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Chapter 1
April, 1817
The Green Man Coaching Inn,
Bedfordshire, England.
“It appears we have an uninvited passenger, Mr. Montgomery.”
Ranulf had been lost in thought as he sat in the parlor of the coaching inn, enjoying a tankard of ale as he waited for his dinner to be served after a full day of traveling. He did not need this added inconvenience. 
He had been contemplating his valet having handed in his notice and leaving him just this morning, so that the other man might remain in London with the young maid he had fallen in love with and intended to marry. He had left Ranulf no time to find a replacement to take with him on the long journey back to his home in the Scottish Highlands.
Not that he begrudged Hopkins his shot at happiness. After all, not everyone suffered the same miserable experience with marriage as Ranulf had.
Ha, he very much doubted many men would be foolish enough to take such a treacherous bride as he had!
God knows where he would be right now if that marriage had not ended so abruptly only months after the wedding, with the death of his adulterous wife and the banishment of her lover. Given the choice between serving time in one of the Regent’s prisons, or banishment to the Continent, the other man had chosen the latter. Unsurprisingly. England’s prisons were hellish places few ever emerged from unscathed, if they emerged at all.
Millicent’s death had been a tragic loss for one so young, but not one Ranulf could even pretend to feel sorry about. As for her lover, he had chosen his own fate.
Ranulf was, despite wishing his valet a better fate in marriage than himself, already feeling Hopkins’s absence. The stubble on his jaw told him he was badly in need of his second shave of the day. By the time he reached his home in Scotland, he and his clothes would definitely be looking the worse for wear.
He turned his attention to the coachman standing in the parlor doorway. “An uninvited passenger, Graves?”
“Yes, sir.” The middle-aged man scowled his displeasure. “I found her skulking in the back of the town coach when I went in to collect your overnight trunk.”
“Is this related to the…incidents which occurred in London, do you think?” There had been several of those incidents during the last week of Ranulf’s month-long stay in London.
What appeared to be an attempted robbery as Ranulf left his club one evening, resulting in his being knocked unconscious from a heavy blow to the back of the head. Except nothing had been taken. Not the diamond pin in his neckcloth nor his full purse.
Several nights later, a fire had occurred in the kitchen of Winterbourne House, the London home of Ranulf’s cousin, and where Ranulf happened to be staying. No one had been hurt, but the possibility had been there, nonetheless. 
Just yesterday morning, Ranulf’s prize hunter had reared up and tried to dislodge him from its back. An adept horseman, Ranulf had managed to avoid disaster, but the poor horse had been foaming at the mouth and rearing up at anyone who attempted to get near him. Graves finally managed to calm the horse and later discovered there had been a sharp burr beneath the saddle, which had pierced the horse’s flesh the moment Ranulf swung up onto the horse’s back. It could have got there by accident, but when taken into account with those other incidents, it was far too much of a coincidence.
No one had been seriously injured in any of those supposed accidents. Ranulf had suffered a bruised head from the attack, bruised pride when his own horse attempted to throw him, and the house had reeked of smoke for several days after the fire. But there had been no real damage done to life, limb, or property.
Now it appeared someone had been caught hiding in the second carriage transporting Ranulf’s personal effects back to Scotland.
Graves shook his head. “I’m fairly certain not, sir.”
“Why?”
“Call it intuition.” The coachman shrugged. “She definitely boarded the second carriage in London, couldn’t have sneaked aboard at any other time. But I seriously doubt she has anything to do with your other troubles.”
They had left Town late this morning, making the fifty miles to this inn in Bedfordshire in good time for an early dinner. But they had stopped only once along the way, an hour or so for luncheon. In view of those potentially dangerous occurrences in London, one of the grooms had remained with the two carriages and horses at all times, preventing anyone from entering or leaving them.
Which meant Graves was right, and the uninvited passenger had to have entered the carriage before they left London.
“Our uninvited guest is a she?” Ranulf repeated warily.
“A young lady, Mr. Montgomery. From the look and sound of her, a real lady, if I’m not mistaken.”
Ranulf had every confidence his coachman knew the difference between a woman who was a lady and one who was not. Ranulf had visited the homes of several less than ladylike women during his month-long sojourn in London. Even so… “Do not be deceived by an innocent expression, Graves.” As Ranulf had, to his cost.
“I don’t believe I am. Her manner and appearance— No, I’m sure she wasn’t involved in them accidents, sir.”
“Then who is she, Graves?”
“That I don’t know. She refused to give me her name, sir. Says she will speak to you and no one else.”
“Indeed?” Ranulf scowled his displeasure. “Then you had better bring her to me.” So much for his intention of relaxing for an hour or so before dinner by downing several tankards of ale and forgetting all about the inconvenient absence of his valet.
If Graves was correct in his summing up of the situation, then, cynical to his core, Ranulf believed there could be only one other reason for a young female to have hidden herself away in a single gentleman’s carriage.
Whoever this young woman was, she would be returned to London posthaste.
Ranulf had not spent the past month fending off marriage-minded mamas and their eagerly available female offspring only to find himself compromised into marriage with accusations of despoiling some innocent. Who was not an innocent at all, if she could be a willing party to such trickery as this.
Ranulf had no intention of ever marrying again, for any reason.
His wife had been unfaithful to him as early as their honeymoon. She had also plotted with her lover to kill Ranulf’s cousin so that Ranulf, instead of only managing the Montgomery estate, might inherit Castle Montgomery and the fortune that went with it.
The irony was Ranulf had never wanted the title of laird or Castle Montgomery, and he had ruthlessly made his own fortune on the Stock Exchange these past eight months. If only Millicent had waited those few extra months. She might not have had the title or the castle, but she would have had all the money she desired.
“—take your hands off me, you—you big oaf!”
Ah, it seemed his ‘guest’ was about to make her grand entrance. As Graves had stated, her voice was that of a refined and educated young lady.
“I demand you take me to Mr. Montgomery at once!” There was the sound of a scuffle, followed by a yelp and muttered grumbling from Graves. “It was intended to hurt,” the female stated without sympathy.
Ranulf’s curiosity was piqued, in spite of himself. Whoever this female was, she was a feisty little baggage.
A vaguely familiar feisty little baggage, he realized, as a limping Graves dragged her into the parlor by keeping a firm grip on her arm while she struggled to be released. The coach driver carried a small leather traveling bag in his other hand, which he now dropped onto the scratched and worn wooden floor of the inn’s parlor.
“Careful with that.” The young woman instantly identified the bag as belonging to her.
Ranulf ignored the plea for help in Graves’s expression, and instead continued to study his ‘guest’.
She was possibly a year above or below twenty, and of average height for a woman. The hair peeping out from beneath her black bonnet was an unusual mixture of red and gold. She had a smooth forehead, delicate brows above deep-brown eyes, and a small upturned nose. Her cheeks were flushed with temper. Full and lush lips were currently twisted into an angry grimace above a small, pointed, and—surprise, surprise!—stubbornly jutting chin.
It was difficult to see her figure, enshrouded as she was in a black cloak from neck to toe, but the beauty of her face would seem to indicate her figure would be equally slender.
She seemed unaware as yet of his presence seated beside the window, her angry countenance fixed on his suffering coachman. “I will see that Mr. Montgomery dismisses you for daring to manhandle me in this way.”
“If anyone is to be dismissed, then it will be you, madam,” Ranulf assured her dryly.
She turned sharply to face him, an even deeper blush suffusing her cheeks, this time with embarrassment rather than temper. “I did not see you sitting there…”
“Obviously.” Ranulf eyed her mockingly, making no move to rise, as he would normally have done in the presence of a lady. Perhaps because, despite her voice and appearance, she was not behaving as a lady should.
Graves had certainly been correct in his opinion of this young woman’s station in life. Even if the now-limping Graves might presently feel like attesting to the contrary.
The little madam continued to stare at Ranulf in shock for several seconds before wrenching her arm out of Graves’s grasp and rushing across the room to throw herself at Ranulf’s booted feet. “I am so pleased to see you, Cousin Ranulf.” Her arms encircled and grasped one of his booted calves. “You should know this—this brute manhandled me by dragging me in here.”
“At my instruction,” he informed her icily, at the same time as he sat forward to try to disentangle her from his limb. His thoughts were racing.
Cousin Ranulf? How on earth could he be cousin to this little hoyden? He only had the one living relative, and his cousin Sin was married and he and his wife were expecting their first child.
No, whoever this hellion was, he was most certainly not her Cousin Ranulf.
 
Darcy glanced up at Ranulf Montgomery through her thick dark lashes, trying to gauge his reaction. To her presence. To what she had just called him.
The emotions shock and anger immediately came to mind.
Followed by impatience, as he succeeded in pulling her arms from about his calf—and a very muscular calf it was too—before abruptly standing to his impressive height of several inches above six feet.
It was that height, along with the wide and muscular shoulders and chest, tapered waist, and powerful thighs and legs, which had led Darcy to believe Ranulf Montgomery was not only influential enough socially, but also strong enough in body to be the savior she was so in need of.
Except he did not look as if he wished to save her as he stepped around her to glare down his nose at her with arctic-green eyes. “Who the devil are you?”
Very aware of the presence of the coachman and feeling at too much of a disadvantage sitting on the wooden floor, Darcy rose to her feet as gracefully as was possible in the circumstances. She had already suffered enough useless indignation in the melodrama of having launched herself at this gentleman’s booted feet.
An impossibly handsome gentleman she knew to be in his early thirties, as well as tall and imposing.
His fashionably overlong hair was dark and disheveled, but there were hints of red amid the brown. He had dark slashes for eyebrows, those arctic-green eyes, an arrogant blade of a nose set between sculptured cheekbones, and a surprisingly sensual mouth above a square and determined jaw. Which currently looked in need of a shave. Although she could not deny that dark shadow of a beard about his jawline added to Ranulf Montgomery’s air of rugged and dangerous attraction.
Handsome good looks which Darcy had been taken with the first time she saw him.
Indeed, she had been as struck by him as he now showed not a hint of recognition for her.
“I am Miss Darcy Ambridge.” She curtseyed. “Cousin to your late wife Millicent,” she added, as her name elicited no more recognition than her appearance had.
Darcy frowned her puzzlement as, if anything, Ranulf Montgomery’s expression became even icier at the mention of his late wife’s name.
She had attended Ranulf and Millicent’s wedding a year ago, followed by Millicent’s funeral a mere four months later. So perhaps Ranulf’s icy demeanor was a mask to hide the grief he must still feel at losing his wife so soon after they were married? He certainly no longer looked like the laughing and easygoing man he had been on his wedding day. He seemed to have aged far more than a single year since that happy occasion. The lines beside his eyes and bracketing his sculpted lips had certainly not been there then.
Darcy placed her hand on his muscular forearm. “I am so sorry for your loss.”
“I would prefer you tell me what the devil you were doing hiding in my carriage rather than offer me insincere platitudes regarding Millicent’s death.” His tone was as cold and unyielding as his demeanor.
Her eyes widened. “Insincere? I assure you, I am most sincere in my sympathies.” She and Millicent had not been particularly close, her cousin being several years older than she, but Millicent had seemed pleasant enough on the few occasions their two families had reason to socialize.
A nerve pulsed in Ranulf’s tightly clenched jaw. “Then you are very much alone in those feelings of regret.”
Darcy had no idea what he could mean by such a remark. Was Ranulf saying he felt no pain at Millicent’s unexpected death? No unhappiness for the loss of his wife?
Or perhaps he was merely adept at hiding his feelings? Preferred to keep his grief private?
After all, the married couple had only recently returned to Scotland, following their four-month-long honeymoon, when Millicent was killed in a riding accident.
Theirs had been a fairy-tale wedding, followed by three months touring the Continent, then another month spent enjoying the London Season. Darcy had seen the couple out and about together several times, as they attended the same social events. The two of them had seemed happy enough together.
“You may go, Graves.” Ranulf now spoke abruptly to his coachman. “I will call for you when Miss Ambridge is ready to return to London.”
“Return?” Darcy repeated sharply once the coachman had left and closed the door behind him. “I cannot go back to London! Oh please.” She grasped his arm. “Please do not send me back there!”
Ranulf found himself deeply irritated at the way this young woman was constantly touching and grabbing at him in a wholly inappropriate and familiar manner.
So, yes, he was deeply irritated.
And, to his chagrin, more than a little aroused.
Having enjoyed several robust sexual encounters during the month he had spent in London on business, Ranulf had no explanation as to why he should now find himself aroused by this young woman. Especially when knowing Darcy Ambridge to be related to his treacherous and adulterous wife should have nullified any such physical reaction on his part.
He could even see a look of Millicent about her, now that he knew of the association. In the arch of her brows and the curve of her cheeks. Her eyes were brown, where Millicent’s had been a guileless blue, but nevertheless, this woman looked at him with that same limpid—false?—innocence that her cousin had.
His traitorous cock obviously made no such distinction, now hard and aching uncomfortably in arousal at this woman’s undoubted beauty, the softness of her skin, and the hot spice of her womanly perfume.
Damn it to hell!
“You will most certainly be returning to London,” Ranulf informed her coldly. “As quickly as a carriage can be arranged to carry you there.”
He may have been played the fool once by Millicent. He was not about to be so again by her cousin.
Certainly not by the tears now trickling prettily down Miss Darcy Ambridge’s pale cheeks. Crocodile tears, Ranulf dismissed, of the kind Millicent had used to cry when she wished to get her own way over a new bonnet or gown.
He had not been deeply in love with Millicent, or she him, but they had seemed to like each other well enough for marriage. Ranulf had believed a deeper affection might grow between them and that their marriage would be a long and contented one.
At the time, Ranulf had political ambitions, and Millicent was the daughter of a powerful member of the government. While London would not have been Ranulf’s first choice of residence, he had been willing to spend at least half a year there, pleasing his wife while at the same time pursuing a political career.
While he had been making enquiries regarding buying a suitable house for them in London and organizing his political plans accordingly, Millicent had been throwing up her skirts and parting her legs for the man who was not only her lover but also the coconspirator in disposing of Ranulf’s cousin.
Whatever this young woman, Millicent’s cousin, was now up to, Ranulf was very much on his guard against it.
“No. Please,” Darcy choked, mortified at how desperate she sounded but quite unable to stop herself from begging. “I cannot go back there. I-I cannot.” She began to cry in earnest.
“Whatever foolishness you have become embroiled in cannot be solved by running away,” Ranulf informed her icily. “You must go back and confess all to your parents. I am sure they will not condemn you out of—”
“My parents are both dead,” Darcy informed him dully. “They were killed in the same carriage accident which took my Aunt Sugdon, who was my mother’s sister.”
Ranulf was aware his former mother-in-law, a woman whom he had pitied for her choice of husband, had perished four months ago, her carriage having overturned during the worst of the winter weather. He had not realized there had been others in the carriage with her. Darcy Ambridge’s parents, if she was to be believed. Which explained why she was currently shrouded from head to toe in black.
But not the reason she had been caught hiding in his town carriage.
“I am sorry for that,” he dismissed brusquely. “But you must have a guardian—”
“My Uncle Sugdon.”
Ranulf frowned. His former father-in-law was not one of his favorite people. “Lord Sugdon is your closest relative?”
She nodded. “It would appear so, yes. Although I did not really know him until recently. My father did not care for my aunt’s husband. Since the death of my parents and Aunt Sugdon, I have resided at Lord Sugdon’s home with him.”
There was something in the way she spoke…
Some hint of… Of what, Ranulf was unsure.
He only knew it was there. Beneath the surface. Unspoken, but lurking malevolently nonetheless.
Ranulf recalled Millicent had been slightly in awe, even a little afraid of her politically powerful father. Her last words before she rode to her death had been to beseech Ranulf not to send her back to her father. She had claimed it was because he would beat her for shaming him and their family, before having her locked away in an asylum for the rest of her life.
Ranulf looked searchingly at the young woman standing before him. Lord Cecil Sugdon’s niece by marriage. Now his ward. He could not help but wonder if Sugdon had threatened and beaten her too?
Had he frightened her enough that she had secreted herself away in Ranulf’s carriage?
Or was it possible Sugdon had a hand in her being here? If so, Ranulf could think of only one reason why the older man would have done such a thing. Sugdon, knowing Ranulf now had a vast fortune, had been embarrassingly ingratiating when Ranulf called on the other man yesterday evening.
His eyes narrowed. “Where is your maid?”
“I left her in London. She was employed by my uncle, not me,” she added defensively at Ranulf’s frown.
“So you are completely unchaperoned?”
“Yes.”
Ranulf breathed deeply through his nose. “Did Sugdon put you up to this?”
“Up to what?” Darcy looked genuinely bewildered.
“Hiding in my carriage,” Ranulf answered her impatiently. “I can think of no other way in which you could have known I was leaving London this morning.”
“I…I was standing in the gallery above the entrance hall when you said your good-byes to my uncle yesterday evening,” she acknowledged guiltily.
“Eavesdropping!” Ranulf snorted his disgust. He had visited Sugdon so that he might return Millicent’s dowry in full to the older man. He wanted nothing in his life that belonged to any of the Sugdon family. “Or is it possible you and your uncle have schemed together to compromise me into now marrying you?”
She recoiled back a step. “Marrying you…? Why on earth would you ever think such a thing?”
Ranulf snorted. “The Montgomery family is a powerful one in Scotland.” Which had been the reason Sugdon had granted permission for Ranulf’s betrothal and marriage to Millicent the previous year. “I am also now a wealthy man in my own right.”
By the sweat of his brow. Ranulf had invested the money he had originally intended using to buy a house in London. He had needed to do something to occupy his tortured mind and spirit. Perhaps because of that unhappiness, he had been completely ruthless in his business dealings and was now as wealthy, if not more so, than the cousin whom Millicent had plotted to kill for his fortune and title.
The irony was not lost on Ranulf.
As he was sure it had not been lost on Sugdon. “Having once lost that powerful and now very wealthy son-in-law, it would be just like Sugdon to arrange for his niece to take his daughter’s place as my wife,” he said scornfully. “Possibly he and another witness are standing ready to leap out and claim wrongdoing on my part before forcing me into marrying you?”
“I am running away from my uncle, not acting as his accomplice in some grand scheme to entrap you into matrimony,” she insisted heatedly. “Why would I? I barely know you, let alone feel any desire to marry you. And you obviously do not remember having met me at all. I was present at your wedding last spring,” she explained as Ranulf frowned.
His wedding to Millicent. When Ranulf only had eyes for his beautiful bride and thoughts for the wedding night ahead of them. Completely ignorant of Millicent’s true nature. He had been a fool living in a fool’s paradise.
No longer. Ranulf was now all too aware of the vagaries of human nature. The greed and ambition. The callous intent. The betrayal…
Having completely abandoned his political ambitions, Ranulf had no wish to become embroiled with any of the Sugdon family ever again. For any reason. He and his family had barely escaped unscathed the last time.
Even if it should transpire Darcy was telling him the truth, Sugdon was now her legal guardian. There was nothing Ranulf could do about whatever her unhappy situation was.
The rift, if there was a rift, between uncle and niece, was probably over something minor anyway, which this young woman had blown up out of all proportion inside her head. Sugdon had probably turned down a marriage proposal on behalf of his niece that she wanted to accept. Or maybe it was something as silly as her wanting a new bonnet her uncle disapproved of.
Who knew what manner of nonsense Darcy Ambridge had considered important enough to have run away from her guardian’s home so that she might now throw herself—literally—at Ranulf’s feet.
“My Uncle Sugdon—” She drew in a deep and shuddering breath before continuing. “Yesterday, he stated that, after my birthday next week, when I will turn one and twenty, it is his intention to start visiting me in my bedchamber and sharing my bed each night.”
Whatever explanation Ranulf had been expecting, it had most certainly not been that.



