed at her eyes.

“Nonsense! Whatever it is, you should get it all out.”

Lily sniffed back her tears. “You’re very kind.”

“Don’t let William hear you say that. I’ve got a reputation to protect.”

Lily laughed.

“What I was going to ask, Lily, was whether you’d be here at the end of the week. Friday, there’s a ball at the assembly room. Nothing large. Not by Town standards, for sure. But it is delightfully fun. And if you’ve been cooped up here with the brothers Westfield, I’m certain you’ll need an escape.”

A ball? Lily couldn’t remember the last time she went to a ball. Years, at the very least. She shook her head. “Oh, I think not. I wouldn’t have a thing to wear.”

Prisca’s eyes lit up. “Is that all?”

Lily sighed. “Truly, I wasn’t planning on staying long at all. I certainly didn’t bring anything appropriate for a ball, small or otherwise.”

Prisca clapped her hands together. “Perfect. I’ve been looking for a project. And I love to sew. I’ve got a magnificent green silk. I think it would perfectly bring out your eyes. Please say you’ll stay and let me make you a magnificent dress.”

“Oh, I don’t know.” She had so many worries. A ball seemed so frivolous compared to them all.

Prisca’s violet eyes twinkled. “No, Lily, you must come. If you agree, then that scoundrel William Westfield will have to escort you, and there’s nothing he hates more than a small country ball.”

“Oh, I could never,” Lily began. She didn’t want to make Will angry. He was her one hope at getting Blackmoor to change his mind about Oliver.

“Go ahead and agree, Lily,” Will said from the doorway. “She’ll never let up until you do.” Then he focused his eyes on Prisca. “Do save me a waltz, Prissy.”





Nine

SIMON GAPED AT HIS BROTHER. WHAT HAD THE FOOL been thinking? “Absolutely not! No balls.”

“Sorry, Simon. I already agreed.” Will examined his fingernails as he leaned against the wall. “That pest Prisca Hawthorne goaded me into it.”

“But Friday!” Simon paced around his study. “That’s—”

“The night after the full moon. I know. By then, the worst of the affliction will have passed.”

“But the wildness will still remain,” Simon reminded his brother. He couldn’t fathom why in the world William would want to put himself in the position of being on guard for an entire torturous evening, fighting the basest of instincts. Every scent of a woman, every brush of a body on the dance floor, every clasp of a hand, even in innocence, would be impossible to ignore.

“The wildness is there every day, Simon,” Will replied as he clasped his hand to his brother’s shoulder.

The tinkling sound of Lily’s laughter drew Simon from his study. This was, of course, the first time he’d heard it since their arrival at Westfield Hall. But that sound would draw him from the depths of hell.

Simon turned the corner into his gold parlor, Will in his wake, to find Lily laughing with his old friend Emory Hawthorne and his sister. Simon had thought their neighbors had already left. He couldn’t imagine why the pair was still there until he saw the look of infatuation in Emory’s eyes as he gazed at Lily.

The beast rose in him once again. Must every man stare at her in such a way? “Miss Rutledge, I’ll have a word with you,” he clipped out. Lily and the Hawthornes turned toward him, surprised expressions on their faces, yet he did not regret his tone. She would be well served to heed his mood and remove her fingertips from Emory’s hand. Immediately.

Lily raised her nose at him. “I’ll be along in a moment, Your Grace.” Then Emory regained her full attention.

Simon felt his hackles rise and was one step from baring his teeth at one of his oldest friends when Will stepped forward. “I imagine we’ll see you at this ball your sister seems obsessed with, Emory.” Will touched the man’s shoulder and turned him toward the door, shooting a warning glare at Simon. Will’s warning should have been saved for Emory because he was the one in imminent danger, Simon thought.

Emory was oblivious to the fact that his life was in jeopardy. “Miss Rutledge, I would be honored if you’d allow me to escort you to the assembly room on Friday night.”

Simon growled.

“Well, I—”

Simon snarled, “If Miss Rutledge insists on attending a party, she will be escorted by me, Hawthorne.”

“I will?” Lily asked, one hand fluttering to land on her chest.

If only his lips were upon that chest, Simon thought. He tore his gaze away from Lily’s cleavage when Will said, “Why don’t we all go together, Emory? We can meet you both at Langley Downs beforehand.”

“Oh, William,” Prisca began, feigning sweetness. “If you wanted to escort me to the ball, you had only to ask. No need for an elaborate ruse to get me into your coach.” She winked at Lily.

Will muttered under his breath, “If it saves your brother’s life, I would agree to take you to the altar.” Simon’s keen hearing picked up the words, though he was beyond caring.

Simon stalked slowly toward Emory Hawthorne, who still stood too close to Lily for comfort. Emory paid no heed to the warning look he sent him, so Simon bumped his shoulder against the man.

Emory stumbled to the side.

“Pardon me, Hawthorne,” Simon said as he took Lily’s elbow in his hand and prodded her away from the group.

“Honestly, Blackmoor,” Lily complained. “I told you I’ll be along in a moment.” She yanked her arm from his grasp. He allowed it, but only for a moment.

“Now, Lily!” he said, grasping her elbow more firmly. He was prepared to drag her, if need be, though it would be better for the neighbors if she came willingly.

“It’s all right, Lily,” Prisca said, her eyebrows drawn together in concern. “You’d best do as he says. He looks ready to devour you right here and now.”

Only Prisca would make such an incendiary statement in such a public place. Though Simon supposed his behavior warranted her waspishness.

“I’ll send a coach for you tomorrow, Lily, so we can prepare for the ball,” Prisca continued as Simon pushed Lily around the corner.

“Thank you,” Lily called back as he led her into his study and slammed the door. Then she glared at him, her pretty, hazel eyes darkening. “Honestly, Your Grace!”

“Simon,” he said absently, running a hand through his hair in desperation, trying to rein the beast back under control, trying to figure out why it drove him to distraction to see other men fawning all over her.

“Simon what?” she asked, confusion on her face.

“I’m tired of you ‘Your Grace-ing’ me. You call Will by his name.”

“Is that what this is about? Why you manhandled me in front of your neighbors?”

“I did not manhandle you.”

“You most certainly did. That had to be one of the rudest displays of temper I have ever seen.” Lily rubbed her elbow.

Had he harmed her? Simon looked over her person. Her chest was pink and rosy, a symbol of her anger. Her cheeks were bright red, and her breasts rose with every agitated breath.

Her breasts. Her breasts rose with every breath. His gaze danced across her décolletage, willing the flesh to rise a little more so his eyes could greedily devour her skin. She noticed his stare and covered her chest with her hand.

“Perhaps, Simon, you should just undress me and get it over with, instead of simply undressing me in your mind.”

Simon instantly hardened at the thought. He took two steps closer to her. “Perhaps I shall.”
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Lily immediately forgot the pain in her elbow as he walked closer. What was he doing? She hadn’t really laid down a challenge. She held up one feeble hand, as though that would hold him off.

It didn’t.

Lily danced sideways, putting a chair between them. Simon pushed it over. As it thumped against the rug, she fled to stand behind his desk.

“Simon, what has come over you?” she shrieked. Her voice sounded painful to her own ears. Though it did not affect his, not if his present conduct was any indication.

“I want to see if I hurt your elbow, Lily,” he said quietly, his voice no more than a low hum.

“Then why are you stalking me?” she asked, happy that the desk was still solidly between them.

He laughed mirthlessly. “What an odd thing to say, Lily. I am not stalking you.”

However as he advanced toward her, all Lily could think was that she was about to become his dinner. What a silly notion. Though at times, Simon did remind her of a wild animal. Now was no exception.

