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Chapter 1
 
Late July 1818
Latham Park, Kent.
Daniel breathed an inward sigh of relief as his carriage turned in through the iron gates and began the drive leading to the house on his principal country estate. He could not have been happier to be there, even if it had meant several days of traveling from the city following the end of the London Season.
He had spent the past weeks and months attending balls and parties and endeavoring to avoid the attention of widows on the hunt for a second husband or—even worse—the mamas on the hunt for a favorable marriage for their debutante daughter.
As a widower and father to a married man of one and twenty, Daniel considered himself well beyond succumbing to such youthful beauties as the Season’s debutantes. Nor did he have any desire to be caught in the parson’s mousetrap with one of the more experienced widows vying for his attention. Something that should have been obvious to all when he had remained single for the eleven years since his wife had died.
He had no interest in ever remarrying.
Once was quite enough, thank you very much.
Nor did he have a permanent mistress. He was in London only for as long as he had to be, and when he was, he chose to visit the homes of the demimonde rather than taking on a permanent arrangement with one woman. He was not a monk, after all.
Also while in London, he had dutifully attended the House. It had also been pleasant to spend time with his son, George, and his wife, Amelia. To visit often with his sister, Thea, and her husband, Julian, the Duke of Blackmoor, and become acquainted with their young son. Also to dine at his club or spar at the boxing saloon with several of his male friends.
But Daniel had little patience with the necessity of attending the social events of the Season.
Which was why he was now looking forward to an uncomplicated summer at Latham Park, where he could involve himself in the physical labors of the estate rather than the tedious paperwork of the House. Indeed, he could feel himself both physically and mentally relaxing as he leaned out the carriage window and instructed his coachman to drive round to the back of the house where the stables were situated. His favorite mare, Lady Midnight, had foaled in his absence, and he wished to reassure himself as to her own and her foal’s well-being—
“—going to fucking kill ya, yer fucking bastard!”
“You an’ oose army?”
Daniel’s brows rose upon hearing the sound of raised voices—and their content—drifting in through the open window of his now halted carriage. He used that same aperture from which to attain a view of two adversaries.
There was a group of half a dozen men and boys standing round watching two more of their group, all of them stable lads from the look of their serviceable clothing. One of the two in the middle of the throng looked to be about nineteen or so, and was tall, dark and muscular. Daniel recognized him as Mickey Bates, one of the stable lads. The other was younger and much slighter, only an inch or two over five feet, and wearing clothes that appeared far too big for him. He had a dirt-streaked face and untidy shoulder-length hair Daniel believed should have been fair in color but was currently so greasy and dirty, it was difficult to tell. Daniel did not recall ever having seen him before.
“I don’t need no army to defeat a low-bellied worm like you!”
Surprisingly it was the slighter of the two who was threatening the much bigger one. A threat he didn’t hesitate to carry out as he launched himself at the larger man by seeming to climb the man’s body, punching him soundly on the nose, before leaping agilely back to the cobbled stable yard.
Mickey let out a howl of pain even as he raised a hand to his face to try to stem the flow of blood now gushing from his nose. “You little fucker!” His eyes had turned dark and feral as he stalked toward the younger boy, his intention obviously to administer suitable retaliation with a clenched and beefy fist.
A retaliation Daniel feared might prove fatal for the other lad, considering the difference in the size of the adversaries.
He did not hesitate by so much as a second as he stepped out of the carriage and pushed his way through the watching stable lads, before grasping the smaller of the two aggressors by the back of his grimy shirt collar and lifting him bodily out of harm’s way. “Stand down, Bates,” he growled at the other lad.
Either the boy hadn’t heard Daniel or he was completely lost to the blood lust coursing through him as he continued stalking toward them. The blood was still pouring from his nose and tracking down his chin. His malevolent dark gaze was fixed murderously on the boy Daniel still held suspended several inches off the ground, despite the thrashing of his arms and legs to be put down. Not only was the boy short of stature, but he also weighed next to nothing.
Closer proximity revealed he also smelt rather unpleasant, as if he had been rolling about in the soiled straw of the horses he cared for rather than merely mucking out their stables.
“What’s going on here?” The head groom cut through the silence that had fallen over the watching crowd at Daniel’s appearance. “Get back to work, the lot of you— My lord!” Haynes looked astonished at finding Daniel standing in the middle of his idle work force. “I had no idea… I had been told not to expect you until the weekend, my lord.” The man looked flustered.
“I left London several days early,” Daniel dismissed. “A fortuitous decision, apparently.” He looked pointedly at the two boys who had been scrapping.
Jo had ceased thrashing to be set free and now turned slowly to look at the gentleman whose timely interruption had prevented what had promised to become a bloodbath.
My lord?
As in Lord Daniel Somersby, the Earl of Latham?
Who else could it be arriving “home” unexpectedly!
Unfortunately, his arrival had happened at the very moment the antagonism between Jo and Mickey had reached its zenith, passing from verbal abuse to physical. The language had been rather choice too.
It must be the earl, and yet this man looked too young to be the man described as a widower with a married son and his first grandchild expected to be born before the year was out.
He wore no hat, revealing his hair to be a most unusual shade of darkest auburn, brows and lashes of that same hue surrounding emerald green eyes. His complexion was a deep olive, either naturally or from spending time in the sun. His features might have been those depicted on the back of a Roman coin: high cheekbones, an aristocratic slash of a nose, sculpted lips, and a chiseled jaw.
His dark green superfine was tailored perfectly to his impressively wide shoulders, broad chest, and tapered waist. Buff-colored pantaloons fitted his narrow hips and muscular thighs, brown-topped Hessians molding to his shapely calves.
Daniel Somersby was visibly an arrogantly handsome gentleman in the prime of his life.
None of which Jo Turner, a lowly stable lad, should have noticed.
Lady Josephine Kendall was a different matter, however…
Except she had not been Lady Josephine Kendall this past month, the granddaughter of the deceased Duke of Cheshire, and now cousin to the new duke.
It had been almost unbearable for Jo to continue to live at Kendall Hall once Cousin Edgar assumed the title and, within days of doing so, tried to force his attentions upon her. She’d barely escaped ravishment that night, and afterward ensured her maid slept on a pallet bed in her bedchamber with her. Jo had breathed a sigh of relief when Cousin Edgar left for London after a week.
Only to know an even worse fate when he returned to the hall a month later and introduced Owen Pendleton to her, the man her cousin had decided she would marry. Except Mr. Pendleton wished to “try her out” first, and Edgar was eager to be audience to the coupling, hinting he might also “try her” once her future husband had settled his immediate lust.
Realizing she could either suffer that indignity or flee, Jo had chosen to leave the hall that very day. She had cried as she cut her waist-length fair hair, but stiffened with resolve when she strapped her breasts flat to her chest and donned men’s clothing so as to avoid detection. Her intention was to make her way to the home of her only other relative, an elderly great-aunt living in Hampshire whom Jo had never met but wished to appeal to for refuge and, if necessary, assistance.
Instead, Jo had been set upon by robbers within days of leaving Cheshire, her money and possessions stolen from her, and leaving her barely conscious on the side of the road.
The next few days had been something of a blur as she avoided the main roads and traveled across country, living off berries in the hedgerows when she could find them and going without when she could not.
Somewhere along the way, she had lost her direction completely and somehow ended up in Kent rather than Hampshire. Too exhausted and hungry to go on any further, she had sought refuge in the warm stables at Latham Park. If not for the kindness of the head groom in offering her employment once he discovered her there, Jo truly believed she might have perished in her desperation to escape Cousin Edgar’s plans for her.
It had taken her several days to recover her strength, but for the past two weeks, she had enjoyed the hard work in the stables, and with Lady Midnight in particular. Unfortunately, her affinity with the mare had caused Mickey Bates to take a dislike to her from the beginning, and he had proceeded to make Jo Turner’s life hell at every opportunity.
None of which was of the least importance here and now. At Latham Hall, she was Jo Turner and not Lady Josephine Kendall, granddaughter of a duke.
From the disgusted wrinkling of the Earl of Latham’s nose as he continued to hold her at arm’s length and look down his haughty nose at her, he was far from impressed with the newest lad to be given employment in the stables of his vast country estate.
Her grandfather had been something of an eccentric, preferring to remain at home on his estate in Cheshire all year round rather than attending the London Seasons. Having been his ward since she was six, Jo had not attended them either. Which possibly accounted for why she was still unmarried at the age of five and twenty, and so left as prey to her cousin’s lascivious nature.
But one thing Jo’s grandfather had always insisted upon was good manners, with an emphasis on the importance of first impressions.
The Earl of Latham’s first impression of Jo Turner had to be that of a foul-mouthed and odorous brat.
The language and Cockney accent was something Jo had quickly picked up from working with the other lads in the stables. The smelly part she had deliberately nurtured by smearing horse piss over her clothes and tallow grease in her hair. This ensured no one wanted to spend more than a few minutes in her company because of that disgusting smell, nor did any of the other stable lads wish to share one of the rustic rooms over the stables with her. Which meant no one lingered long enough in her company to be able to ask any questions she would rather not answer either.
The dirt was applied only to the parts of her that showed. Jo could not have borne to have the whole of her body covered in such filth.
The smell was truly disgusting, and Jo longed for nothing more than a perfumed bath and to wash her hair in something equally as pleasant smelling. But her filthy appearance and discomfort were a small price to pay if it meant she was not forced into ravishment and then marriage with the toad.
Unfortunately, it also gave bully Mickey Bates ample ammunition with which to bait and insult her.
The earl had begun to look slightly green around the gills. “Good God, boy, do you ever wash?”
“I ’as a bath twice a year, wheffer I needs it or not, me lord,” she came back pertly with the addition of a loud and mucousy sniff as she wiped her nose on the sleeve of her shirt. “Once at Christmastime an’ the other on me birfday.”
“Which is when?”
She deliberately wrinkled her brow, as if it pained her to think too deeply. “Me mam couldn’t be sure, but she thought it might ’ave been sometime in July.”
He raised auburn brows. “Why could she not be sure?”
Jo shrugged. “’ard to keep track when there was fourteen of us.”
“It is July now.”
“Is it?” She feigned surprise. “I loses track, me lord.”
Daniel felt he might lose more than track if he did not soon remove himself from this foul-smelling brat whose deplorable accent indicated he originated from the backstreets of London. An impertinent, foul-smelling brat with the hugest and deepest blue eyes Daniel ever beheld. Indeed, if not for the ingrained grime on the boy’s face, his features would be rather fine, delicate even.
Which was a very strange thought for him to be having in regard to another male, let alone a boy working in his stables!
Daniel hastily placed the brat’s feet back on the cobbles before removing a handkerchief from his pocket and wiping the lingering dirt from his fingers. “Your name, boy?”
“Jo Turner, me lord.” He thrust out a hand as dirty as his face.
A gesture totally out of keeping with their different stations in life. Nor did Daniel have any intention, having just wiped the dirt from his fingers, of touching that filthy appendage. “Well, Jo Turner, you will take your half-yearly bath this very afternoon, dress yourself in clean clothes, and either cut or tie back your unruly hair, after which you will present yourself to me in my study.”
Those blue eyes widened in alarm, and the hand dropped back to his side. “I only ’as this one set of clothes.”
Daniel decided to ignore Mickey Bates’s snicker. “Then Mr. Haynes will see that more are purchased for you.”
“Why do I ’ave to come to your study?”
After a lifetime as Viscount Portland, and the past five years as the Earl of Latham, Daniel was unaccustomed to having his instructions questioned. By anyone. Least of all an East End guttersnipe.
But perhaps on this occasion, he should make allowances for the fact the boy obviously knew no better. He would question Haynes later as to what he knew about the boy, other than his atrocious language and reprehensible appearance, which Daniel could hear and see perfectly well for himself. All of which made him question as to what his head groom had been thinking by employing such a disreputable boy in the first place.
“Because I have requested it,” Daniel dismissed before turning to the larger half of the fight. “I am surprised at you, Bates, for engaging in fisticuffs with a boy half your size.”
“’e started it, me lord.” Bates’s voice was slightly muffled beneath the grubby piece of rag he now had pressed against his still-bleeding nose.
Daniel didn’t doubt it, having arrived in time to see and hear Turner’s aggression. “Then you shall be the bigger man and finish it. The two of you will now shake hands.” He felt no compunction in issuing the instruction, despite his own aversion to touching Turner again.
Nor did Daniel miss the rather gleeful gleam which now appeared in Turner’s eyes as he thrust his hand toward the older boy. Or the way Bates deliberately used his bloodiest hand to return the gesture. A clear indication there would be further conflict between these two.
“Now be about your business.” Daniel, having been anticipating peace and harmony at his estate, had run out of patience with the whole situation. “All of you,” he added as Turner seemed about to linger. Daniel waited until only he and Haynes remained before turning to the other man. “A curious choice of employee, Haynes…?”
The older man looked discomforted. “He was starving and near death when I found him hiding in the stables a couple of weeks ago. I didn’t know what else to do with the lad once he’d recovered, other than put him to work.”
“I see.” Daniel was relieved to hear he was not the only one susceptible to the appeal in those huge blue eyes. “You did not fear that both he and the family silver might disappear one night?”
The other man’s cheeks flushed at the implied criticism. “I did not, my lord.”
He nodded, satisfied with the man’s reply. “What do you know about him?”
“Not much.” Haynes grimaced. “The lad is reluctant to talk about himself. In fact, his conversation with you is the longest I’ve heard him talk with anyone. But I could see signs of a beating when he arrived, as well as the starvation. My guess, after hearing of his background just now, is that his mother, having too many mouths to feed, turned him out to fend for himself. He’s a feisty one, but his size would have been against him surviving the toughs that inhabit the backstreets of London.”
Daniel could only imagine the possible dangers to be found there for a boy as delicate-looking as Jo Turner. At least physically; verbally the boy could probably out-swear a fishwife. “You know there will be further trouble between him and Bates?”
“I’ll keep an eye on it, my lord.” Haynes nodded. “The main thing to know about Jo, my lord, is that he has a way with the horses. Lady Midnight and her foal in particular flourish under his care.”
Daniel laughed at the unhidden slyness of this last comment: Haynes knew of his weakness for the glossy black mare. “Very well, Haynes, I will give your protégé the benefit of the doubt for the moment. As long as you do something about his appearance and aroma before sending him up to the house to talk with me,” he added with a shudder for the memory of that lingering smell.
He put the urchin Jo Turner and those huge blue eyes firmly from his mind as he followed Haynes into the stable, where Lady Midnight proudly displayed her new foal to him.



Chapter 2
 
Jo fidgeted with her borrowed—and clean—jacket as she waited in the hallway outside the earl’s study. The butler, having knocked, was now waiting for the earl to acknowledge their presence and grant them entry.
An hour or more had passed since their unorthodox meeting in the stable yard. An hour during which Mr. Haynes had borrowed the clean clothing from one of the other stable lads and organized a tin bath and hot water be brought up to her room over the stables. The towel brought with the bath and hot water was soft, the soap hard and providing little in the way of lather. But it did possess the pleasant aroma of lavender.
Previously a lady who liked to bathe daily, Jo had been unable to resist the lure of the hot water and perfumed soap after weeks of being able to wash only the parts of her others could not see. She had even chuckled ruefully as, once her clothes were removed, it became perfectly obvious that she was a fully mature female aged five and twenty rather than a young boy.
Without the strapping about her chest to confine her breasts, they were clearly full and pert. The removal of the too-large clothing also revealed her waist as being slender, her hips curvaceous, and thighs and legs shapely.
Sinking down into the steaming-hot bathwater had been pure bliss after so many weeks of being deliberately dirty. Washing the grease and dirt from her hair even more so.
Except, without that mask of dirt to hide behind, she still felt naked, despite now wearing the borrowed clothing.
And vulnerable.
She had no idea how vulnerable without the aid of a mirror.
It was for that reason she had slunk away from the stables before anyone saw her, going up to the house and entering through the kitchen to go in search of the butler so he could present her to the earl. Bedford was so poker-faced, it was impossible to tell what he thought of any change in her appearance.
“Come in,” the earl invited.
Jo’s heart sank, the moment of truth unerringly presenting itself as the butler ushered her into the earl’s study. The earl was occupied with some account books on his desktop, not even glancing up as Jo remained standing self-consciously near to the door the butler had just closed behind her as he left her alone in the room with their employer.
The earl had also obviously taken advantage of the past hour to wash and tidy his own appearance and don fresh clothing. He now wore a superfine of dark blue, his white linen crisp. That dark auburn hair was no longer disheveled but brushed into a style which framed his harsh and handsome features.
Daniel finished reading the last of the monthly estate accounts in the open ledger on his desktop before sitting back to look at his newest employee. “Fucking hell…” The expletive was purely involuntary as he found himself gazing at a golden-haired angel.
He had believed the boy would clean up suitably well, but he had not imagined quite such a transformation at this. Jo Turner was… Well, there was no other word for it: the lad was beautiful.
His shoulder-length and slightly curling hair, although tied back with a piece of string, was revealed as being the color of burnished gold. His skin was as pale as fine porcelain, and his features even more delicate than Daniel had imagined they might be: finely arched brows, those huge blue eyes surrounded by thick lashes, a small straight nose, lips full and the color of deep rose. He was also much slighter than he had appeared in the ill-fitting clothes earlier, adding to his air of delicacy.
With the revelation of this almost unearthly beauty came the unwelcome thought of another reason why the boy might have received a beating before coming to Latham Park, and afterward preferred to hide his appearance beneath layers of dirt and baggy clothing. An unpleasant thought added to by Daniel having noted the boy’s beauty himself, both earlier and now.
And perhaps also the reason Jo had attacked Mickey Bates?
The lad shifted uncomfortably. “Summit wrong, me lord?”
Daniel remained seated behind his desk, a scowl replacing his previous astonishment. “Come further into the room and tell me about yourself,” he invited gruffly.
Jo eyed him warily as she scuffed her booted feet reluctantly across the room until she stood in front of the earl’s imposing desk, still slightly unnerved by the earl’s outburst upon first seeing her again. The man seated behind the desk was no less imposing, the earl seeming even larger and broader in the confines of his study. “Not much to tell.” She shuffled from one foot to the other.
His eyes narrowed. “Nevertheless, I should like to hear it.”
As she bathed, Jo had given a lot of thought as to what she should tell this man if asked. Not the truth, certainly. If Daniel Somersby ever realized she was a female and cousin to the new Duke of Cheshire, then he would have no choice but to contact Cousin Edgar and inform the other man as to her presence on his estate. Something, remembering the avaricious desire on Edgar’s face when he informed her that he and Owen Pendleton would be visiting her bedchamber that very night, Jo dared not risk. At any price.
She gave an insolent shrug. “I’m the tenf of fourteen children. Not sure who me Da was, an’ I don’t fink me Ma was neither when she ’as so many gentlemen friends.” She gave an unconcerned grin.
The earl’s expression remained impassive. “Your age?”
“Nineteen, me lord.”
He raised skeptical brows. “As your voice has not even broken yet, perhaps you would like to attempt answering that again?”
“Awright, sixteen,” she corrected moodily.
“You are originally from London?”
“S’right, me lord.”
“And what did you do with yourself in London?”
Her brow wrinkled. “Do, me lord?”
He sighed his impatience. “What work did you do there?”
“Oh.” She nodded. “This and that.”
A nerve pulsed in his jaw. “I am endeavoring to be polite to you, Jo. I suggest you pay me the same courtesy.”
There was no mistaking the steely edge beneath the earl’s pleasant tone. As a reminder to Jo that not only was he an earl but also her employer, and as such, perfectly at liberty to ask her whatever questions he chose. And to expect she answer them.
She gave another shrug of her shoulders. “Once I was old enough, I did what me older bruvvers did.”
“Did they look like you?”
Her frown was one of genuine puzzlement. “I don’t unnerstand, me lord?”
His jaw tightened. “What was the occupation of your older bruv…brothers?” he corrected irritably.
“Pickpocket.”
Latham closed his eyes briefly before answering her. “That is not an occupation, lad, it is a crime.”
Jo shoved her hands into the pockets of her borrowed trousers. “Ma’s too old for gentleman friends now, and we ’ad to feed ourselves some ’ow.”
“And did you… Did any of your family consider taking up your mother’s profession?”
“Me sisters, ya mean?”
“Any of you.”
Jo’s life with her grandfather had necessarily been a sheltered one, with little in the way of entertainment or opportunity to gossip, apart from the few of the local gentry Grandfather had occasionally invited to the hall for dinner. And that had been very occasionally, possibly once or twice a year.
Consequently, Jo was not quite sure what the earl meant by his last question.
“Has anyone… Is the reason you fought Bates because he made…advances to you?”
Oh.
“Not bloody likely,” she denied vehemently.
Daniel had breathed an inward sigh of relief as Jo Turner’s puzzlement turned to wide-eyed shock, further answering the question for him. Although why this ragamuffin should be shocked by male prostitution, he had no idea. The backstreets of London were filled with houses of ill-repute catering to all their clients’ tastes, including young boys like Jo. Well, perhaps not exactly like Jo. He doubted any of them were quite this beautiful.
Daniel stood up restlessly to cross the room and stand in front of the window, his back to the room as he spoke again. “Haynes tells me you have a way with horses.”
“I enjoy the work, yes.” Jo Turner’s voice sounded even more feminine when Daniel wasn’t actually looking at the boy.
He turned to avoid that misconception, clasping his hands behind his back as a shaft of sunlight on the boy’s golden hair almost resulted in him having a halo.
A halo, by God, for a self-confessed pickpocket!
Daniel gave a self-disgusted snort at such fanciful thinking. “Would you like to continue to enjoy such work?”
Not surprisingly, the boy was eyeing him warily after his earlier remarks. “Er…yes, me lord.”
Daniel nodded abruptly. “Then in future, you will bathe daily. You will also put on clean clothing every morning. Nor, for any reason, will you indulge in further fisticuffs with Mickey Bates.”
The boy looked resentful. “What if ’e starts it?”
“Then it will be your turn to be the bigger man and turn the other cheek before walking away.”
Considering how unpleasant Mickey liked to make things for her, Jo wasn’t sure she could do that. “But—”
“You will do these things, Jo, or you will find yourself seeking other employment.”
Her chin tilted rebelliously. “Am I to report to ya each mornin’, then, so as ya can make sure I’m doin’ as I’ve been told?”
The earl’s lips thinned. “You will find yourself facedown over my knee each morning if you continue to talk to me in that insolent tone!”
Jo felt the mortified color heat her cheeks. At least, she believed it was caused by mortification…
An uncomfortable heat had suffused the whole of her body at the thought of this man putting her over his knee and spanking her. A response which confused her. Her grandfather might have been eccentric, but he had also been the kindest of men. Even when she had been a young and mischievous child, he would never have contemplated spanking her, no matter what her misdemeanor.
Jo found her gaze lowering to the earl’s strong and muscular thighs, imagining herself lying across them while one of his long and elegant hands administered the threatened punishment to her bottom.
The heat inside her intensified and seemed to become centered between her thighs.
Daniel regretted issuing the threat as soon as he had made it. Not only because it went completely against his nature—he had never once spanked his son, George, when he was growing up—but also because it had created an air of intimacy in the room which was decidedly uncomfortable. An intimacy added to by having Jo Turner’s gaze slide down and become fixed on Daniel’s thighs. As if the boy were imagining himself lying across them while having his backside spanked.
Daniel’s nostrils flared, and he instantly breathed in the scent of lavender emitting from the boy’s clean body and hair. “You will do as I have instructed, or, as I have already stated, you will cease continuing to work here,” he warned harshly, as angry with himself as he was with Jo. “I cannot have one of my servants spreading germs and disease because they are too slothful to wash.”
Temper flared in those huge blue eyes. “I’m a stable boy, not a servant.”
He raised his brows. So, the boy did not like being referred to as a servant. Interesting in one who must surely have been at the lower end of even the lowest society all his life. A boy who confessed his mother had been a prostitute.
Still, there was nothing wrong with pride. Or in wanting to better oneself. “You are quite right, Jo. I apologize if I insulted you.”
“Nor do I ’ave any disease,” he added resentfully.
“I apologize again.”
“And I ain’t slothful neither.”
Daniel found it impossible not to smile at this boy’s indignation. “I think two apologies from me in one day will have to suffice, Jo.”
The lad’s wariness increased rather than lessened. “Why ya being nice to me?”
It took every effort of will on Daniel’s part not to snap a reply. He was tired from his days of travel and out of sorts still from having to break up the fight in his stable yard. Of which this boy had been one of the perpetrators. “Would you rather I was mean to you instead?”
There was a shrug of those narrow shoulders. “It’s what I’m used to.”
“Then I suggest you become unused to it, because it is past time you learned some manners as well as how to take care of yourself. As such, you will report to me each morning. At which time, I will satisfy myself you are clean and tidy, and then we will go to the stables together, where you will report to me on Lady Midnight’s progress.”
“Mr. Haynes—”
“Has already informed me you are now the one I should talk to regarding Lady Midnight and her foal.”
The lad eyed him with suspicion. “You pokin’ fun at me?”
Daniel was no longer sure what he was doing. Something about this boy unnerved and disturbed him. Probably that unearthly beauty. But his tale was also one of hardship, with little future prospects for him if Daniel dismissed him as he instinctively wished to do.
So instead of dismissing him, he was instead making the boy as much his protégé as Haynes had?
Keep your friends close and your enemies even closer.
This boy was not his enemy, damn it. An irritation, certainly, but not an enemy.
“Not in the least,” he dismissed.
The boy still looked at him warily. “Sounded like it.”
“I assure you I was not. You may return to your work in the stable now.” Daniel resumed his seat behind the desk as further indication the conversation was over.
“I just ’ad a baff!”
Counting to ten before answering did not take nearly long enough. “And tomorrow, you will take another one.”
“An’ whose goin’ to keep hefting that ’ot water up and down them bleedin’ stairs to me sleepin’ quarters? Not you, I guarantee— What ya doin’?” Jo began to back away as Daniel surged to his feet and walked toward her, his expression one of grim determination.
Leading her to question whether she had perhaps gone a little
too far in her disguise as Jo Turner, street urchin turned stable lad, with this last outburst.
She backed away. “You goin’ to spank me now?”
The earl came to a halt just inches away from where Jo had come up against one of the bookcases lining the walls. “Believe me, nothing would give me greater pleasure,” he bit out tensely.
Her chin rose, enabling her to look straight into eyes of emerald green. “I’d like to see you try.”
“I really do not think you would.”
She gave a sniff. “I didn’t do nuffin’.”
“Nothing. You did not do no—anything,” the earl corrected himself impatiently.
“I did not do anything,” Jo enunciated carefully and obediently. “None of the other lads ’as to have a baff daily,” she complained. “Besides, I can’t ask the maids to bring me water every day, and I can’t do it on me own neither.” She could just imagine the backlash she would receive from Mickey if she was shown any preferential treatment by the earl. “Can’t I just ’ave a wash down by the river like the rest of ’em do?” Her secret should be safe as long as she chose a time of day when none of the other stable lads were making use of the river to wash.
The earl closed his eyes briefly before looking at her once again. “If you promise you will wash every day and have a bath once a week.”
She nodded. “Promise.”
Daniel wasn’t sure he altogether trusted Jo’s easy acquiescence, but it mattered little when he would be able to see for himself as to whether or not Jo was carrying out his side of the bargain.
And if he didn’t, was Daniel really going to put the boy over his knee and spank him?
He studied those enormous blue eyes looking into his, the pert nose, pale cheeks, and lips the color of deep rose, and knew he would be playing with fire if he so much as laid a finger on—
Bloody fucking hell!
These strange emotions churning inside him were totally unacceptable. Intolerable. Incomprehensible. The final humiliation would have been if he had suffered a cock stand to add to this mix of emotions. Thank God he had not.
He stepped away abruptly. “Go,” he rasped.
“What time shall I—”
“I said go, damn it!”
Jo went.



