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CHAPTER 1

London, June 1816

Amelia Templeton propped her hand on her chin and tapped the nib of her quill against the paper lying on the desktop in front of her. She’d spent the entire morning preparing the list that now sat glaring at her like a challenge. But she was pleased with the result. Three names. (Well, four, actually, but the fourth one didn’t truly count.) Names of the three men she was targeting to…marry. And this time, this time, she would not fail. Mama wanted a title in the family and Amelia—always dutiful, always proper—intended to deliver. With these three names, she could not fail.

She rubbed a finger down the list, smudging the ink a bit.

Number one, the Duke of Stanford.

Number two, the Marquis of Bartholomew.

And number three, the Earl of Highland.

All of whom were exceedingly eligible, exceedingly titled, and—most importantly—exceedingly p-o-o-r. Which made them the perfect trio. Papa had money to spare, after all. Amelia was sitting upon an indecently large dowry. One that was sure to lure these gentlemen. Which one didn’t matter.

Amelia let her gaze slide to the fourth name on the list. It tugged at her heart. Sent her mind reeling back to memories. Memories—

“Have you finished your task?” Amelia jumped as Mama strode into the drawing room, her skirts crinkling. She arched a judgmental brow at her only daughter.

Mama never failed to frighten her. She stood in front of her, tapping her slippered foot on the marble floor and glaring at Amelia over her folded arms. The woman always smelled like starch. The acrid scent burnt Amelia’s nose.

Her heart firmly lodged in her throat, Amelia quickly ripped the fourth name from the bottom of the list. It would not do for her mother to see that name. Not at all. Amelia stuffed the bit of paper into the pocket of her morning dress. Then she quickly stood up and hurried over to face her mother.

“Yes, Mama.” Amelia nodded, gulping. “I just finished.”

Mama’s hawk-like eyes rested on the paper. “Let me see it.” She held out a palm and allowed Amelia to press the parchment into it.

Mama turned the paper around. Her gaze scanned the page. One blond-gray eyebrow still arched.

“The Earl of Highland,” she intoned. “Certainly a fine and decent choice. His connections are impeccable.”

And he’s nearly sixty. But Amelia let out a sigh of relief. Thank goodness Mama approved. The earl was the least prestigious title on the list and Amelia had been half-afraid Mama would reject him. Amelia had lost a marquis, after all. Would a lowly earl replace him? Apparently, so.

Her mother gave her a stern stare. “Stop wringing your hands,” she commanded, before turning her attention back to the list. “The Marquis of Bartholomew.” A slow smile spread across Mama’s face. “Excellent. If you land him, the Marquis of Colton will rue the day he let you go.”

Her face carefully blank, Amelia nodded. “Yes, Mama.” She hated it when Mama brought up the Marquis of Colton. But after what Amelia had done—crying off from her engagement to one of London’s most eligible noblemen—she was fortunate Mama was still speaking to her. A few mentions of Lord Colton were to be taken in stride.

The Marquis of Bartholomew was also much older than Amelia, but no matter. What did being young and attractive have to do with the business of marriage, after all? Well, at least for the men… Unfair, unfair, unfair. But, typical, typical, typical.

Mama’s eyes touched the last name on the list. She sucked in her breath. “The Duke of Stanford?” Her voice nearly dripped with anticipation. Was Mama salivating? Amelia could have sworn she saw a bit of spittle on the sides of her mother’s mouth. “The duke…” Mama repeated, her eyes growing wide. She stared off—not seeing—out the window into the gardens beyond. “You could be the Duchess of Stanford…a duchess.”

Amelia pressed her lips together. Of course Mama liked Stanford the best. He held the most prestigious title of them all. He also happened to be the oldest and sickest of the lot. Amelia fought her shudder. Perhaps Stanford would do her the courtesy of slipping away peacefully in his sleep soon after the nuptials—oh, and after he’d done his duty and got her with an heir. The duke had survived three duchesses already—none of whom had produced the future duke—so Amelia had placed his name on the list. He was decrepit—and if rumors were to be believed, sorely in need of her dowry, and desperate for a legitimate heir. The perfect candidate.

Mama let the list float to the desk in front of Amelia’s face. “You’ve done well, my child. I find nothing to object to with any of these gentlemen. And now that you’ve picked the names yourself, I expect there shall be no more nonsense about the fright of your wedding night. Do you hear me?”

Amelia nodded again. Of course Mama didn’t find anything wrong with the gentlemen. She didn’t have to face the prospect of spending a scary wedding night with any of them. She wasn’t the one who’d read that awful Secrets of a Wedding Night pamphlet, after all.

Mama and her crinkly skirts turned back toward the door. “I’ll tell Hannah to begin packing for the house party immediately.”

“Yes, Mama.”

“And then I’ll see to it that all three of those gentlemen are in attendance.”

“Yes, Mama.”

Amelia had no doubts. If Horatia Templeton was anything, she was well-connected. The woman was gifted with the ability to procure an invitation to nearly any party in town, for anyone. Their little family was Society hangers-on, barely able to claim a foothold in the ton, and that, based solely upon Papa’s distant relatives. But Mama used their wealth and what little connection they did have to full and constant advantage.

Mama swept from the room, her mind no doubt filled with images of her daughter, the future duchess. Amelia waited until the door clicked shut, then turned back toward the windows and slowly pulled the bit of paper from her pocket.

The fourth name.

She unfolded the little crumpled piece of parchment and smoothed her hand across the three words. She swallowed hard. A title did not accompany this name. And in addition to that sin, there was another even greater one. For the name that stared back at Amelia from the scrap of paper was Mister Thaddeus Hammond. Her brother’s former best friend. Her own former close friend. The man responsible for her brother’s death.

And she didn’t have much time to find him.








CHAPTER 2

Amelia waited in the coach, her breath stuck in her throat. The footman was taking a bit too long. She bit her lip. Either that or he was unable to find Thaddeus Hammond. Oh God, please don’t let it be that. Thaddeus had to be here, didn’t he? He owned the place. She glanced out the window anxiously. If anyone saw Papa’s coach stopped in the back alley near a boxing saloon, she’d never live it down. And if word got back to Mama—Amelia shuddered—oh, she couldn’t even think about the peal that would ring around her ears then. Best not to contemplate it. But what the devil was keeping that footman?

Moments later, the door to the coach cracked open and Thaddeus Hammond’s familiar face appeared. When he saw Amelia, he smiled, but there was a bit of a warning in his eyes. She remembered Thaddeus being happy, friendly, open. This Thaddeus was a bit guarded, brooding. And there was something else about him too, something…compelling. There was a scar near his right eye. Amelia swallowed. She knew where he’d got that scar.

“Good to see you, Amy,” he said with a smile. “But what in the deuce could you be thinking, coming here?”


Amelia swallowed. She hadn’t been called Amy in so long. It was odd, awkward. Bittersweet. She shook her head. But she’d also come prepared for his argument. What indeed had she been thinking, coming here? She folded her hands in her lap and regarded him calmly. “Good afternoon, Thaddeus. I really must speak with you.”

He arched a brow. “You couldn’t have sent round a note?”

She shook her head emphatically. “No. There’s no time. I’m leaving for the country soon. And, er, I didn’t quite want what I have to say to be captured in…writing.”

Both of his eyebrows shot up then and he looked back and forth over his shoulders quickly before pulling himself up into the coach. He settled himself in the seat next to Amelia and rapped on the door to the coachman. The door slid open. “Yes, sir?”

“Drive around the park, please,” he commanded and Amelia knew he’d done it so her coach wouldn’t be spotted behind the boxing saloon.

Amelia allowed her shoulders to relax. Oh good. Thaddeus would hear her out.

Now that he was sitting next to her, she was afforded a better view of her old friend. She glanced at him and her eyes widened. Thaddeus looked…different. Quite different. The last time she’d seen him, she’d been fifteen and Thaddeus had been twenty-two. He’d always had chestnut-brown hair, which was now closely cropped, and nearly aquamarine eyes, but she’d never noticed quite how, well—devastatingly handsome he was before. But then again, the last time she’d seen him she’d been in mourning for her brother, nearly out of her mind with grief, trying to comfort her mother…and shocked at the news she’d just heard.


She stole another surreptitious glance at Thaddeus. He wore buckskin breeches and a white lawn shirt that was partially open at the throat. He might have the same eyes and the same hair, but otherwise, Thaddeus looked about as different as a man could look. He’d been thin the last time she’d seen him, lanky perhaps. The remnants of adolescence hadn’t entirely worn off. But now there was absolutely nothing adolescent about him. Thaddeus had grown muscles in the last three years. Big, strong, bulging muscles. His arms were wide and thick. His neck was strong and his shoulders positively broad. His ready grin had been replaced by the barest hint of creases around the sides of his firm lips. Thaddeus Hammond had changed. No question about it.

“Have you spent the last three years doing nothing but boxing?” The words sprang from her lips before she could stop them. She quickly pressed her gloved fingers over her mouth. Not the best start to a conversation.

His grin was positively wolfish. “Best boxer in town,” he answered. “Gentleman Jack’s got nothing on me.”

There was his trademark cockiness too. Amelia had always admired that about him. She herself didn’t possess a cocky bone in her body.

“Well, you certainly look it,” she replied, and then her blush burned her cheeks. She must learn to keep her mouth firmly shut. Good heavens, not every thought in one’s head should come out of one’s mouth, as Mama would say. And it was especially distracting when all she could think about was how he smelled like an intoxicating combination of soap and leather and the barest hint of manly cologne.


He winked at her and her heart did a little flip. “I can fight anyone,” he said. “Nearly makes up for the shame I’ve brought upon my poor family, owning a boxing saloon and all.” His tone indicated that he didn’t give a fig what his “poor family” thought.

“But enough about that,” he continued. “What about you?” He stared down at her over his perfectly straight nose. “You took a great risk coming to the saloon, you know?”

The coach pulled away from the alleyway with a jolt. Thaddeus pulled the curtains tight on both windows before settling back in his seat and facing her. “All right then, out with it. What do you so desperately need to speak with me about?”

Amelia bit her lip. She’d had plenty of time to think about this. She’d produced and discarded a great number of explanations. But she’d yet to have settled upon one that seemed quite—well, accurate. She glanced at Thaddeus out of the corners of her eyes. She’d just have to do her best. She pressed her hands to the seat so she wouldn’t wring them. Unladylike, Mama would say. But today was a bit of a hand-wringing day. Amelia cleared her throat. “I suppose you’ve heard the gossip…about me, I mean.”

Thaddeus nodded solemnly. “I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t.”

Amelia expelled her breath. So much the better. Thank goodness. She wouldn’t have to explain much about her disgrace unless…

“What the deuce happened between you and the Marquis of Colton to make you cry off?”

Amelia pulled at the collar of her day dress. Unless Thaddeus started asking questions.

She forced herself to clasp her hands together tightly. No. More. Hand. Wringing. She winced. “I got…frightened.”

“Frightened?” He blinked at her.

“Yes.” She nodded vigorously. “I was extremely frightened actually.”

A dark storm cloud of a look settled on Thaddeus’s face and he shifted forward in his seat, his eyes meeting hers. “You know I never worried about you, Amy, when you were engaged to Colton. I’ve always thought he was a good sort. But if he did anything to harm you…anything at all, I swear by God I’ll find him and—”

Amelia rested her hand on Thaddeus’s and squeezed. Why did that simple motion send sparks up her arm all of a sudden? “No, no. Nothing like that. It wasn’t the marquis’s fault at all.”

Thaddeus’s shoulders relaxed a bit but his eyes remained narrowed on her. “Then what happened exactly?”

Amelia squeezed her eyes shut. She’d hoped to have been spared this particular bit of humiliation, but Thaddeus deserved the truth, especially given what she was about to ask of him.

“Exactly what happened is…” This time she shoved her hands under her skirts. Better to sit on them than wring them. “Have you heard of a pamphlet entitled Secrets of a Wedding Night?”

Thaddeus whistled. “Heard of it? I’ve had scores of patrons ask for a copy of the thing. Though I can’t say I’ve read it myself.”

She closed her eyes again briefly. Of course he’d heard of it. The entire town had heard of it. “Yes, well, I read it. Was sent a copy, actually. Though that doesn’t matter. I read it just after the marquis and I became betrothed and I was so frightened I nearly…well, suffice it to say… I cried off.”

Thaddeus’s eyebrows remained raised. “What exactly did that pamphlet say?”

Amelia pulled her hands out from under her skirts and pressed them against her heated cheeks. “Oh, it’s neither here nor there. I’ve since learned that it was probably written by the new Marchioness of Colton in an attempt to thwart my engagement, but—”

“Not very sporting of the marchioness, now, was it?” Thaddeus winked at her with those positively mesmerizing blue eyes.

Amelia waved a hand in the air. “I’ve forgiven her. Seems she was madly in love with Lord Colton and I cannot say I was. Though he was a sight better than my current choices, but that’s also not the point.”

Thaddeus took her free hand and squeezed it. Despite the barrier of her glove, sparks shot up her arm again. She tamped down the nervous feeling that rose in her belly and met his eyes.

“I’ve been worried about you, Amy. Very worried. Ever since I heard your engagement had been broken.”

“Why didn’t you write?” The question was more difficult to ask than she’d expected. And once again she wished she could take back her words.

“Unless you knew a letter was coming, it was too dangerous.”

Amelia glanced away and swallowed. He was right. They’d kept in touch all these years. But she’d always been the one to initiate the correspondence. She kept the loyal footman on the lookout for Thaddeus’s responses, and ensured Mama never knew she was corresponding with the enemy.

Amelia drew back the curtain slightly and glanced out the window. They were halfway through the park already. She’d have to speak quickly if she was going to explain everything and secure his agreement before their trip was through. “I’m fine, Thaddeus. At least… I will be. But I need your help.”

His brow furrowed. He searched her face. “What is it, Amy? Are you all right?”

She straightened her shoulders and steeled her resolve. This is what she’d come to say, after all. Might as well out with it. “Do you remember that day…when you told me you would assist me anytime, with whatever I needed?” Of course they both remembered that day, the day Paul had died. How could they forget it? But did Thaddeus remember his promise?

He sat up straight. His jaw tightened. “Of course I remember, Amy. I stand by that promise. I would do anything for you. Whenever you need it. I owe your brother my life.”

Amelia let out her pent-up breath. Thank God. He remembered.

His eyes quickly scanned her face. “What do you need? Money? Name it. It’s yours.”

She pressed her shaking hands against her knees. Name it. Exactly what she’d hoped he would say. Amelia briefly closed her eyes. She was about to give new meaning to the word awkward. But there was no help for it. She lowered her voice. She would die a slow, agonizing death by embarrassment if the coachman overheard what she was about to say.


“Thaddeus,” she whispered. “I need you to spend a wedding night with me.”








CHAPTER 3

When he finished coughing and pounding his chest, Thad narrowed his eyes on Amy. Or more correctly, Amelia. Miss Amelia Templeton, his deceased closest friend’s little sister who had somehow grown up into the most enchantingly lovely young woman Thad had ever seen. Her silken, luxurious, blond hair was caught up under a most fetching bonnet with small ringlets left to curl at her rose-colored cheeks. Her cornflower-blue eyes were wide and lovely. Her nose was pert and her mouth petal-pink. And he felt positively indecent for thinking how generously…endowed she was. She looked like a goddess descended from the heavens. He stared at her, his mouth opening and closing in rhythm. For someone who hadn’t been found without words since he’d begun to speak, Thad was struck dumb for the first time in his entire life. He hadn’t exactly been expecting her to ask him for money. Her parents were indecently wealthy. But whatever he’d expected her to ask of him, it certainly had not been this.

She was also the only person in entire world who still called him Thaddeus; everyone else, all friends and family members had been sufficiently threatened.

He finished pounding his chest and cleared his throat one last time. “Are you…let me get this clear…are you asking me to marry you, Amy?”

Her tinkling laughter soon filled the coach. “Oh, no, no, no…no, no.”

He eyed her askance. She didn’t have to be quite that emphatic in her denial. “Then I don’t understand. What exactly are you asking?”

She blushed beautifully, a light pink color spreading across her pretty, clear skin. “I’m asking you to…” She glanced away. “Oh, I knew this would be uncomfortable.”

Thad watched her carefully. She was so open and truthful. There wasn’t a bit of dishonesty about her, a refreshing change from the people with whom he usually kept company. Those who bet on boxing matches; gamers, on the whole, were not known to be open.

“You’ve come this far,” he prompted. “You might as well out with it.” Not to mention the fact that he was damn curious to know what exactly she wanted from him. Spend a wedding night with him? What in the bloody hell did that mean exactly? Especially now that he’d firmly established that she was not, in fact, proposing marriage to him. Not that that was any surprise. He would be the last man in the world her mother would allow her to marry, the very last. Not that he wanted to, of course.

Amy was wringing her hands until he feared she’d pluck them off. He caught them and pulled them apart. “By all means,” he said in what he hoped was an encouraging tone. “Tell me.”

“I’ve made a list.” She cleared her throat. “A list of…eligible…gentlemen, that is. And I intend to marry one of them.”

“Go on,” he prompted when she looked as if she wanted to bury her pretty pink face in her hands.

She bit her lip in one of the most fetching displays he’d ever seen. Thad was used to being around the women who frequented the gambling clubs where he spent his time. Women without a trace of modesty or shyness to their names. He hadn’t realized how long it had been since he saw a woman blush, truly blush. And to his surprise, he adored it. Amy squared her shoulders and faced him, obviously attempting to steel up her courage.

“I intend to marry one of them,” she replied. “But, you see, I was horribly frightened by that pamphlet and I want to not be so frightened on my wedding night. I want to know exactly what to expect.”

His eyes narrowed on her. He still wasn’t entirely sure he understood her correctly, but he bloody well intended to find out before he made a complete ass of himself and assumed a bit too much. Why, she’d slap him and toss him from the coach if she knew what he was thinking.

“Did the pamphlet not explain what to expect?” he asked cautiously.

The blush was still firmly ensconced upon her cheeks. “Not…not exactly.” She whispered something that sounded suspiciously like, “Oh, I am simply mortified.”

By God, she was implying exactly what he’d thought she was implying. He was in no danger of being slapped. Unfortunately?

Thad ran the back of his hand across his forehead. Was it getting hot in the coach all of a sudden?

“Amy, you don’t mean… You can’t mean…”


Her eyes were squeezed shut, but she nodded rapidly. “Yes, Thaddeus. I want you to spend the night with me. I want you to teach me what a wedding night is like.”

She opened her eyes again and Thad struggled to keep the shock from his face.

Struck dumb for the second time in his life within the span of five minutes. Unheard of. But what in God’s name was he supposed to say to this?

“Amy, I’m flattered. Truly I am, but—”

“No. No. No.” She cut him off. “Please don’t say no. You must hear me out first.”

He flashed her a grin. “Perhaps you should hear me out first.”