Chapter 2
He scowled his displeasure. “What nonsense is this—”
“I assure you, it is not nonsense to me!”
Ranulf’s frown deepened as he heard the emotional strain in Darcy Ambridge’s voice. Just as he could see the sincerity in her anguished expression. “Lord Cecil Sugdon is a much-respected member of Parliament.” He might not like the other man, but he could not dispute Sugdon’s power and influence.
“I think you will find he is feared rather than respected,” Darcy dismissed, having witnessed that fear in several of her uncle’s visitors during the months she had resided in his home.
“He has the ear of both the prime minister and the Prince Regent.”
She nodded. “Which is why he is feared.”
Ranulf gave an exasperated shake of his head. “I have no time for the man but… Are you sure you have not merely misunderstood his intentions?”
“It is impossible to misunderstand his inappropriate…fondling of me of late.” Darcy kept her chin at a proud angle. She was so embarrassed by the subject of this conversation, she wanted to hide her face in shame.
“Perhaps it was a fumbling attempt to show affection? God knows I’ve always found Sugdon to be a cold fish,” Ranulf added disgustedly.
Darcy drew in a shaky breath, very much aware of how important it was that Ranulf believe her. Her whole future depended upon it.
“At the beginning, he was everything that was considerate and kind,” she conceded. “Sympathizing with my loss. Understanding of my grief. But this past week, he has begun to…to touch me as he should not.” She moistened dry lips. “Yesterday evening, after you left, he called me into his study, insisted I sit upon his knee as he explained to me it has been four months now, and he misses having his wife available for his pleasure. That it is his intention for me to…to now take her place.”
Ranulf’s top lip curled back with distaste. “He actually said those things to you?”
She nodded abruptly. “And all the time he did so, his…his… I could feel it through my clothing… His… It was hard and pressing against my bottom.” Could someone die of embarrassment and shame? Because at that moment, Darcy dearly wished to do so.
“Such a relationship is incestuous!”
“Not quite. He explained that to me too.” Darcy grimaced at Ranulf’s frown. “My mother was sister to his wife, so the two of us are not related by blood.”
“He has been your uncle by marriage all your life. That is what makes it incestuous!”
Darcy eyed Ranulf warily as she heard the anger in his tone, unsure if that anger was directed toward her or her uncle.
Nor did she particularly care. She had managed to safely depart London without detection, taking with her only those personal items, and clothing she had deemed absolutely necessary. No matter what Ranulf Montgomery believed or did not believe, what he said or did, she had no intention of ever returning to her uncle’s house in London.
“You are unwilling?”
“Of course I am unwilling!” Darcy gasped. “He is an old man. An ugly, disgusting old man who does not care for me either. I am only ‘a convenient quim living in his house, young and ripe for him to stick his cock into.’” A sob caught in her throat as she quoted that man’s words to her. “Even the thought of him touching me…in such an intimate manner causes the nausea to rise in my throat.”
Ranulf was surprised to hear such crude terms as “quim” and “cock” coming out of this young woman’s mouth. Words more suited to a common tavern or a brothel.
Or the words of a lecherous old man when he was explaining their future relationship to a much younger woman.
Proof that Darcy spoke the truth?
The genuine anguish of her expression and the trembling of her body seemed to indicate that might indeed be the case.
Not only was Sugdon this girl’s uncle by marriage, but Darcy did bear that resemblance in looks to the man’s own daughter. And Millicent had feared being returned to her father’s house so much, she had risked her life by trying to ride a stallion totally unfamiliar to her, and been thrown to her death by doing so. Was it possible Sugdon had ever…?
Ranulf’s thoughts veered sharply away from answering that question. Until a few months ago, Sugdon’s long-suffering wife had still been alive to share the old bastard’s bed. And satisfy his physical lusts.
If Darcy was telling the truth, Ranulf could well understand why she had felt the need to flee London so urgently.
He understood, but still had no intention of taking her the rest of the way to Scotland with him. He had lived completely alone for the past eight months, occasionally calling on his cousin and his wife at nearby Castle Montgomery when he was at home in Cairn House. But for the most part, he had kept his own company.
Licking your wounds, his cousin Sin had called it, along with the advice: the best way to forget one woman is to bed another. Easy for Sin to say, when he was so happily married to the lovely and fiercely loyal Fliss. Besides, Millicent had not been merely a woman but Ranulf’s wife, and no matter how many women he had bedded since, he had never once forgotten his wife’s duplicity or the cynicism he now felt toward all women.
He had made this recent visit to London only because he had several business matters to attend to. As soon as that was done to his satisfaction, including returning Millicent’s dowry to her father, he had departed immediately for Scotland.
Only to now discover he had not departed alone.
How could he possibly, in all conscience, send Darcy Ambridge back to her uncle’s house after the things she had just told him?
Even taking into account her young age, and perhaps a too-vivid imagination, it was surely not possible for her to have imagined Sugdon touching her or stating he intended to start visiting her in her bedchamber at night. The crudeness of the language she had used to describe Sugdon’s intentions certainly sounded more like the arrogant lord than this young lady of Society.
So what was Ranulf to do with her, if he could not, in all conscience, send her back to London and her guardian?
The immediate answer to that was to feed her. She had been stuck in that stuffy carriage all day, possibly without food and water. The time it took them to eat dinner would give Ranulf more time to consider how much of Darcy’s story he believed and how best to deal with it.
He sighed. “Firstly, I believe, having been confined to the carriage all day, you must now have need of the ladies’ retiring room?”
“I do, yes.” The color once again blazed in her cheeks. “And secondly?”
“You may join me for dinner— Only if you agree to keep your distance,” he said firmly and holding up a stilling hand as Darcy would have launched herself into his arms in gratitude. “This habit you have of throwing yourself at a gentleman is perhaps responsible for Sugdon having thought you were open to the idea of his bedding you.” Ranulf immediately felt guilty for his cruelty, as Darcy drew her breath in sharply and the color drained from her face.
Nevertheless, she kept her chin proudly raised. “I assure you, I have never willingly touched my uncle. Nor will I. I would rather enter a convent.” This statement was joined by a telling shudder of revulsion.
Understandably so, considering Sugdon was at least thirty years this girl’s senior, and rotund and tending to baldness besides. All of which could have been excused if the woman Sugdon had set his amorous sights on had returned that interest. Darcy most assuredly did not.
“Your predilection for drama seems to match your penchant for physically expressing overenthusiastic…affections,” Ranulf drawled dismissively. “I suggest you curb doing both those things whilst you are in my company.”
Darcy would cease talking and moving altogether if only Ranulf would agree to take her farther away from London. It need not be all the way to Scotland. Another hundred, even two hundred miles, might suffice. She could make her own arrangements for the future once she was a safe distance from London.
Her main emotion yesterday evening had been shock at being spoken to so crudely and with such lewd intentions, quickly followed by panic as she realized she must escape London, and her uncle, as soon as possible.
Knowing of Ranulf Montgomery’s departure for Scotland this morning had seemed like a godsend. A sign telling her what she needed to do.
Darcy had taken that action without hesitation, stealing away from her uncle’s home early this morning before making her way to Winterbourne House. There were two carriages being prepared for Ranulf’s journey in the cobbled courtyard at the back of the house, and it did not take long for Darcy to learn which one was to carry the luggage.
She had waited until the carriage was fully loaded, the grooms having gone back inside the house for their breakfast, before she hurried to secrete herself amid that luggage, to avoid detection. She had breathed a sigh of relief when the two carriages left Winterbourne House within the hour, Ranulf in the more luxurious landau in front, Darcy safely hidden in the more practical town carriage.
Except that gentleman was now obviously angry with her having taken such action.
Well, she could not help that. Desperate needs called for desperate measures, and Darcy’s need to leave London had been very desperate indeed.
Besides, Ranulf was at least offering to feed her—and listen further to her plea?—rather than continuing to dismiss her out of hand.
 
“Are there no other relatives you might go to for sanctuary?” Ranulf prompted once they had eaten in silence for several minutes.
Darcy had not given food or water a second thought when she carried out her plan to hide in this man’s carriage, and she was now both ravenously hungry and thirsty. The meat pie, with gravy oozing from within the depths of the delicate pastry, tasted delicious. Likewise, the wine which accompanied the simple meal.
Her initial ravenous hunger having been satisfied, Darcy now dabbed her lips lightly with her napkin before answering him. “One.”
“Then why did you not go to them for help?”
Darcy’s gaze remained fixed on him. “I did.”
“But— You are referring to me?” Ranulf looked astounded.
She gave a tight smile at his obvious horror. “You were married to my cousin. That means the two of us are now related by marriage.”
“I— But— This is preposterous!” Ranulf pushed his chair noisily back from the table before standing to commence pacing the confines of the parlor.
He realized as he did so that he had allowed himself to be lulled into a false sense of good will and well-being these past few minutes, no doubt from the effects of the ale earlier, good food, and a not too-disgusting flagon of wine.
The thought had even occurred to him of how pleasant it was to sit at the dinner table with a beautiful young woman rather than eating alone. Darcy Ambridge’s thick and glossy red-gold hair was a perfect foil for her black mourning gown, both revealed when she took off her bonnet and cloak. The dark color gave a glow to the delicate ivory of her skin.
She was a beautiful young woman who now claimed a familial relationship with him.
Darcy shrugged narrow shoulders. “Preposterous or not, it is the truth.”
And she was now attempting to claim him as the one relative who could save her from the lecherous attentions of her uncle.
Ranulf glared down at her, his appetite having completely deserted him. “I recognize no such relationship.”
“Whether you choose to recognize it or not, I assure you, it exists.” She gave a decisive nod. “Indeed, the relationship between the two of us is as strong as that which exists between Lord Sugdon and myself. Which means you are equally as qualified to become my guardian.”
Ranulf continued to pace, and the more he thought of the situation, the more he realized, whether he wished it or not, within the eyes of Society, at least, that would indeed be the case. He knew of guardianships which existed with far less tenuous family ties than the one Darcy Ambridge was now claiming to have with him.
Damn it to hell, was he never to be free of the Sugdon family? Never to be allowed to put that disastrous marriage behind him and allowed to live his life in peace?
Darcy is not a Sugdon.
No, she was not. And through no fault of her own—except her unquestionable beauty—it seemed she had been given no choice but to flee her uncle’s home or fall prey to Sugdon’s lust-filled advances.
Damn the man.
Damn Cecil Sugdon to the hell he belonged.
Ranulf released a heavy sigh. He may have become hardened, cynical, these past eight months, but his ingrained principles of right and wrong gave him no choice but to become involved in this situation after all. “In the morning, I will accompany you back to London. Once there, I will talk to Sugdon myself—”
“When my uncle will deny all knowledge of your accusations,” she scoffed.
“I said I will talk to him, not make accusations.” Ranulf eyed her impatiently. “One cannot simply enter another man’s home and accuse him of…of…”
“His intention to rape me on a nightly basis?” Darcy finished challengingly. “Because that is what it would be. I will not go back there for any reason.” She stood, her expression one of stubborn determination as she faced Ranulf. “He would punish me and then bed me as soon as you were out the door.”
He stilled. “He beats you?”
She shook her head. “Not yet. But he will most certainly find some way in which to punish me for having run away from him,” she stated with certainty. “And for having now involved you.”
Ranulf had no doubt she was right. As far as Society was concerned, Sugdon was a respectable and respected member of the government. As such, the other man could not have wayward nieces-by-marriage roaming about the countryside, making accusations he intended to rape her. The fact Darcy had made those accusations to Ranulf, a man Sugdon knew had every reason to despise him, would place Darcy in a very precarious position if Ranulf returned her to the Sugdon household.
He frowned. “He will have realized you are missing by now. Probably has people out looking for you.”
“I would rather throw myself under the wheels of your carriage in the hope of killing myself than ever return to that man’s home.”
Ranulf raised his eyes heavenward, as if seeking guidance from above at this further melodrama. But all that was revealed to him was the stained ceiling of the inn’s rustic parlor. “I believe I requested that you desist acting out your penchant for melodrama in my presence,” he snapped.
“It cannot be called melodrama if it is the truth.”
He gave a pained frown as he recognized, from the calm dignity of Darcy’s expression, that she meant every word she said. She would rather kill herself than risk being subjected to Sugdon’s unwanted nightly passions.
“Fuck!” The expletive left Ranulf’s lips before he had a chance to stop it.
Darcy smiled ruefully. “I believe that was the word Lord Sugdon used to describe what he wished to do to me.”
Oh good Lord…
Ranulf resumed his agitated pacing. “Qualified to be your guardian or not, I cannot carry you off without informing Sugdon of what I am doing!”
“I do not see why not. Unless you do not believe me?” She sighed heavily. “If you do not believe me, when you obviously do not like my uncle, how can I expect anyone else to do so?”
Ranulf was aware his thoughts were vacillating as to whether or not he should believe this young woman. After months of making decisive, even ruthless decisions, he did not like the feeling any more than Darcy did. “I did not say I do not believe you.”
“Your desire to send me back to my uncle implies it.” She looked at him with unblinking brown eyes. “Tell me, how will you be able to sleep in your bed at night, once you are back in Scotland, knowing that hundreds of miles away, I am being subjected to unspeakable intimacies I have neither encouraged nor want?”
Ranulf had been asking himself the same question…
“Unspeakable intimacies?” he repeated dryly. “I do not believe you had any problem speaking of them a few minutes ago. Quite graphically, as I recall.”
A blush colored her cheeks. “I have to admit, I did not understand all the words my uncle spoke to me yesterday, but I believe I caught his meaning well enough.”
Oh, more than well enough, if Sugdon had used such crude terms to describe his lascivious intentions. And had obviously been physically excited by doing so.
Ranulf huffed out a breath. “I am a widower. My household is that of a single gentleman. There is no other woman in my life to act as chaperone, nor will there ever be.”
“If you will not take me to Scotland with you, then could you at least help me to get farther away from London?” That imploring look had returned to her dark gaze. “I am sure I will then be able to find a cottage to rent somewhere obscure, where my uncle will not be able to find me.”
“And what would you use for money?”
“I have money.” She held up her reticule. “Enough to last me for a few months, at least.”
“It is a preposterous idea.”
Her shoulders slumped. “It is the only one I have.”
“Damn it, I cannot take you with me without a chaperone. I do not even have the presence of my valet any longer, since he gave notice this morning and remained in London—”
“I could do that!” Darcy interrupted eagerly.
“Do what?” Ranulf was too agitated by this situation to be able to keep up with this woman’s lightning-quick change of subjects.
“Be your valet until we part ways,” she announced brightly. “Do you not see, it is the perfect solution? You are in need of a valet, and I am in need of safe passage away from London. It would be a fair exchange of labor and convenience.”
He grimaced his exasperation. “A woman cannot be a gentleman’s valet.”
“Why not?”
“It simply is not done for a single woman to…to help a gentleman with his morning toilet or organize his clothes.”
“Oh, poof to that,” she scoffed. “I often helped my papa to shave in the morning. He more than once complimented me on my steadiness of hand. See?” She held her hand up proudly, showing not a tremble in sight.
“I am not your papa,” Ranulf said dryly.
“But you are in need of a shave,” she observed unabashedly. “Oh please, Cousin Ranulf?” She looked at him imploringly. “Please say you will take me at least part of the way with you?”
Nothing, it seemed, succeeded in quelling for long this young woman’s determination.



Chapter 3
“Arranging a bedchamber for you at this inn does not mean I have decided to take you with me tomorrow,” Ranulf warned sharply in the face of Darcy’s beaming expression.
“It does not mean you have not either.” She crossed the bedchamber to sit on the side of the bed and bounce up and down on the mattress. “Hmm, surprisingly comfortable considering the other…more rustic amenities.” She smiled across the room at Ranulf as he remained near the open doorway. “This will do nicely, thank you.” She gave a sudden giggle. “Did you see the way the landlord and his wife looked at you when you requested this second bedchamber for your ward?”
Yes, Ranulf had seen. And he had not liked being on the receiving end of that knowing glance one little bit.
If—and it was still a very big if—he agreed to help Darcy travel farther away from London and Sugdon, was this how he could expect to be treated along the way? Thought of as some worthless rake, attempting to conceal his seduction of an innocent young woman, by claiming her as his ward and requesting a second bedchamber no one expected her to use except Ranulf and Darcy? It was an altogether intolerable situation, considering his aversion to becoming involved with any young woman. But most especially one connected to the Sugdon family, no matter how tenuously.
“I am glad one of us finds the situation amusing,” he snapped.
It was not so much that Darcy found the situation amusing, more that she was relieved at having escaped her uncle. To have been allowed to eat and drink. To now spend the night sleeping in a comfortable bed, rather than continuing to hide in Ranulf’s carriage, as she had expected to do. Without food or water, or the use of a chamber pot.
She really had not thought that part of her escape through properly! Not surprising, when her only thought had been to flee, rather than of her comfort during that escape.
“What time do you intend to rise in the morning?” she prompted.
Ranulf eyed her with suspicion. “Why?”
“So that I might order the hot water for your bath and shave—”
“I have already said you will not be assisting me with my bath.”
He really did look very handsome when he scowled in that dark and glowering manner. Not like a Mr. at all, but more an arrogant earl or a duke. Or perhaps one of those Grecian gods Darcy had discovered depicted in one of her father’s books in the library at home.
Her smile faded as she was reminded she would never see either of her parents or their home again.
In the past four months, Lord Sugdon had sold her parents’ London home, along with its contents. The same with the small estate near Cambridge, which had been her mother’s dowry. He assured her he had put her money from those sales in trust for her, part of it to be used as her own dowry, when or if she married.
By running away, she had forgone any hopes of ever marrying or ever having access to that fortune.
“Now what have I said to stop you smiling?” Ranulf bit out his impatience. “Oh very well, you may not assist with my bath, but you may help me to shave in the morning— I believe I told you to keep your distance,” he added firmly as Darcy stood and would have crossed the room to do God knows what. Attempt to hug him about some part of his anatomy, probably.
Not a good idea, considering the interest his cock had already taken when she decided to bounce up and down on the bed to test its comfort. Darcy herself seemed completely unaware of the way her breasts jiggled up and down as she did so. Full and creamy breasts, visible above the rounded neckline of her gown.
A mourning gown, Ranulf reminded himself firmly. Also, as a single young woman, Darcy was in all likelihood still an innocent. She was also, temporarily, his responsibility, and still in mourning for the deaths of her parents.
“I was only going to hug you.” She looked hurt by his rejection. “It is so long since…since I have had anyone to hug, or for them to hug me.”
Oh dear God…
Ranulf was three and thirty, not three and seventy, and the throbbing of his cock told him his physical reaction to this woman was certainly not avuncular—
Considering the behavior of her uncle, perhaps it was?
Not that Ranulf considered his reaction to Darcy, unlike that of Cecil Sugdon’s, to be in the least inappropriate. Ranulf was a good twenty years younger than the other man, and he had not even known of Darcy’s existence until today. He certainly had not watched her grow from a child to burgeoning womanhood. As such, Ranulf considered his own physical response to her to merely be that of a healthy male to a beautiful woman.
“Perhaps it has been as long since you felt the comfort of a warm hug too?”
Ranulf tensed. “What the devil do you mean?”
Darcy wrinkled her nose. “Correct me if I am wrong, but the things you have said this evening… Despite appearances to the contrary on your wedding day, yours does not seem to have been a happy marriage.”
He gave a dismissive snort. “And on that basis, you have decided I have lacked for physical companionship these past eight months?”
“I said nothing about— Oh.” She fell silent as she obviously realized he was informing her he had several times enjoyed the “comfort of a warm hug” since the death of his wife.
His mouth thinned. “If you truly are a member of the Sugdon family, then you must know, as far as your cousin was concerned, our marriage was based on Millicent’s lies and ambitions. Ambitions to inherit Castle Montgomery that in no way matched my own.”
“I told you, my own family and Lord Sugdon’s did not mix socially.” She shrugged. “My father was Lord David Ambridge. My maternal grandparents the Duke and Duchess of Stowmont.”
A very decent pedigree, Ranulf acknowledged, having known David Ambridge as a nodding acquaintance at his London club. He had not known the late Duke and Duchess of Stowmont, but there was no doubting—
Lord, he sounded as if he were assessing horseflesh rather than a young woman!
A young woman who was constantly causing his cock to rise and harden uncomfortably. And in whose bedchamber he realized he was still standing. “You really know none of the details of my marriage or Millicent’s death?”
She shook her head. “Not unless you wish to share them with me.”
His jaw tightened. “If you have no knowledge of them, then I do not intend revealing any of those details to you now.”
Silky lashes lowered demurely over those dark brown eyes. “I apologize if I seemed overly inquisitive, Cousin Ranulf.”
“I am not your damned—” He broke off to draw in a deep and controlling breath, hands clenched at his sides. “We are not related, by marriage or anything else,” he insisted in a calmer voice.
“Then what am I to call you?”
Ranulf wished he could say she would not be around long enough to call him anything. But if Darcy’s reason for running away from London proved to be the truth—and he had no immediate way of proving it was not—then he could not, in all conscience, send her back to that fate. Perhaps, once he was back in Scotland, Fliss could advise what he was to do with Darcy—
Good God, he could not seriously be contemplating saddling himself with this hoyden all the way to the Scottish Highlands?
A young woman who had no maid accompanying her and felt no qualms whatsoever in hiding away in the carriage of a gentleman she barely knew? Or seemed to have no reservations whatsoever in offering to take the place of Ranulf’s valet and not only shave him but also help him with his bath?
Damn it, his cock had perked up again merely thinking about the possibility of the latter.
“You may call me Mr. Montgomery. Or simply Ranulf when we are in private,” he amended at her instantly disappointed expression, “if you insist on familiarity.”
“Oh, I do.” She beamed her pleasure at him. “Ranulf is such a nice name.”
He gave what he was sure was a pained God-give-me-strength frown. “Go to bed now,” he instructed gruffly.
“Yes, Ranulf.”
Ranulf left the bedchamber without saying another word, closing the door firmly behind him and drawing in several deep and steadying breaths before entering the bedchamber next door to this one. Which was when he dared to look down at the bulge tenting the front of his pantaloons.
Dear God, Darcy Ambridge may just be the death of me. From a permanent lack of blood flowing to my brain. On account of it all being centered in my cock!
 
Darcy woke to the early morning sun shining through the window of the bedchamber. She felt warm and comfortable in her bed after an untroubled night’s sleep. Something she had not been able to enjoy in the week previous to her leaving London. She had been too disturbed by her uncle’s increasingly familiar attentions and the promise of what was to happen on her birthday, now only four days away, to relax well enough to sleep securely.
But she would not think about that now. There was no need when she was no longer at her uncle’s home but safely ensconced in a roadside inn with Ranulf Montgomery.
Ranulf…
Away from that disturbing gentleman’s presence, she could freely admit to the romantic dreams she had woven a year ago in regard to her cousin’s new husband. A man so tall and handsome, it had set Darcy’s heart aflutter just to look at him dressed in his formal wedding wear, a full, knee-length kilt in the green and blue of the Montgomery tartan, a short black jacket and vest, white shirt, and black bowtie. He’d worn a dagger strapped about his calf, over black knee-high socks.
She had not been the only one to stare at him longingly. Darcy recalled several other young women also ogling him at the church and afterward. And, of course, Millicent had appeared to be totally besotted with her new husband.
Appeared. Because yesterday evening, Ranulf had given the clear impression the marriage had not been a success. Indeed, his expression turned positively dark and dangerous whenever Millicent’s name was mentioned.
A good enough reason for Darcy not to mention her cousin’s name again.
Although she could not help but wonder what had gone so terribly wrong in the marriage as to cause Ranulf’s temperament to become frosty every time he heard his wife’s name.
It further emphasized he was not the same easygoing man he had been a year ago. Instead, he was distrustful, as well as hard and cynical. Millicent must have done something bad, very bad indeed, to have caused these drastic changes in her husband.
If I had the good luck to acquire a husband as handsome as Ranulf, I would not have allowed anything, anything at all, to come between us.
Except Darcy did not have a husband. Nor was she ever likely to have one, now she had run away from her Uncle Sugdon and her personal fortune. She would, in all likelihood, spend the rest of her days as a spinster, living in a leaky cottage somewhere. And not happily either.
Darcy sighed as she threw back the bedclothes and climbed from the bed. Lying here feeling sorry for herself was not in the least productive or something she would normally have done.
Besides, she was hungry again.
 