Chapter 3
 
Jo had to admit it had become pleasant this past week to be clean again. She’d taken a bit of teasing initially from the other lads about her “pretty-boy looks” but they soon grew used to the change in her appearance and they now left her alone.
Except Mickey.
But Mickey’s antagonism toward Jo owed nothing to her “pretty-boy looks,” as he called them, and everything to the fact that Mr. Haynes had given her sole care of Lady Midnight after the birth of her foal ten days ago. As one of the senior stable boys, Mickey believed, as the mare was a particular favorite with the earl, the privilege should have been his. He might be right, but Lady Midnight stomped and stamped her hooves in displeasure every time Mickey went anywhere near her, and nuzzled and slobbered over Jo at every opportunity.
For Jo, having to present herself daily to the earl was becoming more and more tortuous, while his own manner became increasingly terse as the days passed. Some mornings, he would barely glance at her, despite the fact she’d kept her promise and now washed daily and always wore clean clothes before going up to the house.
The earl might be becoming irritated with this arrangement, but Jo’s own problem with it was that as each day progressed, she became more aware of the earl as an extremely handsome and equally as desirable gentleman.
Never having been beset with such emotions before, Jo found herself in constant turmoil.
She had almost groaned out loud the morning the earl stripped off his jacket and removed his neck cloth before unfastening the top of his shirt for further comfort, and then knelt down in the straw of Lady Midnight’s stall to stroke and fondle the beautiful black foal.
Jo had watched those long, elegant hands as they moved gently over the silky coat, and imagined how they might feel caressing her in the same way. She had listened to the earl’s murmurings of affection and admiration to Lady Midnight, and inwardly longed to have such a warmth of feelings expressed toward her.
There had been few single gentlemen where they lived in Cheshire, and those who did live close by very quickly decided her grandfather was strange. Some of the gentlemen’s mothers had gone a step further and made it obvious they believed Jo had inherited some of that strangeness. Maybe she had. She had lived such a quiet, uneventful life with her grandfather, she had nothing to compare herself with.
Consequently, she had never been alone with a gentleman, let alone seen one without his jacket and neck tie and with his shirt unfastened at the throat. That open shirt had allowed her to see the hardness of the earl’s muscles at the top of his chest, and her fingers had clenched and unclenched with the urge to touch the light dusting of auburn hair she also glimpsed.
Which, coming from Jo Turner, would no doubt have caused the earl to recoil in disgust before dismissing her on the spot.
Jo was well aware she would have to leave Latham Park soon. She had been here long enough to have recovered her strength and to save enough money from her wages to be able to afford to take a public coach to her great-aunt’s home in Hampshire, and so avoiding the risk of being robbed a second time.
Something held her back from doing so.
Someone.
Daniel Somersby.
His manner might be terse toward her, but she had grown not only to like him in the past week but also to admire him. He was fair and considerate to all who worked for him on the estate and paid a decent wage too, where many landowners did not. Several of those days, he had even joined the men in the fields to help bring in the harvest.
Today was one of them.
Knowing of his presence in the fields, Jo had sneaked away from her own work in the stables and now stood some distance away in a copse of trees, unable to stop herself from watching the earl as he worked. He had removed his shirt completely and swung a scythe with the rest of the men, muscles rippling across his back and chest with each stroke, his olive skin having turned a burnished bronze in the heat of the sun, and glistening with a sheen of perspiration.
Heat suffused her body, and her breath caught in her throat as he accepted a flagon of cider from one of the men and raised it to his lips to take a huge swallow, the strong column of his throat visibly moving as he did so. Several drops escaped the side of his mouth and dripped down onto his chest before slowly sliding downward and over each defined muscle of his abdomen to the slenderness of his waist.
The binding about Jo’s breasts suddenly seemed much too tight for comfort and caused the hardened tips to ache and chafe against the material confining them. It was—
“Wotcha doin’ hidin’ in here, spyin’ on the earl?”
Jo gave an inward groan as she instantly recognized Mickey’s accusing voice, at the same time as she stopped herself from replying that he had just answered his own question. She was indeed spying on the earl. Mickey simply wasn’t intelligent enough to understand or appreciate sarcasm.
She tensed her shoulders before turning to face him, keeping her expression deliberately bland even as her gaze darted from side to side, looking for an escape. “I ain’t spyin’ on no one, I’m takin’ a walk.”
Mickey glanced across to where the men were working in the fields before turning back to her, a sneer on his face. “Looks like yer spyin’ to me. And what the ’ell ya doin’ takin’ a walk when there’s still work to be done in the stables?” His expression was bullish, his stance its usual one of aggression—shoulders hunched forward, hands clenched at his sides.
Jo bit her tongue to stop herself from asking him the same question. She didn’t want to have another fight with him. Not only was he much larger than her, but they were completely alone out here in the copse. He could do her irrevocable damage before she even had chance to call out for help.
He might also discover she was female rather than male.
Her gaze lowered. “I’ll get back, then.”
“Not so fast.” He reached out and grasped her arm with painful fingers as she would have walked past him. “I’m on to you,” he warned.
Her heart skipped several beats. “Yer hurtin’ me arm.”
His grip tightened rather than relaxed, his smile one of sly pleasure as he saw her wince of pain. “Old Haynes an’ the earl might be fooled by you, but I’m not.”
The tightness of Jo’s chest was now caused completely by fear, but she knew better than to show that emotion to someone who would feel empowered by it. “Whatcha mean?” she challenged.
“Fancy the earl, you do. I seen you lookin’ at ’im, all cow-eyed, like some girl.”
Like some girl. Not that she was a girl.
But the reference was enough to tell Jo she had outstayed her welcome at Latham Park. Mickey was only using words to try to hurt her at the moment, but if he ever guessed her real secret, she had no doubt it would feed his vindictiveness to expose her.
“Don’t be daft.” Her chin rose after her effort to release herself proved to be a dismal failure. Mickey was much stronger than she was. “I ’as a girl of me own in London.”
He gave a snort. “What’s his name—Tom?”
She could stand and fight, or she could try to run. Pride said she should stand. Instinct told her to run. Mickey was too big for her to outfight, but her lighter weight gave her greater speed. If she could just get her arm free—
“Ow!” Mickey took a hopping step but didn’t release her after Jo kicked him hard in the shin with her booted foot. “You little bleeder!” Rage burned in his eyes as his other fist swung up and he punched her in the mouth.
Pain exploded in Jo’s head even as she went down like a fallen tree. She barely had time to blink the stars and tears from her eyes before Mickey was on her, the heavy weight of his body pinning her to the ground as he began to rain punches to her abdomen in short painful jabs.
“What on earth is going on here?”
The heavy weight was wrenched from on top of Jo, at least allowing her to breathe even if her head still swum dizzily and she could feel her lip swelling. Her abdomen also ached from the punches it had received.
She gingerly turned her head sideways to look at her savior.
The earl’s expression was livid with fury, cheekbones sharply etched either side of his aristocratic nose, his mouth a thin, angry line. His eyes glittered with that same emotion.
Whether that anger was directed at her, or Mickey, or both of them, Jo wasn’t sure.
Her tongue felt as if it was stuck to the roof of her mouth at the realization Daniel’s chest was still bare, the shirt he’d been carrying having fallen to the floor when he grabbed hold of Mickey and dragged him off Jo.
It was one thing for her to gaze surreptitiously at Daniel’s half-naked form from a safe distance, something else completely to be close enough to reach out and actually touch the dampness of his olive-toned flesh and those rippling muscles across his shoulders and chest.
His tousled, dark auburn hair fell over his brow, giving him a rakish appearance and drawing attention to the deep green of his eyes.
Mickey seemed to be equally as disconcerted the earl had come upon the two of them without either of them being aware of his approach. But he recovered quickly, his smile ingratiating. “Jo’s slackin’ off ’is work, me lord. I came to take ’im back to the stables.”
Daniel had no idea what it was he had chanced upon as he took a shortcut through the copse to the river after a strenuous day of helping to harvest the hay. Whatever it was, he had felt enraged at seeing Mickey sprawled on top of Jo’s prone body as he pummeled the smaller boy with his fists. Noting the boy’s swollen and bloody bottom lip would seem to indicate that at least one of those blows had been aimed at his face.
He narrowed his eyes on Mickey Bates. “You appeared to be attacking him rather than allowing him to return to his work.”
Mickey shifted from one foot to the other. “Yeah, well, he didn’t want to go, did he. Kicked me in the shin, ’e did.” He shot a resentful glare at the still-prone Jo.
Daniel released Mickey to hold out a hand to help Jo to his feet. He seemed reluctant to take it at first, his fingers icy cold when he finally did so. Daniel noted Jo’s pained wince and careful movements as he stood. The boy’s lip seemed to have stopped bleeding now, but it was becoming increasingly red and swollen.
Daniel kept his rage in check rather than inform the bully exactly what he thought of his method of persuasion. There was already enough antagonism between these two without his adding fuel to that particular fire. “Is this true? Did you kick Mickey?” He could see by the way Jo’s gaze slid away from meeting his that it was. “What were you doing out here in the first place?” he demanded impatiently.
Jo’s gaze remained fixed on the forest floor. “Takin’ a walk.”
“When you should have been working?”
“Well…yes,” he acknowledged reluctantly.
Daniel turned to the larger lad. “And you?”
Mickey’s triumphant smile slipped slightly. “I was lookin’ for Jo.”
“On Mr. Haynes’s instruction?”
Bates’s expression became surly. “No.”
Daniel arched a brow. “Then you are just as guilty of shirking your work.”
“Yes, but only—”
“Then I suggest you now take yourself back to the stables whilst I have a private word with Jo about this matter.” Daniel had been working in the fields since sunrise and was in no mood to act as referee between these two. He was hot and tired and did not welcome this interruption to his intended swim in the river nearby. “Go,” he instructed through gritted teeth, relieved when Bates, after one last glare at Jo, lumbered back off to the stables.
Daniel’s attention returned to the boy standing in front of him. Jo’s hair had been tied back with string when he appeared before Daniel earlier this morning but it had come free during his altercation with Mickey, and it now hung like a curtain about his face, half concealing the pallor of his cheeks if not his swollen and cut lip.
Daniel hardened his emotions to stop himself from reacting to the injury.
He had become increasingly affected by Jo this past week. He found the boy fascinating and himself increasingly eager, and equally as appalled by that eagerness, as he waited first thing every morning for the time Jo would enter the study so that Daniel could approve his clean appearance.
He had even taken to toiling in the fields with the estate workers these past few days as a way of working off his excess energy, and the hope he would be able to fall asleep at night without the image of this fair-haired angel to haunt him.
He gave a snort at the thought of the peace and quiet he had been so desirous of when he first arrived. That had become nothing more than a pleasant memory. “Well,” he bit out. “Have you nothing to say, no excuse to offer in your defense?”
Jo bit his lip, and then seemed to think better of it when it obviously pained him. “No.”
“I did not think so,” he snapped. “What do you imagine might be a fitting punishment for your laziness?”
Jo’s heart lurched at the thought of the physical chastisement this man had once promised her. She held no fear of what he might say to her, because she knew she deserved it, but the thought of being bent over his thighs and spanked filled her with the fear she might actually enjoy it.
That led her to wonder if the earl had noticed her looking at him with cow eyes this past week too. It might even be the reason his mood had become more and more taciturn as the week progressed, which would be utterly humiliating.
The earl sighed his irritation as he bent to retrieve his shirt from the ground where he had dropped it. “Come with me.”
She hung back. “Where we goin’?”
He raised one arrogant brow as he swept his critical gaze over her. “You are back to being your filthy self. As such, we are going to the river so that you can wash your face and hands before returning to work.” He turned on his booted heel and walked off through the trees, coming to halt when he realized Jo had remained where he left her. “I am in no mood to repeat myself.” His voice was a low growl.
Jo had to break into a trot in order to catch up with his much longer strides, each step causing a jarring pain through her rib cage, causing her to wonder if Mickey might possibly have broken one or two of them with his pummeling fists.
Whether they were broken or merely bruised the discomfort was going to be a problem in carrying out her earlier decision to leave here. Jo doubted her great-aunt would appreciate welcoming Jo into her home with a swollen face and broken or bruised ribs.
Could Jo be looking for reasons not to leave Latham Park?
Not to leave Daniel Somersby…
She had come to feel safe with him here this past week—
“Take off your shirt, and let me have a look at your chest.”
Jo gazed blankly at the earl as he came to a halt beside the gently flowing river to look at her expectantly.
The expectation being that I will take off my shirt and let him look at my chest.
Daniel could tell by Jo’s mutinous expression the boy was going to refuse the request. His shoulders had tensed, his chin tilted to a challenging angle, his blue gaze rebellious.
Damn his stubborn hide.
Considering Daniel had once again been inconvenienced by this troublesome imp, he had little patience with that stubbornness. His intention, before he chanced upon the scrapping boys, had been to strip off and go for a swim in the river in order to ease the aches and pains away from his physical working day.
“What are you doing?” Jo’s expression was panicked as he attempted to push Daniel hands away from the grasp he had taken of the boy’s shirt to begin lifting it upward.
“I need to take a look at your ribs before I—” He broke off as the lifting of Jo’s shirt revealed the strapping already about the boy’s upper chest. “Has Bates hit you before today?” He scowled his displeasure at the thought that might have been the case.
“Let go of me!” There was a desperate sob in the boy’s voice now as he tried to swat Daniel’s hands away.
A totally ineffective stratagem, as Daniel continued to pull the shirt upward, his scowl deepening as he saw the tight strapping covered the whole of the top of Jo’s torso. “Who did this to you?” he demanded as he released the fastening and then began to unravel the strapping.
“Stop it!” Jo sounded completely panicked now, nails digging into Daniel’s wrists as he attempted to push his hands away.
Daniel’s movements stuttered and then stopped completely as he peeled away the last of the strapping to reveal—
Breasts.
Firm, uptilting, mature, and very feminine breasts.