She sighed and crossed her arms over her chest. “Very well.”

His crack of laughter bounced off the sides of the coach. “My lady, you are not very good at selling things, I see, or you wouldn’t have allowed me to go first.”

She sat forward, pointing her finger and opening her mouth to speak, but he motioned her back into place. “No, you already agreed. I get to speak.” He pulled at the lapels on his shirt.

“First of all,” he continued, lowering his voice a bit. “I hate to be indelicate, but won’t you want to—ahem—save yourself for your actual wedding night?”

She shook her head and gave him a triumphant smile. “If you’d seen the list of my potential husbands, you wouldn’t even ask that question.”

He widened his eyes. “By all means then, let me see the list.”

She hesitated a moment before pulling open the strings of her reticule and plucking out a piece of paper. She presented it to Thad with a flourish.


He quickly scanned the small list, his brows drawing together more tightly with each name. “The Earl of Highland. Why, the man must be as old as your father!”

She rolled her eyes and motioned back to the list with her chin. “Keep reading.”

“Bartholomew! He’s older than your father.”

She shrugged and Thad’s eyes reluctantly returned to the list. God only knew who else—”The Duke of… You must be jesting. He’s your grandfather’s age!”

Wrinkling her nose, Amelia pulled the list from between Thad’s fingers and poked it back inside her reticule. “So, you see, I doubt any of those men will notice if my maidenhead is in place on my wedding night.”

Thad clenched his jaw and stared out the sliver of window still visible between the curtains. They were quickly coming to the end of their ride. He didn’t have much time to try to talk some sense into Amy. “Assuming that that is true,” he said. “Why don’t you just ask your mother what happens on a wedding night? There’s no need to go to such an extreme, is there?”

Amy looked absolutely mortified and, for a moment, Thad regretted asking the question.

“I did ask Mama,” she said in a barely discernible voice.

Oh God, he really hated to ask this next one. “And?”

“And she told me the pamphlet is true. She told me it’s painful and awful but over quickly if one is quite fortunate.”

Jesus Christ. Thad clenched his fist, steeling himself against punching it through the bloody door. He’d never much cared for Amy and Paul’s mother but he suddenly had the urge to shake the woman for frightening her lovely daughter. “ ‘Over quickly if one is fortunate,’ “ he bit out. “Seriously?”

Her cheeks bright pink, Amy nodded.

He groaned and ran his fingers through his hair. He wasn’t about to take Amy up on her shocking offer, but he didn’t want her to go on believing that all conjugal relations were unpleasant either. “Look, Amy, it’s not like that. Um, er, it doesn’t have to be. It can actually be quite…pleasant.” God, he sounded like a bloody fool. “Enjoyable.”

She nodded happily and smiled at him. “Exactly why I want you to…”

He shook his head. No. He needed to go about this in an entirely different manner. “Isn’t there someone, some young man whom you fancy?”

She blinked at that and shook her head. The look on her face was positively forlorn. How could someone so lovely have no young, handsome suitors? Why, Amy deserved a score of suitors, rich, noble, handsome, all with much better reputations than his own.

Thad glanced out the window. They were leaving the park, headed back to the saloon on the other side of St. James.

“Thaddeus, you must understand. Ever since Paul died, all Mama has ever asked of me is that I marry someone with a title. Most of the eligible titles belong to ugly old men. I made an awful mess of things with Lord Colton. It’s my own fault. It’s as simple as that. I must fix my mistake.” She squared her shoulders. “And I will. But I don’t want to be scared half out of my mind this time. I want to know what’s expected of me. You’re the only young man I know. The only one I can ask such a thing.” She grabbed up his hand. “Please, Thaddeus, you must say yes. You must help me.”

Thad cursed under his breath. Damn it. She looked so helpless and vulnerable. He couldn’t believe it, but he was going to help her. And it wasn’t because she’d pleaded with him. It wasn’t because her blue eyes were beseeching him with tears threatening. It wasn’t even because he’d promised her that he’d do anything for her and he would never break that promise. No. He was going to help her because she’d said the one thing against which he was powerless to resist. “Ever since Paul died all Mama has ever asked of me is that I marry someone with a title.”

Paul had been engaged when he’d died that horrible day three years ago. He’d been engaged to Lady Evelyn Shirley, the daughter of an earl. Mrs. Templeton had been on the eve of getting what she’d always wanted. A socially connected in-law. And then, Paul had died and those dreams were shattered. Thad cursed again and closed his eyes. All these years, he and Amy had kept up a correspondence, helping each other through the unbearable grief of Paul’s death. He’d been fortunate, Thad knew, to have Amy to talk to through the letters. He’d been more than fortunate that Paul’s sister hadn’t blamed him the way Paul’s mother had. Amy had been a good friend to Thad and he’d meant it when he’d told her he would do absolutely anything for her. But he was going to help her now because he’d never guessed the one thing that should have been obvious from the moment Paul died. How could Thad have been so stupid? How could he not have known? Amy was paying for Thad’s mistake with the rest of her life. Her mother was about to marry her off to an old man for the sole purpose of gaining the illustrious elusive title she’d always wanted in the family. And just like Paul’s death, it was all Thad’s fault.

“I will help you,” he breathed, hardly believing the words coming from his own mouth.

Amy’s hand flew to her throat and relief flooded her pretty features. “Oh, thank heavens.”

“I will help you,” Thad repeated, meeting her eyes as the coach pulled to a stop back in the alley behind the saloon. “On one condition.”








CHAPTER 4

Thaddeus had jumped from the coach as soon as it rolled to a stop in front of his club. He hadn’t even bothered to name his condition or discuss any of the details with Amelia. When would they meet? Where? How? It was all a big question mark lingering in her brain as he’d leaped from the coach and slapped the side of the conveyance, signaling to the coachman to leave at once.

“I’ll be in touch. Soon,” was all he’d said as the coach bounced away down the alley. And Amelia would just have to live with that promise. She had little choice.

She settled back against the seat cushions and replayed the last half hour in her head. In addition to being handsome, charming, and completely inappropriate company, Thaddeus Hammond had a way of making her remember Paul. He used many of the same mannerisms her brother had used, a sprinkling of the same expressions. And no one on this earth (other than Paul) had ever called her Amy. Mama hated that name. Had forbid it from the house, along with Thaddeus’s letters and Paul’s belongings.

Yes. The same week her brother had died, Mama had ordered all of his things packed and removed. Amelia had no idea where all of her brother’s possessions had gone, but his rooms had quickly been converted to guest lodgings and Mama had made it quite clear that they were to pretend as if Paul had never even existed. “Well-bred people do not grieve,” her mother had declared. And she meant to keep it that way. Oh, they’d done the well-bred thing and publicly mourned. They wore their black-dyed clothing for the requisite six months before switching to lighter grays for the remainder of that first year, but they had never grieved. And that’s why Thaddeus had been such a godsend to Amelia. He was the only person to whom she could mention her brother. The only other person who had truly loved Paul and still acknowledged his existence. Papa was no help to her. He rarely emerged from his study and he never stood up to his determined wife.

Amelia pushed an unruly curl back into her bonnet. She’d never imagined she would call on Thaddeus and ask him what she had today, but then again, life hadn’t exactly gone as she’d planned over the last three years, let alone the last three months. She’d been a disappointment to Mama from the moment she was born. The only time Amelia had ever felt her mother’s approbation was during her brief engagement to the Marquis of Colton. And then she’d managed to go and ruin that too. But this time, this time, she would not ruin it. She would do anything to keep from causing a mess of her engagement, wedding, and subsequent wedding night, even if it meant doing something that would cause a hideous scandal if word ever got out. But she trusted Thaddeus to keep her secret.

The coach pulled to a stop in front of Papa’s town house and the coachman handed her down onto the street. Pulling up her skirts with one hand, she made her way quickly up the front steps and into the foyer. If Mama found her out in the middle of the day without one of the maids, why, she would never hear the end of it. Amelia placed her hand on the cherry wood stair railing, in preparation for her flight up the staircase to her room.

“Where have you been?”

Amelia winced. She slowly turned to see her mother standing behind her, her arms tightly crossed over her chest and a thunderous expression on her face. Not for the first time, Amelia had the thought that her mother would actually be pretty if she wasn’t so angry all of the time.

Amelia bit her lip. How would she talk herself out of this one? She was absolutely dreadful at talking herself out of things.

“Mama, I…” She’d learned long ago, the less talking, the better.

Her mother glared at her, her foot tapping on the marble floor. “You’ve been out?”

“Yes, I…” She nervously ran her tongue over her bottom lip. “Went out for a bit of shopping. I needed a new ribbon for my blue bonnet.”

“You went out, alone?” Her mother’s voice rose steadily. Never a good sign.

Amelia pulled at the collar of her day dress. “I…um. That is to say…”

Her mother’s eyes narrowed. “Stop wringing your hands and answer me!”

“No, Mrs. Templeton, I went with her.” Hannah came scurrying out of the servants’ corridor, fastening her apron around her waist as if she’d just finished putting her clothing to rights after a morning spent on Bond Street.

Mama’s head snapped around to face the poor maid. “You went with her?” Mama raised her chin. Her voice dripped skepticism.

Hannah’s gaze dipped to the floor “Yes, Mrs. Templeton.”

“I don’t recall you asking my permission to leave.” Mama’s eyebrow remained raised.

“My apologies,” Hannah replied and Amelia’s heart went out to the maid who was only five years her senior. She and Hannah had been together for as long as Amelia could remember. They were best friends and oh, she should have taken Hannah with her this morning, then she wouldn’t have risked her mother’s wrath for herself or the maid.

“See that it doesn’t happen again,” Mama commanded.

“Of course, Mrs. Templeton.” Hannah bobbed a curtsy.

“Now help Amelia off with her gown and prepare her things for this evening. We’ll be attending the Richmonds’ dinner party. The Earl of Highland will be there.”

Thankful for the reprieve from the questions, Amelia took Hannah’s hand and quickly made her way up the stairs. At the first landing, her mother’s voice stopped her.

“Did you find it, Amelia?”

Amelia closed her eyes. “Find what, Mama?”

“The blue ribbon for your bonnet.”

Instead of wringing her hands, Amelia counted to ten. It was a little trick she’d taught herself long ago whenever Mama made her nervous. “No, Mama.” She opened her eyes and shook her head. “They didn’t have the exact shade of blue I was looking for.” She continued up the stairs without looking back to see if Mama appeared to believe that little tidbit.


When the bedchamber door closed behind them, Amelia quickly pulled Hannah into the dressing room to recount the morning’s adventures in a series of loud whispers.

“So, what happens next?” Hannah asked breathlessly, after hearing the entire tale. “What did Mr. Hammond say?”

“He said he’d contact me soon.”

“Contact you soon?”

Amelia shrugged. “It’s not exactly the type of thing one leaves a calling card for, is it?”

“No, I suppose not.” Hannah giggled. “So, what should we do next?”

Amelia smoothed her hands down her skirts. “I thought about it on the ride home and I think the Lexingtons’ country house party next week will be the perfect occasion.”

Hannah’s cheeks turned red. “To…”

Amelia’s cheeks burned too. “Yes.”

Hannah nodded. It was just like the maid to be briskly efficient. “Very well. What would you like me to do?”

Amelia clutched at Hannah’s wrists and stared her in the eyes. “We must convince Mama. Tell her as often as you can how you’ve heard anyone and everyone will be attending the house party next week. She’s already said we’ll go, but I cannot have her changing her mind.”

Hannah nodded. “Consider it done.”

Amelia let out her breath. “Thank you. And I’m sorry to have placed you in such an awful position back there.” She gestured with her chin toward the door. “I should have taken you with me this morning, I suppose. Only I couldn’t know how Mr. Hammond would react and I didn’t want it to be more uncomfortable than it would be already.”

Hannah gave her a warm smile. “You should have taken someone with you.”

Amelia stifled her laugh. “Who? I don’t have any friends. Besides you and Thaddeus, that is.”

Hannah shook her head. “A shame, that.”

Amelia let out a long sigh. She’d had little opportunity to make friends. After Paul’s death, her mother had used her deep pockets and her husband’s connections to Society to secure Amelia a spot in Mrs. Harris’s Finishing School for Refined Young Ladies. It was the most exclusive school in London and while there, Amelia had rubbed elbows with the finest young ladies in the country. But they all kept their distance from Amelia as she was not precisely one of them and her mother strictly forbade her from associating with the young women from her own social strata. As a result, Amelia had become quite lonely and isolated.

“I’m only glad that Mama’s already said you may come with me when I’m married, Hannah.”

Hannah squeezed Amelia’s hand. “I know you didn’t love Lord Colton, but I cannot help but think he was ever so much better than the gentlemen you’re choosing from now. Are you quite sure about this, Miss Amelia?”

Amelia turned around, allowing Hannah to help her off with her pelisse, then she waited patiently for the maid to unbutton the short row of buttons down her back before she slipped out of her gown.

“It’s true that Lily Morgan may have taken Lord Colton from me, in a manner of speaking, but that lady also gave me an idea.”

Hannah assisted Amelia in pulling her chemise over her head. “An idea? Whatever do you mean?”

“When Lily was married to the Earl of Merrill, he only lived a month beyond the wedding.”

Hannah cocked her head to the side. “But he was old and sick.”

A slow smile spread across Amelia’s face. “Precisely. That’s why I picked Highland, Bartholomew, and Stanford.”

Hannah’s mouth formed a wide O. “You cannot mean you wish for your husband to-to d-die?”

“I have no intention of helping it along, if that’s what you’re worried about,” Amelia replied. “But if nature takes its course…” She shrugged. “I’ll be making Mama happy and securing my own freedom at the same time. Once I’m a widow, I can do whatever I want. I shall be entirely free of Mama’s schemes.”

Hannah moved from the dressing room and plumped the pillows on the bed. “If that’s how you feel, then it stands to reason that you would choose—”

“The oldest and sickest of the lot,” Amelia finished.

“The Duke of Stanford,” Hannah breathed.

Amelia allowed the maid to slip the night rail over her head. Her mother always insisted she take a two-hour nap before she attended a party. Mustn’t have bags under your eyes, Mama would say.

“Precisely.” Amelia slid under the cool sheets that Hannah held back for her.

“Very well. While you’re pretending to nap, I’ll go put a bug in your mother’s ear about the Lexingtons’ house party.”

Amelia relaxed back against the pillows. “And I shall conceive of a way to procure an invitation to the Lexingtons’ house party for Mr. Hammond.” She winked at Hannah. “The perfect opportunity. Where better than a house party to spend an illicit evening with a gentleman?”

Hannah winked back.

“And the Duke of Stanford’s presence will ensure that Mama allows me to attend,” Amelia added.

Hannah stopped in the doorway, hesitant. “Are you quite certain the Lexingtons will agree to invite Mr. Hammond to their house party? I mean”—the maid bit her lip—”he is a ne’er-do-well who owns a boxing saloon, is he not?”

“Indeed he is,” Amelia replied, nestling beneath the soft linen sheets. “But that ne’er-do-well also just happens to be the grandson of a duke.”








CHAPTER 5

Amelia was nearly three hands into the most boring game of piquet she’d ever played when one of the Richmonds’ footmen approached her with a note. Dinner had long since been cleared and the ladies had moved into the drawing room to find their own amusements, which were not particularly amusing at all.

Just as Mama had predicted, the Earl of Highland had been at dinner, but they’d been seated quite far from one another. All of Mama’s ill-mannered attempts to engage the earl in conversation from across the table had resulted in little success.

For her part, however, Amelia had seen enough. Although nearly sixty, the earl seemed as healthy and robust as a man half his age. His death did not appear imminent in the slightest. The Earl of Highland went immediately to the bottom of the list.

Still, she smiled and nodded demurely at the earl, who greeted her enthusiastically and asked after her health and how she found the weather. No sense in being uncivil to the man. Highland might not look sickly, but one never knew when one’s health might take an unexpected turn for the worse.


Amelia quickly took the note from the footman’s gloved hand and glanced about the drawing room. None of the other ladies seemed to know or care that she’d just received a missive. They were all a bit too interested in the game. She tossed her cards on the table and excused herself. Walking quickly to the corner, she unfolded the paper and surreptitiously read its contents.

Meet me in the gardens at half past.—T

A thrill shot through her. She bit her lip to keep from smiling.

Thaddeus.

He always signed his correspondence with a single letter. More insurance in the event that her mother found their letters, not that it would be difficult to decipher based on the contents alone. Thankfully, to date, Amelia hadn’t had to test that particular theory.

But what was Thaddeus doing here? How had he even known she was here? It was true there was a certain set like the Lexingtons who would welcome him into their homes, but the Lexingtons were of the highest water. Nothing could damage their stellar reputation. People firmly on the midtier like the Richmonds had to be particularly careful when choosing dinner guests. Not to mention, if Mama even so much as suspected that Thaddeus would be at a particular party, she would studiously avoid it. Amelia was counting on the remoteness of the Lexingtons’ estate and the presence of the marriage-minded Duke of Stanford to keep her mother from turning around and leaving once she discovered Thaddeus’s presence. But that would all be next week if she could orchestrate such a feat. This week she must meet with Thaddeus and convince him to attend the house party in the first place. He detested Society events. And convincing him started with meeting him in the gardens here tonight and hopefully finding out more about his mysterious “one condition.”

Amelia glanced about again. None of the ladies were watching her. She carefully slipped the note into her reticule, stood, and made her way slowly to the door. Thankfully, Mama was deep in a conversation with Mrs. Richmond and some of the other matrons on the far side of the room. She didn’t appear to notice Amelia slip away.

Once in the darkened corridor, Amelia tiptoed down to the library where French doors led to the gardens. She said a brief prayer hoping that the library would be empty. Standing outside the double doors, she took a deep breath. A tiny skitter of anticipation raced down her spine. Why? It was only Thaddeus, her old friend. Paul’s old friend. She expelled her breath and repeated aloud to herself, “It’s just Thaddeus.”

She braced a hand on the cool brass handle and pushed open the door. The library, thankfully, was empty and dark. Only one candle burned on a small silver stick in the middle of the room. Amelia was thankful for that bit of light. She would just borrow it for a moment. Making her way over to it, she scooped up the candle and let it light her way across the room toward the glass doors that led outside. She couldn’t see anything beyond the blackness in the gardens. She steeled herself, and using her free hand, opened the door. She took two tentative steps outside.

Summer air floated over her skin with its scent of jasmine and roses. She made her way along the stone terrace to the far side of the veranda and set the candle upon the balustrade. She glanced down at her hands. They were shaking. She pressed them against her light pink skirts, but no doubt the way she was biting her lip was a sure giveaway that she was nervous. She stopped doing that too.

“Amy.” The name seemed to carry on the breeze, spoken in Thaddeus’s sure, deep voice. She wanted to kick herself. Sure? Deep? When in the world had she ever thought of Thaddeus’s voice at all, let alone as sure and deep? She turned. “Tha-Thaddeus?”