He reached one hand across the desk and said quietly, “Let me see if I hurt you.” Did a bit of guilt cross his face?

Lily extended her elbow, pointing it at him as she rolled her eyes. “You really should have worried about this before you grabbed me in front of everyone. In fact, you shouldn’t have grabbed me at all,” she rebuked him.

Simon took her elbow in his hand and regarded it quietly, noting the redness of her skin where his brutish hold had clasped her so roughly. He lowered his lips to the spot and touched it gently.

His dark eyes rose to meet hers, and she saw remorse in their depths. But she also saw… hunger? She batted at his hand. “That’s enough, Simon. I’m fine.”

His gaze never left hers as he said, “Never pull away from me, Lily. I can’t bear the torture.”

“What has come over you?” One moment he was standoffish, offering to pay her dowry to the first available man who would take her off his hands. Then he was trying to devour her. And what of his comment about undressing her? It was best left forgotten.

Lily jumped as Simon suddenly leapt over the desk, the contents of the desktop scattering to thud onto the rug. Within seconds, he was mere inches from her. How had he moved so quickly? And so quietly?

“Allow me to apologize properly,” he said as he lifted her elbow again and graced the inside of her forearm with his lips. Was that a question? He certainly wasn’t waiting for permission.

Lily was still peeved. “And if I choose not to accept your apology?” she asked, trying to tug her arm from his hand.

“Then I shall have to convince you of my sincerity. Let me kiss it and make it better,” he said. With the last, his eyes met hers, a bit of boyishness dancing in the depths.

“I think you have kissed me quite enough, Your Grace,” she sighed.

His hands dropped her elbow, moving to cup her face. Gentle thumbs played around her jawline as his fingers splayed toward the back of her head. His glance dropped to her mouth just before his lips touched hers. “Never enough, Lily,” he growled.





Ten

SIMON KNEW THE MOMENT LILY ACCEPTED HIS advances. She reached up to place her hands flat against his chest, nearly igniting him. Initially, he thought she intended to push him away. But she simply curved into him and returned his kiss as fervently as he offered it.

Forgotten was the elbow that had begun this encounter. In fact, what had started this tryst were Emory Hawthorne and his desire to accompany Lily to the local assembly hall. Simon would wipe all thoughts of Emory from her mind. He would be sure she had very little mind left, except for thoughts of him and what he could do for her, what he could make her feel.

Simon’s arms snaked around her waist, drawing her closer to him, as though he could pull her right into his body. Her arms inched up around his neck, pulling his head down as she pressed even more firmly against him.

Simon was amazed he still had his wits about him, but he realized how much he liked her height as she returned his kisses. Most women were diminutive in comparison to him, but not Lily. She fit against him as though she was made to be there. Her breasts pressed against his chest, hard nipples grazing the fine lawn of his shirt, the pinpoints in stark contrast to the bounty of her chest.

Simon used one hand to play around her bodice, teasing the sensitive skin. She arched into him. She gasped against his mouth, a quick intake of air, as he moved his hands down to cup her bottom and then picked her up and turned to sit her on the edge of his desk. But she didn’t pull away.

Simon pressed her knees apart so he could settle his body there. She gave no resistance, opening willingly to him as he pulled her to the edge of the desk so that he could seat himself as closely as possible to her heat.

Smelling her desire, Simon grew harder than he’d ever thought imaginable. His lips trailed down the side of her throat, weaving a gentle path across her tender flesh. Gentle. Be gentle, Simon.

“Gentle?” she whispered. Had he spoken aloud? “I don’t want gentle. I want you,” she breathed.

But she had no idea what she was asking. She wasn’t aware of what firm control it took for him to stay sane. She didn’t have any idea how close he was to devouring her like a sweetmeat before dinner. It took every bit of his humanity to remain in the moment.

No matter, he wasn’t ready to stop. He would push his control a little farther. And test hers at the same time. As his lips moved across her flesh, he pressed her back until her arms were forced to leave him to hold her weight up. Her new position brought her breasts forward, pressed against the fabric of her gown, calling to him.

Simon cupped one breast in his hand, testing the weight of it. She inhaled sharply, her head falling back so that her throat was exposed, her eyes closed in sublime pleasure.

His thumb grazed her nipple as his other hand rose to cup her other breast. Lily’s eyes closed tightly as she absorbed the sensation and reveled in it.

She broke his trance when she suddenly sat forward, taking his hands in hers and removing them from her body. Her chest heaved, her breath coming in great gulps.

“No,” he ground out.

“Do you hear that?” she asked, looking toward the door.

Her heartbeat? Yes, he heard it. It was nothing to be ashamed of. “Quite normal,” he said softly.

“Simon, would you listen?” she said more loudly.

That was when he heard the angry stomp of footsteps in the hallway. Then he heard Billings tell whomever it was, gently but forcefully, that the duke was unavailable.

But Lily was already pushing him away. She dared to straighten her clothing? When he wanted nothing more than to tear it off?

A voice called from the hallway, “Aunt Lily, are you here?”

The Earl of Maberley had finally arrived.

Lily flew from Simon’s study, nearly barreling right into an overgrown adolescent boy. Simon managed to keep his mouth from falling open. Looking at Oliver York was like staring into the past. The young earl was definitely his father’s son. He had Daniel’s chestnut hair and dark chocolate eyes and the build of a man instead of a boy.

Oliver barely spared him a glance, holding tightly to his aunt. “Why did you leave like that? I thought you were only going to be gone a day.”

Lily kissed his cheek and backed away from the lad. “My plans changed a bit, Oliver.”

“Well, why did you bring me here in such a rush?” he asked, irritation evident in his voice. “The driver barely stopped to change horses. I’m sore and—”

Simon stepped forward. “I brought you here, not your aunt.” This was the child Lily would fight him for, tooth and nail? This young man lacked the innocent boyishness of youth. Simon couldn’t imagine Lily rocking him to sleep or singing him lullabies. So, why was she so willing to give up her chances for a good match to spend time caring for this recalcitrant youth?

He knew it must be difficult for the boy to keep his temper, especially with the changes that were taking place in his body, but Simon wasn’t about to let him use a disrespectful tone of voice with Lily.

Oliver’s brown eyes flashed to him, and his brow furrowed angrily. “So you’re him?”

Lily stepped forward. “Oliver, please,” she said softly. “This is your cousin, His Grace, the Duke of Blackmoor. Do be on your best behavior.”

The boy’s scowl darkened. Simon mirrored his look, not understanding why the boy behaved with such impertinence. Full moon approaching or not, the whelp had no excuse for his conduct. He’d need to have a conversation with Oliver sooner rather than later, but he couldn’t do so with Lily hovering. For a moment he wished Prisca Hawthorne hadn’t left. At the very least, she could have distracted Lily.

“Lily love, will you give me a moment with the earl?”

“Why?” She blinked innocently at him, and he felt his desire for her mount.

“I would like to have a word with my ward. We’ll find you. Go make certain Will isn’t still smarting from his encounter with Prisca, will you?”

She nodded reluctantly and then started down the corridor. Simon pulled his eyes away from her disappearing form and gestured to his study. “After you, Maberley.”

The boy stepped inside but stopped, looking around the room and frowning. “What happened in here?”

Simon winced. If he hadn’t been so distracted by Lily’s delectable form, he would never have brought Oliver into his study. Chairs were toppled over. His desk was wiped clean. Ledgers and several pieces of foolscap littered the floor. “I, uh, have a bit of a temper at times. It would be best for you not to bring it out in me.” He shot the youth a subtle warning before he righted one of the chairs and pointed to it. “Sit.”