“What the— Damn it, Darcy!” Ranulf had just thrown back the bedclothes, his intention to use the chamber pot behind the screen before seeing to organizing some hot water to be brought to his room.
Instead, he was forced to hastily pull the bedclothes back over his naked form as Darcy swept into the bedchamber after the briefest of knocks and once again wearing a gown of mourning black, a bowl of steaming water cradled in her hands.
She was immediately followed by two burly men carrying a bath between them, and two giggling maids toting the buckets containing the hot water obviously intended to go inside it.
Just as she had said she would—and against his specific instructions—Darcy had organized his morning bath.
Ranulf’s mouth thinned as he was left with no choice but to lie in the bed and watch as she set down the bowl she carried and began to direct the proceedings.
One of the young maids was instructed to light the fire in the hearth.
The men were ordered to place the bath down in front of the now-crackling flames.
Then the maids to pour the steaming hot water into it.
Before they were all ushered out of the bedchamber, and the door closed behind them.
Unfortunately, leaving Darcy still standing on this side of it!
“How dare you?” Ranulf demanded through gritted teeth.
She turned, eyebrows raised at his obvious aggression. “Is something amiss, Ranulf?”
“You— I— Do you ever listen to a word that is spoken to you?” he finally managed to grind out.
“But of course.” She busied herself by bringing the towels over from the stand to drape them on the chair beside the fire, presumably warming them for when Ranulf stepped out of his bath.
Which he was certainly not going to do while Darcy remained in the bedchamber. “Then yesterday evening you will have heard me say, quite distinctly, that you were not to organize my morning bath for me!”
Well, of course Darcy had heard him. Not as loudly as he was speaking this morning, granted, but his meaning yesterday evening had been perfectly clear. “When I went downstairs, the landlord informed me you had not yet sent for your bath or your breakfast.” She shrugged. “It seemed only logical I should organize the former be brought to you.”
“It is not logical to me!”
“I do not believe there is any reason to shout, Ranulf.”
“There is every reason for me to shout!” He sat up in the bed, the bedcovers falling down to reveal his completely bare chest.
This allowed Darcy to question if perhaps the rest of him was equally as naked.
Which would certainly be reason enough for him to feel the need to raise his voice after his bedchamber was suddenly invaded by not just Darcy but also an army of servants.
She had never seen a man’s bare chest before. Ranulf’s chest was… Well, it was…
Breathtaking.
Wide and very muscular, with a dark smattering of hair veeing down and disappearing below the bedclothes. The muscles in his arms were also clearly defined. As indication his life in Scotland was not spent posing in fashionable drawing rooms?
He appeared younger with his dark hair disheveled from sleep and that deliciously bared chest. His eyes had also turned a darker shade of green, his cheeks flushed, and sculpted lips slightly curved above a jaw darkened with a roguish stubble—
“Do you like what you see, Darcy?”
Her gaze moved quickly back up to meet Ranulf’s as he now relaxed back against the pillows. A warmth entered her cheeks that had nothing to do with the now-blazing fire. She licked her lips before speaking. “And if I were to say yes…?”
His lids narrowed so that only a glint of green remained visible. There was a flushed edge of color along his cheekbones. His lips parted to reveal white and even teeth as he answered her. “Then I would invite you to come over here and take a closer look.”
Darcy’s quickly beating heart leapt into her throat, preventing her from speaking. The blood pulsed hotly in her veins. Her hands—those same hands she had assured him yesterday were as steady as a rock—now trembled.
She thrust those shaking hands behind her back. “I am not sure that would be acceptable behavior.”
He gave a hard laugh as he threw back the bedcovers before moving to sit on the side of the bed. “I think acceptable behavior, all attempt at propriety, was thrown out the window when you marched in here a few minutes ago—uninvited—with your entourage in tow!”
Darcy’s cheeks burned as Ranulf made no effort to hide or disguise the fact that his—his— Oh dear Lord…
His abdomen was as defined as his chest, hips slender, his legs long and muscular. But Darcy’s gaze was not fixed on any of those things.
The cock between his thighs was in evidence, and very long and thick and reaching almost to his navel as it jutted up from its nest of dark curls.
Ranulf’s rampant and aroused cock.
Darcy had never seen one of those before either, but she was sure she would have noticed if Society gentlemen habitually walked around with that visible bulge in their pantaloons.
Nor did she feel revulsion, as she had when Lord Sugdon had become aroused, by this evidence of Ranulf’s arousal.
Her heated gaze moved back up to his face. She blinked as she saw a single questioning eyebrow raised above those dark green eyes. “I do not… Perhaps I should leave you to bathe alone, after all.”
“And where would be the fun in that?” Ranulf stood up, his long and jutting cock even more visible.
Darcy’s mouth went dry. So much so that her tongue felt as if it were stuck to the roof of her mouth. The single word she managed to squeak sounded as if it came from her very depths. “Fun?”
“Yes, fun.” Ranulf strolled unconcernedly—and naked—across the bedchamber before bending to test the temperature of the bathwater. “Perfect.”
Darcy’s gaze was now firmly fixed on his tautly muscled back and bottom. Primarily the latter.
Could a man’s bottom be called beautiful? Because if it could, then Ranulf’s certainly was. Like the sculptures Darcy had seen on a trip to the Continent with her parents a year ago. Ranulf was a flesh-and-bone work of art.
“Would you care to undress and join me?”
Darcy’s courage—already hanging by a thread in the face of Ranulf’s nakedness—now completely deserted her, and she gave a squeak as she turned on her heel and hurried across the bedchamber. She threw open the door and left, much more hastily and with less dignity than she had arrived.
Her departure was followed by the unmistakably mocking sound of Ranulf’s laughter.



Chapter 4
“That was really not very nice of you earlier.” Darcy had taken her time, while seated in the parlor, to drink several cups of calming tea as she waited for Ranulf to join her.
She had decided Ranulf had deliberately set out to embarrass and discomfort her, because in his opinion, she had done the complete opposite of what he had instructed.
He had succeeded, if that was his intention. To such a degree Darcy had almost run screaming from his bedchamber.
The triumphant smile now curving his lips as he sat opposite her at the small dining table in front of the parlor window, eating his breakfast, would seem to confirm her suspicion. “I have never claimed to be a nice person. And little girls should do as they are told,” he added without sympathy.
She placed her teacup carefully back in its saucer before glaring at him. “I am far from being a little girl, nor do I appreciate being treated as one.”
Ranulf eyed her mockingly. “I do not believe inviting you to share my bath could be mistaken for my having treated you as a little girl.”
“You did not mean it!” she accused.
“No?”
Darcy’s expression grew wary at his challenge. “Did you?”
He shrugged his broad shoulders. “We will never know, will we?”
In truth, Ranulf was not sure himself whether or not he had been in earnest earlier.
This woman had an immediate—and unwanted—effect on him. Arousing him. Piquing his interest to know more about her. Not just the body beneath those black mourning gowns she wore, but also the woman inside that beautiful head. Despite being young, she was feisty and intelligent. Nor had she spoken even once of gowns and fashions, as so many other Society women did.
Of course that was probably due to the graveness of her situation and still being in mourning for her parents. Nevertheless, Ranulf found it a refreshing change after spending a month listening to the utter banality of conversation which seemed to amuse Society.
Would he have allowed it if Darcy had accepted his invitation to join him in the bath?
Ranulf had no idea. The fact of the matter was she had instead exited his bedchamber as if the devil himself were snapping at her heels. Or a very naked Ranulf.
He was not usually an exhibitionist, but at the time, he had just been rudely intruded upon by a disobedient Darcy, accompanied by several of the servants who worked at the inn. The last thing he had been feeling was kind.
Half an hour later, he did feel clean and refreshed, however, courtesy of Darcy. He was also freshly shaved, his own unshaking hand having deftly wielded the razor.
In comparison, Darcy seemed slightly flustered. Her red-gold hair was loosely secured at her crown, several wispy curls at her temple and nape. The black gown she wore today was a little creased, no doubt from having been packed into that small traveling bag, which was all she appeared to have brought with her when she fled Cecil Sugdon’s home.
Ranulf was still undecided as to what to do for the best regarding that situation. The logical thing would be to turn the carriages around and return to London. To ascertain the truth, to learn if Sugdon’s intentions toward Darcy were, as she claimed, less than honorable.
There were two things against taking that course of action.
One, Ranulf had no desire to return to London, having only just left.
Two, he was half inclined to believe Sugdon was guilty of everything Darcy accused him of. Part of that was due, Ranulf knew, to the fact he disliked his former father-in-law intensely. But also because returning Darcy to London and Sugdon’s questionable intentions could place her in a very precarious position. One Ranulf would feel wholly responsible for if—
“I am sorry to interrupt your breakfast, Mr. Montgomery, but I thought you should know straight away.” A slightly harassed-looking Graves appeared in the parlor’s open doorway.
“What is it, Graves?” Ranulf was instantly alerted by the urgency of the older man’s tone.
“It’s the town carriage, sir.” The other man shook his head. “There was nothing wrong with it when we arrived last night, and now it’s… Several spokes have been badly damaged in one of the wheels.”
Ranulf assessed the situation quickly, drawing his conclusions based on the fact that Graves appeared so agitated. “A deliberate act, you think?”
The older man nodded. “I can’t think of any other explanation.”
“No one saw or heard anything during the night?”
“We slept inside the stable. I was more concerned with ensuring the horses came to no harm, and the inn is busy, so there was not enough room for the carriages inside too. No.” Graves heavily conceded his error. “We neither saw nor heard anything. I am so sorry, Mr. Montgomery. I should have prevented this from happening.”
“It is not your fault,” Ranulf dismissed.
“Ranulf…?” Darcy prompted curiously.
“Can it be fixed, Graves?” Ranulf ignored her in favor of dealing with the more urgent matter of the damage done to his carriage.
“In a day or two, yes. The landlord here says as how there’s a carpenter and a blacksmith in the village who should be able to put it to rights.”
Ranulf thought quickly. “Put whatever luggage you think necessary into the landau. I will drive myself. You and Wilkins will remain behind and follow once the other carriage has been fixed. We will all meet up at the inn in Derbyshire.”
Graves looked uncertain. “Take Wilkins with you. It doesn’t need two of us to watch a wheel being mended, and I’m not sure as it’s safe for you to proceed on your own, Mr. Montgomery.”
“I am more than capable of driving my own carriage.”
“I wasn’t referring to that sort of safety, sir.”
“I seriously doubt I will be ambushed along the road.”
“But—”
“Enough, Graves.” Ranulf threw down his napkin before standing, in no mood to finish his breakfast. “Instruct the landlord to pack a picnic luncheon so that I can eat as I travel. I will depart from here as soon as the horses are harnessed and the carriage is packed and ready to go. I wish to complete my journey to Scotland as soon as possible.”
“Very well, sir.”
“Er, Graves?” Darcy spoke hesitantly.
“Yes, miss?”
She grimaced. “I believe I owe you an apology for kicking you rather painfully in the shin yesterday evening, and for calling you several unpleasant names.”
“No matter, miss.” The coach driver half smiled. “I probably deserved the name-calling, and I’ve received worse kicks from the horses. Sir.” He nodded to Ranulf before leaving, the sound of his raised voice heard outside seconds later.
“That was gracious of you,” Ranulf drawled.
“But deserved.” Darcy also rose to her feet. “What is happening, Ranulf?”
His eyes narrowed as he continued to study this young woman. Could she somehow be involved in the “accidents” that had occurred this past week? She was here at the inn with him, and the damage to the carriage had occurred during the night, so it was possible.
He took in Darcy’s appearance. The smooth brow. Clear—innocent?—brown eyes. Creamy cheeks. Full and sensual lips. Small and stubbornly determined chin.
Was there more than intelligence beneath that smooth brow? Was it possible there was also subterfuge and guile?
“Why are you looking at me like that?” She shifted uncomfortably under the intensity of his gaze.
“I am trying to decide whether or not you are an innocent or a viper.”
Darcy gasped softly. “I am most certainly not a viper!”
“Why should I believe you?”
“Because I do not tell lies!”
He snorted. “Which is exactly what a liar would say.”
“What am I supposed to have lied about? And why would someone have deliberately inflicted damage on one of your carriages?” she added curiously.
Ranulf’s mouth twisted. “The two have one and the same answer. Someone, for reasons I do not yet understand, has recently been causing accidents to occur to both myself and my property.”
“What sort of accidents?”
He shrugged. “A physical attack on myself as I was leaving a club late one evening. A fire in the kitchen of my cousin’s London home, in which I was staying. Thank God he and his wife are currently in Scotland. Lastly a burr placed under the saddle of my horse, with the intention of unseating, possibly killing, me.”
Her eyes were wide. “And you believe I am somehow involved in trying to harm you?”
“You are here after hiding yourself away in my town coach, and the damage to that carriage occurred during the night.”
“That does not mean I was the one who inflicted it.”
“It does not mean you did not either.”
“You are being ridiculous. Well, you are.” She stood up, color flooding into her cheeks as Ranulf raised arrogant brows. “I did not leave my bedchamber last night. I was exhausted and fell asleep as soon as my head touched the pillow. And the only reason I am here is because I need to get as far away from London as possible.” Her expression brightened. “That being the case, why would I deliberately sabotage my means of escape?”
“A question I would also like an answer to.”
Darcy snorted her exasperation. “I have just given you one.”
“But you did not deny or confirm you are an innocent,” Ranulf mused under his breath as he stepped close to her.
Close enough that he could see how dark her eyes had become as she gazed up at him, the pupil melting into the dark brown.
Close enough that he was able to lift his hand and touch her creamy soft cheek and see the way she flinched at the familiarity but did not move away.
Close enough that he could grasp her chin as the soft pad of his thumb ran lightly over her slightly moist and parted lips. To feel the way they trembled beneath his touch.
Close enough Ranulf could see firsthand how quickly her breasts now rose and fell as she breathed shallowly.
Close enough that he could breathe in her perfume, a combination of flowers and an increasingly heady musk he believed accompanied Darcy’s increasing awareness of both his touch and him.
Innocent or viper?
At that moment, Ranulf had no interest in deciding whether or not she was either of those things.
Or both.
Darcy remained unmoving as she realized Ranulf was about to kiss her.
Ranulf.
The man who had accused her of possibly wishing to do him and his property harm.
The same man, even though he’d been about to marry her cousin, Darcy had daydreamed and fantasized about kissing since she first saw him a year ago. The same man who had filled her nighttime dreams with longings and feelings which caused her to wake in the morning with aching and sensitized breasts and a dampness between her thighs.
In one of those dreams, she had experienced pleasure such as she had never imagined. Ranulf had been kissing her and touching her in an intimate manner that had caused her body to convulse and pulse. The dampness between her thighs became a flood which had felt sticky when Darcy woke with a start and touched curious fingertips down there. Her nether lips had been swollen and moist. And hidden away in the damp curls above, she had discovered a small, pulsing nubbin. One that caused her to groan in pleasure and curl up into a ball of longing the moment she touched it.
She had told the truth when she claimed she had no wish to harm Ranulf. She would much rather be kissed by him.
Her lashes fluttered closed, lips parting as she tilted her head in expectation of that kiss.
The feel of Ranulf’s lips against her own was heavenly, so much more pleasurable than her dreams. As was the sleek glide of his tongue across her parted lips, before it slid moistly into the heat of her mouth. Darcy had no idea what she was supposed to do with that tongue, but instinct told her to—
Oh yes, if that melting sensation was the result, then entangling and stroking her own tongue along Ranulf’s was exactly what she needed to do.
His arms were about her waist as he kissed her more fiercely, holding her close, crushing her breasts against the hardness of his chest as their bodies were molded together, from her shoulders to her thighs.
Breasts and thighs that ached.
Ranulf broke the kiss, releasing Darcy so suddenly, her lids flew open as she stumbled back and saw the expression of loathing on his face. “Ranulf…?” She was totally at a loss to understand the reason for his sudden rejection.
It was at times like these when Darcy wished her mother were still alive for her to talk to and to advise her. Or that she had a close female friend in whom she might confide. A friend who was more sophisticated than she, and who might help her know what to do or say next in order to have Ranulf kiss her again.
Ranulf looked coldly down the length of his nose. “I will be recommencing my journey to Scotland shortly—”
“Without me?”
Ranulf could not help but be aware those brown eyes were now wide with distress, and Darcy’s cheeks were pale. From her fear of being left here and found by Sugdon? Or fear that she had been caught out and challenged for possibly being responsible for the damage to his carriage.
Was this a classic example of “keeping your friends close, and your enemies even closer”?
Ranulf was still unsure whether Darcy was either or both of those things…
But perhaps, now that he’d kissed her, the journey need not be an altogether unpleasant or boring one.
Darcy’s lips felt as soft as they looked. Her response had been immediate and less than innocent in the hardening of her nipples against his chest and the spicy and pervading musk of her rising desire. She had yielded to him completely within seconds, an indication she did not find his advances or the idea of lovemaking repellent or unacceptable. Did it really matter whether she was friend or foe, as long as she surrendered? If it allowed him to claim Darcy in whatever way he wished.
Apparently, he did not have to trust her to desire her.
“As I am now short a driver as well as a valet, I have decided to accept your offer of carrying out the duties of my valet—” His quelling glower was enough to halt her spontaneous move toward him, her obvious intention being to hug him. “As I was saying, I will accept your offer to be my valet, but only until such time as I have decided whether or not you are genuinely here for the reason you have stated. And,” he continued as she would have spoken, “I do not have to listen to a great deal of female prattling about the beautiful weather and magnificent views.”
“I never prattle.”
“No?”
“No.” Darcy could have continued to argue her innocence of any wrongdoing—as well as prattling conversation—but feared if she did so, Ranulf might change his mind and leave her here at the inn after all.
As concessions went, his acquiescence to take her with him, at least part of the way, was not exactly a gracious one. But she had few choices open to her, and at least she would be safe traveling with Ranulf.
From everyone but Ranulf himself…
 
Darcy traveled in far more physical comfort today than she had yesterday. Yesterday, the second carriage had been piled high with luggage, restricting her movement as she necessarily kept herself hidden amongst those bags. She had not dared to make room for herself on one of the seats in case she was seen through the window.
Ranulf had insisted she would sit inside the landau today rather than up on the seat beside him. The inside of the carriage was plush and well padded, and with half the roof folded down in the clement weather—at her request—the space was also airy. There was only one of Ranulf’s trunks and her own bag inside the carriage with her. The “necessary luggage.”
Despite her comfort, Darcy would much rather have been sitting beside Ranulf.
She was totally aware of his brooding presence just feet away. Clean-shaven today, his handsome face appeared all sharp and disapproving angles, his hard body moving almost fluidly as he handled the four horses with ease. To all intents and purposes, he had forgotten her presence behind him in the carriage.
Or perhaps he was deliberately ignoring her.
Ranulf had made it clear that, despite agreeing to take her with him, he did not trust her. Understandably so, perhaps, when she had appeared so suddenly and he admitted to having been recently beset by events he did not believe to be accidents.
Who could be doing such things?
The attack. A fire. The burr under Ranulf’s saddle. Any one of which might have resulted in Ranulf being seriously injured or, worse, dead. And last night, someone had deliberately caused damage to the wheel of the town carriage.
Strangely, it was obviously not the carriage Ranulf traveled in. Nor had the damage been made to look like an accident.
Darcy realized this last incident did not follow the same pattern as the previous three.
She longed to discuss that with Ranulf, but a single glance at his austere and averted features was enough to deter her from breaking the silence between them. So instead she kept her own counsel, her thoughts wandering from one scenario to another, none of which seemed to quite suit the crime. All, however, involved the uncle she had come to hate.
“I see I should have added no fidgeting and sighing loudly to my list of things for you not to do when traveling with me.”
Darcy glanced guiltily at Ranulf as she realized he had slowed the carriage to a walking pace and was now looking back at her.
He arched one dark brow. “Do I need to stop at the next inn so you may use the necessary?”
“No.” Darcy’s guilty blush became an embarrassed one. “I do not need—I was merely thinking.”
“And thinking requires you to shuffle about on the seat and sigh loudly?”
She glared. “If that is what I was doing, then yes.”
Ranulf was amused by the glitter of anger in Darcy’s dark eyes. She was even more beautiful when slightly angry, with those sparkling brown eyes, flushed cheeks, and delectable lips a deeper pink and slightly parted. “Would you care to come and sit up here beside me?”
Her eyes lit up. “Oh yes, please.”
He brought the carriage to a complete stop before jumping down to assist Darcy from inside the carriage and up onto the high seat beside him. “Is this the part of the conversation where I am expected to enquire what it was you were thinking about so intensely?” He flicked the reins to tell the horses to move on again.
Darcy frowned. “Why do you always have to be so mocking?”
“Perhaps it comes naturally to me?”
She shook her head. “I swear you were not always like this. You have changed this past year, Ranulf.”
His humor fled, jaw clenching. “Perhaps that is as a result of having learned my wife was an adulterous bitch and plotting murder with her lover!”
Darcy gasped. “Millicent…?”
“Millicent,” he confirmed grimly.
“I— Well— Goodness…”
“Goodness had nothing to do with it, I assure you,” Ranulf said scornfully.
She shot him an irritated glance. “It was merely an expression of my surprise.”
Ranulf was well aware of what it was. It was Darcy herself who was the mystery to him. One he realized he was becoming far too interested in unraveling. A curious development, considering the only thing that had interested Ranulf these past months had been ruthlessly accumulating money from his many investments.
Darcy was very self-possessed for a young and unmarried lady. Nor, true to her word, did she prattle, and in doing so bore him, as so many other women did.
As Millicent had…
His wife had been beautiful, socially gracious, adequate in bed if unsurprising. A lack of excitement Ranulf had put down to the fact Millicent was his wife, and a gentleman did not make demands or expect physical excitement from his wife.
The exception was his cousin Sin and his wife Fliss; they made no secret of the fact their marriage was physically satisfying for both of them.
Millicent’s conversation had verged on the banal, boring even, but was no doubt something Ranulf would have learned to live with. In all the ways that mattered, Millicent had been the perfect wife and hostess.
Apart from, as it turned out, being an adulterous, plotting-to-murder-his-cousin bitch.
Well, yes, apart from that.
For the first time, Ranulf was able to see a little humor in that situation. To realize, in retrospect, his marriage to Millicent, while outwardly a success, would with time inwardly have become tedious and boring. Truth was, the two of them had little in common apart from Ranulf’s political ambitions.
These realizations somehow lifted a cloud from Ranulf’s emotions which had been put there, he now accepted, not by his wife’s betrayal, but by his own feelings of inadequacy. Learning one’s wife had taken a lover during the honeymoon period would be a severe blow to any man.
Which was perhaps also the reason he had lost count and forgotten the names of all the women he had bedded in the past eight months.
Darcy was right. The unhappy experience of his marriage had changed his nature, from amiable to hard and cynical.
Fliss had tried to talk to him several times on the subject, occasions when Ranulf had shrugged off her concerns.
He realized he owed his cousin-by-marriage an apology for having been so offhand with her these past few months.
Ranulf doubted he would ever be quite that easygoing man again, but he could at least try not to be such a coldly cynical and unfeeling bastard.
“Do not look so concerned, Darcy,” he advised as he saw her expression. “Millicent died before she could hurt anyone but herself.”
“What of her lover?”
“Given the choice between prison and banishment to the Continent, he chose the latter,” he revealed grimly.
Darcy could not pretend she was not shocked by these revelations about her cousin. Although Millicent had been Cecil Sugdon’s daughter… “How hurtful for you.”
Ranulf raised his brows. “Her murderous intentions were not aimed toward me.”
“I was talking of emotionally. I have never been in love but…” She shook her head. “I cannot begin to imagine how painful it must have been for you to learn of Millicent’s duplicity.”
“I assure you, her adultery paled into insignificance beside the plot to murder one of my relatives.”
Darcy’s gaze sharpened at the dryness of his tone. “Are you laughing at me?” She could see nothing in the least amusing in the situation Ranulf had described to her, and yet she was sure she also detected a slight softening in his dark green eyes and a rueful tilt to those sculptured lips.
“Not in the least.” The humor disappeared. “Now tell me what you were thinking about?”
It took several moments for Darcy to even try to remember what her thoughts had been prior to this conversation. How could her cousin have been so stupid as not to have realized how fortunate she had been to have a husband like Ranulf? Tall, handsome, an exquisite kisser—
Oh dear Lord…
“The obviously deliberate damage to the carriage wheel is different,” she blurted out.
Ranulf tensed. “I beg your pardon?”
“It is different from the other incidents. The attack. The fire. The burr under your saddle. The broken carriage wheel was deliberate and an inconvenience, rather than a direct attack on you.”
He frowned. “You think they may have been committed by two different parties?”
“I believe there has to be a reason why it was the carriage carrying your luggage, which was damaged,” she spoke cautiously. “And not the one in which you are traveling.”
Ranulf had not thought of it in quite those terms before now, but perhaps Darcy had a point—
“Ranulf!” Darcy cried in alarm, hands reaching out to grasp the side of the carriage as it tilted suddenly to one side.
A loud screeching noise followed. The carriage moved forward sluggishly for several feet more before toppling completely onto its side.
Darcy tried desperately to keep hold of the carriage, but to no avail, as she was tossed sideways, hitting her head on something hard before the whole world went black.