If it was the last thing she did, she would stop allowing awkward pauses between her words. She did it when she was nervous, usually when Mama was about, but now she was doing it in front of Thaddeus. Ridiculous. She was acting like a silly schoolgirl.

Thaddeus stepped forward out of the blackness at the end of the terrace. The glow of candlelight illuminated half of his—she sucked in her breath—oh-so-handsome face. He wore black evening clothes and a perfectly starched white cravat. Both brought out the startling light blue of his eyes. Like aquamarines, those eyes. She swallowed and looked away. Thaddeus had always seemed like a friend to her. Now he seemed like a dashing, debonair, handsome…suitor. She couldn’t help it. The word popped into her mind unbidden. He was exactly the kind of suitor she would wish for were she allowed to wish for such things. She shook her head to clear it of such unhelpful thoughts.


He strode forward and took her hands. “You look well—ah, hells bells, Amy, I’m just going to say it. You look beautiful.”

A warm heat spread across her cheeks. “Pardon?” Oh, she’d heard him all right, but she wanted to hear that again. She self-consciously pulled her hands from his.

“You look gorgeous,” he said. “Who knew you’d have grown into such a beauty?”

She traced a still-shaking finger along the balustrade. “I was all angles and awkwardness when I was younger,” she admitted, struggling not to bite her lip again.

“You had a mass of gold ringlets all over your head, that’s what I remember.”

“Ah, yes, I could never tame those things.” She snatched her hand away from the balcony and self-consciously pushed one of those same curls behind an ear. “I still struggle with them.” She tried to laugh but the sound lodged in her throat.

Thaddeus reached out and wrapped a curl around his fingertip. “Your hair looks like spun gold now.” His voice was soft, reverent.

Amelia swallowed.

He quickly pulled his hand away and scrubbed it through his own hair. He turned back to face her. “I’m glad you were able to get away to meet me.”

She cracked a smile. “I must admit, you surprised me. How did you know I was here?”

The side of his mouth quirked up in the semblance of a grin. Ah, there was the Thaddeus she remembered, quick to smile. Not so brooding.

“I have little problem finding people when I need them,” he said.


She glanced away. Ah yes, she knew that from his letters. How could she have forgotten? Thaddeus had picked a life of scandal, but he kept the tip of one boot firmly planted in society. After the scandal, his duel in which Paul had died, Thaddeus had shunned society. He’d already been the black sheep of his illustrious family. He hadn’t thought his reputation could get any blacker—or so his grandfather had been fond of saying—but Thaddeus had proven his grandfather wrong. So wrong. Being the owner of a boxing saloon was blacker still. And Amelia knew from his letters that he was quite proud of that reputation, or at least he said so. It was sad, really, when she stopped and thought about it. The fact that Thaddeus could never again be the carefree young man he had once been…before. But then again, they’d all changed since then, hadn’t they? Papa had gone into his study and rarely came out. Amelia herself had assumed the role of the eldest, the one who must marry a title. Even Mama had changed. Or had she? At any rate, she’d refocused her society-minded attention on her daughter.

“Ah yes, I remember you writing to tell me how you tracked down Lord Ridley in the middle of his wedding,” Amelia replied with a laugh.

This time Thaddeus definitely cracked a smile. “Ridley owed me a great deal of money.”

Money. The mention of it made Amelia stiffen. It was Paul’s money—or so her mother had claimed—that had attracted Thaddeus’s friendship to begin with. Of course her mother conveniently forgot how delighted she’d initially been when her son had become fast friends with the grandson of the Duke of Montclare.

“A duke,” her mother had said, dancing around the drawing room. “Just imagine the young ladies to whom you’ll be introduced at the duke’s parties.”

“Yes, yes, Mama,” Paul had replied. “There will be plenty of time for that. But Thad is a capital fellow in his own right.”

Amelia sighed. Paul had always had such patience with Mama, much more than Amelia had ever been able to manage. Oh, Paul, how she wished he were here now. She wanted to lean her head on his shoulder as she did when they were children and she was frightened. Guilt gnawed at her. There had been so many times when she’d had the awful thought that Paul was the lucky one, no longer having to deal with Mama’s obsessive desire to see their family advance in the rankings of society.

“A money-grabber,” Mama had screamed about Thaddeus that awful day when Dr. Murdock had come to the door to announce he’d done everything he could to save Paul’s life. “An opportunist,” Mama had railed. “A scheming, no-good user. He never cared a fig about your brother. He only ever wanted to use him as a bank, a steady stream of cash for his debauched vices.”

Amelia had run up to her room, hands tightly clapped over her ears, unable to listen to Mama screaming such hateful things about the boy her beloved brother had counted as his closest friend. Amelia had met Thaddeus Hammond on a handful of occasions and he had always been nothing but kind to her, bringing her a sweet from Vauxhall, or a flower for her hair. He seemed so safe and friendly. But above all, Amelia couldn’t allow herself to believe that her brother had died alone on a misty field outside London at dawn, the victim of a stupid male pastime without a friend to his name.

And then, Thaddeus had arrived at the front door, hat in hand, unmistakable unshed tears in his eyes, but his chin remained strong, upright. Mama had gone to the door herself. Amelia had snuck to the top of the staircase and peered down from the landing, holding her breath to hear what Mr. Hammond would say, somehow explain how this unthinkable thing could have possibly happened.

Mama had stood there wearing yellow—Amelia would never forget—so incongruous with the occasion. It was the last time for months that Mama would wear a color other than black and she’d yet to don yellow since.

“Mr. Hammond,” Mama had said through tightly clenched teeth, after refusing him entrance.

“Mrs. Templeton. I cannot tell you how sorry I am. I—”

Even from her perch at the top of the stairs, Amelia could tell something was wrong with him. His face looked bloody and bruised and he appeared to have a pronounced limp. He winced when he breathed. Mr. Hammond was injured. Severely so.

He’d been about to speak, to offer an explanation, but Mama’s voice had cut through the tomb-like silence of the foyer. “Mr. Hammond. I expect you to respect my request that you never darken our doorstep again.”

His jaw had clenched. If Amelia hadn’t been watching him so closely she might not have seen it. He flinched as if Mama had just slapped him and Amelia had flinched too. She clapped her hand over her mouth to keep Mama from hearing her gasp.

“Mrs. Templeton,” he said, in a voice that shook almost imperceptibly. “I can scarcely imagine how you must feel, but please allow me to explain…”

Mama had drawn up her shoulders. “Unless you can tell me, Mr. Hammond, that my only son is still alive, that he was not killed in a duel this morning, serving as your second, then you have absolutely nothing to say that I want to hear.”

Thaddeus glanced up then. His gaze met Amelia’s and she recognized the unmistakable tears shimmering in his clear blue eyes. The tears were illuminated by the candlelight from the chandelier hanging in the center of the foyer. In that one moment, Amelia felt his pain. No matter what had happened that morning, no matter what the explanation, she knew without a doubt that Thaddeus had loved her brother and he was hurting now, terribly.

He hung his head. “No, Mrs. Templeton.” His voice had cracked on that last word and Amelia would never forget it. As long as she lived.

The door had slammed then, right in Thaddeus’s face. And Amelia had gasped. Before she had a chance to incite her mother’s anger, Amelia jumped up, ran down the hall to the back staircase, down the steps, out the back door, down the porch, and around the house. Tears streaming down her face, she’d reached Thaddeus’s coach just before he’d driven away. She rapped on the door to the conveyance, her breath coming in heavy pants. Thaddeus must have ordered the coachman to stop. The door swung open and he leaned out.

“Amy,” he’d whispered hoarsely, and knowing her brother would never again call her by that name made her cry harder. “Amy, what are you doing here?”

Amelia was shaking violently. He reached out and squeezed her hand.

“I know,” Amelia had sobbed. “I know you loved him. I know you’re hurting too.”

When she saw him up close, she realized just how severely injured he was. He looked as if he’d been beaten within a pace of his life. His face was half blood-encrusted and his cheeks bruised. One of his eyes bulged from its socket in a gruesome manner. The muscle in his jaw had worked overtime and he blinked back his unshed tears. He winced when he spoke as if in pain from internal injuries. “I’m so sorry, Amy. So sorry. And I promise you this. If you need anything ever. Anything at all. You have only to ask and I’ll do it for you.”

She’d taken a great heaving breath. She glanced back at the town house. If Mama found her out here, she’d beat her soundly. “I cannot stay,” she whispered. “But will you write to me?”

He shook his head. “Amy, I can’t. It’s not appropriate, and if your mother finds out…”

“I’ll take care of that,” she said, wiping her tears with the backs of her hands. “Write me, Mr. Hammond, please. And I’ll write you.”

And so he had. At first they’d written about their grief. She’d called him Mr. Hammond, but he had always called her Amy and every time he did it was as if Paul were alive for a moment. But never, never in all their letters, had Thaddeus ever mentioned what happened that morning, and never, never had Amelia asked. They’d written about Paul, they’d written about London, about Thaddeus’s decision to open the boxing saloon, and Amelia’s coming out and even her engagement to Lord Colton. Soon after that, the letters had stopped. It would not be appropriate, Thaddeus informed her, for a bachelor to correspond with a betrothed—and then married—lady.

Amelia had cried that day, knowing she wouldn’t hear from him again, but perhaps that’s how it was meant to be when two people had been in each other’s lives the way they had been. Perhaps their time together had come to its natural conclusion. And while she’d thought about him every day, she hadn’t written him, hadn’t attempted to get in contact in any way until today. Until she’d reminded him of his promise.

Now she stood only a few paces away from him. Candlelight gently touched his familiar face, the bridge of his nose, the scar near his eye. The scent of jasmine wafted through the summer air, and her throat went dry. “Why did you ask me to meet you?” she finally managed.

“I wanted to speak with you.”

“To tell me your condition?” she asked, feeling her face heat. She was thankful for the darkness so he couldn’t see her blush.

He gave her an exasperated look. “You’re still determined to go through with this?”

“You thought I’d change my mind?” She furrowed her brow.

The hint of a smile touched his lips. “I should know better than that, shouldn’t I?”

She nodded once.

“Very well,” he said. “Here’s what we’re going to do.”








CHAPTER 6

Amelia watched as Thaddeus stepped closer. He was over six feet tall. She had to tip back her head to look up at him. Why had she never noticed that about him before?

“What?” she asked, forcing the words past the lump that had suddenly formed in her throat.

He expelled his breath and shoved his hands in his pockets. “Blast it, Amy. I can’t think clearly when you look at me like that.”

She blinked. “Like what?” She had no idea she’d been giving him any sort of a look.

“All innocent and sweet. Do you have any idea how long it has been since I saw a look of pure innocence on a woman’s face?”

She blinked again. “No I…”

He glanced away and pushed his hands farther into his pockets, kicking at the stones on the terrace. He shook his head. “My apologies. I shouldn’t have said that.”

“What’s your condition, Thaddeus?” she asked in as measured a voice as she could muster. She wasn’t about to say it but it was difficult for her to concentrate too. With his muscles and his maddening smell, he looked like a giant wall of…male and smelled so good she wanted to taste him. Thank heavens she’d only brought the one candle out here tonight. Had she borrowed an entire set, the bright blush on her face would no doubt be visible from Vauxhall.

Thaddeus swung around to face her. “If we’re going to do this, Amy, really do this, then we need to be clear.”

She flexed her hands to keep from wringing them. “What do you mean?”

“I mean… I’ll tell you what you need to know. I’ll even show you…a little, but there’s a point where we must draw the line and my condition is… I choose that point. You can say we stop at any time, of course, but so can I.”

Her mouth fell open. Stop? Draw the line? “But Thaddeus, you promised.”

His eyes flashed blue fire at her. “I’m doing this. I’m doing it for you, because you said you have no other choice, but don’t ask too much of me.” He closed his eyes then as if he was steeling himself against a strong wind. And that’s what convinced her. The nearly pained look on his face.

“All right, Thaddeus,” she whispered, bowing her head. “If that’s what you want.”

His voice was low. “It is.”

Very well. She wouldn’t ask for more than he could give her. Thaddeus ran with a fast and loose set. He’d probably spent more time in bed with gorgeous women than she cared to guess, but this was different. Asking him to spend the night with her. She was his closest friend’s sister. No doubt guilt was riding him mercilessly.

“I want you to know, Thaddeus, if there was anyone else I trusted, anyone else I could ask, I wouldn’t do this to you.”

He groaned. “Do this to me? I consider it an honor, Amy. I just… I feel so damn wrong.”

She reached out and touched his arm then and a spark of awareness shot through her hand. “It’s not wrong. Don’t think of it that way. Think of it as if you’re doing me a favor.”

“Jesus, Amy. Don’t say that.”

She couldn’t help but smile at that.

He ran his fingers through his hair, mussing the short locks in an absolutely appealing manner. “Why do I feel your brother’s hands around my neck already? I haven’t even touched you yet.”

The statement hung between them for a moment before Amelia laughed. “That’s funny coming from—what is it the papers called you again—one of London’s most notorious rakes?”

He gave a mock gasp and covered his chest with his hand. “Which papers maligned me in such a heartless manner?”

“All of them,” she shot back.

“Hasn’t anyone ever told you not to believe everything you read?”

“Yes.” She nodded. “But I don’t listen. Besides, as one of London’s most notorious rakes, I thought you might summon a bit more enthusiasm for the task.”

His eyes went wide. “Enthusiasm, eh?”

She was positively enjoying herself now. “Yes. If seducing ladies is your specialty, I take exception to the fact that you’re demonstrating marked resistance toward seducing me.”


As soon as the words left her mouth, Amelia regretted them. “Oh, ahem, ah, not seducing exactly but…”

He stopped her then. Stopped her because he touched her. Her reached out and ran a warm fingertip across her cheekbone and Amelia forgot to breathe.

“It doesn’t have to be awkward, Amy,” he said and Amelia met his crystalline blue gaze.

“It d-doesn’t?”

“No.” The slightest shake of his head.

“Wh-what do you mean?” Drat. There was that hideous stammer again.

His thumb and finger moved to her chin. “What if I told you I wanted to kiss you?”

Her reply was caught in her throat. She couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe. All she could do was stare up at him. “W-want to or willing to?”

“Want to,” he replied in a husky whisper. He tugged her closer, just before his lips moved down to cover hers.

Thaddeus’s mouth on hers was unlike anything Amelia had ever expected. His lips, sure and strong, molded to hers, directed her, taught her. And when his tongue moved to invade her mouth, her mind went entirely blank.

At first it was whisper light, but then it became more demanding and her hands moved up to his sleeves to clutch him, hold him, support herself. His muscles flexed beneath her fingers and she squeezed them, trying to remember the feel of them, the texture of them beneath the superfine weave of his coat. His mouth tasted like spice and heat. His wide hands splayed across her back, pulling her closer against his rock-hard chest.

Desire—it had to be desire—shot through her like a painful knife. She wanted to clutch him forever. Never wanted his mouth to leave hers. He groaned against her lips and the desire rode her even harder. She moaned in response and he pressed her fully against him, making her heart skip. Turning her into molten heat, right there on the Richmonds’ terrace.

Soon. Too soon. His mouth stopped its gentle assault. He pulled away and Amelia stumbled a little, her arms flailing, feeling for the balustrade. He grabbed her, making sure she didn’t tip over.

“Are you all right?” he asked in a husky tone that made her want to grab him and kiss him again.

“Yes-ess-s.” Ugh. Obviously today was not the day to stop stammering. Exactly the opposite of the day, actually.

“Are you sure?”

Oh, he was just going to have to stop being so cute. Or she wouldn’t be able to wait for the Lexingtons’ house party.

“Uh huh,” she answered. “It’s just that…”

“What?” He looked positively boyish and she had the urge to run her fingers through his dark hair and muss it a bit more.

“It’s just that I never realized just how handsome you are before, Thaddeus. No wonder you’re one of London’s most notorious rakes.”


He threw back his head and laughed at that. “Let’s put it this way, the feeling is quite mutual. You’re a beauty yourself, Amy. And if I never hear that silly moniker about being a rake again, it will be too soon.”

Amelia glanced back toward the French doors behind them. “As much fun as I’m having out here being kissed by a notorious rake, no doubt Mama will be looking for me soon.” She took a deep breath. “Now, here’s my plan…”








CHAPTER 7

The good news was Thad had managed to listen to Amy’s entire speech without dragging her back into his arms and kissing her again. She’d somehow managed to make him feel younger. She’d damn sure made him feel inexperienced again. He’d wanted to drag her off behind the bushes and fondle her like a lovesick adolescent. Instead, he’d managed to kiss her, not make a complete fool of himself, and let her go, while listening to her insane plan about how she intended to spend the night with him at the Lexingtons’ house party next week.

She’d slipped back through the French doors winking at him coquettishly, making him hard all over again. Hard, for the love of God! He was standing here on the Richmonds’ terrace, rock hard for Amy Templeton. He glanced up into the clear night sky. Lightning might as well strike him. And he was going straight to hell. The twinkling stars mocked him. Fine. Lightning was not imminent, but would it be if he carried on with this farce? And farce it most certainly was. When exactly had the bloody world gone mad and when, specifically, had he purchased a ticket for the mad coach? Yesterday had been a perfectly normal day. Today, today the world had turned on its axis and he was holding on for dear life. Or had been since Amy had come hurtling back into his life. Why in God’s name had he agreed to her request again? Yes, he’d told her three years ago that he’d do anything for her, but he hadn’t expected this. Who would have ever expected such a thing? It was unheard of, unprecedented. Since when did impressionable young virgins make inappropriate, scandalous proposals to their brother’s closest friends? He stared at the empty doorway where she’d disappeared moments earlier. Apparently since today. He groaned. He’d agreed this afternoon mainly because he’d needed time to think. To absorb the enormity of her request and decide how best to respond.

From her letters, he knew Amy well enough to know that she wouldn’t take such a matter lightly, wouldn’t make such a request flippantly. She wasn’t like that. No matter how horribly her mother treated her, Amy was loyal to the woman and would do anything for her. Anything including sacrifice herself in marriage to an old goat just to please her social-climbing mother. Amy had to have been scared senseless to have cried off from Colton only to end up with the choice of Highland, Bartholomew, or Stanford. It was a hideous decision, after all, and Thad didn’t blame her for wanting to face down her fears before her wedding night. Damn her mother.

He’d actually come here tonight to try to talk Amy out of it, try to talk some sense into her. But he’d taken one look at her and she’d been so pretty and vulnerable, he hadn’t wanted to upset her and add to her fears by telling her he wouldn’t spend the night with her. Very well. He would spend the night with her—of sorts. He wasn’t about to add to his guilt by taking her virginity, but he could speak to her, tell her what to expect, make things clear to her. Obviously a woman should be sharing that information with her, not a male friend, but between her heartless mother and Secrets of a Wedding Night, he didn’t blame Amy for being scared witless. It was inappropriate to say the least, but Thad would educate Amy on the real secrets of a wedding night. The good secrets. Not that he’d ever been married or planned to be. No, he’d leave that nonsense to his dutiful older brother, the white sheep. But fortunately, the secrets of a wedding night did not necessarily involve a wedding. He’d teach Amy, without actually making love to her, of course. Though God only knew it would prove to be unholy torture, especially considering what her innocent kiss had just done to him. But it was a sacrifice he was willing to make, he thought with a wry smile.