As Oliver took his seat, Simon walked around his mahogany desk and dropped into his own chair. “Your aunt is worried about you.”

“Why did you call her ‘love’?” The child had the nerve to growl at him.

The pup didn’t know who he was dealing with. “I didn’t bring you to Hampshire for you to ask me questions, but the other way around, my boy.”

Oliver shook his head. “I’m not your boy. Aunt Lily begged you for years to visit me. A little late for you to be interested now.”

Simon had never had a twelve-year-old chastise him before. Obviously, the lad was in serious need of a strong male in his life. He leaned forward in his seat, leveling the young earl with a serious look. “You’re still a boy, Oliver. It’s not too late for anything. In fact, it’s the perfect time. Now tell me what’s been going on with you.”

“Nothing. Certainly nothing that would warrant a summons from you,” he grumbled.

Simon tried a different approach. There had to be some way to get a pleasant response from the young earl. “Did you know your father lived here for a while as a boy?”

Oliver shrugged. “Is that supposed to mean something to me?”

Simon rubbed his jaw, amazed Lily wanted to keep the brat. He hoped the boy’s transformation was to blame and that he didn’t act like an unruly scamp for Lily on a regular basis. For the time being, Simon was giving Oliver the benefit of the doubt, but his patience was quickly fading away. “Let me explain something to you, Oliver. I understand you are experiencing some changes. You don’t feel the same. You don’t feel like you’re in control of yourself, not your thoughts nor your body. You feel different on many levels, and that has to be frightening.”

For the first time in their conversation, Oliver looked vulnerable, like a child.

Simon breathed a sigh of relief. “What you’re experiencing is normal. Well, normal for us. Me, my brothers, your father, you, and handful of others out there.”

Oliver frowned but didn’t say a word.

“There are ways you can control these feelings, these urges you don’t understand. I brought you here to help you, to train you.”

“Train me?”

Simon nodded. “You can live a normal life, for the most part. A few days out of the month will be completely out of your control, but I can help you learn how to live with the rest of them.”

“You make me sound like a monster.”

How many times had Simon thought the very thing? “Not a monster, just different.”

“But you said it was normal, and now you say it’s different.”

“Normal for us, Oliver. Other people aren’t like us, and they can’t understand the changes and turmoil. I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you sooner. I should have been.”

Oliver’s expressions danced between relief and anxiety. “Aunt Lily said—”

“Your aunt doesn’t know. It needs to stay that way.” It was easier to focus on what should be done with Lily when she wasn’t in the room, he realized. “In a few days, I’ll send her back to Essex, but you’ll stay here.”

“No!” Oliver shot out of his seat. “If she goes, I do, too.”

“You’re not the one making decisions, my boy,” Simon said calmly, hoping that when the time came, he could let Lily go. It was best for her, regardless of what he wanted for himself. “Your father left me as your guardian because he trusted my judgment. You’ll have to do the same.”

“I don’t want to stay without Aunt Lily.”

Neither did Simon.





Eleven

LILY FOUND HERSELF SEATED BETWEEN OLIVER AND Simon at dinner. Her nephew was unusually quiet, and Lily was anxious to talk with him privately. Simon was also quiet, and Lily couldn’t keep herself from wanting to see him privately as well. They needed to sort out what was going on between them.

Simon seemed to be clutching her to himself at the same time he was pushing her away. He was a dichotomy. Though she also was having a difficult time coming to terms with her own feelings.

Lily wasn’t sure what had come over her in the last few days. Until now, she’d never considered the possibility that she’d find a man she could care for. There hadn’t been a point in wishing for something that wasn’t likely to happen. However, circumstances had brought her to Simon’s door, and Lily had never felt so confused. Her heart seemed to beat only for him, but she wanted much more than he seemed willing to give.

She sent a sideways glance toward Simon, only to find him staring back at her with an intensity that stole her breath. He felt it, too, whatever this was, and she couldn’t understand why he wanted to send her away.

Across the table, Will stabbed a carrot on his plate with a frown. “Irritating chit,” he grumbled.

Lily furrowed her brow. “I do hope you’re not speaking about me, Will.”

He looked up from his plate. “Oh, I didn’t realize that was aloud. Apologies, Lily.”

“What has you so upset?”

“I’m not upset,” he snapped.

Simon touched her hand, sending a jolt of awareness through her. “My brother and Miss Hawthorne love to annoy one another. They’ve been doing so for years. Quite successfully, I might add.”

Lily had noticed that. “Why?” she asked innocently.

“Indeed?” Simon quirked a grin at his brother. “William, do tell.”

“I’d rather not.” Then his icy blue eyes flashed to

Lily. “But watch yourself over there tomorrow. She’s crafty and—”

Lily giggled. “I hardly think she wants anything from me.”

“Where are you going?” Oliver demanded beside her, making Lily jump.

Simon squeezed her hand. “Don’t bark at your aunt, boy.”

“What do you care? You’re the one sending her away.”

Lily sucked in a surprised breath. Oliver was getting more belligerent as the days went by. Her sweet nephew would never have said such a thing a few months ago. She slid her hand from Simon’s and turned in her chair to focus on Oliver. “I’m only visiting a neighbor’s home tomorrow. I’m not leaving.”

“But he said—” Oliver began, glaring over her shoulder at Simon.

“Nothing’s been determined,” she assured him. “My place has always been with you, Oliver. I have no intention of leaving you.”

“Lily,” Simon growled, though he was drowned out by Will’s laughter.

“Good for you, Lily. Stand your ground.”

Anger rolled off Simon, and Lily turned her head to see him glaring daggers at his brother. “Mind your own affairs.”
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Lily looked at the trunk of clothes lying in the middle of her chamber. Thank heavens, Oliver brought nearly her entire wardrobe with him. She’d been wearing the same two gowns for days and was anxious for a change.

She washed, slid into her yellow cotton nightrail, and closed her eyes. It felt so nice to have the soft material against her skin.

There was a light knock at the door, and Lily slid her arms through the sleeves of her matching robe. She tied the sash around her waist and called brightly, “Come.”

Oliver poked his head inside the room, frowning when he saw how she was dressed. “I didn’t know you were ready for bed, Aunt Lily. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

She shook her head, walking toward him. “Don’t go. I want to know how your conversation with His Grace went.”

Oliver opened the door wider and stepped inside. “I don’t want to stay here. I want to go back to Maberley Hall with you.”

Lily crossed the floor to him and took his hand in hers. “I won’t leave without you, Oliver.”

“Why does he want you to go? If I have to stay, why can’t you stay, too?”

Good questions, ones she would find answers to. Lily led him to a pair of chintz chairs near her window. “Don’t worry yourself, dear. I’m certain I can make His Grace see reason.” Simon couldn’t really want her to leave, not with the way he looked at her, the way he touched her.

“I won’t stay if he makes you leave,” Oliver vowed.

A loud knock sounded on the door, which made Lily nearly jump out of her skin. She patted Oliver’s hand and then quickly crossed the room to the door. She pulled it open to find Simon standing on the other side, his grey eyes dark as he took in her state of dishabille.

“You shouldn’t have Oliver in here with you.”

Lily blinked at him. “I beg your pardon.”

“It’s too dangerous,” he said quietly, before pushing the door wider. “Maberley, it’s time for you to retire to your own room.”

Oliver frowned. “I’m just talking to my aunt.”

“And you can continue your conversation on the morrow. It’s late.” He inclined his head toward the door, a subtle hint of authority.

