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Chapter 1
Early October, 1816
Ashingdon Village,
Derbyshire, England
I have realized many secrets can be learned through diligent observation.
Secrets such as the married, middle-aged greengrocer’s less than fatherly interest in the young girl who serves behind the counter in his shop.
The liking the doctor’s wife has for the laudanum she always carries with her, and occasionally replenishes from her husband’s surgery, without his knowledge, when her supply is running low.
The baker’s son is stealing from his father’s till.
The squire’s unmarried daughter meets twice a week with one of the grooms in the hayloft of her father’s stable.
And the young widow whose bags are now being strapped onto the back of her ancient carriage in readiness for her visit to Yorkshire, who is doing her very best to look as if the hounds of hell are not snapping at her heels?
All the village gossiped about the sudden death of her much older husband, who had been an unpleasant man not appreciative of his young and beautiful wife. They gossiped, but they did not have proof that Edmund Marsden was murdered.
I do.
I know why, how, and when he was murdered.
All these things I have learned through diligent observation, to be secreted away until that information is needed.
Mrs. Emily Marsden is mistaken if she thinks to escape the repercussions of that knowledge by removing herself from the village for several months.
She cannot escape her secret, because it will follow her, holding her tightly in its grasp, until she too gives in to my demands.
For I am not averse to using the knowledge I have gained through my diligence, to blackmail any of these sinners, and, most especially, Mrs. Emily Marsden.



Chapter 2
October, 1816
Whitney Park, Yorkshire
“I was under the impression you were a man.”
Emily was well aware that Lord Alexander Whitney, only recently come into this estate in Yorkshire upon the demise of his father, had been expecting the arrival of Edmund Ackroyd Marsden rather than his wife.
The letter received two months ago from this gentleman to Primrose Cottage, Emily’s home in Ashingdon in Derbyshire, had been addressed to E. A. Marsden, Esquire. The contents of the letter, requesting Mr. Marsden accept a commission to catalog and restore order to the famous Whitney Library, was as formally worded.
Emily had been the one to reply to that initial letter, with her own signature, also E. A. Marsden. All without mention of her husband’s demise four months prior to receipt of that first letter. All the correspondence that followed the initial letter had been between Lord Whitney and E. A. Marsden.
A deliberate deception, but Emily had been so desperate to leave Ashingdon, if only for a month or two, she had not really thought much beyond effecting that escape.
If Whitney was surprised by her appearance, then Emily inwardly admitted to being equally so in regard to him. She certainly had not considered that Lord Alexander Whitney would be quite so…so… Well, to begin with, he was far younger than Emily had expected, possibly aged in his mid to late thirties, rather than the fifty or so she had imagined him to be.
His looks were also…
Well, to put it frankly, Lord Alexander Whitney was a rakishly handsome and athletic-looking gentleman. His overlong dark hair was fashionably styled. He had piercing blue eyes, an aristocratic nose set between high and distinct cheekbones, his lips sculpted, with a firm, square jaw.
His clothing was obviously made of expensive cloth and in the height of fashion. His white linen was immaculate, a diamond pin adorning his neckcloth, and the black superfine was tailored perfectly to his wide shoulders and muscular chest. His waistcoat lay flat against his abdomen, with no sign of a paunch, in contrast to so many gentlemen of his age.
Which was all Emily could currently see of his appearance, seated as he was behind the cluttered mahogany desk in his study, the room in which he had chosen to receive her.
She did know he was at least a foot taller than her own five feet and two inches, Whitney having risen politely to his feet a few minutes ago when she was shown into the study by his butler. An occasion when Whitney had quickly hidden the brief widening of his eyes as the butler announced her as being Mrs. E. A. Marsden.
To say she had never been in such…disturbingly male company as this before would be an understatement. Lord Whitney positively oozed male virility, of a kind that Emily could not help but be aware of. It was there, in the way he reclined back so confidently in his leather chair. In the way those intelligent blue eyes observed her between narrowed lids, from her bonnet to her boots, when she first entered the room. As for his mouth… Surely no respectable gentleman should have such sensual lips? Moreover, ones that seemed to be constantly curved into a mocking smile, as if Whitney was perfectly aware of his effect upon the opposite sex.
That very same effect he was having upon her…
Emily felt very warm, despite the fact she had only recently come inside from her ancient and exceedingly draughty carriage. The warmth given off by the cheerily crackling fire in the hearth had not had time as yet to permeate through her clothing to her chilled body.
Her palms were damp inside her gloves, and she did not believe that reaction caused entirely by the nervousness she felt, knowing how important it was to her to be allowed to stay here.
Her breathing was shallow, and her breasts felt uncomfortably confined inside the tight bodice of her gown. She had no idea what the heat and throb between her thighs indicated.
Perhaps, after all, Whitney Park did not offer her the refuge she had hoped it would, but instead presented danger of a far different kind.
Emily gave herself a mental shake as she realized Whitney was eyeing her curiously. He clearly waited for her to reply to his earlier comment. Whether she still wished to stay here or not, the next few minutes would either result in her having to return to Ashingdon, suitably chastened for her deception, or shown to the bedchamber she was to use for the duration of her stay.
“You are no doubt referring to my husband, my lord,” she answered with a cool confidence in direct contrast to the inexplicable heat of her body. “I am afraid he died six months ago.”
Whitney scowled. “Then who the devil have I been corresponding with these past two months?”
Emily gave an inward quiver at the barely repressed impatience in his demeanor. “That would be me.”
“You?”
Emily suppressed a wince at the sharp disbelief of his tone. “I also am E. A. Marsden, my lord. Emily Anne, to be exact.”
Xander’s gaze narrowed on the young woman seated very upright in the chair on the other side of his desk. A prim-looking woman with what looked to be red hair scraped back and hidden beneath her gray bonnet, her matching gown buttoned up to her throat.
Despite the fact her milky smooth complexion and trimness of figure indicated she could only be in her early twenties, she wore the attire of a straitlaced spinster.
Or a widow.
Xander did not interest himself in ladies’ fashions, but he believed gray, along with purple, was one of the mourning colors widows wore after their first six months of wearing black.
He had never met Edmund Marsden, but the longevity of the other man’s reputation as a historian and librarian indicated he had surely been in his fifties or sixties? Which would make him at least thirty years senior to this young woman, who now claimed to have been his wife.
A not unattractive woman, if you were partial to ivory skin, fine green eyes, red hair, and a dusting of freckles across the bridge of a slightly upturned nose. As a rule, Xander was not. His usual preference was for voluptuous blondes. When he could spare the time to indulge himself, that is. Which he had not been able to do since inheriting his father’s run-down estate in Yorkshire four months ago.
Good God, could it really be four months since he had…
That would surely explain the unexpected interest he now felt to know what Emily Marsden might look like beneath those widow’s weeds. As to whether her breasts were as full and firm as they appeared. Whether the color of her nipples was a juicy pink or a tempting dusky peach. If her waist was slender. Her hips as curvaceous and inviting—
Xander rose impatiently to move around to the front of his desk, a hard smile of satisfaction curving his lips as he saw the way Mrs. Marsden leaned back in her chair to avoid too close a proximity to him. An indication she was not unaware of him either?
His mouth thinned. “Do you have children?”
“Sadly, no.”
“Documentation with you to prove your identity?”
She looked flustered by the question. “You… I have your correspondence to me these past two months. Your letters are packed in my trunk, which is outside in my carriage.”
He nodded. “Do you have any proof of your marriage to Mr. Marsden?”
A frown appeared between her eyes. “I do not understand…”
“You have deliberately deceived me, madam. As such, I believe I am perfectly within my rights to ask for written or documented confirmation of your identity. Otherwise, how can I know you are who you claim to be?”
This was a possibility Emily had not even considered. Not that she would have shown Whitney anything which revealed her maiden name. “I assure you I am not a woman in the habit of telling lies, my lord.”
He gave a slight inclination of his head in acknowledgment. “The short history of our acquaintance would seem to indicate otherwise.”
Guilty color warmed Emily’s cheeks. “You would not have countenanced my coming here at all if you had known I was not my husband.”
“Justifiably so, would you not agree?”
“Not when I am just as capable as my husband, no. Edmund trained me in his method of work during our marriage.”
“And the Whitney Library is vast, with many rare books amongst its number. Without confirmation you are at least who you say you are, I am loath to allow you to so much as look at them, let alone take on the task of cataloguing them.”
Emily chewed on her bottom lip as she searched her mind for something that would confirm who she was. Ah. “I have this locket.” She raised her hand to loop a finger beneath the gold necklace and pull the piece of jewelry from within the confines of her gown. It was the only jewelry she owned, apart from her plain gold wedding ring. “Edmund gave it to me on our wedding day.” She opened the locket to reveal the engraving inside.
And instantly realized her mistake as the short length of the necklace required Whitney to lean very close to her if he was to read the engraving.
He smelled of the fresh outdoors. From a horse ride earlier today? Also lemons and sandalwood. Perhaps from the soap he used to wash his hair and body when he bathed after riding. Whatever the origin of those perfumes, it was a beguiling mixture.
“‘Edmund Ackroyd Marsden to Emily Anne Marsden, 12th January, 1811,’” Whitney read, the warmth of his breath disturbing several loose tendrils of hair at Emily’s temple.
Almost like a caress, she acknowledged breathlessly. Like the gentle brush of fingertips against her flesh. Not that she could recall what that felt like, but it was a pleasant sensation nonetheless.
“Satisfied, my lord?” She closed the locket with a snap before returning it beneath her gown.
He straightened. “I am satisfied that on the 12th day of January, 1811, Edmund Marsden did marry Emily Marsden,” he drawled. “You have shown me nothing to confirm that lady is you.”
Her eyes widened. “Why would I lie?”
“Possibly for the same reason you have pretended to be Edmund Marsden for the past two months,” he came back challengingly.
Emily could take one of two paths now. Deny any intention of deception. Or own up to the crime.
The first risked being dismissed as the nonsense it undoubtedly was.
The second risked further questioning on the subject of why she had perpetrated the deception in the first place. Answers she could not give this man without incriminating herself to such a degree he would immediately ask her to leave.
Emily decided to choose neither of those paths, but to forge one of her own. “Having very ably assisted my husband for the past five years, I am perfectly up to the task of cataloguing and returning order to the extensive library you have here. I am also sure that the person my husband used in London to repair and restore books will be happy to do the same for me.” In fact, Emily had always been the one to deal with Mr. Ames. Edmund could often be abrasive and tended to upset people.
She knew, with Edmund’s training, she was more than capable of doing the work necessary in the Whitney Library. If Lord Whitney would only give her the opportunity to prove herself.
If.
It had seemed like a godsend, as if it was meant to be, when Lord Whitney’s letter arrived inviting Edmund to Yorkshire to catalog the famous Whitney Library. The present Lord Whitney’s great-grandfather had been a keen collector, and Edmund had often remarked that he would relish the opportunity to inspect the rare and coveted library.
Unfortunately, Edmund had died four months before being offered the opportunity to come to Whitney Park.
Xander was not ignorant of the fact Mrs. Marsden had not yet answered his question. “I was informed you were not accompanied by your maid.”
She gave a tight smile. “Possibly because I do not have one.”
His brow rose. “You do not have one now, or you never had one?”
“I do not have one now.”
Implying that she had once. Before or after her marriage? The mulish expression on Emily Marsden’s face said she would give him no more answers on the subject.
One part of her earlier statement intrigued him, though. As it had when he read the date of her wedding to Marsden. “Surely you were still in the schoolroom almost six years ago?”
A delicate blush colored her cheeks, strawberries amid the cream, throwing those freckles into sharp relief. “Not quite,” she said quietly. “I was seventeen when Edmund and I married.”
“And your husband’s age at the time?”
“I do not see…”
“Humor me,” Xander drawled.
“My husband was aged three and fifty on the day of our wedding, my lord,” she revealed with obvious reluctance.
Xander inwardly recoiled. What had Marsden been about, to have married a girl so much younger than himself? More to the point, why would such a young girl marry a man so much older than herself?
Money, perhaps?
On the contrary, neither the shabby carriage this lady had arrived in nor her own appearance gave any indication of wealth. Nor did her lack of a maid.
Maybe prestige?
Edmund Marsden had certainly been lauded by his peers, but as they were as old and obscure as he was, there could not be much prestige there for a young woman either.
Love, then?
Emily Marsden’s tone had been cool when she spoke of her marriage and her husband’s death. Nor had Xander seen any sign of tears in those dark green eyes at the mention of the older man’s demise.
So not money, prestige, or love. Which left what?
Xander found he was very interested to know the answer to that question.
An interest that was no doubt founded upon the fact he was unutterably bored after being stuck in Yorkshire for the past four months. Far away from his friends and the delights London had to offer, in which he had previously enjoyed indulging on a regular basis.
Good God, he must be beyond bored if a little rabbit like Mrs. Emily Marsden and the secrets hidden in those green eyes could intrigue him!
“My age, then or now, has nothing to do with anything,” the young widow dismissed briskly. “As I said, I am more than capable of doing the task for which you have employed me. My lord,” she added uncomfortably, having obviously realized she had dropped the formality in her determination to be heard.
“For which I employed your husband,” Xander corrected pointedly. He had not said so, but he knew instinctively from the sincerity in that steady green gaze that Emily Marsden told the truth. That, unlikely as it might appear, she had indeed been the wife of Edmund Marsden.
Nevertheless, Xander knew himself to have been deliberately duped as to whom he was corresponding with these past months. And he did not care for being toyed with.
The last time he had been made a fool of, he had been a callow youth of seventeen. He had believed himself in love with, and loved by, a married woman. A lady whom, it transpired, had no intention of leaving her husband for him, when all she had wanted was his young and muscular body pounding in hers as often as possible.
A hard lesson to learn, but Xander had learned it well.
He could not help but admire Emily Marsden and her audacity—desperation?—for having succeeded where so many had failed these past twenty years.
Or wonder if it had indeed been desperation that had controlled her actions.
He inspected his visitor anew. Emily Marsden was very young, of course. Her clothes were well made, but the material was not of the finest quality, nor was she wearing a cloak, despite the fact the weather had turned from summer to autumn some weeks ago. Her black boots were slightly scuffed, and her lace gloves showed signs of having been darned, expertly so, but darned nonetheless. And not by a maid, because she did not have one, implying Emily had done the work herself.
All leading Xander to the conclusion that Edmund Marsden had not provided well for his young widow even after his death. That she was, in fact, in need of the fee Xander had intended paying her husband for his services. Services this young woman said she was capable of doing in her husband’s stead.
Except…
She was a woman, not a man. A young woman. A not unattractive young woman, and unaccompanied by a maid. She was also a widow.
Xander’s youthful experience had given him a cynicism in regard to matters of the heart; consequently, he had never married. At eight and thirty, he considered he still had plenty of time for marriage and the setting up of his nursery.
Nor did he have any female relatives living with him who might act as chaperone. Society had some damned funny rules, and the inadvisability of a woman—even a widow—moving into a bachelor’s household was certainly one of them.
Not that Xander wished to have some elderly female relative foisted upon him. Bad enough that his estranged father had allowed Whitney Park to fall into such disrepair in the fifteen years since Xander had last visited, without the added burden of being bequeathed the care of some twittering, elderly female relative.
None of which answered the question as to what he was going to do with Mrs. Emily Marsden.
The rational side of his brain said he should offer her refreshment and send her on her way back to Derbyshire. The more so because of the interest he already felt to know more about this woman.
His heart—which he did possess, despite the opinion of some of the more bitterly disappointed ladies of the ton—wondered exactly what he would be sending her back to. She had obviously been desperate enough, for some as yet unexplained reason, to travel to Whitney Park under false pretenses.
Perhaps she was fleeing a persistent lover?
Her husband’s debts?
Or the thought of a winter spent alone in Primrose Cottage?
For the moment, Xander would settle for offering her refreshment and so allow himself to delay making any decision either way until he was apprised of all the circumstances. All that this woman would share with him, at least, for as he had already suspected, he was now surer than ever that Emily Marsden kept many secrets hidden behind those challenging, long-lashed green eyes.
He rang for Clarke, knowing by the speed with which his father’s elderly butler answered the summons that the other man must have been standing outside the door of the study this whole time. Eavesdropping on the conversation? Almost certainly.
So far, Xander had not got round to dealing with the staff at Whitney Park, having been too occupied to date with trying to bring order to the estate and house. The opportunity to dispose of the elderly staff and bring in new had never seemed quite right. First there had been their grief at his father’s passing. Now the season was heading toward winter, and it seemed a harsh and inappropriate time to cast out the elderly and loyal members of his father’s household. Even if most of them made no effort to hide their disapproval of him. Including Clarke. Especially Clarke.
Having dealt with instructing the butler to bring the refreshments, Xander now turned his attention back to the young woman, who looked up at him with hopeful eyes. “You have traveled for some time to get here, Mrs. Marsden.” He quickly disabused her of any misconception she might have that offering her refreshment meant he was also offering her employment. “I would see that you are given a warming drink, at least, before you leave.”
It felt rather like kicking an injured puppy as he watched the hope fade from those deep-green eyes.
What on earth was he about today, allowing himself to become intrigued by a prim-looking widow and thinking of mice and puppies!
He had never been a particularly empathetic man. That early lesson of a woman’s capriciousness had taught him to be careful in regard to relinquishing his heart a second time. His complete estrangement from his father fifteen years ago following the death of his mother, meant Xander had struggled financially himself for some years, to the degree he had concentrated all his attention on making his own fortune. The fact he now possessed that fortune, completely independently of his family, was testament to how single-minded he had been in that endeavor.
Which was perhaps a good enough reason to now offer assistance to someone he believed was also struggling, for whatever reason, to survive in a world that could often be exceedingly cruel.
Xander’s emotions might recognize that, but the cool logic inside his head reminded him that minutes ago, he had actually viewed this mousy-looking woman with a lust that seemed to have affected a completely different part of his body.
He returned to his seat behind the desk as a way of hiding the evidence of the burgeoning cock inside his pantaloons. “I live alone here, Mrs. Marsden.”
“Yes…” She appeared puzzled by the statement.
Xander sighed his irritation. “You are also alone. Consequently, there is no female here to act as chaperone.”
Her brow cleared. “I am a widow, my lord.”
“A young and attractive one.”
A delicate blush colored her cheeks. “If you allowed me to stay, I would be no different from the housekeeper or maids, also in your employ, and therefore would have no need of a chaperone.”
Xander disagreed with that conclusion. But it was not his reputation to lose. It was one of the double standards of Society that it was the lady who risked losing her reputation if the gentleman who had compromised her then refused to marry her. “I doubt your family would feel the same way, Mrs. Marsden.”
Emily blinked. “My family…?”
“You are obviously well-spoken, and also educated, if you are capable of cataloguing a library. Which means your family must be also.”
“I do not have any family,” she stated flatly.
“Everyone has family, Mrs. Marsden.” The derisive tone of Xander’s voice made his opinion clear in regard to his own family.
“Mine are all dead.”
“But who were they? Come, Mrs. Marsden, it is a simple enough question to answer, surely?” he snapped as she remained stubbornly silent.
It was not a simple question to answer for Emily. If she gave Whitney the answer he wanted, then all would be over for her. For there could be none in Society who did not know the name of Stanwick and the notorious and bloody scandal attached to it…