Amy had been worried about his securing an invitation to the Lexingtons’ house party. He’d put her fear to rest. Hell, half the male members of that family owed him money. They were regulars at his club and bet on matches quite frequently, not always with success. They’d be more than happy to allow him entrée into their house party for the forgiveness of a bit of debt. No, that wasn’t the problem. What gnawed at his soul was the fact that he would be seeing Mrs. Templeton again for the first time since that fateful day.








CHAPTER 8

Amelia ducked behind a wall at the Lexingtons’ country house and peeked back to take another look at the stunning dark-haired couple strolling down the corridor. She peered around the corner, holding her breath.

Devon Morgan and Lily Andrews. Well, Lily Morgan now. The Marchioness of Colton. The woman who married the man Amelia had been planning to marry just two short months ago. Marchioness Lily was an incomparable beauty with black hair and violet eyes. Amelia dared a glance at Lord Colton. He was tall, dark, and undeniably handsome with dark-brown, slightly curly hair and deep brown eyes. Handsome, yes. But he’d always frightened Amelia a bit, to be honest.

She’d screwed up the courage to confront Lily once at a house party last spring. She’d accused her of writing the pamphlet solely to frighten her. In response, Lily had called her a bird and told her to see about her hair. Amelia had really only confronted her because Mama had raised the riot act over her head earlier in the day. Never able to yell at Mama, Amelia had felt she should yell at someone. It was quite unlike her actually, to raise her voice at all. In the end, it had done little good. Mama had pretended to be all sweet and charming in the ballroom full of people as she escorted her distraught daughter away and then she’d taken Amelia up to their rooms and slapped her across the face. Amelia had fallen to her knees.

“That will teach you to embarrass me like that again,” Mama had railed. And it was all for nothing. Lily and Lord Colton had gone on to marry shortly after, and Amelia had remained unmarried and in a worse state than ever. Blast that stupid pamphlet. She wished for the hundredth time she’d never laid eyes upon it.

The Morgans continued their movement down the corridor and Amelia slipped away up the back staircase. It was more than unfortunate that Lily Morgan was at the house party. That was an unexpected complication. Amelia vowed to keep as far away from the haughty beauty as possible.

Amelia slipped back into her room. It was time for her nap before the festivities tonight. She’d already seen the Duke of Stanford. She’d been a bit surprised by his appearance, actually. Perpetually racked by a coughing fit, the man looked like a ghost. He’d wasted away and was nearly white he was so pale. It was a wonder he’d left his house. She shuddered. Being married to him would not be pleasant…physically. He was most certainly the oldest and the sickest of her potential husbands. And if she intended to become the Duchess of Stanford, she didn’t have much time. The duke might not live out the season, let alone the year.

She slipped under the cool linens that covered her guest bed. Was Thaddeus here? Oh, she hoped so. This was the perfect opportunity to bring all of her plans together.


* * *

Thad jumped down from the carriage and greeted his hostess Lady Lexington with a wide smile.

“Mr. Hammond,” Lady Lexington said, holding her arms out to him. “You rogue. I must admit, when Thomas told me you were coming, you might have knocked me over with a feather. Why, you haven’t been out to the house in years.”

“My lady, it’s been far too long.” Thad bowed over her proffered hand. He’d always liked Lady Lexington, part of the reason he’d agreed to come. He’d been friendly with her son Thomas for years and the Lexingtons were good sorts. Not the same judgmental types the ton was mostly full of.

“Thomas and the other gentlemen are in the study, drinking and playing billiards, I’ve little doubt. Do go in and let them know you’ve arrived.”

“I intend to do so with all due haste,” Thad replied.

“And do say hello to Mary,” Lady Lexington added. “She’s been eagerly awaiting your arrival.”

Thad inclined his head. Mary was the Lexingtons’ only daughter and her mother had been not so subtly attempting to pair him with her for many years now.

A pair of footmen saw to his trunk while Thad took his leave of Lady Lexington and made his way to the front door. He strolled into the foyer and turned right, heading toward Lord Lexington’s study.

A hacking cough caught his attention and Thad stopped. The Duke of Stanford turned the corner from the opposite direction just then, walking feebly and resting heavily upon a cane. Thad bowed to the old gentleman. “Your Grace.”

The duke looked up from his coughing fit, his back bowed. His gaze narrowed on Thad. His old rheumy eyes alighted with recognition. “You’re Montclare’s boy, aren’t you?”

Thad straightened. “His grandson, yes.”

Another cough. “That’s right. That’s right. Your father’s Viscount Hillway.”

“Indeed.” Another short bow.

The duke stomped his cane on the marble floor. “If I had a grandson like you, I daresay I’d be just as ashamed as Montclare is.”

Thad clenched his jaw. The old man might be on the threshold of death, but apparently he still had a viper’s tongue. Thad straightened to his full height and looked down at the ailing duke. “Do I remember correctly or do you have no heirs, Your Grace? So you cannot say for sure what you would do with a grandson such as myself.”

The old man’s eyes narrowed even further until they looked like tiny black beads in his craggy face. “Impertinent too, I see.”

“Good day, Your Grace.” Thaddeus bowed again and stalked away at a fast clip down the corridor.

How dare that old codger make such a remark? It was true. Thad hadn’t spoken to his grandfather in years. And his father had been dead five years now, thrown from his horse in a riding accident. His father hadn’t lived to see Thad’s disgrace. Thank God. But his grandfather had. And he hadn’t been a bit pleased.

The Duke of Stanford looked as if he were ninety instead of his true age, closer to midseventies. But he was in no condition to take a wife, let alone bed one. Thad could only imagine the horrors of Amelia’s wedding night if she were to actually marry the man. Thad shuddered. What did Amelia think she was doing, considering a suit from Stanford? Thad would have to talk some sense into her. In more ways than one.








CHAPTER 9

As usual, Amelia wasn’t able to nap. Today she couldn’t even seem to pretend. She tossed and turned for an uncomfortable half hour before she threw back the sheets and summoned Hannah to help her dress again. Then she stole downstairs in the express hope of finding Thaddeus Hammond.

She watched to see where the male members of the parties who arrived were headed, then she made her way quickly down the corridor to Lord Lexington’s study.

She lingered outside a bit, feeling like a complete fool and wondering whether she should ask a footman to go inside and inquire as to whether Mr. Hammond were there. She was still weighing the benefits of such a maneuver when the door opened and Thaddeus came strolling out.

Thank heavens.

“Thaddeus,” she called from her place in the shadowed side of the corridor behind a potted palm.

Thaddeus’s head snapped up. “Amelia?” He met her in two long strides.


“I’m so glad you’ve come,” she said, relief pouring through her. “I thought perhaps you’d changed your mind.”

He smiled at that. “I told you I would be here. I never break a promise.” He reached out and tilted up her chin. A surge of something electric shot through Amelia’s veins.

“Have you seen Stanford?” Thaddeus asked, his jaw clenching.

“The duke? Yes. Why?”

“I mean have you seen him? I ran into him earlier. He looks positively decrepit.”

Amelia smiled. “Yes. It’s perfect, actually.”

The look Thaddeus gave her indicated he was convinced she’d lost her mind. “Perfect? What are you talking about? You’d really choose that bag of bones to marry? Think what you’re doing, Amelia. Who cares about his title? He’s hateful.”

She shrugged. “He’s always been pleasant enough to me.”

Thaddeus let out his breath in a rush. “You cannot tell me you’re attracted to him.”

A laugh escaped Amelia’s lips. “Attracted? What does attraction have to do with marriage?”

His voice was tight. “A great deal, I thought.”

She shook her head slowly back and forth. “No. Titles, alliances, and money changing hands are the hallmarks of marriage. Attraction, when it happens—if it happens—is purely a coincidence. A happy one, I grant you.”

Thaddeus put his hands on his hips. “Amy, you know Paul truly cared for his fiancée, Lady Evelyn.”


Amelia glanced down at her hands. It was jarring to hear Paul’s name. “Yes, he did. He was in love.”

“He’d want that for you. You know he would.”

Amelia shook her head and turned away so Thaddeus wouldn’t see the tears in her eyes. “That was a long time ago. None of that matters anymore. I’ve made my choice.”

“But there are plenty of younger, handsome men who have titles. Choose one of them.”

“Oh really, young, handsome, titled gentlemen? Such as?”

Thaddeus tossed a hand in the air. “Jordan Holloway, the Earl of Ashbourne. He’s a bachelor.”

Amelia snorted. “And Lord Colton’s closest friend. No thank you. Besides, Ashbourne’s a confirmed bachelor. I’m looking for a man who wants a wife. Right away.”

Thaddeus paced away from her. “What about Viscount Medford? He seems like a good chap.”

“Medford is thick as thieves with Lily Andrews, er, Morgan. And another confirmed bachelor.”

Thaddeus paced away from her. “Regardless, there must be someone better than an old man crouching on death’s door.”

She whirled to face him and her skirts billowed out, making an arc around her ankles. “But that’s just it. If I marry someone old, I’ll be a widow sooner.”

He pressed his lips together. “And you don’t see anything wrong with that?”


“What’s the alternative?”

His voice dripped sarcasm. “I don’t know…a long and happy marriage?”

She let out a short bark of laughter. “You don’t really believe in those things, do you, Thaddeus?”

Thaddeus pressed a palm against the wall near her head. He was so close his breath ruffled the curls by her ear. “Are you truly that jaded, Amy?”

“I call it sensible.” She breathed.

He shook his head, paused. “We are not so different after all, you and I.”

Amelia took a step away and straightened her shoulders, shaking off the intensity of their exchange. “You’re fortunate, Thaddeus. You don’t have to marry. Your entire family isn’t depending on you for it. But don’t worry about me. I know what I’m getting into.” She smiled. “Well, I will…once you help me.”

His teeth tugged at his bottom lip as if he didn’t want to allow his answering smile. “Amy, you must listen to me. I cannot bear to see you throw yourself away on—”

“Step away from her!” A loud female voice reverberated down the corridor.

Amelia’s heart catapulted into her throat. Mama glared at them from about twenty paces away.

Thaddeus spun on his heel and stood up straight. “Mrs. Templeton.” His voice was flat, emotionless.

Mama walked toward them. Stalking them. Amelia forced her hands to her sides, her fingers grappling with the gown. No wringing. No wringing.

Mama came to stand directly between Amelia and Thaddeus as if to block her daughter from his gaze. Her voice came through tightly clenched teeth. “Mr. Hammond. I had no idea the Lexingtons would invite you to such an event. Had I known, I daresay I wouldn’t have come. But you have no right, no right whatsoever, to speak to my daughter and if I ever see you doing so again, you will not like the consequences. Do you understand me?”

Amelia was too frightened to speak. She stood there, frozen to her spot, her heart beating a crazy staccato rhythm in her tightening chest. And she hated herself for it. She should say something, something about how she’d engaged Thaddeus in conversation. Something about how it wasn’t his fault. But she couldn’t. There was no reasoning with Mama when she was like this and if Mama got too angry, she might decide to drag Amelia home and then all of her planning would be for naught. No, better to keep her mouth shut and hope Mama’s anger passed.

Thaddeus stared at Amelia. He was waiting for her to say something. She glanced away and closed her eyes briefly, guilt washing over her in cold waves.

Thaddeus turned back to Mama. “As you wish, Mrs. Templeton,” was all he said. He bowed to both ladies, turned on his heel, and strode away down the corridor.








CHAPTER 10

After suffering through an interminable dinner that night in which Lord Bartholomew talked about himself nonstop, Amelia was finally, blissfully able to retire to her rooms.

Thaddeus hadn’t been in the dining room. Had he skipped dinner in an attempt to placate Mama? Had he changed his mind about helping her? Amelia had to speak with him.

She waited a sufficient amount of time to ensure Mama was asleep, then Amelia tossed on a robe and tied it snuggly around her waist. She quietly opened the door to her room and tiptoed into the corridor, down the darkened hallway, and into the opposite wing where the bachelor guests were housed. The noise from the continuing party downstairs floated up. She could only hope Thaddeus wasn’t downstairs with the men.

Hannah had done some snooping earlier and they’d determined the location of Thaddeus’s room. Now Amelia paused outside his door and took a deep breath. Slowly, she reached out and pushed open the door.

The large room was bathed in the soft glow of candlelight, coming from a brace of candles sitting on the mantel above the fireplace. Decorated in hues of browns and blues, the room was empty. Amelia held her breath. Should she stay or go? Could she risk waiting for Thaddeus? What if his valet appeared first and found her there? Mama would murder her if she ruined her reputation.

Amelia turned to go just as she heard a noise coming from the adjoining dressing room. She sucked in her breath. Please don’t let it be the valet.

Trembling, she glanced over her shoulder.

Thad strolled out of the dressing room…shirtless.

Amelia turned around to face him. She pressed her hand to her middle. Oh my, the man looked positively indecent with his shirtsleeves stretched across his taut abdomen and his wide, broad shoulders. But it should be absolutely illegal to see him without a shirt at all.

His muscled skin looked like steel, the firelight playing across it, giving it shadows and drawing her attention to the flat plane of his belly and the line of hair that disappeared down below his breeches. Thank God he was wearing his breeches. She may have fainted otherwise. Hmm. Still entirely possible.

She ran her tongue across her dry lips. “Th-Thad.”

It was the first time she’d called him that. But somehow seeing the man half naked called for a less formal name.

He glanced up, his eyes riveting to hers. She was wearing more than he was, but they both knew she shouldn’t be in his room wearing her night rail and a robe.

“Amelia.”


And he usually called her Amy. Strange.

“What are you doing here?” he asked.

She clenched and unclenched her fist. “Isn’t it obvious?”

He stayed right where he was, didn’t even make a move to don a shirt. “It wasn’t a good idea for you to come here. Not tonight.”

“Because of Mama?” She couldn’t look at him. Instead, she studiously regarded the painting of a hunting scene that hung over the mantel. “Is that why you didn’t come to dinner?” Drat. Her voice was too high.

Out of the corner of her eye, she could see his nod. “Yes. I suppose I thought I could avoid her, but that was an unreasonable notion.”

Amelia’s fist clenched convulsively. “She has nothing to do with this…with us.”

He took a step toward her. “Damn it, Amy. That morning…with Paul.”

Her gaze snapped to his. She put up a hand, closed her eyes. “Don’t. Paul has nothing to do with this. Neither does Mama.”

Thad let out a ragged breath. “I cannot blame your mother for hating me. She’d have me drawn and quartered if she knew what you’ve asked me to do.”

Amelia crossed over to him and laid her hand on his sleeve. “Don’t torture yourself, Thad. I asked you to do this. It’s my fault.”

“You’ve done nothing wrong.”

“I lost Lord Colton.” She hung her head.


“So what?” His voice held an edge.

“So, the only way Mama will forgive me is if I—”

He pounded the wall with the side of his balled fist. “If you what? Marry someone you don’t even care about who will make you miserable?”

Amelia smoothed her hands down the front of her robe. “I told you, a title—”

He reached her in three wide steps, whirled her around to face him head-on, and grasped both her arms, pulling her close. Her head fell back, their breath comingled, their eyes met. “Think about what you want, Amy. Think about it. Hard.”

“I have,” she whispered breathlessly.

“And?”

She wet her bottom lip. Some devil on her shoulder was prompting her. Thad was so close and he smelled so good. “I want you to kiss me.”

Thad crushed her into his arms, his mouth swooped down to capture hers, and a jolt of pure sensation rocked through Amelia’s entire body. His mouth owned hers, warm, hard, demanding. It made her feel things she didn’t even know existed.

His mouth was insistent and hot. His tongue pushed inside and demanded things. Things she wanted to give. Amelia whimpered. Her whole body came alive as if for the first time. What was he doing to her? And oh God, why didn’t she want him to stop?

Pushing her hands up his muscled arms, she feathered them through his hair, and pulled him even closer. He groaned. With one strong arm, he reached behind her and in one movement, tugged her hard against his body. She shuddered. He pushed against her most private place. His rock-hard body searching, demanding. She kissed him back with all the burgeoning passion she felt.

She let her hands descend, allowed them to roam across the solid plains of his naked chest. Up over his shoulders, to wrap around his neck. His skin was hot to the touch and ooh, it felt good. She strained up on her tiptoes to fully meet his mouth. His firmly molded sensual lips and his unrelenting tongue were driving her mad. Her breasts rubbed against his chest and even through her night rail and robe, it made them ache.

She let her hands drop away from his shoulders just long enough to untie the belt around her robe and shrug off the garment. It fell in a soft heap at her feet. Thad glanced down at her body in the diaphanous night rail. This time, he shuddered.

“Amy,” he whispered, crushing her against his chest. Her nipples rubbed against his hard muscles with barely any material separating them. Amelia groaned.

She wrapped her arms around his trim waist and pulled him closer. She let her head fall back and Thad kissed her cheeks, her earlobe, her neck. His mouth nuzzled at the bodice of her night rail and he buried his face between her breasts. “Oh, Amy. God, Amy.”

“Make love to me, Thad,” she whispered. “Please.”

He picked her up, scooped her just like she was a doll, and carried her over to the bed. He laid her there and stared down at her, so reverently. He pushed away a curl from her cheek. Then he lowered himself atop her and Amy closed her eyes. This is what she wanted. She felt no fear with this man, only longing. Desire. Need.

He slipped her night rail over her shoulders and tugged it down far enough to expose both breasts. She shivered when the chill of the room touched her skin but soon his hand was there, on one of her breasts and his mouth—she gasped—covered the other. She tangled her fingers in his dark hair and closed her eyes. Letting herself just feel.

Feel everything.

His thumb and forefinger tortured one nipple while his mouth sucked and bit at the other. She arched her back, wanting to get closer, closer to his maddening mouth. He licked her nipple, bit it, kissed it. She moaned and ran her fingers over his broad shoulders and down his taut arms.

“What happens next?” she whispered. “Show me, please.”

Thad’s body tensed and he shuddered violently. He pushed himself up on his elbows and stared down at her reverently. He gave her one last chaste kiss before he gently pulled her night rail back up to cover her. Then he sat up and moved away from her. Stood, and took two steps away from the bed, not facing her.

“Thad?” She shook her head helplessly though he couldn’t see. What was he doing? Why did he stop?

“No, Amy. Not tonight.”

Amy wrapped her arms around her middle, suddenly bereft. It was as if all the heat and oxygen in the room had just been sucked away and she was left to shiver alone in her flimsy night rail. She was thankful he wasn’t looking at her.