But, of course, Oliver balked. Oliver balked if she asked him to do something. Of course he would balk if someone else spoke to him with a tone of authority, especially someone with whom he was unfamiliar.

“I’m no longer in leading strings, Blackmoor. I’ll decide when I’m ready to go to bed. Right now, I’m speaking with my aunt.”

Lily was unable to choke back her gasp. What a disrespectful tone to take with the duke! She covered her mouth and watched Oliver return to his seat in the chintz chair.

Lily raised her finger, planning to scold him, but Simon pushed her hand back down to her side. That made her want to scold Simon as well.

“Oliver, I think you need to apologize to His Grace,” she said. Despite the glower her comment received from Simon, she continued, “You may not know him well, but the man is your guardian.”

“That doesn’t give him the right to order me about,” Oliver sniffed.

Simon interrupted his show of obstinacy. “In fact, it gives me the right to do anything I want with you.”

Tension nearly crackled in the air as Simon stepped toward Oliver, who merely lifted his nose a few inches and turned his face away from the duke in a supreme show of feigned indifference. Lily knew the boy was anything but indifferent. But it would take much more to win Oliver’s confidence.

Unfortunately, Simon didn’t appear interested in gaining her nephew’s confidence, not in the slightest. The situation reminded Lily of when she was a child and had offered to help the cook by going to the henhouse to collect eggs. Invariably, two of the roosters would begin to fight, each battling for supremacy.

That’s what the duke and her nephew looked like as Simon crossed the room. But Lily knew Oliver would be the one to get hurt. She stepped between them.

“Move, Lily,” Simon said.

“Not if you’re going to hurt him, Simon.” Lily held up one finger, much the way she would if she were scolding Oliver. Realizing how ineffectual the gesture was when he smirked at her stance, she lowered her hand to her side.

“I won’t hurt him, Lily. Not if he listens and does as I tell him.” He looked around her at Oliver and bellowed, “Now!”

When Oliver didn’t move, Simon took another step toward him.

William called from the doorway, “Are you all involved in a game of charades? I can hear your bellow all the way from downstairs.” He glanced around the room. “Why is everyone in Lily’s room when she’s in her nightrail?” Will glanced down at her bare feet and smiled wickedly. “What beautiful toes you have, Lily.” He attempted a casual tone, Lily could tell, as he tried to break the tension in the room. It had little effect on Simon, and Oliver took even less notice.

Despite his casual manner of speaking, William was suddenly on guard as well. He circled around Simon, coming to stand close to her. She watched as he met eyes with Simon, almost as if a silent communication passed between them. Within seconds, his arms were around her, and he took her to the side, cradled in his hold. At the same time, Simon advanced toward Oliver, and the rest was a blur.

It seemed like only moments later that the room was empty, except for William who reluctantly loosened his hold on her.

“I’ll let you go, Lily, but only if you promise to let them be. Simon needs to teach him something, and this is the time to do it.”





Twelve

SIMON HAD KNOWN THAT THE TIME WOULD COME FOR him to assert himself as the leader of the pack. But he knew quite well how disastrous the situation could be if anyone else was caught in the middle of the altercation when it happened.

He was incredibly relieved when Will walked through the door. He knew Will would remove Lily from the line of danger while he took the pup to hand.

The boy was stronger than he looked, and it took every bit of effort Simon had to drag Oliver from the room and into the hallway. As he stepped through the threshold, Simon closed Lily’s door. The crash of the door slamming seemed loud, even to his ears.

He held the young earl’s face against the wall, one hand bending his arm behind his back. The boy kicked and squirmed, refusing to give in, even in his current position.

Simon tightened his hold on Oliver’s arm, pressing more forcefully but taking care not to hurt him. It took every bit of concentration he possessed not to simply knock the obnoxious little pup to the ground and stomp on him. But he imagined Lily would take exception to that.

He moved his face close to Oliver’s and growled, “If you can control yourself, I will let you go.” Oliver stopped squirming. While Simon had the boy pinned against the wall, it was time to tell him the rules. “You have more power in your fingertip than your Aunt Lily has in her entire body. If you fly into a rage when she’s in the vicinity, there’s a very good chance that you will hurt her, even if you don’t mean to.” He loosened his hold on Oliver’s arm but didn’t let him go.

“Do you understand what I’m saying?” Simon needed to know before he would fully release him.

Oliver nodded, a bit of contrition apparent in the way he held his body when Simon finally let him go.

“I know you don’t understand what’s happening to you and your body,” Simon said as he led the way to Oliver’s room. The boy followed slowly. “What you’re experiencing is more than just the approach of manhood. It’s the approach of manhood for us, for our kind. And it can be dangerous.”

“I wouldn’t hurt Aunt Lily,” Oliver sniffed.

“You wouldn’t intend to hurt your aunt, but you may do so without even realizing what you’re doing.” He opened the door to the boy’s quarters and motioned for him to precede him into the room. “Do you want to know what’s happening to you?”

The boy nodded.

“If you truly want to learn, William and I will take you out with us tomorrow night, when the moon is full in the sky. We will educate you about what’s happening to you, and I’ll be there to help you learn to control it. And embrace it. Because only by fully embracing it can you make it a part of you, rather than an enemy.” Simon grew pensive as he regarded the boy. “Your father never learned to fully embrace it because he didn’t have anyone to teach him how to be a man.”

“But you’ll teach me that?” Oliver surprised him when he asked.

The boy reminded him so much of Daniel. How things might have been different if someone had been able to guide his cousin. Simon swallowed the lump in his throat and nodded. “As long as you promise to keep an open mind and behave yourself.” He shot a pointed look at him. “No more shows of obstinacy.” Then as an afterthought, “And you must promise not to tell your Aunt Lily.”

Oliver seemed instantly accepting of the camaraderie that came with working together to keep something from his aunt, as Simon had expected him to be. He laughed and clasped the boy’s shoulder. Despite the look on the youth’s face, Simon could still sense a bit of rage boiling below the surface. He would leave him to it. After all, that beast lived in him as well. He understood it.

Simon looked Oliver in the eye and said, “Go to bed. And stay there.”

Oliver nodded. Simon turned and left the room, closing the door behind him. As soon as he stepped into the hallway, he heard the sound of breaking glass. Probably the crystal vase that sat upon the armoire. Then another smash. That one was probably his mother’s antique clock. Simon couldn’t contain the chuckle that crept from his belly. He’d broken more than one frivolous item of décor in his younger days. And was still prone to it now. He would let the boy have his fit of pique and then discuss it on the morrow.

As for Lily, he wanted nothing more than to go to her, to explain, but as the moon was now high in the sky and nearly full, that would be the worst idea he’d ever had. He retreated to his study with a bottle of whisky instead.

It wasn’t until he was very well into his cups that he heard movement above stairs.
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Lily sat in her room and stewed, her bare feet fretfully tapping the carpet. She took out her knitting but wasn’t able to concentrate. She crossed to the window and looked into the distance. The estate was a mass of dark shadows, the light of the nearly full moon illuminating everything in its path. Lily watched as a rabbit darted across the lawn, heading for its hidden burrow. But the animals of the night only held her attention for a moment.

What she wanted to do was to go and see Oliver, to be sure he was all right. William had stayed with her for no more than a few minutes before he encouraged her to get a good night’s sleep and kissed her forehead, as if she were nothing but a child.

If one more man told her what to do, she would scream. She would be the one to throw the fit. And they would all be very sorry.

Who was she kidding? No one would care if she yelled loud enough to bring the house done. They would say “It’s for your own good, Lily. You wouldn’t understand.”