Chapter 5
“It was different.”
Ranulf frowned his concern as he sat forward on the chair he had placed beside the makeshift bed on which Darcy lay. Her eyes were still closed, but he was sure he had not imagined those softly spoken words.
Nor misunderstood the reasoning behind them.
All had been pandemonium after the carriage lost a back wheel and then tipped over. The sound still echoed in his mind of the horses screaming as they tried to escape the tangle of harness, dragging the felled landau for several feet before coming to a stop.
Ranulf had been thrown clear of the wrecked carriage.
Darcy lay unconscious on the road.
It was perhaps as well Darcy had remained unaware during the minutes that followed. Ranulf had seen to her comfort first, carrying her over to the grass verge and laying her down, her head supported on his superfine, before he turned his attention to calming and unharnessing the distressed horses.
Several minutes had passed by the time Ranulf tied them to some trees and was able to return to Darcy and the carriage. Darcy remained unconscious. The landau was minus a back wheel, and it was all Ranulf could do to push it to the side of the road where it would not prove a hazard to other carriages traveling this same road.
Close examination of the vehicle revealed what had caused the carriage to tip over. The back right-side wheel had come off completely, and not by accident either. It was obvious, even to an untrained eye, that the wooden axle had been half sawn through. But underneath, where it was not immediately visible. And enough so that it was weakened and would eventually succumb to the pressure of the journey, the wheel coming off, tipping the carriage and possibly killing the occupants.
It proved Darcy’s suggestion that there had been something different about the damage done to the town carriage last night. Clearly, that damaged wheel had been used as a decoy from where the real mischief lay.
Ranulf had made a close inspection of the area in case the attacker had followed them, perhaps with the idea of enjoying seeing their crash and possible death. Or finishing the job himself, if that should not prove to be the case.
There had been no indication that anyone had followed them or was now watching them. But Ranulf remained alert, in any case. If another attack came, then he wished to be ready for it.
He felt a little ashamed of his earlier teasing of Darcy, most especially so when he looked at her unconscious body and saw the lump on her forehead, along with a dark bruise already starting to appear beneath the ivory skin.
“The back axle of the landau had been tampered with, weakened,” he answered Darcy. “So that it would break while we were traveling.” Luckily for them both, Ranulf had slowed the horses to a gentle trot as he and Darcy conversed.
“Were you hurt?” Darcy now looked up at him with dark and pained eyes.
Ranulf smoothed back the red-gold curls at her left temple, well away from where a sizeable lump showed clearly on her brow. “Only badly shaken.”
She gave a half smile. “Well, at least my being in the carriage with you, and also risking being killed, means you must now accept I am not a viper.”
Of course Ranulf now accepted that.
As he must now, logically, also accept that everything Darcy had told him of Cecil Sugdon was the truth?
He believed so, yes.
Which meant he had treated Darcy badly these past twenty-four hours, with his accusations and distrust, for the simple reason she was related to Millicent and Cecil Sugdon. It was clear now Darcy could not have been involved in these attempts to harm him. As she said, she might have been killed herself earlier, rather than merely battered and bruised.
Ranulf’s jaw tensed. “I owe you an apology for my earlier suspicions.”
“It is of no consequence as long as you believe me now.”
“I do,” he assured her gravely.
She glanced at their surroundings. “How did I get here?”
“I carried you here. I then went back for our luggage and the picnic basket so that we should not starve.”
Darcy attempted to sit up, only to fall back with a wince as the movement caused her pain. “What is this place?”
Ranulf gave a grimace as he looked at the single room. “I believe it is a hut where a woodcutter sleeps when he is felling trees in this part of the forest.” He turned back to Darcy. “It was the best shelter I could find for us in the area.”
“The horses?”
“All unharmed and tied up outside beneath a lean-to.”
“Are we safe here?”
“Safe?”
She moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue. “The person who damaged the other coach last night and is responsible for our accident today surely cannot be far away.”
Ranulf could have wished that Darcy was less intelligent than she was. But perhaps her narrow escape from Sugdon’s lecherous clutches had honed her senses more than most.
The fear they may have been followed, despite his having found no sign of it, was the reason he had brought Darcy and the horses into the woods. He had also thought to collect his pistol from his luggage and brought it with him. It was now within reach but out of sight beneath the cot on which Darcy lay, if he should have need of it.
Ranulf had no choice now but to accept that someone wanted him dead, and they did not care who else was injured or killed while they were about it.
Darcy drew in a deep breath, this time ignoring the nausea roiling through her bruised body, as she pulled herself up into a sitting position.
She appeared to be lying on what was a low and lumpy cot placed to one side of the room. The top two buttons of her gown were unfastened at the throat, with Ranulf’s superfine acting as a pillow beneath her head and his topcoat lying across her as a blanket.
The single room had a rough wooden floor, with only a primitive-looking table and a chair as furniture besides this cot. There were a couple of battered pots next to the fireplace, where Ranulf appeared to have lit a small fire, which was struggling to keep alight.
Ranulf himself looked less than his pristine self. His dark hair was disheveled and falling across his brow, dirt was smeared across one cheek, and he wore only his waistcoat, shirt, and pantaloons.
He had never appeared more handsome to her.
Nor had Darcy ever been more pleased to be alive. “Do you think this is an appropriate occasion upon which I might be allowed to ‘throw myself at a gentleman’?”
Ranulf’s expression softened. “I believe it is, yes.” He held out his arms.
Darcy felt not a moment’s hesitation as she moved gingerly into those waiting arms. Or from crawling completely into Ranulf’s lap. The chair protested at this extra weight as she buried her face against the solid safety of Ranulf’s chest and began to cry. “When the carriage tipped in that way, I felt sure we were both going to die,” she choked out between sobs.
His arms tightened about her. “You are safe now, Darcy. I will not allow any more harm to come to you.”
Darcy had a feeling Ranulf was promising to keep her safe from much more than the accidents befalling him.
Which made her cry all the harder. These past few months had been the worst of her life. Only Ranulf, seeing him again, being with him, had succeeded in bringing light into that darkness.
She now clung to him unabashedly, needing his warmth and comfort.
Which was why it took her several minutes to realize the hard and throbbing length of Ranulf’s arousal was pressing against her bottom…
Darcy felt none of the revulsion she had experienced when she became aware of Cecil Sugdon’s arousal in the same way two days ago.
Instead, an answering heat and pleasure suffused her body, causing her breasts to swell, and she could feel the tips tingle and harden as she slowly raised her head to look at Ranulf’s face.
His gaze was a deep dark green as it met hers, his cheeks flushed as his arms tightened about her waist. “Darcy…” Her name was an aching, questioning groan.
Darcy answered that question by lifting her arms up about his shoulders and placing her mouth against his. She needed the solid reassurance of him. To be as close to Ranulf as he would allow her to be.
He deepened the kiss as he turned her so that she now lay back against his arm, the rickety chair giving another protesting groan. His tongue slipped questioningly along the closed seam of her mouth before plundering the heat inside the moment Darcy parted her lips beneath his.
Heavenly.
A pleasure and heat Darcy wanted more of.
She offered no resistance as Ranulf unfastened several more of the buttons at the front of her gown, allowing the warmth of his hand to slip beneath that material to cup one of her breasts over the thin material of her chemise.
She arched up into that hand as it began to squeeze and knead her swollen flesh. Her fingers tangled in the hair at Ranulf’s nape as he pushed her chemise aside to grasp and roll her bared nipple between his fingers and thumb.
Darcy craved that closeness. To be closer still.
She offered no resistance as Ranulf broke the kiss and his lips caressed a path down her throat to her now completely bared breasts, gasping as she felt the heat of his mouth envelope and then suckle deeply on one of her exposed nipples. A river of hot pleasure coursed through her body before settling, concentrating achingly, between her thighs.
“Please, Ranulf…” she groaned as that burning ache became unbearable. “I need… Oh please, I need!”
She felt the cooler air on her legs and the warmth of Ranulf’s hand against her skin as he slowly pushed her gown up. That hand gently parted her legs before his palm cupped the mound between her thighs, fingers seeking and then entering the slit in her drawers.
Darcy groaned softly as those fingers stroked along the swollen entrance to her channel, the slick juices wetting them, before they centered on that erect nubbin above.
Caressing.
Stroking.
Pressing.
Lightly squeezing.
The deeper and longer suckling of her nipple into Ranulf’s mouth.
His teeth abrasive against her engorged flesh.
The increasing rhythm and speed of that stroking between her thighs.
The pleasure was unimaginable.
Utterly consuming.
Darcy lifted her hips to meet each of those caresses, knowing herself poised on the edge of one of those pleasure/pain explosions she had experienced only once before in her life. While dreaming of Ranulf.
This was no dream.
Ranulf was here, tasting and touching her as intimately as he had in her dream.
“More,” she pleaded unashamedly as she rushed toward that explosive release. “Oh please, Ranulf!” she sobbed needily, her fingers clinging, digging into his shoulders. “Take me… Oh please, give me…more.” She broke off with a gasp as Ranulf’s teeth bit into her engorged nipple and his fingers pinched the swollen nubbin between her thighs, sending her hurtling into a maelstrom of sensations.
Darcy felt as if she were flying, her body shattering into a million pieces, before coming back together again, different from before. More alive. More sensitive. More knowing.
Minutes, hours later, she gazed up at Ranulf to see his face was flushed, his eyes glittered like emeralds, and his lips were slightly swollen.
The hard length of his arousal still pulsed and throbbed against her bottom, evidence his own desire remained unsatisfied.
She moistened her lips. “Is there anything I can do—”
“No,” Ranulf refused gruffly as he guessed what Darcy was about to say.
“Why not?” Darcy gazed at him with huge dark eyes.
She looked…debauched.
And utterly desirable.
Her hair was disheveled, eyes fever bright, cheeks flushed, lips plump from where she had chewed on them during the height of her release. Her gown gaped open at the top, revealing the fullness of her breasts and the engorged nipples, the skirt pushed up her legs to reveal his hand was still inside her drawers.
Ranulf carefully removed his hand, not looking at her as he straightened and refastened her gown before he stood with her held firmly in his arms. He placed her on top of the cot bed before sitting on the side of it. “I should not have… We should not have… I should have remembered you are injured and in need of rest, rather than… You need to rest,” he repeated firmly.
“You have needs too.”
He swallowed before answering. The throb of his cock demanded he accept what Darcy was offering. Good sense said he could not. “My needs are of no importance. As you pointed out earlier, we are still in danger,” he added harshly as she would have protested. “I cannot allow myself to be distracted by…by physical pleasure when someone is set on harming me. Harming us,” he corrected. “You are now in danger too, simply because you are with me.”
She gave a pained frown at the coldness of his rejection. “Who could be trying to harm you?”
“If I knew that, we would no longer be in danger.”
“Why not?”
Ranulf gave her a pointed glance.
The color left her cheeks. “You would kill them?”
“If I have to, yes.”
She swallowed. “We really are not safe here. We should leave. But how? We have the horses but no carriage. I doubt I could walk or ride very far feeling as I do now.”
Ranulf stood restlessly, needing to put some distance between himself and the lush allure of Darcy’s body. Except he could still taste and smell her, on his tongue and the hand still damp from having caressed her pussy so intimately. She felt like velvet between her thighs, silky and wet, the nubbin above erect and throbbing. Ranulf wanted nothing more than to plunge his cock inside that velvet-soft pussy and ride her. Ride her hard. Ride them both to completion.
Instead, he forced himself to concentrate on their present situation. “I could take one of the horses and ride to the nearest village or town for assistance—”
“Oh please, do not leave me here alone!” Darcy instantly felt ashamed of her pleading tone. But the truth was, the accident, the intention behind it, had shaken her badly. Having Ranulf caress and stroke her to completion had shaken her even more.
She had never…
No man had ever…
He was Ranulf. The man she had wanted for so very long.
How could she possibly resist him?
His rejection of her afterward was like a slap in the face.
Ranulf’s expression remained hard and unyielding. “Alternatively, we could both remain here. Graves will be passing this way with the town carriage, either later today or tomorrow. He will recognize the broken landau instantly and no doubt set up a search for the two of us.”
Her smile was tremulous. “I like that idea much better than the first.”
He nodded. “In which case I need to go outside and bring in more wood for the fire. Food and water are not a problem, as I strapped the picnic basket to one of the horses and brought it with us.”
“We shall be quite cozy.”
Ranulf did not want to be cozy with Darcy. As he did not want to want her.
The women he had taken to his bed these past eight months had been merely that, women he bedded but did not know in any other way. Women he did not wish to know in any other way.
He already knew of Darcy’s courage from the way she had fled Cecil Sugdon’s home.
From her inventiveness in having hidden herself away in one of his own carriages to make good her escape.
Nor could he help but admire Darcy’s fortitude. Many women in her position would have been too numb to do either of those things.
They would now be weeping and hysterical at the thought of spending a night in this small hut out in the woods, after the accident which had placed them in this position.
Darcy had cried a little, yes, but that had been more out of relief at their lucky escape from serious injury than from hysteria at their present situation.
Ranulf’s own emotions were far less ordered.
The main one being his body still throbbed and clamored for release.
A release Darcy did not seem averse to satisfying.
It made him question whether or not she was a virgin still. She said she had never been in love, but she was aged almost one and twenty. There might have been some man in her life she had liked well enough to give her virginity to.
Darcy had certainly responded easily enough to his kisses and caresses. She’d offered him the pleasuring of her breasts, her pussy, without hesitation or shyness.
Not that it was any of Ranulf’s business what Darcy had done in the past. Or what she chose to do in the future. They were forced into each other’s company for now, but Ranulf intended to rectify that as soon as he was able.
He did not intend enjoying Darcy Ambridge’s company a second longer than was absolutely necessary to ensure she was safe and settled, far away from Cecil Sugdon.



Chapter 6
“You do not have to sit on that uncomfortable chair when there is room for both of us to lie on this cot.”
Ranulf buried his chin more deeply into the topcoat he was wearing for warmth, as he continued to stare into the now-satisfying leaping flames of the fire, rather than turn and look at Darcy across the room lit by a single candle and the firelight, covered by the rough blanket he had found in a small cupboard beside the fireplace.
He was too aware she wore only her nightgown beneath the cover of the blanket, having unpacked her night rail from her bag earlier before undressing modestly beneath the cover of the blanket. Her gown now lay across the table where they had eaten their picnic earlier, to prevent it from creasing any more than it already was. She had also removed the pins from her hair before retiring to the cot for the night, allowing those red-gold tresses to fall silkily on her shoulders and down the length of her spine.
She had been asleep when Ranulf returned earlier from ensuring the horses’ comfort for the night. No doubt she was worn out by both the shock and injury from the accident and the lovemaking that had followed.
A lovemaking Ranulf was determined not to allow his thoughts—or his engorged cock—to dwell on.
Instead, he had gone about the business of ensuring their comfort for the rest of the night.
He had discovered there was a river nearby, enabling him to bring back a bucket of water for the horses. Tethered outside, with the lean-to for shelter, they seemed content enough to graze on the grasses growing near the hut.
Ranulf had been as quiet as possible when he brought in several armfuls of wood to keep the fire alight and the two of them warm overnight.
Once Darcy woke, they had consumed some of the food and drunk some of the wine provided by the inn for their picnic.
The latter they’d done without either of them speaking a word to the other.
Ranulf, because he wished to keep his thoughts to himself.
Darcy, he believed, because she was belatedly feeling embarrassment at their earlier intimacy.
Although her invitation now for him to join her on the cot would seem she had now recovered from that embarrassment too!
“One of us needs to remain alert,” he dismissed offhandedly.
Darcy sat up on the cot, looping her arms about her bent knees covered by the blanket as she looked at the pistol Ranulf held resting on one of his thighs. “Do you think they are outside? Watching us? Waiting for us to fall asleep and then—”
“Do not let your imagination run away with you.” Ranulf gave her a censorious glance. “There is only a possibility we were followed. My pistol is merely a precaution.”
A quiver of fear ran the length of her spine. “Your pistol will be of no use if he sets fire to the cottage. We could both burn in our beds.”
“Not when I am seated in a chair,” he bit out dryly.
“You are mocking me again.”
He stood up restlessly. “I am endeavoring to allay your approaching hysteria.”
She sat up straighter. “I am never hysterical.”
“In the same way you do not prattle? Or sigh loudly when you are thinking?”
Darcy frowned. “I proved I do not prattle. And I only sigh loudly when you make it obvious you have no interest in listening to my thoughts or ideas on a subject.”
She looked so indignant, it was all Ranulf could do to stop himself from smiling. No woman dressed only in her nightgown, her hair a glorious red-gold shimmer down her spine, should be able to look quite so prim and rebuking.
He sobered. “I already know your thoughts on this subject. Talking about them will not change them.”
“What shall we converse about, then?”
He sighed his impatience. “Why do we have to converse at all?”
She shrugged bare shoulders. “We are both awake, so why not talk to pass the time?”
Because Ranulf chose not to fully reveal himself to anyone anymore. Not since Millicent. He had trusted her as his wife, allowed her to share his hopes and dreams, to know him, and in return, he had received only deception and betrayal.
“I am not Millicent.”
Ranulf’s gaze sharpened as he looked at Darcy. He could clearly see from those red-gold curls tumbling down her back and her forthright brown eyes that she was not Millicent. But she was a woman. One he had already made love to. And women, so different from men, very often thought intimacy gave them the right to ask personal questions. Worse, they expected the man to answer those questions.
“You would not be here if you were,” he assured her harshly.
“Were you so unhappy with her? Did you not find any happiness together at all? Before?”
Until a few minutes before Millicent’s death, when Ranulf learned the truth, he had believed himself to be content enough in his choice of wife.
If anything, having lived in ignorance of his wife’s true nature for the previous four months, the happiness he had thought was his had made the truth even more painful to bear.
He sighed as he saw the determined glitter in Darcy’s dark eyes. “I was content enough. What of you?” He was just as determined to change the subject. “You are almost one and twenty years old. Why are you not betrothed or married?”
Her gaze avoided meeting his. “My parents were happy together, and they would never have pressured me into accepting a betrothal with a man I did not love.”
“I did not ask about love, Darcy,” Ranulf drawled. “The emotion, I have discovered, rarely has anything to do with Society marriages. Even indulgent parents such as yours must have known an advantageous marriage was better than none.”
She gave a shake of her head. “There was no one.”
Ranulf’s eyes narrowed as he realized she was still avoiding looking at him directly. “Why do I not believe you?”
Possibly because Darcy was skirting around the truth. She had previously told Ranulf she had never been in love, but she now knew that statement had not been exactly truthful.
Earlier, as Ranulf made love to her, she had realized she had fallen in love once, was still in love, with the man who had been her cousin’s bridegroom and husband.
Ranulf.
A man who was so deeply wounded emotionally, so disenchanted with anything to do with love and marriage, his every word made it clear he never intended to allow himself to fall in love and be that vulnerable ever again. Oh, Darcy had no doubt, no matter how Ranulf felt now, that he would marry again one day. But any woman who took him as her husband could only ever expect half a marriage. One perhaps based on mutual respect, but never love.
“There was no one,” she repeated dully. “Are your parents still alive?” She deliberately changed the subject.
The frown left his brow to be replaced with a look of affection. “Unfortunately not.”
“Siblings?”
“None.”
Darcy sighed. “Your abrupt replies are not helping the conversation progress.”
“Possibly because I do not wish to… I only have my cousin and his wife,” he relented as she frowned her disappointment with his terseness.
She nodded. “The man who was witness at your wedding.”
“Lord Sinclair Montgomery, the Earl of Winterbourne.”
Darcy’s eyes widened. “My goodness, I have just realized the man Society dubbed the Ill-Mannered Highlander—before meeting him, that is—is your cousin!” And the reason she had not made the connection before now was because at the wedding, she’d only had eyes for Ranulf.
He smiled at the description. “I am sure that Sin soon set them to rights.”
“Oh, he did.” She chuckled. “The gentlemen were all most envious of his height and muscular build. The ladies all swooned every time he graced a room with his presence. Which, as I recall, was not very often. He appeared to have as much contempt for Society as they had previously held for him.”
“That sounds like Sin.”
“He married Mrs. Felicity Randall last autumn, I believe?”
Ranulf nodded. “They are expecting their first child next month.” He eyed her quizzically. “And did you also swoon whenever my cousin entered a room?”
Darcy wrinkled her nose. “I actually caught a chill at your wedding and missed most of the social events of the last few weeks of the Season, when your cousin arrived in London. Which is probably why I failed to make the connection before now. My friends were all agog, though, with the handsome new Earl of Winterbourne.”
Ranulf grimaced. “It would seem that we would both have been better off not attending that particular wedding.”
Darcy eyed him quizzically. “Did you just make a joke on the subject?”
“I believe I did, yes.”
“That is a definite improvement on your previous bitterness—” She broke off with a gasp as she realized her frankness had caused Ranulf’s humor to evaporate as if it had never been. “I apologize. That was…far too personal.”
“But truthful?”
She could lie, or— “Yes. I have no reason to disbelieve you when you say your marriage was a horrible experience, but you really should not allow it to color your future.”
“Perhaps you should worry about your own future rather than offering unwanted and unasked-for advice about mine.”
Another of those verbal slaps in the face Ranulf enjoyed delivering whenever Darcy stepped over the invisible line he had drawn beneath personal subjects that were not for discussion. “Do you have to be so— What was that?” She turned sharply toward the door.
“What was what?” Ranulf prompted irritably.
“I thought I heard— There!” Darcy jumped up from the cot. “The horses heard it too.” Her eyes went wide as the animals could now be heard whinnying and moving restlessly outside. “Someone is out there, Ranulf.” She ran across the room on bare feet before launching herself into his arms.
Ranulf managed to open his arms in time to catch her. Even so, she succeeded in sending the breath hissing from his lungs.
His cock, with its usual lack of consideration for circumstances, instantly surged up inside his pantaloons.
If it had ever gone down…
Just because Darcy had undressed beneath the cover of the blanket did not mean Ranulf could not easily imagine her in a state of dishabille. The night rail riding up her legs to her thighs. Her legs silky soft, breasts firm and uptilting, and tipped with those deep-rose-colored nipples. Her waist slender. Red-gold curls damp between her thighs. A dampness he longed to taste.
Those imaginings had been the reason for Ranulf’s earlier bad temper.
And his distraction now, when there was obviously something or someone moving about outside the woodcutter’s hut.
He did not look at her as he put her firmly away from him, taking off his heavy topcoat before picking up his loaded pistol. “You will remain here while I go outside and investigate.”
“What shall I do if he tries to come inside while you are gone?”
Ranulf’s expression softened when he saw Darcy’s arms were wrapped about herself protectively. Not that it provided her half-nude body with any protection whatsoever. The opposite, in that her arms pulled the material of her night rail more tightly over her breasts, her hard nipples poking out revealingly against the material.
He turned away from that tempting sight to bend down and pick up the old iron poker lying beside the fire. “If anyone but me comes through the door, you should hit them over the head with this.” He held the poker out to Darcy.
She reluctantly took the makeshift weapon. “I am not sure I can…”
“You can,” Ranulf said knowingly. Young and untried soldiers in his regiment during the war against Napoleon had often wondered the same thing until they were confronted with a French bayonet pointed at them. The kill-or-be-killed instinct was strong in all animals, including the human one. And Darcy had already shown herself to be a survivor rather than a victim. “You will,” he assured her with confidence.
Darcy was not so sure, although her fingers did tighten about the handle of the poker. “And you will take care?”
“It is not my intention to die tonight, if that is your concern— I was merely attempting to make light of the subject,” he excused when Darcy drew her breath in sharply.
“Then I wish you would not.” She scowled her displeasure. “I would especially like it if no one died tonight.” Most of all Ranulf, when she had only recently realized the love she felt for him. Not that she had any misconceptions of that love ever being returned.  She was aware that Ranulf’s cynicism toward the emotion went right to the bone.
He nodded. “I will do my very best to ensure that does not happen.”
It took all of Darcy’s willpower to resist the urge she felt to throw herself into his arms once again, knowing this was not the time nor the place.
That there would never be a time nor a place for her and Ranulf.
She repeated her concern instead. “Please do take care.” 
Darcy felt very much alone after Ranulf quietly opened the door before slipping outside and closing it softly behind him. Each noise from outside sounded magnified as she anxiously pressed her ear to the wooden door.
It seemed even more eerily quiet once the horses went silent. No more of their neighing. Or their shuffling restlessly in the lean-to attached to the hut.
Just that eerie silence.
Darcy’s tensed nerves stretched to breaking point as she waited.
And waited.
At last she heard the stealthy sound of footsteps outside, and seconds later saw the latch on the door begin to slowly rise.
She stepped back, the poker held high above her head, ready to bring it down on the head of the intruder the moment they attempted to enter.