Chapter 3
Clarke arrived with the tea tray immediately after Xander asked his probing question. 
“Thank you.” Xander accepted the cup of tea Emily Marsden had poured and now handed to him, no doubt as a way of continuing to delay answering his question. 
But Xander had seen her reaction: the paling of her cheeks, the shadows that appeared in her eyes, the slight trembling of her hand as she poured the tea into the two cups.
It led him to believe this woman’s family was another of the secrets hidden behind those cool green eyes.
Or perhaps the one that led to all the others?
Either way, Xander’s interest in her and the answer to these questions was growing stronger by the minute. Indeed, she was the first amusement he’d had these past four months.
In view of how it upset her, he decided to let the subject of her family be for the moment. If necessary, he could always instruct his lawyer to ascertain that information. Or one of his close male friends in London. He believed Lucien Brooke, Viscount Brooketon, enjoyed poking about in intrigues such as Mrs. Emily Anne Marsden.
If Xander decided to employ her. “Do you now live completely alone in Ashingdon, Mrs. Marsden?”
She nodded. “Apart from a young girl from the village who comes in to do the heavier part of the cleaning twice a week.”
And so the mystery deepened. A well-educated young woman marries a man six and thirty years her senior, and is then widowed five years later. She is obviously short of funds. Refuses to talk about her family. Employs no maid or other household staff. Lives completely alone in her little cottage—the girl from the village coming in twice a week surely did not count.
And Emily Marsden could be a murderess for all Xander knew. Could have poisoned her husband or bludgeoned him to death in his sleep.
Unfortunately, she was also the closest thing Xander had found to a diversion from his boredom in months. “You may stay.”
Her teacup clattered as she attempted to return it to the saucer, having been in the process of lifting it to her lips to take a sip when Xander made his pronouncement.
She carefully placed the teacup and saucer back on the silver tray before answering him. “I may stay?”
He nodded abruptly. “You may.” He might have cause later on to regret that decision, but for the moment, he was prepared to give her the benefit of the doubt.
She eyed him curiously. “Why, my lord?”
Xander frowned as he put his own cup down on his desktop. This, the mistrust in those wary green eyes, was what he received in return for feeling charitable? “Do you want the position or don’t you?” he demanded icily. “Because I am sure there are plenty of your husband’s peers who—”
“I want the position,” Emily hastily interjected. “I was merely surprised at the suddenness of your decision. But yes, my lord, of course I wish to catalog the library here. My late husband spoke very highly of it.”
Whitney gave a hard smile. “I have no intention of letting you loose on the Whitney Library until I am assured of your ability. My late father may have allowed the estate and library to deteriorate these last fifteen years, but I do not intend to let you or anyone else add to that disarray.”
This man was too mercurial in temperament for Emily to be able to keep up with his conversation. “But you just said—”
“I said you may stay,” he drawled. “But you must first prove to me you can do the work before I will allow you to so much as touch any of the priceless books in my library.”
Emily was even more confused. “And how shall I go about doing that?”
“With those books there.” He nodded to the wall of his study behind her, stacked with heavily laden bookshelves. “Prove to me you can bring order to those, and I may consider allowing you to continue into the library.”
Emily’s heart sank as she glanced along the bookshelves and saw, from the titles, these tomes were mainly to do with farming and livestock. A subject about which she knew absolutely nothing.
But she could learn, she told herself determinedly. She was intelligent, quick to learn new things. How difficult could it be to catalog a few hundred farming journals? She accepted the challenge. “Very well, my lord.”
“Excellent.” Whitney gave a satisfied smile. “And, Mrs. Marsden…”
“Yes, my lord?”
“As you are to stay, you may call me Whitney. Or Xander, if you prefer.”
“Xander?”
“It is what my friends call me.” He shrugged those magnificently wide shoulders.
Emily swallowed before speaking. “I would prefer… If you insist upon this lapse in formality…”
“I believe I do, yes.” Blue eyes glittered with mocking amusement at her obvious discomfort.
Her chin rose. “Then I would prefer to call you Whitney.” The use of this man’s first name was far too…intimate for a mere employee, even if in another time, another world, she might once have been his social equal.
“Very well.” He nodded, sitting forward to look at some papers on his desk, the interview apparently over. “While you are settling into the bedchamber I instructed prepared for your husband, I will have Clarke organize a desk to be brought in here for your use.”
Emily blinked. Of course Whitney would expect her to work in here. Where else would she work, when the books were in here? It would also, she realized, allow him to keep watch on her. To ensure she was not here for some nefarious purpose, as he had earlier implied she might be.
Which in turn caused her to question how often Lord Whitney would also be working in his study? Even a few hours a day might be too much, in light of Emily’s heightened and unexpected awareness of him.
She was a healthy woman aged almost three and twenty, and could surely be excused such folly when it came to such an impressively male gentleman as Lord Alexander Whitney. She dared even the sophisticated ladies of the ton to remain immune to this arrogant gentleman’s rakish handsomeness and fitness of form.
“You are having second thoughts, Mrs. Marsden?”
She glanced across to see Whitney had now raised one arrogant brow. “Not in the least,” she assured him briskly. She was a grown woman, a widow moreover, and in need of employment that paid money. What did a little physical discomfort matter? “I thank you for this opportunity, my—Whitney.” Her cheeks felt warm at the informality.
He nodded. “You have one week to prove to me I did not make the wrong decision,” he announced.
Emily knew her capabilities to be more than adequate to pick up the gauntlet this man had thrown at her feet.
It was the challenge of her unexpected attraction to Whitney himself which would prove the more difficult.
 
By late the following morning, Xander had already realized the impracticality—and physical torture—of having Emily Marsden in his study with him—or without?—for hours on end.
The previous evening, Clarke had informed him that Mrs. Marsden was fatigued from her journey. That she had been down to the kitchen to collect tea and biscuits and taken them up to her bedchamber with the intention of retiring for the evening.
Xander had been disappointed. After four months of seclusion—he had refused all invitations from his gossipy neighbors, avoiding both their company and relieving him of the chore of having to return the politeness—he had actually been looking forward to having female company at the table with him for dinner.
Consequently, when she entered the study this morning, it was the first time he had seen Emily Marsden’s hair uncovered. As he had surmised yesterday, it was a vivid shade of red. Quite beautiful, in fact, if not for its lustrous color being diminished by the severity of the unbecoming and tight bun once again secured at Mrs. Marsden’s slender nape.
At least she was not wearing more widow’s weeds this morning, but instead had on a gown of a small-red-and-green-check material. Something Xander felt sure she had fashioned herself, no doubt to allow for maximum comfort during her task of going up and down a stepladder—brought into the study earlier by one of the footmen, under Mrs. Marsden’s instruction—and removing books from their shelves, her height such that she could not reach the top two shelves.
The bodice of the gown was as prim as the one she had worn yesterday, full-sleeved and buttoned up tight to her throat. But there was something different about the skirt. The material seemed to be joined together between her legs, to all intents and purposes making it into a pair of baggy trousers.
Xander found himself watching in fascination every time she climbed the ladder to take a book from one of the top shelves, at which time the material would pull tight, often exposing a delectable glimpse of her shapely ankles and calves.
In truth, his cock had been up and down as many times this morning as Emily Marsden had climbed the ladder!
Not a particularly comfortable circumstance. In fact, it was not only uncomfortable but also damned frustrating when in connection to a young widow who was not to his usual taste at all.
For her part, Mrs. Marsden went about her work as if completely unaware Xander was even in the room with her.
Which, for some reason, he found more irritating, possibly even insulting.
He was known as something of a rake in Town, and he could only assume this was chagrin on the part of marriage-minded mamas because of his having ignored their debutante daughters Season after Season, and so avoided the parson’s mousetrap for so many years. He had certainly never broadcast the sexual liaisons he had with older, more experienced women. Nor had he ever been at a loss for women who wished to share his bed, or for him to share theirs.
Emily’s concentration on her task was such that she treated him as if he were a piece of the furniture, to be walked around if he should happen to be in her way and ignored the rest of the time. A circumstance Xander was starting to find intolerable.
“Did you design that gown yourself— Careful!” he warned sharply as Emily turned to look at him so suddenly, the stepladder on which she was standing began to wobble precariously beneath her.
Xander rose quickly to his feet as he saw the look of horror on Emily’s face when she knew she had lost the battle to regain her balance, and the stepladder began to slide to one side, with her clinging to it, white-knuckled and white-faced.
Years of swordplay and boxing had not only kept Xander fit but honed his reflexes, and he brought those into play as he crossed the room in two long strides. “Jump,” he instructed grimly, booted feet planted firmly on the blue Aubusson carpet as he readied to catch her.
Two wide green eyes stared down at him in disbelief.
“Leave go of the ladder and jump. I promise I will catch you.” He spoke in the voice that his subordinates in the army had known to their peril not to ignore.
Emily jumped.
Skirts raised, arms outstretched, hands reaching, she launched herself away from the ladder toward him.
Emily’s eyes were closed, heart pounding loudly, as the stepladder clattered to the wooden floor even as she found herself encompassed by two strong arms and held against a hard and muscular chest. She was just thankful that, instead of allowing her to make painful contact with the floor, possibly breaking a few bones in the process, Whitney had kept him promise to catch her.
“I believe you may cease trying to strangle me now,” he advised in a dryly amused voice.
Which was when Emily realized her arms were clinging tightly about Whitney’s neck and her face was buried against the warmth of that gentleman’s throat.
He really did smell divine. Edmund’s clothes always had a musty smell, and Edmund himself of the strong medicine he took for a chesty and persistent cough.
Whitney was once again that wonderful mixture from yesterday: outdoors, lemon, and sandalwood. And another spicy and intoxicating aroma which she believed to be all Whitney.
A spicy and intoxicating aroma she could not deny was having that strange effect upon her own body. That all-encompassing heat that yesterday had caused her breasts to swell uncomfortably beneath the bodice of her gown and made her limbs tremble. The sensation between her thighs was both pleasurable and yet strange at the same time. She felt…hot down there, swollen, so sensitive, the brush of her undergarment against her flesh felt almost painful.
She was also aware of a dampness wetting her drawers, at the same time as her nostrils were assailed by another aroma. Subtle and different from Whitney, but just as heady a spice.
An aroma Emily realized was permeating from her own body.
She had taken a bath very early this morning. Her clothes were all clean—
“Emily…?”
She raised startled eyes, shocked at Whitney’s use of her first name, but also by the husky tone of his voice. Her eyes widened as she looked up into his face and saw his eyes had become navy blue in color, and there was a flush along his cheekbones, his nostrils flared, sculpted lips slightly parted as he breathed shallowly.
Nostrils flared…
Oh dear Lord, Whitney was as aware of the spicy aroma of what she could only assume was her arousal as she was of his!
It was impossible for Emily to break away from that mesmerizing dark gaze. She felt as if she were drowning in a sea of dark tempestuous blue, as Whitney’s head began to lower slowly toward hers.
No!
She had not traveled to Yorkshire to jump from the frying pan into the fire. To become Whitney’s plaything, because she wished to avoid the unscrupulous blackmail being visited upon her in Derbyshire.
She turned her head away from Whitney’s kiss as she pushed against the hardness of his chest. “Put me down immediately,” she instructed coldly. His arms felt like steel bands about her back and below her thighs. “Release me now, my lord,” she snapped waspishly.
Xander’s grip tightened briefly in response to Emily’s sharp command before he forced his fingers to relax their hold. He slowly lowered her booted feet to the floor. All the time he did so, he was aware of the perfume of her arousal, heady and sweet and causing the stiffness of his cock to throb in the same rhythm as his heart now beat.
Emily Marsden was as aroused by his proximity as he was by hers.
An arousal she obviously had no intention of acting upon.
Quite right too. What the bloody hell did he think he was doing, even thinking of making love to a woman in his employ? Moreover, in broad daylight, in his own study, when anyone might see them through the window or knock upon the door and enter. Clarke would be in his element, the elderly man’s bad opinion of Xander proven beyond doubt, if he were to walk in on Xander seducing his newest employee. A widow, at that.
Not that Xander gave a damn what Clarke thought of him. He knew the butler would probably hate Xander to his dying day for what the elderly man perceived as Xander’s abandonment of his own father for the last fifteen years of his life.
No, Xander’s recriminations were for a different reason entirely.
He was very new to the role of managing his own estate, having lived exclusively in London in the years since his disagreement with his father. But even so, Xander already appreciated that the name Whitney was held in high esteem in the area. That he was now the representative of that name. Gaining the reputation as a debaucher of the young widow in his employ would, no doubt, damn him forever in the eyes of his neighbors and estate workers.
It would also be unfair to kiss Emily when Xander had no intention of taking his attraction beyond these four walls.
He straightened before releasing his grip on her arms and stepping back. “I trust you are unharmed, Mrs. Marsden?”
All the formality in the world would not erase the last few minutes of intimacy from Emily’s mind. Whitney had called her Emily. Had held her in his arms. Had looked as if he was about to kiss her. Worse, she was sure he had known of her arousal.
An arousal which still held her in its grip.
She had spent the morning doing her best to ignore Whitney as he sat behind his desk, wearing another perfectly tailored superfine, dark blue today, his white linen also immaculate. He had spent the morning concentrating on some papers he had spread out on the desk in front of him, and was obviously totally oblivious to her presence in the room with him. She had even begun to relax a little, to believe the two of them could work together in companionable harmony.
Until he questioned her about her gown and she had turned too quickly.
She had designed and made the gown herself after a particularly cutting remark from Edmund. He had been displeased with the amount of ankle and leg she was revealing each time she climbed the stepladder. On that occasion, according to Edmund, she had attracted the lascivious attention of the youngest Wilton boy while the two of them were working on the Wilton library. The unfairness of that criticism was added to by the fact Emily climbing the stepladder, had only come about because Edmund had considered himself too old to do the task himself anymore, and insisted Emily must do it in future.
The gown she was wearing today was the result of Edmund’s censure. A full-skirted day dress, but with the added benefit of the skirt being split and then sewn together on either side, and so allowing her greater freedom of movement when she had to go up or down a ladder. She still showed the occasional glimpse of ankle or leg, but not to a scandalous degree.
What had disturbed Emily the most about Whitney’s comment was the knowledge he must have studied her closely enough during the course of the morning to have taken note of the style of her gown, when she had been positive he was totally engrossed in his own work.
She kept her lashes lowered. “I believe, with your permission, I will take a short break from working now, my lor—Whitney?” she corrected awkwardly. “A walk outside in the fresh air would be pleasant after so many hours spent indoors.” And might help to cool her in both body and thought.
He frowned. “Do not be deceived by the sun shining. This is Yorkshire, and the wind is quite cold.”
She gave a dismissive smile. “I am not afraid of a little cold.” Her five years of marriage to Edmund, with no money to squander on such frivolities as extra coal, even during the cold winter months, had helped to build that immunity.
“Would you like me to accompany you and point out the places of interest in the garden?” Whitney offered.
As Emily’s sole purpose for going outside was to cool down from the discomfort of this gentleman’s effect upon her… “No, thank you.” She smiled to take the sting out of her refusal. “I shall enjoy exploring on my own.”
Xander had made the offer only out of politeness, but now he found himself irritated by Emily’s refusal.
Which was as good a reason as any to distance himself from this woman, aware as he was that he had almost kissed her a few minutes ago. “Very well.” He nodded tersely. “I will be out riding about the estate this afternoon.” He had just made that decision. “You will take care when using the ladder in my absence.”
Her eyes widened before she lowered her lashes. “Yes, my lord.”
Xander’s gaze narrowed as he searched for mockery in her expression. He could not see any, but that did not mean there was none. He was learning that Emily Marsden could be surprisingly dry of humor when she wished to be. “Try not to get lost during your walk.”
“Yes, my lord.”
Oh yes, her acquiescence and her continued use of the term “my lord” after he had clearly instructed her not to do so proved this woman was indeed mocking him. Surprisingly Xander found he enjoyed the experience rather than feeling annoyed by it. “There will be no more tea and biscuits for dinner in your bedchamber either. You will dine downstairs with me in the evenings in future.”
Her gaze rose sharply. “That would hardly be appropriate, my—Whitney,” she substituted quickly as Xander’s scowl darkened. “I am not a guest, and am perfectly content to take my meals with the other servants.”
Emily had been placed in something of a dilemma the evening before. Neither fish nor fowl—servant nor guest—she had been unsure of her eating arrangements. Too tired last night to care, and relieved she was being allowed to stay, even on a trial basis, she had made do with the tea and biscuits in her bedchamber for dinner.
“I do not recall asking if you were content with the arrangement,” Whitney drawled. “Only stating that in future, you will dine with me in the evenings. Dinner is served at eight o’clock. I expect you downstairs in the green salon at least fifteen minutes before that time.” He nodded abruptly before striding purposefully from the room.
Emily’s breath left her in a relieved hiss once she was alone, at the same time as she was consumed with dismay at the thought of dining with Whitney every evening. She possessed only five gowns, and although she had brought all of them with her, they were not all suitable for formal dining. Two of them were in mourning colors of gray and purple. The other three were day dresses in equally uninteresting colors: Edmund had not liked her to wear anything that drew attention to her or her appearance.
The purple gown would do to wear for dinner this evening, but her wardrobe really was not sufficient for her to dine with Lord Whitney every evening. She would make a point of telling him so this evening.
Besides, it really would not do. It was disturbing enough she was expected to spend every day of the next week in Whitney’s study with him.
Aware of him in a way she could not remember being with any other gentleman.



Chapter 4
She strolls about the gardens of Whitney Park as if she owns them. Touching this or that late blossom, even pausing to remove her glove and run her bare fingers through the fountain in the center of the rose garden. The roses have mostly gone now, but she finds one still in bloom and bends to smell its perfume.
Happiness radiates from her smile and the pleasurable glow in her eyes.
She, who has nothing but the scandal of murder in her past.
I watched her this morning, in what looked to be Lord Whitney’s study. The two of them were there alone together. He working at his desk. Mrs. Marsden climbing up and down a ladder, supposedly collecting books, but drawing attention to herself each time she did so.
I observed Lord Whitney’s gaze following her several times when he believed she was unaware of it.
Of course she was aware of it. A woman such as she is always aware of a man’s admiration. No doubt she deliberately set out to tempt Lord Whitney by her actions. To flaunt herself. In the same way she flaunted herself before Edmund Marsden in order to secure him in marriage. A man so many years older than she, he might almost have been her grandfather.
Lord Whitney is neither old nor grandfatherly. Indeed, he is a fine specimen of a gentleman. Far too aristocratic for the likes of one such as Emily Marsden.
Pride is a sin, and there is no doubting she possesses it in abundance.
This too I have learned from diligent observation.
Just as I know the only way to deal with unwarranted pride in a woman is to beat it out of her.