Chapter 4
 
Daniel stared incredulously at those breasts for several long seconds before his gaze moved downward to a slender and feminine waist, and then lower still to what he did not doubt would be curvaceous hips.
“What are you doing?” the girl/woman demanded as Daniel now began to unfasten the piece of rope securing her trousers. She gave a gasp and tried to cover herself, as he had allowed that garment to fall about her ankles, revealing— “Dear God…” He staggered back a step at the sight of the bared cluster of golden curls covering a distinctly female mound rather than a male appendage.
Daniel didn’t know whether to shout out his relief at knowing his attraction this past week had been toward a woman rather than a boy. Or to shout his outrage at the tortures of hell he had suffered because of the deception that had been practiced upon not only him but everyone at Latham Park.
Either way, he was going to shout.
He opened his mouth to do so at the same moment Jo clutched the sides of her gaping shirt to turn away self-consciously. She bent over to pull up her trousers, revealing the sweet curve of her feminine—thank you, God!—and shapely bottom.
A woman, by God.
A woman, not a boy.
And not aged sixteen from the look of those pert breasts and deliciously plump mound and bottom.
Daniel’s relief was tempered by a need to punish her. To make her suffer as he had suffered endlessly this past week, believing himself to be some sort of perverted monster. Not because the person he desired was male; the law may condemn such men, but he did not. One could not choose whom one loved. No, it was not the sex of the object of his desire which had tormented him, but the belief Jo was only sixteen years old. Which he—she, clearly was not.
“How old are you?” he demanded.
It was the last question Jo had been expecting now her secret had been revealed, literally in all its naked glory. What are you? Or even, who are you? But not how old are you.
“No more lies,” the earl warned. “Or I will take a strap to your ass.”
She recoiled. “I am sure there is no need to resort to such violence of language as that, my lord.” She was so shocked by the threat and the way in which it was worded, she spoke in her normal voice rather than the Cockney one she had affected these past weeks.
“Not just a woman, but a refined one.” The earl’s eyes were narrowed to speculative slits. “And do not dare to upbraid me for my language after the vulgarities I have regularly heard leave your own mouth this past week.”
“Vulgarities I learned in your own stables!” she defended.
“I do not give a damn where you learned them, madam. My only interest at the moment is to knowing how old you are.”
Jo blinked at his vehemence. Admittedly, he had a right to be angry at her deception. But there was an uncontrolled wildness to Daniel Somersby at this moment. His body was tense, there was a restless fever in his gaze, and his lips were curved upward in smiling challenge. She found that wildness even more unnerving than his anger. “I do not see—”
“Answer me, damn it!”
She eyed him warily. “I am five and twenty.”
He looked astounded. “Five and… Are you married?”
“I am not— What are you doing?” she gasped as, having stepped forward, Daniel now pulled her shirt open and bared her breasts before drawing her roughly into his arms and pressing her naked torso against the heat of his own. “My lord…?” She gazed at him with apprehensive eyes.
He returned that gaze fiercely. “Is your name even Jo?”
“Josephine, but I prefer Jo.”
A nerve pulsed in his tightly clenched jaw. “Is your lip paining you very badly, Josephine?” He seemed to relish using her full name rather than the one she had stated she preferred.
“Quite a bit, yes…”
“Good.” His head lowered, and he claimed her mouth with his own.
Claimed was an apt description of the devastation of that kiss as Daniel’s tongue swept along the seam of her lips, licking against the bloodied swelling of the top one before parting them and plunging inside. His arms held her so tightly, it was impossible for Jo to move, her hands clenching and then unclenching against his burning-hot flesh as she felt her own desire rise to match the thick and throbbing length of Daniel’s desire pressed against her abdomen.
That marauding tongue searched and laid siege to every part of her mouth, licking and tasting, each caressing stroke revealing that Jo’s own tongue was highly sensitive. Even her teeth seemed to tingle in awareness as her body was crushed against his much larger one. Her breasts were aching, the tips hard and throbbing.
As suddenly as the onslaught had begun, it came to an end, Daniel glaring down at her with dark eyes, his gaze searching her face before he gave a snarl and grasped hold of her wrist to drag her with him toward the river.
“No!” Jo tried to keep hold of her unfastened trousers and pull back at the same time as she guessed his intention was to throw her into the cold water. As further retribution for her deception? Probably. “Please, no—”
“Please, yes,” he bit out as he sat down on one of the rocks on the riverbank before pulling her face down over his thighs. His hand moved to the waistband at the back of her trousers.
“No!” She gasped and struggled to be free as the material was pulled down and she could once again feel the gentle breeze against her now bared flesh. “You cannot—”
“Watch me,” he dared. “Better yet, feel me.” He landed the first smack to the globes of her bottom. “Do you have any idea”—another smack landed—“of the torture I have suffered this past week”—and another—“desiring you but believing you to be a young boy?” He delivered another even harder smack. “How utterly disgusted I have been with myself.” Then another. “And all this time”—and another—“you were a grown woman, not a boy.” The spanking stopped as suddenly as it had begun. “Did you know I desired you, Jo?” His hand now caressed her reddened and stinging bottom, causing her fresh pain and discomfort.
“No.”
“I do not believe you. Perhaps you even felt that same desire? Answer me, damn it.” Another smack landed on her burning skin.
“Yes,” she mumbled.
“Louder.”
“Yes!” she repeated. His hand left her bottom, and she sensed it was about to make further contact with her already throbbing flesh.
“Yes what?”
“Yes, Daniel, I felt the same desire.”
“Burning you? Consuming you as it has consumed me?”
“Yes!” Jo sobbed.
“Do you feel it now?” That hand resumed those gentle caresses, feather-light touches that aroused as much as they stung.
Caresses that caused Jo to squirm in embarrassment at her response. “Please, you must stop!”
“Why must I?” He continued that intimate caress.
“Someone might come along the path and see us together like this,” she protested weakly as those caresses continue to ignite sparks of desire deep inside her.
“Let them,” Daniel growled. “Are you aroused now?” He placed one of his hands firmly against her spine to hold her in place as his other hand moved to cup a dangling breast, seeking out the erect nipple. “So you are,” he murmured with satisfaction as he rolled the engorged teat between his thumb and fingers at the same time as he pulled on it.
“Please…”
“But I am pleasing you, Josephine,” he bit out as the sweet aroma of that arousal filled his nostrils and he felt her nipple swell even more in response to his ministrations.
“You have to stop…” she wailed.
“Why do I?”
“Because… Because…”
“You like it.” Daniel bent over her back to hold her in place so that he might use both hands to cup her breasts, rolling and tugging on both nipples and causing her to squirm and groan with pleasure. “You enjoy having your nipples played with,” he murmured. “I wonder what else you like.” One of his hands moved back to her bottom, squeezing and kneading that hot flesh.
“Daniel—”
“You will be silent.” His hand slipped lower to discover the juices between her thighs as he increased the pressure on her nipple with the other hand, pulling and squeezing until it was elongated to twice its size. “I believe I should like to suckle these.” He flipped her upright so that she straddled his thighs before lifting her up and onto her feet. “Stand here.” He pointed to the spot on the ground between his parted thighs. “Then cup and offer your breasts to me.”
“Daniel—”
“Do it!”
Jo jumped at the fierceness of his command, her movement jerky as she stepped forward to stand between his parted legs.
“Cup and hold your breasts while I suck on them,” he repeated harshly.
“I—”
“Would you like me to spank you again?” He spoke through gritted teeth.
Jo’s bottom already throbbed so badly, she didn’t think she could bear even one more angry spank on it. But what Daniel was asking of her was…well, it was positively shameless. And in broad daylight too.
She was not a complete innocent. She knew how babies were made. But she had always assumed physical intimacies took place beneath the bedsheets and in the dark, not outside in broad sunlight.
What Daniel had done to her already, the ways in which he had touched her, was shocking enough, but she could not allow—
“No, please!” she protested as he grasped her wrist with the obvious intention of once again pulling her across his thighs. “I will do as you ask, only please do not spank me again. I… It hurts.” She had never touched her own breasts in the way Daniel was now asking—demanding—she do. But if it prevented him from administering one more smack to her burning flesh, then she would do it.
Whatever fury had held Daniel in its grip abated as suddenly as it had flared into life, and he was immediately filled with shame for the way in which he had behaved. Sexual frustration or no, he had no right to treat this woman in so depraved a manner.
Whatever had caused this woman to pretend she was a boy and conceal herself by working in his stables, her voice had betrayed her as being a lady. As a gentleman, he should have offered her his protection, not spanked her bottom and then taken all manner of liberties with her body.
“Cover yourself,” he rasped harshly.
“I… What…?”
“I said cover yourself, damn it.” His hands were clenched at his sides.
Daniel waited until she had stepped away, secured her trousers, and begun to refasten her shirt before rising to his feet. His mouth thinned as he saw Josephine’s startled glance on the front of his pantaloons as the material stretched under the thick and weighty length of his erection. An aching throb Daniel intended dealing with at the earliest opportunity.
He looked at Jo—Josephine—with new eyes. Her golden hair was wild about her shoulders and had grown a little longer during the past week, surrounding a heart-shaped face of delicate, even surreal, beauty. Her brows were shapely above huge blue eyes, her cheeks flushed, her lips a perfect bow apart from that slight swelling caused by Bates’s fist, with a softly curving chin. Her breasts were now pert and completely feminine beneath the too-big shirt.
Daniel frowned as he wondered how he could ever have mistaken her for a boy, even an effeminate one.
He had seen what he had been meant to see, he acknowledged.
His gaze returned to that swelling of her top lip. “Does Bates know you are female?”
“No one knows,” she denied firmly. “Except you…”
“Except me,” Daniel accepted heavily, knowing he could well have done without that knowledge too.
Oh, he was pleased to learn his lustful feelings were not directed toward a boy, but it also now put him a position of having to learn exactly who this woman was and why she was pretending to be a boy and hiding on his estate. Because he had no doubt she was hiding from something or someone. That she had changed her appearance—and gender—in order to do so. The question was, why had she? She claimed not to be married, so she was not running from a husband. Another relative, perhaps, or a guardian? Or a man she did not wish to marry?
They were all questions Daniel required answers to, but not here or now. The uncomfortable throbbing of his cock reminded him he had another, even more pressing matter to deal with before he could listen to Jo’s explanation with any degree of equilibrium.
He looked down the length of his nose at her. “You will wash and tidy your appearance and then present yourself to me in my study in one hour.” That should be long enough for Daniel to deal with his raging erection. The way he was currently feeling, it would take one stroke of his hand along that length to bring about the release he desired.
“Daniel— My lord,” Jo corrected as the earl’s expression became even haughtier at her familiarity, even though he had almost stripped her and then spanked her. “Perhaps it would be for the best if I were to simply remove myself—”
“If you so much as attempt to leave here without my knowledge, I will find you, and when I do, I will tan your backside until you are unable to sit down, woman or no,” he promised grimly.
There was no room for doubt in the earl’s tone. If Jo left Latham Park without Daniel’s permission, then she knew he would find her, and when he did, he would take pleasure in administering another spanking.
Her gaze lowered. “Yes, my lord.”
He gave a disgusted snort. “Do not seek to soothe me with your false obedience. I am wise to you now, Josephine, and have no intention of allowing you to go anywhere until I have heard the whole story behind your disguise.”
Again, Jo did not doubt he meant what he said.
Daniel Somersby was going to demand the truth and nothing less than the whole truth from her.
A truth she was not sure she dare trust him or anyone else with.
Yes, she was five and twenty years old, but Cousin Edgar was still her closest male relative, and therefore held guardianship over her. He was also the Duke of Cheshire. No doubt his word would be believed over her own in regard to his debauched intentions toward her.
Once aware of her true identity, Daniel would have no choice but to inform her cousin of her whereabouts and in turn see she was returned to Edgar’s guardianship.
That was a risk, despite the earl’s threat to spank her again if she should attempt to run away from him, Jo dare not take.



Chapter 5
 
Had he ever been this angry before today?
Somehow, Daniel doubted it.
Oh, he had been mindless with anger, and also desire, yesterday afternoon, once it was revealed Jo was a woman and not a boy, and he had proceeded to put her over his knee and spank the plump cheeks of her delicious ass. But even that was nothing compared to the fury he felt today.
Because, despite his warning, heedless of his threat, Josephine had dared to leave Latham Park yesterday and gone totally against his instruction for her not to do so.
Forcing Daniel to look for her, as he had promised her he would if she disappeared.
Yesterday evening, he had searched on horseback in the area surrounding Latham Park while there was still enough light to do so. He’d had no choice but to call a halt to that search once dark had fallen, even though he had found neither sight nor sound of Jo.
Daniel had then spent a restless night tossing and turning in his bed as he wondered where Jo was sleeping tonight. And if she was safe, wherever that somewhere happened to be.
He had felt heavy-eyed and bad-tempered when he rose early this morning, drinking down a quick cup of hot tea before going to the stables. It was so early, he had saddled his own horse. Haynes had arrived as he was preparing to leave. Their conversation revealed the older man was not yet aware of Jo’s disappearance. Daniel hoped to find her and discover the truth, before it became necessary to confide in the other man. Haynes seemed to have developed a fatherly affection for the person he still believed to be a young and homeless boy.
Daniel’s teeth ground together at the thought of the many explanations that would have to be made once he found Jo and brought her home—
Latham Park was not her home, damn it!
He had no idea where Jo called home.
As he had no idea what her surname was.
And he was furious with himself for not demanding that information from her yesterday when he’d had the opportunity. At one point in their conversation, she would have told Daniel anything he asked her.
At the time, he had been blinded by his own lust for her. A lust he had taken care of not once but twice once he reached the privacy of his bedchamber. The first time, as he’d already surmised, had taken two strokes of his hand along the rigid length of his cock. His release had been as violent as it was quick. The second time had taken a little longer but been just as intense as an image of Jo’s bared breasts appeared behind his closed lids, the nipples as he remembered them, plump and elongated from his ministrations. Daniel’s legs had been shaking so much after that second release, it had taken him some minutes to regain strength enough to request bathwater be brought to his rooms.
Only for him to come down the stairs an hour later and discover that not only was Jo not waiting for him in his study as instructed, but that she was nowhere to be found on the estate.
At this moment, after another two hours’ fruitless searching for her, Daniel was caught in that emotional state of worry and fury he remembered so often from his son’s childhood. Occasions when he had not known whether to scold George for his latest scrape or give thanks because he was safe.
A part of Daniel wanted to thrash Josephine’s bottom, as he had said he would if she disobeyed him. Another part of him just wanted to know she had not been set upon by robbers. Or worse. He had brought a loaded pistol with him for just such an occurrence.
The years following the end of the war against Napoleon had not been kind ones. Many soldiers had returned to England to find there was no work for them, and some that they no longer even had homes to return to, either through death or their women having moved on to greener pastures.
The hardship had resulted in there being more homeless people, many of whom lived in the forests and kept watch on the roads for any unsuspecting traveler they might stop and rob. Not that Jo had anything of value for them to take. Not unless they should discover that the boy was not a boy at all, at which time, Josephine could find herself in dire straits.
This thought only increased the fury already consuming Daniel, and caused his mood to continually fluctuate between that anger and worry. He—
“—don’t have nuffin’ for ya to take.”
“In that case, we’ll take them fancy clothes ofen ya back.”
“Get off me!”
“Ho ho, lads, what do we ’ave ’ere. Them looks like titties to me.”
“I said let go of me!”
“Ow! You little bitch! That’s it, lads, ’old ’er steady while I sees what else she’s ’iding inside them breeches.”
Daniel had known within seconds of hearing the conversation that he had found Jo at last, at the same time as he knew his worst nightmare had also been realized. The added horror of what could have happened to Jo if he hadn’t arrived at this moment banished all thought of his previous worry until only his fury remained.
He drew his pistol from his belt before entering the clearing from where the voices had originated. Anger boiled up in his chest as he saw Josephine lying on the ground, her fear clearly revealed in her eyes as she was held down by several ruffians whilst another one—their leader?—unfastened and tried to remove her breeches. Their intent was obvious.
“I would not advise you go any further and release the lady, if you wish to see the next sunset,” Daniel bit out coldly.
Jo had never been more pleased to see Daniel than she was at that moment, having feared the worst was about to happen to her now that the men who had set upon her a short time ago had discovered she was a woman rather than a boy.
Until she looked at Daniel’s face.
At which time she wondered if she might not have been better off taking her chances with the ragged-looking group of men surrounding her. She might have succeeded in talking her way out of her difficulties with them. The cold fury on Daniel’s face told her there would be no escaping her due punishment from him.
The leader of the gang, a disreputable man who smelled as badly as she had a week ago and whose breath was equally as disgusting, ceased trying to remove her clothing and instead rose slowly to his feet. He motioned to his men to continue holding her, his expression one of taunting challenge as he faced Daniel, thumbs thrust into the leather belt holding up his ragged trousers. “And why should any of us give a tinker’s arse what you advise?”
Daniel’s mouth was a flat, thin line. “Because the lady is mine.”
The lady is mine.
Jo was filled with a surge of pleasure unlike any she had ever known upon hearing those four words. Which, given the circumstances and Daniel’s seething anger, was totally inappropriate to the occasion. Besides which, he was obviously only saying that as a way of emphasizing his instruction for them to release her.
The leader gave a grin, his teeth either black or missing altogether. “There’s one of you and six of us. And there is but one bullet in ya pistol.”
Jo’s previous pleasure instantly turned to churning fear. She had run away against Daniel’s instructions and so placed herself in danger. She now deserved whatever fate befell her. But Daniel would not have been here at all if he had not been looking for her, as he had promised he would should she leave without his permission. It would be her fault if these men set upon him and killed him.
The mere thought of that caused the bile to rise in the back of her throat.
Daniel’s mouth twisted derisively. “It will take only one bullet to kill you.”
The leader looked momentarily disconcerted as his associates all rose to their feet and took a step back, allowing Jo to also scramble back to her feet and adjust her clothing. But the man recovered quickly, a cocky smile curving his lips. “That still leaves five of us against one.”
“I am willing to take my chances. How about you?” Daniel lifted and cocked the pistol, finger resting against the trigger as he aimed the weapon at the other man’s head. “You have three seconds to release the lady and disappear back to whatever cesspit you crawled out of.”
“You don’t fool—”
“One.”
“You’re bluffing—”
“Two.”
“Awright!” The man held up his hands in surrender as the men with him began to disappear into the surrounding woodland. “’Twas only a bit of harmless fun,” he added belligerently before he too slinked off and was quickly swallowed up by that same woodland.
Leaving behind him a still and tense silence that not even the twittering of the birds dare disturb.
“Do not say a word,” Daniel advised evenly as Josephine opened her mouth with that obvious intention. “I warned you what would happen if you left Latham Park without my permission. Now come over here, and I will assist you up onto my horse. Now,” he added harshly when she remained standing across the clearing. “Before those louts have time to reconsider and return with reinforcements.”
That last warning was enough to spur Josephine into movement, and she ran lightly across the clearing, grasped hold of the arm Daniel held out to her, her intention clearly to swing up into the saddle behind him.
He intended otherwise, pulling on her arm at the same time as she swung upward and succeeding in seating her in front of him rather than behind him. “Swing your leg over the horse’s neck and face forward.” He shifted the reins in his hand as she glanced at him dubiously.
As a stable lad at Latham Park these past three weeks, Jo had become accustomed to riding across the saddle as the men did rather than her previous sidesaddle. But to do so whilst seated in front of the Earl of Latham, his hips and thighs pressed tightly up against her bottom, was beyond scandalous.
More so than running off into the night from her childhood home, dressed as a man?
Than the days and nights spent alone on the road masquerading as that man?
More than spending the past three weeks living and sleeping in the same quarters with a group of boys and men and pretending to be one of them?
No.
Jo averted her gaze as she swung her leg easily over the stallion’s neck and faced forward. She barely had time to grasp the horse’s mane before the earl’s arms tightened about her, hands gripping the reins, and he set the horse off at a gallop.
As she had suspected might be the case, each forward movement of the horse pushed the earl’s hips and thighs more firmly against her bottom, making her fully aware of an increasing hardness between those clenched and muscular thighs.
Jo had no personal experience with such things, but neither was she ignorant of a man’s body.
Over the years, she had explored the shelves of her grandfather’s extensive library in depth, having little else to occupy her mind on wet or snowy days. Her grandfather’s tastes had proven to be eclectic indeed, and one particular day, Jo had discovered an illustrated book on one of the shelves.
The text had been written in Chinese, but the illustration of naked men and women had needed no explanation. Jo had returned to that book again and again, when she was assured her grandfather was not about to enter the library and discover her preoccupation.
One chapter in particular had fascinated her. It had featured drawings of the changes that occurred to a man’s naked body as he approached a woman lying naked on a bed. The drawings had been done in such a way that Jo had discovered if she flicked the pages quickly enough, the man actually looked as if he was walking toward the bed. The appendage that had been hanging between his thighs in the first drawing slowly rose, then thickened and lengthened the closer he came to the bed and the naked woman lying there, her thighs parted, an inviting smile curving her lips.
The same male appendage which was now thickening and lengthening against Jo’s own bottom.
Except neither she nor the earl were naked, and there was not a bed in sight.
Yet another confirmation that darkness and bedsheets were not necessary for sexual dalliance?
If Jo had needed one…
The truth was, she had been frightened by the depth of her own arousal yesterday as she lay across Daniel’s thighs beside the river and he took all manner of liberties with her body after first spanking her. It had excited her in a way that had both shocked and thrilled her. Caused her to burn inwardly at the same time as she had longed for more. Quite what that more was, she did not know.
But it had been her own feelings of arousal that had caused her to run from Latham Park, as much as she had feared Daniel demanding the full story of why she had disguised herself as a boy and worked in his stables these past three weeks.
A truth he would insist upon once they had returned to Latham Park.
Leaving—running from the estate yesterday had been a terrible wrench for her. Apart from Mickey Bates, Jo had grown to like all the people she worked with, as well as the servants in the main house.
As she had come to like the earl.
Daniel was so…so strong and vitally male. A confidence and maleness completely at odds with her Cousin Edgar, who saw strength in manipulation and the power of his title rather than in his own character. She believed Daniel would possess that male confidence whether he was a privileged member of Society or a beggar.
Yesterday, Jo had stealthily left the estate, left Daniel, her heart aching as she set out through the woods in the general direction of Hampshire. She had kept mainly to those woods, knowing that Daniel would be angry enough, once he discovered her absence, to come looking for her, and intending to make that more difficult for him. She had been able to travel only a few miles during daylight herself yesterday, and had then spent the night in the warmth of a cowshed, waking and leaving before the farmer rose from his bed and came to milk his livestock.
She had hoped, having had no luck in finding her yesterday, that Daniel would just decide to cut his losses today, let her go on her way, and consider her a mystery that would remain unsolved.
She should have known Daniel’s strength of character would not allow him to do such a thing.
Luckily for her, as it happened.
Jo gave a shudder as she thought of what fate might have befallen her today if Daniel had not continued to search for her.
“Are you cold?”
Daniel’s voice was so close to Jo’s ear, she could feel the warmth of his breath against her skin and the hot press of his chest along the length of her back as he leaned forward.
“No.” She gave a shake of her head to accompany the denial, in case the rush of wind passing by them prevented him from hearing her. Turning her head to look at him would bring her into far too close—closer—contact with him, and put their faces only inches apart. Jo did not think she could look into those icy green depths with any degree of equilibrium at this moment.
She breathed a sigh of relief as she saw they were approaching Latham Park. The house, a beautiful sandstone building, was perched upon a hill overlooking the green meadowland where deer could be seen grazing. Daniel did not go to the front of the house, of course, but directly to the stables.
Mr. Haynes looked startled to see her seated upon the horse with Daniel as he stepped forward to catch the reins thrown to him by the earl. But he remained silent as his employer dismounted before reaching up to clasp Jo about the waist and pull her down onto the cobbles beside him.
The earl maintained a firm grasp of Jo’s wrist as he addressed the older man. “Mr. Turner will no longer be gracing you with his presence in the stables.”
Jo’s heart sank as his words confirmed she was about to be forced into revealing her story before hastily being dispatched back to her Cousin Edgar in Cheshire. No doubt several of the earl’s employees, maybe even the earl himself, would accompany her to ensure she reached her destination without further mishap or any attempt on her part to run away again. Once back at Kendall Hall, she had no doubt her cousin would ensure she found no further opportunity to escape his plans for her.
To add salt to the wound, Mickey Bates had stepped forward into one of the stable doorways, a gleeful expression lighting up his face as he blatantly listened to the earl’s harshly spoken words.
It was childish of her, worse than childish considering she was aged five and twenty and the granddaughter of a duke, but Jo could not resist sticking her tongue out at the aggressive youth before she was pulled along behind the earl as he crossed to the main house in long strides.
Daniel was still consumed with an anger he had totally failed to bring back under his control on the ride back to Latham Park. He was still furious at Josephine’s blatant disregard for his instructions yesterday. For his restless and sleepless night. The dangerous situation in which he had discovered her earlier. Despite his threat to shoot the leader of the gang of ruffians, Daniel was very aware the outcome could have been far different than what had occurred.
Merely thinking of Josephine being violated by the six men was enough to cause Daniel’s blood to boil.
No matter how desperate the situation that had caused her to run away from her home in the first place, she deserved a sound thrashing for disobeying him yesterday and so putting herself in such danger today.
Daniel made no allowance for her shorter strides as he marched through the house to his study. Several of his household staff scuttled out of the way, including Bedford, after a single glance at Daniel’s coldly furious expression no doubt warned any of them against attempting to speak to him.
He thrust Josephine into his study ahead of him before stepping into the room and closing the door firmly behind him to lean back against it, able to breathe properly for the first time in twelve hours. Since he had discovered Josephine had fled Latham Park.
She looked none the worse for her earlier ordeal. Her clothes were dusty from the time she had spent on the forest floor, but her golden hair was still secured at her nape. Her expression was perhaps a little apprehensive, but her face was nowhere near as dirty as the first time Daniel had set eyes on her a week ago.
A single week. Seven days. And in that time, Josephine had set Daniel’s well-ordered life spiraling into turmoil, as he first believed himself attracted to a youth and then discovered that youth was a young woman. A disobedient young woman, but also one his cock straining inside his pantaloons proved he still desired.
He hid that revealing bulge in his clothing by crossing the room to sit in the chair behind his desk. “You may begin speaking at any time,” he invited coldly after several long seconds of silence. “I suggest you begin with an apology for having disobeyed me.”
“I apologize for disobeying you.”
Daniel’s smile was tight. A smile Jo could not see when her head was tilted down and her gaze fixed on the top of his desk. “Perhaps you might put a little more sincerity behind those words.”
“I sincerely apologize for disobeying you.”
His eyes narrowed. “If you continue along this tack, you will shortly find my patience is at an end. Well?” he barked when she made no reply.
“My lord, you did not ask a question but made a statement.”
Daniel frowned as she continued to appear cowed. Appeared, because he was not at all sure she was sincere. In fact, he greatly doubted she was. “I warned you what would happen if you ran away from here, did I not?”
“You did.”
“Can you think of any reason why I should not carry out that threat?”
“No.”
“Why the hell are you being so…so bloody amenable?” he snapped.
“You forbade me to speak earlier,” she reminded him. “I am merely doing as I was told.”
He gave a derisive snort. “Then it will be the first time in our acquaintance.” He stood up restlessly to cross the room and open one of the windows. Perhaps a little fresh air would succeed in cooling his ardor. He drew in several deep breaths before speaking again. “Do you have any idea what could have happened to you today in the woods?”
Jo winced at the memory of the icy fear she had known when those men wrestled her to the ground, and their obvious glee when they discovered she was a woman rather than a boy. “I believe the men made their intentions clear, yes.”
“Are you a virgin?”
She did look up at that. “My lord!”
The earl gave an unconcerned shrug at her obvious shock. “Either you are or you are not.”
Color flushed her cheeks. “I am.”
“Most innocent young women would be having the vapors by now.”
“I am not most young women, my lord.”
“No, you are not.” The earl crossed the room in two long strides to come to a halt in front of her. “But precisely who and what you are is still a mystery. Which is why you will now tell me your full name and what you are doing cavorting about the countryside disguised as a boy. And do not attempt to lie to me, or you will regret it,” he added harshly.
Her eyes widened. “You will spank me again?”
His smile lacked all humor. “Having considered that possibility, I believe we both enjoyed it too much last time for it to be considered a fitting punishment.”
Jo’s cheeks blazed with color at the same time as she knew he spoke the truth. At least as far as she was concerned. It somehow made her feel less…shameless to know that Daniel had enjoyed it too.
Jo had been delaying this conversation with her earlier compliance to his commands. But she knew by the determination in Daniel’s expression, she would not be allowed to delay telling him the truth a moment longer.