“Is it because you don’t want me that you won’t?” she asked brokenly.

He braced one hand against the wall and breathed raggedly. His profile cast a shadow on the wall in the flickering candlelight. A muscle ticked furiously in his jaw. “God no, Amy. It’s because I want you so badly, that I can’t.”








CHAPTER 11

The next morning, Thad didn’t let the presence of Mrs. Templeton stop him. He stood against a column in the Lexingtons’ breakfast room, eyeing Amelia who sat with her mother and the Marquis of Bartholomew. Bartholomew was a pompous windbag. He’d never heard the man speak of anything other than his favorite subject, himself. Thad could not imagine how Amelia was enjoying her breakfast, let alone how she would enjoy her life were she to throw herself away on that old bore.

She met Thad’s eyes briefly and then glanced away, her cheeks turning a deep shade of pink. She was embarrassed. Embarrassed over what they’d done together last night. And that hadn’t even been the half of it. If their behavior last night had sent her into a fit of discomfiture just think what would happen if he actually lost his mind and showed her the real secrets of a wedding night as she’d requested. She clearly didn’t know what she was getting into.

He watched her laugh at something the marquis had said. The smile on her face didn’t quite reach her eyes, but it was enough to make Thad want to punch the wall. He didn’t want her looking at Bartholomew like that. Didn’t want her laughing with him. Didn’t want her smiling at him. Didn’t want any of it. Blast it all. He was jealous. Cursing under his breath, Thad escaped the breakfast room.

He made his way down the hallway and out to the Lexingtons’ stables. A good ride was what he needed. Well, that and he needed to stay away from Amelia Templeton. Far away from her, until he could come to his senses and think…decide once and for all how to handle this ridiculous mess. If only he could make her see reason. But she refused to listen. What she needed was a nice, young husband who would love her and take care of her forever. She needed someone who would cherish her. And who the hell cared whether he had a title? If her mother wasn’t so blind, she’d see how loving and caring her daughter was. She’d want to see Amelia paired with someone who could appreciate that about her. Instead, the woman was blind to all but a title.

Fine. Thad would just have to think of something. He owed it to Paul. He owed it to Amelia. There had to be some way to find her a husband worthy of her.

* * *

Amelia turned over in bed for what felt like the thousandth time that night. She couldn’t sleep. The memory of Thad’s hands on her skin, his mouth on hers, his thigh pressing between her legs, his lips on her breast. She shuddered. It was all she could do, replay last night over and over in her mind. If that was what a wedding night could be, Lily Morgan didn’t know what the deuce she was talking about.

And they’d barely even gotten started. Amelia knew that. Thad might have kissed her, touched her breasts, made her feel things she’d never imagined. But he hadn’t come close to actually making love to her. And she intended to rectify that as soon as possible.

She understood. Really she did. Young men like Thad were raised to be gentlemen, and making love to your closest friend’s virgin sister was not exactly the gentlemanly thing to do. But it was what she wanted. What she’d asked of him. Begged him, practically. She would just have to assure him. He needn’t feel guilty at all. He’d be doing her a much-needed courtesy. She would spend a few months, perhaps even a few years, married to an old man. Then she would be a dutiful widow for the rest of her life, never would she feel the kind of passion Thad had ignited in her last night. She had only this, these few days to experience this once-in-a-lifetime feeling, and she intended to make the most of it.

She rolled over. The sheets were damp with sweat. She’d tried to open the window in her room but it had been stuck and she hadn’t bothered to summon a footman. The June night was sweltering. And she was tortured by images of Thad towering above her, kissing her, pulling her hard against him.

She ran her hand down her flat belly and let it rest between the juncture of her thighs. Letting out a long sigh, she imagined Thad touching her. Her legs tensed. She moaned. Oh God. She wanted him. So badly. She wished he would throw the door open right now, stalk across the room to her bed, rip off her chemise, and make passionate love to her all night until she was moaning and writhing beneath him and calling his name. He’d shown her, just a bit, how good lovemaking could be, and now she wanted more. Much more.


She let her other hand play over her breast, imagining it was Thad’s hand. She squeezed her nipple, rubbed it between her fingertips. “Touch me, Thad,” she whispered.

She closed her eyes, imagining his large rough hands, splaying down her belly, rubbing her, touching her. Slowly, steadily making their way down to the wet spot between her legs, the spot that ached for him. Her fingers moved down, down, to part the springy hair between her thighs, to rub between the hot moist crevice there. She moaned. One word. “Thad.”

Instinctively, she used her fingertip to touch herself, rub, push, drive herself wild all the while imagining that it was him, Thad, touching her, playing with her. Helpless to stop the pulsing demands from between her legs, she rubbed herself in tiny unerring circles, tensing her thighs, drawing them up, hovering on the edge, all the while Thad’s handsome face haunted her, tortured her beneath her eyelids.

“Yes, yes,” she called, just as she exploded into a thousand little pieces, wishing Thad was there to kiss her, touch her, hold her while she inexplicably wept.

Minutes later, Amelia lay back against the sheets, spent, exhausted. What was wrong with her? She’d never felt so discontent. If only she could believe what Thad had said. That there really were love matches and happily ever afters. That marriages based on attraction truly did exist. He seemed to think it was possible.

Was it? A small bit of hope tugged at her heart. She rolled over and pressed her face into her pillow. Was it possible? Could there be someone who was young, dashing, and handsome? A man who she could marry and love forever?


She turned her face to the side and let out a long breath. No, that was foolish. That was just a dream.








CHAPTER 12

Amelia was sitting in the garden mentally comparing the relative merits of the Duke of Stanford and the Marquis of Bartholomew when she looked up to see Lily Morgan crunching down the gravel path toward her.

Oh drat. She’d made eye contact with the ravishing brunette. There was little help for it. But instinct took over and she stood to flee just as the Marchioness of Colton put up a hand to stop her.

“Please don’t go,” Lily called, and Amelia was forced to a halt. She couldn’t be that rude, even to Lily Morgan. She’d just have to hope this little encounter was over quickly.

She turned to face her. “My lady,” she said, about to curtsy.

Lily waved her hand in the air. “No need for all of that.”

Amelia bit her lip and made to turn back around. “Well, good to see you, I must be getting back to—”

Lily plunked both hands on her hips. “You don’t think for one moment it’s good to see me and we both know it.”


Amelia stopped, blinked. Well, that was unexpected. “Lady Colton?”

Lily gestured to the bench Amelia had just vacated. “Please, Miss Templeton, sit. I’ve been looking for you.”

Reluctantly, Amelia sat. She didn’t want to get into a conversation with her archenemy but she saw no way around sitting for a moment. Perhaps she should affect a fit of the vapors. But that would only give Lady Colton more reason to poke fun at her. And she already had reason enough.

“L-looking for me?” Amelia asked. What could Lily Morgan possibly want with her? Hadn’t she already done her damage?

“Yes, and I’m exceedingly pleased with myself to have found you. So, tell me,” Lily said when they’d both taken a seat. “What do you really think of me?”

Amelia blinked again. She’d never known any lady quite as blunt as Lady Colton, but then again, what did one expect from the authoress of a scandalous pamphlet?

“What do you mean?” Amelia demurred, plucking at the folds in her peach-colored skirts.

“Out with it,” Lily said. “No doubt it would make you feel much better to tell me to my face just how you feel. I get the distinct impression you’re not one to be honest with your emotions.”

Amelia shook her head. “Oh, no, truly, I couldn’t…” Tempting as it may be, Amelia couldn’t tell Lily what she really thought of her. Could she? She bit her lip.

Lily crossed her arms over her chest and stared at Amelia as if reading her mind. “I’m perfectly serious. Come now. I think it will make you feel ever so much better if you tell me exactly what you think of me.”

Amelia took a breath, fully prepared to say something demure and nonspecific before taking her leave.

“You’re mean.” Amelia pressed two fingers to her mouth and felt her eyes widen. Why in the world had she said such a thing? To a marchioness, no less.

“Feel better?” Lily gave her a wide smile and nodded. “Unfortunately, you’re not the first person to call me that.”

Amelia thought her eyes might pop from their sockets. “Truly?”

“Truly,” Lily answered. “And you’re perfectly right, of course. I was insufferably rude to you and for that I owe you an apology. I am very sorry, Amelia. Will you please accept my apology?”

Amelia searched the marchioness’s face. She looked so lovely, lovely and friendly and…sincere. Why, Lily Morgan did feel badly over the way she’d treated her. Amelia had never imagined such a thing was possible but it appeared to be entirely true.

Amelia swallowed. “I suppose I…”

“I mean it. I was hideous to you and I’m deeply sorry. You didn’t deserve it. It wasn’t about you. It was about me…and Devon.” She glanced back toward the house. “I love him desperately, you know. And I couldn’t live without him. But that was not your fault and I should never have treated you so badly. I am ashamed of myself.”

Lily glanced down at her hands and blew out a breath between pursed lips, and Amelia realized how difficult it had been for the proud marchioness to make such a declaration.

“I’m sorry I called you a bird,” Lily added.

Amelia couldn’t stop her small smile. “Thank you for the apology.”

“And I’m sorry I said you should go see about your hair. Your hair is quite lovely really. I was a bit jealous that night.”

Amelia shook her head. It was impossible to remain angry with Lily when she was being so open and honest and almost silly. “It’s all right,” Amelia said. “You did me a favor, actually. I wasn’t in love with Lord Colton. Though he seems like a very nice man,” she hastened to add.

Lily smiled at that. Then she reached out and squeezed Amelia’s hand. “Thank you for so graciously accepting my apology. But I wanted to speak with you for another reason, Amelia.”

Amelia furrowed her brow. “Wh-what’s that?”

“I’ve seen you, speaking to Lord Highland and Lord Bartholomew and…the Duke of Stanford.”

Amelia felt her cheeks heat. Was it that obvious whom she’d set her sights upon? Was the entire house party discussing it?

She went back to plucking the folds of her skirts. “Yes, well, I—”

“I don’t recommend an old husband,” Lily said softly.

Amelia snapped up her head. Of all the things Lily Morgan could have said to her, this was not what she expected. “Why ever not?”

“You know I was married to Lord Merrill five years ago?”


Amelia nodded. “Yes.”

“It nearly ruined my life.”

Amelia shook her head. “I don’t understand. How so? You had your freedom.”

“I had nothing. After my husband died, the new earl refused to abide by the betrothal agreement and if it weren’t for a certain scandalous publisher allowing me to, ahem, write for him—and that stays between us, of course—I would have been out on the streets.”

Amelia bit her lip. “I had no idea.”

Lily nodded. “Few people did. I was good at keeping up appearances.”

“I’m s-sorry. I’m sorry to know you had such a difficult time. I cannot blame you for wanting Lord Colton back. And I’m…happy for the two of you, truly. But even you must know that sort of match rarely happens.”

Lily winked at her. “It might happen more often than you think if you give it half a chance,” she said. “Something I’ve been trying to tell my younger sister, Annie, for years.” She shook her head. “She exasperates me.”

“Thank you,” Amelia said, feeling a new sort of kinship with the marchioness. “Thank you for apologizing and thank you for telling me the truth.”

Lily squeezed her hand again. “You’re welcome. But there’s one more thing I really wanted to apologize for.”

Amelia cocked her head to the side. Would wonders never cease? “What else?”

“For the pamphlet,” Lily replied. “For scaring you, and well, lying to you.”


Amelia turned her head slightly. “Lying to me?”

“The truth is that a wedding night—er, any night really—can be quite marvelous when shared with the right man.” Another wink.

Amelia’s cheeks were on fire. She was sure of it. She stared intently at her slippers when she answered. “Thank you for telling me that, Lady Colton. I know you didn’t have to.”

The marchioness patted Amelia’s knee. “I owe you more than that, actually. And you must call me Lily.”

“I appreciate your help, Lily,” Amelia replied with a shy smile.

Lily stood to leave and shook out her skirts. “Good day, Miss Templeton. I’m ever so glad we had this chance to talk.”

She hadn’t taken two steps back toward the house when Amelia stopped her. “Lily?”

Lily turned, a bright smile on her face. “Yes?”

Amelia took a deep breath, screwing up her courage. “May I ask you something?”

“Anything, dear.”

“What makes a man declare his interest in you? I mean, I assume you have experience in that area given your recent marriage to Lord Colton.” She glanced away, a bit embarrassed to have brought that up.

Lily tiptoed back over and leaned down with a positively impish look on her face. She glanced back over both shoulders as if to ensure she wouldn’t be overheard, then she whispered. “I’ll give you two bits of advice.”


Amelia nodded, listening intently.

“First of all, if you fancy someone, let him know.”

Amelia furrowed her brow. Oh, she couldn’t tell Thad she fancied him. She just couldn’t. Could she?

“And second,” Lily continued. “It’s very simple. The easiest way to entice a man to declare his interest is to make him madly, passionately jealous.”








CHAPTER 13

Amelia wore the most scandalous ball gown she owned that night. The one Mama approved of only because she was under the mistaken impression that Amelia was wearing it to garner the attention of the Marquis of Bartholomew or the Duke of Stanford. In fact, Amelia only wondered what Thad would think of it.

It was a light blue concoction made of soft satin with a white bow around the high empire waist, but the décolletage was the most shocking part. Low and scooped, it left little to the imagination and Amelia just so happened to be well-endowed. Most advantageous this evening.

Despite her mother’s hovering presence at her elbow, Amelia sailed into the ballroom, a bright smile on her face. She immediately plucked a glass of champagne from the tray of a passing footman. Oh, she intended to have fun this evening. A great deal of it.

She had been in the room barely five minutes when Lord Bartholomew approached and asked Amelia to dance. She was in his stringy arms dancing when Thad strode through the ballroom doors. She nearly tripped, stepping on Lord B’s foot, and she had to struggle to concentrate on the dance. Thad looked like a dream come true in his dark formal evening attire that fit so well across his deliciously broad shoulders. His cravat was perfectly white and his teeth matched when they flashed his knee-melting smile. Mary Lexington, that hussy, hurried up to him and he laughed at something she said. Amelia desperately wished she had been the object of his attention. His gaze seemed to scan the room and as soon as he saw Amelia, his smile fell.

Oh, good.

She wanted him, wanted him desperately. She knew very well she couldn’t have him as a husband. Mama would never accept him for himself, not to mention the fact that he didn’t have a title. But she could have him…in her bed. For one night…or more. And she intended to get him there. Using Lily Morgan’s expert advice. She smiled to herself. She’d be a bigger hussy than Mary Lexington ever hoped to be.

Amelia turned her attention back to Lord Bartholomew and laughed as if the man had just made the most hilarious jest she’d ever heard. In fact, she had no idea if he’d made a jest at all and rather doubted it when he gave her a look that indicated he was a bit concerned about how much she’d imbibed.

She danced the next dance with Lord Bartholomew too and then spent a good portion of the evening at his side, plucking more glasses of champagne from the trays of unsuspecting footmen. She quickly learned it was much more tolerable to endear the marquis’s constant yammering the more she had to drink. Quite an interesting discovery really. Champagne had a way of making the dullest conversation nearly enjoyable. Who knew?

She glanced surreptitiously at Thad who watched her through narrow eyes but set about dancing with a bevy of beautiful ladies, all of whom accepted his advances. And Mary Lexington was rarely far from his side. Hrmph. Apparently even rogues had a certain cachet in society. Handsome, rich rogues who were the grandsons of dukes were quite welcome and sought after at country house parties. Blast it all.

Amelia would just be forced to redouble her efforts to make him jealous. Now where was the Duke of Stanford?








CHAPTER 14

The door to Amelia’s room flew open. She whirled around to see Thad standing in the doorway looking like an avenging knight. A shudder of anticipation ran through her. It had worked. He was jealous. And he was here. Perfect.

She glanced down. She was only wearing her chemise. Thank God Mama was already in bed next door and Hannah had retired to the servants’ quarters. What was Thad thinking, bursting in like this? Very well, yes. She liked it. A lot. But what was he thinking? She hid her smile behind the back of her hand.

Thad took two bold steps into her room and firmly pushed the door shut behind him.

She held her breath, waiting for him to speak first.

He stood there with his feet braced apart and a determined look in his eye. “Damn it, Amy. I am not going to allow you to waste yourself on one of those fools on your list.”

“What are you talking about?” She should cover her chemise with a blanket or sheet or something, but then again, what fun would there be in that? Instead, she thrust out her chest and pretended as if it were absolutely not out of the ordinary to be having a conversation with a man in her bedchamber in the middle of the night wearing nothing more than her chemise.

“Highland, Bartholomew, and Stanford.” He spat. “You deserve…” Thad scrubbed his hands through his hair. “You deserve a damn sight better than any of them.”

She turned this time so he wouldn’t see her smile. It was working, her plan to make him jealous. Perhaps if she pushed him just a…bit…more. “I must marry one of them.” She shrugged. “I have no choice.”

“That’s not true and even if it is, I won’t allow you to.”

Oh, she had to bite the inside of her cheek to stop the smile that provoked. “I don’t see what say you have in the matter,” she countered. And then, just for good measure, she marched up to him, planted her hands on both hips, tilted her head back, and stared him straight in the eyes. “Besides, what do you intend to do about it?”

“This!”

He pulled her into his arms, hard. Yanked her against him, then swept her up, tossed her across his shoulder, and in three long strides, laid her on the bed. Then he followed her down, and ripped her chemise away with one hand. Amelia shuddered. Oh, God. She’d done it. Made him jealous enough to do this. And it was…magical. She lay there naked to his roaming, assessing gaze and all she could think about was how badly she wanted this to happen. Wanted him to make love to her.

His mouth found hers. He kissed her, savagely, passionately. And Amelia clung to him, fit her naked body underneath him, wanting to rip at his clothes until he was nude too.


She squirmed beneath him, tugging at the top of his breeches. He moved away long enough to pull off his coat and toss it to the floor. She helped him with his cravat and his shirt. He stopped for a moment to shuck both boots and Amelia waited in breathless anticipation. He still had on his breeches, but otherwise, they were both naked. He pushed her back down to the bed. His blue eyes hard, intense, and the feel of his smooth hot skin beneath her fingertips made her shudder again. She let her hands roam over his bulging muscles. Oh God, what life in the boxing saloon had done to him. He was positively gorgeous. Big, hot, and male, and when he pushed his hips against hers she couldn’t stop her moan. She never wanted it to end.

His mouth never leaving hers, he moved his hand down her thigh. His bare hand on her naked skin made her gasp. No one had ever touched her like this and just the memory of how she’d touched herself the other night, thinking of Thad doing it, made her even more wet. Here he was with his hand only inches from where she’d imagined it. She whimpered with longing. Touch me, she silently pleaded.

Thad’s hot rough hand moved up the outside of her thigh as if he already owned her and she shuddered, pressing her full breasts more firmly against his bare chest. Oh, why hadn’t he discarded his blasted breeches? They were only in the way now. She longed to reach down and unbutton them but she wasn’t that brave, not yet, and Thad would do it, in his time.