Chapter 5
“Your walk in the garden does not seem to have had the desired effect?”
Emily raised her lackluster gaze from the barely touched bowl of soup on the table in front of her.
She and Whitney were dining in what appeared to be a smaller family dining room, the table nevertheless big enough to seat twelve people comfortably. Only the two places had been set this evening, Whitney’s at the head of the table, with Emily seated to his left. The elderly butler, whom she had met upon her arrival yesterday, stood at attention beside the sideboard from where he was serving their meal.
As might be expected, Whitney looked magnificent in his evening attire, further adding to Emily’s misery, dressed as she was in one of her two mourning gowns, pale purple this time.
“Mrs. Marsden…?”
“I… No,” she answered Whitney dully. “In fact, I have a headache, so perhaps it might be best if I excuse myself—”
“Leave us, Clarke,” Xander dismissed distractedly, barely aware as the elderly man left the room, his concerned gaze fixed on the pale face of Emily Marsden. “Emily?” he prompted again.
Those dark green eyes filled with tears. “I… Please excuse me.” She pushed her chair back noisily to rise abruptly to her feet before turning and hurrying toward the door.
Xander moved across the room quickly enough to clasp hold of her arm before she could open the door and leave. He turned her to face him. “Tell me what has happened,” he encouraged gently. “Was it… Did my behavior this morning upset you?”
She blinked up at him. “This morning?”
He nodded. “I behaved inappropriately.”
“Oh. That. No.” Her brow smoothed, indicating it was not the reason for her emotional misery this evening. “Please do not give it another thought. You are not the first gentleman to behave inappropriately in my presence.”
Somehow, Xander did not find that reassuring. “Nevertheless, something is very wrong with you this evening.”
Her gaze no longer met his. “I told you, I have a headache.”
“Caused by…?”
“Headaches are not usually caused by anything. They just are.”
“Untrue. Headaches are invariably caused by something. Or someone.” His gaze sharpened as he saw Emily flinch.
She had not looked well when she joined him in the green salon before dinner; her face was pale, those shadows beneath her eyes seeming darker, her hair pulled back even more tightly than usual in that unbecoming bun. That alone was surely enough to give her a headache. Her gown did not help her appearance, being of a particularly insipid shade of purple. A color that clashed horribly with her red hair and gave her ivory skin a pasty appearance.
Xander could have excused all those things if he had thought she looked remotely happy or refreshed from her walk this afternoon. Instead, she looked thoroughly miserable.
“Has one of my household staff done or said something they should not?” He persisted in getting to the bottom of this marked change in Emily’s demeanor. At least yesterday and this morning, she’d had some spirit about her. This evening, she just looked defeated. As if she had taken one blow too many.
She frowned her puzzlement. “Such as what?”
“Never mind.” Her reaction told him this was not the explanation either. He would not have put it past Clarke, at least, to have expressed his opinion of Xander and his place as master of Whitney Park and the Whitney Library. Obviously, he had misjudged the man. “Come and sit back at the table. You will perhaps feel better if you try to eat something.”
She swallowed. “I do not think that I can.”
“You are here in my employ. I am responsible for your well-being. As such, I cannot allow you to leave until I at least know what has upset you,” he stated firmly.
She gave a shake of her head. “I have told you, it is nothing more than a headache.”
“Did your mother never tell you it is wrong to tell lies?” Xander prompted conversationally as he guided Emily toward the table, pulling back her chair and seeing her seated before resuming his own seat next to her.
She looked slightly dazed to find herself there. “I told you, both my parents are dead.”
“Mine also.” Xander nodded. “But I remember my mother once telling me that I was disappointing myself when I attempted to lie to her. That I should receive less of a punishment by telling the truth of what I had done than if I was caught out in a lie.”
“P-punishment?” she repeated shakily, eyes very wide.
It was telling, Xander believed, that she had picked that one word out of his statement. “Were you happy in your marriage to Marsden?”
Emily could not keep up with Whitney’s sudden changes of subject. First he tried to badger her into telling him why she had a headache, then he called her a liar when she did answer him, now he seemed to be implying… “My marriage was no better or worse than any other marriage,” she said sharply.
“That is not what I asked.”
“My marriage was arranged for me. By my aunt.” Her Aunt Celia, her mother’s sister, had taken Emily in when there were no other relatives to do so—or rather, none that would do so. When Edmund Marsden made an offer for Emily, her aunt had accepted on her behalf. When Emily raised objections, she was told she should be grateful for having received even one offer of marriage. Nor would her aunt hear of her refusing it.
“You still have not answered my question,” Whitney stated evenly. “Were you happy being Marsden’s wife?”
As it turned out, Edmund had not required a wife but an assistant, a maid, and a housekeeper. Emily had performed all those tasks without complaint. “I was…content.”
“There is that word again!” Whitney snapped in disgust.
“Yes.” She sounded defensive. She might not have known any of the highs or lows of being in love, but she had been valued, if only as an assistant, a maid, and a housekeeper. “From the little I have observed of other marriages, contentment is underrated.” And she resented Whitney’s obvious derision for the state.
“Better.” He nodded his approval.
“Better…?”
A slight smile curved his lips. “You have more color in your cheeks, and the light of battle is back in your demeanor.”
Emily’s eyes widened. “You deliberately set out to annoy me?”
That smile became a chuckle. “And I obviously succeeded.”
Color warmed her cheeks. “It was underhanded of you.”
“But effective,” he drawled unapologetically. “Now tell me what was bothering you when you came downstairs to dinner this evening.”
Emily had briefly forgotten her troubles during this spirited part of the conversation, and she now felt the weight of them all the more heavily because of it.
She had to have imagined it, of course. Could not really have seen that face—the face that had haunted her day and night for weeks now—while out in the garden this afternoon.
Which in turn made her fear for her own mental health.
It had been such a glorious afternoon, unseasonably warm for October, and she had so enjoyed the freedom of walking the grounds surrounding this beautiful manor house. For the first time in months—possibly years—she had felt young and carefree again. As she once had. Long ago. Before. For there was both a Before and an After in her life.
Before, she had been like any other sixteen-year-old, full of romantic dreams for her future. Of the strong and handsome man she would one day fall in love with, and he with her, and how he would sweep her off her feet.
After,
all those dreams had been shattered, and her life had never been the same again.
And yes, Edmund had been demanding and exacting as a husband, and he in no way fitted Emily’s romantic image of a tall and gallant knight carrying her off to a happily ever after. But he had not been a deliberately cruel husband, merely an indifferent one. The few times he had been angry with her, he had used silence as his punishment. Sometimes for days at a time.
Some would say that was a cruelty to a seventeen-year-old girl.
They would be wrong.
Cruelty was having her life, all that was familiar to her, ripped away, leaving her future to the capricious whims and fancies of others.
Cruelty was now being blackmailed by someone Emily had thought she could trust. Someone she should be able to trust but now knew to be vicious and vindictive enough to threaten even the quiet life she had made for herself in Ashingdon.
She had believed a few weeks in Yorkshire, working for Lord Whitney, would give her some respite. That perhaps she might feel better able to deal with her blackmailer upon her return.
Imagining she had seen her tormentor in the garden this afternoon told her that her nemesis might still be in corporeal form in Derbyshire, but that she had carried the presence of that threat with her to Yorkshire. Inside her. Tormenting her.
She gave a shake of her head. “I am not long a widow, my lord. It is only natural that from time to time I might feel a little melancholy—”
“You did not love your husband.”
She gasped. “You cannot possibly know that.”
His mouth twisted mockingly. “Contentment in a wife is not love.”
“Do you speak from personal experience?” she challenged.
He eyed her quizzically. “I have never married, if that is what you are asking.”
“That is not the personal experience I was referring to.”
Xander stilled as her meaning became clear. “Touché, Mrs. Marsden. That was a fine attempt at distracting me,” he complimented mockingly. “Unfortunately, it failed. But so that you are reassured, I am not in the habit of dallying with married ladies.”
Guilty color appeared in her cheeks. “I apologize, my lord. That was unforgivably rude of me.”
“Yes, it was,” he drawled. “Perhaps you should bear in mind, you are no longer a married lady.”
Her eyes widened before her gaze skittered away from meeting his. “I… You were in the right of it yesterday. I should return to Derbyshire. I can highly recommend Mr. Graham Foster as the man best suited to cataloguing and restoring the books in your library. My late husband spoke very highly of him.”
“I do not recall ever saying you should return to Derbyshire. Nor am I saying it now. We have agreed you will stay here for one week, at least. Now stop delaying and tell me what happened earlier today to upset you.” He eyed her impatiently.
Her lashes lowered over that revealing green gaze. “I decline to answer.”
Xander’s brows rose. He might admit to being new at being the lord of this country estate, but he was most certainly not accustomed to having anyone challenge or deny him anything he had set his mind on. Arrogance on his part, perhaps, but the name Lord Alexander Whitney carried substantial weight in London Society, and he had grown used to having his own way in all things. He was not willing to accept anything less from Emily Marsden.
“And I decline to allow you to leave the dining room this evening until you have answered me,” he stated again firmly.
Her head came up, chin jutting forward, her eyes glittering with rebellion. “I am your employee, not your minion,” she snapped. “You will excuse me.” She rose to her feet and left the table.
Once again, Xander caught up with her and grasped her arm before she had reached the door. His hold was not gentle this time, tightening even more as she began to struggle and push him away. She was surprisingly strong for someone so tiny and slender.
By the time the struggle came to an end, Emily was breathing hard, her breasts heaving as Xander held her still in front of him. “What is wrong with you?”
“You are hurting me.” Her back was against his chest, one of his arms securely about her waist. The other unfortunately rose to her head, and one of the buttons on the cuff of his jacket became entangled in her hair.
His body instantly reacted to her close proximity as heat surged the length of his cock. “Hold still, damn it.” He gritted his teeth as he removed his arm from about her waist and used that hand to try to untangle his button from her hair. Unfortunately, it appeared to have snagged on one of her hairpins, and when he tugged on it, her locks came tumbling down.
Perhaps not so unfortunately…
Allowed to flow loose, her hair was a glorious swath of bright red curls the color of the leaves of a copper beech tree, as it flowed down almost to the dip of her waist. Thick and glossy, her hair now framed her heart-shaped face, making her appear years younger than the prim widow she had appeared previously.
Which was perhaps the intention.
Whatever the reason for hiding this claim to beauty, Xander was no longer fooled by it. With her hair down, Emily Marsden was unmistakably beautiful. Her figure was also slender but had the necessary curves in all the right places. Her legs were shapely, from what he had seen of them this morning.
She was a beautiful and desirable young woman.
Emily was too stunned by this turn of events to do anything but stare at Alexander Whitney in alarm, her hair now a wild tumble about her shoulders and down her spine. A style hitherto revealed only within the privacy of her bedchamber.
Edmund had been very particular about how Emily styled her hair after the incident with the Wilton boy’s infatuation with her, and, not wishing to draw attention to herself, Emily had not bothered to change that style since Edmund’s death.
The way in which Alexander Whitney now stared at her told her she had been wise not to do so.
There was a frown on his brow. Those dark blue eyes glittered with heat, his lips were slightly parted, his jaw tense. “It is sacrilege to hide such glorious hair…”
Emily tossed her loosened tresses over her shoulder. “I must go to my bedchamber and tidy myself—”
“Scrape your hair back in that unbecoming bun, you mean,” Whitney rasped knowingly. “I will not have it.”
“You— I—” Emily gathered herself up to her full height of just over five feet. “It is not up to you how I choose to style my hair.”
“I agree, it is not. But I do not believe you chose to style your hair in that unbecoming fashion.”
Emily gaped at him. “What do you mean?”
He shrugged wide shoulders. “You are a beautiful young woman who was married to a man almost old enough to be your grandfather. I am assuming he decided on that unbecoming style for your hair and those prudish gowns because he did not wish younger men to ogle his wife.”
“Then you assume a great deal!” Emily glared at him. His criticism of her appearance stung. The fact that she knew he was right stung even more.
“Do I?”
She wanted to tell Whitney to wipe that superior smile off his face. To scream and shout. To pummel his chest.
To behave in a manner similar to that of my volatile-tempered father?
No!
She would not allow herself to lapse into a state where such fierce and uncontrolled emotion ruled her rather than her ruling it.
Instead, Emily closed her eyes and drew in several deep and calming breaths as she counted to ten, and then twenty, under her breath.
“What on earth are you doing?”
“I am endeavoring not to retaliate,” she murmured, eyes still closed. “Not to return rudeness with rudeness.”
“Isn’t it a little late in our acquaintance for you to start considering my feelings?”
Emily lifted one lid to look at him, hastily closing that lid again when he arched one dark and mocking brow at her. “This is not in the least amusing, my— What are you doing?” she had time to gasp before Whitney silenced her by claiming her lips with his own, his large hands cupping her cheeks as he held her face lifted up to his.
Not a fierce or demanding kiss, which Emily might—should—have objected to, but instead, a long and lingering touch of his warm lips moving gently against and over hers. Sipping. Tasting. Sending such heat and longing through Emily’s body, her knees began to feel weak, and she feared she might collapse at his feet.
Xander had no idea what devil had possessed him to kiss Emily, only that he had never tasted lips quite like hers before now. So soft and receptive, and trembling slightly beneath his rather than demanding or voracious, as so many of his lovers’ had tended to be.
That submission served to increase his own desire, and he deepened the kiss. His fingers threaded into her silky soft hair as he swept his tongue along the seam of her lips, before venturing into the heated pleasure beyond.
Her response was reserved at first, a mere tentative return of his tongue stroking the length of hers. Then she grew bolder, continuing those delicate and arousing strokes while she sucked his tongue deeper. And then deeper still, the heat of her mouth a parody of Xander’s longing to have her pussy wrapped about his cock.
Dear God…!
Xander groaned as his hands moved to grasp her hips, and he pulled her in tight against his throbbing and engorged cock. That throb lengthened and thickened against the echoing heat between Emily’s thighs. The softness of her breasts were crushed against his chest as his mouth began to devour and then lay claim to the heat of her mouth.
Emily had never experienced such pleasure as this. Her breasts were firm and aching, between her thighs hot and swollen, slick and welcoming. The perfume of her arousal once again permeated the air about them.
This heat of passion was beyond anything she could ever have imagined. Beyond resisting. Beyond all control—
No!
Emily began to panic, her hands rising to push against Whitney’s chest even as she twisted and wrenched her mouth away from his, breasts quickly rising and falling once she was free to stare at him in shock.
She had only met Xander Whitney for the first time yesterday. Admittedly, she had found him attractive from the onset, but just now she had—she had—
“Emily—”
“No.” She gave a vehement shake of her head as she continued to hold him away from her. “Whatever you are about to say, no! Maintaining control is everything to me. I cannot—I will not allow this!” She pulled completely out of his arms.
Xander was absolutely dumbfounded as he watched Emily run across the room and throw open the door before running out into the hallway, her hair flowing wildly behind her.
Should he go after her?
Apologize for whatever it was he had done wrong?
Had he done anything wrong?
Until those last few seconds, he had been sure Emily was enjoying being kissed as much as he was enjoying kissing her. Damn it, he might have initiated the kiss, but Emily was the one who had eagerly licked and sucked as if it was his cock she had in her mouth rather than his tongue.
He had been able to feel the heat of her core rubbing against his cock, breathe in the perfume of her arousal, feel that her nipples were hard and engorged as she pressed herself into his chest.
What was it she had said before she ran from the room?
“Maintaining control is everything to me.”
The implication being she had been out of control.
As had he.
Xander readily admitted he had forgotten where they were, that the two of them were halfway through eating dinner. Only Emily, the wild beauty of her hair and the fierce unexpectedness of her passion and body, had mattered to him at that moment. He—
“Will Mrs. Marsden be rejoining you for dinner, my lord?”
He glared his displeasure. “Go to hell, Clarke!”
The butler looked taken aback by the verbal attack. “I was only enquiring, my lord,” Clarke said stiffly. “Mrs. Marsden seemed upset when she passed me in the entrance hall.”
Xander was pretty sure that, with her hair loose about her shoulders, her eyes overbright, and her lips slightly swollen from the kisses they had shared, Emily had looked well and truly ravished rather than merely upset when she ran past Clarke.
He drew in two deep and steadying breaths before answering. “I apologize for my outburst, Clarke. And no, Mrs. Marsden will not be rejoining me for dinner.” He had no intention of addressing the reason Emily had looked upset.
“Very well, my lord.” The butler withdrew, probably with the intention of going to the kitchen for the next course.
Xander had no interest in eating the rest of his dinner, his thoughts all occupied with Emily and her last remark.
Why was it so important to her to remain in control when her response to his kiss had been so receptive?
Lord knows he liked to be in control himself. In fact, he insisted upon it. But Emily’s near horror of being out of control had bordered on panic.
Nor had he succeeded in getting to the bottom of what had upset her this afternoon.
He now sensed there was more, so much more even than he had thought, to Emily Marsden.
Perhaps he should contact Brooketon after all? He had no doubt he could rely on the other man’s discretion.
Whatever secret Emily was hiding, Xander intended discovering what it was.



Chapter 6
“I wish to apologize for my outburst last night.”
Xander glanced up from looking at the estate accounts. He had been so engrossed in them, he had not heard or seen Emily enter the study.
Her beautiful hair was once again pulled back in that severe bun. Her lashes were lowered so that he could not see the expression in her eyes, but her cheeks were flushed in a face that was otherwise pale. Her gloved hands were also clenched tightly together in front of her.
“I shall quite understand if you do not wish me to continue working here,” she added as he made no reply.
Xander had already noted that she was wearing that unbecoming gray gown from the day of her arrival, rather than the red-and-green check she had worn to work in yesterday. He leaned back in his chair. “You do not think I am the one who owes you an apology?”
She gave him a startled glance. “Oh no, my—Whitney.” She lowered her gaze again. “I should not have reacted so…so childishly to what was, after all, only a kiss.”
His brows rose. “You are accustomed to receiving ‘only a kiss’ from your employer?”
“I have never had an employer before you,” she admitted. “I only ever accompanied Edmund in the past. I… You must think me something of a hysteric to have reacted so irrationally.”
Xander did not believe Emily wished to know what he thought of her.
He had given much thought to that kiss during the night, and to Emily, when the continued and heated throbbing of his cock had kept him from sleeping.
He accepted that their kisses should not have occurred, but he was equally sure Emily had not been repelled by the depth of them. On the contrary.
And yet neither had she responded like a woman who had been married for five years. Her responses had been tentative, almost shy to begin with, becoming more emboldened only when she had felt the physical evidence of Xander’s arousal pressing against her.
Admittedly, Emily was nothing like the sophisticated and experienced women he had bedded in the past, but she had been a married woman. What sort of lover had Marsden been that the heat of Xander’s and her own arousal could send her into such a panic?
All questions Xander required answers to. But not from Emily; he knew better now than to expect her to confide in him. That being the case, he had already written to Brooketon this morning, and he hoped to receive word back from his friend as soon as possible.
In the meantime, Emily was still waiting for his answer. “Please continue with your work, Mrs. Marsden.” He rose to his feet. “I shall be out for the rest of the day, seeing to estate business.”
Emily’s eyes widened. “You wish me to continue cataloguing the books in here?”
Whitney eyed her haughtily from his superior height. “Have I not just said so?”
Well. Yes. He had. But she had felt sure, after last night, he would want her to remove herself from his house.
Emily now had another Before and After in her life.
Before Xander kissed her, and After Xander kissed her.
Before that kiss, she’d had only her blackmailer to worry about. Only!
After the kiss, she had all these strange and unfamiliar passions awakened inside her. An ache, a longing, to have Xander kiss her again. To do more than kiss her.
She had looked like a wild thing the previous evening, when she glanced at herself in the mirror once she reached the privacy of her bedchamber. Her hair loose and in disarray. Eyes fevered. Cheeks flushed. Her lips swollen.
It had been even worse once she undressed and washed before going to bed. Everywhere she touched seemed sensitized. Her breasts felt heavy, and the merest accidental brush of her hand against her nipple had caused her to groan as it swelled and engorged to the color of a small ripe strawberry. Between her thighs had been slick, the little button above swollen to twice its normal size as it peeked out, red and throbbing, from beneath its protective hood.
The merest touch of her fingers there had resulted in pleasure beyond description. Another gentle stroke only increased that pleasure.
Once begun, Emily could not seem to stop, the slickness between her thighs acting as lubricant to the increasing fervor of her stroking fingers. Until the nubbin swelled and pulsed, and the juices flowed copiously between her legs as she rocked into the intensity of what was a euphoric release that engulfed her whole body for several long and intense seconds.
Her whole body shook and quaked in the aftermath, her legs trembling as she moved to the bed and dropped down to sit on the side of it, before they refused to support her.
She wondered how much more intense that pleasure might have been if it had been Alexander Whitney’s long fingers stroking her to release.
Emily had never dreamed… Had never imagined there was such ecstasy to be had within the depths of her own body.
Perhaps she should feel ashamed for having touched herself so intimately. Her nursemaid, when she was growing up, had certainly told her it was a sin even to look at her own body, let alone touch it. Instead of shame, Emily now longed to experience that pleasure again.
“Emily?”
She raised startled lids, having no idea how long she had been lost in the memories of last night’s pleasure. “My lord?”
Xander’s mouth tightened at the return of the formality. “I will see you at dinner this evening.”
He had no idea what thoughts had been going through Emily’s head these past few minutes. Whatever they were, they had brought a flush to her cheeks, and her eyes had glittered with fever when she looked at him.
She was a strange creature. One minute so prim and proper, the next as skittish as an unbridled mare. If he did not know Emily had been a married woman for five years, Xander would think… But no, Marsden might have been a man in his fifties, but he could not have failed to see and appreciate the beauty and sensuality of his young wife. To have taken every opportunity to enjoy that sensuality.
As Xander now wished to do.
 