Chapter 6
 
Her chin rose. “My name is Lady Josephine Mary Elizabeth Kendall. I am the daughter and only child of the Marquis and Marchioness of March, now deceased. I was six when they died, after which I resided with my grandfather, Edmund Kendall, the Duke of Cheshire, who is also now deceased. The present duke, Edgar Kendall, is my cousin.”
There was no missing the edge of contempt in Jo’s voice as she spoke of her cousin, a man Daniel recalled had quite recently come into the title of the Duke of Cheshire. Which meant the loss of Josephine’s grandfather had also been recent.
Daniel had never met the previous duke, that gentleman being something of a recluse. But he did know Edgar Kendall, having met the other man on several occasions during his visits to London for the Season. He could not say he particularly cared for the man. Kendall had always been full of himself, but his title of duke had caused him to become even more so. His choice of friends was also questionable, as was his penchant for gambling recklessly.
Daniel looked for some resemblance between Jo and her cousin but could see none, not in their coloring or their facial features. The duke was dark and heavyset as opposed to Jo’s fairness and delicacy of frame and feature.
“I have never seen you at a London Season…” He knew without a doubt he would have remembered her if he had.
She smiled ruefully. “My grandfather did not care for Society or attending the Season, therefore neither did I.”
He nodded. “The present duke is now your guardian?”
Her smile faded. “Yes.”
“And, unless I’m mistaken, also the reason you left your home in Cheshire and traveled the countryside dressed as a boy,” Daniel guessed shrewdly.
Jo chewed on the lip which still showed a cut and bruising from her fight with Bates yesterday.
Good God, was it only yesterday Daniel had discovered Jo was a beautiful young woman? So much had happened since that discovery, it seemed much longer than that. Certainly his constant state of arousal in her presence seemed to have been with him for an age rather than mere hours.
Learning she had been the granddaughter of the previous Duke of Cheshire and was now cousin of the present one ensured that arousal would never be satisfied. Daniel did not indulge in dalliances with the ladies of Society.
“What happened to cause you to run away, Jo?” He softened his tone.
She avoided meeting his gaze. “I have a great-aunt living in Hampshire. She is the sister of my grandfather. But the two argued many years ago, so I have never met her. Nevertheless, I thought she might take me in. But I was robbed within days of setting out for Hampshire, leaving me with no money to pay my coach fare. I walked the rest of the way but became lost and found myself here instead.”
“None of those statements was an answer to the question I asked.”
Jo was aware of that, just as she had known from the onset that this man was far more intelligent than her cousin Edgar, as he was more worldly than her grandfather. That Daniel was not, as he had already stated, a man to be fobbed off with lies and half-truths.
She grimaced. “My cousin chose a husband for me whom I could not marry.”
“Why not?”
“I considered him too old and did not care for him at all.”
“The man’s name?”
“A Mr. Pendleton—”
“Pendleton?” The earl look appalled. “Can you possibly be referring to Owen Pendleton?”
Jo gave a tight smile. “Obviously, you know or have heard of the gentleman.”
“I know him as not being a gentleman at all.” The earl began to pace the study. “Good God, the man is twice your age and a complete charlatan, entrapping gentlemen in his web by allowing them to borrow money from him and then—” He broke off, his eyes narrowing on her face. “And then demanding outrageous restitution for those debts…”
“Such as the hand in marriage of the cousin of the Duke of Cheshire, along with the rest of my body,” Jo said bleakly. “But not before he had ‘tried me out’ first, which was how my cousin put it, I believe. As Edgar also stated it was his intention to ‘try me out’ himself before the wedding took place.”
Daniel was so surprised by the reason for Jo’s flight from Cheshire, he was rendered momentarily speechless. He had thought perhaps she’d had a falling-out with her family, that there was possibly even a young man involved in that disagreement. The truth was worse, so much worse, than he had imagined it might be.
Not least because it placed him in the difficult position of not knowing exactly how to proceed.
Propriety dictated he should return Lady Josephine Kendall forthwith to the home of her cousin and guardian, the Duke of Cheshire.
Except for the knowledge Daniel now had of the fate which awaited her when she got there.
How could he send her back to her cousin knowing she would be raped first by Pendleton and then by Cheshire?
He could not. The mere thought of it made his blood boil and churn.
So what was he to do with her?
He certainly could not keep her here with him at Latham Park, a young and unchaperoned lady of Society, for any length of time. There must be some other way— “The great-aunt you mentioned, do you have her name and address?”
Jo shook her head. “Only her name, Lady Anthea Kendall, and the village of Potton in which she resides. But it is a small village, so I am sure I will have no difficulty in locating her once I am there,” she added hopefully.
No doubt the hope was that Daniel would allow her to travel to her great-aunt’s home, possibly in one of his own carriages.
“I am sure we will deal very well together. By all accounts, she is as eccentric as her brother once was.” Josephine’s smile was one of affection for the gentleman who had been her guardian since she was six years old.
Daniel reminded himself this young woman was still in mourning for that loss, and she obviously lived in fear of being returned to her feckless cousin and the man Cheshire had chosen for her to marry. Daniel doubted it had been much of a choice, and that Kendall must surely be in debt to Pendleton, as so many other young men in Society were. He suspected Josephine was merely being used as a pawn as the payment for the settling of Cheshire’s debts.
Even so, Edgar Kendall was Josephine’s closest male relative, and as such, he could demand restitution from Daniel if her presence at Latham Park was discovered. A restitution, if it involved marriage, Daniel would have no choice but to refuse to pay.
His mouth thinned. “No matter what happens in the future, I forbid you to run away from here again.”
“Yes, my lord.”
“Is that a yes in agreement with my dictate or a yes in that you understood the command?”
“My lord?”
He breathed deeply through his nostrils. “As you are irritating me immensely, I believe we will put off any more discussion on this subject until after you have bathed and eaten.”
“Cows.”
“I beg your pardon?”
She shrugged at Daniel’s expression of puzzlement. “The first time we met, I smelled of horses. Today I smell of cows, after spending the night sleeping in a byre with a dozen of them.”
“Ah.” In truth, Daniel had only ever smelled lavender and cleanliness on her since she had taken that first bath and washed away that odorous smell of horses. His senses had been too filled today with the female essence of her to notice the smell of bovines. “Where are you going?” he prompted as Josephine stepped toward the door.
“You dismissed me, so I am going to my room over the stables. I fully understand why you informed Mr. Haynes I would no longer be working there,” she added dully, obviously resigned to being returned to her cousin’s guardianship.
A future Daniel was in no way decided upon. Owen Pendleton was an old lecher and a mountebank, and no doubt the man would ignore or discard Josephine once he had broken her spirit with his demanding and repeated visits to her bedchamber. He might not even marry her at all once he had “tried her out,” which would leave Josephine ruined for any other marriage and prey to Cheshire’s attentions even if she was safe from Pendleton’s.
Daniel clenched his hands at his sides even imagining Josephine suffering such a fate. “I severed your employment in the stables because as a young woman, you cannot return there or to your room over those stables.”
She swallowed. “Then where am I to go?”
“I will have Bedford show you to a bedchamber upstairs.” He rang the bell for his butler.
Her eyes widened. “I am to stay in the house?”
“Where else would the granddaughter of a duke stay?” Daniel drawled.
“I may not have ventured into Society, but even I know it is not proper for a single gentleman to have a single lady staying in his home unchaperoned.”
Daniel gave a snort at this stating of the obvious. “I believe it is a little late for either of us to worry about propriety.”
Perhaps so, but Jo could only foresee the earl bringing scandal directly to his door by offering her sanctuary. Even briefly. “I do not think—”
“For now, it might be better if you did not do so,” the earl dismissed briskly. “You will remain here in the house until I have decided what shall be done with you. I will have Bedford instruct one of the maids to provide you with gowns more fitting to your station in life, one of which you will wear when you join me for dinner this evening. My daughter-in-law leaves several gowns in her bedchamber for when she is visiting, I believe they will be a good fit, as you are both small of stature and figure. At least, she was of small stature and figure. She now grows bigger every day with my grandchild,” he added with a frown.
Jo looked at Daniel searchingly, but could read nothing from his expression. “I do not wish to cause trouble for you— Any further trouble for you by involving you in a scandal,” she corrected with a wince as he raised mocking brows.
“Scandal and I are old friends,” he dismissed. “Ah, Bedford.” He glanced toward the door as his butler entered the room. “You will take Lady Josephine to the mauve bedchamber and see that she is provided with hot water for a bath and anything else she might need for her comfort. Report back to me once you have done so. We will meet again at dinner, Lady Josephine.” He gave her a formal bow, as if she had not been for the past few weeks, and still was, dressed in a boy’s clothing and known to all on the estate as Jo Turner.
 
Jo had to admit it was wonderful to first take a leisurely bath and wash her hair before donning the female clothes. The latter had been lying on the bed for her when she re-entered the adjoining bedchamber wearing only a towel. There was also a maid to help her dress.
The undergarments were white, lacy, and very feminine. The gown was of a peach color, which, when Jo checked her appearance in the full-length mirror after the maid had departed, complemented the honey tones of her skin and gave golden highlights to her upswept hair. The latter had grown long enough in the past weeks for her to be able to secure it in a cluster of curls at her crown.
Every vestige of the disreputable and raggedy Jo Turner had disappeared, and she was a woman again.
A woman Daniel would find attractive?
As Jo found him attractive?
She would be lying if she claimed otherwise. Something about Daniel fascinated and drew her into watching him every chance that presented itself, as Mickey Bates had discovered only yesterday.
Daniel was an extremely handsome gentleman, of course, but it was so much more than that. She was also drawn to his strength. To the loyalty and respect he garnered from the people who worked for him in the house and on the estate, as well as the people in the village of Latham. All had nothing but praise for the earl.
Jo was also intrigued by Daniel’s earlier comment regarding he and scandal being old friends. She could not help but wonder how and in what way.
She could also not help questioning why such a handsome and eligible gentleman had never remarried. He was possibly aged only in his late thirties or early forties, and had been a widower for many years according to estate gossip, and yet he seemed content to remain so.
There was no reason why he should remarry, of course. He had his heir, and his son and daughter-in-law would soon provide him with a grandchild. Hopefully a boy, and another heir to the Latham titles.
Which brought Jo back to that enigmatic comment regarding the earl and scandal. What sort of scandal? And involving whom?
If she wanted any answers to those questions, she would have to ask the earl himself, and considering the trouble she had already put him to on her behalf, she did not think attempting to delve into his private life was a suitable way for her to repay that kindness.
That did not stop her, as she walked down the wide staircase, when it came time to join Daniel for dinner, from studying each of the family portraits on the wall beside her as she went. She found portraits of the previous earl, of Daniel, and of his son, George, but to Jo’s great disappointment, there was no portrait of the deceased countess.
The portrait of Daniel was very fine, though. He appeared to be several years younger than he was now and had been painted standing beside a huge pale marble fireplace shot through with veins of color the same auburn shade as his hair. The artist had managed to capture the coloring of that burnished copper hair perfectly, as well as the beautiful green of his eyes surrounded by copper-colored lashes. His expression was perhaps a little austere, but it was the style of the times and meant to give an air of gravitas to those who did not possess it. Daniel possessed it in abundance.
And she, Jo realized with a warming of her cheeks, was well on her way to becoming infatuated with him.
“Our dinner is growing cold.”
She turned with a guilty start at the sound of Daniel’s harsh voice echoing up into the cavernous hallway, reaching out to clutch onto the bannister as she glanced down at him.
Her breath caught in her throat at how magnificent he looked in black evening clothes and snowy white linen, as if he was dining with any lady of Society. Of which Jo should have been a member but was not.
She could not help but wonder what would have happened if the two of them had met as equals and under different circumstances. Perhaps been introduced at a London ball or a musical evening. Would Daniel have lingered to speak to her, or politely acknowledged the introduction before moving away and forgetting her existence?
Probably the latter, she acknowledged regretfully. Her looks were nothing extraordinary, and her connections questionable. Oh, not the dukedom, but certainly the gentlemen in her family who had most recently possessed that title. First an eccentric grandfather who shunned Society, and now a disreputable cousin and his equally disgraceful friends. No, a man as fine and upstanding as the Earl of Latham would not have associated himself with one such as Lady Josephine Kendall.
“I can only assume by your tardiness you prefer cold food?”
Jo blinked to clear her head of such negative thoughts as she realized, during her distraction, Daniel had ascended the stairs and now stood beside her. His expression, unfortunately, appeared to be just as austere and remote as the one in his portrait.
Jo lowered her lashes demurely. “I apologize for keeping you waiting, my lord.” She placed her gloved hand on the arm he held out to her, neither of them speaking again as they descended the stairs and entered the dining room. Jo kept a polite smile on her lips to cover the disappointment she felt at Daniel’s omission to compliment her on her change in appearance.
She breathed a sigh of relief when she saw it was a small family dining room with a round table rather than a long formal one. It would have been very uncomfortable and made conversation virtually impossible if she had been seated miles away from Daniel at the other end of a formal dining table.
“The weather has been very clement today, has it not, my lord?” She gave an inward wince as she automatically launched into banal conversation once they were seated and Bedford served their soup, which was not in the least cold, if the steam rising from it was an indication.
Daniel had no intention of qualifying such a ridiculous statement as that with an answer. The weather may have been clement today, but the situation the two of them found themselves in was very stormy indeed.
He had spent the past two frustrating hours contemplating how best to resolve the problem of having Josephine Kendall in his home, even for the few days it might take to locate her great-aunt.
He had considered inviting George and Amelia for a visit, only to realize that Amelia was now in her eighth month of confinement and not up to traveling. Besides, they were far away in Devonshire, and he would hopefully have resolved this situation long before they could have arrived here in answer to his summons.
Daniel could think of no other female relative he might invite to act as chaperone, and inviting any of his friends and their wives was just as unacceptable. He would never hear the end of the teasing from any of them, after his years of evading embroilments, perhaps even smugly so, with any female of Society. Josephine might not have attended any of the London Seasons, but her breeding meant she was without a doubt a member of that Society.
Every single one of those thoughts had fled his head the moment he’d looked up and seen Josephine studying the portraits on the wall as she moved slowly down the wide staircase.
Even when she had presented herself as a boy, she had been beautiful. And as Daniel had discovered yesterday, her female figure was shapely. But he had been struck dumb at seeing her clothed in one of Amelia’s gowns, a peach-colored one that complemented Josephine’s coloring perfectly and rendered her wholly feminine.
The low neckline revealed the tempting swell of her bosom, and her hair was upswept and secured in a cluster of curls, revealing the slender arch of her neck. Merely looking at her had caused Daniel’s breath to falter and his cock to once again stir inside his evening breeches.
It was the reason he had spoken so harshly to her as she lingered on the stairs. He was growing tired of this constant cock stand and having to deal with the problem himself. He had not needed to give himself sexual release to this degree since he was a young buck and simply looking at a woman’s bosom had caused his cock to swell.
“I apologize.” Josephine spoke again once Bedford had left the room, her cheeks flushed. “I always chatter on when I am nervous.”
Daniel raised his brows. “You are nervous now?”
“Well…yes.” Her movements were flustered as her gloved fingers pleated the edge of her napkin. “I have never dined alone with a gentleman before.”
“I believe you must have dined alone with your grandfather or your cousin Edgar.” The fact the two of them should not be dining alone together caused Daniel’s voice to once again sound harsh. Nor did he particularly care for the fact he’d had to dress for dinner, when for the past week he had eaten informally, more often than not sitting at the desk in his study.
Truth be told, he had no idea what he was doing where Josephine was concerned.
His desire for this woman had returned the moment he had seen her on the staircase. Even now, a part of him wanted to lay her out upon the table top, throw up her skirts, and then enter and lay claim to the wet heat between her thighs.
Another part of him wished to take his time, first removing the pins from her hair before stripping her slowly from the elegant gown. He would then feast on her as he worshipped and pleasured every inch of her body with his lips and hands.
Propriety said he could do neither of those things without consequences. Not least of all to Josephine.
“That is hardly the same thing when I am related to both of them,” she admonished playfully.
“Perhaps it might help if you consider I am old enough to be your father,” he rasped.
Her brows rose. “Not unless you were very precocious as a child.”
“I am aged one and forty, and became a father when I was but nineteen,” he revealed.
Her eyes widened. “You must have married very young.”
“My wife’s family lands adjoined my own in Devonshire when I was Viscount Portland. Part of our wedding contract was that those lands would became hers upon the death of her father, and consequently mine as her husband. My son, George, and his wife now live on that estate.”
Jo sensed there was more behind those events than the words stated. Besides, Daniel had not actually answered her question. For instance, had he married for love or to secure the adjoining lands and so enlarge his estate?
“When did your wife die?”
“When George was ten.” His expression was bleak as he lifted his crystal glass and took a sip of the red wine. “She decided that she preferred drowning in the river there rather than continuing with the tedium of being my wife and George’s mother for a day longer.”
“Goodness.”
Daniel’s mouth twisted with derision. “Is that all you can think of to say? I do not believe goodness, either Beatrix’s or my own,
had anything to do with it.”
Of course it was not all Jo had to say. Although it would seem she had her answer as to what scandal had once dogged Daniel’s life. The suicide of his wife would not have escaped the attention of Society, and the scandal of it would have touched both Daniel and his young son.
Jo had sensed for the past few minutes that Daniel was spoiling for an argument. Or, at the very least, attempting to put up barriers between the two of them, first by stating he was old enough to be her father, then by implying he had married for land rather than love. Lastly by revealing his wife had killed herself rather than remain married to him any longer.
Having come to know Daniel somewhat this past week, and having listened to what other people said about him, she knew he was not the selfish man this conversation would have her believe him to be.
Besides, it was of more interest to Jo why he was attempting to erect those barriers between the two of them, rather than anything he had said to her this past few minutes.
He had touched her intimately yesterday, had excited and aroused her, as he himself had been excited and aroused. It had almost seemed as if he could not stop himself from caressing her and learning the ways which brought pleasure to her body. As if it was something he had wanted to do for some time, a part of him having sensed she was a female despite her disguise.
Jo had done a lot of thinking as she lazed in the bath earlier. She accepted that Daniel ultimately had no choice but to either return her directly to Kendall Hall and Edgar or deposit her at her great-aunt’s and afterward inform Edgar of her whereabouts. Either way, she would once again find herself under the guardianship of her obnoxious cousin and whatever nefarious plans he decided to make for her future.
She was already ruined, from her weeks of “cavorting about the countryside dressed as a boy.” So much so that even the unwanted marriage to the despised Owen Pendleton would no longer be a possibility, as had been her intention. This did not mean if she was returned to Edgar that he would not still give her to the other man to ease his debts. She had no doubt Edgar would allow Pendleton to take her virginity and use her for as long as his desire lasted, before returning her to Edgar’s equally disgusting attentions.
Given those two choices, Jo had decided she would once again determine her own future.
Which was why it had been such a disappointment earlier when Daniel had not complimented her on the change in her appearance, although she perhaps better understood the reason now. Daniel was attempting to alienate her by having her believe he was no more worthy of her interest than Owen Pendleton or her cousin Edgar.
Jo considered Daniel a very worthy gentleman. Whatever had or had not happened in his past, he had rescued her, not once or twice, but three times. The first two times from Mickey Bates, the last from those six men in the woods.
As so many men seemed set on taking her virginity, Jo had decided she would rather make that choice for herself.
She had chosen Daniel, and now wished his claim earlier today, the lady is mine, to become fact rather than fiction.