Chapter 7
“I am so sorry, Ranulf. So very sorry. I did not realize it was you until it was too late.” All the time Darcy made her emotional apologies, she attempted to help him off with his jacket. She was anxious to see what damage she had inflicted upon his shoulder from the blow she had given him with the poker. “I did not mean to hurt you. I am so very—”
“If you apologize again, I am going to put you over my knee and spank you,” Ranulf managed to hiss between gritted teeth.
“You would not!” She looked scandalized.
“Oh, but I would.” The pain was so severe, Ranulf felt as if Darcy had broken every bone in his right shoulder. It would have been his head she broke if he had not turned at the last moment, causing the blow to glance off his shoulder instead.
“You are the one who told me to protect myself!”
“It is usual to wait until you are sure it is an intruder before striking.”
“Did you find whoever was outside?”
He nodded. “I did. Do not look so concerned, Darcy. No one is dead. It was merely a roebuck weighing up the possibility of a rival intruding on his territory. He seemed satisfied we posed no such threat and has departed.” He finally managed to ease the fitted jacket down his arm, and then off altogether, followed by his waistcoat. Each movement caused him great discomfort. “What are you doing?” he demanded as Darcy untied and took off his neckcloth and began to unfasten the buttons at his shirtfront.
Her fingers stilled as she blinked up at him. “We need to see whether I have broken any bones.”
Ranulf eyed her impatiently. “And if I have? What do you intend doing about it?”
“I know something about caring for such injuries. My father was always falling off his horse and breaking one bone or another,” she dismissed. “The local doctor became quite impatient with him, so Mama and I became quite adept at setting and strapping his injuries ourselves.”
He scowled. “Your father sounds like a fool.”
“How dare you?” she gasped. “My papa was the best man in the world. A little prone to accidents, admittedly…”
“And a terrible horseman.”
Darcy’s eyes narrowed. “Are you trying to make me hate you?”
“Why not?” Ranulf scowled as he finished unfastening the shirt one-handed, the other being slightly incapacitated. “It seems only fair when you are not my favorite person at the moment either. Do not cry,” he instructed hastily as Darcy blinked back the sudden tears which had appeared in her eyes. “I apologize. I do not hate you, and your father was the best of men. And a skilled horseman.”
“You are overdoing it now, Ranulf.” She snorted. “Papa was a mediocre horseman at best. But he did so love to go riding,” she added wistfully.
And Ranulf could see how much Darcy had loved and admired her papa. Could hear in her voice, as she spoke of her parents, how much she had loved and admired the couple she had so recently lost. “I should have said something to alert you it was me before I entered the hut,” he acknowledged as he pulled his shirt over his head and turned to look at his bruised right shoulder for the first time.
There was a red welt directly across his right collarbone, but it was much easier to move his arm without his clothing, leading him to suspect there were no bones broken after all. “I do not…” Ranulf’s words trailed off as he saw the look of awe on Darcy’s face as her dark gaze roamed greedily over his bare torso. “Darcy…?”
Was it only a few hours ago Darcy had seen Ranulf’s magnificent chest bared? Well, to be truthful, she had seen every inch of him bared at the inn this morning.
Perhaps it was because she now knew she was in love with him… Possibly their primitive surroundings, or their earlier intimacy? Whatever the reason, it was as if she were looking at Ranulf’s naked chest for the very first time.
His skin appeared a light golden brown in the firelight, evidence that he spent some of his time outside and bared to the waist. He had very wide and muscular shoulders and an equally broad chest. The muscles in his arms were well-defined, and his abdomen flat, with a vee of dark hair running across his chest and narrowing down over his navel to disappear beneath the waistband of his pantaloons.
Her gaze moved back up to Ranulf’s face. His dark hair was more tousled than ever from where he had removed his shirt. There was that dark shadow on his unshaven jaw. His aristocratic features were dominated by those glittering green eyes beneath lowered brows.
His male beauty took Darcy’s breath away.
“Sit down in the chair, and I will inspect the damage,” she encouraged huskily.
Ranulf’s movements were slow and cautious as he lowered his weight onto the rickety chair. Not because of pain from his shoulder; indeed, removing his tight clothing seemed to have eased that discomfort considerably. No, he was warier of the way in which Darcy was looking at him with a slightly feverish gaze.
His willpower was considerable, and Lord knows their surroundings were far from ideal. But he had already denied himself the pleasure of release once today. He could not be answerable for the consequences if Darcy continued to stare at him as if he were something edible.
He drew his breath in sharply as her fingers lightly inspected the damage to his shoulder. Again, not because she was hurting him, but because her fingers felt extremely warm on his much cooler flesh. As did the heat of her body standing close beside him. Her perfume, that combination of flowers and the underlying musk between her thighs, invaded and claimed his senses.
Even the air in the hut seemed to have stilled with expectation. Only the crackling of the fire broke the silence.
“Can you lift your arm?”
Ranulf’s shoulder hurt less and less the longer he breathed in Darcy’s heady perfume. Indeed, he could barely feel any pain at all now, only the throbbing demand of his rock-hard cock.
“I do not think anything is broken if you can move it like that,” she murmured as she watched Ranulf flex and then lift his arm. “I really am so sorry, Ranulf— What are you doing?” she shrieked as Ranulf’s uninjured arm snaked about her waist, and he pulled her facedown over his thighs.
“I did warn you,” he reminded pleasantly as he threw up the back of her night rail and bared her bottom.
God, it is such a deliciously rounded bottom too.
It will look even more delicious when it has been reddened several times by the imprint of my hand.
“Luckily, I am left-handed,” he murmured with satisfaction as he landed the first smack to one of those delectable globes.
“Ranulf!” Darcy screamed as his hand landed painfully against the left cheek of her bared bottom.
Quickly followed by another to the right cheek.
Then the left again.
And then the right.
Darcy had stopped shouting her protest by the time the third smack landed on her increasingly sensitive flesh. Not because it no longer hurt, because it did.
But something else was happening to her as more of those blows landed on her naked bottom. Something that made her bite painfully into her bottom lip as she held back a groan of pleasure. Something that caused a heat, an ache between her thighs, and caused the juices to flow and the lips there to plump. Ranulf had no need to even attempt to hold her down, as she offered herself to him totally.
Dear God, I like it.
I like having my bottom spanked.
She was no longer able to hold back those low and throaty groans. Or stop herself from lifting her bottom higher to meet each of those arousing spanks.
“Are you wet, Darcy?”
“W-what?”
“Is your pussy wet?”
Color blazed in her cheeks. She felt unable—too embarrassed—to answer him verbally.
“Part your legs for me, pet.”
She was too embarrassed, too aroused, to do anything other than what Ranulf asked.
His fingers slipped between her thighs, dipping into her juices before circling the entrance to her dripping channel and then moving higher, to the hard and pulsing nubbin above.
“Please…” Her back arched to push against those teasing fingers, the pleasure too much, at the same time as she wanted more. She needed more. “Oh please, Ranulf.”
Instead, he landed another smack on her already stinging flesh. “Patience is a virtue.”
She breathed hard. “I am not feeling very virtuous at the moment!”
“Are you still a virgin?”
She gasped. “What sort of question is that to ask an unmarried woman?”
“One I need an answer to before I proceed.”
If she said she was a virgin still, would he stop? Would Ranulf leave her like this, hungry and wanting?
“Answer me.” Ranulf spanked her bottom again. The hardest yet.
“Yes.” Her groan was almost a sob. “I am a virgin still. Are you going to stop now?” God, she wished she sounded less needy, but the thought of Ranulf denying her pleasure now was unthinkable.
“Do you want me to stop?”
“No!”
“Do you want me to fuck you?”
She drew her breath in sharply at his crudity. Quickly followed by a fresh rush of those hot juices from her already dripping channel.
“I will use my fingers, not my cock.”
Darcy had no idea what that meant, only that she did not want him to stop until he had given her the pleasure she craved.
Craved.
Craven.
That was exactly how Ranulf made her feel. Craven and wanting. Willing to do anything to have her needs satisfied.
“It will take your virginity but ensure you do not risk an unwanted child.”
Would a child of Ranulf’s be unwanted? It would be shocking, scandalous, for her to have a child out of wedlock. But as she never intended returning to Society anyway, what would it matter? And she would have a small piece of Ranulf, always.
“That was not a question, Darcy,” he assured her harshly. “I will pleasure your pussy with my fingers or nothing at all.”
Darcy closed her eyes as she realized how nearly she had thoroughly humiliated herself. “Anything. Please… Just ease my ache.”
“Shall I put my fingers here?” Fingertips danced along and then dipped into her hungry channel. “Or here?” Those wet fingers moved back along the crease of her bottom, circling, lubricating that forbidden place, and igniting nerve endings Darcy had never realized were there. “Darcy?”
“Anywhere! Just— Oh God…” She broke off with an incoherent moan as her wetness easily allowed him to dip a fingertip inside that forbidden place. “Ranulf, I am going to—” She cried out, her whole body consumed in the pleasure.
Wave after wave of bone-melting ecstasy that took several minutes to abate left her gasping as she lay limply across Ranulf’s thighs.
It took her several minutes to regain her senses enough to realize Ranulf’s cock was hard once again.
Darcy would not be gainsaid this time. She did not intend to be a selfish lover. Ranulf had given her unimaginable pleasure twice today. It was time she reciprocated.
If only she knew how to go about it…
“Do you want this, Darcy? Do you want me?”
“God, yes. Only…”
“You are a virgin,” he acknowledged. “There are many ways we can explore together, to pleasure each other, without my cock needing to penetrate your pussy.”
She was growing less shocked at the frankness of his language when they were together like this. In truth, it added to her excitement. As for how and where he had touched her… She had so much to learn of how a man and woman could pleasure and please each other.
“Tell me what you like, Ranulf.” She looked at him pleadingly. “Show me.”
“Are you sure?”
Darcy was growing impatient with his constant questioning as to her eagerness to be a willing participant in their lovemaking. “I am very sure.”
“Then slide to the floor, kneel between my parted legs, and remove your night rail. Remove it,” Ranulf repeated firmly as Darcy looked up at him uncertainly once she had moved down onto her knees. “I want to be able to look at your reddened ass when I play with your plump nipples.”
Her cheeks burned as she pulled the cotton garment over her head and tossed it to one side, very self-conscious of her complete nakedness. Her courage was bolstered somewhat by how heatedly Ranulf’s gaze devoured her nudity.
“Turn around,” he encouraged gruffly.
Darcy had no idea how she was supposed to pleasure him in that position, but the sternness of his tone did not allow for any disobedience on her part.
“Beautiful.” His fingers ran lightly across the red and stinging cheeks of her bottom. “It pleases me you like a little pain with your pleasure,” he added with satisfaction.
Do I?
Presumably so, if I found completion after Ranulf delivered a sound and painful spanking to my bare bottom before touching and caressing my forbidden place.
How strange lovemaking is. Neither furtive nor gentle. Not mild nor pleasantly enjoyable either. No, instead it was raw and primitive. Almost savage. An intense and driving need for pleasure at any price.
“Remain on your knees and turn back to face me.”
Darcy turned, her eyes widening as she saw Ranulf had used these past few seconds to unfasten his pantaloons and release his cock.
It was long and thick, with an engorged vein of pulsing blood running fully along its length. The bulbous top was exposed and colored a deep red, glistening with the juices that bubbled from the slit at its tip.
“Still as certain this is what you want?” Ranulf fisted his cock.
Darcy could not stop staring at it. “Yes.”
“Then tell me. Say ‘I want to take your cock into my mouth, Ranulf.’”
She swallowed. She had never used such crude language. But she had never heard it spoken before either, so perhaps it excited Ranulf as much as it did her. “I want your cock in my mouth. Ranulf,” she repeated obediently.
He held out that turgid length to her. “Lick it. Taste it,” he encouraged after she had bent forward and tentatively swiped her tongue across that bulbous top and lapped up some of its slickness. “Do you like it?” he prompted once she had savored his taste in her mouth.
God, yes.
Ranulf’s juices tasted both salty and sweet at the same time, with an underlying musky spice she wanted more of.
He pulled back, his cock now tantalizingly just out of reach. “You must answer me, Darcy.”
She nodded. “Yes. Yes, I like it very much.”
“Will you still like it when I release all of my seed into your mouth?”
Was that what he was about to do? Darcy’s mouth flooded with saliva at the thought of all that salty-sweet nectar filling her mouth and throat. “Yes, Ranulf.”
Ranulf’s hand cupped the side of her face. “Have you ever sucked a man’s cock before?”
She swallowed. “No.”
“But you want to suck mine?”
“Very much.”
“Why?”
Was he being serious? She was completely naked after Ranulf had spanked and then pleasured her, and his exposed cock was now only inches away from her.
“Why, Darcy?”
Her cheeks burned. “Why does there have to be a reason?”
“Everything has a reason.” He looked at her searchingly. “Is yours because you fear you are now ruined in the eyes of Society? And being ruined, you might as well take the pleasure as well as the disgrace?”
She would not be returning to Society, true, but that was because she would never willingly return to Lord Sugdon’s home. But Ranulf was right. If it became public knowledge that she had traveled alone with him through England, night as well as day, it would seal completely her ruination in the eyes of Society.
She tossed her head back as a show of her defiance against Society’s rules and regulations. There was no reason why Ranulf need know that it was him alone that she desired. Who held her heart in the palm of his hand as surely as he had controlled her pleasure a short time ago. “And what if it is?”
“It is as good a reason as any.” Ranulf shrugged as he leaned back against the chair. God knows he had no time for Society either. “Start by wrapping your fingers around the girth of my cock and then part your lips and take it in your mouth. All the way in, Darcy. Yes, just like that,” he groaned as his length was fully engulfed by the wet velvet heat of her mouth. “Right to the back of your throat. Tighten your fingers as you move back up. And then down again. Keep doing that exactly as you are. Good girl,” he murmured as his hands moved to capture and then pull and squeeze her nipples in rhythm with her head now bobbing up and down on his cock.
Ranulf could feel the vibration of her low groans of pleasure all the way to the root of his cock. The visual imprint of his hand on the redness of her bottom caused his balls to tighten painfully in their sac.
His earlier denial of release combined with Darcy’s groans as he pulled and elongated her nipples, the visual show of his ownership on her bare ass, all coalesced within minutes into a grinding, desperate need for him to come.
“I am going to release now, Darcy,” he warned urgently. “Take it all,” he groaned as he placed one hand over hers to increase the pressure and speed of her strokes, the other curving about her nape to hold her in place as his seed rose hotly along the length of his cock. “God! Oh God…” His eyes remained open as his seed pumped out. He watched as he spilled hotly into Darcy’s mouth and she swallowed it down greedily.
 
“Is your bottom sore?” Ranulf mused, having heard the sharp intake of Darcy’s breath as he ran his hand over that burning flesh, the two of them now lying naked on the cot together.
“Is your shoulder?” she came back pertly.
It amused him to hear that rebellion return to Darcy’s tone, when minutes ago she had surrendered totally in her submission to him.
His disastrous marriage meant he would continue to demand, and expect, that complete physical surrender from any woman he bedded. Not her abasement; he would never ask that of any woman, but nor would he ever again allow himself to trust any woman’s physical or emotional allure.
“Remember what happened the last time you irritated me,” he warned.
“How could I forget?”
Ranulf turned his head on the makeshift pillow so that he could look at her. “Did I hurt you?”
“No.”
“You liked what we did together?”
Her lashes lowered to conceal the expression in her eyes. “Yes.”
“You will look at me when you speak to me.”
She instantly responded to his stern tone. “Yes, I liked what we did together very much.”
“Enough to do it again?”
“Yes.”
“To do more than we did a few minutes ago?”
Uncertainty flickered across her expression. “I… How much more?”
“Your virginity will remain safe from me,” he assured her dryly. “Otherwise, complete surrender to whatever I ask of you.”
She blinked. “Is there reciprocity? What if I sometimes wish for you to surrender to me?”
“You may ask for it.”
“But will you give it?”
“That will depend on the time and the place.”
“But you expect my complete surrender at all times?”
“Yes.”
Darcy’s eyes widened as she took in Ranulf’s uncompromising expression. It had been thrilling earlier, exciting even, when Ranulf spanked her, pleasured her, and to afterward do as he instructed. Satisfying in a way Darcy could never have imagined.
But could she allow herself to completely surrender to his will?
Could she accept that from any man, even Ranulf, with whom she knew herself to be in love?