Emily’s equilibrium was completely returned to her by the time she joined Whitney that evening in the green salon before dinner.
“Have you had a pleasant day?” he enquired politely.
“I have, thank you.” She nodded. “You?”
“The same,” he drawled before taking a sip from his glass of sherry, Emily having refused to join him.
Emily’s day had been productive—and undisturbed—as she immersed herself in cataloguing the farming journals into her ledger. After enquiring, and at her request, Clarke had served luncheon to her there on a tray. He had also provided, unasked, tea and cakes in the late afternoon. She had taken another walk in the garden after tea, this time without glimpsing the specter that had haunted and disturbed her yesterday.
Whitney had been true to his word and remained away all day on estate business.
All in all, it had been a very pleasant day.
Except an increasingly tense silence now seemed to have fallen between herself and Whitney.
He appeared relaxed as he sat in the armchair opposite her own, and his evening apparel of black with snowy white linen was as elegant as ever. Even so, Emily sensed a maelstrom of emotions churning behind his hooded gaze, which caused her to watch him warily in return.
“Is something amiss?” she finally felt compelled to ask.
“Nothing more than usual,” he dismissed.
“Which is?”
He shrugged. “I do not enjoy living in the country.”
“Then why—” Emily bit her bottom lip as she realized she was delving into personal matters, something she had pledged to herself she would not do. The only way she could continue to work here was if she kept a polite distance between herself and Whitney.
“Why am I here?” Xander stood up restlessly. Indeed, it was a restlessness which had dogged him all day.
He had dutifully accompanied his estate manager on a tour of the fields planted with winter crops. Made himself smile and listen to the complaints or otherwise of the tenants on his estate. To behave graciously when they visited the village tavern for luncheon. Before having to endure more of those infernal visits to his tenants.
And all the time he did so, he had wondered what Emily was doing. If she was safe using the ladder. Whether anyone had thought to provide her with luncheon. If anything had happened to disturb her today.
If she is thinking of me in the same way I am thinking of her.
Such behavior was completely out of character for him, and not to be tolerated.
He took another swallow of sherry before answering Emily’s unfinished question. “My father’s death four months ago gave me little choice in the matter.”
“I disagree.”
Xander frowned. “In what way?”
She shrugged narrow shoulders, wearing another unbecoming gown, of dark brown this time. Although it did have the advantage of not clashing with the red of her hair. “You have stated you prefer your life in London, so you could quite easily have ignored your responsibility to this estate.”
His mouth twisted. “As I have ignored it these past fifteen years?”
Emily’s eyes widened. “Is that how long it has been since you were last here?”
“Since my mother died, yes,” Whitney confirmed.
“Was this not your father’s principal residence?”
“Yes.”
Her brow cleared. “You were estranged from your father.” It was a statement, not a question.
Whitney gave a humorless laugh. “I would describe it as being more a mutual dislike.”
“Were things always that strained between the two of you?”
His frown showed his irritation with the question. “I do not believe discussing the past serves any purpose.”
Emily could respect that opinion. Lord knows she had no intention of discussing her past with Whitney.
It was interesting, though, how much their histories had in common, when on the surface of things, they were nothing alike.
Her adored mother had died young.
So had Whitney’s.
She had not been close to her father.
Whitney had distanced himself from his father.
The differences were, of course, she was a woman and poor, and Whitney was a man and obviously very wealthy.
Luckily, she was saved from making any reply by Clarke arriving to tell them dinner was ready to be served.
Xander waited until Clarke had seen them seated in the dining room, served their soup course, and departed with the empty tureen, before speaking again. “What have you done to my butler?” he prompted curiously.
Emily glanced up from drinking some of the soup. “Done to him…?”
Xander nodded. “He was positively fussing over you just now. Are you quite comfortable, Mrs. Marsden? Is the soup to your liking, Mrs. Marsden?” he parroted.
A blush warmed her cheeks. “I believe he was merely being solicitous.”
“Exactly. I have been here four months now, and not once has he asked me if I am comfortable.”
She shook her head. “You are exaggerating.”
Xander was not prone to exaggeration. “I assure you I am not.”
Emily appeared puzzled. “Clarke has shown me nothing but kindness all day, brought both luncheon and afternoon tea to me in the study.”
Perhaps because Clarke believed Xander had been unkind to her the evening before. He had a feeling that might be part of the explanation for the elderly man’s uncharacteristic behavior. The other part no doubt being it was impossible not to like Emily.
She gave the appearance of being a sedate and capable widow, but Xander knew that was only a front, that beneath the façade was a vulnerable young woman. He had no doubt that Clarke had also recognized her vulnerability.
“I am glad.” He nodded.
“That Clarke likes me and not you?”
Xander chuckled. “I would not have put it in quite that way…but yes.” He nodded.
“Perhaps you are the one who shows prejudice toward him…?”
He bristled. “What the devil do you mean?”
“Clarke was your father’s butler?”
“Yes…”
She nodded. “And you did not get on with your father. Perhaps you are projecting that antagonism onto Clarke? Seeing dislike from him where there is only uncertainty as to what changes, or otherwise, you might make now that Whitney Park is yours to do with as you wish?”
Such as dismissing the whole lot of them, every one of the household servants, including Clarke. Which had been Xander’s original intention.
“Have you spoken to the household staff all together since your arrival here?” Emily prompted.
“Why would I do that?”
“So that you might offer them reassurances as to their future employment with you,” she explained patiently.
It was interesting that Emily should know to make such a suggestion. As if she had firsthand knowledge of the workings of such a large household as this one. Xander was curious to know whether it had been as a servant or a member of the family who lived there.
“I will give the idea some thought.” He nodded. “In the meantime, I am pleased that Clarke likes you well enough to ensure you are eating properly, at least. You are far too pale and slender, need to put some flesh on—”
“I am perfectly capable of feeding myself. I certainly do not need your charity, or anyone else’s.” Two bright wings of indignant color now appeared in those pale cheeks.
“I did not mean—”
“I am well aware of what you meant.” Her eyes glittered the color of emeralds. “It is no wonder Clarke does not like you when you are so—so unpleasant.”
“And you deserve a sound spanking for that remark.” Xander scowled his displeasure with her outburst.
Emily gaped at him. There was no other way but slack-jawed to describe the manner in which she now stared at him, her mouth agape.
She could not believe Lord Alexander Whitney was threatening to give her a sound spanking.
She had not been spanked since she was in the nursery, and even then only rarely. She had mainly been a placid and well-behaved child, as opposed to her fiery and unpredictable parents. The thought of being spanked as an adult was—was—
Emily was unsure exactly how to describe the sensations now churning inside. Except to know they felt a little like those she had discovered last night, when she first stroked the swollen and erect nubbin between her legs. Heat. Pleasure. A yearning, aching pleasure that had grown deeper and stronger until it finally exploded deep within her, leaving her gasping and weak.
How could having Xander Whitney threatening to spank her possibly fill her with that same aching heat?
How could that be?
Spanking someone was a physical chastisement and not to be tolerated as an adult, under any circumstances.
Wasn’t it…?
Xander had regretted his outburst as soon as he had made it, and had intended to apologize immediately. Until he saw the expressions flitting across Emily’s face.
Obvious shock.
Lessening to surprise.
Then deep concentration.
Followed by a dawning curiosity.
And finally a heated flush appeared on her cheeks, accompanied by a slight hitch in her breathing.
All leading Xander to the conclusion Emily was aroused by the notion of being spanked.
As aroused as he now was, his cock a hard throb, at the thought of laying his hands upon her bare bottom.
Xander’s sexual encounters in the past had always been vigorous and satisfying for both himself and the lady involved. He had always ensured that. But he had never contemplated spanking the bottom of any of those ladies, with the idea of giving her pleasure or anything else. Emily was bringing out a sensual side of him he had hitherto been unaware of.
Her response, and his own, to the suggestion of her being spanked also told him he might have been somewhat remiss in those other sexual relations.
She drew in a shaky breath. “Perhaps if, one evening, you were to actually allow me to finish eating my dinner in peace, I would not be so ugly and thin.”
Xander frowned his frustration. “I never once said you were ugly or thin.”
“Your comment, ‘pale and slender,’ implied it.”
God save him from prickly women. “Pale implies a lack of color, not ugliness. Slender, not thin, is how all women of the ton would wish to appear.”
“Oh.”
“Yes. Oh.” He shook his head. “And by all means, let us finish eating our dinner. Except the soup is now cold and inedible. I will ring for Clarke to bring the next course.” He followed his words with action.
Emily felt rather foolish. It was knowing her body’s reaction to the threatened spanking that had made her behave so defensively. Whitney could certainly not have intended to arouse her with such a threat. “I apologize once again for overreacting.” She kept her head down, eyes on the soup that had indeed cooled beyond eating during their conversation. “In my defense, I did suggest it might be better if I dined with the rest of the servants.”
“You are not a servant, damn it— Ah, Clarke.” He turned to the butler as the other man quietly entered the room. “Please assure Cook there is nothing wrong with her soup. Only that we were…carried away in conversation and forgot to eat it.” Bearing in mind what Emily had said, Xander made sure his tone was less abrasive than usual.
Clarke’s surprise, quickly masked, would seem to suggest there might be some truth in Emily’s earlier conclusions regarding that situation.
“Certainly, my lord.” The elderly man removed the bowls before disappearing to the kitchen.
Whitney watched the butler leave, still wondering if he was indeed in part responsible for the strained relationship he had with his butler. Clarke had been at Whitney Park all of Xander’s life, and he seemed to remember the other man helping him out of several scrapes when Xander was a boy. Xander had not even spoken to Clarke again after the death of his mother, the argument with his father, and his abrupt departure from Whitney Park. Yes, perhaps at some time in the near future, he and Clarke needed to have a conversation and possibly clear the air between them.
Xander dismissed the subject as he turned to Emily. “You are never to think of yourself as a servant again.”
“But—”
“Do you honestly think I would have consigned your husband, if he were still alive and the one now working on the Whitney Library, to eat with the servants?”
“You might have wished you had done so before too many days had passed. Edmund could be very dry in his conversation,” she added ruefully.
Unless Xander was mistaken, there was definitely an attempt on Emily’s part to hide a smile. A teasing glitter in her eyes. Her remark also told him that her husband had not only been much older than her, but also boring. Which was one accusation she could never level at any of their own conversations. Leading Xander to a conclusion of his own.
For the first time in many months, I am not bored.
Since her arrival, Emily had caused him to feel anger, frustration, and irritation with her stubborn determination to misunderstand everything he said.
She also amused and entertained him.
As well as impressed him just now, with her unique insights into a situation. Such as the one that existed with Clarke.
And she aroused him. Without guile or intent, Emily had made Xander’s cock hard and aching almost from the moment of her arrival.
As he aroused her?
Xander believed that to be the case.
Her response to his kisses yesterday, although shy, had been unmistakable.
As had her arousal a few minutes ago at his suggestion of spanking her.
Perhaps that was a sexual pleasure they might explore in more detail together.
Once they had finished their dinner…



Chapter 7
It is dark enough outside this evening for me to hide in the shadows of the house, allowing me to observe through the dining room window but remain unseen myself.
To see that the trollop dines with Lord Whitney this evening, as if she were a guest rather than in his employ.
To watch how familiarly she converses with him.
The appreciation in Lord Whitney’s eyes for whatever it was she was saying to him.
Her blushes and glances beneath her lashes as he makes his replies.
I have observed her having this same effect on the greengrocer, the doctor, the baker, and the squire. Even I have not been allowed to escape her wicked wiles.
But she is surely aiming too high with a man like Lord Whitney? An arrogant, aristocratic gentleman few would dare to cross.
Few men would dare to cross. It is clear from the way he watches Emily that he is already attracted to her.
Is it too soon, or will she spread her legs for him tonight, I wonder?
Or perhaps she will choose to further incite Whitney’s lust by keeping him at arm’s length for just a little longer? She may be a bitch in heat, but she is also siren enough to know that if she capitulates too soon, there will be nothing to gain and everything to lose.
Whether she intends to share Whitney’s bed tonight or another night, the witch cannot be allowed to ensnare yet another man in her supposed innocence and vulnerability. To lure Whitney into her spider’s web, with those huge green eyes that appear so guileless but hide a multitude of sins.
Her mother’s death.
Her father’s suicide.
Her husband’s demise mere months ago.
Someone must ensure she suffers for her sins of pride, lust, and greed.
And someone must protect Whitney from falling prey to those same sins.
That someone will be me.



Chapter 8
“Emily…?”
She gave herself a mental shake as she realized she had allowed her thoughts to drift in the middle of Whitney speaking to her.
Not that Whitney was in the least boring. He was far too intensely male to ever be that. Nor was he a gentleman she, or anyone else, would ever be able to overlook or ignore. Not only because of his dashing good looks and confident manner: his conversation, as they ate the rest of their dinner, had been both interesting and amusing, as he told her some of the funnier stories of Society. No doubt with the intention of putting Emily at ease.
He might have succeeded too, if not for the feeling she’d had all evening, and could not seem to shake, that she was being watched. That she and Whitney both were being watched.
Perhaps she had been wrong earlier and one or more of Whitney’s servants did bear him ill feelings? To the extent they spied upon him, and eavesdropped on his conversation?
Whatever or whoever was responsible for Emily’s feelings of discomfort during dinner—the tiny hairs at the nape of her neck stood on end, and cold shivers ran up and down the length of her spine—that feeling of being watched had dissipated only once they left the dining room and retired to Whitney’s study.
“Thank you.” She accepted the glass of brandy Clarke handed to her. She and Whitney were now seated opposite each other in the two armchairs placed either side of the warming fire, the curtains drawn against the night outside.
“Have you seen the library yet?” Whitney prompted once he had dismissed Clarke for the night.
Emily shot Whitney a mischievous smile. “I would not dare to presume to venture inside until I am given permission.”
“I am fast coming to appreciate there is little you would not presume or dare to do if you have a mind to do it,” he drawled dryly.
Her eyes widened. “I have no idea how you might have come by such a disagreeable opinion of me.”
“It was not meant as a criticism. I admire your determination and fortitude.”
“You do?”
“I do,” Xander confirmed, watching Emily through narrowed lids as he reclined back in his chair. Following a somewhat rocky start to the evening, he now felt far too mellow from their companionable dinner together, accompanied by several glasses of fine wine, to raise the energy to argue with Emily again tonight.
Arguing with her was the last thing on his mind.
Making love to her being the first.
“Come over here,” he invited huskily.
She blinked those long lashes several times before answering him. “I am perfectly comfortable where I am, thank you.”
He shook his head. “Your shoulders and back are tense. Come over here, sit on the floor between my legs, and I will massage them for you.”
Emily’s mouth became dry at Whitney’s outrageous suggestion. At the thought of being held captive between his thighs and having those long elegant hands touching her shoulders and down the length of her spine.
They seemed so very alone in here together, the rest of the house completely silent apart from the usual creaks and noises of any house.
There was no denying she was still a little tense from those feelings she’d had of being watched during dinner, but that was no reason for her to forget all social etiquette and sit between Whitney’s parted thighs. It would be most improper. Scandalously so.
Then why was it also wickedly tempting?
Perhaps she had become wicked since her arrival at Whitney Park. Her behavior last night, touching and caressing herself until she trembled and quaked in the ecstasy of release, would certainly seem to indicate as much.
An ecstasy of pleasure Emily had been unable to put from her mind all day.
And to long for the time she could be alone in her bedchamber later tonight, so that she might see if she could stroke and caress her body to ecstasy again.
How much more pleasurable would it be to have Whitney’s hands and fingers giving her that same pleasure?
Her nipples tingled, engorging to hard and sensitive peaks, a moist heat flooding between her thighs, from only imagining it.
“As you will not come to me, I will come to you.”
“No…” Emily could only protest weakly as she watched Whitney place his brandy glass on the table beside him before standing.
“Yes.” He easily held her mesmerized gaze as he removed his jacket and placed it on the arm of his chair before crossing the room to stand behind her chair. “Sit forward a little. Good,” he murmured his approval as she slowly leaned forward. “Relax,” he instructed sternly.
Emily had tensed at the first touch of his hands against the exposed flesh at her nape, and it now took every effort of will to force that stiffness from her shoulders beneath the warmth of Whitney’s palms.
She let out a groan, neck arching, as his fingers began to knead and press into the tightness at her nape. It felt…wonderful. Whitney’s hands were so warm, and those long and elegant fingers dug into her tensed flesh with just the right amount of pressure; a fine line between pleasure and pain.
“The high neckline of your gown is impeding my progress.”
Emily let out a squeak of protest as Whitney unfastened the half-dozen buttons running the length of her gown, from her nape to her bottom. As she had no maid to assist her with dressing, Emily had made all her gowns in such a way as to enable her to fasten and unfasten the buttons herself.
Another pleasurable groan passed her lips as she once again felt Whitney’s fingers against the heat of her bared skin. Lower this time, the pressure now being exerted between her exposed shoulder blades.
Xander felt like letting out a groan himself, his cock having hardened painfully at the low and breathy sounds of Emily’s sighs and moans of pleasure. Her skin felt soft as velvet beneath the hard caress of his fingers, silky smooth and yielding above her chemise.
The vulnerability of her nape was mere inches away, a temptation Xander could no longer resist as he lowered his head to breathe in her perfume: lemons, flowers, and… His already hard cock began to throb in response to the womanly aroma of Emily’s arousal.
“What are you…” Emily broke off with a soft gasp as Xander pressed soft lips against the warmth of her exposed flesh.
Something he had been wanting to do for hours.
Looking at Emily aroused him.
Conversing with Emily aroused him.
Arguing with Emily aroused him.
The truth of the matter was, everything about this woman aroused him.
She was not as beautiful as many of the women he had bedded in the past. Her contrariness in arguing with him on almost every subject was also at odds with the obliging eagerness of those other women. Her determination to keep the mystery of her past to herself was decidedly irritating.
But her conversation was not only interesting but stimulating.
Those womanly curves even more so.
The huskiness of her laugh sent pleasure rushing straight to his cock.
Xander could not remember the last time he had wanted a woman as much as he wanted Emily. If he ever had…
His lips continued to explore the silk of her skin as his hands moved beneath her gown and then forward until they cupped her chemise-covered breasts. So soft and yielding, at the same time allowing him to feel the hard and turgid nipples pressing against his palms.
Further indication, despite her earlier protests, that Emily was as aroused as he was.
She gave a soft whimper as Xander took those protruding nipples between a finger and thumb, rolling that swollen flesh before squeezing gently.
Her head fell back against his shoulder, arching her spine, and lifting and pushing the fullness of her breasts more firmly into the caress of Xander’s hands.
Her groans grew deeper still as Xander continued to pull and squeeze her nipples, lengthening those engorged nubbins. Saliva flooded Xander’s mouth in anticipation of sucking on those ripe and swollen berries.
Emily made a sound of protest as Xander removed his hands from her breasts and then from her gown altogether. There had been something…erotic, in having those disembodied hands and lips caressing and tasting her body. Almost as if she were alone again, as she had been last night, giving herself pleasure.
That protest turned to a gasp of surprise as her gown was pushed down the length of her arms and allowed to fall to her waist. The straps of her chemise quickly followed, exposing the heat of her breasts to the cooler air.
Emily glanced down self-consciously at her breasts now spilling over the top of her corset. She had never seen her nipples so red and swollen, and surely they were grown to twice their normal size and length?
She glanced up uncertainly at Whitney as he moved from the back of the chair to stand in front of her, leaving her in no doubt as to whom those disembodied hands and lips belonged. He gently nudged her legs apart, pushing the skirt of her gown up to her thighs as he knelt between them. Emily could only watch in fascination as he held her gaze with his, then leaned forward to slowly rasp the moistness of his tongue across one of those protruding nipples.
Pleasure.
He continued to hold her gaze as he rasped that moist tongue over her other nipple.
More pleasure.
Hot waves of it, flooding from her breasts down to between her parted thighs in a hot gush of fluid that moistened her swollen nether lips.
She cried out with the intensity of that pleasure as she watched Whitney’s parted lips take the whole of her nipple into his mouth and begin to suckle. Softly at first, and then harder, deeper. His other hand captured its twin, rolling and squeezing the turgid and aroused flesh.
Emily could no longer look at him, her eyelids fluttering closed as she surrendered completely to that pleasure.
She gave a quiver of excitement as she felt Whitney’s other hand traveling the length of her calf, over her knee, along the length of her inner thigh, before his fingers parted and then entered the slit in her drawers. Those fingers sought out, found, and then caressed and stroked her throbbing nubbin.
Emily had imagined it was Whitney last night when she touched and caressed herself to completion. Had longed for those same caresses from him.
From Xander.
She could no longer think of him as Whitney. Any more than he was any longer those disembodied lips and hands.
It was Xander who knelt before her. One of her nipples was being suckled into the heat of Xander’s mouth, the other squeezed and caressed by Xander’s fingers and thumb. Xander’s other hand was between her thighs, touching her intimately, stroking and then gently pumping the erect nubbin nestled amid the dampness of her curls.
The pleasure was unimaginable.
Immeasurable.
Overwhelming.
Building higher, and then higher still.
Emily began to tremble and quake from the intensity of pleasure that held her firmly in its grip, her hips undulating up and into those caresses.
She gasped, her eyes closing again, as Xander’s fingers now stroked and swirled about the entrance of her channel, crying out as she felt one of those long fingers breach and slowly slide inside the contracting walls of her sheath. That cry became a loud and ecstatic moan as that first finger was joined by a second, stretching her as the soft pad of his thumb now pressed against the throbbing and exposed nubbin above. Moving to the same rhythm as he suckled and bit her nipples, and his fingers thrust in and out of her grasping channel.
“Come for me, Emily,” Xander encouraged gruffly, eyes navy blue as he looked at her.
Did he mean that blinding pleasure she had experienced last night? Was that called coming—
Those thrusting fingers curled inside her, stroking some hitherto unknown cluster of nerve endings and causing the pleasure to rush and then explode inside her. Fiercer, stronger than the release she had experienced the previous night, her juices flowing copiously over Xander’s fingers, the walls of her channel contracted about them.
Xander watched Emily in the throes of her release, her head thrown back, lids closed, lips slightly parted, throat arched. Her breasts were thrust forward over her corset, nipples red and swollen from the ministrations of his lips, tongue, and teeth.
He continued to look at her as he lifted his other hand, squeezing and pinching one elongated nipple and then the other, prolonging her release as her pussy grasped and squeezed his fingers. He could feel the hot gush of her juices coating his digits as they continued to press that knot of nerves deep inside her.
“No more, Xander. Please, no more,” she finally groaned weakly, having slumped down in the chair, eyes dark, her cheeks flushed.
His cock strained against his pantaloons as he gently withdrew his fingers before placing both hands on her thighs and slowly pushing her gown up even farther to fully reveal her white drawers. The slit up the middle gaped open from the invasion of his fingers, revealing the dampness of her auburn curls. Her nether lips were plump and red, and slick with her juices. The fully exposed nubbin above still pulsed from her orgasm.
Xander licked his lips. “I have to taste you.”
“I do not— Oh God…!”
Xander felt intoxicated by her aroma as he ran his tongue along the seam of her pussy, licking up all the sweet-tasting juices before turning his attention to the nubbin above, moistening and stroking that hard nub until it once again stood as erect and throbbing as his cock.
“Xander…?” Her cry was only half in protest, and she fell silent again, hands tightly gripping the arms of the chair as her hips rose and fell to meet the strokes of his tongue against that hardened and sensitized bud.
He slid his fingers inside her pussy again, two and then three, pumping them inside her while his tongue lashed that pulsing bud. The nubbin swelled against his tongue seconds before he felt, and then tasted, her second release.
Which was the moment Xander realized Emily was sobbing. Deep, racking sobs that shook her whole body, the tears streaming down her cheeks.
He frowned his concern as he sat back on his heels. “Did I hurt you?”
She gave a wordless shake of her head. But the tears continuing to fall down her cheeks indicated otherwise, as did her white-knuckled grip on the chair.
Xander pulled her gown down her thighs before rising to his feet. “Please believe I meant only to give you pleasure.”
“You did not hurt me.” She pulled her chemise and the top of her gown back into place between sobs. “It is only… I had not realized…” She buried her face in her hands.
Xander was at a loss to understand the reason for her tears. If he had not hurt her, and Emily claimed he had not, then what… “This is the first time you have experienced physical pleasure,” he realized with a frown.
“Yes! No! Well…not quite.” Heat now suffused her cheeks with color.
He studied her closely, noting that color, the way she chewed on her bottom lip, and the manner in which her gaze avoided meeting his. “You have given yourself physical pleasure in the past,” he finally guessed.
“Only the once,” she quickly defended. “Last night. I did not know… I had no idea before…”
“Before I kissed and aroused you, and you felt compelled to touch yourself to find some relief for the aches and needs of your body?”
The color blazed even more hotly in her cheeks at his frankness. “Yes. But this…this was so much more…intense, even than…than that.”
Xander did not know what to say in answer to Emily’s admission.
He felt angry with whoever or whatever had taught her maintaining control is everything. It was an impossibility to remain completely in control and still take full enjoyment from lovemaking.
He knew a deeper anger with the man who had married her but not cared enough for her, in the five years of their marriage, to help her overcome her inhibitions. To secure his young wife’s satisfaction, as well as his own.
Marsden was not unique in that selfishness, of course. Many men in Society believed a lady must always remain a lady, even in bed. Obviously, Marsden was one of that ilk.
Was it any wonder Emily had responded so deeply to Xander’s kisses and caresses, and that once in the privacy of her bedchamber, she had felt compelled to give herself the pleasure no man had ever bothered to gift her with?
His expression softened. “Did you enjoy it?”
She smiled tremulously. “Very much.”
“There is more, you know.”
She swallowed. “I had a feeling there might be.”
Xander nodded. “Would you like to explore further during your stay here?”
Would she?
Emily’s immediate answer was yes. Oh God, yes.
Her second and cautionary one was is it possible to find sexual gratification with someone without falling in love with them? Because she could not allow herself to fall in love with Xander. He was a lord, a member of the ton,
who socialized with dukes and marquises. A world in which she would never be welcome.
But she did not need to be in Xander’s world to enjoy his lovemaking.
Only for the duration of her stay here at Whitney Park, of course.
The temptation to say yes was overwhelming.