Chapter 7
 
Jo placed her napkin beside her untouched bowl of soup before standing up. “I am sure there are many more things I could say, but words can so often be misunderstood.”
She could only hope Daniel could not see that her hands were shaking with the enormity of what she was about to do. What she was determined to do. She believed her time here with him was limited, and she did not intend to waste a moment of it.
“No, do not get up.” Jo placed one of those shaking hands on Daniel’s shoulder as he would have done exactly that, feeling how his muscles tensed as she allowed her hand to continue to rest there. “As I was saying… Words can so often be misunderstood, but actions…actions rarely are.” She hitched up the skirt of her gown before straddling and then sitting across Daniel’s thighs. “Just so.” She made sure to keep a confident smile curving her lips to cover her inner nervousness as she instantly felt the throbbing heat of his burgeoning length pressing between her own thighs.
“Josephine!” Daniel moved his hands to grasp Jo about the waist and hold her still as she would have rubbed the heat of her pussy lips along the length of his cock.
“And that is precisely why I prefer to be called Jo.” She gave a teasing shake of her head as she put both her hands on Daniel’s shoulders to prevent him from dislodging her completely. “My grandfather only ever used my full name when he was displeased with me. Are you displeased with me, Daniel?”
Was Daniel displeased with her?
He could barely breathe let alone think, when she was sitting on his thighs and his nostrils and senses were once again filled with the perfume of her arousal and the dampness of her drawers now heated his cock.
He almost spilled himself in his own drawers as Jo leaned forward to nuzzle her lips against the side of his throat. “What are you doing?” he demanded between clenched teeth.
“Choosing while I am still at liberty to do so,” she murmured with satisfaction.
“Choosing?” It was taking every effort of Daniel’s will not to unfasten his breeches and release his cock, to push it through the slit in her drawers and then into her moist and welcoming heat. “Choosing what?”
“In the last month, at least eight men have decided my virginity is theirs for the taking.” Her breath was a warm caress against his skin. “While I am still at liberty to do so, I have decided that I shall be the one to choose, not them.” Her tongue was now a gentle rasp against that same flesh. “I have chosen you.”
Chosen him? To take her virginity?
That was impossible—
“Get out!” he instructed Bedford as the butler entered the room with the obvious intention of removing the soup bowls they had barely touched. The elderly man gave them a startled glance before hastily retreating and closing the door behind him. “Josephine, you cannot do this.” Daniel moved his hands to grasp the tops of her arms. “We cannot do this.” His protest came out as an aching groan as she bit into the lobe of his ear with just enough pressure to send that pleasure/pain directly to his balls.
“Obviously not here, where anyone might walk in and see us, as Bedford just did.” Her rueful chuckle vibrated against Daniel’s throat. “But this.” One of her hands moved down his rapidly rising and falling chest and tensed abdomen before resting the hot palm of her hand against the burgeoning length of his cock. “This tells me we can most certainly do it somewhere. You will need to instruct me how, I am afraid, but I have always been quick to learn new things.”
Every word that left Jo’s lips only increased Daniel’s sexual excitement; inwardly, he still thought of her as Jo, and only verbally used her full name as a way of keeping her at a formal arm’s length.
Something he had obviously and majorly failed to do!
To only think of instructing Jo in physical pleasure, as she requested, to be her first, to have her pleasure him in whatever way he directed her to—and those ways were limitless—caused the juices to leak from the top of his cock and dampen his own underclothes.
She might still be a virgin, but she was also a mature woman of five and twenty, and her actions indicated she was more than ready to experience physical intimacy. Just not with a bastard like Pendleton or Cheshire. Nor with those ruffians of earlier today who were set on molesting and then raping her rather than pleasuring her.
After the immediate effect her changed appearance had on him earlier, Daniel had tried his very best to put a distance between them by pointing out his age and widowhood and the reasons for his marriage. He had even told her of Beatrix’s suicide, a scandal he had not spoken of or shared with anyone for a very long time.
Jo still seemed intent on seducing him.
His fingers tightened about the tops of her arms, enough to be able to force her torso up and away from him. Perhaps not the best plan, when Daniel now had an unobstructed view of the swell of her breasts spilling over the low neckline of her gown.
Perhaps he should have instructed that a nun’s habit be supplied for Jo to wear this evening rather than one of Amelia’s flatteringly feminine gowns. Although he doubted, in his present state of arousal, even that would have succeeded in dampening his desire for her.
Daniel forced his gaze upward. “I cannot—”
“Oh but you can,” she purred as she rubbed her pussy against his cock.
Yes, of course he could. It was the last vestiges of his control that held him back from doing so. “You must be absolutely certain of what you are doing.” His voice sounded harsh. “Be fully aware that whatever does or does not take place between the two of us tonight, I never intend to marry again.” His mouth twisted with displeasure at the very thought of it. “So if this is an attempt on your part to trick me into matrimony rather than the plans your cousin has for you—”
“It never even occurred to me to do such a thing!” The astonishment on her face appeared sincere.
Even so… “I will never marry again, do you understand?”
“I understand.”
“Do you?” he bit out. “My wife was your age when we married—yes, she was seven years older than me. Experienced too,” he recalled bleakly at Jo’s surprised expression. “She took great delight in telling me her first lover had been a much older and experienced man, a married friend of her father’s. He ended their affair six months later. Having already given away her virginity, Beatrix apparently lost count of the men she shared her body with after that.”
Jo frowned her concern. “Daniel, you do not have to tell me these things.”
“Oh but I do.” He put her fully away from him, waiting until Jo was steady on her feet before releasing her and standing up. “It was never a love match, you understand. Our fathers arranged the marriage. My own father apparently felt able to overlook Beatrix’s less than spotless reputation because of the land. I had no say in the matter.”
“Surely you could not be made to marry someone you did not love.”
He snorted his disgust at Jo’s naiveté. “I was very young and still under my father’s control. He assured me that one wife was as good as another, and the land we would acquire in the match was far more important than any lack of feelings for my wife.”
“But surely Beatrix…?”
“Her reputation preceded her, and marriage to the son and heir of the Earl of Latham must have appeared a godsend to her. Except it was not,” he added grimly. “I was a boy when she wished for a man in her bed. A disappointment, I believe she called me. Amongst other things.” His hands clenched at his sides as he related those painful memories. “We ceased sharing a bed once she became pregnant with George, and remained that way until her death.” He looked at Jo. “Beatrix was pregnant when she took her life. By no stretch of the imagination could the child have ever been mine,” he added bitterly. “She chose to drown herself when I refused to accept the child as mine.”
Jo could not pretend not to be shocked by the things Daniel had told her. And heartsick. For him. For Beatrix too, for the bleakness of the life she had chosen and made for herself.
But Daniel…
Daniel had been so young, too young, to have suffered through years of a loveless marriage.
“You were only nine and twenty when she died. Could you not have—”
“Married again?” Daniel taunted. “For what reason? I already have my son and heir.”
“But what of love?” Jo’s frown felt pained. “Did you never wish for someone to love you? To have someone in your life you might love in return?”
“And therein lies the problem of the two of us entering into a physical relationship,” he derided. “Women are unlike men—apart from Beatrix, apparently—and seem unable to treat physical pleasure as being separate from love. Many of the ladies of the demimonde also believe that one day, one of their customers will fall in love with them and whisk them away to their fairy tale castle where they will live happily ever after. Love is for other people, not me.” The last was said with finality.
“One bad experience—”
“All those years of marriage to a shrew who hated me was not a bad experience, it was a life sentence!” he came back harshly. “One I do not ever intend to repeat. Do you still wish for me to instruct you on physical pleasure?” he taunted.
Too late, Jo realized exactly what Daniel had been doing these past few minutes. Realizing his earlier efforts to repulse her had not worked, he was now challenging her to continue along the path she had chosen by assuring her it would not result in marriage.
Ordinarily, Jo would have accepted his challenge—the willful and outspoken parts of Jo Turner’s character were also her own—but there was absolutely no way the two of them could make love together when Daniel was plagued with those unhappy memories of his marriage and bristling with resentment as a result. Something Jo had no doubt he had been fully aware of when he embarked upon this conversation.
Jo tilted her chin. “And if I were to say yes?”
“Are you?”
“I asked first.”
He gave the ghost of a smile at her challenging attitude. “You have courage, I grant you that. But then I knew of that courage after discovering your true gender yesterday, and today you shared with me the reason for the disguise. I also understand your fear of being returned to the guardianship of your cousin.” His tone softened somewhat. “But this is not the answer. I will write to your great-aunt tomorrow and see what can be done to circumvent that ever happening.”
“And if that should fail for whatever reason?”
His eyes narrowed. “Then I will put the fear of God into Cheshire before I allow him to take you away from here. Your cousin is well aware I have several powerful friends who will ensure I am able to back up such a threat,” he assured her grimly.
Jo recognized the finality in his statement. Not just of the end of this conversation but of any hope she may have had of the two of them ever entering into any sort of intimate relationship. “Would it be possible to ask Bedford to bring a tray of tea and biscuits to my bedchamber?” She had completely lost her appetite, but tea on its own might make her feel even more nauseous than she already did.
“Jo—”
“Please.” She held up her hand to warn Daniel not to attempt to touch her, as he seemed about to do. If he touched her, then her last shreds of dignity would crumble, and any show of pity on his part would result in the shedding of the tears now stinging her eyes and burning the back of her throat. “I wish you a good night.” She turned and fled from the room before she made a complete fool of herself.
As if she had not already done that by offering herself in that shameless and blatant way and having been rejected.
But worse even than her own humiliation, she felt Daniel’s past pain and disillusionment.
 
“Shall I clean up the glass, my lord, or leave it until later?”
The glass being the one Daniel had thrown across the room after Jo’s hasty departure from the dining room and which now lay shattered against the fireplace. The red wine it had contained dripped down the marble and was now staining the rug.
That release of tension had done nothing to alleviate Daniel’s feelings of frustration. With himself, not Jo.
Could he not have found a gentler way of refusing the gift Jo offered him instead of deliberately alienating her by regaling her with the details of his unhappy marriage and Beatrix’s suicide?
But to have done so would have given her false hope where he was concerned.
Even the happy marriages of several of his friends and the connubial bliss of his son, George, to Amelia could not take away the sting of the remembered humiliation and unhappiness of those eleven years of marriage to Beatrix.
He’d had many years since Beatrix died to hone his sexual skills, of course, and could no longer be accused of “inept inexperience” or a “lack of stamina.” At eighteen, he had lacked control of his sexual urges, and many of his encounters with Beatrix had been over shortly after they began. All these years later, Daniel was now able to control and give pleasure to a woman all night long, and very often did when he was in London, before taking his own release.
A control which seemed to evaporate the moment he was in Jo’s presence.
Still, he’d had no reason to deliberately hurt her in that way. Her actions these past weeks to save herself from her cousin’s scandalous intentions for her showed her to be a woman of great courage and determination. As had been her offer to him this evening. She was not deserving of Daniel’s scorn, nor his regaling her with those bitter memories of Beatrix.
He still had no intention of taking Jo up on her offer, but he did owe her an apology for having humiliated her.
“You may clear the glass now,” he informed Bedford evenly. “Along with accepting my apology for having made such a mess in the first place. You may clear away the dinner things too. My guest will not be coming downstairs again this evening, and my own appetite has completely deserted me. Oh, and Bedford…?” He paused and turned once he had reached the doorway of the dining room.
“My lord?”
“Nothing happened here this evening.”
“Of course not, my lord.” The butler turned his attention to dealing with collecting the shattered glass.
“Thank you,” Daniel murmured flatly before leaving the room.
 
“Your tea, my lady.”
Jo stood abruptly from where she had been sitting in a chair beside the window in the last of the evening’s sunshine, hot tears falling steadily down her cheeks.
She hastily wiped away the evidence of those tears as she stared across the bedchamber at Daniel, he having been the one to enter the room with a tea tray rather than the butler she had expected when she bade whoever had knocked to enter.
“Where shall I put this?” he now prompted gently.
“I… Here.” Jo indicated the small table beside the chair. “I am sure you should not be bringing me a tray of tea-things,” she added with a frown.
He crossed the room. “Cook did seem rather bewildered when I wandered into her kitchen and requested the beverage,” he acknowledged ruefully.
“Bedford was busy?”
“As it happens, he was.” Daniel straightened from placing the tray on the table. “I…had the misfortune to break a wineglass in the dining room a few minutes ago. As he is now clearing away the mess, I have brought up your tea myself.”
Jo frowned. “I see.”
“Do you?”
Not completely, no. It was most unusual for an earl to go into his kitchen at all, let alone bring up a tray of tea-things to his uninvited guest.
Daniel’s gaze now roamed searchingly over her face. “It was the least I could do after my behavior earlier.”
“I must have made you very angry for you to have had the misfortune to break a wineglass.” Her own humiliation aside, Jo deeply regretted having placed Daniel in a situation where he had felt forced to relive such sad and painful memories as his unhappy marriage.
He gave a shake of his head. “I was not angry with you when I broke the wineglass. Threw it across the room and smashed it to pieces, in fact,” he admitted with a wince.
Her eyes widened. “It was not an accident?”
“My feelings were ones of…frustration, that I could not, in all conscience, accept your generous offer.” He sighed. “Please believe I meant only to protect you by my refusal. Instead, I hurt you.” His gaze roamed over the pallor of her face. “I now see I have also caused you to cry.”
So much for having wiped away the evidence of those tears. “My tears were for you, not for me.”
“What?” Daniel questioned sharply, hardly able to believe his ears.
“I cannot begin to imagine what it must have been like for you to have lived for so many years with such unhappiness as you did in your marriage.”
He frowned darkly. “Jo, you were orphaned at the age of six, lived with a grandfather who sounds eccentric at the very least, and now you are subject to the scandalous whims of your disreputable cousin. If anything, you should be crying for those reasons and not on my behalf.”
“But I still remember my parents with great affection, and those years afterwards with my eccentric grandfather were good ones,” she assured him.
“Because you are an optimist, not a pessimist.” He nodded. “You are also far too good for me to sully when I cannot offer you anything but an eventual end to what could only ever be an affair,” he sounded bleak.
Her throat moved as she swallowed. “From the little I have experienced since you have…known I was female, I believe you might have offered me pleasure too.”
Daniel’s brow became furrowed. “As I am no longer that callow boy, I could most certainly give you that. I would also take great pleasure in doing so,” he acknowledged.
“Then—”
“But no matter how pleasurable I might find our lovemaking to be,” he continued, “I would still let you go when the time came for me to do so.”
“Once I have gone to live with my great-aunt or have returned to Cheshire Hall?”
His jaw tightened. “Yes.”
“And is that your only reason for refusing me earlier tonight?”
Daniel did not like the gleam of determination returning to those expressive blue eyes. “Jo—”
“Daniel.” Her chin rose in challenge.
He sighed his frustration. “I assure you my refusal earlier had nothing to do with a lack of desire for you. Good God, woman, I have admitted that desire for you, and you have felt the evidence of that desire on more than one occasion,” he added self-derisively. “Here, if you are still in any doubt.” He grasped her wrist and brought her hand to the front of his breeches, where his cock stood thick and rigid beneath that material. “I want you now.” His smile became rueful. “I wanted you even when I thought you were of my own sex.”
Her eyes widened. “You did?”
“I did,” Daniel acknowledged heavily. “So now you have heard my last guilty secret.”
Jo stepped closer to him. “Did it bother you to feel desire for a boy?”
“As I have never desired one of my own sex before, of course it bothered—” His eyes narrowed. “Are you laughing at me?”
She bit her bottom lip to stop herself from smiling, and in doing so confirm his suspicion: she could all too easily imagine how angry and confused it must have made Daniel to think he desired Jo Turner, a boy working in his stables.
She tried to prevent herself from smiling but failed miserably as the humor of the situation became too much for her, and she burst out laughing. “Poor Daniel,” she choked between bouts of laughter. “Poor, poor Daniel.”
“Do not ‘poor’ me, young lady.” The smile that lit his austere features and lightened his eyes to the color of moss told her he was now only pretending to be cross with her. “Or you will be over my knee again.”
Jo’s laughter stopped instantly, and she stilled to tilt her head in query. “I only have to call you poor Daniel again for that to happen?”
Daniel gave a groan as he saw the wicked glint that lit those long-lashed eyes. He also admonished himself again for ever having thought she was a young man, even an effeminate one. Jo’s femininity was there in the delicate curve of her cheeks, the slender arch of her throat, and the breasts now allowed to swell freely over the low neckline of her gown. She was temptation—
“Poor, poor, poor Daniel,” she said softly.
—incarnate!