It had worked. What Lily Morgan had told her had worked. She had only to make Thad jealous enough to push him over the edge and incite his passion enough to make love to her and even though Mama was next door, she didn’t care. Mama couldn’t stop them now. Nothing could. This was going to happen here, tonight, and she’d no longer be ignorant about the secrets of a wedding night. No matter that no wedding had been involved. This was the fun part. Nothing frightening about it in the least.

Thad’s hand made its way to the space between her thighs. He rolled to his side slightly to take his weight from her and have a better angle at which to touch her. She parted her trembling thighs and kept her eyes tightly closed. “Yes, Thad, touch me. There.”

And he did. One warm, insistent finger came to part the hot crevice between her legs and he pressed into her, making her groan, “Thad.” He quickly covered her mouth with his, sucking his name away into his mouth.

“Amy,” he murmured. “You’re so soft. So warm. So perfect.”

“I want you, Thad.” She shuddered again and so did he.

His finger came up to play with her. He nudged her in little circles in that perfect spot between her legs. The spot she’d only found recently when she’d been thinking of him. The spot that made her long for him and weep for him. His finger pushed, prodded, tugged, circled, and soon she was lifting her hips off the bed, begging him not to stop. A fine sweat had broken out on his forehead and Thad’s lips moved down to her throat and then her neck and then her breasts. She was lost.

His ravenous mouth tugged at her nipple, and that in conjunction with the torture of his finger on her most intimate spot, made her beg him not to stop. Her head tossed fitfully on the pillow and she fell, catapulted over the edge, calling his name, her fingers digging into the tightly bunched muscled skin of his taut back.

Amelia lay there for the next few minutes, breathing heavily, shuddering, shaking, little pings of pleasure still zipping through her body. But even she was not so ignorant as to believe they had just made love. She knew enough to know that while she’d just received unbearable pleasure, Thad was still very much unfulfilled. Breathing heavily and shaking, he’d restrained himself and he was in pain. She knew it.

She reached for him. She briefly ran her fingers against the hard bulge in his breeches and he groaned and rolled away.

“Thad… You promised. I want you to make me yours.” She ran her fingers up and down his hard, hot length.

His breath came in fast pants.

* * *

In his entire life, Thad had never been subjected to torture like this. Amy had just come in the most arousing, wonderful sexual experience of his life and now her little fingers were working at the buttons on his breeches, reaching for his rock-hard cock. He felt physical pain. He didn’t want her to stop but he wished to hell she would.

No, he didn’t.

The air around them smelled like the lily-scented soap of her hair and musky odor of her arousal. The combination made him groan.

“Let me touch you,” she whispered and he was helpless to say no. God damn it he wanted to feel her fingers around him. Now.

The buttons on his breeches came apart in one long ripping motion and he sprang free. Her hand moved to wrap around him. He groaned and buried his face against her soft shoulder. He wanted to lick her. The insistence of his raging hard-on made it so damned difficult to think. He let her touch him, stroke him, for five, ten torturous seconds. She rubbed him up and down, showing no mercy. Had he been a bit younger, a bit less experienced, no doubt he would have spilled himself all over her delicate, tormenting hand. Instead, he allowed her to cup him, stroke him just long enough to make him want to make love to her more than anything he’d ever wanted in his life.

But. He. Couldn’t.

She moved down, down, down, as if she were about to kiss his cock. If that happened he’d be lost. He quickly pushed himself away, putting some space between them.

Her blue eyes were cloudy, questioning. “What’s wrong?”

He rolled off the bed and stood there, his breeches unbuttoned, his bare chest rising and falling with the effort to control his aroused body…his raging emotions. “Amy…we can’t.” He backed away from her.

Her pretty face was filled with confusion. She pulled up the sheet, covering her beautiful nakedness. “What? We…nearly did.”

“I know, but I just can’t…” He turned away from her, buttoned his breeches, and reached for his crumpled shirt that lay on the floor.


“Why not?” she asked quietly from behind him.

He turned to face her again. “I told you. I gave you my condition. I have to stop this. Now. It’s gone too far already.”

“But Thad, you promised to spend the night with me.”

His breathing remained ragged. “Surely you know by now that a wedding night can be a heaven or a hell.” He didn’t turn around, not wanting to see the recrimination in her eyes. “Unfortunately, it has a great deal to do with your groom and you insist upon choosing a man who will make it a hell for you.”

Amy’s voice was strained. “So that’s it. You’re just going to walk away?”

He clenched his jaw. “I never should have agreed to this in the first place.” He glanced back. She didn’t understand, but he couldn’t do it. The guilt, the awful guilt that had been riding him for three years, wouldn’t let him. He’d only be ruining her. And it was not as if he could have her. He could never have her. Even if her mother would accept him, he had nothing to offer Amelia but a black reputation. What would they do? Run off to Gretna Green? If they did that Amelia would be ruined forever. No, he had absolutely nothing to offer her but shame.

He turned to face her. “I’m sorry,” he murmured, trying to memorize her gorgeous face.

Amelia snapped her head to the side as if she’d been slapped. And Thad grabbed up his boots and his discarded clothing and strode out the door.








CHAPTER 15

Amelia stared out the rain-splashed window of her bedchamber, hugging her pillow to her chest. They’d been back in London for two days now and Hannah had spent a great deal of that time attempting to cheer her.

“Wouldn’t you like a nice shopping trip to Bond Street?” the maid asked. “The weather’s sure to clear soon and you still need that blue ribbon for your bonnet.”

Amelia shook her head. “No, thank you, Hannah,” she answered in the same drone-like voice she’d spoken with since they’d left the Lexingtons’ country house.

Hannah braced her hands on her hips and made her way toward the door. “I’m off to the kitchens, then, to get you a spot of tea and some cakes. I’ve never known you to turn down a tea cake.”

“Very well,” Amelia replied noncommittally, still staring unseeing into the gray beyond the windowpane.

As soon as Hannah left, Amelia plopped back against the other pillows on her bed and let out a long sigh. What was wrong with her? Why was she acting like a lovesick schoolgirl? And that’s exactly what she was acting like. She’d seen enough lovesick schoolgirls during her time at Miss Harris’s to know what one looked like. Pathetic. Entirely pathetic.

How had the entire time at the house party gone so wrong? Oh, she supposed her plan to further her acquaintances with Bartholomew and Stanford had gone according to plan, but her plot to spend the night with Thad had entirely backfired.

She’d spent enough time with him to know she wanted more, of course. But he’d rejected her. Even after her idiotic attempt to make him jealous. He’d made her feel things she couldn’t explain, couldn’t put to words, and then he’d just walked away, without so much as a backward glance.

She squeezed her eyes shut. Oh, how could she ever face him again? She was an idiot. A child. She’d been playing a game that was far beyond her experience and now she was paying for it. Dearly.

She considered Lily Morgan’s words. How to make a man jealous. It had seemed to work, but then Thad had just…walked away. Lily might have been right. Perhaps marrying an old man wasn’t the best choice, but what alternative did Amelia have? And besides, Lily had married Lord Merrill, hadn’t she? So she should know as well as anyone that sometimes there wasn’t a happily ever after.

But the worst part? Amelia realized now that she didn’t just want Thad to spend the night with her. She was in love with him. Helplessly, hopelessly, unfortunately in love with him. He couldn’t be her husband. She knew that. But he could be her lover and he’d even refused to be that. Perhaps after she married Stanford and nature took its course, one day she could be a rich widow with a handsome lover. Thad.

Tears sprang to her eyes. Was that the only option for them? The only hope? Thad didn’t have a title, he had a blackened reputation, and he would be the last man in the kingdom her mother would allow her to marry, the very last. She buried her face in the pillow. Why did she have to want him so?

* * *

Thad had always prided himself on working hard, but when he returned from the house party he threw himself into his duties like never before. He spent his mornings going over the ledgers, seeing to the saloon, and dealing with the people who worked for him. He spent his afternoons boxing anyone who would take him on until he was exhausted, sweaty, and often bloody. Then he’d wash up and go out on the town for a night of drinking. A long, long night of drinking. He wanted to take a woman home with him. Hell, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d so wanted to take a woman home. Being with Amelia at the Lexingtons’ had ignited a fire in his loins that he was hard put to extinguish, but every woman who ended up with him toward the end of the evening, batting her eyelashes at him and rubbing her lacking chest against him, seemed like so much flash and falsehood compared to Amelia. And when he closed his eyes and tried to imagine being with anyone else, Amelia’s sweet, pretty face loomed in his memory, torturing him.

So he remained alone. Instead, he drank himself into oblivion and went home to promptly sleep it off until the next day when he did it all over again. But he was haunted. There was no question about it. Haunted by his encounters with Amelia and the old guilt that came back to ravage him on a nightly basis now. The morning Paul had died. He couldn’t be with Amelia without telling her the truth and it was the one thing she didn’t seem to want from him. Every time he’d attempted to tell her the story, she’d stopped him, shied away from it. It would be painful for her to hear it but she had to. If there was going to be any future for the two of them—not that there should be, not that there could be, damn it. But he had to tell her the truth. She deserved to know it. Deserved to know who she was trusting. And what he’d done.

And that was exactly why he’d walked away from her that last night. It would have been so easy, so easy and perfect to make love to her then. And he’d wanted to, God knew how badly he’d wanted to. But he just couldn’t. Not with the secrets that rode him. Not with the guilt that gouged him.

He’d spent the last three years trying to atone for that guilt. To be worthy of the second chance at life he’d been granted when it had been ruthlessly ripped away from his friend. But Thad wasn’t worthy, just as his father had always told him. And he never would be. And that’s why, even when Amelia had called in the favor he’d promised her, even when his code of honor insisted that he fulfill his duty to her, it was, in the end, the one thing he couldn’t do. He wasn’t fit to be in her presence, let alone touch her. And Amelia would be much better off once she realized that.

It was frustrating, to be sure, to know that she insisted upon listening to her idiotic mother and marrying one of those old men, but young ladies of the ton did it all of the time. Didn’t they? Yes, he had to weigh the benefits of staying in her life and meddling, against the detrimental effect of his presence in her life and it was clear. He was more trouble than he was worth. Amelia deserved better, much better, and perhaps she would find it one day, the same way Lily Morgan had. Didn’t Amy realize that she was actually picking an old man because she wanted her marriage to be over quickly, didn’t want to fall in love? She was sabotaging her own happiness, her own life.

Blast it. Again, none of his business. It was none of his affair who Amy Templeton married. And he intended to keep it that way. Even if he had to drink himself into oblivion every night to believe it.








CHAPTER 16

“Amelia, I’d like to speak with you in the salon.” Mama’s voice cut across the breakfast room. “Now.”

The oatmeal she’d been eating lodged in Amelia’s throat. She nearly choked. “Y-yes, Mama.”

What did Mama want? She sounded disapproving, but Mama always sounded disapproving. Had she heard rumors? Had someone seen Thad leaving her room at the house party? Amelia said a brief prayer. Oh, please. Anything but that. She exchanged a nervous glance with Hannah who was passing through the room.

Amelia let her spoon drop into her nearly empty bowl, stood, and followed her mother’s ramrod-straight back out of the room, through the corridor, across the foyer, and into the rose salon.

Her mother motioned for her to take a seat on the sofa at the far end of the rug.

Dutifully, Amelia complied, swallowing audibly.

Her mother turned to face her, her fingers laced together. She paced back and forth in front of Amelia.

“Yes, Mama?” she prompted, unable to stand the suspense a moment longer.

“I have some wonderful news,” her mother began. “But I didn’t want the servants to overhear because it’s not quite settled yet.”

Was that the hint of a smile on her face? Amelia turned her head slightly and watched her mother through narrowed eyes. “What is it, Mama?”

Yes, it was a smile. Amelia was sure of it now. Well, at least more of a smile than Mama had ever displayed.

“The Duke of Stanford paid a call upon your father today. He’s interested in making an offer for you.”

Amelia’s breath fled from her lungs in a long rush. Stanford? Was about to offer for her? She braced her hand against the arm of the sofa. Why was she dizzy all of a sudden? This is what she’d wanted. What she’d hoped for. So why did she feel…so numb?

“Yes, Mama,” she answered woodenly, fighting back the tears that had sprung up at the backs of her eyes.

“You’ve done us proud, Amelia,” Mama said. “I’m ever so pleased with you.”

Amelia bit her lip and fought the tears even harder. That made her feel numb too. The words she’d waited her entire life to hear fell on her ears like raindrops on the muddy road. No sound. No reaction. No…anything.

A knock at the door interrupted their conversation. At Mama’s call, the butler opened the door. “Mrs. Templeton, the Marchioness of Colton and Miss Annie Andrews are here to pay a visit.”

Mama had to ask the poor man to repeat the names twice. “Oh, very well, show them in. But give me a moment, Litton. I’m not about to turn a marchioness away from the door, but I particularly detest Lady Colton. I’ll just be off to the kitchens to see to the tea.” She turned to her daughter. “You entertain them for a bit, Amelia.”

Moments later, after Mama had safely stolen away, Lily and her sister, Annie, were ushered into the room.

Amelia stood, waiting for her guests to sit before she reclaimed her seat on the sofa. “I must say I’m a bit surprised you’ve paid me a visit, Lady Colton.”

“Ah, dear, remember? Call me, Lily, please.”

Miss Andrews, who sat on the edge of her seat as if she was a bit nervous as well, added, “And please call me Annie.”

“I wanted to come and see how you were doing. Did you manage to make that certain young man jealous?” Lily asked with a conspiratorial grin.

Amelia’s cheeks went hot. She folded her hands in her lap. “Who said it was a…young man?”

“Come now, Miss Templeton,” Lily prodded. “Do I mistake my guess or do you not fancy someone? Someone who is decidedly not the Earl of Highland, the Marquis of Bartholomew, or the Duke of Stanford.”


Amelia glanced away miserably. “Oh, it’s true. I do.”

“Ooh, who is it?” Annie said, leaning forward in her seat.

A wide smile spread across Lily’s face. “Yes, who? I admit I’ve been positively on tenterhooks to know.”

Amelia glanced toward the door. She could not let Mama overhear. “If I tell you, you must promise not to repeat it to anyone.”

Both sisters vigorously nodded and crossed their hearts.

Amelia bit her lip, giving another quick glance toward the door. “Very well. It’s… Mr. Hammond. Mr. Thaddeus Hammond.”

“I knew it!” Lily nearly shouted before clapping her hand firmly over her mouth. She slowly drew her hand away. “I mean, I saw you two exchanging glances at the Lexingtons’ ball and I…guessed.”

Amelia furrowed her brow. If Lily had guessed, had her other suitors guessed? Had Mama? This was not good. Not good at all.

“Oh, Miss Templeton, if you admire Mr. Hammond, you must tell him,” Annie said, reaching out and patting Amelia’s hand. Amelia got the impression that the pretty brunette was one of the nicest, most sincere young women she’d ever met. “I know what it’s like to be in love,” Annie added. “I’ve been helplessly in love with Mr. Arthur Eggleston for weeks now and—”

“Yes, dear, be that as it may.” Lily cleared her throat and Amelia got the distinct impression that Mr. Eggleston wasn’t nearly as beloved by Lily as he was by her sister. How interesting.

“Yes, of course.” Annie shook her head full of silky brown curls. “This is about you, not me, Miss Templeton. But I still say you must tell Mr. Hammond how you feel.”

Amelia glanced away. There were those unwelcome tears again. She blinked to dispel them. “It’s too late. Mama informed me this morning that Papa and Lord Stanford are discussing our betrothal contract.”

“What?” Lily recoiled. “But Stanford is a hundred years old!”

Amelia officially rang for tea to distract herself. “I think he’s seventy-something.”

Annie shuddered. “No, no. You mustn’t marry the duke. You don’t love him. You’ll regret it for the rest of your life.”

“I don’t think you understand,” Amelia said. “My mother’s fondest wish is to gain a title in the family and the duke would be…well, he’s a duke. You must know how these things go. It’s all but settled. Besides, in addition to not holding a title, Mr. Hammond and my mother…well, let’s just say my mother detests him. We could never marry.”

“I understand perfectly,” Lily replied. A sharp look had come into the marchioness’s eyes. “You’re going to marry an old man whom you don’t love to make your mother happy. I did the exact same thing five years ago and I’m not about to let you make the same mistake I did.”

Annie nodded vigorously.

Amelia widened her eyes. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that I intend to help you, Miss Templeton. I intend to help you get exactly what you want.”

Amelia blinked at Lily. “Pardon me for saying so, but I don’t understand why you’d want to help me.”

Lily Morgan inclined her head. “I owe you a favor, Amelia. And I intend to repay you in spades.” She clapped her hands. “Now, how much time do we have? Before your father signs the betrothal contract with the duke?”

Amelia shrugged. “I don’t know. Two days, perhaps three.”

Lily winked at her. “Then we must get started quickly.”








CHAPTER 17

Devon Morgan and Jordan Holloway strolled into the boxing saloon the next afternoon looking as if they owned the place. Thad eyed them both warily. The two noblemen were known to frequent Brooks’s and the other more high-end clubs in the city, and while they were both rumored to be excellent at fisticuffs, they’d never stepped foot in Thad’s establishment. Thad’s saloon was respectable, to be sure, but hardly the sort of place the finest of London’s aristocracy chose to frequent. No, his was more the realm of second sons and hangers-on. Which was just the way he liked it.

“Come to bet on the fights, Colton?” Thad asked in greeting, making his way over to the door to welcome his two guests.

Colton cracked a smile. “I don’t bet any longer, actually. I came to fight.”

Thad’s eyebrow shot up. “Is that so? Would you like me to clear a space for the two of you then?” He gestured to Lord Ashbourne.

Ashbourne shook his head. “Oh, no, no, no. I’m dressed far too nicely to fight today. I am merely here to observe.”


“Observe?” Thad glanced back and forth between the two of them. He gestured to Colton with his chin. “Then who do you intend to fight?”

Colton inclined his head. “You, if you’d do me the courtesy.”

Thad crossed his arms over his chest and narrowed his eyes on the older man. Colton had nurtured his reputation as a loser in gambling for the last five years, but it had recently come to light that he was in fact richer than the king and had merely been pretending to be awful at gambling in order to fool the man who had stripped his father’s coffers. Once he’d won back his family’s signet ring and trounced his enemy, Colton had stopped gambling altogether. When he boxed, he usually did so in private with his cronies. Thad had never known him to fight in a public arena such as this.

“Me?” Thad asked, watching Colton carefully. Something was afoot all right.

“Yes, if you’ll have me.”

“Why do you want to fight me?”

“Simple,” Colton responded. “Because I’ve heard you’re very, very good.”

Nowthat Thad couldn’t argue with. In the last few days, he’d been fighting better than he ever had in his life, actually. Was it possible that Lord Colton had merely heard rumors about it and come to see for himself?