Chapter 9
“A picnic luncheon?” Emily repeated Xander’s suggestion uncertainly late the following morning. “Outside?”
His lips twitched. “That is where one usually enjoys a picnic. We should make the most of this continued hot weather.”
She glanced out the window. There was no doubting it was an unseasonably warm and sunny day. Perhaps the last of such clement days before the winter set in.
She was not concerned with the weather. It was the look of wicked intent in Xander’s gleaming blue eyes that was making her nervous.
She had woken alone in her bedchamber this morning, absolutely sure she must have imagined the events of last night. That she could not really have allowed Xander to make love to her so shamelessly in the study. That he had not really suggested, and she had accepted, she become his mistress for the time of her stay here. That the two of them would explore sexual pleasure together in more depth.
She had been disabused of that certainty the moment she closed the study door behind her this morning, dressed and prepared for working on the farming journals, and instead been swept up into Xander’s arms and very thoroughly kissed.
As if he was fully aware of her thoughts, uncertainty and denial, and intended to stake his claim at the earliest opportunity.
Emily had felt thoroughly claimed by the time that heated kiss came to an end, Xander having removed the pins from her hair at some point, those red tresses cascading down her back. He had refused to allow her to pin them back in so severe a style too, by pocketing half her hairpins so that she could only secure the curls upon her crown, leaving several tendrils loose at her temples and nape.
She had no idea how she had struggled through the rest of the morning. Although she had very much enjoyed having Xander show her round his precious library. There were so many rare and wonderful books there, Emily’s fingers had itched to be allowed to touch them.
Returning to the study and attempting to catalog and alphabetize books on farming, with Xander once again seated behind his desk and watching every move she made, had been less calming.
He looked so haughty and aristocratically handsome in his dark blue superfine and fine white linen, his dark hair fashionably disheveled, it was difficult for Emily to concentrate on anything but his overwhelming presence.
The morning’s work—torture?—finally over, he was now suggesting the two of them should share a picnic luncheon together. That wicked glint in his eyes indicated it would not consist of the two of them sitting innocently together on a blanket beneath one of the huge oak trees in the garden.
Her gaze shyly met his as she moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue. “I would very much enjoy sharing a picnic with you. Thank you.”
Xander’s lips twitched again at the formal manner in which Emily accepted his invitation. He had no intention of allowing that formality to continue once they were alone together in the garden.
Yesterday evening had been a revelation, a discovery of the sensuality that ran deep within Emily. He had gone to bed with the taste of her juices upon his lips, and, more importantly, her agreement to allow him to explore the depths of her sensuality further. Those things had been enough for him to ignore the throbbing need of his cock as he lay alone in his bed, knowing that his release would be all the more pleasurable when given to him by Emily.
Which was not to say it was not damned uncomfortable having had a cock-stand for the past twenty-four hours. “I will instruct Clarke to ask Cook to prepare a picnic basket for the two of us, while you go upstairs and change into something pretty.” He rang for the butler. “I said something pretty, Emily,” he added sternly as she began to frown. “I refuse to sit with you in the sunshine wearing your unbecoming widow’s weeds.”
Her throat moved as she swallowed. “I don’t have anything pretty to wear…”
As Xander had thought, Marsden had deliberately kept his young wife’s beauty hidden beneath dowdy clothes and that unbecoming bun, whilst failing to appreciate her himself. “The prettiest gown you have, then,” he encouraged gently. He would have to make enquiries as to what gowns were available in Ashingdon. There was sure to be a seamstress of some description living in the village.
Her brow cleared. “I will not be long.”
Xander smiled at her eagerness as she hurried from the room. He had such plans for them today. Such delicious, wicked—
“My lord…?”
He gave a shake of his head to clear it of those erotic images. He had totally forgotten he had rung for Clarke. “Mrs. Marsden and I will need a picnic luncheon, Clarke. And several blankets to sit upon.” Except Xander did not intend for them to sit anywhere.
The elderly man nodded. “I will see to it immediately, my lord.”
“And Clarke…” He halted the other man as the butler would have left, recalling Emily’s words to him the previous evening.
The butler turned back with brows raised. “Yes, my lord?”
“I have no intention of making any changes within the household staff.”
A nerve twitched beneath the older man’s left eye. “I am gratified to hear it, my lord.”
Which, Xander surmised with some amusement, was the equivalent of the elderly man jumping up and down and shouting that gratitude.
“I will see to the preparation of your picnic immediately, my lord.” The butler bowed before departing.
Good God, had that almost been a smile on Clarke’s lips? And warmth in his tone?
If Xander had known that was all it took to infuse some geniality into the older man, then he would have offered Clarke these reassurances earlier. Even if they did go against his earlier decision.
He was used to dealing with the servants in his London home, most of them having been with him for years. The servants who did choose to leave usually did so to go to another position within the confines of the city. Emily was right, the servants at Whitney Park did not have that flexibility. Their families and homes were here. Fearing for the future of their positions at Whitney Park did not make for a happy household.
Perhaps in future—
“I am ready, my—Xander.”
Xander turned from staring out the window, eyes widening as he took in Emily’s appearance. Her hair was just as loosely styled as earlier, and she wore a gown of deep purple velvet, which should have clashed with her red hair but somehow only complemented the color. But what captured and held his gaze was the tight bodice of the gown as it scooped low over her breasts and revealed their full swell.
She looked more like a beautiful and desirable young lady today than the prim widow who had arrived at Whitney Park three days ago.
Emily shifted self-consciously under the intensity of Xander’s gaze on the tops of her bared breasts. “I removed the lace tucker,” she admitted, having thought long and hard before doing so. In the end, she’d decided Xander was arrogant and forceful enough to remove it himself if she did not.
Without that lace tucker covering her shoulders and the tops of her breasts, the purple gown took on a much more sensual appearance. She had also forgone wearing a corset, remembering how constricting it had been the previous evening. Her drawers, a relatively recent fashion, had met the same fate.
“Is it too much?” She felt uncertain of Xander’s lengthy silence.
“It is just perfect,” he assured her huskily as he crossed the room to her side. “Not that it matters particularly, as I fully intend to remove your gown completely the moment we are alone and private on the grounds.”
Emily was aware of the heat in her cheeks and the catch of her breath in her throat. “There is such a place?”
“Oh yes,” he assured her. “It is my favorite place in the garden. I used to hide there as a boy on sunny days such as this,” he confided. “Whenever my tutor attempted to make me sit and do a lesson I had no wish to do.”
It seemed strange to think of this totally confident—even arrogant—gentleman, as being a young boy hiding from his tutor. And yet Xander would have grown up here, within the safe confines of Whitney Park.
Emily’s own childhood home had not been as grand as this. But grand enough she remembered similarly thwarting her governess on hot summer days, and the freedom of running wild about the countryside.
Xander’s fingertips brushed lightly against her cheek. “You are not allowed to have unhappy thoughts today.”
She was saved from having to answer that remark, as Clarke appeared in the doorway. Besides, they had not been unhappy thoughts, merely wistful ones for the life she had taken completely for granted at the time, never having known any other, and which would never be brought back to her.
“Do you wish one of the footmen to carry your picnic basket out into the garden and then serve it for you, my lord?” Clarke enquired.
“No, I will carry it myself, thank you.” Xander dismissed the butler. He wished to have Emily completely to himself for the afternoon. His plans for the two of them did not include the intrusive gaze of a third party.
 
“I had no idea this was here.” Emily was enchanted to find that what she had assumed yesterday was a high hedge at the back of the house was actually a maze.
A maze which Xander had no trouble navigating as he took the two of them straight to the grassy center. Instead of an ornamental fountain, as might be expected at its midst, there was a huge oak tree spreading its limbs far and wide and further adding to the feeling they were the only two people in the world.
Xander turned from spreading out the blankets beneath the oak tree. “Do you like it?”
She nodded. “No wonder you loved it so as a boy—Xander…?” she questioned warily as he moved to stand behind her and began to unfasten the buttons on her gown.
“I believe I am going to enjoy it far more as an adult.” He finished unfastening the buttons. “You are wearing only your camisole today.”
She glanced at him over her shoulder. “I thought it would be easier…”
“Oh, much.” He traced light fingertips down the length of her spine. “You have such soft and silky skin,” he murmured admiringly before turning her to face him. “Would you like to undress me?” He lowered his arms to his sides.
Emily had occasionally helped Edmund on with his jacket. She did not recall ever helping him out of it. Or out of any of his clothing, come to that. She was not sure she knew where to start.
“My neckcloth.” Xander answered the question she had obviously asked out loud without realizing it. “Then my jacket. Followed by my shirt.”
Emily’s hands trembled as she removed the diamond pin and handed it to him. He was so much taller than her, she had to tilt her head back to see what she was doing, as she tackled the intricate knot of his neckcloth.
“Leave it,” Xander instructed hoarsely as Emily would have straightened her gown. He was thoroughly enjoying the sight of her naked breasts visible down the front of her gaping gown, his cock already standing at attention.
An engorged and throbbing cock he fully intended should receive its fair share of attention today.
He had to help Emily remove his tightly tailored jacket before once again standing unmoving in front of her as she unfastened the buttons of his shirt and then pulled it from the waistband of his black pantaloons.
Her earlier admission had led him to believe this would be the first time Emily had helped a gentleman to remove his clothes. Her hesitancy and the blush to her cheeks confirmed it.
Which further added to Xander’s disgust with her late husband. He was more sure than ever Marsden had been one of those gentlemen who visited his wife’s bedchamber in the dark and remained dressed in his nightshirt while silently taking his pleasure.
Xander intended to see every inch of Emily naked today, as he intended she should see every inch of him.
Emily drew her breath in sharply as she pulled Xander’s shirt over his head and then off completely before gazing at his naked torso. She had not realized, in those perfectly tailored clothes he wore, that Xander was as muscular as this. He had immensely wide shoulders, chest, and back; his waist was tapered and firmly muscled. A dusting of fine, dark hair encircled copper-colored nipples before veeing down to disappear beneath the waistband of his black pantaloons.
She quickly averted her gaze when she clearly saw the bulge tenting the front of those pantaloons. A bulge that looked in complete proportion to the rest of him. Such a monster would surely never fit inside her—
“We are exploring today, Emily.” Xander immediately put her mind at rest in that regard. “You will explore me, and I will explore you. Much as you no doubt did with the boys from the village when you were a— No?” he teased when she looked at him in alarm.
“No.” Emily had no trouble denying ever having done such a thing.
“Then perhaps a male cousin? Or two?”
“No.” As an adult, Emily knew the form and dimensions of the male body, but she had certainly never seen or touched one when she was growing up.
Xander gave a grin. “Then I must presume I was a very precocious young man, because I did both. With a female cousin, of course.”
“Oh, of course,” she echoed faintly.
“I was already more than familiar with my own body.” He nodded. “I pleasured myself so many times from the age of twelve to sixteen, I believe I was in danger of having my cock fall off from all that hard pumping.”
Emily was unsure whether she was embarrassed by the frankness of the conversation or relieved at knowing Xander had pleasured himself in the past, much as she had two nights ago. That she was perhaps even a little late in having discovered such ecstasy.
In the end, she decided she was neither of those things, and that curiosity remained her main emotion.
Xander smiled. “Once I discovered how much more pleasurable it was to have a woman do it for me with her hands and mouth, I lost all interest in the pastime.”
She drew in a shaky breath at the memory of having Xander’s hands and mouth on her. It was more enjoyable to have someone else give you pleasure. “Would you enjoy having my hands and mouth on you?”
“Very much.” His voice had lowered gruffly. “But first, I think we have to take off these infernal boots.” His smile became rueful as he sat down on the blanket to take off first one black Hessian and then the other. “Come and sit with me.” He patted the blanket beside him.
Emily still felt shy about what they were doing, but her curiosity far outweighed that shyness. She desperately wanted to see what Xander was like beneath those pantaloons. His shaft looked incredibly long and thick. That monster, she had called it in her head earlier.
“Closer,” he encouraged once she was seated next to him on the blanket, waiting until she had scooted nearer before slowly and methodically removing every one of the pins from her hair. “Better.” He nodded his satisfaction as the fiery length fell loose about her shoulders and down to her waist. “Unfasten my pantaloons now.” He leaned back on his hands to give her easier access.
Her bottom lips caught between her teeth, her fingers trembling, as she slipped each button through its fastening.
“I am not wearing undergarments either…”
Her eyes widened on that single flap of material that was the only thing hiding Xander’s shaft from her. Or his cock, as he chose to call it. It sounded so much naughtier to call it that, even inside her head. Cock. Cock. Yes, she liked the sound of that so much better than her own prim reference of shaft or male member, when she dared think of it at all.
Oh my God…
The moment Emily folded back that concealing material, Xander’s cock jutted free from a nest of dark curls. Wide and long, it curved up toward the flatness of his abdomen, as she had thought it might. There was a thick and pulsing vein running along its underside. The foreskin was pulled completely back, allowing the blood-red top to mushroom out, that tip moistened with a viscous fluid escaping from the slit at the top. And nestled below that turgid length was a heavy sac she also wished to explore.
“What would you like to do first, Emily?”
She gave Xander a glance and then looked quickly down again, her tongue running along her lips as she stared at that throbbing length. What did she want to do with it?
“Do you want to touch my cock? Lick it? Suck it?”
I want to do all of those things, Emily realized a little dazedly.
She, who had never so much as thought of doing such a thing before, now ached with wanting to touch and kiss and suck that huge cock into the heat of her mouth. To hear Xander groan from the pleasure she was giving him. She, Emily Marsden, and not one of those sophisticated ladies he no doubt bedded when he was in London.
“Come kneel between my thighs,” Xander encouraged, spreading his legs wide apart before lying down completely, his head resting on his folded arms as he looked down the length of his body at her.
Emily felt emboldened without that dark blue gaze upon her, shameful in her eagerness as she moved so that she knelt between Xander’s thighs, the thick length of his cock bobbing temptingly in front of her.
She touched it, hesitantly at first, a thrill running through her as Xander made a soft moaning noise at her touch. The skin felt surprisingly silky, that thick vein pulsing beneath the soft pad of her thumb as she traced its path from root to tip. Bringing forth another of those low moans from Xander, and causing more of that viscous liquid to release from the slitted tip.
She grew bolder, fingers encircling the thick cock, tightening as instinct told her to slowly pump that throbbing flesh in her hand.
“Oh God…” Xander groaned.
Her fingers instantly loosened. “I am hurting you—”
“Only with pleasure,” he assured her, one of his hands moving so that his fingers now pressed over the top of hers, increasing their pressure, not relaxing it. “A little harder,” he encouraged as he guided the grip of her hand up the length of his cock, adding a slight twist at the top before traveling downwards again.
Emily learned quickly, listening to Xander’s groaned responses as she continued to stroke and pump his cock once he had removed his fingers from hers. She offered no resistance as Xander slid her gown down her arms and then off completely, the bodice of her camisole dispatched as quickly, leaving her breasts bared to the heat of his gaze and his cupping and squeezing hands.
There was now a burning heat between Emily’s thighs, her nether lips plumping, moistening with the juices of her arousal.
The fluid now dribbled copiously from the slit of Xander’s cock, down onto her hand, lubricating her motion so that the throbbing hardness slipped easily along her palm and gripping fingers. The sac beneath was pulled up tighter than before, and she cupped it with her other hand as she stroked the pulsing cock harder and faster. Judging by the increased depth of Xander’s groans, he was fast approaching his release.
I have not sucked him yet.
“Emily?” he growled in protest as the slower pumping of her hand deprived him of that release.
“I want to taste you.” She bent forward, her loosened hair cascading over his hard abdomen as she parted her lips wide and took the bulbous top of his cock into the heat of her mouth. That nectar immediately hit her taste buds, salty and sweet at the same time, with an underlying musk, which Emily sucked and swallowed in her enjoyment of that delicious taste.
It was Emily’s turn to groan as Xander’s fingers and thumbs began to pull on her nipples, milking them in a rhythm that caused her juices to gush hotter between her thighs, her nubbin throbbing, pulsing. The lips to her channel relaxed, parting in welcome and a longing to be filled, even as Emily felt her own approaching release building higher and higher inside her, longing to burst free.
The tightening of Xander’s sac in her hand and the pulsing of his cock were the only warnings she had before hot, thick fluid began to pump to the back of her throat. She could only gasp as her own hot and fierce release threatened to overwhelm her, even as she swallowed down every delicious drop of Xander’s salty-sweet essence.
If Xander had died and gone to heaven, then he was happy to stay here for the rest of his life.
Totally sated.
Totally pleasured.
By Emily.



Chapter 10
Slut.
Whore.
Satan’s spawn.
Jezebel.
To behave so wantonly.
And to have lured a man such as Lord Alexander Whitney with her wicked wiles.
Here in broad daylight too, where anyone might see them together.
Where they were seen.
It had not been easy to wait and watch, and then follow the two of them into the maze, the way to the center much more complicated than anticipated. But oh, to see such a debauched sight once arrived at that grassy center. To observe, from behind the lush hedge, Lord Whitney lying on a blanket, almost naked, his bared cock long and thick and completely rampant. Emily Marsden with her red hair bright as a flame down her back, her gown down about her waist, and her titties bared as Whitney cupped and squeezed them in his large hands.
Such full and firm titties they were, and tipped with deep rose nipples, which she allowed Whitney to pull and play with as she took his cock into her greedy mouth.
And the sounds! Such moans and groans of pleasure. Even an animalistic growl from Whitney on one occasion. All accompanied by the greedy noises of the temptress’s mouth as she sucked that huge cock in her mouth.
Disgusting.
Foul.
Evil.
Lord Whitney must be saved from the clutches of such a wanton, wicked woman.
And she…she must be returned from whence she came, and then punished.
Oh dear God, what are they doing now…?