Chapter 8
“Did you leave off your undergarments as I asked when you dressed?” Ranulf spoke softly in her ear as they watched Graves and Wilkins securing the luggage on the outside of the town carriage rather than inside it. Darcy and Ranulf would be traveling inside the vehicle today.
The two coachmen had turned up this morning. As Ranulf had predicted, Graves had spotted the landau and come in search of them. Luckily the two of them were already up and dressed when he came knocking on the door of the hut.
Ranulf had stepped outside, he and Graves talking quietly together for some time. No doubt discussing the fact that the accident had not been an accident at all, and what they should do next.
Once assured of Ranulf’s and Darcy’s good health, the coachman had turned his concern to the horses. Satisfied they had come to no harm, he had now tied them to the back of the town carriage. It would slow them down, but such fine horseflesh as that could not just be abandoned along the road.
“I did,” Darcy answered Ranulf. Her cheeks burned as she kept facing straight ahead, a slight smile curving her lips so that Graves and Wilkins should not be aware of the intimacy of their conversation. Ranulf had dismissed her enquiries earlier in regard to his shoulder, and had instead issued instructions regarding her clothing. “My gown is already chafing uncomfortably against my sore breasts and bottom.”
“That was the intention,” Ranulf mused. “By the time we stop for the night, you will be very aroused and more than ready to remove your gown. I shall enjoy petting and soothing your nipples.”
She had accepted Ranulf’s demand for her physical surrender. She was in love with him. Had there ever been any doubt that she would accept? Not that he had taken advantage of that again last night. Her surrender given, he had rolled over on the cot and fallen into a deep and untroubled sleep beside her. Darcy was the one who had lain awake for hours, her body once again aroused by their conversation, with no offer of relief from the man gently snoring beside her.
“Perhaps I might relent and give you a little ease in the carriage.” He compromised at what she knew was her disappointed expression.
“How will you do that?” she queried breathlessly. Her unconfined nipples were engorging at the thought of it, causing them to chafe even more abrasively against the heavy material of her gown.
“Anticipation is good for the soul, Darcy.” He tapped her lightly on the tip of her nose.
“But frustration is not!” she came back sharply.
Much to Ranulf’s surprise, he was enjoying this shift in his relationship with Darcy. Not that he expected her full surrender, despite what she had agreed to. She was far too willful to surrender completely to any man’s will. That was half the challenge. Besides, those flashes of rebellion, like the one just now, gave him the excuse to chastise her, which in turn appeared to excite her as much as it did him.
Darcy aroused him.
Her beauty. Her grace. Her ladylike manner.
All to be surrendered if he should ask it.
He took her arm and led her away to the privacy of the trees before deliberately placing his hand on her sore bottom. He could feel the heat radiating off the abused flesh. He bared his teeth in a smile as he heard her sharp intake of breath. “Once we are in the carriage, I am going to play with you for hours but refuse to give you release from the torment, no matter how much you beg or plead. You should not have challenged me,” he chided at her frown.
“I gave you my surrender willingly last night, Ranulf,” she spoke softly. “It is unfair, even cruel of you, to now wish to take advantage of that surrender.”
Darcy had surrendered to him. The discomfort he felt at her rebuke now caused Ranulf to stop and consider their arrangement. Her surrender to him demanded his own to her, if in a different way, he realized as he now pondered how his sexual demands, and Darcy’s acquiescence to them, might affect her.
Had she known that all along?
He removed his hand from the heat of her spanked bottom. “Graves and I discussed the possibility of turning the carriage around and returning to London rather than continuing on to Scotland,” he added grimly.
Darcy breathed in sharply. “You would return me to my uncle because I dared to question the fairness of the terms of our arrangement?”
Ranulf shot her an irritated glance. “I said nothing of returning you to your uncle. Nor does my suggestion have anything to do with whether or not, or in what manner, you surrender yourself to me.” His gaze was icy cold. “How typical of a woman to believe a gentleman’s actions must always be because of her.”
Darcy stared at him wordlessly for several seconds before answering. “I do not care to be lumped in with your other ‘women,’ nor am I in the least like Millicent.”
“So you have said,” he dismissed.
“Because it is the truth,” she snapped. “My cousin was a very stupid woman if she could not appreciate the gentleman she married. I am not so stupid as not to appreciate all that my…that you are.”
Ranulf quirked a mocking brow. “And what am I?”
Darcy’s gaze remained unwaveringly on his. “At the moment, you are deeply wounded, changed by the actions of the shallow and ungrateful woman to whom you were married. A year ago, you were an honorable gentleman and, I believe, a warm and loving one.”
Ranulf was taken aback for several seconds. Until common sense returned and he could dismiss Darcy’s original opinion of him. He was no longer that Ranulf Montgomery. Would never be that naïve fool ever again.
His mouth twisted derisively. “Unfortunately for you, the former is the man you chose to accept as your lover.”
Was Ranulf her lover? She had baulked a few seconds ago at calling him such.
Last night, Ranulf would accept nothing less than her complete surrender to his will. Their lovemaking had been…incredibly sensual and arousing. It was only this morning, when she woke up in the clear light of day, that she had nervously begun to question the rightness of their new arrangement. A disquiet not assuaged by Ranulf’s instruction to leave off her undergarments, as if she were no better than a woman whose company he had bought.
She was in love with Ranulf.
He was not in love with her.
He had made it clear he would never allow himself to love another woman.
She had reasoned, when she accepted his terms last night, that if this was all she could have of Ranulf, then something was better than nothing. This morning, Darcy questioned the validity of that argument. Something was not better than nothing if she lost all pride in the accepting.
Her pride was one of the few things she had left.
Her parents were gone.
Her home was sold.
Having run away from her uncle’s house, she had also forgone her place in Society. And along with it, any chance she might have had of ever making a suitable marriage.
“You are at liberty to end our arrangement whenever you wish.”
She glanced quickly at Ranulf, knowing by the coldness of his expression and in his eyes as he looked down the length of his nose at her, he knew exactly what she was thinking. That he expected, even wished, for her to bring an end to the intimate side of their association.
She straightened her shoulders. “I am not ready to do that just yet.”
His expression was only marginally less stern as he gave an acknowledging inclination of his head.
“I am, however,” Darcy continued firmly, “of the opinion we should continue on to Scotland rather than return to London.”
“Your reason being…?”
“That I have no wish to return to London. Now or at any other time.”
“And I am to consider that in my decision?”
Temper burned in her cheeks at his mocking tone. “Yes.”
“Why?”
“When you are done amusing yourself with me, you may leave me wherever you wish along the way, and then decide for yourself whether you wish to continue to Scotland or return to London.”
Ranulf’s eyes narrowed. “And if I am not done amusing myself with you until we reach Scotland? It is a long and tedious journey, after all,” he added insultingly.
“Then I will find a home for myself in Scotland. Perhaps there might even be a cottage on the Montgomery estate I could rent from your cousin.” Her mood lightened a little at the thought of living close to Ranulf, even if the two of them were no longer lovers. She was not too proud to want to live near the man she loved, even if he would never be hers.
“There would be no need to end our arrangement if that were the case.” Strange how much Ranulf liked the idea of having Darcy living conveniently close enough to continue their intimate association, when minutes ago, he had given her the opportunity to end it. He—
“The carriage is all secure and ready to depart now, Mr. Montgomery.”
He glanced at Graves standing several feet away from them. The blandness of the older man’s expression did not reveal if he had overheard any of their conversation. Not that it mattered if he had; it would soon become obvious Darcy was sharing Ranulf’s bedchamber in whatever roadside inn they spent the night.
“Scotland,” he instructed the coach driver as he took a firm hold of Darcy’s arm and accompanied and then assisted her into the carriage. He sat on the seat opposite her, barely waiting for the carriage door to close behind them before pulling the curtains across the windows. “Unfasten the bodice of your gown and bare your breasts.” These past few minutes of arguing with Darcy had roused his passions, his cock now a throbbing ache inside his pantaloons.
Her fingers shook slightly as she obeyed. A relieved sigh left her lips as the material no longer chafed against her sensitive flesh.
“I said bare them.”
Her fingers clenched on the material of her gown. “Have I not made it clear my surrender was not an invitation to treat me with a lack of respect?”
“How should I treat you, then?”
“Without subjugation or humiliation.”
“I have no wish to humiliate you.”
“Or subjugate me?”
He shrugged. “There is a fine line between surrender and subjugation.”
“Then might I suggest you go only as far as that line?”
He nodded. “On the understanding you will allow that I have more experience in these matters. That I will never ask you for more than I know you have to give or can take.”
Considering her uncontrollable reaction to him, Darcy was not altogether sure this was much of a concession on Ranulf’s part. Once he began touching her, caressing her, she lost all sense of what she could or could not give. Of what was surrender and what was subjugation. At those times, she wished only to pleasure Ranulf and for him to pleasure her.
“Will you please bare your breasts for me now?” he encouraged.
Darcy’s gown was so very uncomfortable against her bare skin, and Ranulf had asked nicely. She held his gaze as she slowly parted the front of her gown and bared her breasts.
Ranulf was the first to break their gaze as he looked hungrily at her breasts. “Delicious.”
Darcy glanced down, her cheeks flushing hotly as she saw her nipples were bright red and fully engorged. In fact, they seemed larger than they used to be, no doubt from Ranulf’s recent manipulations. “They are exceedingly sore.”
“Making them even more sensitive.” Ranulf crossed the coach to sit beside her. “Would you allow me to suckle them? I will be gentle,” he assured her as her eyes widened. “My saliva may help ease the soreness.”
Darcy could find no argument with that. Besides which, she wanted Ranulf’s mouth on her. “You will stop if it hurts?”
“You like a little pain with the pleasure, Darcy…” he reminded her.
Darcy had no idea what that made her, only knew that it was true. Last night, Ranulf had pushed her to the edge of that pain. And she had enjoyed every moment of it.
Even if she was suffering for it today.
“Very well.” She settled back against the seat as she offered her bared breasts to him.
He chuckled. “That was not so difficult, was it?”
Not difficult at all. It became even less so as she was unable to take her gaze from Ranulf as he licked and swirled the wetness of his tongue over her sore nipples, each in turn, until Darcy was completely malleable and panting with pleasure.
He raised his head to look at her. “I am going to kiss you now.”
“I would like— What are you doing?” She gasped her surprise as, instead of kissing her on the mouth as she had expected him to, Ranulf instead moved to kneel between her parted legs.
He pushed the skirt of her gown up to her naked thighs, glancing up at her with wickedly gleaming eyes. “Are you not a little sore here too?” His fingers caressed lightly along her swollen and wet nether lips, and then up to the hard nubbin above.
Well. Yes. She was. Just a little sore. But was this not the height of embarrassment, to have Ranulf looking at her as he pleasured her there?
Last night, it had been candlelight as they made love, but here in the carriage, despite those pulled curtains, it was fully light of day. Ranulf could see, as she could when she looked down, all of her intimate parts. Her red-gold curls. Her plumped nether lips, slick with the juices created by his having minutes ago suckled and licked her nipples. The nubbin above fully erect and peeping out, red and swollen, from amongst those red-gold curls.
“What is that called?”
“Hmm?”
Her cheeks burned. “The little nubbin that becomes erect like a man’s cock. What is it called?”
“The clitoris.”
Clitoris.
It sounded like the name of a flower or—
Oh dear God!
This could not be happening. Could it…?
Ranulf has placed his mouth on my pussy lips, and he is now kissing me there!
Darcy had never dreamed of sharing such intense intimacy with any man.
His tongue now swirled along the seam of her nether lips and then over and against that nubbin above. The growth of stubble on his unshaven jaw was an added pleasurable rasp against her highly sensitized flesh.
She exhaled shakily, her limbs starting to shake, as she felt Ranulf’s fingers parting and holding open the entrance to her channel, before the heat of his tongue slipped inside.
His tongue was nowhere near the length or girth of his fingers, and yet Darcy felt filled to capacity as he began to thrust that rigidness in and out of her slick pussy.
God, even thinking those naughty words deepened her excitement!
She felt totally wanton, owned, as she parted her legs even wider and she raised her hips to meet those increasingly rapid thrusts. Pleasure swirled and gathered inside her, and she groaned low in her throat as Ranulf’s fingers stroked her clitoris. Such a pretty name for such a—
She let out a gasp as Ranulf removed his tongue from her pussy and replaced it with two of his long fingers, stroking a knot of nerves inside her as he began to thrust deeply.
The world coalesced into a rainbow of colors and pleasure the moment Ranulf placed his mouth over her clitoris and began to suck on it, his tongue probing and stroking that erect nubbin until he had extracted every last measure of her release.



Chapter 9
“I cannot,” Darcy protested. “It is too— What if Graves should open the carriage door and see?”
“We will know the moment he stops the carriage.” Ranulf, now returned to his seat opposite her, dismissed her objection to his request she remain seated exactly as she was.
He had never seen anything so beautiful and desirable in his life. The skirt of Darcy’s gown was up about her waist, her legs still parted. The latter fully revealed the folds of her pussy, glistening and slick with her release. Her bare breasts jiggled enticingly with each bump of the carriage wheels on the uneven surface of the road.
“I feel far too exposed.” She squirmed her discomfort with that vulnerability.
Ranulf narrowed his eyes. Of course she felt exposed. She was exposed. And he was loving every second of it. “We are newly lovers…but is this your way of asking for another spanking for once again disobeying me?”
“No! No, of course not…” The feverish glitter in her eyes gave instant lie to her denial. “But would you not like me to—”
“I would like you to remain seated exactly as you are.”
“But… I will do as you ask,” she agreed hastily as Ranulf moved as if about to rise. “It is not very ladylike, that is all,” she muttered under her breath.
Ranulf tried, he tried very hard for half a minute or so, not to give in to the threatening laughter.
He lost the battle.
Darcy frowned at Ranulf as he burst out laughing, her frown easing a little as she saw how boyish that humor made him appear. “I fail to see what is so funny. How would you like it if I asked you to sit there with your—your cock exposed, for all to gape at?”
He laughed all the harder.
Several seconds later, Darcy joined in. She had no idea why, only that his laughter was infectious. He looked years younger when he laughed, and more like the happy man she had first seen a year ago. Perhaps it was even worth this discomfort to see that…
“There is no way you can remain ladylike and fully enjoy and explore lovemaking in the way I wish us to.” He finally dismissed, his mouth still curved into a smile, green gaze warm.
Darcy was afraid he was right. And there was no denying the effect of Ranulf’s lovemaking on her.
“Come over here and sit beside me,” he invited.
She tilted her head. “With or without my gown up to my waist and my breasts hanging out of the bodice?”
His mouth twitched as if he were on the edge of more laughter. “Gown down, breasts out.”
The moment Darcy rose to her feet, the skirt of her gown fell down to her ankles, but there was nothing she could do to hide the jiggling of her exposed breasts as she was forced to bend over slightly in order to cross the carriage and sit at Ranulf’s side. “Now what shall we do?”
“Now you will sit and enjoy the view of the countryside.” He pulled back the curtains on the window beside him. “And I shall sit and enjoy you.” His arm moved behind her and across her shoulders, allowing his hand to drape down and capture one of her breasts. “You have the most responsive nipples,” he murmured appreciatively as he began to tweak and squeeze the swollen berry.
Darcy attained her release twice more, from only the stimulation of Ranulf playing with her nipples, before the carriage pulled into the coaching inn for lunch. Ranulf had not climaxed even once.
If not for the fact she could see the outline of his engorged cock pressing against his pantaloons as they entered the inn, Darcy would have thought Ranulf immune to their lovemaking. He stood in front of a window with his back toward the room, unspeaking, the tenting of his pantaloons hidden from view, once they had entered the private parlor and their luncheon was being served.
The landlord and a young maid had barely departed after delivering their cold luncheon when Ranulf turned, his expression urgent. “Lift the back of your skirt up and bend over this chair,” he instructed as he moved a chair to the middle of the room. He continued on to lock the parlor door.
Darcy eyed him uncertainly. “Are you going to spank me again?”
“Absolutely not.” There was a flush to his cheeks, his eyes feverish as he crossed the room in two long strides before bending her over the chair himself and then throwing up her skirts.
There was the rustle of clothing behind her. Darcy gave a gasp when she felt the silken length of Ranulf’s bared and rigid cock sliding between her thighs.
Ranulf grasped hold of her hips to hold her in place. “I will not penetrate… I just need… All those hours… Why did I not realize the torment would be on me, not you!” he ground out as he began to thrust and then pound his cock like a man possessed, against and along her nether lips and clitoris.
Or a man who could not wait a second longer to attain his own release.
“Squeeze your thighs more tightly together,” he instructed fiercely.
Darcy closed and clamped her thighs, imprisoning his cock, her knuckles white as she held on to the chair to push back and meet each of Ranulf’s thrusts.
“God, yes! Harder! Tighter!” His shout was harsh.
Her head was bent forward as she watched the bulbous head of Ranulf’s cock appear between her thighs every time his hips snapped forward. It was a deep and engorged red, the skin fully pulled back, and becoming slicker and wetter with her juices each time it bounced against her clitoris before once again retreating.
His thrusts became more urgent, desperate, and then erratic as he let out a shout and his cock began to pulse and throb, shooting long ropes of thick, creamy release all over Darcy’s thighs, her pussy, and the back of the chair.
Ranulf gulped air into his starved lungs as he withdrew, his chest heaving, cock still pulsing, his balls drawn up tight. “I believe you may be the death of me and save my attempted murderer the trouble,” he groaned hoarsely as he straightened his clothing.
“I sincerely hope not.” Darcy turned, hand cupping his cheek. “I should not want you to die, Ranulf.” She kissed him long and deeply.
Ranulf’s arms moved about her as he returned the passion of that kiss. His cock, despite having just ejaculated, was once again twitching with interest as he ended the kiss to rest his forehead against Darcy’s. “I turn into a wild animal in my need to possess you,” he muttered self-disgustedly.
“And are we not all animals at heart, driven by a primal need, despite our attempt at sophistication?” Her fingers gently caressed the side of his face.
There was truth in what Darcy said. Human beings were, after all, merely another species of animal. One that had taken on the mantle of civilization, yes, but beneath it all, still animals, controlled by whatever need drove them at that moment in time.
For him, it was possessing Darcy.
Ranulf had never desired a woman the way he did Darcy. Never been so desperate to claim a woman that he had literally bent her over a chair and taken her from behind.
He had never wanted to take Millicent in this wild, rough fashion. Their lovemaking had been conservative, to say the least.
Lovemaking with Darcy was untamed. Fierce. Was becoming as necessary to Ranulf as breathing.
He liked hearing those little catches in her throat, her groans, as her passion rose. To watch as her nipples became engorged in arousal. To taste the plumpness of her wet nether lips. To feel the pulsing of her clitoris against his tongue or fingers when she reached her peak.
He sighed. “Nevertheless, I have behaved far less than the gentleman you had every right to expect.” He shook his head. “You are right. You are not Millicent. You are not anyone but Darcy.”
It was on the tip of Darcy’s tongue to tell Ranulf how much she loved him. How much she had always loved him. But a single apology did not change the fact Ranulf had been deeply hurt, and by the woman he should have been able to trust the most. Her very own cousin. Darcy confessing her love for him would possibly only alienate him, when that was the last thing she wished for.
They had time, she and Ranulf, to get to know each other better on their long journey into Scotland.
She laughed softly, happiness welling up inside her at the glimmer of hope of Ranulf becoming more the man she had seen a year ago. Not that she wished him to become completely reformed. She liked that his lovemaking was fierce and demanding. Found it exciting in the extreme. She believed Ranulf did too.
Ranulf was gratified to see Darcy smiling. “I will help you to tidy up before we have our luncheon.” He stepped away before moving to the jug of water the landlord had delivered along with their food and wine, dampening one of the napkins in the water before moving back to Darcy’s side.
He knelt down in front of her to clean the evidence of his release gently from between her thighs, his shame deepening as he saw the mess he had made of the front of her gown and the back of the chair.
Darcy’s hand moved to rest comfortingly on his shoulder. “I wanted what happened as much as you did.”
Ranulf glanced up at her. He had felt slightly ashamed of his actions, but as he continued to look at Darcy he felt as if he were coming out of a fog. One that had possessed and held him in its grip since the night, eight months ago, when he’d learned of Millicent’s betrayal.
He realized now that fog had colored his life gray. Had driven him to succeed in the world of finance, sometimes to the point of ruthlessness in regard to others.
A ruthlessness and disregard he had carried into his private life too. Those women he had bedded, he had used them and then discarded them without so much as a second thought.
In the same way he had shrugged off the love and concern of his cousin and his wife.
He had been angry for so long, with and to everyone, he had forgotten how to behave any other way.
As for his treatment of Darcy… He saw the truth of it now. She was a young and defenseless woman running away from the unwanted attentions of a man old enough to be her father. A man who was her uncle, if only by marriage, and a man she should have been able to trust with her life.
Ranulf regretted so much of his behavior these past eight months, and most especially these past few days with Darcy.
But when it came to Sugdon, he felt no qualms, no hesitation, in being the deliverer of the retribution the older man deserved. That retribution would now come sooner rather than later. It was the least Ranulf owed Darcy.
He owed her much more than that, of course. Most of all, an apology for having treated her so disgracefully.
“Ranulf…?” she questioned uncertainly at his continued silence.
He shook off thoughts of Sugdon. The memories of Millicent. And the eight months of self-pity he had allowed himself to wallow in. He had the opportunity, with and for Darcy, to make up for some of that unacceptable behavior.
“Your feelings on the matter are no excuse for the way I have behaved,” he answered as he straightened her gown before rising to his feet. “You will please accept my sincere apology for having behaved so disgracefully toward you.”
She eyed him quizzically. “None of this would have happened if I had not hidden in your carriage.”
“You were given no choice. I, however, had plenty of choices open to me. I chose the least honorable of them,” he acknowledged heavily. “For that, I most certainly must apologize.”
“But—”
“Please, Darcy, I am asking for your forgiveness.”
Darcy searched the bleakness of his face—cool green eyes, pale cheeks, his mouth a thin line above a set jaw. “Very well, as it is so important to you.”
“It is.”
She swallowed. “What happens now?”
“We will eat our luncheon.” He pulled back a chair for her to sit down.
A different chair, Darcy noted with a blush, to the one he had bent her over a few minutes ago.
She glanced at Ranulf beneath her lashes once he was seated beside her at the table. A change had come over him these past few minutes. For the better, she believed. A return to something of the Ranulf of a year ago. But it was also a change which meant she no longer knew quite how she should behave toward him.
Or how he intended behaving toward her in future…
 
She learned soon enough.
As soon as they had finished their luncheon, Ranulf went outside to the carriage, returning a few minutes later, carrying her traveling bag. After which he had left her in the privacy of the parlor, on the excuse he wished to speak to Graves and with the suggestion she use his absence to put on her chemise and drawers and wear a clean gown.
An indication their intimacy was at an end?
Darcy’s disappointment was palpable.
There was worse to come, she soon discovered.
“Why is Graves turning the carriage around?” Darcy stared out the carriage window in alarm.
“We are returning to London.”
“Why?”
His jaw was tight. “I intend to visit Lord Sugdon—”
“No!” She recoiled in her seat, hot tears stinging her eyes. “You cannot take me back to Lord Sugdon. I will do whatever you ask. Only please”—she threw herself on the carriage floor in front of him—“please, Ranulf, do not return me to that man’s house.”
Ranulf’s frown was pained. “Get up, Darcy.” He snapped his discomfort with her emotional display. “Better,” he rasped as she returned to her seat across the carriage, although her expression was still anxious. “At no time did I say I would return you to that bast—to Sugdon.”
“Then why do you intend to visit him?”
“Because I now realize Sugdon needs to be confronted and not run away from. To have the threat of his behavior be exposed, if necessary,” he added grimly.
“Why, if you do not intend returning me to him?”
“Is that fear the only reason you have responded to my lovemaking?” Acid bile rose in the back of Ranulf’s throat. If that was so, then it made him no better than Sugdon.
“I… I responded because… I would rather not answer that question.” She lowered her lashes, hiding her emotions from him.
That Darcy felt the need to hide her emotions from him was answer enough.
Ranulf’s shame deepened. As did his self-disgust that he should have allowed his disenchantment with Millicent to cause him to treat Darcy so badly. But there was nothing he could say, nothing he could do, to wipe out the wrong he had done her. He had apologized, but it was not enough. It would never be enough.
“I will never return you to Sugdon. Please remain where you are, Darcy,” he requested as her expression brightened and she looked about to launch herself across the carriage at him for a second time. “It is obvious to me if you continue to run away, then you will have given up all hopes of ever returning to Society.”
“I care nothing for that—”
“Then I must be the one to care on your behalf. It is the only life you have ever known,” he continued persuasively. “The life to which you were born. It will not do for you to attempt to live a life of obscurity,” he chided. “You are Miss Darcy Ambridge, daughter of a lord, granddaughter of a duke. Once we are back in London, you will remain with me at Winterbourne House as my ward until such time as I can make suitable arrangements for you.”
“What does that mean?”
He sighed heavily. “I have no idea as yet. But under no circumstances will I ever allow you to be returned to Cecil Sugdon’s guardianship.”
It was the best that Darcy could hope for, in the circumstances. It also meant she would remain with Ranulf for a little longer. Again, the best she could hope for.
She was aware her refusal to answer Ranulf’s question as to why she had participated in their lovemaking might lead to misunderstanding on his part.
But what else could she do but refuse to answer?
She certainly could not admit to Ranulf the reason she had craved their lovemaking as much as he had.
Because she was in love with him.



Chapter 10
Their return journey into Bedfordshire was made without mishap. Without further conversation either. Certainly without a repeat of any of the caresses and pleasure of this morning.
Instead, Ranulf laid his head back against the carriage seat, and to all intents and purposes, fell asleep.
Leaving Darcy alone with her thoughts.
Which were far from pleasant.
Ranulf seemed certain he could keep her from Cecil Sugdon’s clutches, but what if that did not prove to be the case? The law might be on Lord Sugdon’s side when it came to her guardianship and insist she be returned to his house immediately, and not a thing Ranulf could do to stop it.
Having experienced the ecstasy of Ranulf’s lovemaking, the very thought of suffering the elderly Lord Sugdon’s lecherous advances was even more unpalatable to Darcy than it had been before. If it came to that, she would have no choice but to run away again. Where to, she had no idea—
“Your thoughts are so loud, they are keeping me awake.”
She glanced across the carriage to see that Ranulf was indeed awake and currently watching her between narrowed lids. “In that case, what was I thinking?” she challenged.
“Of your future.”
She gave a snort. “That was far too easy a question for you to answer.”
Ranulf stretched before sitting up straighter in his seat. “Did your grandparents, the Duke and Duchess of Stowmont, have a son to inherit the title?”
“Their only children were my mother and Aunt Sugdon.”
“Do you know the gentleman who is currently the Duke of Stowmont?”
“Sebastian Falkner?” She shook her head. “He is a second cousin of my mother’s, but I have never met him. I have seen him out and about in Society, of course, since he inherited the title from my grandfather last year.”
“And?”
“He is possibly a year or two older than you. Tall, dark, and very handsome, despite being a rather aloof gentleman. He does not look as if he would suffer fools gladly.” She repressed a shiver as she pictured the aristocratically haughty gentleman who was now the Duke of Stowmont. He was indeed very handsome, but also cold and haughty.
“You are not a fool.”
Darcy frowned. “Why the interest in him?”
Ranulf shrugged. “Because it seems to me the Duke of Stowmont would have been a more likely candidate to become your guardian after your mother and father died than Sugdon.”
She frowned. “It never occurred to me… Any more than it probably occurred to the duke. Uncle Sugdon announced after my parents’ funeral that he was my guardian and took me back to his house to live with him. There was never a question of anyone else stepping forward.”
“Perhaps because the current duke does not know of your circumstances?”
It was a possibility, of course, considering the Falkners had never been a close family. But Darcy’s impression of Sebastian Falkner as being a cold, unfriendly gentleman did not endear him to her as a future guardian, any more than Lord Sugdon.
What was apparent from this conversation, however, was that Ranulf intended to place her into someone’s guardianship, other than his own.
That he wished to be free of her as soon as it could be arranged.
Not that Darcy had expected anything else. She must, after all, be something of a liability to a single gentleman. Most especially one like Ranulf, who had made it clear he never intended to marry again.
Nonetheless, it hurt to know of Ranulf’s urgency to dispatch responsibility for her.
“What happened to your parents’ personal property and money after their deaths?”
She glanced at Ranulf. “The property was sold, and my uncle told me he had put all monies in trust for me, as part of my dowry.”
“He told you?”
She grimaced. “I have not seen a penny of it as an allowance, for clothes or other necessities, these past four months.”
“Hmm, I wonder…”
“Ranulf…?” she prompted irritably when he made no effort to finish that sentence.
“It is nothing,” he dismissed briskly. “But you may be assured, under no circumstances will I ever abandon you to Cecil Sugdon’s dubious care.”
She sincerely hoped Ranulf kept that promise.
 