Chapter 8
 
A temptation Daniel could no longer resist. He drew Jo into his arms before lowering his head and taking possession of lips moistened by her having recently chewed upon them.
Wet.
Soft.
Hot.
Much as her pussy lips would be?
Dear God, just to think of tasting her there…
Daniel could not deny himself, or her, any longer as the softness of Jo’s lips parted beneath his. His control snapped completely when her tongue licked silkily along his own lips before venturing into the heat beyond and stroking along the length of his tongue.
He deepened the kiss hungrily as he lifted Jo up into his arms and carried her across the room to place her on top of the bed before quickly joining her there, his body half lying across hers as he continued to kiss her. Long and deeply, tasting and exploring every inch of her mouth before lifting his head to look down at her.
Jo’s cheeks were flushed, eyes bright as the shaft of sunlight shone in through the window directly across her face.
Dear God, but she was beautiful.
So utterly beautiful. Almost angelic—
“I think I would like to take all my clothes off this time before you spank me.”
Perhaps angelic was not quite the right description for this little siren, Daniel conceded with an inward groan.
“Please.”
She would be the death of him, Daniel decided as she sat up and turned her back toward him in a silent request for him to unfasten the buttons of the gown.
He should protest. Should remind her of their earlier conversation at the very least. But instead, Daniel found his hands moving to unfasten those tiny buttons from her nape to the base of her spine.
There appeared to be thousands of the damned things as Daniel’s fingers refused to work as he instructed them to. He lost all patience with them after several minutes of fumbling to unfasten them and seeming to get nowhere as his large fingers slid off the tiny pearl buttons again and again. With an apology to Amelia and an inward promise to buy her a new gown, he ripped the two sides of the material apart. The camisole top beneath quickly received the same treatment, baring the slender length of Jo’s spine.
Her skin was so creamy and soft, Daniel found it impossible to resist sliding his hands along that silky length, from her nape to the indent just above the cheeks of her bottom. “Are my hands too rough?” He was very aware that the manual work he had undertaken these past few days—it was either that or seek out Jo Turner and make unwelcome advances to “him”!—had roughened the palms of his hands and fingertips.
“Just rough enough.” She arched her back against those caressing hands.
Daniel’s heart leapt at her husky encouragement. His cock was so engorged now, it felt uncomfortably restricted by his clothing. “Perhaps we would be more comfortable if we were both naked when I spank you.”
She turned her head to look at him over her shoulder. “Oh yes, that would be far more enjoyable. Shall we assist each other to undress?” Without waiting for his reply, she moved to the side of the bed and rose to her feet before allowing the sleeves of her gown and the straps of her camisole to slide down the length of her arms. Both garments dropped to the floor at her feet.
Daniel ceased to breathe as Jo stood before him wearing only her white drawers, stockings, and garters. Her breasts were completely bare and uptilting, and tipped by those deliciously plump nipples that were already engorged and the color of the strawberries growing in Daniel’s hothouse.
Her breasts moved upward as she lifted her hands and removed the pins from her hair before shaking the golden tendrils loose about her shoulders.
Temptation incarnate indeed.
“How long was your hair before you cut it?”
She eyed him curiously. “How did you know I had done so?”
“Because women of Society rarely have hair as short as yours is now.”
She nodded. “It reached to my waist.”
“Sacrilege.”
“I will grow it again now there is no reason for my disguise.”
“Good. No, leave the drawers on,” he instructed gruffly as she would have removed them. “I will enjoy untying them and baring your bottom myself.”
“Very well.” She straightened. “Now you.” She looked at him through thick golden lashes.
Daniel had no memory of feeling self-conscious undressing in front of a woman since Beatrix. Perhaps because the women he had bedded since had been paid for the privilege, and their approval or disapproval was not required or asked for. Something he realized he was not proud to acknowledge.
Undressing with Jo watching his every move was an unnerving experience. He thanked the hours spent in the boxing saloon and these past few days of working in the fields for the toned and tanned musculature in his shoulders and chest once he had removed his top clothing.
Daniel appeared very much to Jo now as he had yesterday when she watched him working in the field. Except this time, they were alone in a bedchamber and Daniel was standing only feet away from her. “May I help?” She waited for his nod of consent before stepping forward to unfasten the buttons on the fall of his black breeches. The falling down of the unbuttoned material revealed that he was not wearing any drawers this evening. His cock jutted forward, long and thick, from the cluster of dark auburn curls at its base.
Jo had never seen an actual cock in the flesh before now, only those drawings in the book in her grandfather’s library. The reality was so much more…beautiful, and tempting to be touched, than those sketches had implied.
Daniel’s cock was at least nine inches long, with a thick vein running along its length, the deep red and bulbous top covered in a slick sheen escaping from the slit at the top.
“Pre-cum,” Daniel supplied as he saw Jo looking at that slickness.
One brow rose. “Ergo something comes after it?”
“Oh yes, a lot of something.” He breathed slowly in and out as he removed the rest of his clothing himself in an effort to stop from reaching out and pulling Jo in close to his body.
He wanted to wrap one of her legs about his waist and take her where she stood. But Jo was not some bawd or one of the demimonde he was accustomed to bedding, and she deserved more consideration from him than that.
Besides which, whatever the two of them did together this evening, he could not take her at all. There were many other ways to give and receive pleasure without the need for full penetration. After all, an orgasm was release no matter how it was achieved.
“What does it taste like?”
Dear sweet Lord— “Sweet and salty at the same time, I am told.”
“As you are far more experienced than me, I will not ask by whom you were told,” she teased.
“I’ve had far more years to be more experienced than you—” He broke off as Jo placed her fingertips against his lips to silence him.
“Here, in this room, there is only the two of us.” She stood so close, Daniel could smell the perfume of her body and the spicy scent of her arousal. “No past. No future. Only now.”
Daniel could find no argument with those statements.
He took her hand in his and walked to the bed before sitting down. “Lay yourself across my thighs and let me bare that delicious bottom.”
Jo’s cheeks flushed a fiery red as she did as he asked, the hair on his thighs no doubt feeling prickly against her bare abdomen, the jutting of his engorged cock hard against her side. “Oh,” she gasped softly as he pulled down her drawers at the back and bared her bottom. The muscles in those curvy cheeks clenched instinctively.
“Relax,” Daniel encouraged as his hands roamed caressingly across those taut orbs for several minutes until he felt her tension easing. Which was when he lifted one of his hands and delivered the first smack to the left cheek of her bottom.
“Yes,” she gasped.
The second smack landed on the right cheek.
“Oh yes,” she cried again.
Daniel paused in his endeavor to admire the red imprint of his hand on her creamy flesh. “I believe I was too gentle with that second one.” He delivered another smack to the right cheek so that they both glowed with the same amount of redness. “Perfect.”
As had happened to her the last time Daniel spanked her, Jo felt those smacks all the way to her core. Her nipples tingled as her breasts dangled down toward the carpet, and a heat gathered between her thighs, swelling and dampening the folds there.
“More?”
She knew she should be demanding he stop. Be outraged this was happening to her again at all.
She did not and was not.
She had asked for this. As good as begged for it. Had certainly challenged Daniel into doing it.
“More,” she confirmed huskily as she placed her hands palm down on the carpet for better support.
Four more smacks were delivered, two on each cheek.
“Are you wet between your thighs, Jo?”
“Very.” Her voice felt locked in her throat, whether from excitement or pain or a combination of the two, she no longer knew.
“And swollen?”
“I believe so, yes.”
“That’s good. Very good.” Daniel lifted her so she sat across his thighs, her spanked bottom stinging at this contact. “I wish to eat your pussy now.”
Her eyes widened. “Eat my…?”
“The honey pot between your thighs.”
“But—”
“No buts, Jo,” he told her sternly as he slid her off his thighs and down onto the carpet in front of him. “You asked for this, and now that I have you at my mercy you must take all of your punishment without protest for disobeying me,” he cajoled. “Now lie back. All the way back. Good girl. Slip off your drawers. Good. Now bend your knees and part your legs for me,” he instructed. “Very good.” He moved to kneel on the carpet beside her, the heavy weight of his cock jutting forward and only inches away from the moistness of her lips.
Jo tensed as the hand closest to her breasts now trailed a sensuous pattern across her rib cage, her navel, fingers lightly entangling with her golden curls on her mound before parting them and moving lower still.
“Mm, nice and wet.” Those long fingers stroked the folds between her thighs. “And so very swollen.”
Jo gasped in surprise as she felt Daniel’s fingers stroking a little higher, round and around but not quite touching the source of the pleasure, which now coursed and sang throughout the whole of her body.
The clitoris, one of her grandfather’s books had called it, describing it as one of the places a man might touch a woman. The only times Jo had seen or felt it, when she bathed, it had always seemed like a useless piece of flesh hidden beneath a protective hood.
It was no longer hidden, that protective hood all the way back, the nubbin feeling swollen to twice its usual size as Daniel’s fingers continued to caress and stroke the slick, wet folds surrounding it. All the time he did so, his intense gaze remained fixed on her face.
“Please,” Jo eventually groaned when she could no longer take the ebb and flow of a pleasure that seemed just out of her reach.
“Please what?” he tormented.
“Please touch me there!”
“I already am—”
“Daniel, I shall go insane with need if you do not touch me there!” She glared her frustration.
“I would rather kiss you there.”
Jo watched Daniel as he moved to kneel between her parted legs before lowering himself until his face was between her thighs. “Dear Lord…” she gasped as his tongue rasped pleasurably along her folds, bottom to top. Jo eyes went wide as she then watched his lips part and take the whole of her clitoris into the heat of his mouth before sucking deeply.
She threw her head back, her spine arching as the heat of undreamed-of pleasure surged through the whole of her body, transporting her as it exploded along her every nerve ending.
Jo was breathing hard by the time those waves of pleasure abated. “That was… Thank you.”
“There is more,” Daniel assured softly. “So much more.”
Her nipples hardened to twin peaks of aching need at the thought of reaching that pinnacle a second time. Perhaps even a third?
That need increased to a painful level as Daniel continued to stroke and suck on her already sensitive clitoris until it once again hardened and swelled in his mouth. Her second release was more prolonged even than the first. Jo shuddered and quaked with each swipe of Daniel’s tongue against that aching nubbin.
“Please. Oh please,” Jo cried out seconds later, her hands moving restlessly to grasp Daniel’s shoulders as he continued those caresses. “It is too much. I cannot—” She instantly did, her breathing turning to sobs as the pleasure now seemed never-ending.
Daniel finally raised his head to look at her, licking her juices from his lips as he did so. “I have neglected your breasts.” He moved up onto his knees to cup them in this hands, the soft pads of his thumbs stroking lightly across the engorged nipples.
Even that soft caress seemed too much in Jo’s highly aroused state. “No more. Please.” Every part of her felt sensitized from the inside out.
Daniel shook his head. “Your breasts are in need of attention.” He squeezed one of her nipples between his thumb and fingers, causing Jo to tremble and shake all over again. “If not my attention, then your own.”
“My own?”
Daniel nodded. “I would very much enjoy watching you as you touch and caress your breasts. To see you stroke, tweak, and then pull on the nipples, softly and then hard, and discover which pleases you best.”
Jo’s governess had told her the exact opposite of what Daniel was asking of her. That worthy lady had insisted Jo must never touch herself between her legs or, once she was old enough to possess them, on her breasts.
“Modesty and shyness, in the woman or the man, play no part in lovemaking,” Daniel assured her gently as he saw Jo’s hesitation. “Unless you would rather we stop now?”
“No! No,” she repeated calmly. “Perhaps if you were to first show me how you take your own pleasure, I might feel less self-conscious afterward about touching myself.”
He drew in a sharp breath. “You are aware men do that?”
Her cheeks colored. “My grandfather had a book in his library which… It had drawings, sketches, of the different ways a man might take his pleasure, with or without a woman. Some of those ways seemed… Well, I would rather not talk about them. But stroking and pumping his own cock until liquid exploded from the tip was on several pages of the book, with drawings of each stage of the process.”
“I am guessing it was only the man’s pleasure which was…catered to in this book?” Daniel said dryly, knowing it was a myth long held in Society that women of good breeding should not feel the same pleasure as lesser females. That it was the woman’s duty to allow a man his pleasure and receive none herself. A load of poppycock, in Daniel’s opinion, and more likely an excuse for the gentlemen to tup whores and courtesans.
“Yes.” Two dimples appeared in Jo’s cheeks as she smiled. “I was not aware a woman felt that same pleasure until you touched me yesterday and again just now.” She sat up, causing those rosy-tipped breasts to jut forward invitingly. “There were also drawings of a woman taking a man’s appendage into her mouth. The expression on the man’s face appeared to be one of euphoria. Would you like me to do that for you?”
Daniel breathed in sharply. Would he like for Jo to perform fellatio on him? Having remained faithful to his marriage vows for eleven bleak years, even if Beatrix had not, Daniel had discovered oral sex only after his wife’s demise, and it had quickly become one of his favorite sexual pleasures. Not only was it highly erotic, but it also ensured there would be no unwanted pregnancy from the sexual encounter.
Here and now it was an imagined pleasure second only to burying his cock to the hilt in Jo’s virginal sheath. Which Daniel refused to do. “This was supposed to be a punishment for you, not a pleasure for me,” he reminded her.
“But it seems such a waste not to…explore further when we are both naked? My punishment shall be not to receive any more pleasure,” she enticed.
Daniel wanted— No, he craved having Jo’s lips on him. To thrust his cock in and out of her hot, wet mouth. To allow his fingers to become entangled in her golden locks as he held her in place when she took every inch of him to the back of her throat. He wanted to do that time and time again, until he felt that familiar tingling at the base of his spine and pumped his cum into her mouth until he was spent.
I did not come here for this!
Did I not?
Was that not the reason I brought the tea tray up to Jo myself, knowing exactly what would happen once I had entered her bedchamber?
He drew in a ragged breath as the voices of his conscience bickered inside his head. “I wish… No, I insist that we postpone any further exploration until tomorrow, when you have had time to consider what you are doing.” He had already masturbated three times in the past two days out of desire for this woman. He could do so again once he reached the sanctuary of his own bedchamber.
“I do not need time to consider— Daniel?” she pleaded as he reached out to grasp the tops of her arms and hold her at bay as she would have launched herself at him.
“I said I insist, Jo,” he rebuked her sternly. “My letter to your great-aunt will not be sent until tomorrow. Hampshire is not so far away, but it will still be several days more until we can expect a reply. We can use that time to explore further, if you are still set on the idea tomorrow.”
Jo’s disappointment was tangible. “How do I know you will not change your mind in the meantime?”
He looked down the length of his nose at her. “Because I am not a man who goes back on his word.”
She looked at him searchingly, taking in his steady green gaze and stern and unsmiling mouth, and knew that Daniel meant exactly what he said. “I am not a woman who goes back on her word either.”
“Then we are in accord.” Daniel stood up to begin collecting his clothes, pulling on his breeches and shirt but carrying the rest of his clothes in his hands as he prepared to leave. “I will not think any the worse of you if you decide otherwise overnight.”
“Is that because you think so badly of me already, your opinion could not possibly become any worse than it is?”
Daniel already thought so highly of this woman, desired her so intensely, he knew if he did not leave this room right this minute he would not do so at all tonight. “I am not a man given to compliments. But in your case I will make an exception,” he added as he heard her sigh of disappointment. “In my opinion, you are a beautiful woman of great fortitude and courage. You have also,” he continued as she would have spoken, “succeeded in giving me a continual cock stand for the past thirty hours.” He smiled at the blush which instantly colored her cheeks. “For that reason alone, I assure you I will not change my mind regarding any future sexual explorations you might wish us to enter into. Does that satisfy you?”
Her eyes gleamed with mischief. “Oh, I have been very well satisfied, Daniel.”
“Witch,” he accused lightly, aware she was now enjoying his own physical discomfort.
Jo’s soft laughter followed him as he crossed the room and left her bedchamber.



Chapter 9
 
“Where would you like me to put the tea tray, my lord?” Bedford enquired politely the following morning as he entered the study and saw the desktop was littered with papers.
Not that Daniel had been working on them for some time.
His horrified glance moved downward and found mischievous blue eyes gleaming back at him from beneath his desk. He hastily returned his gaze to the butler. The last thing he wanted was for Bedford to discover Lady Josephine Kendall kneeling on the floor in the well of his desk, Daniel’s bare cock in her hand.
She had come in search of him in his study immediately after eating a late breakfast. Daniel had intended telling her he had already written to and sent the letter off to her great-aunt, but had been prevented from doing so when she crossed the room to sit on his thighs before very thoroughly kissing him.
Leaving Daniel in absolutely no doubt that she had not changed her mind and wished their explorations of last night to continue. The instant renewal of his cock stand showed that Daniel had not changed his mind on the subject either.
He had almost choked on his own tongue when Jo, satisfied with the depth and desire of that kiss, had then proceeded to slide down the length of his legs before settling herself between them. Within seconds, she had unfastened the fall of his pantaloons and bared his cock, before Daniel felt the caress of her hands along that engorged length.
She was still there, gently pumping his cock.
“On the end of the desk will suffice, Bedford,” Daniel instructed tightly as he hastily made a space for the butler to put down the tray. He wanted the other man gone as quickly as poss—
Daniel gave a strangled gasp as he felt the hot, wet rasp of Jo’s tongue sweep over and around the sensitive top of his cock. His balls tightened as pre-cum leaked to the surface before being eagerly lapped up by that marauding tongue.
“Are you quite well, my lord?” Bedford’s expression mirrored the concern in his voice.
“I am—” Daniel broke off with another groan as the heated inferno of Jo’s mouth closed completely over the bulbous top of his cock. His hands tightened into fists as they rested on the desktop. “Perhaps I am feeling a little…stiff this morning, after my exertions in the fields these past couple of days.” He drew his breath in sharply as the length of his cock was sucked to the back of Jo’s throat in retaliation for his teasing comment.
This woman is going to be the death of me.
But what a delicious way it is to expire!
“Can I bring you anything to relieve the stiffness, my lord?” Bedford enquired innocently. “I believe Cook has some ointment she applies when she is troubled by aching joints.”
Daniel smiled tightly as the heat of Jo’s mouth slowly and pleasurably lifted to the tip of his cock but without releasing it completely. “I will suffer a little longer and see if the stiffness does not go away on its own,” he assured the butler.
“Very well, my lord.” Bedford turned and walked away, only to pause in the open doorway. “I looked for Lady Josephine earlier but could not find her anywhere.”
Daniel’s cock was once again buried to the back of Jo’s throat. “Perhaps she has gone for a walk?” Even to his own ears, his voice was sounding more and more strained.
“I do not think so, my lord,” the butler answered doubtfully.
“I am sure she will surface again soon,” Daniel reassured him. Jo’s fingers were now curled about his cock and pumping to the same rhythm as she took his length to the back of her throat, before lifting again and repeating the process. No doubt she managed so expertly on the instruction of the illustrations in the book in her grandfather’s library. Daniel could only wait with anticipation for whatever else she had learned there.
Wherever and however she had learned the art of giving a man oral pleasure, she now had him so excited, so on the edge, he was going to come in her mouth in the next few seconds, with or without Bedford in the room.
“That will be all, Bedford,” he dismissed tightly.
“If you change your mind about the ointment—”
“I will be sure to let you know. Now please leave, Bedford,” Daniel requested harshly, the base of his spine tingling as a warning his cum was about to explode along the length of his cock and into Jo’s waiting mouth.
The butler looked startled by his vehemence. “Very good, my lord.”
Daniel waited only long enough for the door to close behind the retreating man before allowing the pleasure of Jo’s moist and sucking mouth and the lapping of her tongue into the slit at the top of his cock, combined with that steady pumping of her hand, to claim him completely. He groaned long and loud as his cum surged along the length of his cock and released into Jo’s mouth in fierce, hot spurts.
“Sweet and slightly salty,” Jo confirmed minutes later when those pulsing spurts had finally come to an end.
Considering Daniel had pleasured himself last night and again this morning, he was surprised there was anything left inside him to climax with. The length and quantity of this release had just proved otherwise.
“I believe you to be capable of seducing a monk,” he muttered as he pushed his chair back slightly before reaching down to grasp Jo’s arms and pull her out from beneath his desk. “Do you have any idea how close I was to coming while Bedford was still in the room?” he grumbled irritably as he released her long enough to push his still-engorged cock back inside his pantaloons and refasten them. If this continued, he was going to be rubbed raw from an overabundance of pleasure.
Jo’s grin of satisfaction in response to this remark caused her to appear a strange combination of Lady Josephine and the cheeky imp Jo Turner. She looked every inch the elegant Lady Josephine in a cream flower-sprigged day gown and with her hair once again secured in a cluster of curls at her crown. But the devilment in her eyes was purely the outspoken stable lad, Jo Turner.
She licked the last of Daniel’s release from her lips with obvious relish. “Is that what it is called? Coming?”
“Yes,” he confirmed tightly.
“So I came three times yesterday evening?”
Daniel eyed her warily, believing he knew exactly where this conversation was heading. “You did, yes.”
Her gaze brightened even more. “Which means I owe you two more comings.”
“Ejaculations,” Daniel corrected distractedly. “And a man needs time to recover from only one, whereas a woman is capable of attaining as many climaxes as she wishes.”
Jo’s bottom lip pouted slightly. “How long do we have to wait until we can do that again?”
His brow lowered. “A few hours at least. Which does not mean I have to refrain from pleasuring you,” he added as he stood determinedly. He owed this woman retribution for almost embarrassing him thoroughly in the presence of his butler.
Jo took a step back when she saw the glittering intent in Daniel’s gaze as he moved stealthily toward her. “I did not think you would wish me to stop when we had already gone so far,” she defended.
“I could have waited until after Bedford had left.”
She shrugged. “But I could not.”
Daniel gave her a frustrated frown. “And if I had climaxed while he was standing in the room?”
Jo barely managed to hold back her expression of glee. “Then you could have told him the stiffness had eased somewhat.”
His eyes narrowed. “Are you laughing at me again?”
Jo had panicked herself when Bedford first entered the study, but when it became obvious he could not see her beneath Daniel’s desk, a devilment had entered her, and she had not been able to resist continuing to taste and pleasure Daniel. Knowing, with the butler present, he was not in a position to prevent her from doing exactly as she pleased. “Did I do it correctly?” she prompted shyly.
Daniel glowered his exasperation. “Was that not obvious by the fact I released, and carried on releasing, the moment Bedford closed the door behind him?”
“Then yes, I am teasing you rather than laughing at you. But only a little,” she defended as Daniel took another threatening step toward her. “Daniel!” She attempted to run away from his narrow-eyed intent but got only as far the door before he grasped her arm and swung her back to face him. “What are you going to do to me?” She was breathing deeply as he pulled her toward his desk, unsure whether it was from excitement or trepidation as to what form his retaliation might take. She had no doubt retribution was what he had in mind.
“I am going to throw up your skirts and pleasure your pussy until you beg me to stop,” he bit out decisively as he pushed the papers completely aside on his desk and laid her on her back across the polished surface. “Then we shall see how long you will need to recover until our next encounter.”
Jo was so thrilled by Daniel saying the two of them would be having a next encounter that she totally lost concentration on what was happening to her. Until the skirt of her gown was thrown up and the cold brush of air revealed she had not bothered to wear any drawers today.
Daniel’s eyes were a dark and stormy green when he glanced up from where he now stood between her parted legs. “It would seem you were set and determined on my seduction before coming to my study.”
She moistened her dry lips. “I…hoped so, yes.”
His smile became predatory. “If you attempt to move from the top of this desk before I am finished with you, I shall—”
“Spank me?” she said hopefully.
“I do not believe so, no. I have something far more pleasurable in mind today…”
Before Jo had time to query his statement, she found herself flipped over onto her stomach and pulled to the edge of the desk so that her bare bottom was presented to him in all its glory. “Daniel…?” she questioned uncertainly as his large hands began to roam across and squeeze those twin globes before pulling them apart and exposing her fully. “I— What was that?” she gasped as she felt something touch that secret place.
“The caress of my finger,” Daniel answered her distractedly as his fingers now roamed down to the dampness of her folds, dipping into that moistness before returning to that previous intimate caress. “Some men and women prefer to couple here rather than risk an unwanted pregnancy.”
The intimacy of his touch was awakening nerve endings Jo had not even known she—or anyone else—possessed. “There?” she voiced disbelievingly. “Are you sure?” The thought of the thick length of Daniel’s cock attempting to penetrate her there caused her to inwardly wince. Surely it was impossible? Such length and thickness could not possibly fit inside her there.
“Very sure.” The laughter could be heard in his voice. “Did your grandfather’s book not illustrate this pleasure?”
“I believe you are the one who is teasing now,” she scoffed.
“Not at all. I assure you, with a little patience and much caressing and stretching, it is indeed possible for a man to enter a woman here.” His fingers continued to swirl and caress those nerve endings without penetrating the ring of muscle.
Jo swallowed, not sure if she was excited at the prospect or frightened by it. “Surely it would hurt, no matter how stretched a lady is?”
“Perhaps initially. Once a man’s cock is fully inside, the pleasure replaces the pain.”
“Have you done that with other women?”
“No.”
“Then how do you know… You know because you have spoken to other men who have coupled in this way.”
“Yes.”
“I… Did they like it?”
“Very much.”
“Did the woman?”
“Oh yes.”
“Would I?”
“You have already proven you are willing to be…adventurous, so I believe you might, yes.”
“Now?”
Daniel knew how unfair he was being to tease Jo in this way, but he was unable to resist punishing her just a little for her devilment beneath his desk.
Except he could hear the thrill of excitement underlying the uncertainty of Jo questions… “You are nowhere near experienced enough for such intimacy,” he assured her lightly as he turned her over gently before pushing her farther up the polished surface until only her legs, bent at the knees, hung over the edge of the desk.
The curls covering her mound were already damp and her pussy fully revealed to him as he nudged her knees apart and stood between them. Her nether lips were plump and slick with her juices, her red and swollen nubbin peeping out shyly from beneath its hood, further evidence of her arousal.
Daniel used his fingers to part those folds, wetting his digits thoroughly in her juices before concentrating his attention on stroking and squeezing her clitoris until she was writhing and groaning on the desktop, begging him to do anything that would stop the torment.
“I did not have any breakfast this morning,” he murmured before bending down to lick and lap up the nectar now gushing freely from her sheath. At the same time his fingers touched and caressed that opening without penetration. He meant it when he said he would not take her physical virginity away from her.
Her sexual virginity was another matter entirely, however, as Daniel lost himself completely to the art of pleasuring her in whatever way pleased her, causing those explosions of her release again and again, the entrance of her pussy contracting with each release.
Daniel ignored the throb of his own renewed arousal as he moved up her body to pull the front of her gown down so that he might feast on her breasts. He sucked and bit the nipples until she cried out again and again, her breath becoming gasping sobs as her climaxes began to crash into one another.
Still Daniel did not relent. Would not relent. Could not—
“Please, Daniel. You have to stop.” Her hands grasped his arms as she tried to push him away from that punishing assault on her breasts. “Please. I can take no more,” she begged.
—until Jo begged him to do so.
His tongue gave one last swirl over each of her red and swollen nipples before he straightened to look at her.
Jo’s hair had come loose from its pins and was now tangled about the dampness of her forehead and cheeks. Her eyes were feverish, her cheeks flushed. Her bottom lip was red and swollen, not from Bates’s fist, but where she had bitten it to stop herself from crying out loud at the height of her climaxes. Her breasts spilled completely out of the top of her gown, the nipples hard from the relentless ministrations of Daniel’s lips and teeth. Her legs were sprawled apart, revealing that her nether lips were just as red and swollen as those of her mouth.
She looked totally wanton and debauched, and far too satiated to be able to move unassisted—
Daniel’s gaze moved sharply to the window across the room as he caught a movement there from the edge of his vision.
A face was pressed against that window, one that recoiled back the instant it was discovered watching the two of them.
A face that Daniel easily recognized as belonging to Mickey Bates!