She understood much more than they credited her for. She understood that the men in this house, all three of them, were some of the most poorly behaved men she’d ever seen.

If they could be poorly behaved, so could she. She would check on her nephew whether they liked it or not. She needed to assure herself that Simon hadn’t hurt Oliver when he’d dragged him from the room.

Lily cracked her door open and peered outside, her gaze darting left and right. She stepped out into the hallway once she’d assured herself that everyone else was abed.

Lily padded softly down the hall, her bare feet sinking into the luxurious carpet that lined the corridor, and found Oliver’s room. The door slowly opened and creaked only slightly as she stepped inside. She would take a moment to watch him sleep, as she’d done almost every night since he’d come into her care.

Oliver’s dark hair lay tousled against the pillow. He was at once a child replete with all the physical characteristics of a man. The full brow drew down in a frown even in sleep. Lily reached out and touched his hair, instantly relaxing him. He sighed softly and settled more deeply into the bed.

These were the moments she loved, the moments when her little boy was still a child. They were few and far between, and Lily was starved to crawl into bed with him and pretend he still needed her.

She glanced around the room, taking in his clothes that were flung about the floor. He’d always been a bit of a messy child. However, he was an earl and always had servants to keep his rooms clean and his clothes tidy. But then she noticed the broken shards of glass on the floor. He must have been in quite a temper when Simon had brought him to his room. She got up and went to pick up the larger pieces. She would have to apologize to Simon in the morning on Oliver’s behalf.

“Why are you in here, Lily?” a voice asked quietly from the doorway. Simon leaned against the door frame, glowering at her.

“I just came to check on Oliver,” she whispered as she stood up and placed the largest shards of glass on the side table. “He’s sleeping soundly, so I’ll go back to bed now.” She took a step to brush past him but winced as her bare foot picked up one of the remaining pieces of glass. She lifted her foot and winced.

“What’s wrong?”

“Just a piece of glass in my foot, Simon,” she sighed.

His expression immediately softened. “A great excuse to hold you,” he said softly as he scooped her up in his arms.

“Simon, put me down,” she scolded him. “Why is it that you think I can’t walk on my own two feet?”

“Because one of your two feet is injured, Lily love.” She heard the laughter in his voice and couldn’t help but smile at him. The scent of whisky caressed the side of her face.

“Simon, I think you’re foxed,” she smiled. “Put me down before you drop me.”

“I’m not so foxed that I can’t carry you to bed.” He met her eyes with that suggestive comment. She felt the heat creep up her face.

“Perhaps you should drop me at my door,” she murmured.

“Perhaps you should be quiet and let me decide what I’ll do with you,” he goaded her as they entered her room and he tossed her onto the bed. Before she could scramble to her feet, he had her injured foot in his hand. Even foxed, he moved faster than any man she’d ever met.

When he’d tossed her onto the bed, her nightrail had risen, exposing her calves. She tugged at the hem, trying to find some modicum of decency.

Alas, Simon was no help at all.

“I have seen your ankles before, Lily. Now be a good girl and sit still,” he ordered as he closed one eye and tried to focus on her injury.

“How much have you had to drink, Simon?”

“Way more than I should have,” he murmured. He stilled her foot and pulled the shard from her tender skin. Smiling, he held the small sliver up for her perusal. “Got it.”

It was rare to see Simon actually smile. A scowl was much more like him. He got up, crossed to the water pitcher, and wet the handkerchief from his pocket. She held her hand out to him when he returned with it. But he took her foot in his hand again and said, “Let the doctor work, will you?”

He gently washed the bottom of her foot until he’d cleaned it enough to satisfy his own need to assist. Then he took her foot in his hand and peered at it closely. “I have never understood what makes you women think you need to keep your ankles hidden.” His hand slipped up to cup her slim calf.

“Simon, that’s not at all proper,” she reminded him, tugging at the bottom of her nightrail again.

“A view of your foot doesn’t particularly make me lose all control, Lily.”

“Well, that’s good to know, Simon.” She rolled her eyes and tugged her foot, trying to pull it from his grasp.

But he held strong. “It’s not like it’s your calf, love,” he said as his hand trailed up the back of her leg, his arm pushing her nightrail with every caress of his fingers.

“Now, when I see this, I can’t help but think naughty thoughts.” He smiled lewdly at her.

“Simon,” she said more forcefully.

“Simon,” he mocked her, making a face that caused her to giggle. But then he sobered. “Do you know why I think naughty thoughts when I see your calf?”

Lily’s heart thumped in her breast. “W-why?” she stuttered.

“Because I know that above this knee,” he said as he slid his hand up the back of her knee to the sensitive skin of her thigh, “lies what I want above all things, Lily,” he murmured as he bent to kiss her.

Before he could touch his lips to hers, she breathed against his mouth, “You want that above all things?”

“Mmm. More than anything.” He nodded, his lips barely brushing hers.

And that was all it took. He may as well have doused her with a big glass of water.

He’d dismissed her. He’d tried to send her away, to marry her off. He’d kissed her. He’d touched her inappropriately. And, above all things, he’d made her want him to do it all over again. But she needed to keep her wits about her.

“Simon,” she whispered. “You need to leave.”

He frowned at her. “Don’t ask me that, Lily. I need you.”

“For now,” she added quietly. “Tell me, when morning comes, will you need me then? Or will you still be intent on sending me away?”

She saw a number of emotions flash across his face. Then he shook his head and stumbled backward. “I shouldn’t be here. I’ll see you in the morning.”

Lily brushed away a tear as she watched him leave her room, wondering if she’d just made the biggest mistake of her life.





Thirteen

SIMON AWOKE WITH A SPLITTING HEADACHE, BLINKING painfully when the morning light flooded his vision. What had he done the night before? Ah, yes, finished off a bottle of whisky. He’d started it before his encounter with Lily and finished it after. He was playing with fire where she was concerned. She was fortunate he’d been so deep in his cups last night, dulling the intense call of the moon, or he wasn’t sure what would have happened.

What a lie.

He knew exactly what would have happened. He’d have taken her beneath him and ruined whatever chances she had at a normal life. He wasn’t at all certain that her protests would have even hit his ears until it was too late. Thank God he’d been foxed.

Simon pulled himself from bed, noting the room spun if he moved too quickly. “Parker!” he bellowed, covering his ears when they rang.

A moment later, his valet threw open his dressing-room door. “Yes, Your Grace?” The young man’s eyes were wide, taking in Simon’s form.

He must look even worse than he felt.

“Prepare my bath, and…” his voice trailed off, certain Parker would know what he needed.

Soon he sank down into the warm water of the bath and closed his eyes. How would he face Lily after the things he’d done last night? More importantly, how could he keep her safe from himself tonight, when he transformed into something that would terrify her? His drink had saved her last night, but it wouldn’t help her this evening. He could imbibe all the whisky in Scotland beforehand, but it wouldn’t make a bit of difference. The full moon would have him in its grips regardless.

After his morning ablutions, Simon made his way to the breakfast room where he found Will slicing his sausages on his plate. He barely looked up when Simon fell into a spot across from him.

“If you’re looking for Lily,” his brother began with a glower, “you’re too late. She’s already gone.”

Simon’s heart lurched. Gone? “Where?” he couldn’t help but ask, though he had no right. It was the best decision for her. Still, a cold emptiness settled over him. He couldn’t imagine going through the day if he didn’t get to see her. She’d left? Just like that? No warning? No good-bye? Just… gone? He must have terrified her.

Will looked at him as if he were the village idiot. “To the Hawthornes’.”