“Looking for a challenge, are you?” Thad replied.

“God yes,” Colton answered. “Ashbourne here has grown far too predictable. Besides, I hear you’re good enough to beat me and frankly, I don’t believe it.”


Ashbourne let out a bark of a laugh. “Don’t let him fool you, Hammond. He’s just tired of losing.”

Colton arched a dark brow. “It’s almost always a draw and you know it.”

Ashbourne sighed. “You’re right.”

“As I said…predictable.” Colton turned back to Thad. “So what do you say, Hammond? Will you take me on? Winner’s choice of forfeit?”

Thad cracked a smile. “A bet, eh? I thought you didn’t bet any longer.”

Colton returned his grin. “Let’s just say… I’ve come out of retirement for the occasion.”

Thad considered the offer for a moment. He was in the mood to fight. Hell, he’d been in the mood to fight every day since he’d returned from the Lexingtons’. Truth be told, he’d been in the mood to fight every day for the last three years. But now, staring at the well-dressed Lord Colton, the urge to fight overwhelmed him. He cracked his knuckles. Colton was the man who Amelia had been supposed to marry. If she’d married him according to plan, the whole debacle he’d found himself in over the last week would never have happened. Yes, he had a score to settle with Colton, actually, and today was the perfect day to settle it.

“By all means,” Thad said, stepping back and ushering the two men farther into his club. “Let’s fight.”

* * *

Lord Colton, it turned out, was good. Almost too good. Certainly the best Thad had come across. And if Ashbourne were his equal, he wouldn’t want to come across the two of them in a dark alley with a score to settle. Thad had started out a bit overconfident. Colton had about seven years in age on him, after all. Thad expected to be much more spry than the older man, but it became obvious after an hour and a half of sweaty, bloody fisticuffs that neither man was going to go down easily.

“I’m impressed, lad,” Ashbourne called from his spot along the sidelines. Every man in the club had stopped what he was doing and come to watch, and now bets were readily being placed. Thad’s factotum stood in full finery at the head of the nearby podium, serving as banker, calling bets, and narrating the fight. Normally, Thad played for fun and sport only, but today, today it had turned into a moneymaker. Some of the men were even pulling others in off the street to watch the bout.

“Well-played, lad,” Colton said, wiping a splash of blood from his brow. “I’m impressed, actually.”

“I’m impressed as well,” Thad replied with as cocky a grin as he could muster. “You fight well for an old man.”

Colton’s brow arched. “Old? Really?”

That, apparently, made Colton even more determined to win. They circled each other. Sweat and blood ran down their faces and naked backs. Thad struggled to keep his strength. A jab from Colton. A blow to his face. A returning jab. A returning blow. They eyed each other warily but with a definite respect for the other’s skill.

This match would not be quick.


An hour later, Colton delivered the final blow. Thad fell to the floor, spitting out blood. Then he rolled over and stared up at his opponent. “I give. Name your forfeit.”

Devon spat blood on the floor himself. Breathing heavily, he said, “It’s about time, lad. I thought we’d be here all bloody night.”

Thad rolled to his feet and braced his swollen, bloody hands against his knees. He was still struggling to catch his breath. “The forfeit, if you please.”

“It’s quite simple,” Colton replied. “You must ask the woman you love to marry you.”

Thad’s eyes went wide. Surely, he’d misheard the marquis. He stood up straight and placed a hand behind his ear. “What did you just say?”

Colton regarded his own swollen, bleeding knuckles. “You must ask the woman you love to marry you, lad. Quickly, if you please.”

The banker tossed a towel to each of the opponents and Thad wiped his across his brow. “Damn you, Colton. What the bloody hell are you talking about?”

Colton patted his face with the towel. “Are you or are you not in love with a certain young lady?”

Thad snapped his towel and hung it around his neck. He threw a hand in the air. “This is ridiculous. What sort of forfeit is this?”

Colton sighed. “I cannot help it. My lovely wife asked me to choose this forfeit and it turns out I’m a slave to her.”

Tugging on the ends of the towel, Thad stared at him through narrowed eyes. “I think you’ve gone mad in your old age, Colton.”

“Agreed,” Jordan Holloway called from across the floor.

With a grin on his face, Colton hung a sweaty arm around Thad’s neck. “You’d do well to take some advice from an old man like me, lad.”

Thad turned his head, eyes still narrowed. “I’m listening.”

“Life is short,” Colton replied. “Don’t ever let go of anything…or anyone you really want.”








CHAPTER 18

Amelia sat in Lily Morgan’s drawing room wringing her hands. She was nervous. Nervous and frightened. Lily had informed her that Devon had won the tournament and Thad was on his way. All Amelia could think about was seeing him again. She had to admit when Lily had first proposed the boxing match bet, Amelia had been convinced it would never work. Even if Lord Colton managed to win, she couldn’t imagine Thad proposing as a result. But apparently, Thad took a bet seriously. Very seriously indeed.

Amelia paced back and forth in front of the mantel. Convincing Thad to propose wasn’t the only problem she faced. Far from it. How exactly would she ever tell Mama what she was planning to do?

A rap sounded on the door and Amelia whirled around. She had almost convinced herself that she’d imagined the knock, but then the door swung open and Thad stood there looking breathtakingly handsome. He had a black eye and a cut on his nose. But otherwise, he looked absolutely delectable. She ran to his outstretched arms.

Thad hugged her close.


“I knew you would come,” she said. “Did Lord Colton do that to your face?”

Thad smiled, wryly. “Yes. But you should see him.”

Amelia couldn’t help her answering smile. Thad, always cocky. “Are you all right?”

“Perfectly. I let him win.”

“You did?”

He winked at her. “Can’t let the old man feel bad about his age. But the fact was it was a draw that likely would have gone on throughout the night if I hadn’t taken a fall. Besides, I may have lost, but I really won.”

“What do you mean?”

“The truth is I was curious as hell to discover what forfeit he wanted from me.”

“And?”

Thad touched her cheek. “My forfeit was to tell the woman I love that I love her.”

Amelia sucked in her breath.

“And that’s why I’m here, Amy. To tell you…”

Time stood still.

“I love you,” he breathed.

“I love you, too, Thad.” She wrapped her arms around him again.

“And I have every intention of asking you to marry me and I sincerely hope you’ll say yes, but first, there’s something I must tell you.”

Amelia’s chest went tight. She already knew. He wanted to tell her what had happened the morning Paul died.

“Thad, no. It’s not necessary. We don’t have to—”

“Yes,” he answered firmly. “It is necessary. I’ve put this off far too long and I cannot in good conscience let you believe you love me if you don’t know the truth.”

Amelia swallowed. “Very well.” She nodded.

Thad took her hand and led her over to the settee. She sat and he paced in front of her. She stared at his boots traveling back and forth across the Aubusson rug in the Morgans’ finely appointed drawing room. He paused and Amelia trailed her gaze up his body. He looked so handsome. So handsome and so vulnerable.

She loved him.

Her heart was near to bursting with love for him. This man was one of the only people left who knew her brother, who remembered her brother, who had loved her brother. And now she loved him. She didn’t care if he owned a boxing saloon and had a tarnished reputation. She didn’t care if he didn’t have a title and Mama would never accept him. She couldn’t live her life for Mama any longer. She realized that now, watching Thad pace across the carpet, his hands folded behind his back. She had to live it for herself. She straightened her shoulders. But how bad was what he was about to tell her?

Cold dread clutched at her heart. She’d never wanted to hear the story of the day Paul died. It would only hurt to learn the awful details and it could never bring her brother back. But for whatever reason, Thad felt he had to tell her. And she would listen. She would do this for the man she loved. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes, bracing herself.

“We’d been drinking that night,” Thad began, his voice calm. “Celebrating Paul’s engagement. We’d gone to Brooks’s and had a fine time. God, if only we’d gone home after that.”

Thad took a deep breath. “Instead we decided to go down to St. Giles, to a gin club we sometimes frequented.”

Amelia opened her eyes and furrowed her brow. “A gin club? In St. Giles?”

Thad nodded. “Unfortunately, it’s something stupid young gentlemen do frequently. Spending time in a St. Giles cellar. I’m not proud of it, but we thought it was such a lark.”

Amelia nodded. Young men were often up to such antics. Her brother had always liked to have a good time. It wasn’t particularly surprising.

“So we went down to this club we’d been to a few times and these two blokes were there. Locals. We’d argued with them a time or two before, but it was usually in drunken fun and quickly over. We’d never got violent with them.”

Amelia swallowed. “And you did…that night?”

“I told them that Paul had just got engaged and we were celebrating. One of the blokes said something about Lady Evelyn.”

Amelia put her hand to her throat. “Oh no.” She could well imagine Paul would not let such a thing go. “Then what happened?”

“I’ll spare you their words, but suffice it to say it was quite crude. Paul wasn’t about to let them speak of his fiancée that way.”

“No, of course not,” Amelia replied. Pure dread was slowly creeping up her spine.

“The exchange became heated quickly and Paul challenged the man who’d said it.”

“To a duel?” Amelia gulped.

“Yes.”

For the first time since Thad had begun talking, Amelia let out a sigh of relief. “Mama had always led me to believe that Paul had died serving as your second. But now you’re telling me that wasn’t the case at all. Paul had been the one to challenge the man to a duel. He died defending Lady Evelyn’s honor.” Amelia stood to embrace Thad, but he placed his hands on her shoulders, forcing her to sit back down.

“Let me finish,” he said.

There was that dread again, pooling in her belly. Amelia glanced up at him from beneath her lashes. There was more?

Thad continued his pacing. “We met them outside of London on Hightower Field at dawn. I, of course, agreed to be Paul’s second and the bloke who’d challenged him had his friend there too. Dr. Murdock arrived soon after.”

Amelia nodded. She’d already known that much. But what had happened? If Paul had not been Thad’s second, why hadn’t he told Mama as much that awful day?

“Pistols were chosen and the appropriate paces were taken.” Thad closed his eyes as if the next part were particularly difficult for him to relate. “Paul turned and lobbed his firearm into the air. The consummate gentleman, as always.”

Tears streamed down Amelia’s face. Her shoulders shook. “And the other man, Paul’s opponent. He didn’t…he didn’t fire into the air too, did he?”

Thad’s jaw was clenched tightly. “No. He didn’t. He shot at Paul.” Thad took a long, ragged breath. “But he missed.”

Amelia’s head snapped up. “What? What can you mean? If he missed, what happened?”

Thad slowly expelled his breath. “We were all walking back to the carriages—honor had been satisfied, after all, and to be honest, Paul and I were relieved it was over. But as we walked back, I said something. Something I’ll always regret.”

Amelia’s shaky hand went to her throat again. “What happened, Thad?” The words tripped out of her dry throat.

“I called the man a coward…for firing at Paul.”

Amelia closed her eyes. Oh, God. “And then?”

“His friend challenged me. But not to a duel, the pistols were already fired. He challenged me to a fight. A bare-knuckled fight, right then and there.”

Amelia’s whole body shook. “And you fought him?”

“Yes. We fought. And when it was obvious that I wasn’t going to win, was mostly likely going to die in fact, Paul stepped in and tried to fight for me.”

Amy shook her head. “No. No,” she whispered.

“The first bloke stepped forward. He was a huge man, a bruiser. There had been a chance against him at pistols, but in a fight, there was no reason to think Paul or I could best him.”

Tears streamed down Amelia’s face.

“It was over quickly.” Thad bowed his head. “The man only took a few swings at Paul before he hit him so hard his neck snapped.”

“No!” Amelia doubled over. She wanted to vomit. Paul, her beloved Paul, had been beaten to death. She’d had no idea. She’d always believed he’d been shot.

Thad’s voice was quiet. “Dr. Murdock couldn’t do anything. It was too late, and the two men took off immediately, leaving me a bloody pile on the field. I crawled over to Paul’s body and I…” He took a shaky breath. “I wept like a baby, Amelia. And then, I gathered myself up and came to tell your mother.”

Amelia’s heart was broken. She was sick. Nauseated, dizzy. Her entire world was spinning. “I need to be alone,” she choked, fighting back the bile that rose in her throat.

Thad nodded. “I’ll go.”








CHAPTER 19

Amelia asked the coachman to drive round the park again and again. She’d left Lily Morgan’s town house hours ago but she couldn’t go home, not home. Not yet. By the time she finally instructed the coachman to head in that direction, the streetlights were being lit. She sat there still, thinking, thinking. Thinking about Paul’s death, all the emotion she had barely let herself feel in all these years, thinking about Thad and her feelings for him, what he’d meant to her now and then. But worst of all, her mind could not stop replaying those last awful moments of her brother’s life. His neck had been snapped by a hideous, violent man when Paul had intervened to save a friend’s life. Mama had been wrong all these years, Paul had not originally been Thad’s second. But the truth of how it all actually unfolded was too awful to contemplate.

Paul had always been dutiful. He’d done what he was told and never made Mama angry. Amelia had been the opposite. Mama was rarely pleased with her. However, since Papa had begun drawing up the betrothal contract with the Duke of Stanford, Mama had nearly floated around the house humming, she was so pleased. And Amelia had been torn as to whether or not to do her duty.

But that was Mama’s life. What Mama wanted. It wasn’t what Amelia wanted or even what she could bear. Not anymore. Because there was one thing Amelia knew for certain after hours of circling the park…if Paul had lived, if he had had the chance to live the life he wanted, he wouldn’t have lived that life.

And now, now Amelia realized exactly what she must do. She must live the life she wanted. Her own life. The one she was granted and given and able to live. She must live it for herself, but she must also live it for Paul who would never be able to live his own. She’d never wanted to marry a man solely of her mother’s choosing. She realized that now. Reading the pamphlet had been nothing but an excuse to cry off from the Marquis of Colton last spring. And choosing those old men had just been an attempt at getting it all over with quickly. But she deserved more than that. She deserved better than that. She deserved love, and happiness, and to live her own life.

Thad. Her heart twisted for him. When she’d first seen him again last week, she’d noticed how strong he’d become, muscled and broad chested. But now she realized why he’d become a great boxer. Why he was so determined to beat everyone. He’d done it all, for Paul. He hadn’t been able to fight off the thug that day outside London and Paul had tried to save him and died. So Thad had become the best boxer in town. Tossed his reputation aside and started his own club, in fact.

All to make up for his shortcomings that day three years ago. He was racked with guilt. And what she’d asked of him had made it worse. He was trying to make amends to their family every single day of his life. And she loved him for it.

But she knew now. She wanted to marry him. Marry him and spend the rest of her life with him. And who gave a toss what Mama thought? Amelia was through answering to Mama.

When the coach finally pulled to a stop in front of Papa’s town house, Amelia got out and rushed up the front steps. She pushed open the front door and strode purposefully inside. Hannah was dusting a sideboard in the foyer.


“Where’s Mama?” Amelia asked.

Hannah hesitated. “She’s in the…attic.”

The attic?

Not bothering to stop and ask questions, Amelia took the stairs two at a time. She’d never even been up to the attic; she’d barely known it existed and Mama certainly wasn’t one to do things she might otherwise send the servants to do. A strange sense of dread clutched at Amelia’s heart.

She went faster, rushing up the stairs and bursting through the door. Mama was there, standing in the corner. Amelia glanced about, looking at all of the furnishings surrounding her mother.

It was Paul’s, all of it.

All of her brother’s things were there, set up just like his bedroom from three years ago. Mama had been running a finger across his bedside table. She glanced up at Amelia and a look of horror crossed her face.

It struck Amelia then. Mama had pretended to the world that she hadn’t cared, didn’t need to mourn, but silently, she’d been mourning all these years. She hadn’t discarded Paul’s things at all. She’d just hidden them up here, away from the world, in her own private place where she could come and be close to him. Tears filled Amelia’s eyes.

Oh, Mama, why didn’t you let me mourn with you? It would have been so much easier on both of us.

Her mother said nothing. Her chin shook. She was obviously making a desperate effort not to cry.

Amelia glanced down at her hands. For the first time in as long as she could remember, she wasn’t wringing them in her mother’s presence. No more hand-wringing and no more being frightened. She would stand up to her mother this time, woman-to-woman.

“Mama,” she whispered.

Mama clenched her fists. “What are you doing here?”

“Looking for you,” Amelia answered.

Mama stepped forward and her face went back to its usual harsh expression. “Yes, well, let’s go downstairs. It’s far too stuffy up here.” She put her arm through Amelia’s and began to escort her downstairs.

Amelia tugged her arm away and spun around. “Truly? You’re going to pretend like nothing’s happened? Like I didn’t see this?” She gestured to the room at large.

“See what?” Mama asked.

Oh God. Her mother was a crazy person.

Amelia expelled her breath. “This room. All of Paul’s things. Are you truly going to act as if this doesn’t exist?”

Her mother pulled up her shoulders. “I don’t see what that has to do with—”

“It has to do with everything!” Amelia shouted, whirling around to face her mother head-on.

“I do not like the tone of your voice, Miss.”

“I don’t care.” Amelia’s chest heaved with her indignation. “I don’t like a great many things you’ve done over the last several years. Over my whole life, actually. But I never had a choice. Admit it, Mama. You love him. You miss him.”

Her mother’s angry façade cracked just a bit. But just as quickly, her stoicism returned. “It doesn’t matter. He’s gone.”

“And it wasn’t Thad’s fault.”


Her mother took an angry step toward Amelia. “How dare you mention that name in this house!”

She raised a palm to slap Amelia but Amelia moved out of the way. Normally such defiance would have angered her mother more, but today Amelia didn’t care. Her mother’s shaking hand fell to her side.

“Thad Hammond didn’t kill Paul,” Amelia said, her hands clenched in fists at her side. “He and Paul were young and foolish. They made a mistake and got into a fight with the wrong men at the wrong time. Paul died honorably, defending his friend, and your hatred of Thad isn’t going to bring him back.”

Mama’s voice shook. “If Mr. Hammond hadn’t started the fight, Paul never would have been there that morning.”

“That’s not true, Mama.” Amelia took a step closer. “Paul was defending Lady Evelyn’s honor and Thad went with him as his second.”

Mama’s face fell and she hung her head. “No.”

Amelia’s heart broke. There was no sense in telling Mama the rest. She didn’t need to picture her only son with a broken neck. It was too cruel. But at least she finally knew the truth, that Thad hadn’t started the fight.

“Why are you so intent on defending Thad Hammond?” Mama asked brokenly.

“Because I love him, Mama. I love him and I intend to marry him. With or without your approval.”








CHAPTER 20

Amelia ran up the stairs to the boxing saloon. She didn’t even stop to explain herself to the enormous doorkeeper. “Where is Mr. Hammond?” she asked breathlessly, running past.

“He’s in his office at the end o’ the corridor,” the giant man said, pointing. Apparently, a lady dressed in full finery entering the saloon had so surprised him that he hadn’t even thought to stop her or ask what she was about.