Chapter 10
 
“What is wrong?” Jo prompted as she saw the expression of disgust on Daniel’s face before he turned on his booted heels to march to the door. He threw it open before hurrying out into the hallway and slamming the door behind him.
She felt so satiated, it was almost impossible for her to move. Her body protested as she attempted to sit up with the intention of straightening her clothing.
Jo had no idea where Daniel had gone in such a hurry or how much time had passed since Bedford left the study. She had lost all track of time, caught up in a haze of pleasure and euphoria. But there was every chance the butler might return at any moment to remove the tea tray Daniel had not even touched, and he must not find her lying half-naked across Daniel’s desk if he did so.
She finally managed to sit up and adjust the bodice of her gown before sliding to the edge of the desk. Her legs felt incapable of supporting her as she attempted to stand, forcing her to lean back against the piece of furniture. Which was when the uncertainties set in.
Where had Daniel gone so suddenly?
Why had he?
Did he regret what had just happened between the two of them?
Had her forward behavior shocked him?
Or, as was more likely, disgusted him…
The expression on his face had certainly been one of anger and distaste when he left the study so abruptly.
If that was the case, then Jo had no intention of still being in his study as a reminder of those two emotions when he returned.
If he returned.
Which, considering Daniel’s hurried departure, as if he could not bear to be around her a moment longer, was not guaranteed.
 
Daniel’s scowl reflected his mood after he returned to the house some time later and discovered the study empty. He immediately returned to the entrance hall, where he had last seen Bedford. “Have you seen Lady Josephine since we last spoke?”
The butler’s expression remained stoically unchanging despite the uncharacteristic aggression in Daniel’s tone. “Some half an hour ago, my lord. She complained of a headache and is now upstairs in her bedchamber. She asked not to be disturbed. She did look very pale,” he added with a frown.
Daniel nodded tersely. “I will be in my study for the foreseeable future.”
He very much doubted that Jo had a headache at all, and that her pallor was no doubt due to the intensity of their previous activity. Daniel should go up to her room and explain himself, but he was still so angry, he needed to calm down before he even thought of being near Jo again.
He had managed to catch up with Mickey Bates before the young man disappeared into the labyrinth of the stables. Pulling the stable lad into the privacy of one of the empty stalls, Daniel had demanded an explanation for his intrusive behavior.
The taunting abuse he had received in response to that question had resulted in him immediately dismissing Mickey, with the added threat that if he so much as spoke Lady Josephine’s or his own name once he had left Latham Park, he could expect a visit from Daniel. He had assured the cocky little bastard that he would find him, in whatever rat-infested hole he chose to hide himself.
Still shaking with anger, Daniel then had to seek out his head groom and inform him of the dismissal. Thankfully, because he was the earl, Haynes had not expected Daniel to give a reason for terminating Bates’s employment forthwith.
No doubt, now being two stable “lads” less than he had been two days ago, Haynes had more important things to worry about than the whys and wherefores of Bates’s dismissal.
As Daniel stared out of his study window, the very same window through which Bates had spied on them, he knew he was as angry with himself as he was with the stable lad. For having allowed his better judgment to be overruled by this constant desire he felt toward Jo.
Which was no excuse for his behavior toward her the previous evening or this morning. He knew better than to allow his emotions, his desires, to rule his head. He’d learned that lesson only too well during his unhappy marriage.
Although he had taken care not to relieve Jo of her virginity on either occasion, he had far overstepped the line of what was and was not acceptable, touched and pleasured her in ways she would not easily forget. Not through any feelings of love on either side; Daniel did not fool himself that a young beauty like Jo could ever love a cynical bastard like him. She had acted out of curiosity regarding physical pleasure when she saw none in her future, and wished to experience it now, before it was totally denied to her. Daniel, as the older and more experienced of the two, should never have allowed things to go as far as they had.
The sooner he received a reply to his letter to Lady Anthea Kendall, the more quickly he would be able to deliver Jo to that lady’s home.
Far away from Daniel Somersby, the Earl of Latham.
Far enough, Daniel hoped, for him to resist temptation.
But, for the moment, it would be better, for both of them, if he left her to her own devices and gave her the time and privacy she obviously required to recover from this morning’s excesses.
 
Jo had no idea how long she had slept, except to know it was dark when she finally awoke. Not that it was dark in the bedchamber. Someone had been in while she slept and left a lighted candle safely upon the fireplace. There was also a tray on the bedside table containing a glass and a jug of what looked like lemonade.
She wondered who it was who had come into her bedchamber while she slept. Not Daniel, she was sure. There was no reason why he should. Besides which, he had already set the tongues wagging enough below stairs by bringing up her tea tray yesterday.
Whoever it was, Jo felt grateful as she sat up and drank down one full glass and then another, the refreshing drink easing the soreness of her throat from hours of crying. Delaying, but only temporarily, thoughts of this morning.
She had once again forced her attentions upon the earl.
Had unfastened his pantaloons, taken out his cock and caressed and pumped that swollen member before taking it into her mouth and then torturing him with pleasure until he had lost control.
In retaliation for her forwardness, he’d pleasured her until she had almost lost consciousness.
And then he’d left her lying there on top of his desk, half-naked, after having touched and caressed and claimed every part of her.
She could no longer stay at Latham Park.
Not now.
She could not face Daniel again when she had not merely submitted to intimacies that no respectable woman would ever have allowed, but actively encouraged them.
A sob caught in her throat as she recalled that look of disgust upon his face before he left the study so hurriedly.
Disgust for her.
Because of her wanton behavior.
She knew Daniel must now consider her to be a woman who was no better than the adulteress wife he had despised.
He had warned her against running from him again, and in truth, Jo now feared the dangers discovered the last time she left Latham Park. If not for Daniel’s intervention, she would have been raped repeatedly, and then no doubt left to die where she lay.
Yet what other choice did she have but to run again?
To remain here, despised and ignored, until they received a reply from her great-aunt to Daniel’s missive?
Jo could not bear the thought of it. She would rather take any risk than ever again see that look of disgust on Daniel’s face.
Surely, after this morning, her agreement not to run from here again, from Daniel, was null and void?
As far as Jo was concerned, it was. Daniel might feel differently about it, but once she reached her great-aunt’s and placed herself under Lady Anthea’s protection, there was nothing Daniel could do about this latest disobedience.
Jo had not thought she would have to wear her boy’s clothing again so soon, if at all, but luckily, the maid who had removed her dirty clothing yesterday had not been instructed to throw them away. Consequently, the maid had returned them to Jo’s bedchamber this morning, laundered and pressed, to be put away in one of the drawers on the dressing table.
It took barely any time at all for Jo to remove the day dress and once again strap down her breasts before donning the shirt and breeches. To pull back her hair and secure it at her nape.
Even so, a glance in the mirror reflected a young woman wearing boy’s clothing rather than the young stable lad Jo Turner. She was no longer that innocent young lady she had once been, and now knew exactly what it was to feel completely a woman. That knowledge was there in her reflection, her eyes were wide and knowing, her lips swollen from being ravished by Daniel’s, and no amount of strapping detracted from the swell of her breasts and the soreness of nipples which had remained swollen from the attentions of Daniel’s mouth and teeth earlier today.
Jo turned away from the mirror in disgust. Daniel had told her that Hampshire was not so very far away from here. Admittedly, it was dark outside, but that would aid in her reaching her aunt’s home without being seen by anyone and so recognized as the woman no male clothing could disguise.
A horse would transport her into Hampshire far more quickly than she could manage on foot. There was also less chance of her being apprehended if she was on horseback.
Dare she take one of Daniel’s horses without his permission?
She dared if it would keep her safe.
Safe from everyone but Daniel himself.
If she left here on foot, he might be so angry with her he would wash his hands of her and just let her go. Taking one of his horses guaranteed Daniel would come after her.
Was that what she wanted him to do?
Did that mean… Was it possible she…
God, no, she could not have been so recklessly stupid as to have fallen in love with him.
Reckless and stupid, because Daniel had made no secret of his aversion to love, relationships, and marriage. In fact, he had made a point of telling her exactly how he felt about them and why he did. At the same time, he had warned her there was no future in intimacy between the two of them.
But that had not stopped her from becoming enthralled with him. Fascinated by him. Falling in love with him.
That realization only increased her urgency to leave here. It would be beyond humiliating if Daniel were ever to recognize she had feelings for him.
A love he had already made clear he did not want and never would.
Jo gave a last wistful glance around the bedchamber that had been hers for such a short time. The room where Daniel had made love to her for the first time.
Lovemaking that she had instigated by challenging him.
As she had initiated their lovemaking this morning too.
Daniel might not believe in love, but he was still a man, and one who obviously had strong sexual appetites. Appetites Jo had made it all too apparent she was willing and eager to fulfill. A man as sensual as Daniel would not and had not been able to refuse her.
Tears of humiliation burned her eyes as she left the bedchamber and stepped out into the shadowed hallway. It was best for all concerned if she just left quietly. Perhaps, if she could somehow return the horse before Daniel came looking for it, they wouldn’t even have to see each other again. Her aunt may have a servant or groom who could be given that task.
The house was quiet as Jo moved stealthily down the staircase, only a single candle alight beside the door, and no Bedford in sight, thank goodness. The reason for that became obvious when the tall clock in the hallway sounded the hour of midnight as she crept across the marble floor toward the door. She unbolted it quietly before moving silently out into the night.
She kept to the shadows of the house and moved toward the stables, heaving a sigh of relief once she was inside. She lit one of the lamps there before allowing herself just a few minutes to say good-bye to Lady Midnight and her foal and then moving farther down the stable to Rex’s stall. The horse was getting on in years, but he was steady and sure-footed, and that was what she was going to need tonight if she was going to—
“I was ’oping’ as I might see ya agin.”
Jo let out a piercing shriek at the sound of Mickey Bates’s voice coming from the darkness behind her. She dropped the lamp in her surprise, and it smashed at her feet before bursting into flames.
“It’s the reason I ’ung round.” He stepped forward, seemingly unconcerned by the flames that were now catching hold of the clean hay scattered about the stable floor. “Watchin’. Waitin’.”
Jo had no idea what he was talking about. “We need to get the horses out of here.” Jo held on tightly to Rex’s mane as he would have reared up, the flames grow higher and licking along the straw toward him. “Now!”
Mickey leaned against the doorway of the stall. “I’m tempted to just leave ya here wiv ’im. If yer lucky, the old fella might trample ya to death before the flames get ya.” He gave an evil grin at the thought before sobering. “But there would be no profit in that for me.” He stepped forward to grasp her arm, fingers digging painfully into her flesh. “Time we was leavin’.” He pulled a struggling Jo along behind him and out of the stall before closing the door.
“Please.” Jo gasped as Rex let out a piercing whinny. “You can’t just leave the horses in here to die.”
Mickey eyed her coldly as he continued to drag her along behind him. “I’m not the one ’as dropped the lamp and started the fire, now am I?”
“You startled me and made me drop it!”
“Did I?” He glanced around a stable in which there were only horses. “I don’t see anyone as can back up that story, do you?” he taunted. “You’re the one started the fire. Which is exactly what the earl is goin’ to think when he finds his stables ablaze and you gone,” he added with satisfaction.
Jo knew exactly what Daniel was going to think. Whom he was going to blame when all his horses, including his beloved Lady Midnight and her foal, perished in the fire. Her absence from the house would look as if she had started it as a diversion to her escape.
She cast a frantic look round for something she could use as a weapon while Mickey pulled her effortlessly toward the main door of the stables, the flames and noxious smoke starting to gather momentum. Mickey’s intention was obvious: he would leave these horses to die.
“You bastard!” Having found no weapon within her reach, Jo began to kick at his ankles with her booted feet. “Bastard, bastard, bast—” She broke off with a gasp as Mickey lashed out and punched her in the mouth. The force of it made her head ring. The split on her lip reopened, and she tasted fresh blood in her mouth.
“Not another word out o’ that pretty ladylike mouth,” Mickey warned as he pulled her outside into the fresh air and shut and barred the door, shutting in the fire and the horses with it. “Maybe, just maybe, once we’re away from ’ere, I’ll let you use it to suck me off like you did the earl this mornin’,” he added with relish as he dragged her off toward the darkness of the woods behind the stable.
Jo gasped. “How did you…”
She gave a shake of her head. It was of no consequence right now how Mickey knew of her behavior in the study, or that he obviously knew she was a female rather than male. Not when the frantic whinnies from inside the stables told her the other horses were now aware of the flames and smoke.
“Fire!” Jo shouted desperately. “Fi—” Mickey placed a filthy hand over her mouth as he lifted her off her feet in front of him. Jo kicked desperately and tried to free herself as he carried her into the shadowed woodland.
Tears streamed down her cheeks as she gave one last glance back and saw the flames licking along the windows of the stables. The grooms and stable lads began to emerge from their sleeping accommodation above, no doubt alerted by the screams of the horses rather than her own attempt at drawing their attention.
“Listen to me, and ya listen good,” Mickey ground out harshly beside her ear once they were safely hidden by the trees. “When the earl sees what ya done, yer finished wiv ’im good and proper. So shut ya mouth and do as yer told, and maybe, just maybe, I won’t snap that pretty neck right ’ere an’ now. Got it?”
Oh yes, Jo got it.
She had not understood all that Mickey had said to her these past few minutes, but one thing she did know. When Daniel discovered his stables alight and her gone, he could come to no other conclusion but that she was the one responsible.
And he would hate her for it.
Knowing that, all the fight went out of her and she gave herself up to her fate.
Whatever Mickey decided that fate might be.



Chapter 11
 
“Really, my dear Josephine,” her cousin Edgar drawled as the two of them sat in the green salon of Cheshire House in London four days later, “you might at least try to look a little happier to be here with me after Mr. Bates was so kind as to return you to me yesterday.”
Wearing the fashionable gown he had ordered for her, her hair equally as fashionably styled, Jo was beyond feeling anything as she recalled the misery she had suffered during those three days—and nights—spent with Mickey Bates.
He had taken great delight in informing her he had been outside the window when she made the confession of her real name to Daniel. How he had listened with greedy interest as she related what had happened to her in Cheshire to cause her to run away dressed as a boy.
She now also knew that the reason Daniel had left her so suddenly the following morning, sprawled across his desk after the intensity of his lovemaking, was because Mickey Bates had been watching the two of them through the window. Daniel had caught up with him outside and instantly dismissed the other man.
Not that any of this made the slightest bit of difference to how Daniel must feel about her now.
Even if the grooms and stable lads at Latham Park had managed to get the horses out of the stables before the flames completely engulfed them, Daniel would never be able to forgive her for what he would perceive as her involvement.
Nothing mattered beyond that.
Certainly not once again finding herself under the guardianship of her hateful cousin Edgar.
Jo eyed her cousin with distaste. “I believe he received a suitable reward for having done so.”
Edgar gave a satisfied grin. “A paltry sum when you consider what I shall receive once you and Mr. Pendleton are married. I have had time during your absence to reconsider the…sequence of those events, by the by.” He nodded his satisfaction with the conclusion of those thoughts. “No man, once he has fully tasted the delights of a woman’s body, would then wish to make her his wife. With that in mind, I have arranged for a physician to visit here later on this morning to confirm your maidenhead is still intact before informing Pendleton of your return, followed by the announcement of your betrothal.”
It was perhaps as well Jo was already seated; otherwise, she might have fallen down. “You intend to invite a stranger into the house so that he might poke and prod the intimate parts of my body in order to assure Owen Pendleton my virginity is still intact?”
“Hardly poke and prod, my dear Josephine,” Edgar drawled. “Otherwise, he might inadvertently rid you of your maidenhead himself. I shall be present to oversee and confirm his findings myself, of course.” His eyed her with greedy appreciation. “Pendleton would expect no less.”
“No.” Jo was horrified at the thought of what Edgar was proposing. “I will not allow it.”
His eyes narrowed. “I believe your absence this past month to have nullified any attempt on your part to allow anything.”
Jo held on to the chair as she stood. The past four days she had been emotionally distraught, with the added humiliation of having Mickey taunting her about having her “suck him off” whenever she did not do as he told her. A threat guaranteed to ensure her compliance as, once they were safely away from Latham Park, they made the journey to London by public transport. The cost of which Mickey had demanded be returned to him once they reached Cheshire House, along with a sizeable sum for having returned her at all.
“Unless…” Edgar’s voice rumbled ominously, “…Latham has ensured you are no longer a virgin?”
Her inexperience in such matters meant that Jo was not a hundred percent certain she was still a virgin after the intimacies she and Daniel had shared. But she suspected she was. He had not penetrated her fully, with his fingers, tongue, or cock.
A part of her was tempted to tell Edgar a lie and claim she and the Earl of Latham had been lovers during the time she had spent on his estate. But she doubted that claim would stop Edgar from allowing a doctor to examine her intimately. It was doubtful he would deny himself the pleasure of being present to oversee and confirm whatever the physician might learn about her.
Even if Edgar could be persuaded into forgoing the examination, she would be placing Daniel in a tenuous position by doing so. That she simply would not do.
She stiffened her spine to stand as tall as her two inches over five feet would allow, her head tilted at a regal angle. “Surely you are not so stupid as to believe the word of a clod like Mickey Bates?” she sneered. “As if a man like the Earl of Latham would ever be interested in one of his own stable boys.”
“I believe he said you were not still pretending to be the stable boy when the two of you…dallied.”
She snorted. “Mickey Bates is a bully and an opportunist and would say whatever he chose to in order to cause the most trouble.”
“It is a fanciful tale, I admit, but there’s no doubting the way you were dressed when you arrived here yesterday, or that you’ve cut off all that glorious hair,” he lamented.
“If you insist, then I will suffer the doctor’s examination. Alone,” she added pointedly.
“Pendleton will insist—”
“Let us not play games, Edgar,” Jo snapped. “You are the one who is insisting. As you are the one determined to be in my bedchamber during the doctor’s visit.” She eyed him scathingly. Aged in his late twenties, Edgar would be considered handsome by many, with his thick dark hair and blue eyes. Jo found him loathsome. “Your own intentions toward me are not only unwelcome but incestuous.”
“We are cousins, not brother and sister.”
“I doubt I would have been safe from you even if that had been the relationship between us!”
“Probably not,” he drawled as he rose elegantly to his feet. “If you are hoping to anger me, Josephine, let me assure you your taunts are having a completely different effect.” One of his hands drifted down to cup the bulge in his pantaloons. “Mickey Bates took great delight in telling me how much you enjoyed catering to Latham’s pleasure, so perhaps now might be a good time for you to demonstrate those particular skills on me? I should enjoy it very much, and as Latham was no doubt aware, it has the added benefit of keeping your virginity intact.”
Jo realized her mistake too late, her cheeks paling as Edgar’s hand moved to the buttons on the fall of his pantaloons. She backed up a step as he approached her. “You will not—”
“Your Grace, the physician you sent for has arrived,” Farrell, the butler, announced fortuitously.
A look of fury twisted Edgar’s face before he brought the emotion under control. His hands dropped away from his pantaloons before he turned to face the other man. “Show him up to Lady Josephine’s bedchamber, Farrell. We will both join him shortly.”
“Very well, Your Grace.”
“There.” Edgar gave Jo a beaming smile once they were alone again. “What an entertaining afternoon you and I are going to have.”
“You’re mad,” Jo gasped as waves of nausea washed over her at the thought that entertainment was going to be her. “I always thought there was something odd about your mother, but you are even worse—” She broke off as Edgar slapped her face. Hard.
“You will not speak of my mother in that way,” he warned coldly.
“I will speak of whomever I please in whatever way I please.” She eyed him defiantly. “I am also growing tired of men thinking they can slap me whenever they feel like it.” She bared her teeth, her hands clenched into fists. “First Mickey and now you. I warn you, if you do that again, I will grab you by your tiny balls and squeeze until you squeal like a woman.”
Edgar stepped back, a look of distaste on his face. “Your weeks of working in the stables have obviously not improved your vocabulary.”
“Oh there’s plenty more you have not heard yet.” Her challenge was pure Jo Turner.
“Oh dear, oh dear,” her cousin tutted. “I am afraid Mr. Pendleton is not going to like this at all. I fear I will need to beat this out of you before the two of you meet again.”
“You can go fuck yourself!” she scorned. “Because if you think you are laying one finger on me today, or any other day, then you are mistaken.”
Edgar’s eyes turned flinty. “You always were a superior little bitch. Thought you were so much better than the rest of us. Grandfather’s fault, of course. You were always his favorite. Well, he is no longer around to protect you—”
“But I am.”
Jo did not know which of them was more surprised by the sound of that familiar voice—familiar to her, that is—Edgar or herself.
She knew which of them was filled with the most pleasure as she spun round to find Daniel standing in the doorway. Her hungry gaze took in all of his appearance in seconds, from the top hat on his dark auburn hair, his handsome face, fashionable attire, and high-polished boots, and the silver-topped cane he carried in his hand, before returning to his face.
Daniel’s eyes, as dark and cold as emeralds, were not looking at her but at Edgar. “Cheshire.” He nodded.
Edgar looked affronted by the intrusion. “What do you mean by walking in here unannounced, Latham?”
“I am afraid your butler is…incapacitated, at the moment, and so was unable to show me in,” the earl drawled as he strolled farther into the room.
“What do you mean?” Edgar hurried over to the door to look out into the entrance hall. “Good God, man.” He turned back to Daniel. “What have you done to my butler to cause him to writhe about on the floor in that way?”
The earl lifted the cane in his hand and studied its tip for several seconds before placing it back on the carpeted floor. “He was unreceptive to my having called.”
“That is because I had told him you were not to be admitted under any circumstances.”
“I warn you not to attempt to forestall me further, or you will receive the same treatment,” the earl bit out coldly.
Jo stared at her cousin. “You expected Dan—the earl to come here?” She could not say follow me here because she was not sure that was what Daniel had done. Was not sure why he was here at all when he had not even looked at her and his expression was so cold and grim. Perhaps he had merely come to demand repayment for the burning down of his stables and the death of his horses?
Edgar gave her a sneering glance. “I considered it a possibility. A man would have to go a long way to find another woman who can suck cock in the satisfactory manner Bates described to me,” he taunted.
The bile rose to the back of Jo’s throat as Edgar continued to denigrate an act that, at the time, she had considered to be the height of loving intimacy.
It took great effort for Daniel to keep his expression impassive when all he wanted to do was beat Cheshire to a pulp. He dared not even look at Jo, or he would lose what little control he had left over his temper. A control which was tenuous at best after overhearing Cheshire threatening Jo upon his arrival.
“Personally, I always found Mr. Bates prone to exaggeration,” Daniel drawled. “Besides which, I believe you will find he has…revised his opinion on the subject.”
Cheshire’s brows rose. “Indeed?”
“Yes,” Daniel murmured with satisfaction.
“You have seen and spoken to Mickey Bates?” Jo put in softly.
His expression softened somewhat as he turned to reassure her. “Your reputation is quite safe.”
“This is all very touching, but I fail to see the reason for your visit, Latham,” the duke challenged arrogantly. “Unless you are here to offer for my cousin yourself, given the liberties you have taken with her? I will, of course, give my permission, if that is your intention. For the right price,” he added greedily.
Daniel eyed the other man with loathing. “I have no intention of giving you so much as a single penny.”
“Pity,” Cheshire drawled. “In which case, would you kindly remove yourself from my house? Josephine and I have an invited visitor waiting for us to join him.”
Daniel’s eyes narrowed. “I did not see anyone else when I arrived.”
“That is because—”
“You will be quiet, Josephine.” Cheshire glowered at her.
“—because,” Jo continued determinedly after glaring in her cousin’s direction, “the physician is waiting upstairs for us in my bedchamber.”
Daniel’s brows rose to his hairline. “Oh.”
She smiled tightly. “My cousin feels it is necessary my virginity be confirmed by a doctor before he announces my betrothal to Mr. Owen Pendleton. He also feels”—she eyed the duke with disgust—“that his own presence is necessary during the examination.”
Daniel had heard and seen enough. More than enough, as it happened. If he heard any more, he was likely to throw his cane aside and rip Edgar Kendall apart with his bare hands. As it was, he was having trouble restraining himself from doing exactly that.
Nor did he care for the bruise at the side of Jo’s mouth, its sickly yellow color indicating it was of several days’ duration. He should have killed Bates when he had the chance.
One of her cheeks was also redder than the other, implying she had recently been slapped. Cheshire would pay for that before Daniel left here today.
In spite of the bruising and red cheek Jo looked beautiful and yet so very fragile at the same time, as if she too had come to the end of her endurance but was determined to put up a fight anyway. She had also lost weight since Daniel last saw her, the flesh tight across her collarbones and causing deep hollows at the base of her throat.
Daniel knew from his conversation with Mickey Bates late yesterday evening, when he ran the little rat to ground, that although Jo’s time with him must have been unpleasant, she had not been subjected to anything more than threats and taunts from his ex-employee during the three days she had spent traveling with him to London. Bates had omitted to mention that he had slapped or punched Jo some time during those three days.
Daniel’s own journey to London on horseback had been less straightforward. He had first traveled into Hampshire, in the hope Jo might have gone to the home of her great-aunt.
He had returned disappointed to Latham Hall, only to have Haynes come to him and confide he suspected Mickey Bates had not left the area the day Daniel had ordered him to do so.
As he was not exactly popular with the other stable lads, several of them had reported seeing Bates hanging about in the woods after Daniel had dismissed the other man. Some had even gone so far as to suggest Bates might have been responsible for starting the fire in the stables that night.
It was a tenuous lead at best, but Daniel had been so concerned for Jo’s welfare, he had instantly traveled to London. He sought out Mickey Bates at the address he had given Haynes as the residence of his next of kin when he first came to work at Latham Park: the less than salubrious home of his widowed mother. It had proved to be a most enlightening visit and resulted in Daniel calling on the Duke of Cheshire’s home this morning.
Daniel would have come here the previous evening if not for the fact he had not felt able to trust his temper. Instead, he had retired to Latham House and consoled himself with a decanter of brandy, with the added promise to himself of ordering his carriage and calling upon the duke at Cheshire House this morning.
With a single glance at the superior butler who had answered the door to him, along with that man’s claim that “The duke is not receiving visitors this morning,” all Daniel’s efforts to control his temper had evaporated. Hence the reason the man was now writhing about on the floor in the entrance hall.
After this latest revelation of Jo being subjected to the indignity of a medical examination in the presence of her cousin, Daniel knew there was only one course open to him.
He straightened to his full and imposing height to look down the length of his nose at Cheshire. “There will be no doctor’s examination. No announcement of a betrothal to Pendleton. No—”
“You cannot come here and tell me what to do in my own home,” Cheshire blustered.
“Oh, I believe you will find I can do exactly as I wish.” Daniel’s voice was silky soft, a dangerous occurrence Cheshire would be wise to take note of. “Not only that, but I am also removing Lady Josephine from you and this house, immediately. If you doubt my ability to do so, then I advise you do not. I also suggest you consider who my friends are.”
“The Prince Regent and your other cronies do not frighten me,” the other man sneered.
“No?”
Cheshire’s face flushed with anger. “The law is on my side. Josephine is my cousin and ward, and as such, you do not have the right to take her anywhere.”
“I am giving myself that right. Unless you care for all in Society to know of your less than familial intentions toward your own cousin?”
“I have debts,” the duke began to bluster. “Pendleton has only held off this long because I promised he could marry Josephine.”
Daniel’s mouth tightened. “Then you will have to un-promise him.”
“He will kill me.”
“And by doing so, he will rid the world of yet another sewer rat.” Daniel kept the coldness of his gaze fixed on Cheshire as he spoke to Jo. “If there is anything here you wish to take with you, I suggest you go and collect it now. You will not be returning,” he added grimly.
“There is nothing here that I want,” she assured him softly.
“Josephine is not going anywhere but upstairs to her bedchamber where the physician awaits her.” Cheshire unwisely decided to accompany his words by grasping Jo’s arm.
“Do not say I didn’t warn you,” Daniel grated as he stepped forward and punched Cheshire on his sneering mouth.
As the man released Jo to reel back, Daniel punched him again. And again. Once started, Daniel could not seem to stop.
All the pent-up emotion of the past few days, worry and anger, seemed to have coalesced into one pinprick of light in which only Cheshire existed. Daniel followed the other man down onto the floor to rain blow after blow on the now-cringing man.
“Daniel, please, you have to stop.”
It was the sound of Jo’s voice, along with the softness of her hand on his shoulder that brought Daniel to his senses.
The face of the man beneath him was bloody, his nose probably broken.
Daniel glanced up at Jo, his heart a lead weight in his chest as he saw the look of horror and fear on her face.