Simon released a breath he didn’t know he held. “Oh, yes, of course.” Thank God.

Will shook his head. “You’re just making it worse on yourself, you know. You should have taken care of the situation last night when you had the chance.”

Will’s hearing was as keen as his own. No doubt he had overheard the entire exchange with Lily, even if he tried not to. Simon scowled at his brother, hating that his privacy had been compromised. “She asked me to leave, as I’m sure you know.”

Will scoffed. “Like you’ve been asking her to do? Neither of you mean it. You’re obviously made for each other.”

“Why are you in such a sour mood?” Simon finally asked, after a footman had placed a plate of baked eggs and sausages in front of him.

Will’s blue eyes shot up, piercing him. “Prisca Hawthorne not only sent her father’s carriage for Lily, she also came along for the ride. Insufferable chit takes special delight in making my life hell.”

Simon raised one brow, the memory of his carriage ride with Lily fresh in his mind. Turnabout was fair play, after all. “I don’t know why you don’t just bed the girl and put the rest of us out of our misery.” He took a bite of eggs, relishing the glower Will sent his direction.

“Ha! I’d wake up with a knife in my back.”

Simon nearly choked. “I do believe, William, that if our dear Prisca put a knife in your back, you wouldn’t wake up, but it might well be worth it.”

“Go to hell.”

He’d already been, when he thought Lily was gone for good. He was going to have to rethink this whole sending-her-away plan of his.

What if he set her up in a little house nearby? He could visit whenever he wanted, staying away when it was too dangerous for her. It was the perfect solution.

She didn’t want to leave Oliver, and she would be close enough to see the lad as often as she liked… mostly.

He couldn’t wait for her to return from the Hawthornes’ so he could tell her.
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Lily gaped at the emerald green dress Prisca held up for her perusal. The beautiful silk shimmered in the afternoon light and made her catch her breath. She’d never worn anything so exquisite, and she couldn’t believe Prisca had accomplished so much in so little time. She hadn’t even taken any measurements before she left yesterday. “How did you manage this?”

Prisca beamed. “I told you. I love to sew, and I have a good eye, even if I do say so myself. Do try it on.”

Before Lily could respond, Prisca’s lady’s maid began to unbutton the back of her serviceable, blue-sprigged muslin, which paled considerably in comparison to the work of art her new friend had created.

In no time, Lily stood before a floor-length mirror admiring herself. The green silk flowed gently down her length, while, at the same time, it forced her bosom higher. Prisca was on her knees with a pincushion, hemming the bottom of the gown.

“Hum. I thought a white ribbon would finish this nicely, but now I’m thinking gold would be better. With your coloring, it will go perfectly.” Prisca stood up to examine her handiwork. “You look stunning. Almost like a duchess.”

Lily’s face grew hot. Simon didn’t even want her to stay at Westfield Hall. He certainly didn’t want to marry her. “Oh, Prisca, His Grace isn’t… I mean I’m only at Westfield Hall so the duke can become more acquainted with my nephew.”

Prisca retrieved a wide golden ribbon from her bedside table. When she returned, she wore an all-knowing smile. “It might have begun that way, Lily, but I’m certain things have changed.”

Lily shook her head. “He wants to send me back to Essex as soon as possible.”

“But you’re still here. He’s had ample time do to so. Raise your arms.” Prisca ran the gold ribbon under Lily’s bosom. “Listen, the brothers Westfield and Hawthorne were inseparable. I’ve known Blackmoor my entire life. He’s always seemed the most serious of the lot to me, but I’ve never seen him look the way he did yesterday.”

Lily frowned. “What do you mean?”

Prisca returned to her table, retrieving a pair of sewing shears. “I thought he might tear Emory limb from limb.”

She hadn’t noticed any difference in Simon. He was just as surly as he’d been since she met him. “Why?”

Prisca giggled. “Because of his attention to you. Honestly, Lily, you had to notice. Blackmoor practically dragged you away from my brother. Had you not allowed him to shove you down the hallway, he would have picked you up and carried you.”

Lily fought back the blush she knew must be creeping up her neck as the memories of what he did to her after he had her alone flooded her mind. “He seems the same overbearing brute he always was to me.”

“He has kissed you.” Prisca’s violet eyes twinkled. “I can see it on your face.”

So much for fighting back the blush. For a moment, she considered denying it, but perhaps Prisca could help. She seemed much more sophisticated than Lily, and she did seem to know how to manage men. Lily nodded. “Then he offered me a dowry to go search out a husband.”

Prisca’s smile faded. “He did not,” she said, her voice dropped dangerously low.

Lily shrugged. “So I don’t think being a duchess is in my future.”

“The lout!” Prisca almost growled herself. Then she grumbled something unintelligible, though Lily did recognize Will’s name somewhere in her hushed rant.

“I don’t need to be his duchess, Prisca. But I don’t want to leave my nephew.”

“Go search out a husband,” Prisca repeated, a frown marring her beautiful face. “Stupid Westfield scoundrels.” She started to pace the room, and then she stopped suddenly. “If that’s how he wants to play it, Lily, I say you pick up the gauntlet.”

“I beg your pardon?”

Prisca shook her head. “You are beautiful. I was quite jealous of you when I first laid eyes on you. But then you were so sweet, it would be hard to hate you.”

Prisca Hawthorne thought she was beautiful? Lily couldn’t believe it, and she gaped at her friend.

“I can make certain every eligible bachelor within three villages is at the assembly hall tomorrow. We’ll see how Simon Westfield enjoys a little competition, especially when he’s the one supplying your dowry.”

Lily’s mouth fell open. “B-b-but…”

“And you won’t go back to Westfield Hall tonight.”

“I won’t? But Oliver—”

“Survived several days in Essex without you. He can manage one night with those Westfield barbarians watching after him. They’re not completely inept, just with women.”

Lily bit her bottom lip. The chances of angering Simon were enormous, but it was worth the risk of catching him. She nodded her acceptance.





Fourteen

“BILLINGS!” SIMON BELLOWED AS HE STRODE THROUGH the corridors of Westfield Hall, growing more and more anxious with every step. He’d searched her room, the music room, and half a dozen parlors, and had even walked through the gardens, but he couldn’t find Lily anywhere. The sun was about to set, and he needed to talk to her before he no longer could.

He was impatient to tell her of the plan he’d concocted, because he knew how pleased she would be that he’d come up with a solution that solved all their problems. She would be nearby. She could see young Maberley as often as she liked. And they could be together, as often as the moon allowed.

Billings appeared as if from nowhere, answering Simon’s bellow. “Yes, Your Grace?” he asked.

“Have you seen Miss Rutledge?” Simon asked as he sat down at his desk and began to open his correspondence, all of it well over a week old.

“She is still at the Hawthornes’. She sent a note, Your Grace,” the butler informed him.

Simon shuffled restlessly through his mail. “Then where is it, Billings?” He raised one sarcastic eyebrow.

The butler coughed delicately. “It wasn’t for you, Your Grace. It was for the young earl.”

“And what did it say?” Simon snapped. Why hadn’t she sent word to him? Had he well and thoroughly terrified her last night?

“I’m not sure. I didn’t open it.” Billings grew fidgety. Obviously he knew more than he let on, which only made Simon more anxious.

“I expect better from you, Billings,” Simon growled as he walked by the butler on his way out of the study. He would find out what was in that note if it was the last thing he did.

He found Oliver in the library with William, where the two were discussing the earl’s dislike of Latin. He watched them as they leaned over the boy’s Latin text. Despite Will’s lack of decorum and teasing nature, he was quite a scholar in his own right.