Chapter 11
“Did you hear that?” Emily sat up in alarm.
“Hear what?”
“I thought I heard a noise…”
“You are imagining things.” Xander kissed her long and deeply.
After which Emily could not see or hear anything but him, totally compliant as Xander helped her remove her gown and camisole, completely naked now as she lay on the blanket and watched Xander taking food out of the picnic basket.
She felt strangely…uninhibited. How could she possibly feel self-conscious now, when Xander had explored every inch of her body last night and she had returned the favor today?
“Ah.” He sighed his satisfaction as he took a bowl of fruit from inside the large wicker basket. “The head gardener here grows all manner of fruit in his heated glasshouses, no matter what the time of year. I believe I would like to eat dessert first.” He took two juicy plump raspberries and placed them on her nipples before bending over her, licking the juice dripping down her breasts before his mouth closed over the raspberry and her nipple both. His tongue lapped up the raspberry, at the same time rasping across her turgid flesh, before suckling deeply.
A delicious quiver of excitement coursed through Emily’s body. Then again, as Xander licked and then lapped up the second raspberry.
Next came the placing of a deep red and plump cherry in her navel.
Emily’s excitement grew at these intimacies, the juices flowing between her thighs.
“Xander…?” Her eyes widened in alarm as he gently nudged her legs apart, after having inspected and then selected a deliciously ripe strawberry from the bowl.
His wicked grin and dark, tousled hair lightened his normally austere features, making him appear years younger. “It is my fantasy to eat a strawberry from your pussy.”
She swallowed, her cheeks hot. “It is?”
“Very much so.” He nodded. “Open up,” he encouraged gruffly, a frown of concentration between his eyes as he carefully placed the narrower end of the strawberry in the opening of her pussy. “Perfect.” He nodded his satisfaction as he sat back on his heels to admire the display.
Emily giggled. She actually giggled. Something she could not remember doing since… Well, since Before the scandal.
“I said no sad memories today, Emily,” Xander soothed as he saw the shadows gathering in her eyes. He much preferred to hear her girlish giggle. “Today is only for lovemaking and fun.” And he was having fun with their lovemaking. More so than he had for many years. If ever. Having Emily’s hands and lips on him was pleasure beyond description. “Your pussy is a work of art.” His hands on her thighs held her legs apart so that he could admire the way the ruby red lips of her pussy gripped the ripe strawberry. The swollen and erect nubbin above was clearly visible amidst her auburn curls.
Emily gave another giggle. “I do not believe it is one that could ever be displayed in a public gallery.”
“Certainly not.” Xander sat back on his heels. “This is for my consumption only. Literally,” he murmured, savoring the moment as he lowered his head to kiss lightly along the insides of her thighs, slowly progressing toward where that ripe strawberry was nestled.
“It feels…strange.”
“Only strange?” Xander licked her nether lips stretched about the strawberry, savoring the taste of the fruit’s juice mixed with Emily’s own salty sweet taste, before moving higher. He licked and then suckled her erect bud, feeling it pulse against the rasp of his tongue.
“It is also very arousing,” Emily admitted with a husky gasp.
Xander had no idea where his inventiveness with the fruit had come from. He could never remember playing with food in this sensual manner before. But with Emily and her curiosity to savor every nuance of physical pleasure, everything and anything seemed possible.
He lay down between her parted legs before dipping his head lower, hands cupping the cheeks of her bottom to hold her steady as he took a delicate bite from the strawberry. Delicate, to ensure the remainder stayed exactly where it was. Emily’s juices were now fully intermingled with the strawberry’s, a burst of sweet and tart flavor on his tongue.
A totally addictive taste, he decided as he took another bite, and then another, until all the fruit was gone. But the taste lingered as Xander licked and then eased his tongue inside Emily’s pussy, entering and then retreating in a slow and sensual rhythm that had her squirming and gasping within a few short seconds. Her fingers became entangled in his hair as she arched up to meet those thrusts.
Her fingers tightened in his hair as Xander moved one of his hands to allow a finger to tap against her second entrance. He felt the muscles there tighten and then relax again. His tapping finger ignited those sensitive nerve endings as his tongue continued to penetrate and lap up the honeyed flow of juices from her pussy.
“Xander…!” she cried out, the walls of her pussy contracting about his probing tongue as she climaxed long and deeply.
There were no words for Emily to describe the ecstasy she had just experienced. That prolonged orgasm. Intensified, she felt sure, by Xander’s forbidden touches and caresses. Or the euphoria that held her so tightly in its grip. She had never imagined lovemaking could be like that. So wild, so forbidden, no caress or touch too intimate.
She smiled and turned to lie in Xander’s arms as he moved to lie down beside her on the blanket, her head resting on his shoulder, her arm lightly across the bareness of his abdomen.
“I will take your bottom too one day soon,” he said softly.
“You will?”
“Would you like me to do so?”
“Yes. Perhaps. I… Will it hurt?”
“Perhaps a little. At first. The pleasure that follows will be worth it.”
“Is it not forbidden?”
“Nothing is forbidden between lovers who consent to receive and give each other pleasure.”
“You are sure that is pleasurable?”
“I believe once I am fully inside you, yes.”
“You do not know?”
“I have never wished to take a woman there before you.”
She would be Xander’s first? “Then, yes. I believe I should like it too.”
His arms tightened about her. “You are a revelation, Emily.”
“I am?”
“The perfect sexual partner.”
Of course.
That was exactly what she was, a sexual partner.
To be enjoyed.
To be savored.
To receive pleasure.
To give that same joy in return.
She had feared when Xander first suggested the two of them explore physical pleasure together that, unlike him, she would not be able to keep her emotions in check.
She now knew that fear to be fully justified.
She liked Xander very much, if she was not already in love with him. Could not have done these things with him at all if she did not already like him far more than she had any other man. To experience such ecstasy with him, to feel so physically close to him, made it impossible for her to remain emotionally aloof.
She could not, dare not, fall in love with Alexander Whitney.
To do so would only lead to heartbreak.
He did not fit into her modest little world, any more than she fitted into his life as a leading member of Society. A Society he would rejoin in the New Year, at the start of the new Season.
Even if she traveled to London with him, at best she could hope to become his mistress, living in a house there he provided for her. No better than a whore he visited when he wished to relieve a physical itch. Until he tired of her.
Because Xander did not love her. Would never love her. Could never love a penniless widow with secrets in her past which could destroy him, as surely as they were threatening to destroy her.
“What are you thinking about so quietly?”
“I am thinking I am still naked and the air is growing chill. And that we have not eaten our picnic luncheon yet.”
Xander had no hesitation in disbelieving Emily’s attempt at teasing. Whatever she had been thinking about had not been anything as frivolous as that, but had made her tense and sigh wistfully as he held her in his arms.
So much of Emily was still an enigma to him. The past she refused to talk about. The marriage she also refused to talk about. He knew her age, and that her full name was Emily Anne Marsden, but only because she had revealed those things to him when she explained she had the same initials as her dead husband.
Had he gone too far today? Introduced Emily to intimacies that shocked her? Suggested other intimacies that shocked her even more?
She did not appear shocked at the time, or now, as she lay completely naked in his arms.
But that did not mean she was not regretting those intimacies. He very much doubted that Marsden had kissed and touched Emily in the places Xander had. Marsden had been so much older than Emily. Xander sincerely doubted the other man would have chosen to parade his naked body about in front of his young and lissome wife.
“Then we must rectify both those things immediately.” He released Emily before standing to collect his shirt from the ground and hand it to her. “Put this on for now, and I will finish serving the rest of our picnic.”
Emily hesitated to put on Xander’s shirt. It seemed somehow even more intimate to wear his clothing, still warm from his body, than the things they had done together previously.
But it did smell so good when she held it up to her face, of lemon and sandalwood and the musk she knew she would always associate with Xander in future.
It also swamped her once she had pulled it on. The shoulder seams fell halfway down her arms, the cuffs falling completely over her hands, the shirttails reaching almost to her knees, further emphasizing the vast difference in their size and height.
“Let me,” Xander teased as he took over turning up the vast amount of spare linen in the sleeves. “There.” He nodded once the material on both sleeves was turned back almost to her elbows. His eyes darkened. “You look very enticing in my shirt.”
Emily was learning to decipher Xander’s moods. She knew those dark eyes and the flush to his cheeks indicated he was becoming aroused again. “And you look very enticing out of your shirt.” She still could not get over the width of his muscular shoulders and chest.
Xander chuckled warmly. “I think I need to feed you before either of us becomes enticed again.”
It became easier after that to fall in with the lightness of Xander’s mood. Better for both of them if she did.
For now, Emily intended to enjoy the rest of their afternoon together. Plenty of time for regrets at a later date.
“So, siblings?” Xander prompted once they had satisfied their need for food, the still-cool wine very welcome too.
“No.”
“Me either. So, we have two things in common already,” he dismissed lightly. “No parents, no siblings,” he explained at her puzzled glance.
She smiled ruefully. “I am sure we have that in common with many other people.”
“But we are only discussing us, so they do not count.” Xander lay on his side on the blanket, leaning on his elbow. “Do you like the ballet? The theater?”
“Edmund did not like to go to London, and when he did, he had no time for attending such frivolities as the ballet or the theater.”
“How about reading? What sort of books do you like to read? Fusty old tomes? Or do you prefer the more lurid fiction?”
“I am partial to Jane Austen, although Edmund did not—”
Xander popped a grape into her mouth to stop her from finishing that sentence. “You will not say ‘Edmund this’ or ‘Edmund that’ for the rest of the day. Nor will we discuss that gentleman’s dislikes and likes. He sounds far too opinionated to me. So, you like Miss Austen’s books.” He nodded. “Have you read Waverley by Sir Walter Scott? I find that gentleman’s writing style much to my taste.”
“I have heard of him, but I confess I have not read any of his books,” she answered distractedly. “I do not understand why you are asking me these questions.”
“It is called conversation, Emily,” Xander teased. “Much as I enjoy making love with you, I would also like to know more about you as a person. Your likes and dislikes.”
Her expression instantly became guarded. “Such as?”
“Favorite color.”
“Blue.”
“Favorite food?”
“Honey.”
“Favorite wine?”
“I do not— Whatever it is we are drinking,” she amended at his censorious expression.
“Favorite flower?”
“Daffodil.”
“The name of your lover?”
She gasped. “I do not have a lover!”
“But of course you do.” Xander gently took the wineglass from her hand and placed it to one side before reaching up to pull her face down to his so he could very soundly kiss her. He released her only when he was sure she was completely breathless. “His name is Alexander Frederick Ernest—yes, a horrible name, and I am not finished yet either.” He grimaced. “Godfrey Whitney. Now I will answer your questions.”
She blinked. “I did not ask any.”
“No, but it seems only fair… So,” Xander continued briskly as she looked about to protest. “I occasionally enjoy both the ballet and the theater. Green—for your eyes. Strawberries—because in future I will always think of you whenever I see or eat one.” He kissed her lightly on the lips as she blushed becomingly. “You are right, this wine is delicious, and it tastes even more so when I drink it straight from your lips. The rose—because it’s beauty, like your own, lies at its heart. And lastly, Emily Anne Marsden.”
Emily did not know what to make of this conversation. It seemed almost as if Xander was flirting with her while at the same time learning more about her. After five years of marriage, she doubted Edmund had known her favorite color was blue. She also did not think it a good idea for Xander to take such an interest in her likes and dislikes when she would soon be gone from Whitney Park. Perhaps very soon, if he persisted in taking such a personal interest in her.
She was also finding his bare chest and muscular shoulders a distraction. “I believe it is time we returned to the house. I have more work to do this afternoon.” Her manner was brisk as she began to return the rest of the food to the picnic basket.
Xander reached out and pulled her down onto his chest as he lay back on the blanket. “Your employer has given you the afternoon off.”
She eyed him chidingly. “My employer has drunk far too much wine.”
He shook his head. “If I am drunk, then it is from our lovemaking and not the wine.”
“Now I am certain you are drunk!” Emily placed her hands flat against his bare chest to pull out of his arms and push up onto her feet. “I really must return to the house. The servants will gossip if we stay out here any longer,” she added as further incentive.
Xander laughed as he moved lithely to his feet. “Is that not what we are here for, to give the servants something to gossip about?” He was waiting, anticipating the moment, when Emily realized she would have to remove his shirt in order to put her gown on and allow Xander to dress, if they were to return to the house.
“Yes, but—”
That moment had arrived!
Emily’s eyes widened, her cheeks blushed a fiery red, her lips were slightly agape, and she winced self-consciously as she looked down at herself wearing only Xander’s shirt.
Xander quirked a brow as she glanced at him. “My shirt, if you please.” He held out his hand.
Her throat moved as she swallowed. “I— Would you turn the other way, please?”
“No.”
“But—”
“Emily.” He smiled chidingly as his arms moved about her waist and he pulled her in close against him. “I have seen your body completely naked. I have kissed and touched every delicious inch of you. How can you possibly still feel self-conscious after sharing those intimacies with me?”
“I just do!”
His smile gentled when he saw how uncomfortable she felt. “I will turn the other way while you remove my shirt and dress, on one condition.”
Her expression became wary. “Which is?”
“You give permission for me to join you in your bedchamber tonight.”
She gasped. “No.”
He shrugged as he set her free and stepped back. “Then I am afraid you will have to remove my shirt while I stand here and watch.” He crossed his arms in front of his chest to emphasize the point.
Temper sparked in her eyes. “That is coercion!”
“I know,” he acknowledged without apology.
“I— But—”
“I will concede and turn away, if you can tell me, sincerely, that you do not wish me to join you in your bedchamber tonight,” he challenged.
How could Emily do that—with any sincerity—when the thought of Xander sharing her bed tonight or any night had shot an arrow of pleasure straight to her core?
“Very well.” She nodded. “You may come to my bedchamber—but that does not mean I am willing to let you stay there once you have arrived,” she added at his triumphant expression.
“Then I will have to behave in such a way as to persuade you,” he accepted huskily.
Oh dear…
Emily already knew she had no defenses against Xander or his lovemaking.



Chapter 12
“You have a visitor, Mrs. Marsden.”
“A visitor…?” Emily was shocked into immobility at Clarke’s announcement the moment she and Xander stepped into the entrance hall of Whitney Park.
How could she possibly have a visitor when no one knew where she was? That was not quite the truth. She had felt compelled to inform her closest neighbor, a Mrs. Simmons, of her departure and whereabouts in case that lady became concerned at her absence. Of all the people who lived in the village, Mrs. Simmons had been the kindest to her these past five years.
But why on earth would Mrs. Simmons feel compelled to travel all this distance to speak with her?
“He is waiting for you in the blue salon.” Clarke nodded as he took the picnic basket and blankets handed to him by Xander.
He? But— “Who is he, Clarke?” Emily felt a sense of dread in the pit of her stomach.
“A Mr. Isaac Littlejohn. He said he is— Mrs. Marsden?” Clarke stepped forward in alarm as she swayed a little on her feet.
“I have her, Clarke.” Xander placed a steadying hand beneath Emily’s elbow, as concerned as the butler by the paling of Emily’s cheeks. Whoever this Mr. Littlejohn was, Emily was surprised—shocked?—to have him here. “Tell Mr. Littlejohn I will speak with him shortly,” he instructed Clarke. “I will return as soon as I have escorted Mrs. Marsden to her bedchamber.”
“No! No…” Emily repeated dully. “I will speak with Mr. Littlejohn. Alone,” she added as Xander would have protested.
“I do not think so,” he said evenly.
Her eyes flashed deeply green. “I do not believe it is for you to say with whom I will or will not speak, alone or otherwise.”
Xander’s jaw clenched. “What is it, Clarke?” he prompted impatiently as the butler touched his arm for attention.
“If I might have a quiet word, my lord?”
Now? Xander did not have the time to talk with his butler now. It was—
“It is important, my lord,” the butler added firmly.
Xander studied the other man between narrowed lids for several seconds, noting the way the elderly man had glanced pointedly at Emily after stating the matter was “important.” “Very well. Stay exactly where you are,” he instructed Emily firmly before stepping aside with Clarke. “Well?” he prompted impatiently.
“Hodges came up to the house a short time ago. He is one of the grooms here, my lord,” he explained at Xander’s frown.
“Ah yes.” He remembered now, a short, curly-haired individual who was a wonder with the horses in his charge.
Clarke nodded. “He saw Mr. Littlejohn arrive, and as Hodges is acquainted with the gentleman, he came straight up to the house to talk to me.”
“And?”
“He advised caution, my lord. Extreme caution,” the butler added pointedly.
Xander had no idea what that meant, but as he did not like the fact Emily had a gentleman caller at all, he was already predisposed to mistrust the other man. He would talk with Hodges himself once their visitor was gone.
“Thank you, Clarke.” He turned to rejoin Emily. “Who is this Littlejohn, Emily? Why do you seem so upset by his having come here?”
Her chin rose. “I am not in the least upset. I-I simply had not expected him—”
“My visit was meant to surprise you, Emily.”
Xander noted Emily turning sharply to look at the owner of that jocular voice, before he also turned to look at the other man for himself.
Mr. Littlejohn was several years younger than Xander, blond, with pale blue eyes set in a handsome face, and a lithe and muscular body. Quite a presentable young man, in fact. It was the parson’s white dog collar at his throat, such a stark contrast to the rest of his somber black clothing, which caught and held Xander’s attention. Emily’s visitor was a parson? A young and handsome parson who addressed her familiarly as Emily? Begging the question, how well did Emily know this man?
“Oh, I assure you, Mr. Littlejohn, I am most surprised to learn that you have left Ashingdon and traveled all the way to Yorkshire.” It took all of Emily’s willpower to keep the tremble from her voice, when inside she was beset by so many questions.
What was Littlejohn doing here?
How had he even known to come here?
And why go to the trouble of traveling to Yorkshire, when he must have known she must return to Primrose Cottage at some time in the future? It was the only home she had, and also her only possession.
The how had to be Mrs. Simmons, of course. Not with any malicious intent. Mrs. Simmons was incapable of malice. The elderly lady would have taken the parson’s curiosity as to Emily’s whereabouts as being exactly that, mild interest.
It was almost certainly the what and the why which troubled her the most…
“Shall I bring tea for three, my lord?” Clarke was the one to break the tableau of silence.
“Ye—”
“For two, of you please, Clarke. I am sure his lordship has other business he needs to take care of this afternoon.” Emily’s gaze remained firmly fixed on Littlejohn, but she was nevertheless aware of Xander’s sharp intake of breath at her obvious dismissal of him.
Xander knew he had two choices now. He could either insist on joining Emily and her guest for tea, or he could politely withdraw and go to the stables and talk to Hodges.
The first promised to be uncomfortable when Emily and her visitor were sure to behave like polite acquaintances in front of him. Something he was sure they were not. As sure as he was unsure of exactly what they were…
He dearly wished to talk with Hodges, to learn more about Littlejohn, but leaving Emily alone with another man when the two of them were lovers did not sit well with Xander. Especially as there seemed to be some sort of connection between Emily and the young and handsome parson. Initially, shock at seeing the parson on Emily’s part, he believed, followed by wariness. But the expression in the parson’s eyes was almost certainly eager anticipation, the younger man seemingly unable to take his gaze from Emily since making his presence known to her.
Emily had mentioned Littlejohn was from Ashingdon. Knowing how vital the country parson was to a community, Littlejohn had no doubt been a stalwart during Emily’s time of mourning her husband. Perhaps the two had become lovers, and they had argued about her coming to Whitney Park?
That explanation would certainly explain the young parson having followed Emily here.
A possibility Xander found most displeasing.
“Nothing that cannot wait,” he lightly answered Emily’s dismissal. “Tea for three, if you please, Clarke.”
“But—”
“Shall we?” Xander cut across Emily’s protest as he stood back to allow her to lead the way into the blue salon, something she had no choice but to do if she did not want to make a scene.
More of a scene, Xander corrected inwardly, as Emily felt compelled, by the situation to make the formal introductions. Because an awkwardness certainly existed between the three of them.
The embarrassment on Emily’s part, perhaps, of being caught by an old lover with a new one?
Isaac Littlejohn appeared to show resentment toward Xander.
As Xander felt ambivalent toward the parson.
“Are you visiting family in the area, Mr. Littlejohn?” he enquired politely once the three of them had settled, Emily in one of the armchairs, Xander in another, Littlejohn on the sofa facing them both.
“No.”
Xander tightened his mouth, both at the social impoliteness of the other man’s reply and the way Littlejohn continued to devour Emily with his eyes. Admittedly, she did look both beautiful and flushed in her slight dishevelment from their lovemaking.
Despite her efforts to tidy herself before they returned to the house, they had not been able to find all her hairpins, and so Emily’s hair was not pulled back in its customary tight bun but once again secured haphazardly at her crown, with several loose tendrils at her temples and nape. Her gown was also creased from where it had been discarded several hours earlier and forgotten about as the two of them made love together.
Xander knew his own appearance was no less crumpled. His clothes were no longer pristine, and his hair was tousled.
His eyes narrowed as he saw Littlejohn was not looking at Emily’s disheveled appearance with censor, but rather there was a definite expression of lust in his expression.
“Then you are here on business?” Xander doggedly continued to question the other man.
“No.”
Xander’s jaw tightened. “You are staying at the local inn, perhaps?”
Littlejohn finally looked at Xander, challenge in those pale blue eyes. “I spent last night there. An inferior establishment.” His top lip curled back with distaste. “I was hoping to take Emily back with me to Yorkshire today.”
“I—”
“That will not be possible.” Xander spoke firmly over whatever Emily had been about to say. “Mrs. Marsden has agreed to do a job for me, and she will not be leaving Whitney Park until that work is complete. In several weeks’, or possibly months’, time.”
Littlejohn’s icy-blue gaze rested on him briefly before he turned his attention back to Emily. “Surely that is for Emily to decide.”
“I am afraid not.” Xander shrugged with an ease he did not feel. Littlejohn’s proprietary claim on Emily annoyed him intensely. “A contract, whether verbal or written, is still a contract.”
“Emily?” the parson prompted sharply.
Emily had no idea how to respond to this conversation. No idea how to react to the situation. It surely had to be her worst nightmare to have Isaac Littlejohn here. Most especially so when it had happened so closely on the heels of enjoying so much pleasure and fun in the maze with Xander.
Which was perhaps the reason she had allowed this situation to go as far as it had.
Otherwise, she might have been able to stand firm against Xander’s announcement of joining her and Littlejohn for tea and been able to talk to the parson in privacy. But she had not done so, and now she was stuck in the middle of these two men, verbally sparring with each other, even if politely. As if she were a tasty bone being fought over between two canines.
Some women might have enjoyed such attention. Emily certainly did not.
She was saved from making an immediate reply to Littlejohn when Clarke arrived with the tea things, allowing her to concentrate her attention on that, as she thought of how best to make her response.
She would not, could not, return to Ashingdon in the company of Isaac Littlejohn, this or any other day. But stating as much was to directly challenge him, and she had no idea how he would respond to such a challenge.
“Perhaps, if as you say, Emily is to remain here for several more weeks, I might be allowed to presume upon your hospitality, Lord Whitney?” the parson suggested pleasantly.
Emily gasped. It simply was not done to invite yourself to stay in someone’s home. Most especially an aristocratically arrogant and wealthy gentleman such as Lord Alexander Whitney.
She could see that Xander was less than pleased by the other man’s audacity. His gaze narrowed disapprovingly on the parson, jaw tensed.
“I am sure we cannot deprive your parishioners of your company for such a lengthy time.” Emily glared at Littlejohn as she handed him his cup of tea, daring him to proceed any further with his intention of remaining here, under Xander’s roof.
A dare the parson chose to ignore as he settled back more comfortably—confidently?—in his seat, to glance across at Xander enquiringly. “Lord Whitney?”
“I am sure Mrs. Marsden is quite correct in regard to your parishioners having need of your…guidance. Besides,” Xander continued firmly as the other man appeared about to interrupt, “I cannot allow any distractions to Mrs. Marsden’s concentration on the…task at hand.”
Emily felt warmth enter her cheeks. She easily recognized the innuendo of Xander’s words, even if Littlejohn did not. She had taken Xander’s cock very firmly in hand earlier this afternoon.
She could still feel the way that silky length had felt as she touched and pumped it. The pleasure as it slid in and out of her mouth. The way his sac had tightened when he was about to release. The taste of him on her tongue. A uniquely sweet and salty taste, mingled with an earthy musk, as that release spurted copiously into her mouth.
None of which was helping to ease the awkwardness of this situation!
As her lover, Xander was understandably puzzled by the other man’s presence in his home.
As for Littlejohn…
Emily already knew Isaac Littlejohn was capable of doing just about anything to get what he wanted.
For he was not only her tormentor but also her blackmailer.
Her marriage to Edmund had been far from ideal. Edmund liked his life ordered just so, and Emily was expected to ensure that it ran smoothly. He had not been a cruel or unnecessarily harsh husband, merely indifferent where Emily’s happiness was concerned.
She had felt saddened when he died, rather than grief-stricken, settling more comfortably into Primrose Cottage now that it was hers alone. The only thing of value Edmund had to leave his wife.
Until Isaac Littlejohn began to visit her there.
Politely, as the local parson, at first.
Then more friendly.
Then friendlier still.
Until he finally made his intentions known.
He not only wanted Emily, but he intended to have her. The ways in which he had described having her had made Emily feel nauseated. Her revulsion had resulted in him threatening to expose her past.
Still, Emily had resisted.
At which point, Littlejohn had begun to talk casually of the suddenness of Edmund’s death. The unexpectedness of it, when he had seemed perfectly well in church earlier that evening, before the heart seizure had so suddenly taken his life.
The parson’s implication that Emily had killed Edmund, possibly by poisoning him, was obvious.
That insinuation, if made public, along with the revelation of Emily’s past, would surely be enough to condemn her in the eyes of the village and possibly the authorities’.
Littlejohn had set his trap. All Emily had to do was surrender.
Instead, she had fled.
Having already been in correspondence with Lord Alexander Whitney in regard to cataloging his library, Emily had sent a letter informing him of her intention to accept his offer of employment. She had then packed her bags and departed for Whitney Park as quickly as possible.
A sanctuary of sorts, which Littlejohn had now violated. As he wished to violate her.
“Lord Whitney is quite correct in that I cannot be distracted from my work,” she now said briskly. “I will be returning to Ashingdon once that work is complete, however,” she added with dread.
Littlejohn’s mouth tightened with displeasure. “I am sure Lord Whitney will understand if you excuse yourself and return with me to Ashingdon today. You cannot be completely recovered as yet from the tragic loss of your husband.”
Xander, having been predisposed to disliking Parson Littlejohn following Clarke’s warning and Littlejohn’s presence here at all, had found nothing about the other man to temper that dislike.
And that dislike had nothing to do with Emily and everything to do with the man himself.
Littlejohn’s looks were pleasant enough, but Xander took exception to the way he ogled Emily. As if she were a particularly tasty morsel he intended to gobble up at the first opportunity. He also found the other man’s manner to be less obsequious than that of the usual village parson. As for his suggestion Xander should invite him to stay here…! He would as soon invite a weasel into his home.
Nor did he any longer believe this man to have been Emily’s lover.
Indeed, if Xander were asked for his opinion, he would say Emily seemed more in fear of the parson than enamored of him.
In keeping with Hodges’s warning.
“If you will excuse us now, Littlejohn?” Xander stood up. “Mrs. Marsden and I still have several hours of work to do this afternoon. If you are truly set on remaining in Whitney, then I suggest you make enquiries about continuing to stay at the local inn.”
Having now dismissed the other man as being Emily’s lover, Xander was convinced Emily did not consider Littlejohn a friend either. Not if her coolness toward the other man was any indication.
So why would this man have traveled all the way from Derbyshire to Yorkshire in order to pay her a visit?
A question Xander intended asking Emily at the earliest opportunity.