She didn’t stop either. When she got to the office door, she pushed it open with the full force of her body and let it crack against the opposite wall.

Thad was sitting behind the desk. His head snapped up, his bright blue eyes going wide. “Amy?” he breathed.

Letting her own breathing settle back to rights, she clutched the door handle and swung the door shut behind her. Then she approached the desk, placed both palms facedown on it, and leaned toward Thad.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, watching her carefully.

“Two things. First, I need to tell you something.”


He nodded, the barest hint of assent.

“You did nothing wrong. Paul never would have blamed you for what happened that day. He would have blamed himself, for agreeing to the fight in the first place, for dragging you out to that field with him. You must believe that.”

Thad’s chin dipped to his chest and he expelled a long breath. “But I—”

“Your guilt won’t bring him back and I know he wouldn’t have wanted you to live the rest of your life paying for the rash actions of two foolish young men.”

Thad lifted his chin and met her gaze. Something that looked a bit like relief flashed across his face. “Thank you. For that.”

Amelia nodded. “Thank you for believing me. Now, I have to ask you something.”

“Anything,” he answered.

“This,” she said, gesturing to the room at large. “This saloon. All of it. It was for Paul, wasn’t it? You learned to fight, you became the best, for Paul?”

Thad raised his eyes skyward. He seemed to be searching for the right words. “For Paul…and for me,” he finally said. “I promised myself on the day Paul died that I’d never be the weaker man again.”

She leaned forward and covered Thad’s hand with one of hers. “You never were.”

He pressed his lips together, then shook his head. His voice was low. “What’s the second thing?”

A huge smile spread across her face. “Ah, yes, the second thing. I’m here for my proposal.”


“What?”

“My proposal. I want it. One more time. This time it might be nice if you got down on one knee however, but that is merely a suggestion.”

Thad stood quickly and moved around the desk. “What are you talking about, Amy? I thought you—”

“I just needed time to think…about everything. And I have. Paul loved you. He died saving your life. I love you. I can’t live without you. And I’ve already told Mama that I intend to marry you so that’s all settled.”

His eyebrows shot up. “She agreed?”

“Agreed is a bit too strong of a word, but she realizes my mind is made up. I threatened her with the scandal of running off to Gretna Green if she didn’t allow it.”

Thad cracked a grin. “You didn’t?”

Amelia laughed happily and nodded. “I did!”

“Why, Miss Templeton, defying your mother? I can scarcely believe it.”

“Well…” Amelia tapped her foot on the carpet, her arms crossed over her chest. “I’m waiting for my proposal.”

“Right. With all due haste.” Thad fell to one knee next to her and grasped her hand. He looked up into her face. “Miss Templeton, I love you desperately. Please do me the honor of becoming my wife.”

Tears hung in Amelia’s eyes, but she gave him a bright smile. “Yes, Mr. Hammond. I should like very much to marry you.”

Thad pulled her down into his arms. “Excellent. Now that that’s settled…” He whispered in her ear. “Come to bed with me.”

A shiver of anticipation raced along Amelia’s nerves. “Yes,” was her answer.

He stood and helped her up too. Taking her hand, he led her straight out of his office and through the back door into the alley where her coach was waiting.

“My house is only a few blocks from here,” he assured her as the conveyance took off over the bumpy cobbles.

By the time they arrived at his town house in St. James, Amelia’s insides were quaking, not with fear, but with anticipation.

He opened the front door and stood aside, allowing her to precede him into the residence.

Thad’s home was just like him, strong and unpretentious. It was a bit more elegant than she’d expected. Perhaps owning a gambling saloon was more lucrative than she’d guessed. No matter. They could live as paupers and she wouldn’t care. Just as long as they were together.

If there were servants in the house, Amelia didn’t see them. Thad whisked her quickly up stairs and into his elegant bedchamber before she ever had a chance to worry about the inappropriateness of being at a bachelor’s residence in broad daylight. Inappropriateness, apparently, was the theme of the day given what they were about to do.

If Thad’s town house was manly, his bedroom was even more so. Thick dark rugs and oversized leather chairs sat at odds near a fireplace on the left side of the room. And an enormous bed occupied a great deal of the space on the right.

Amelia slowly made her way to the bed. “So,” she said in a low voice, tracing her finger along the dark blue sheets. “Our wedding night is not to be a night at all, but an afternoon.”

His gaze was steady, level. Were his insides not rioting the way hers were?

“Would you rather wait until the moon rises, my love?” he asked.

Amelia shook her head emphatically. “I’ve waited long enough to learn these secrets.” She gave him just the barest hint of a smile.

“Good,” he answered huskily, crossing over to her and running his palms along the bare skin of her forearms. “Because I don’t think I could wait a moment longer if you asked me to.”

A thrill shot down her spine.

She’d already removed her bonnet and coat downstairs and now she turned to him and offered him her back. “Help me with my buttons?”

“With pleasure.” He slowly unbuttoned the back of her gown and the feel of his warm fingers against her back was enough to make Amelia shudder.

Thad helped her to pull the gown over her head. Then he walked over to the fireplace and lit a brace of candles. Next, he crossed over to windows where the thick damask curtains hung. He pulled them closed across the broad expanse of glass, enveloping the room in shadowy darkness. “We can at least pretend it’s night,” he said, turning to her with a smile that made Amelia’s knees nearly buckle.

“And that there’s already been a wedding.” She winked at him.


Thad crossed back over the carpet. Sitting on the edge of the bed, he shucked his boots, then his coat, waistcoat, and shirtsleeves.

Amelia stood watching him in her chemise, stays, and stockings. Oh, but he was magnificent. She reveled in the sight of his bare chest. Yes. It was just as glorious as she’d remembered it. She waited for him to finish undressing—though he kept his breeches on, drat the luck—before she turned and gestured for help with her stays.

Thad undid the lacings one by one and each tug was a slow, agonizing wait. Soon Amelia was free of the confining garment, however. She bent to pull off the stockings, but Thad’s hand on her knee stopped her. A warm heat shot straight down her thigh.

“Let me,” he breathed.

“With pleasure.”

He picked her up at the waist as if she weighed nothing and gently set her on the bed, then he followed her onto the mattress. She leaned back against the pillows and easily plucked the pins from her coiffure. Her curls flooded down over her shoulders and she shook out the golden mass. She discarded the pins on the bedside table.

“You’re beautiful.” He gently touched her cheek.

He kissed her, so tenderly. And she kissed him back, ran her fingers along his slightly stubbled jaw, pressed the corner of her mouth to the scar next to his eye. Now she knew what he’d been through to get that scar. She shuddered. She loved this man with her whole being.

She closed her eyes, squeezing his hand that lay against her face.


“Keep your eyes closed,” he whispered, and Amelia complied. She lay there, trembling with anticipation as his warm hands skimmed along her calves, stopped at her knees, and continued up to her thighs. His palm rubbed against the high inside of her leg, so near her most private place that she shuddered. Then, he slowly began to roll down her stocking. He eased it over her knee and calf, and then pulled it off her toes.

“Can I open my eyes now?” she asked shakily.

“No.”

She shivered again.

His strong, sure hands moved to her other leg, caressing upward until they met with the top of her second stocking. He hooked one finger under the fabric and gently rubbed back and forth against her inner thigh.

Amelia sucked in her breath. He was so close, so close to touching her where she most desperately wanted him to.

“Now?” she asked.

“Not yet.”

She blew out a breath, tried to relax. This was turning out to be so much fun.

Thad slowly rolled the second stocking down her thigh, his palms skimming along her bare skin. Amelia bit her lip and wriggled her hips.

The sound of buttons coming undone nearly made Amelia look. He was taking off his breeches, she could feel it. Anticipation hummed along her nerves.


Next, his strong hands were at her hips, shimmying up her chemise past her thighs. She was bare to him, exposed. He was looking at her naked body and it felt…delicious. He pulled the garment up over her head and it swished to the floor.

“Now?” she pleaded.

“Not quite yet.”

Amelia was intensely aware of the fact that they were both naked, but she couldn’t look at him. Not yet. She reached for him, wanting to touch him. He grabbed her wrists and imprisoned them next to her hips. The bed shifted under his weight as he moved down…down…down.

By the time Amelia realized what he was doing, her entire body was quaking. Her teeth tugged frantically at her bottom lip. She tried to regain control of her hands to cup his head, but Thad refused to let go. Holding her wrists firmly against the sheets, he nudged her knees apart with his head and then pulled her down to lay flat on the bed. She slid easily along the satin sheets, her breath catching in her throat.

She couldn’t see him, could only feel, and when his lips settled between her legs, she gasped.

“Thad—” She struggled to sit up.

“Shh.” His hot breath feathered against her thigh. “Let me do this, Amy. I promise you’ll enjoy it.”

She pressed her shoulders back onto the mattress. Well, when he put it like that…

Her breathing hitched again, however, when his tongue found her. Its hot sweetness was nearly her undoing. She chafed against the hold he kept on her wrists, wanting desperately to run her fingers through his hair, to feel him, to hold him.

His tongue lapped at her, rough, hot, wet, perfect. There were no words. He brushed heavily against her once, twice. She moaned deep in her throat. “Thad,” she said again, but this time it was a plea for him not to stop.

His hot, rough tongue made her hips writhe, her knees clamped against his head. She gasped, her head thrown back against the mattress. It was all the more sensual because he wouldn’t release her wrists. Wouldn’t allow her to touch him. But why?

He kissed her there, repeatedly, licked her, teased her with his marvelous mouth until Amelia thought she would burst into a thousand tiny flames.

He finally released her wrists, and her hands shot into his hair, holding him steady against her.

“Can I look now?” she begged.

“Yes,” came his reply. She opened her eyes, adjusting them to the dimly lit room. She looked down to see Thad’s head between her legs. He glanced up at her. The look on his face overwhelmed her. There was such love and tender reverence reflected there.

He moved up then and she was afforded a glimpse at his finely sculpted body. He was bigger and more muscled than she’d even imagined. His thighs were strong and wide, his hips narrow and taut. The muscled flat plane of his abdomen made her want to touch him. He was magnificent and that was before she saw his throbbing member jutting impressively from between his legs. Oh, but he was well endowed in every way. Just like she’d known he would be when she’d imagined this moment a hundred times.

“Thad, you’re beautiful.”

He smiled at that. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“I mean it. Your body… You look like a sculpture.”

“Being a prizefighter pays in more ways than one.” He kissed her then, kissed her and reminded her of where his mouth had been just moments earlier.

She shivered again and he pulled back the sheets, then gently tugged them over them both. His hand moved to the juncture between her thighs and she gasped. One strong, sure finger entered her. She wrapped her arms around him and pressed her aching nipples against his chest. “Oh, yes,” she murmured against his neck. “Touch me.”

His finger moved, slowly at first, and then his thumb rubbed against the most sensitive spot between her legs, the same spot his mouth had been. Amelia’s knees trembled. Her body shook. His thumb moved in perfect unerring circles over and over. A fine mist of sweat broke out across her skin.

Just when she thought she could stand no more, Thad turned his hand slightly and hooked his finger, touching a spot so perfect, so sensitive, that her hips nearly shot off the bed. “Oh, God, yes.” She groaned against his chest, her entire being shuddering into a series of spasms that left her gasping for breath.

It took several minutes for Amelia’s breathing to return to normal and in that time she clung to Thad’s rock-hard chest. He’d just made her feel the most intense feeling of her life. And she knew, right then, that was the real secret of a wedding night. She couldn’t help her slight smile. And what a selfish secret to keep.

She slowly opened her eyes and stared at Thad with wonder. The feelings this man was capable of making her feel…they might have frightened her once. But she was anything but frightened now.

And it was finally Thad’s turn.

* * *

Thad clenched his jaw so hard he thought it would snap in half. Watching Amelia come had been the single most gratifying sexual experience of his life. She was beauty and grace and love and wit all rolled into one. And he adored her. He no longer worried about his blackened reputation. A bit of whitewash could always be employed, and he happened to know just where to get it. At the altar of his grandfather. He would go there, if he must. He’d do anything to give his new wife—yes, she would be his wife as soon as he could procure the license—the life she deserved.

Amy shuddered against his shoulder again and he did his best to forget about the insistent throbbing in his cock. He wanted her unlike he’d ever wanted anyone or anything in his life and he intended to take Lord Colton’s advice. He would never let her go. Not again.

There was no more guilt. This afternoon, their lovemaking, would ensure that she would be his. He intended to bind her to him with his love, body and soul.

He was on fire for her, but above all things, he didn’t want to frighten her. This was her first time and she had heard awful things about the act of lovemaking. He’d been intent upon making it good for her, and he’d done that, but now there was no choice but to hurt her a little. And he regretted that with every muscle in his body.

“Amy,” he whispered. “I never read that pamphlet, but you do know that it may be a bit…uncomfortable, the first time. I promise to be gentle though.”

While he’d been talking, she’d rolled over and was lying fully nude atop him like some goddess dream come to life. Her riotous curls spilled over her shoulders and pooled on his chest, looking like molten gold.

“I promise to be gentle too,” she murmured, just before she slid down his abdomen and covered his cock with her perfect pink mouth.

Thad nearly arched off the bed. His mind couldn’t comprehend it. It was Amy, sure, sweet, lovely Amy, sucking his cock. He clenched his jaw harder and breathed in deeply, his nostrils flaring. “God damn it,” he breathed.

Her mouth worked like a sensuous muscle, pulling, tugging, squeezing. And every single moment of it was exquisite torture. Thad’s hands tangled in her hair while her tongue slid enticingly up and down the hard length of him. Where in the hell had she learned that?

From me, he thought wryly, fighting his body’s demands to keep from spilling himself in her hot, wet mouth. He would not do that to her. She deserved a calm, sensitive lover, not some overripe schoolboy who couldn’t control himself.

With that thought in mind, despite wanting the torture to go on forever, Thad reached down and hooked his hands under Amy’s arms, pulling her up.

He silenced her resistant denial by covering her mouth with his. Then, he turned her roughly in his embrace and rolled over atop her. “I can’t wait any longer, love,” he whispered in her ear.

She looked up at him with such love in her eyes, but tears shimmered in their bright blue depths. He braced himself on his forearms and took her chin between his thumb and forefinger. He turned her face to him. “Amy, what is it? Are you frightened?”

“No,” she whispered. “Not at all.”

“Then why the tears, darling?”

“Because I never thought I deserved such happiness until now,” she quietly replied.

Thad kissed her again then, long and deep, hoping she could feel every bit of love he had for her in his body’s reaction to her, in his mouth’s desire. He pulled away. “You deserve every happiness.”

His hand moved down to play with her breast. God, she had perfect breasts. Full and round, they were like satin globes. He leaned down to take one nipple between his teeth. Amy arched her back to give him better access. He loved it when she did that.

He rubbed his palm against her other nipple and she moaned. She reached down between their bodies and wrapped her fingers around his hot length. When she began to move her hand up and down, he knew…that was it. He couldn’t take it anymore. He had to have her. Now.

He shifted his weight atop her and probed her thighs apart with one leg. He nuzzled against her neck. “I’m sorry, Amy,” he whispered into her lily-scented hair.


She nodded, once, and he slid slowly, carefully into her.

The look on her face told him that she’d felt the sting.

“Are you all right, love?” he asked, kissing her forehead, her cheek, her ear. His body was clamoring for release but he couldn’t move too quickly. He didn’t want to hurt her.

“It feels so…” She wrinkled her nose, and for a moment Thad thought she was going to say something awful. “Wonderful,” she finished, wrapping her arms around his neck and offering her mouth to him. “Perfect.”

Thad groaned. “Oh, God, Amy.” He withdrew and pumped into her again, doing so with a bit more force each time. “Amy, I love you,” he murmured against her neck as his body tightened against the gathering storm. “I love you so much.”

He pumped into her, again, again, again. And Amy’s soft cries of pleasure were an aphrodisiac.

Sweat broke out on his brow, his muscles strained, his breathing labored. Nothing, none of the sexual exploits he’d had in his younger days, could compare with this moment here with Amy.

He slid into her one last time, letting himself go, and the force of his orgasm tore her name from his chest.

Then he collapsed against her, hugging her close. “I’ll love you forever,” he whispered into her shining curls.

* * *

“That was absolutely anything but frightening,” Amelia said with a giggle moments later after Thad kissed her on the forehead and rolled away from her. She pulled the sheets up over her chest and eyed him with an impish grin. “I shall just have to tell Lily Morgan that she needs to write the Real Secrets of a Wedding Night. Ooh, or perhaps I should write it.”

Thad let out a loud laugh. “You should.”

“After what you just showed me, I have a feeling a great many young ladies would like to know these secrets.”

He pulled her into his arms. “Only for you, my love. Only for you.”

Amelia propped herself up on an elbow and traced the line of his cheekbone with a finger. “Thank you, Thad.”

His brow furrowed. “For what?”

“For saving me from myself.”

He wrapped one of her curls around his finger. “You have nothing to thank me for. I should be thanking you. You’ve made me see that I’ve spent the last three years atoning for a sin that didn’t exist.”

“No,” she agreed. “It didn’t. And you didn’t have to become the best boxer in London to atone for anything.”

Thad pulled her into his arms. “I’ve been a fool about a great many things. Specifically for not compromising you and insisting you marry me the moment you came of age.”

“Oh, wouldn’t that be in keeping with your roguish reputation?”


“A reputation I must retire, I’m afraid.”

She glanced up at him, her eyes widening. “What do you mean?”

“I can’t very well be a respectable gentleman with a wife if I still run a boxing saloon, can I?”

She snuggled closer to him. “But I don’t understand. What will you do with the saloon?”

Thad rested his chin on the top of her head and wrapped his arms around her. “I think I’ll keep it open. I just won’t run it myself. I have plenty of people who work for me who can maintain the place.”

She titled up her head to look at him. “Thank goodness, because I have my doubts as to whether Mama will allow Papa to give me my dowry now.”

“Bah, who cares about a dowry? Besides, I think it’s time I went to the country, took a look at the estate my mother left me. Settle down. Become a respectable member of Society.”

Amelia raised herself up on one elbow. “What? I had no idea your mother left you an estate.”

He sighed. “Unfortunately, it’s rather difficult to be the grandson of a duke, even the black sheep grandson of a duke, without acquiring a certain amount of wealth and property.”

“So you never needed your saloon as an income?”

He shrugged one muscled shoulder. “No. It was just for fun. And for penance.”

She grinned, rolling over atop him and giving him a kiss on the nose. “Let’s not tell Mama you have property. It would please her too much. We can let it be a surprise.”


He laughed out loud at that. “I like the way you think, future Mrs. Hammond.”

“And I like the way you…” She cupped her hand over his ear, whispering the rest.

He gave her a positively wolfish grin. “Believe me, I’m more than happy to oblige.” He tossed up the sheets and rolled them both over so he was on top. Then he gave her a long, deep kiss. “And to think. This never would have happened if you hadn’t come to me with your wicked, secret proposal.”
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