Chapter 12
 
“I am sorry if my lack of control frightened you just now.”
Jo glanced across the Latham carriage at Daniel seated opposite her, the two of them having left Cheshire House several minutes ago. Several minutes in which they had traveled in silence. Jo didn’t know quite what to say, and Daniel… She was unsure of the reason for Daniel’s silence as he sat with his head leaning back against the upholstery and his eyes closed.
They had left her cousin, bloodied and groaning, lying on the floor of the salon and ignored Farrell as he leaned against the wall in the entrance hall, his face a pasty shade of gray. After all, they had a physician upstairs whose talents would not go to waste.
“Very little frightens me anymore,” she assured him dully.
“Perhaps that is as well.” Daniel roused himself enough to sit up and open his eyes to look at her. “Cheshire slapped you.”
“Yes.”
“As did Bates.”
Her bruised mouth twisted. “He punched me, to be exact.”
“For a second time.” Daniel’s eyes narrowed. “I believe I need to pay that young man another visit and teach him the proper manner in which to treat a lady.”
“Not at all,” Jo assured ruefully. “I was kicking him in the shins at the time.”
Daniel gave a slight smile at her admission. “That is still no excuse for punching you.”
“Daniel, I— I am responsible for starting the fire in the stables that night.” The words came out in a rush in Jo’s haste to make her confession. “Not on purpose,” she hastened to add as Daniel looked at her without speaking. “It was an accident. I had decided I must leave and thought to take one of the horses. I would have returned it to you as soon as I reached my great-aunt’s.” Guilty color warmed her cheeks as Daniel’s face remained expressionless. “Before I could saddle the horse, Mickey startled me, and I dropped the lamp. It smashed on the floor, the straw caught fire, and Mickey—he would not let me put it out. Tell me.” She sat forward anxiously. “Oh, please tell me I did not kill any of the horses or harm anyone that night.”
“You did not kill any of the horses or harm anyone that night.”
A frown furrowed her brow. “Is that the truth, or are you merely repeating my words?”
“It is the truth,” Daniel assured her. “We did not manage to save the stables, but all the horses were got out and only a few minor burns inflicted on their rescuers.”
“Oh thank God.” Jo sat back in the seat, her hands clutched to her chest in her relief.
“I already knew you started the fire.”
Her eyes widened. “How?”
He shrugged. “We searched through what was left of the stables the following morning. I wished to make sure there was no one inside when it burned down.” He frowned darkly.
“You thought I might have been in there…”
“It was a possibility.” Daniel still found it painful to recall his frantic search through the debris of the fire once they had doused the flames. Searching, and so very much afraid he would find a small skeleton that was all that remained of Jo. “What we did find was what was left of a broken lamp in the stall belonging to Rex. A lamp that should not have been there. It seemed certain that it was what started the fire.”
“I could still have started it on purpose.”
“One of the lads recalled hearing someone shouting the word fire as he roused. He seemed certain it was your voice he heard. Even if you had started the fire deliberately, it was obvious you had thought better of it by crying out a warning.”
Jo gave a shake of her head. “I would never have put the horses in danger in such a way.”
“So Mickey Bates confirmed yesterday.”
“Voluntarily?”
He gave a half smile. “Not particularly, no.”
Jo did not feel in the least sympathetic to Mickey, not after he had delivered her so callously back to the cousin he knew she despised and feared. “But the horses and grooms and everyone else really are all well?”
“As I said, a few minor burns, nothing more.”
“I have been so worried about Lady Midnight and her foal. About Rex and all the other horses.”
“And me?” Daniel drawled. “Did you spare a thought for how I might feel in any of your worrying?”
“I have thought of nothing but you,” she defended. “How upset you would be if anything happened to Lady Midnight and her darling foal. How you would think I had started the fire on purpose as a diversion to my leaving. How…how angry with me you must be.”
“And yet here I am.”
Yes, here he was, and Jo was none the wiser as to why he was if she was only guilty of burning down his stables. She accepted it was a serious enough offence, but surely not enough of one for Daniel to have gone to so much trouble to find her. Unless it was his intention to see she paid for her crime.
She swallowed. “Am I going to prison?”
He snorted. “I hope you will not think of it as such.”
“I do not understand.”
No, Daniel could see she did not. “I have taken you from your cousin’s home against his wishes. I am carrying you off in my carriage. There is only one solution to such a problem.”
“You are taking me to my great-aunt’s?”
“I am sorry to inform you Lady Anthea died six months ago.”
She winced, sorry to hear the elderly lady had died, but not having known her, she could not feel genuine grief. “So my flight from my grandfather’s home, from marriage to a man I despised, those weeks of hiding my identity by working as a boy in the stables, they were all for nothing.”
Daniel scowled. “From what I have seen of your cousin’s behavior and intentions today, he left you with little choice in the matter.”
She laid her head back against the upholstery. “But where am I to go now? What will become of me?”
“First, I should like to know why you decided you had to leave Latham Park that night?”
Her lashes lowered. “Surely it is obvious?”
“Not to me.” Daniel frowned. “I had thought we had…a friendship, at the very least.” He sat forward on the seat. “That last morning we had been…intimate, and then you spent the rest of the day in your bedchamber. Did what we had done so disgust you that you felt you had no choice but to leave me too?”
“No!” she instantly protested. “No. A thousand times no.” Tears stung her eyes. “I did not wish to leave you. I thought you wished me to leave you, and thought only of ridding you of a nuisance.”
“Why would you think that?”
She smiled sadly. “Perhaps the abrupt manner in which you left me sprawled across your desk without speaking so much as a single word? I later learned from Mickey the reason you had was because you saw him watching us through the window.” She sighed. “But that should not have stopped you from returning to me once you had dealt with him.”
“You had retired to your bedchamber by the time I returned to the house. I assumed you had done so because you regretted our intimacy and could not bear the sight of me.” Daniel grimaced. “I did come to your bedchamber later that afternoon, and you were sleeping. I came back again during the evening. When I found you still sleeping, I arranged for a candle to be lit in your room and a drink of lemonade for when you woke up.”
Jo realized it had been Daniel who had seen to her needs that night after all. It did not mean that he cared for her, she instantly chastised herself. Only that he had, as was Daniel’s way, acted out of concern for her. As he would have done with anyone else whom he thought in need of it.
She glanced across at him warily. “I obviously cannot go to my great-aunt’s. You said you do not intend sending me to prison for burning down your stables. So what is your one solution to my dilemma?”
“You will live with me, of course.”
“What?” she gasped.
“You will live with me,” Daniel repeated patiently, realizing he had surprised her with his announcement.
“I am to become your ward?”
“If that is what you wish to be to me, yes.”
The tip of her tongue licked nervously across her lips. “You made that sound as if there is an alternative.”
Daniel stared across the carriage at her, his throat suddenly too dry for him to be able to speak.
He had searched for Jo relentlessly these past four days, his mood alternating in that now-familiar state between anxiety for her welfare and anger at her for having left him in the first place.
He had not, in all that time, allowed himself to dwell on what he would do or say when or if he found her.
His relief had been immense when he saw her again today, so pale and fragilely beautiful, but still with that indomitable spirit shining through as she withstood her cousin’s threats with ones of her own.
“There are two alternatives,” he answered her question. “One of which I will not even consider.”
She still eyed him warily. “Which is?”
“You could become my mistress.”
“And the other?”
“You could marry me.”
Jo’s heart stuttered and then started again, faster than before. A heart filling with joy at the thought of—
Daniel had not said he loved her, or even that he cared for her. Only that he would marry her.
As a way of offering her his protection, not because he was in love with her as she was with him. Jo knew, perhaps better than most, how much Daniel despised the very thought of remarrying. She could not and would not take any more advantage of the many kindnesses he had already shown her.
“Thank you, but no,” she refused graciously, proud of herself for not getting down on her knees and begging Daniel to marry her. Now. This very minute.
A nerve pulsed in his tightly clenched jaw. “Then you will become my ward.”
“If that is acceptable to you?”
If it was acceptable to Daniel? No, it bloody well was not acceptable to him. It would be sheer purgatory to live in the same house as Jo and not lay so much as a finger on her. To be a father figure to her. But if that was all Jo wished from him, then Daniel had no choice but to agree.
He nodded. “I will have my lawyer visit Cheshire tomorrow and deal with the legalities.”
She winced. “Do you think Edgar will be agreeable?”
Daniel’s mouth thinned. “He will not be given a choice. I meant my threat earlier to ruin him socially if he comes near you again. He will either agree to this new arrangement, or I will see that threat carried out.”
Jo did not doubt for a moment that Daniel meant what he said. She only hoped that Edgar knew it too; otherwise, she feared he would receive another unsolicited visit from Daniel.
In the meantime, she was to live with Daniel. Not as his wife, certainly, but to be so close to him on a daily basis, to see him, be with him, and know that he would protect her no matter what, would be sheer heaven for her after the uncertainties of this past month. To be allowed to stay with him at all was more than she could ever have hoped for.
 
“May I look at your hands?” She prompted once the two of them had arrived at Latham House. “I am sure they must be in need of attention.” The cotton gloves Daniel wore were stained with blood.
“The blood is not mine,” Daniel assured her as he removed the gloves, along with his hat, and handed them to the butler. “Well mostly not mine,” he conceded as he saw his knuckles were also red, grazed, and bleeding in several places. “See that the gloves are disposed of, Bedford.”
“Please let me see…” Jo’s breath caught in her throat after she grasped Daniel’s hand in both of hers and felt that familiar tingle of arousal coursing through her body. She as quickly released his hand and turned to the butler. “Could you please bring hot water and some clean cloths I might use as bandages to the earl’s study? And perhaps a salve of some kind?”
“Certainly, my lady.” That stately gentleman disappeared toward the back of the house, the bloodied gloves held away from his body as he did so.
Daniel was sure he had not imagined the slight trembling of Jo’s hands as she held and inspected the damage to his knuckles.
Because it was a reminder of the violence of earlier?
Or perhaps because she still feared Cheshire and Daniel’s ability to ensure she was never be returned to her cousin’s home.
Or was it for another reason entirely?
Sitting behind his desk while Jo stood beside him allowed Daniel to focus all his attention on her while she concentrated on cleansing his knuckles.
Her cheeks were no longer pale but flushed. Her breasts were quickly rising and falling against the bodice of her gown, her breathing shallow and uneven. All signs of… What? What were Jo’s feelings right now?
“Tell me,” he spoke softly. “Did you refuse my offer of marriage earlier because you do not care for me in that way or because you believed my offer to be insincere?”
Her eyes flashed up to his and then down again. “I do not believe you to have ever been insincere in your life.”
“Then you do not care for me,” he accepted heavily.
“I am merely…acquainted with your opinion of marriage.”
Because Daniel had told her that opinion, quite succinctly, as he recalled. “And if that opinion has changed?”
“Then I would be happy for you.” Jo still refused to look at him, those long lashes hiding the expression in her eyes as she now applied bandages to his knuckles. “It is unhealthy to harbor such feelings of bitterness inside you for so many years.”
She would be happy for him? Damn it, Daniel did not want her to be happy for him but with him. “I do believe this desk is larger than the one at Latham Park,” he remarked conversationally.
She eyed him warily rather than the desk. “It is a very fine desk, yes.”
“Sturdy enough to take the weight of both of us.”
“Daniel—”
“Jo,” he spoke just as firmly as she. “Why do you imagine I asked you to marry me earlier?”
“You did not ask. You offered it as the alternative to my becoming your ward or your mistress.” She stepped away now that her ministrations to his hands were over.
“And if I were to ask you again now?”
Jo glared her frustration. “Now, if I am to become your ward, it would be inappropriate—”
“Possibly because I do not want you to be my bloody ward. I want you to be my wife!” Daniel’s voice rose in his agitation, and he rose with it, towering over Jo’s more diminutive height as she looked at him with wide, startled eyes. He sighed. “I apologize for shouting. It is just— Jo, in order to be your guardian, I would need to have familial feelings toward you, and my feelings for you could not be further removed from that.”
She chewed on her bottom lip. That endearing habit guaranteed to cause Daniel’s heart to pound, his cock to rise, and his breath to catch in his throat.
“I am not making myself plain,” he muttered self-disgustedly. “Josephine Mary Elizabeth Kendall.” He moved down on one knee in front of her before taking one of her hands in his. “I have fallen deeply in love with you and would consider it the greatest honor if you would consent to become my wife.”
Those words were the last thing, positively the last thing Jo had ever thought to hear from Daniel’s lips.
But she could not doubt she had heard them when Daniel now knelt before her, clasping one of her hands in both of his, his expression one of hope and a look of vulnerability in the depths of his beautiful green eyes.
Daniel loved her?
No, he had said he was deeply in love with her.
Happiness like she had never known before began to blossom and then exploded in Jo’s chest. Daniel loved her and wanted to marry her.
Still she hesitated. “You are not merely being honorable?”
His mouth twisted into a self-derisive smile. “My feelings toward you are far too dishonorable for me to ever be able to claim that.” He sobered as he gazed deeply into her eyes. “When I realized you had gone from Latham Park, and during those long days of not knowing where you were or if you were safe, I came to realize I love you more than anyone or anything else on earth. If anything had happened to you, I do not know what I would have done…” He gave a shudder. “I would have been inconsolable.”
“Really?”
His brow lowered. “I am not sure it is altogether reassuring that you sound happy at the prospect.”
“But of course it is.” Jo moved down to her knees in front of him. “I love you so very much, Daniel… What are your other names?”
“Daniel James George Somersby.”
“Then, Daniel James George Somersby, I accept your marriage proposal.” She placed her fingertips over his lips as he would have spoken. “I accept it because I love you so much, the thought of not seeing you again has been breaking my heart these past four days.”
“Mine also,” he admitted gruffly. “God, how much I love you,” he choked emotionally as his hands framed either side of her face. “And how much you are going to cause disorder and upset in my life,” he murmured with satisfaction before lowering his head and kissing her with a tenderness that put all past hurts behind them and left only the rosy glow of their future together.
“Now, about the sturdiness of this desk.” Jo held on to Daniel’s hand as they rose to their feet together. “I really think we need to test exactly how sturdy it is.”
Daniel laughed huskily as he laid her down on the desktop before joining her there. “Later on tonight, I sincerely hope to make love to you in a bed at last.”
“Every night,” Jo confirmed, her face glowing with happiness. “For the rest of our lives.”
 
The marriage between Daniel James George Somersby, the Earl of Latham, and Lady Josephine Mary Elizabeth Kendall, took place one month later in St George’s Church, London.
The service was attended by all their family and friends.
Family members included the Duke and Duchess of Blackmoor, the groom’s sister and brother-in-law, and their young son, the Marquis of Aaron, the groom’s son and daughter-in-law, the Viscount and Countess Hadley and their newborn son, Lord James Somersby.
Friends attending were the Prince Regent, the Duke and Duchess of Stowmont, the Marquis and Marchioness of Oxbridge, the Earl and Countess of Winterbourne, the Viscount and Viscountess Brooketon, Lord and Lady Alexander Whitney, the Marquis and Marchioness of Trent, and Mr. and Mrs. Ranulf Montgomery, who had traveled down from Scotland in order to attend.
The newly married Earl and Countess of Latham intend spending their honeymoon traveling in Europe for several months.
It is believed the bride has expressed an interest in purchasing a new desk for her husband whilst they are there.
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