Chapter 13
She hopes, with the unknowing assistance of her powerful lover, to elude me.
I cannot allow that to happen.
Oh, I will continue to stay at this inferior local inn.
But I will visit her again tomorrow.
And again.
And if she still refuses to give in to my demands, I will tell Whitney the truth about her and watch his admiration, his lust, turn to disgust. Then she will have no one to turn to but me.
And I will be waiting.
With whip and cane, ready to punish her for her sins.
Witchcraft.
Enticement.
Bedevilment.
Murder.



Chapter 14
“Well, that was an…interesting visit.”
Emily, who was fastening the belt on her robe as she stepped into her bedchamber from her dressing room, now gave Xander a startled glance as she saw him stretched out upon her bed as if—
As if he owned it.
Which, of course, he did. As he owned all of Whitney Park, and the surrounding acres of fields and parkland.
She had excused herself once Isaac Littlejohn had left the house to return to his accommodation at the local inn, feeling in desperate need of a wash as she hurried up to her bedchamber. She felt unclean. Not from anything she and Xander had done together that afternoon, but from being in the same room as Isaac Littlejohn. From breathing the same air he did. He was supposed to be a man of God, and instead he used that role to prey on the weak and the helpless. Like her.
And so Emily had come up to her bedchamber and stripped off all her clothes before going through to the adjoining dressing room to use the water in the ewer there to scrub her body from head to toe. All in an effort to wash away the coat of slime she felt on her skin from being anywhere near that odious man.
As she had scrubbed her skin almost raw, a horrible thought had occurred to her. A memory of the noise she had thought she’d heard in the maze that afternoon. What if she had not imagined it after all? Littlejohn said he had stayed in the village the previous night, which meant he had been here all day today too. What if Littlejohn had been spying on her and Xander? Had watched as the two of them were intimate together?
To her shame, she had been physically sick at the thought of it. She still felt nauseated.
“I am glad you think so,” she replied coolly to Xander’s comment.
His eyes were narrowed as he propped himself up more comfortably against the pillows, still wearing the clothes he had worn earlier. Clearly, he had wasted no time following her to her bedchamber. He might even have been in here while she was being ill. “You did not enjoy seeing a familiar face from home?”
Enjoy it? The whole time Littlejohn was here, Emily had wanted to slap that triumphant smile off his lecherous face.
“Not particularly.” She moved to stand in front of the mirror on the dressing table, then picked up her hairbrush and ran it through her loosened locks in long slow strokes.
She could see little point in asking Xander to leave her bedchamber when she knew he would simply refuse. Or in feeling self-conscious wearing only her robe in Xander’s company, when only hours earlier, he had seen her without any clothes at all.
She glanced at Xander’s reflection in the mirror. “I am only sorry you were bothered by his visit.”
He raised dark brows. “The two of you are friends?”
“We are not friends.”
“Lovers?”
“Absolutely not.” She could not suppress her shudder of revulsion.
“Never?”
“Never.”
“Then why do you suppose he came here?”
Emily could no longer meet Xander’s gaze and forced her expression to remain bland. “I have no idea.”
“He said he does not have family in the area.”
“I remember.”
“Or business here.”
“I recall him saying that too.”
“That would appear to leave only you as his point of interest.”
Emily dropped the hairbrush back down noisily on the dressing table, clasping her hands together in front of her as they began to tremble. “If you have something to say, Xander, then I wish you would say it.”
“Such as…?”
“I do not know!” She began to pace the bedchamber restlessly. Back and forth, like the caged—trapped—animal Littlejohn made her feel. “I— Do you think it possible that the noise I thought I heard… Earlier in the maze… Could it possibly have been—” She got no further, as a wave of nausea hit her with such force she had to run quickly back into the dressing room or else completely embarrass herself in front of Xander.
Xander sprang off the bed to follow Emily with long determined strides. He reached the dressing room just in time to witness her being very ill. And not for the first time, from the evidence there.
He quickly grabbed a towel, wet it in the ewer, then placed the damp cloth against Emily’s forehead as she continued to bend over the bowl.
“Please.” She groaned weakly. “You should not be in here.”
“Where else should I be but with you when you are obviously not well.” Xander dampened the cloth again and held it against her forehead.
“I am not ill. I am only—only—” Tears began to fall unchecked down her cheeks.
Xander threw down the towel and took her into his arms, fighting back his anger as he did so. Oh, not with Emily; she could not help being ill. It was the man responsible for Emily’s distress who would feel the full extent of Xander’s wrath.
The man Xander believed had never been Emily’s lover.
The same man Emily now suspected of having spied on the two of them together in the maze earlier today.
If it was true, he would wring the perverted little bastard’s neck.
Whether guilty of spying on them or not, the man was almost certainly a weasel of the most insidious kind, because he hid that unpleasantness behind the collar and clothing of the clergy.
Perhaps, instead of following Emily to her bedchamber, Xander should have gone to the stable and questioned Hodges. At the time, he had considered Emily’s welfare to be more of a priority.
“Leave it. I will have a maid come up and tidy in here,” Xander assured Emily, as she seemed at a loss for a way in which she might dispose of the contents of the bowl. “You are going to lie down, drink a cup of tea I will have brought up to you, and then you will sleep for a few hours.” It was testament to how ill Emily felt that she allowed him to pour her a glass of water, and drank it, before he guided her through to the bedchamber and helped her beneath the covers. All without argument.
She looked very pale lying back against the white pillows, her glorious red hair loose about her shoulders, knuckles white from where she gripped the covers so tightly. “It must have been something I ate.”
“Perhaps.” He allowed her the deception.
Xander inwardly admitted to feeling slightly nauseated himself at the thought of another man—of Littlejohn—watching him and Emily together.
Perverted bastard.
He fully intended getting to the bottom of this situation as soon as possible. “I will arrange for the two of us to eat a light supper together here, after you have slept. Then I intend to remain here with you for the rest of the night.”
Emily felt too ill to protest. What was the point? Xander would do exactly as he wished, no matter what she said. “I am so sorry about this.”
He straightened. “You have nothing to be sorry about. As you say, it was probably something you ate earlier.”
Emily was sure he didn’t believe that any more than she did. He knew exactly what—and who—was to blame for her present malaise. Xander was an intelligent man, would have guessed exactly what question she had been about to ask him when she was suddenly taken ill. “You will stay away from Littlejohn?”
His eyes narrowed. “Why?”
She moistened the dryness of her lips with the tip of her tongue, having a horrible taste in her mouth after her vomiting earlier, despite drinking the glass of water. “Because I asked it of you.” It was a poor enough reason, but she could not think of a better one in her present state.
Xander’s lips thinned. “I will need your promise first that you will explain this situation to me yourself once you are feeling better.”
Her breath caught in her throat. “You will hate me afterwards.”
He sat on the side of the bed before taking one of her hands in his. “I could never hate you, Emily. I might feel like spanking your backside on occasion, but never hate,” he teased gently. “Your promise?”
“I promise. You?”
He nodded. “I promise I will not attempt to speak with Littlejohn until after the two of us have spoken together.”
She smiled wanly. “Is it very wrong of me to feel…excited at the prospect of having my bottom spanked?”
“Is it wrong that I experience the same excitement at the prospect of spanking your bottom?”
She chuckled weakly. “What a naughty pair we are!”
“We are, indeed.” He bent and kissed her softly on the lips before standing. “I am going to ring for the tea now, and then you are going to sleep.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Minx!”
The darkness of Xander’s eyes might tell Emily he was only pretending to tease, that inside he was angry and worried, but nevertheless she felt grateful for that pretense.
Almost as much as she dreaded, feared, having to tell him the truth about herself.
 
“This casual eating is becoming an enjoyable habit,” Xander drawled as he and Emily sat at the small table together in her bedchamber, eating their supper.
Emily had made sure to be up, bathed, and dressed in her gray gown by the time Xander came to her bedchamber accompanied by a footman carrying the tray on which reposed their dinner.
She felt slightly better than she had late this afternoon, when Xander had left her here to sleep. Or, at least, she no longer felt nauseated. There was a cold, hard lump in her stomach at the thought of the conversation the two of them were to have once they had finished eating, but it was of dread rather than nausea.
Xander replenished Emily’s wineglass. He sensed she had once again drifted away in her thoughts. Unpleasant ones at that.
He had spent the hours Emily slept by first speaking with Hodges and then prowling the confines of his study, the place where he could feel her presence the most. He imagined her climbing the stepladder. Remembered those brief glimpses of her ankles and calves when she did so, and the lingering scent of her perfume.
But beneath all those things was the burning anger he felt toward Isaac Littlejohn.
Prowling up and down his study this afternoon, allowing his thoughts to drift and wander at will, had brought Xander to the conclusion the bastard had some sort of leverage over Emily. Something Littlejohn knew about her, which was allowing him to attempt to bend her to his will.
He had no idea what it could be, but having heard Hodges’s opinion of the man, Xander was now positive that had to be the answer.
As sure as he now was that Emily had only practiced her deception on him, pretending to be her husband in order to gain employment at Whitney Park, as her way of escaping Littlejohn.
And now the bastard had followed her.
Xander’s hands clenched on his thighs. “Have you eaten enough?”
Emily wished she could say no, that she could put off the moment of truth a while longer. Unfortunately, she had barely eaten any of the delicious food Cook had provided for them. She certainly could not force herself to eat any more in order to delay their conversation.
A promise was a promise, and she had made one earlier to Xander, to confide the Littlejohn situation to him, once they had eaten.
“Yes, thank you.” She stood to move across the room and stand in front of the window. It was full dark outside, but the moon was bright, and she could see the darker outline of the maze in the distance, the oak tree at its center. The place where she had known such happiness earlier today.
A happiness she would never know again.
Xander would want nothing more to do with her once the two of them had talked. Would probably wish to distance himself from her completely. The ton, Society, could be very unforgiving when it came to scandal. Emily’s past was mired in it. Her present life consumed by it.
“Emily…?”
She drew in a deep breath before turning to face Xander. The remnants of their meal had been removed, possibly by the same footman who had brought it, while she was so lost in thought. Xander now stood a short distance away, a look of enquiry on his aristocratically handsome face.
She straightened her shoulders. “You asked me for my family name the day I arrived here.”
“You avoided giving it.”
She nodded. “For good reason. I… My father’s name was Sir Walter Stanwick. My mother was Lady Rose Stanwick.” She kept her chin raised high as she waited for the recognition of those names she knew would surely come.
The shock.
The horror.
The disgust.