“Have your studies included any text on Lycanthropic lore?” William asked as he held up one finger, silently urging Simon to be quiet. Didn’t his brother know how important it was that he find out what was in that note from Lily? Why wasn’t she home?

He interrupted anyway. “Oliver, did your Aunt Lily send a note to you today?”

“Yes, Your Grace,” Oliver replied, narrowing his eyes at Simon.

“And what did it say?” He tried to force the impatience from his voice. Belatedly, he remembered that the boy had senses similar to his own and could probably smell his agitation.

“It said that Sir Herbert Hawthorne had invited her to stay for dinner and she’ll be staying the night.”

“She said what? Let me see the letter.” He held out his hand, waiting for Maberley to show him exactly what she’d sent.

The boy shrugged. “I don’t know where I left it.”

“Your aunt should be here,” Simon said under his breath, but they all heard him. Damn those overly sensitive ears.

Simon wondered which of the Hawthorne brothers had taken a liking to Lily. Probably Emory, if the besotted look on his face when he was with her was any indication.

“Billings,” he bellowed. The man appeared. “Get my horse.”

“Stop, Billings,” William said to the butler. The man waited patiently in the doorway. “Where are you going, Simon?”

“To retrieve Lily,” Simon said matter-of-factly. As though he needed to explain? Wasn’t it obvious that she should be at home? His home. With him. Under him.

“Tonight is the full moon, Simon,” Will reminded him, nodding imperceptibly at the boy.

“And?” Simon asked, still completely focused on retrieving Lily, on seeing her again, smelling her again, holding her again.

“And she’s safer where she is.”

“Why isn’t Aunt Lily safe here?” Oliver asked, his eyes darting from brother to brother.

Simon scratched his chin and gave it some thought. She probably was safer at the neighbors’. He tried to calm his beating heart.

Then he motioned to Oliver and said, “Have a seat. We need to have a talk.”

The young man asked rather intelligent questions, Simon was surprised to hear. The most poignant question of the bunch being, “Was my father really one, too?”

Just before the moon reached its highest peak, the point where it would beckon uncontrollably to those of his kind, Simon clapped Oliver on the back and asked, “Ready?”

The boy simply nodded, worry knitting his brow. As they stepped into the garden, Simon already felt the pull of the moon, the rush of power that surged through him. He looked at Oliver and knew that he felt it, too, even though the boy probably was unable to distinguish between the wildness of the event and the act of moving from humanity to… not.

Simon wound through the woods on a trail noticeable only to those of his kind. He followed his nose, noting that an elk had recently followed a similar path. Will sniffed the air and said, “No humans.”

Simon nodded. For this one event, they would all stay together. Changing was usually a solitary moment, but they feared Oliver would need guidance and the attendance of at least one of them.

Simon and Will began to remove their shirts, boots and stockings after they reached a clearing, a place devoid of shadows so there would be no trees to obscure the light of the moon. For modesty’s sake, they left on their trousers, even knowing the garments would be destroyed when they changed. On most occasions, they removed all of their clothing and left it where they could find it before the moon sank and was replaced by the sun. They became wild before the wildness could even take them. But not tonight. Tonight, they wanted to do all they could to keep Oliver calm, so they didn’t strip but instead brought extra clothes to don later.

As usual, Simon would be the first to change. As the leader of the pack, he always felt the call of the moon a little more strongly than the others.

Simon closed his eyes and lifted his face to the moon. It was then that humanity fell away and the beast was freed. His body began to change, painful as he knew it would be. Yet he did not cry out because he craved the freedom that came with changing. He wanted the clenching of muscles. He desired the lengthening of his spine. He needed the change of his face to something that was not human.

When his change was complete, he stood still and watched Maberley’s face. Fear filled his eyes. In a singular act of goodwill, he walked closer and nudged the boy’s arm with his nose. Oliver took two steps back. Simon nudged him again. It was best to let him know that the Lycans still recognized friendships, families, and loyalty. The boy would not be alone.

Oliver watched as Will went through a similar transition, changing into something more than feral, something more than wild. Simon knew the two of them, so similar in human appearance, looked similar even in Lycan form, the only distinguishing characteristic being Simon’s streak of silver hair, which followed him even into the beastly world.

Oliver cried out as he began to change, perhaps surprised by the pain, yet oddly comforted by it, if he felt at all the same way Simon did when he, himself, changed. The boy would be fine. He would be there for him. He would nurture and tutor him. He would chew up the world and spit it back out if that’s what it took for Oliver to take part in it.

When the three transformations were complete, Oliver followed Will into the darkness. Simon crested the hill, climbing higher and higher until he stood at the top overlooking Langley Downs. There Lily slept, her beautiful head on a pillow. He could imagine her scent, her feel, and the way her skin might taste behind her ear. He licked his lips, salivating a little at the thought. Even now, he was aroused at the very thought of her.

But this side of him she could never know. She could never encounter this part of him, or she would turn from him in disgust. He raised his head toward the moon and called out to her, knowing that she would not hear, that she would not understand. Yet he did. He understood it all too well.
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Lily sat bolt upright in bed. What was that? She was almost certain she’d heard Simon call her name. She was obviously a candidate for Bedlam, as he was surely sound asleep at Westfield Hall.

There it was again, a feeling as if he called out to her. Lily blinked in the darkness. Then she heard a faint howl off in the distance. She rose from bed and peered out the window. High in the night sky, the full moon illuminated the countryside.

She shook her head. It was probably her imagination.





Fifteen

PRISCA HAWTHORNE DID KNOW HOW TO COMMAND a room. Lily watched in awe as her friend deftly managed the overcrowded parlor, filled with hulking Hawthorne men.

Only Sir Herbert and his oldest son, Emory, had been at dinner the night before, but now there were three others, all of them similar in build and looks. Tall, though none as tall as Simon or Will. Dark haired, ranging from a chestnut brown to nearly black. There was Mr. Garrick Hawthorne, a quiet man who, Prisca told her, had recently taken the post of vicar in a neighboring village to be closer to his family; Lieutenant Darius Hawthorne, who had returned from Waterloo the previous summer and now spent most of his time in London; and Mr. Pierce Hawthorne, a tradesman. Prisca had whispered that bit as if it were a sin. He’d made a small fortune in shipping in South Hampton.

Lily was surprised that all of their eyes seemed to follow her, as she’d never commanded this much attention in Essex. Of course, at home she wasn’t a novelty.

Despite all the activity at Langley Downs, Lily missed Simon more than she could have ever imagined. After she’d woken the night before, she’d had a difficult time getting back to sleep. She wanted nothing more than to be back at Westfield Hall so she could tiptoe into Oliver’s room, touch his cheek, and slip back out. She wanted to argue with Simon and banter with Will. But she’d lain awake, listening to the wind buffet her window, alone.

Oliver. Simon. Will. Westfield Hall. None of those things were hers. She would do well to remember that and cease her pining for a life that wasn’t, and probably never would be, hers.

What if Prisca’s elaborate plans for tonight did nothing, and Simon still wanted her to leave Hampshire? What if all his kisses had just been something to pass the time? He was known all over England for his female conquests. Would she be just another successful tryst he could add to his list?

She made her way to the large window and stared off into the distance, toward Westfield Hall.

“Why do you look so sad, Miss Rutledge?” the vicar asked, coming to stand beside her.

Lily plastered a false smile on her face. “Just woolgathering, Mr. Hawthorne.”
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While she should have been listening to Emory and Darius banter back and forth, Prisca watched Lily talk with Garrick and tapped her chin mindlessly. There was so much to do, and not a lot of time. She’d have to find recruits.