Darcy had been away from London for only four days, and yet it seemed so much longer.
Perhaps because she and her circumstances had changed irrevocably in that same number of days.
She was no longer the innocent Miss Darcy Ambridge, fleeing London in fear of having her innocence taken away from her. Instead, she was now Darcy, a woman who would gladly have given that innocence to Ranulf, if he had asked for it.
She felt deep regret he had not.
Nor would he now. His behavior toward her had been impeccable on the rest of their journey back to Town. No more of their previous kisses, caresses, or pleasure. The two of them had once again occupied separate bedchambers at the inn in Bedfordshire. Nor had there been a repeat of Darcy ordering and delivering Ranulf’s bath the following morning. He had been up and bathed hours before she had even awoken.
But it had been a journey without further mishap, thank goodness, to either Ranulf or his property. For which Darcy was truly grateful.
Ranulf had dismissed the subject of the saboteur when she had attempted to discuss it with him this morning over breakfast, assuring her it was a problem for him to deal with and not one she need worry about.
How could she not worry when it seemed someone was deliberately trying to harm the man she loved?
“A Mr. Fletcher is asking to see you, Miss Ambridge.”
Darcy looked at the butler as she put aside the book she had been attempting to read. Attempting, because she could not concentrate on any of the words written on the pages, her thoughts entirely focused on where Ranulf had disappeared to after they had breakfasted together some hours ago.
They had arrived at Winterbourne House, the London home of Ranulf’s cousin, Sin, late yesterday afternoon. It was a very grand house, much more so than her parents’ homelier establishment had been. There were many more servants too, and no doubt all necessary to running such a large household, of which Johnson, the butler, a very thin man aged in his forties, was in charge.
“Are you sure it is me he is asking to see?” Darcy repeated doubtfully. As far as she was aware, no one knew of her presence at Winterbourne House.
“The gentleman asked for Miss Ambridge specifically.”
“But who is he?”
A flicker of surprise appeared and then as quickly disappeared from the butler’s pale blue eyes. “I had thought you would know that, Miss Ambridge.”
“I have absolutely no idea,” she assured him. “Did he give you his card?”
“No.” The butler looked slightly troubled by that omission. “I thought it was because he wished… I had assumed he was a friend of yours. Perhaps it would be best if I asked him to call again, when Mr. Montgomery is at home?”
“No.” Darcy stood up, curious about her mysterious visitor, and also a little relieved, to have her morning of solitude interrupted. It was the most time she had spent apart from Ranulf since being discovered hiding in his carriage. “You may show him in, Johnson.”
“Shall I bring tea, miss?”
Did she want to have tea with a complete stranger? “I think not,” she decided. “I will ring if I change my mind.”
She did not recognize the man Johnson showed into the gold salon just seconds later. A tall, blond-haired, blue-eyed, and handsome gentleman, possibly aged in his midthirties, and dressed in the height of fashion.
A friend of Ranulf’s, perhaps? Although Johnson certainly had not recognized him as such.
“Mr. Fletcher.” She made a curtsey.
He bowed. “It is good of you to see me, Miss Ambridge.”
She sat, indicating he should do likewise. “I do not believe we are acquainted…?” she prompted once they were seated in armchairs facing each other.
“No.”
“Then might I enquire as to the reason for your visit?”
“I have called out of concern for your health and future safety.”
Her eyes widened. “I beg your pardon?”
He narrowed those shrewd blue eyes. “I felt it was my civic duty to make you aware that Mr. Ranulf Montgomery, the gentleman with whom you are staying, is a dangerous gentleman for you to be associated with. He was wholly responsible for his wife’s death. She was your cousin, was she not?”
Darcy stood abruptly. “I believe it is time you left, Mr. Fletcher—”
“Do not be too hasty to dismiss me, Miss Ambridge, or what I have to tell you.” Fletcher seemed totally unruffled by her reaction. In fact, he seemed to settle more comfortably into the armchair. “I am aware it must be a shock to you, but I assure you I am telling the truth.”
Darcy deeply regretted being alone with this gentleman, and the bellpull, which would bring Johnson back to the salon, was situated beside Mr. Fletcher. Had he sat in that chair deliberately? Possibly. There was an air about Mr. Fletcher, something lurking in the depths of those pale blue eyes, which she did not altogether trust.
She gripped her hands tightly together in front of her. “You are mistaken, Mr. Fletcher. My cousin Millicent died in a riding accident.”
Fletcher nodded. “That is what everyone, including Mrs. Montgomery’s family, was told. Unfortunately, it is not the whole truth.”
“You really cannot come here and make such scandalous accusations against an innocent man—”
“I was in Scotland when Mrs. Montgomery died. Was, in fact, a guest in Montgomery’s home the evening she was killed.”
“Evening?” Darcy repeated uncertainly.
“It was most certainly evening, Miss Ambridge.” Fletcher stood, his height and breadth instantly dominating the room. “Being a guest at Cairn House, I also know how and why that ‘accident’ occurred. And who was responsible,” he added harshly.
“Ranulf?”
“Most definitely.”
She raised her chin. “I do not believe you.” Ranulf made no secret of his complete contempt for his dead wife. Justifiably so after what he had revealed of Millicent’s behavior. But Darcy refused to believe he was capable of actually murdering Millicent.
Fletcher gave a pitying shake of his head. “Of course you do not. Why should you, when you and Montgomery are currently lovers?”
“How dare you!” More to the point, how did this man know of her intimate relationship with Ranulf? No one knew. How could they. How could this man? And yet he seemed to know far more about her friendship with Ranulf than he should.
“What will happen to you when he no longer desires you, or your relationship no longer amuses him?” Fletcher taunted. “Another ‘accident,’ perhaps?”
“You are being absurd—”
“Am I?” he challenged. “He is ungovernable. A savage. A man who, when thwarted, does not hesitate to eliminate any obstacle, including a wife who has outlived her purpose. Why bother keeping the unfaithful wife when her dowry remains his whether she lives or dies? Make no mistake, Miss Ambridge, your own wealth is nowhere near to ever satisfying Montgomery’s greed.”
Darcy swayed slightly on her feet as she recalled her conversation with Ranulf yesterday, when he had enquired as to what had happened to her fortune—
No!
This man Fletcher had come here to deliberately cause trouble. To put doubts in her mind as to whether or not she should trust in her belief that Ranulf was an honorable man.
And has he succeeded?
No, of course he has not. Ranulf was and is an honorable man. Admittedly his behavior toward her had not always been gentlemanly, but then her own behavior with him had not always been ladylike. That did not make Ranulf the murderer Mr. Fletcher was now stating he was.
Then why did Ranulf ask as to the whereabouts of my fortune yesterday?
Darcy closed her eyes briefly before stepping forward to tug on the bellpull and ring for Johnson. “I am afraid you really will have to leave, Mr. Fletcher. I have a headache.”
“Of course.” He bowed politely, as if he had not minutes ago made an outrageous statement regarding Millicent’s death and stated the name of her murderer. “But I hope you will take my warning to heart. I should hate to read of your own demise in the obituaries in the newspaper one morning as I sit eating my breakfast.”
Her chin rose in challenge. “Are you threatening me, Mr. Fletcher?”
“I believe I said I was trying to protect you.”
She snorted her disgust with that claim. “By telling me Ranulf Montgomery murdered his wife!”
“Yes.”
“You will please leave.”
“And you, I hope, will take heed of my warning.”
Darcy remained standing for as long as it took Johnson to arrive and then show the other man out, after which she sank back down into the armchair, burying her face in her trembling hands as she began to sob.
 
Ranulf was not in the best of moods when he returned to Winterbourne House late that afternoon. He had not expected to be out as long as he had. Truth be told, his meetings today had gone well, better than he could have hoped for, in fact. The reason for his ill-temper was that he had missed Darcy. He had become accustomed to spending time with her. Verbally sparring with her. Making love to and with her…
His mood was not improved by Johnson informing him Miss Ambridge had retired to her bedchamber some hours previously, suffering from a headache.
“I… Miss Ambridge had a gentleman caller this morning, Mr. Montgomery,” Johnson added tentatively.
Ranulf tensed. “Oh?” Darcy had led him to believe she did not have any gentlemen friends in London. Certainly none that would have known she was currently residing at Winterbourne House.
Unless Darcy herself had been the one to inform this other man of her return to London, and where she was staying…
And there was only one way to find out if that was the case.
“I see you did not waste any time in contacting your lover.” Ranulf snarled minutes later as he pushed past Darcy and into her bedchamber.
Having just been woken from a fitful slumber, and then quickly pulling on a robe over her night rail before answering the knock on her bedchamber door, Darcy was not quite awake yet. “I— What?” she prompted sharply as Ranulf’s accusation penetrated her befuddled brain.
He eyed her contemptuously. “I was barely out of the house before your lover came to call.”
Darcy closed the bedchamber door with a decisive click before turning. “If you are referring to Mr. Fletcher, then I had never met him before today.”
“I do not believe you,” Ranulf sneered.
She faced him unflinchingly. “Which is exactly what I told Mr. Fletcher when he warned me you would arrange for me to have an ‘accident’, in the same way Millicent had a fatal accident, when you are tired of our affair.”
“What?”
Darcy gave a humorless smile at Ranulf’s incredulous expression. “Not so pleasant when the accusation is directed toward you, is it?”
Ranulf had never been struck dumb in his life. Until today. Some man, a complete stranger, if Darcy was to be believed, had told her that he… That Millicent’s death… “Who the hell is this man Fletcher?” he was finally able to demand.
Darcy sighed shakily. “I was hoping you would be able to tell me that. He said he was…he was a guest in your home the evening Millicent died.”
Ranulf stilled, his gaze becoming guarded. “You will describe this man to me.” He remembered clearly every person who had been present in his home when Millicent died. And none of the gentlemen had been named Fletcher.
She shrugged. “He was tall. With blond hair and piercing blue eyes. Quite handsome, if a trifle…worldly, for my taste. He was aged in his midthirties and fashionably dressed.”
“And he claimed his name was Fletcher?”
Darcy frowned. “What do you mean, claimed? Is that not his name?”
If Darcy’s gentleman caller was who Ranulf was beginning to suspect he was, then no, his name was most certainly not Fletcher.
Nor should he be anywhere near London.
Or Ranulf.
Most especially nowhere near Darcy.
“You obviously know who this man is.”
Ranulf raised his head, easily able to discern the uncertainty in her expression.
She also looked very beautiful, and very young. Her face was pale, her hair loose about her slender shoulders, and she wore only a robe over her night rail.
Very beautiful.
Very young.
And so very vulnerable.
No doubt it was the latter the other man had meant to convey to him by calling on Darcy when he knew Ranulf was not at home.
Which meant he had been watching Winterbourne House.
That he must have witnessed their arrival back in London yesterday, and waited until he knew Ranulf had gone out this morning, before presenting himself to Darcy and issuing those dire warnings as to Ranulf’s intentions toward her.
No doubt he knew Darcy would report the details of that conversation back to him.
Or not.
In which case, Darcy would have continued to harbor those doubts about him inside her, like a festering wound.
Either way, the bastard knew he had won.
Ranulf’s jaw tensed. “Did you believe him? That I killed Millicent? That I will do the same to you when I am tired of you?”
“No, of course not,” she answered exasperatedly. “You did not kill Millicent, and you can hardly go around killing all the women with whom you have had an affair since.”
“You did not believe him for even a moment? Of course you did,” Ranulf scoffed as a pained frown creased her brow. “It is the reason you retired to bed with a headache.” He breathed in deeply. “There have been no other women with whom I have had an affair. Before or after Millicent’s death.”
“But you said—”
“I said that I had not been without the physical comfort of a woman since Millicent’s death. Those liaisons were only ever of one night’s duration, never affairs.”
“So I am your first…”
Ranulf laughed bitterly. “Not an enviable distinction, if your gentleman caller is to be believed!”
“I told you, I did not believe a word he said.” Darcy eyed him impatiently. “His visit upset me, yes. And I will not deny some of the things he said gave me reason to pause for a second or two. But that is all it was, a second or two. I know you, Ranulf, and I do not believe for a moment you had a hand in Millicent’s death. My headache was not caused by a lack of faith in you. He was… There was something… He frightened me, Ranulf.” Her eyes filled with tears. “And you were not here to reassure me.”
Because he had spent the day securing Darcy’s future.
A future that might not have happened at all if that bastard had taken it into his head to harm Darcy while Ranulf was out.
His jaw tightened. “I believe your visitor’s real name to be Lord Adam Sterling. He was Millicent’s lover. Her coconspirator in plotting my cousin’s demise.”
Her eyes widened. “The lover who chose to go to the Continent…”
“Obviously, he has returned.”
And unless Ranulf was mistaken, the other man was also behind the “accidents” which had been plaguing him these past ten days or so.



Chapter 11
“You cannot make me go if I do not wish to do so.” Darcy glared her displeasure several hours later as she and Ranulf ate dinner together.
“Of course I can.”
Her eyes narrowed at Ranulf’s mocking tone. “I shall turn one and twenty tomorrow. That means I am quite old enough to make my own decisions.”
Ranulf sighed in the face of her stubbornness. “It is all settled.”
“Settled by whom?” she challenged. “I do not recall being present during any of the conversations when my future appears to have been decided. I am grateful, of course, for having my inheritance returned to me. But,” she continued as Ranulf would have spoken. “Less so that you have arranged for me to now reside with the Duke of Stowmont, as his ward.”
Ranulf had made her angry in the past with his high-handedness, but this, this was going too far.
He had waited until the two of them had almost finished eating before informing her he had spent most of the day organizing her future. Without so much as mentioning his intentions to her, let alone consulting her as to what she wanted.
Darcy was, quite rightly, she felt, furious.
Obviously not because Ranulf had forced her uncle into releasing her inheritance on her birthday tomorrow, with threats of exposing his suspicion Lord Sugdon had used some of those funds for his own purposes.
No, Darcy was not in the least angry about that, indeed she was grateful for his intervention. But the rest of Ranulf’s arrangements for her future? Oh yes, she was absolutely furious about those.
It had been the most dreadful day, between Ranulf’s long absence and the visit from a man whom it now appeared was Lord Adam Sterling, her cousin Millicent’s lover. The disturbing things he had said to her… Shocking accusations which Ranulf had still not fully addressed, having excused himself from her bedchamber earlier before attempting to do so.
Perhaps he never would address them…
Now he had the gall to inform her she was to be removed to Stowmont House first thing in the morning. Was to become the ward of her mother’s second cousin, Sebastian Falkner, the Duke of Stowmont. A gentleman she had never met and certainly did not know.
She stood abruptly. “I will not do it.”
“I do not believe you have a choice in the matter,” Ranulf ventured gently. “Stowmont is your closest male relative. He is willing to take you. The matter is settled.”
“Not by me!”
Ranulf stood. “You will lower your voice when talking to me.”
“Why will I?” she taunted.
“Because until tomorrow, you are still under my care and protection. And,” he continued silkily as Darcy would have spoken, “perhaps you should remember what happened the last time you challenged me and my authority.”
Darcy’s cheeks bloomed with color at the memory of being hauled over Ranulf’s knee, her skirts thrown up, and having her bare bottom spanked.
Her chin rose. “I did not then, nor do I now, recognize you as having any authority over me—Ranulf!” she let out a protesting scream as she once again found herself lying facedown across his thighs with her gown up to her waist, revealing her white drawers.
An item of clothing that was also quickly dispatched. Ranulf pulled the back of her drawers down far enough to reveal the globes of her bottom before delivering a smack to that bared flesh. The sound of flesh against flesh echoed around the empty room, and the stinging pain reverberated through Darcy’s body.
“Ranulf, no…” she groaned, having no idea if she was asking for him to stop or begging him to continue.
“You will cease this constant arguing with me,” he bit out between clenched teeth as he delivered another smack.
“I—”
“Do not answer me back, Darcy,” he growled. “I will not tolerate it. Not now. Can you not see I have no choice but to send you to Stowmont? That propriety says I must. But that does not mean the two of us will not…meet again.”
“You are going back to Scotland!” she wailed, the truth of that hurting much more than the stinging blows to her backside.
“No, I am not.” Ranulf’s hand was now gentle, caressing, against the burning curves of her bottom. “Sterling has to be dealt with before I do anything else,” he continued grimly. “And I want you safe under Stowmont’s guardianship when that happens.”
“And I want to remain with you!”
It took every effort of will on Ranulf’s part not to echo that sentiment.
He wanted Darcy to remain with him too.
But not when there was the shadow of Sterling looming over his life, bent on vengeance. Not because the other man had been in love with Millicent, because Ranulf knew he had not. No, he was convinced the only reason Sterling had returned to England after suffering eight months of exile on the Continent was to make Ranulf pay for instigating that exile.
He had no intention of allowing the other man to use Darcy as a means to that vengeance.
He straightened her clothing before turning and lifting her so that she now straddled his thighs and faced him. His hands moved to frame the pale beauty of her face. “You have to go to Stowmont, Darcy.”
Tears balanced on her lashes, ready to spill down her cheeks. “Why?”
This was not the time for Ranulf to consider his own feelings in the matter of Darcy leaving. His priority now was to see that she was kept safe, and the only way he could guarantee that was for her to be as far away from him as possible. Sterling had already found the means of being alone with her once. It could not be allowed to happen again.
Ranulf lifted her off his thighs, ensuring she was steady on her feet before standing himself, his expression one of deliberate coldness and arrogance. “Sterling told you the truth when he said Millicent’s death was not an accident.”
Darcy stared at him with wide and startled eyes. “You killed her?”
Ranulf had not wielded a gun or a sword and struck his wife down. But he had to take some of the responsibility for her death. Millicent had been anxious to avoid being sent back to her father when she had stolen his cousin’s horse, which, upon having this unfamiliar rider on its back, had reared up and dislodged her from the saddle. Millicent had been thrown to the ground and broken her neck.
Damn it, I should have guessed before today the saboteur was Sterling. The burr, deliberately placed under my own saddle a week ago, was no doubt a mocking hint on Sterling’s part as to who was responsible for the accidents befalling me.
Ranulf had not given the other man so much as a thought, because he had foolishly believed Sterling to still be on the Continent.
“Ranulf…?”
He focused his attention back on Darcy, noting the uncertainty—and hope of his denial—in her eyes. “Yes,” he answered flatly, adding nothing further. He had no need to do so as he saw the hope fade from Darcy’s eyes, to be replaced by the pain of disappointment. In him.
Ranulf clenched his hands at his sides as he fought the inner battle not to refute his answer. To take Darcy in his arms and kiss her deeply before making love to her.
If he were to keep Darcy safe, then he had to alienate her. Push her away from him. Far away.
She blinked back her tears, although she could not prevent the low and emotional tone of her voice when she spoke. “Is that the truth?”
He could feel a nerve pulsing in his jaw, it was tensed so tightly. “Yes.”
She continued to look at him searchingly for several minutes before nodding. “I will be packed and ready to leave for Stowmont House first thing in the morning.”
Ranulf gave an abrupt nod, ensuring none of his inner feelings were apparent as he watched Darcy leave the room, her head held high.
His shoulders slumped the moment the door closed behind her.
He had achieved his purpose.
Darcy no longer trusted him.
No longer wanted to have anything to do with him.
Believed, because Ranulf had said it was so, that he had murdered his wife.
Sterling would pay, and pay dearly, for what Ranulf had been forced to do this evening.
 
“I really must insist that you stop moping about the house in this way and accompany me to the Wetherbys’ ball this evening.”
Darcy gazed dully across the private parlor at the gentleman who had been her guardian for the past week.
Sebastian Falkner, the Duke of Stowmont.
He was an exceedingly tall and muscular gentleman, his hair raven black, handsome features starkly aristocratic and dominated by eyes as black as coal. Or the devil.
Not that Stowmont had been unkind to her since she’d come to live here with him. He had not. As far as he was able, Darcy believed the duke had done all that he could to ensure her comfort. She was already familiar with the house, of course, having often visited here when her grandparents were alive.
Her bedchamber was beautifully appointed and looked out over the park next door. The duke had allocated this private parlor for her personal use. Commissioned a dozen new gowns to be made for her. Given her permission to make use of the extensive library. All that Darcy needed for her day-to-day comfort, he had granted.
He was, however, as aloof and cold in his dealings with her as he was with everything and everyone else. Darcy knew no more about her guardian now than she had a week ago.
Partly, she accepted, because she had not tried to know him better. As he had just accused, she had made no effort to do anything since coming to live in Stowmont House.
She gave a cool smile. “It is not acceptable for me to attend a ball when I am still in mourning.”
Black eyes narrowed. “As your guardian, I give permission for you to attend. Damn it, Darcy, I only accepted the invitation in the first place because I thought you would enjoy it,” he snapped. “I detest attending balls.”
From what Darcy had observed, the duke detested all social events. Instead, he preferred to spend his time dealing with estate business or dining at his club.
“The Prince Regent will be there,” he added by way of incentive.
“I have met him many times.”
“But those meetings are always amusing.”
“Yes,” she conceded ruefully.
The duke nodded. “This ball is the ideal opportunity for you to leave the house. To possibly meet up with some of the friends who have been calling all week and whom you have refused to see.”
Ah. “Perhaps you should have asked me if I wished to attend before accepting…” Darcy had no interest in meeting her friends. No interest in doing anything, truth be told.
She missed Ranulf.
Missed him so much, she ached inside.
One thing she had done this past week, constantly, was think of Ranulf. What else could she do but think of him when he had not called to see her, even once.
That hurt most of all.
But her constant thoughts of him had led her to realize Ranulf had been lying to her when he told her he had killed Millicent. The Ranulf she loved was not capable of murdering any woman, even an adulterous and treacherous wife.
The question was, had Ranulf lied to Darcy because he was already tired of her and wished to be rid of her? Or had he lied to her for another reason altogether?
That reason being to keep her safe at Stowmont House, where Lord Adam Sterling could not reach her.
Darcy had a feeling it was the latter.
And she had no idea, no idea at all, what to do about it. If she presented herself at Winterbourne House, she knew Ranulf would be furious with her, possibly for calling at all. Most certainly for bringing attention to herself and so putting herself in danger. Which might lead to another spanking, maybe even lovemaking, but would ultimately result in his returning her to the home of her guardian.
The alternative, sitting here, waiting and hoping Ranulf would eventually come to her, was becoming untenable—
“I am assured Montgomery will be there.”
Darcy’s head snapped up, and she stared at her guardian, noting the mocking humor in those black eyes as he returned her gaze, the derisive smile curving his lips. She moistened her lips before speaking. “How long have you known?”
“You are in love with him?” The duke shrugged. “I should have thought it was obvious.”
Darcy felt her heart plummet. “To him?”
“To me. You have done nothing but gaze out the window since your arrival here. Watching each carriage as it enters the avenue and then letting out loud sighs when it passes by. I have no idea what is going on between you and Montgomery,” the duke snapped irritably. “But I wish the two of you would do something about it so that everyone else does not have to share in your misery.”
She blinked. “Ranulf is miserable?”
“I am assuming so, if he feels about you as you feel about him. I really do not understand this love business,” Stowmont continued dismissively, seeming not to have noticed Darcy’s expression of disappointment at his only having assumed Ranulf was as miserable as she was. Because she had hoped, however briefly, Ranulf was in love with her too. “If a man and woman physically want each other, then they take each other. There is no reason to complicate physical desire with emotion.”
Darcy could see that the duke really did not understand. Possibly because he had never been in love. It would be a brave woman indeed who fell in love with the cold and aloof Sebastian Falkner, and an even braver one to expect him to return that emotion.
As futile as her own love was for Ranulf.
“Very well,” she decided firmly. “I will accompany you to the Wetherbys’ ball.”
“And you will wear one of your new ball gowns. The cream lace, I think.” Stowmont nodded his satisfaction with the arrangement.
Darcy’s six-month mourning period still had several weeks to go, but she was as tired of wearing black and other drab colors as everyone else seemed to be of seeing her in them. She was sure that her mama and papa would understand Darcy wanting to look as beautiful as possible this evening, if there was the remotest chance she was going to see Ranulf again. Seeing her in a pretty gown would be a reminder to him of what he had forgone when he sent her away.