“…Prissy?” Darius said.

Prisca’s attention snapped to her middle brother. “I know you did not just call me Prissy.” No one did that. Not anymore.

Darius chuckled. “Indeed, it was the only way to get your attention. You must have been a thousand miles away.”

“Obviously incorrect, as I am right here, Dari.”

He shook his head. “What are you up to with Miss Rutledge?”

Prisca cocked her head toward her brother. “What am I up to? I don’t think I like your insinuation.”

Darius draped his arm around her shoulders. “You’re my sister and I love you, but there’s not one generous bone in your body. So you must be up to something.”

Beside them, Emory laughed at her expense. Prisca leveled both of them with her haughtiest look. “Something you want to add, Emory?”

“No, no,” her eldest brother said, raising his hands as he backed up a step. “I think Darius has it well under control.”

Well, fine, they all thought she was looking after her own interests. That shouldn’t bother her. This was a selfless act on her part, however, whether her irritating brothers believed it or not.

Maybe she could use their unflattering view of her to Lily’s advantage. How fortuitous. “Very well, I wasn’t going to tell either of you this, but since you seem to think I only think of myself, I’ll have to prove you wrong.”

“By all means.” Darius grinned at her.

“Lily is looking for a husband, and I don’t see why it can’t be one of you.”

“She seemed so focused on rearing her nephew.” Emory’s eyes flashed across the room, landing on Lily. Prisca had to bite back a smile. This would be too easy.

“True,” she said, sliding out of Darius’ hold. “That was before Blackmoor decided to take his guardianship seriously. Besides, the boy’s bound for Harrow for the Michaelmas term. To show his gratitude for all her years of service, Simon Westfield has bestowed upon Lily a grotesquely large dowry.”

Now Darius’ eyes flashed to Lily and Garrick across the room. “You make us sound like piranha, Priss. What do we care about Blackmoor’s funds? She’s a pretty girl to be sure, but you can’t mean to leg shackle one of us to her? We barely know her.”

Prisca rolled her eyes. Not very ladylike, but the two fellows were her brothers. “Well, why not you? Lily will marry someone. She’s pretty and kind, and I might enjoy being the relation of a duke, even distantly.”

“Indeed?” Darius grinned. “Is that why you and Will…” But his voice trailed off when her glower darkened dangerously.

“I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about,” she bit out.

He looked at once like a remorseful little boy. “Sorry, Priss, I didn’t mean…”

She shook her head. “William Westfield means nothing to me. In fact, as Lily is hunting for her husband, I think I shall hunt for mine.” She pretended to ignore the twin looks of surprise her brothers exchanged. Then she feigned an innocent frown, reeling them completely in. “I do hope there will be several eligible bachelors there this evening.”

Emory proudly thrust his chest out. “If you are serious, Prisca, I can personally guarantee a full house.”

She graced him with a most charming smile. “Well, I should have choices, and so should Lily—especially if none of you are interested in scooping her up.”

As predicted, both of her brothers’ eyes flashed back to her friend, now alone, as she stared out the window. They really were too easy to manipulate.
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Simon was more anxious than he could ever remember being before. It had been two days since he’d seen Lily. Two days without her melodic laugh. Two days without her smile, her scent, her twinkling hazel eyes focused on him.

This blasted ball at the assembly room couldn’t happen soon enough to satisfy him. He rushed Parker through the chore of readying him for the event and was pacing the floor of his parlor two hours earlier than necessary.

Will peeked inside the room, grinning ear to ear. “Ready, are you?”

His blasted brother wasn’t even dressed to go. “Why aren’t you?”

“It’s hardly time,” Will responded, dropping onto a light blue settee. “Relax.”

“Get dressed,” Simon ordered.

Will simply chuckled. “For God’s sake, Simon, you’re wound more tightly than a child’s top. Have a drink or something to calm your nerves.”

Simon glowered at him. “You could just meet me there.”

“Or I could stay away completely,” his brother suggested with a grin.

“That’s a fabulous idea,” Simon replied, starting for the door. Then he threw over his shoulder, “I wish you’d declined the invitation to begin with. I’d much rather have Lily here tonight.”

“You are a man besotted.”

“Just anxious. I want to discuss a proposition with her.”

“A proposition?” Will echoed. “Down on one knee and the whole bit?”

Simon stopped short. Marriage. He wished it could be that. It wasn’t even safe to keep her in Hampshire, but to live with him day in and day out, to be his wife… He couldn’t put her in that sort of danger. If anything ever happened to her, he’d never forgive himself. “I didn’t say ‘proposal.’”

Will’s blue eyes seemed to stare right into him. “You’re making a mistake.”

“You keep saying that, and I have yet to ask for your advice.” Simon quit the room and headed out of the house.

He stepped lightly down the steps, anxious to be inside the coach, on his way to Lily.

“Your Grace.” His coachman bowed, then opened the door of his carriage.

“Langley Downs,” Simon instructed him.

He had a good twenty minutes before he reached the Hawthornes’ estate, and he leaned his head back against the squabs, closing his eyes. Lily hadn’t made any comments about wanting to marry him, just that she didn’t want him to send her away. Everything would be fine, if he could just see her again.

When he arrived at Langley Downs, Simon nearly bowled the old butler over on his way inside. “Y-your Grace,” the man stuttered, righting himself.

“I’d like to see Miss Rutledge,” Simon announced.

The butler shook his head. “Miss Rutledge and Miss Hawthorne are preparing for the ball. Would you like to wait for them in the parlor?”

He’d like to stomp right up the Hawthornes’ stairs, knock down Prisca’s door, and throw Lily over his shoulder… Though he didn’t really have a choice. “The parlor?”

The Hawthornes’ butler nodded. “We have a full house today, Your Grace.”

“Indeed?” Simon soon found himself at the threshold of Langley Downs’ yellow parlor. One, two, three, four… Every Hawthorne brother was in attendance, save one. “Where’s Blaine?” he asked in way of greeting.

Emory looked up from his perusal of The Times. “Still at Cambridge. How are you, Simon?” He stood, crossed the room, and offered his hand, which Simon clasped.

Every other Hawthorne brother offered his welcome and then went back to his previous activity. Garrick and Pierce returned to their game of chess, and Darius focused his attention on a piece of foolscap.

“Brandy?” Emory asked him, as he headed for a decanter.

Simon nodded. What were they all doing here? Emory was generally the only one in residence. “What brought everyone home?”

Emory handed him a tumbler and shrugged. “Prisca, it seems, is intent on finding a husband for your Miss Rutledge, and she thought to start with us.”

Simon nearly broke the glass in his hands. He had to rein in his control to keep from doing so. “She what?”

Emory smiled. “Did you really bestow a grotesquely large dowry on the chit? That doesn’t seem like you.”

They’d never discussed amounts. Although Lily said she wouldn’t accept even a farthing from him. Simon’s vision got bleary. Lily wouldn’t do this. How many times had she told him she wanted to stay?

“You all right, Blackmoor?” Emory asked, concern in his voice.

Simon nodded. “I’m, uh, just surprised she told anyone, is all.” Why would she have told Prisca Hawthorne, of all people? He would strangle any Hawthorne brother who thought he could take Lily from him.

“So it is true?”

“I said it, yes.” Could he take it back? March up the stairs and demand she forget any man except him? That idea had promise. “I would like to see Miss Rutledge.”

Emory smirked. “Good luck with that. Prisca said they’ll be down when they’re ready and not a moment before.”
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