Chapter 12
“You appear to be enjoying yourself this evening.”
Darcy’s heart jolted at merely hearing Ranulf’s voice. A voice she had longed to hear again, if not speaking to her in quite that accusing tone.
She excused herself from the gentleman who had just escorted her from the crowded dance floor in the Wetherby ballroom, keeping the smile on her lips as she turned to face Ranulf.
She drew her breath in sharply at how magnificent he looked in his black evening clothes. The candlelit chandeliers overhead seemed to highlight those touches of red in the darkness of his hair. His eyes were cold, however, and his handsome face all sharp angles, as if he had lost weight since she saw him a week ago.
Darcy did not fool herself into thinking it was because Ranulf had missed her as much as she had missed him. “How pleasant it is to see you again, Mr. Montgomery.” She gave a polite curtsey.
“Pleasant?” he repeated through gritted teeth, eyes glittering as dark as emeralds.
“Well, yes.” Pride dictated she answer him with a lightness she was far from feeling. Pride was the emotion she had clung to since the morning Ranulf had delivered her to Stowmont House as if she were an unwanted parcel he was returning. “I trust you are enjoying being back in London?”
“I like it no better now than I did before.” Ranulf glared his frustration with Darcy’s polite aloofness. Not that he was not wholly deserving of her admonition, because he knew he was. That made it no easier to accept after a week of not seeing her at all. “How are you and Stowmont getting along together?” He and the duke had spoken together a few minutes ago.
Darcy’s expression brightened. “Very well. He really is the most agreeable of gentlemen, when you get to know him better.”
Agreeable was the last word Ranulf would have used to describe the slightly older man. Arrogance incarnate better described that aloof gentleman. Although he could not deny the other man had been helpful enough toward him this past week.
But that did not mean Ranulf found any pleasure in the idea of Darcy and Stowmont getting along so well together. Or wanting to know just how much better Darcy now knew Stowmont.
Which is a bit dog in the manger of me, when I was the one to insist Darcy go to stay with Stowmont in the first place.
That did not mean Ranulf had to like it. His reasons had been sound at the time. That he had suffered for them, suffered the absence of Darcy, was little enough price to pay for keeping her safe.
Except he was no nearer ending this enforced separation than he had been a week ago. Sterling was nowhere to be found, and Ranulf was starting to wonder if he had not been mistaken about the identity of Darcy’s caller.
And it was so very good to see Darcy again.
Ranulf had never seen her out of her dark mourning gowns—well, unless she was naked. Which he should certainly not be thinking about now. The cream lace gown she wore this evening complimented her red-gold hair. The low neckline revealed the creamy swell of her breasts. The expression in her dark eyes was serene and untroubled, her skin having a healthy glow in the candlelight.
A part of Ranulf longed to remove the pins from her hair. To put an aroused glow in her eyes and cheeks. To remove her elegant gown and bare her breasts and thighs to the caresses of his lips and hands.
His jaw clenched. “Have you spoken to your uncle this evening?”
Her expression turned to alarm, a hunted look appearing in her eyes, her cheeks paling. “Is he here?”
“He arrived a few minutes ago with the Prince Regent,” Ranulf confirmed grimly. “Sugdon should know better than to come anywhere near you, but I felt you should be made aware of his presence, at least.”
Which was, Darcy realized with a heavy heart, no doubt the only reason Ranulf had sought her out and spoken to her at all. When her only reason for being here was so that she could at least see Ranulf again.
“Have you seen my guardian recently?” She looked about the crowded ballroom, hoping to spot that aloof figure somewhere amid the noisy crowd of guests. No such luck.
“A few minutes ago.” Ranulf nodded. “He said he was going out onto the terrace to smoke a cigar. I would have joined him but felt I should speak with you first.”
“I suggest we both join him.” She placed her gloved hand on the arm Ranulf held out to her. “I believe it is time I left. I am sure Stowmont will welcome my decision,” she added dryly. “He does not…enjoy social occasions such as this one.”
Ranulf snorted. “From what I have observed, Stowmont dislikes the necessity of being polite to people more than he does the social occasion itself.”
“Yes.” Darcy smiled distractedly as they stepped outside onto the terrace. Stowmont was nowhere to be seen amongst the couples strolling in the moonlight. “I believe he must have sought refuge farther into the garden.”
“Or he has already left,” Ranulf said enviously.
Her eyes widened. “Do you think so?”
“Not when he knows he is your escort for the evening,” Ranulf assured her. “If we stroll down into the garden, we may find him hiding in one of the rose arbors.”
Darcy doubted the powerful Sebastian Falkner ever felt the need to hide from anyone or anything. But she agreed he might have gone into the garden in search of privacy in order to enjoy smoking one of the strong-smelling cigars she knew he favored.
“The moon is very bright tonight,” Darcy remarked conversationally, the silvery glow easily lighting their way down the winding path toward the rose arbors.
“How have you really been this past week, Darcy?” Ranulf prompted.
“Miserable,” she answered honestly. “You?”
“Miserable,” he echoed. “Darcy—”
“Well, well, if it is not my niece and her—and Montgomery. How obliging of you to step out into the privacy of the garden so that I might take this opportunity to…speak with you both, without fear of interruption.”
Darcy had recognized Cecil Sugdon’s voice immediately he spoke. Turning to face the older man allowed both her and Ranulf to see that the pistol which Sugdon held in his hand was aimed directly at Ranulf’s heart. She wished they had not strolled so far from the house and the other guests as she realized there was no one near to witness this encounter.
The older man’s top lip turned back in a sneer. “Did you really think I would allow you to get away with coming into my house and threatening me, you young upstart?” he derided Ranulf. “And as I have long suspected”—his scathing glance now encompassed Darcy too—“a good fucking obviously agrees with you, my dear.”
“No!” Darcy held tightly to Ranulf’s arm as he would have stepped forward to swing his fist at the older man’s face. “Can you not see he is deliberately trying to antagonize you into attacking him so that he has reason to shoot you?”
“Then he has succeeded,” Ranulf bit out between clenched teeth. “How dare you speak to Miss Ambridge in such a crude manner?”
“Because I am afraid this is who he really is behind the mask he wears in public,” she dismissed sadly.
Ranulf’s gaze remained narrowed on the older man. “What do you want, Sugdon?”
The pistol in his hand meant Cecil Sugdon remained completely unperturbed by Ranulf’s show of aggression. “I wanted you to meet a new acquaintance of mine. Sterling?”
Another man stepped out from the shadows behind them. The newcomer was easily identifiable as the man who had visited Darcy at Winterbourne House a week ago. Lord Adam Sterling. Lover and coconspirator of her cousin, Millicent. The pistol in his hand was also pointed at Ranulf.
“We could hardly believe our luck when we learned you were both to be here this evening,” her uncle continued conversationally. “Although I believe Sterling has found it rather tiresome sitting in my carriage waiting for the ideal moment for us to confront the two of you. It seems he has some unfinished business he wishes to discuss with you, Montgomery,” he mocked. “While the two of you are…talking, I will amuse myself by settling my own unfinished business with my niece.” His heated gaze swept possessively over Darcy.
She felt a shudder go through her at what she knew that unfinished business to be.
Ranulf turned so that he was sideways to both armed men and at the same time shielding Darcy behind him. “My business with Sterling was finished eight months ago, when he was caught out plotting with my adulterous wife—your daughter,” he reminded Sugdon, “to kill my cousin. What followed was Millicent’s death and Sterling’s banishment to the Continent.”
Sugdon laughed. “I believe he has a few things he wishes to say to you in regard to the unpleasantness of that banishment. And my daughter was ever a disappointment to me.” He sighed. “At least the silly little chit knew to kill herself rather than come sniveling back to me when you were finished with her.”
Ranulf gave a disgusted shake of his head. “It is no wonder Millicent was as she was, with a father like you as an example.”
The older man shrugged. “We all do what we have to do.” His expression hardened. “And what I intend doing right now is to take my pound of flesh out of Darcy’s delectable body.”
“You have already attempted to steal her family fortune. Are you now saying you wish to resume the lascivious intentions toward her person which caused her to run away from your home?”
Darcy stared hard at Ranulf’s back, wondering why he was even asking such a question when they both knew what Cecil Sugdon wanted from her.
“I am sure the Prince Regent cannot know what sort of man you truly are,” Ranulf added disgustedly.
The older man shrugged. “There is much Prinny does not know about me,” he dismissed. “I should thank you, by the by, for disposing of Darcy’s virginity for me. It is such a messy and tiresome business, and one I am only too happy to forgo.” Pale eyes glittered at her in the moonlight. “If you come along with me willingly now and spread your legs for me as eagerly as you have for Montgomery, then perhaps Sterling will consider stopping short of actually killing your lover.”
Sterling smiled confidently. “Perhaps, if she were to provide me with a little cock sucking as further inducement.”
“There, Darcy,” Sugdon taunted. “Is that arrangement acceptable to you?”
It was disgusting.
Reprehensible.
Depraved.
And it might prevent Adam Sterling from shooting Ranulf dead.
“What on earth do you think you are doing?” Ranulf demanded as Darcy stepped out from behind him.
There were tears glistening in her eyes when she looked at him. “I cannot allow him to shoot you, Ranulf.”
His face darkened with anger. “You do not seriously think I will stand aside and allow this disgusting monster to touch so much as a single hair upon your head, merely to save my own hide?”
“If I do not go with him, they are going to shoot you—”
“He is going to shoot me anyway—”
“I am sure that Darcy is more than capable of understanding the choices set out before her,” Cecil Sugdon interrupted pleasantly. “If she gives herself willingly to both myself and Sterling, then we may consider letting you live. If she does not, then you will most certainly die.”
“There is the third alternative, of course, of the two of you spending several years, possibly the rest of your lives, in one of His Majesty’s prisons!”
They turned as one toward the sound of that voice. Darcy’s eyes widened in shock as she saw who had just spoken: her guardian, Sebastian Falkner, the Duke of Stowmont.
Standing slightly behind him, an expression of distaste upon his face—and surrounded by half a dozen gentlemen who appeared to be protecting him, while at the same time maintaining privacy by keeping any other guests at bay—stood the Prince Regent.
“Prinny—”
“After what I have heard this evening, Sugdon—what I now know,” he added pointedly. “In future, if you have reason to address me at all, then you will call me His Royal Highness.” Contempt virtually dripped from the Prince Regent’s voice as he looked down his nose at the man he had once counted amongst his close friends. Once, because he obviously no longer felt that way. “It is highly unlikely you will ever have need to do so, however, when I intend to ensure you occupy a prison cell for the rest of your miserable life.” He glanced toward Darcy, Ranulf, and Stowmont. “I take it you are all willing to press charges of theft, attempted rape and murder against these two men?”
“It will be a pleasure, Prinny,” Stowmont assured in a hard voice as Darcy and Ranulf nodded.
“See that the sentence is taken care of posthaste and with as little public knowledge as possible,” the Prince Regent instructed several of the gentlemen who had accompanied him, the matter obviously settled as far as he was concerned. “I will wish you a good evening, Miss Ambridge.” He nodded politely before turning and walking back along the garden path toward the Wetherbys’ terrace, accompanied by two of his friends.
“Prinny— Your Royal Highness—” Sugdon called after him plaintively. “Please… You misunderstood.”
“None of us misunderstood it was your intention to rape Darcy and shoot me.” Ranulf, taking advantage of Sugdon’s distress at the Prince Regent’s departure, easily disarmed the other man before turning the pistol on him. “Well done.” He nodded at Stowmont, the duke having done the same to Sterling. Both those men now faced the barrel of the pistol pointed at themselves rather than someone else.
The duke gave a brief grin, one which made him appear years younger. “I have not enjoyed myself so much in years.” His humor faded as he glanced at the men the Prince Regent had left behind. “If you gentlemen would care to take over now? I do believe my ward is about to faint.”
Those were the last words Darcy heard before she was consumed by darkness.



Chapter 13
“—she deserves a damn good thrashing.”
“I intend to see to her chastisement as soon as Darcy is recovered enough to understand the reason for it.”
“See that you do. For I will not tolerate another scare like the one she put us both through this evening.”
“I trust your affection for Darcy is platonic, Stowmont?”
“To the same degree yours is not, Montgomery.”
Stowmont and Montgomery.
Darcy had fought her way through the layers of darkness pressing down on her to hear part of the conversation between those two gentlemen. It had not taken more than a few words for her to realize she was the subject of that discussion.
Or to wisely decide to keep her eyelids closed so that the two men were not yet aware she had recovered from her faint. Although she had no idea where she was, except she appeared to be lying on something rather comfortable. Possibly a bed in one of the bedchambers at Wetherby House?
It was rather touching to learn of the aloof Stowmont’s familial affection for her after knowing her such a short time.
It caused her body to flush hotly to hear Ranulf’s affection described as the opposite to familial.
To learn that he possibly had an affection for her at all…
“I do not suppose it would do any good for me to tell you it is not in the least proper for you to remain alone in Darcy’s bedchamber with her?” Stowmont drawled.
Darcy heaved an inward sigh of relief at learning she was in her own bedchamber at Stowmont House rather than still at Wetherby House. The two gentlemen must have transported her back here in the duke’s carriage after she had fainted.
“You could try,” Ranulf challenged.
“I make a point of never expending energy on anything I consider a pointless waste of my time,” Stowmont dismissed in a bored voice. “I am going out for a few hours. I trust this will be settled by the time I return?”
“You may depend upon it,” Ranulf assured in a hard voice.
Darcy was in something of a quandary. If she spoke up in protest against the duke’s intention of leaving her alone with a Ranulf who obviously intended to spank her as soon as she recovered, then she would also reveal that she had been listening to their conversation for some time. Earning her a further spanking, no doubt.
“Good night, Darcy,” the duke addressed her dryly, causing her to open startled lids and look at him. “Do not stay up too late talking when there are far more pleasant ways in which the two of you might spend your time.”
Darcy kept her gaze on her guardian rather than the glowering Ranulf seated in a chair beside the bed. His simmering anger was almost palpable. “You cannot mean to leave me alone here with Ranulf.”
Stowmont shrugged wide shoulders. “From what I hear, it will not be the first time.”
“Or the last,” Ranulf bit out.
Darcy gave a wince as she chanced a glance at him, and then wished she had not. Green eyes glittered down at her. Ranulf’s lips were thinned. His jaw tense. As was the whole of his body. “I am not feeling well, Ranulf,” she defended.
“If you fail to explain yourself to my satisfaction, I guarantee you are going to feel even less so very shortly!”
“That is most definitely my cue to leave.” Stowmont gave a mocking bow before departing the bedchamber.
Ranulf barely waited until the other man had left, closing the door behind him, before demanding, “What did you think you were doing earlier, intending to go off with Sugdon and suffer God knows what at his hands?”
“He said Sterling was going to shoot you if I did not!”
“And as I said at the time, he was going to shoot me anyway, whether you went with Sugdon or not.”
“I did not know that,” she defended as she pulled herself up farther onto the pillows, feeling at too much of a disadvantage lying flat on the bed. Not that she need have bothered, because the moment Ranulf stood, she was again placed in the disadvantageous position of gazing up at him as he began to restlessly pace the bedchamber. “I was trying to protect you, Ranulf…” She looked at him pleadingly.
“Why?”
“Why…?” she repeated guardedly. “Well, because…because…”
He stood glowering beside the bed. “Yes?”
Color warmed her cheeks. “I could not let him shoot you.”
“Why not?”
She frowned. “What sort of question is that?”
“A valid one, I would have thought.”
Her frown turned to irritation. “I would have done the same for anyone.”
“Would you?” Ranulf looked down at her searchingly.
“Anyone would have,” she maintained firmly.
Ranulf had felt murderous himself earlier when Darcy stepped forward with the obvious intention of sacrificing herself to Sugdon’s will in order to, as she thought, save Ranulf’s life. He had never felt so angry in his life before. It was perhaps as well she had fainted shortly afterward, or he would not have been answerable for his actions.
The mere thought of Darcy meekly suffering Sugdon’s attentions for his sake was enough to rekindle that earlier anger. “I can think of no one else who would have done such a thing.”
“Well… I… I could not let him shoot you, Ranulf,” she repeated determinedly.
Ranulf was aware that much of his anger was caused from fear. For Darcy. At the sacrifice she had been willing to make in order to protect him.
“Could we get the spanking over with, do you think?” Darcy sighed.
He gave a rueful shake of his head. “I have no intention of spanking you.”
“But you said—”
“That was merely talk between two gentlemen, in order to bleed off some of the tension from earlier this evening.” He smiled slightly as he saw Darcy’s expression was a mix between relief and disappointment. “Unless you wish me to spank you…?”
“Yes. No! I mean…” Delicate color warmed her cheeks. “You have ignored me this past week,” she accused.
Ranulf’s amusement faded. “For your own safety.”
“It did not feel that way.”
“Well, it was.” He resumed pacing the bedchamber. “Stowmont and I discussed the situation and decided that it was for the best if you and I were not seen together.”
“Stowmont and you decided that?”
“Yes.”
“You were the one who spoke to me earlier this evening.”
“And look what happened.”
“Oh.”
He gave a humorless smile. “I have to admit we had not expected to catch Sterling out as well, but—”
“You had not expected,” she repeated incredulously. “That comment implies a certain amount of premeditation on the part of both you and Stowmont.”
“Yes,” Ranulf confirmed without apology. “The fact that Prinny was going to be at the ball this evening, along with Sugdon, seemed the ideal opportunity for us to allow Sugdon the chance to incriminate himself. He did so far beyond our expectations,” he added with satisfaction.
Darcy swung her legs to the side of the bed before standing up, ignoring the slight dizziness this caused, as she glared at Ranulf. “You and my guardian attended the ball this evening, plotted together, only with the intention of trapping Lord Sugdon into revealing his true nature to the Prince Regent?”
“Yes.”
“You knew Stowmont had not gone into the garden at all and intended to bring the Prince Regent into the garden if my uncle followed us outside.”
“Yes.”
“In the hopes my uncle would incriminate himself.”
“Yes.”
“You did not marry Millicent for her dowry as Sterling said you did.”
“The same dowry I returned to Sugdon the night you saw me at his home, and decided to hide in my carriage the following morning?”
“Yes.”
“Obviously not.”
“You did not kill Millicent.”
“No.”
“This evening, my uncle implied she had killed herself. Is that true?”
“No.”
“Her death really was an accident.”
“Yes.”
“You only told me you had killed her in order to ensure I left you.”
“Yes.”
“But you were as surprised as I when Adam Sterling also made an appearance this evening.”
“Yes.”
“You had no idea he and Lord Sugdon had made an unholy alliance in order to punish both of us.”
“No.”
“You are in love with me, as I am with you.”
“Yes— You are in love with me?” Ranulf ceased his pacing to stare at her.
“As you are with me,” she came back challengingly.
“Yes.”
Darcy breathed out shakily. “Then would you please kiss me before I expire from longing?”
“God, yes!” Ranulf stepped forward to sweep her up into his arms and take very firm and satisfying possession of her lips.
 
“I am still far from forgiving you for making me leave Winterbourne House last week, or for this evening’s machinations,” Darcy murmured a long time later as she and Ranulf lay naked on her bed together, their lovemaking having been very long and even more satisfying.
“There must be something I can do to make reparation,” Ranulf murmured indulgently.
“I cannot think of anything.”
“Nothing at all?”
“No.”
“You are assured now that I am very much in love with you?”
“Yes.”
“That, until I met you, I had no intention of ever loving any woman?”
“Yes.”
“You love me too?”
“Yes.”
“Very much?”
“Oh yes.”
“Will you marry me?”
“Ye— Ranulf…?” It was now her turn to look at him uncertainly.
Ranulf moved up onto his elbow to grin down at her. “I love you very much, Miss Darcy Ambridge. Would you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”
“You are sure that is what you want?”
He frowned. “I am sure this is a question you should answer with a yes or a no, not another question.”
“Yes.”
“As it is a question I never expected to ask again, I would appreciate— Yes…?” he echoed sharply.
“Yes, please?” Darcy teased, feeling as if her heart were about to burst from her chest. She had never, not in her wildest imaginings, thought that Ranulf would ever love and want to marry her. “I love you so very much, Ranulf. I would be honored to be your wife.”
They spent several long minutes expressing that love for each other with more wild caresses and heated murmurings.
“You would enjoy my spanking you occasionally?” Ranulf teased lovingly.
“Oh yes, please. It was, is, so pleasurable.”
He nodded. “You really do have the most beautiful bottom.”
Darcy’s cheeks were flushed. “I enjoy the lovemaking that follows best of all.”
“As do I,” Ranulf confirmed gruffly. “We do not have to live in Scotland all the time. I can tolerate London for short periods, if it would please you.”
“It would not.”
His brows rose. “Not…?”
“I do not enjoy London Society any more than you do, my darling.” Her arms moved up about his shoulders. “We will have to return to London for the trial of Sugdon and Sterling, but other than that, I will happily spend the rest of my life in Scotland, as long as it is with you.”
“You will?”
“Very happily.”
Ranulf had not expected to ever allow himself to fall in love with any woman. But then, he had not expected to ever meet a woman as beautiful, loyal, and true as Darcy.
He would love and protect her till he breathed his last.
As he knew without a doubt Darcy would love and protect him to the last breath in her own body.
Because they were in love and loved each other.
Thank God!
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