Chapter 15
Xander allowed himself a few moments to recollect all that he could remember of Sir Walter and Lady Rose Stanwick.
Only a few years older than himself, the lady had been a veritable and noted beauty.
Her husband was a jealous fool, always challenging other men to duels for so much as looking sideways at his wife.
Although Xander seemed to recall some of those duels had been justified, and for much more than merely looking sideways at Stanwick’s wife.
In fact—
“Yes.” Emily sighed as she finally saw, by the widening of his eyes, Xander’s dawning recognition of the situation. “My father killed my mother before killing himself.”
And Emily had found them both the following morning, in her mother’s bedchamber.
Her mother lay in the bed as if asleep, serene, apart from the red stain on her nightgown, directly over her heart.
Her father— Her father had not looked so peaceful in death. How could he when he lay slumped over her mother’s bed, the pistol shot, visible at his temple, exiting as a much larger, and less tidy hole, on the other side.
Emily had begun to scream at the sight of them, and she had not been able to stop screaming until the doctor arrived and had given her something to drink that had sent her into welcome blackness.
Unfortunately, her parents had been no less dead when she woke several hours later.
The scandal… Oh God, the scandal that ensued had been all that Society could talk about for days, weeks. And each story of how those deaths came about had been more lurid than the last.
At sixteen, Emily had not yet officially been out in Society. She’d attended several minor social events the younger children were allowed to attend, such as picnics and carriage rides with her mother, and made some friends amongst young ladies her own age.
Even those few treats had ceased immediately. In fact, Emily’s whole future had been in question, as not one of the family relatives had stepped forward to offer her a home.
Presumably, they were all too nervous of being tarred with the same brush as her parents.
Finally, her Aunt Celia had grudgingly taken her in, no doubt shamed into it, as her sister Rose’s adultery was the reason for the scandal in the first place. Her aunt then accepted the first marriage proposal made to Emily, and the wedding proceeding hastily before Emily was carried off to Ashingdon by Edmund Marsden and never saw her aunt again. Or any of her young friends from Society. She had been cast out, a pariah.
“Are you not shocked, Xander?” she challenged now. “My mother was an adulteress, my father her murderer, before he took his own life.”
“You are not your parents.”
“I am a result of their union.”
“Correct me if I am wrong, but did you imagine I would somehow think less of you? That you are in any way to blame for who or what your parents were?”
“Most in Society did.”
“I am not most, Emily. Besides… My own mother committed suicide. She took her own life,” Xander repeated as Emily stared at him. It was the first time he had been able to say the words out loud in many years.
“Why?” Emily prompted softly.
He breathed deeply. “I have always assumed because of something my father did.”
“You assumed?”
He scowled his irritation. “I only shared this with you because… I thought it might help for you to realize you are not alone in… Never mind.” He shook his head.
“But, Xander.” Her tone was reasoning. “If this is the cause of the estrangement between you and your father, why did the two of you never talk about it?”
“I left soon after my mother’s funeral and never came back.”
“But—”
“We are not talking about me, Emily,” he continued impatiently.
“Then maybe we should. What—”
“When I said we are not talking about it, that is precisely what I meant.” His voice was icy. “My only interest now is in having an explanation for Littlejohn’s interest in you.”
Emily blinked. “You have just told me you did not see or speak with your father for fifteen years because you assumed it was something he did which caused your mother to take her own life, but you do not know for certain.” She could only imagine what torment that must have been. “I have told you that my father killed my mother and then himself. And now you ask me about a country parson?”
“Because my mother’s death, or the reason for it, are not relevant to this conversation.”
“You thought it was.”
“And now I have changed my mind,” Xander bit out harshly. “We will return to the subject of the country parson and why he appears to be blackmailing you for some reason.”
She drew in a shaky breath. “Now you are making another assumption.”
“Am I?”
“No,” she conceded heavily. “I… Since Mr. Littlejohn arrived in Ashingdon a year ago, he has prided himself on his powers of observation. Those observations told him that my marriage was…far from ideal. Very well, I was more of a housekeeper and helpmate to Edmund than a wife,” she corrected at Xander’s skeptical glance.
“A servant, in fact?”
“Yes,” she acknowledged quietly.
Xander could not help but wonder at the extent of that servant/master relationship. Emily’s knowledge of physical pleasure was minimal. Although she was proving to be very quick and extremely thorough in her determination to learn! It was ridiculous of him to even think—to imagine that Marsden could have been married to such a young and beautiful wife and not have enjoyed the physical side of that marriage. Of course, Marsden had. He merely had no interest in his wife’s pleasure. Master and servant.
Xander found he disliked imagining Emily in such a subservient role.
He also felt…uncomfortable with having revealed as much as he had about his mother’s death and his estrangement from his father. He had done it for the right reasons, to reassure Emily her own confession had in no way changed his opinion of her. But he now knew Emily well enough to accept she had allowed the subject of his parents to drop for the moment, but that she would return to it again at a later date.
His jaw tightened. “These observations led the parson to what conclusion?”
“That when my husband died so suddenly, I must have had a hand in it. That I am my father’s daughter.”
Xander drew in a sharp breath. “And are you?”
“No,” she answered without passion. “Edmund was offhand in his attention to me, but as his wife, I at least had a place in life.”
A place that had been taken away from her when her father killed her mother and then took his own life.
Xander remembered more of that scandal now. The stories of Rose Stanwick’s many affairs. The duels and fights of Sir Walter in defense of his wife’s tarnished honor. The night his control had snapped and he had shot his wife and then himself.
He did not remember there ever being a mention of a daughter from the union, though. Which he would not have done; Emily would have been too young to be fully out in Society.
No doubt she had been taken in by some relative or other, and then married off at the first opportunity. He could guarantee that it had taken all of her father’s fortune to persuade Marsden to take on the daughter of Rose and Walter Stanwick. A fortune which Emily would certainly never have benefited from, during or after her marriage, since she was now forced to find employment to support herself.
Were her parents’ passionate natures also the reason for Emily’s need to “maintain control” of her own emotions? Xander had a feeling they were.
“Your husband’s death was sudden, you say?”
“Very. He was perfectly well during the day. The two of us spent a pleasant time together researching the reign of Henry II. Not working, of course, because Edmund was very strict about not working on the Sabbath.”
“How considerate of him.”
Emily gave him a sharp glance. “That evening, he complained of feeling ill, and during the night, he— It was very sudden, yes.”
Xander could not see any day researching a subject as dry as Henry II being in the least “pleasant.” But perhaps it had been so to a couple who had little in common but their interest in history and old tomes.
And so much for the derisive thought he once had regarding the possibility of Emily poisoning or bludgeoning her husband to death!
Not that he thought either a real possibility now either. He knew Emily far better now than he had then. She was incapable of hurting anyone. Even that bastard Littlejohn.
Xander did not feel any such restraint.
“No one who really knows you could ever believe you capable of killing your husband—”
“Of course they could!” Emily glared her exasperation with his easy dismissal. “Perhaps you do not understand country life, having lived away from it for so long. But as the local parson, Littlejohn has much influence in the area of Ashingdon. People listen to him. He has only to let slip the history of my parents’ deaths. Say a few words here, drop a few hints in the right ear there in regard to his suspicions regarding Edmund’s death, and I will be subjected to the equivalent of a witch hunt. The damage will be done, whether I am guilty of dispatching Edmund or not.”
“They are just a few hundred people, surely.”
“But they are my people. The only life that I have. It is different for you, Xander. You no doubt have friends as aristocratic as yourself. Rich and powerful friends. Dukes and duchesses. Marquises and marchionesses. Lords and ladies. I have only the scandal of the past and my own reputation now.”
“You have me.”
“I do not have you,” she dismissed agitatedly. “We are exploring a physical relationship together. One day, in the near future, I will have to return to Ashingdon and Littlejohn’s threats to expose me as a possible murderess.”
“You could sell your cottage and move to another village.”
“I fear he will follow me and continue making his threats. As he has followed me here.”
“To what purpose? What does he demand in exchange for his silence?”
She swallowed. “Me.”
Xander stilled. It was the answer he had expected, to be sure, but actually hearing Emily confirm his suspicion was enough to cause a red tide of anger to wash over him. Littlejohn deserved two thrashings, not one.
One, for daring to watch Xander and Emily making love in the maze—the more Xander heard about the other man, the more convinced he became that was a distinct possibility.
Two, for the heartache and blackmail he had inflicted on Emily since her husband’s death. Littlejohn was a man of the cloth, should be there to offer succor and comfort to a grieving widow, not to blackmail her into going to bed with him.
He straightened. “I will not allow that to happen.”
Emily’s frown was pained. “I do not see how you can prevent it.”
He raised dark, chiding brows. “Surely you know me better than that, Emily?”
Emily had been so concentrated on her own misery, on getting this confession over with as quickly as possible, she had not noticed how dark and stormy Xander’s eyes had become, the tightness of his jaw, or the aggressive set of his shoulders. “You must not do anything on my behalf that might damage your own reputation. Or worse, result in your being arrested.” He looked more than capable of murder at this moment.
The shock, horror, and disgust she had been expecting when she revealed who her parents were had not come. But that did not mean, once Xander had time and opportunity to give the matter more thought, he would not prefer she not remain in his employment any longer.
At the moment, his thought process on the matter was colored by memories of his own mother’s death, and their own present physical relationship. Time, and distance from her, would surely lead Xander to wonder if perhaps Littlejohn’s suspicions of her involvement in Edmund’s death did hold some merit.
Admittedly, Edmund had died very suddenly. The two of them had attended evening service, and afterwards, Edmund had spent the evening complaining he did not feel well. He had even vomited on one occasion before deciding to retire to bed early. But the doctor had seemed satisfied Edmund had suffered a sudden heart seizure during the night.
Having somehow learned of how her parents had died, Littlejohn was of another mind altogether, and had accused Emily of poisoning her husband. An accusation he intended spreading far and wide, perhaps even to the local magistrate, with a view to having her arrested for the crime if Emily did not give in to his physical demands.
The mere thought of having that man’s hands upon her body made her feel ill.
Even more so now she had experienced the joy of lovemaking with Xander.
“I will do whatever I deem necessary to settle the matter,” Xander answered her imperiously. “Is Littlejohn popular with the other people residing in Ashingdon?”
Emily gave the matter some thought. “The church is always full on a Sunday morning and evening.”
“With a congregation who wish to be there, or people given no choice but to attend?”
“I do not… Do you think that Littlejohn is blackmailing other people in the village?” Such a thought had never occurred to Emily.
“I believe the possibility is worth investigating further.”
So did Emily. If other people in the village were being blackmailed by Littlejohn, perhaps they would not be so quick to condemn her unheard, and so rendering the parson’s threats toothless.
“Either way, Littlejohn cannot be allowed to go around threatening and blackmailing innocent women into his bed. Talking of which…” Xander’s voice lowered seductively. “I believe it is time we both retired for the night.”
Emily was so startled by the change of subject, it took her several seconds to realize Xander was referring to her concession earlier today to allow him to stay the night with her in her bedchamber. “Are you not afraid I might decide to kill you in your sleep?”
“No.” He gave a half smile. “Besides, I intend for you to be too exhausted to do anything more than fall asleep in my arms and remain so for the rest of the night.”
Her pulse raced at the thought of how he intended that exhaustion to come about. “Xander…”
“Emily.”
How could she resist Xander when he looked at her with eyes now gleaming with desire?
She silently presented her back to Xander so that he could unfasten the buttons of her gown.
He did so before slipping the sleeves down her arms, allowing the gown to fall to the floor before toeing the offending garment across the room with his boot. “You should never wear gray,” he stated unapologetically.
“It is a mourning color.”
“For a husband you did not love and who did not love you. I have ordered other gowns to be made for you. Pretty gowns, in pretty colors. They should arrive in a day or so.” Xander grasped her shoulders and gently turned her to face him. “God, how lovely you are!” His gaze heated as he took in her appearance in corset and chemise.
“Stop changing the subject,” Emily scolded. “You cannot simply order and pay for new gowns for me—”
“I can do as I damn well please when it comes to my lover.”
“But I could not have been your lover when you ordered the gowns.”
He smiled slightly. “You were mine from the second you walked into my study.”
“You are arrogance personified!” This self-assurance, this arrogance, was something Emily had forgotten in the past few days of getting to know Xander better. Of becoming his lover.
His smile widened as he began to shrug out of his jacket. “Help me undress and stop spoiling for an argument.”
Was that what Emily was doing? Surely it was right and proper that she should protest at having a man, Xander, buy new gowns for her?
Pretty gowns.
Such as she had not worn since she was seventeen years of age and became Edmund’s wife. Edmund had not liked her to wear any color that drew attention to either her figure or her age.
How she had ached these past five years for pretty clothes, and to feel the softness of silk against her skin once again.
An ache Xander had guessed and not hesitated to satisfy.
As he had satisfied all her other aches. In a most satisfactory way.
“You are shameful,” she grumbled as she untied and removed his neckcloth before unbuttoning his shirt while he unfastened her corset.
Was it equally as shameful she had become so adept at undressing Xander in the short time of knowing him?
Shameful or not, the two of them removed each other’s clothing with the maximum amount of speed and the minimum of fuss. Every inch of Xander was soon revealed to her. Her gaze moved from his elegant feet, strong legs and powerful thighs, to linger on his aroused cock jutting up long and thick from that silky thatch of curls, before moving higher, to his tapered waist and muscular chest and shoulders. He was, without a doubt, a man fully in the physical prime of life.
Emily’s nipples engorged and hardened merely from the sight of him, between her thighs becoming hot and slick.
She moistened her lips, lashes lowered. “Before we…commence, there is perhaps something I should tell you.”
Xander placed a finger beneath her chin and lifted her face up to his. “Yes?”
Even so, she felt unable to meet his gaze. “I… My marriage to Edmund—”
“I would really prefer we not talk about your husband now, Emily,” he chided.
“I fear we have to.”
His eyes narrowed. “Why?”
She breathed shallowly as her nerves got the better of her. “Edmund was married before me. To a woman he adored, apparently. He is buried beside her now. Nor is there a plot nearby for me. Which has absolutely no bearing on what I wanted to say.” Emily realized she was becoming more and more flustered, her comments equally as random. “Edmund did not want a wife. He wanted—”
“A helpmate and servant.” Xander bent to nuzzle his lips against the soft curve at the base of Emily’s throat. “Yes, you already told me that.”
“Yes. But… What I did not say is that… We did not… We were not… We never… Oh, why is this so difficult to put into words!” she cried out her anguish.
Xander slowly lifted his head to look down at her searchingly. The appeal in her eyes. The blush on her cheeks. The tension in her shoulders above those deliciously aroused breasts.
And the truth finally dawned on him.
Emily had not been Marsden’s wife in the truest sense of the word.
Ever.



Chapter 16
I wonder what they doing now, Emily and her powerful lover, while I lie here alone again in my narrow bed, in this inferior inn?
I am the third son of an earl, brought up in a magnificent home, with servants to take care of my every need, and all I am fit for is the cloth. A station, a position in life allotted to the third son, but one I am not suited to at all. The only thing which has made it bearable is that it has allowed me to manipulate and control the lives of others. Sinful people. Wicked people. Ones who deserve no mercy from me.
They have received none.
Not the greengrocer, the doctor’s wife, the baker’s son, or the squire’s daughter.
As for my own desire for the widow…
I could not believe, when I arrived in Ashingdon a year ago, that such a beauty as Emily could be married to an old man like Edmund Marsden. Certainly not happily. And such proved to be the case. Marsden confided all to me regarding the circumstances of his second wife before he married her. His need for an assistant rather than a wife.
As if I gave a damn, except for the power that knowledge gave me.
The power it still gives me.
Emily will be mine.
I am determined on it.
Her powerful lover be damned.



Chapter 17
Xander would never have imagined he could feel so elated at the knowledge Emily had known no lover before him.
Except that was exactly how he felt.
Elated, and at the same time, even more protective of her.
Emily now not only needed protecting from Littlejohn, but also from her own and Xander’s passions.
He had made it clear he intended spending the night with her, and he would not leave her alone to worry and fret about the events of the day.
“Let’s get into bed,” he encouraged gently, his arm about her waist as he guided her toward the bed. He turned back the covers and saw her settled before moving round to the other side of the bed. He climbed in beside her, then pulled her in close against his body. “Good night, Emily.”
Good night? Emily’s thoughts echoed the words incredulously.
But—
Xander could not have said any more clearly that he did not want her now he knew the truth about her.
Emily suppressed a sob, not wishing to convey any feeling of reproach to Xander for his actions. He had seemed to take the identity of her parents in stride, but it now became obvious that acceptance had only been a front to his real feelings.
And who could blame him?
She had loved her parents dearly, simply because they were her parents. That love had not meant she remained innocent of their many arguments. Some of them had actually become physical. Emily clearly remembered her father once having three scratch marks down his face, put there by her mother’s fingernails. Their arguments had been vicious and frequent. Even so, Emily had never expected things to end the way they had. What child would?
Had the two of them even considered what their deaths, come about in such a violent way, would do to the life of their only child?
Doubtful.
Emily might have loved them both, but that did not mean she was unaware of their selfishness. Or her father’s possessiveness over her mother. Or her mother’s many affairs. Both of which would lead to those violent arguments.
Perhaps she could have forgiven them that, if not for the fact those things had ultimately led to her loveless marriage to Edmund, as well as Littlejohn’s blackmailing of her. Or, worse, Xander’s disinterest now in making love to her. Despite the fact his cock was still fully aroused, he was clearly only in bed with her now because he had said he would spend the night in her bedchamber.
Emily decided she hated Xander’s pity even more than she would have hated his disgust.
Perhaps neither of those emotions would have been important if she had not committed the ultimate in stupidity and fallen in love with him.
How could she not have done?
Xander was not only handsome as sin, but also an honorable and caring man, and an exciting and considerate lover.
She challenged any woman not to fall in love with such a man. Surely he must have left a string of broken hearts behind him. Including her own…
“Stop thinking so loudly.” Xander firmly broke the silence between them. “Be assured, tomorrow I intend to rout Littlejohn once and for all.”
Emily had completely forgotten about Littlejohn in her current state of unhappiness. “How?”
“I have not worked out the details as of yet. But you may sleep in peace.” He added grimly, “Mr. Isaac Littlejohn will not be making any more demands upon you.”
Emily felt too miserable to question him further.
As she felt too physically aware of him, and far too aroused, to be able to fall asleep.
 
“Time to wake up, sleepyhead. It is almost noon.”
Emily felt as if she were emerging through a sea of soup as she fought to the surface of consciousness.
She had slept until almost noon?
After believing she would not be able to sleep at all!
Emily checked that she was covered by the bedclothes from foot to throat before looking at Xander standing beside her bed. He was fully dressed in a dark green superfine, white linen, black pantaloons, and brown-topped Hessians.
The man she was in love with.
A man as far out of her social reach as the moon and stars in the sky.
Except as his mistress.
Perhaps he would still be interested in—
No, Xander had made it abundantly clear last night he had no further interest in bedding her. A disinterest borne out by the fact he had lain naked in bed next to her all night and never once touched her in an intimate way.
Xander placed the teacup he held on the side table before sitting on the side of the bed. “Two of your new dresses have arrived.” He seemed immensely pleased by the fact. “A green to match the color of your eyes, and the other of sky blue.”
To match the color of Xander’s eyes?
Eyes that now looked at her quizzically.
“Thank you for the gowns.” Emily could no longer meet that questioning gaze. “And the tea.” She attempted to sit up against the pillows so that she might drink it. Only to find that Xander sitting on the side of the bed meant the covers refused to move up with her. She gave up the struggle and remained where she was, the tea untouched. “I am sorry I overslept.” She had actually lain awake for hours after the even tenor of Xander’s breathing told her he had fallen asleep. The sun had started to rise outside the window before her heavy lids began to close.
Xander shrugged. “It allowed time for your new gowns to arrive.”
“Is there any news of Littlejohn?”
Xander rose abruptly. “Clarke ascertained the parson did indeed stay another night at the inn in the village. He made a complete nuisance of himself, by all accounts, complaining of the uncomfortable mattress and smoky fireplace, as well as the simple dinner and breakfast served to him.”
Emily took advantage of his having moved off the bed to grasp the covers and move up the bed to lie back against the pillows. “He is not very parsonish in his demands.”
“Man’s more suited to being a soldier than a parson.” Xander had spent part of the morning talking to Hodges again and had learned more in regard to the unpleasant Mr. Isaac Littlejohn. The more he knew of the enemy, the more chance he had of defeating him. “If he had tried any of his tricks in the army, his subordinates would have seen him dispatched during the first battle.”
“Do they really do that?”
“Oh yes,” Xander said with satisfaction.
Emily’s face looked very pale this morning against the bright red of her hair and the white pillows. Not surprising when she had slept so restlessly.
Xander had not slept well himself, even though Emily might think otherwise. He had been far too aware of her lying beside him, her delicious body completely naked, to be able to settle easily. A couple of hours after falling asleep, he was wide awake again, his usual hard cock of the morning demanding that he wake the naked woman in his arms. Instead, Xander had dragged himself out of bed, without waking Emily, and returned to his own bedchamber to change into his riding clothes. After an hour’s good hard ride astride his hunter and that second talk with Hodges, he was more than ready to start unraveling the life of Mr. Isaac Littlejohn.
Hodges had informed him that as a child, Isaac had been spoiled by an overindulgent mother. He’d been a truculent child, prone to spiteful acts which often landed the servants in trouble with the master or mistress, and of which Isaac denied all knowledge.
His father, Earl Littlejohn, perhaps not so blind to his youngest son’s faults, had insisted Isaac would follow tradition and go into the clergy. He had bought him his first living in Bedfordshire. Followed by another in another shire. And then another. Until a year ago, when Littlejohn had arrived to take over the parsonage in Ashingdon in Derbyshire.
In Xander’s opinion, Littlejohn grown to adulthood was not only still spiteful but also dangerous.
A danger to Emily, which Xander intended averting as quickly as possible.
 
“Do come in and sit down, Mr. Littlejohn.” Xander indicated the chair across the desk from his own as the other man strode into his study as if he owned it. Humility was certain not Littlejohn’s strong point.
“I expected Emily to be here too.” The young man flicked back the tails of his jacket, his expression arrogantly condescending as he made himself comfortable on the chair.
Xander’s mouth tightened. “Emily will join us shortly.” He had tried forbidding her to come anywhere near his study once she learned of his plan to send for Littlejohn. All he had managed to achieve was her agreement she would allow him a few minutes’ conversation alone with the parson.
The other man leaned forward before confiding, “You can have no idea of the dangerous woman you have invited into your house. Into your bed,” he added with distaste.
It was as well Xander’s hands rested on his thighs beneath the desk; otherwise, he might have been tempted to put them about the other man’s throat before squeezing. Instead, he curled his hands into fists to stop himself from doing exactly that. “I take it you are referring to the sad circumstance behind her parents’ deaths?” He had the satisfaction of seeing Littlejohn temporarily disconcerted at learning Xander was well aware of the demise of the Stanwicks and the method of their deaths.
The other man rallied quickly. “And the sudden death of her late husband.”
“You believe his death to also be…from unnatural causes?”
“Of course.” Littlejohn eyed him impatiently. “It is obvious when one considers the situation.”
“Do enlighten me,” Xander invited evenly.
“It was not a happy marriage. How could it be? Marsden was so much older than Emily. I often saw the result of her tears in her red and blotchy face and sore eyes. On the day Marsden…died, he was more severe with her than usual. He’d brought her to task for serving their afternoon tea late, causing their tardiness for evening service. He did so in front of several witnesses.”
Xander ensured none of his anger at the years of unhappiness Emily had suffered as Marsden’s wife showed in the blandness of his expression. “Including yourself?”
“I make a point of greeting all my congregation at the door of the church before services begin, as well as afterwards. They appreciate those small personal attentions,” Littlejohn assured him self-righteously.
Xander doubted that concession was for the good of this man’s congregation, but so that the parson might ascertain who was or who was not present at the service that morning or evening. This man was the worst kind of parson. One who ruled his congregation by fear, rather than as had been intended, for the love and glorification of God.
“I am sure they do.” Xander gave an acknowledging nod. “Emily was upset after being upbraided so publicly?”
“She was angry, not upset,” Littlejohn corrected. “There was a definite glint of that rebellious emotion in her eyes when the two of them were the last to come up for communion.”
“Is that why you slipped poison in the goblet after Emily and before Marsden drank from it?”
“I wanted Emily to be free of such a tyrant— What did you say?” The younger man now sat bolt upright, a furtive look in his gaze as he realized what he had just confessed to. “How dare you even suggest I might have had anything to do with Edmund Marsden’s death?”
Xander shrugged. “Possibly because I am reliably informed you disposed of your pet dog and your pony in a similar manner. By adding digitalis—the juice of the common foxglove—to their food. The first because it growled at you, the second because you wished to have a horse rather than a pony, and your father refused to buy you one when your pony was still perfectly adequate for your needs.”
Littlejohn appeared totally taken aback for several seconds before he rallied once again. “What nonsense! I have no idea where you heard such slander, but I assure you—” He broke off as Xander rose to his feet, moved to the front of his desk, and stood directly in front of him. “I find your attitude highly aggressive, Lord Whitney.”
“And I find you—all of you—highly offensive,” Xander assured him coldly, bending down so that his face was now only inches away from the parson’s. “In a few moments, I am going to call for the local magistrate and have you arrested for the murder of Edmund Marsden, the blackmail of Emily Marsden and several other members of your congregation. All of whom will, I am sure, be only too happy to testify against you once assured their testimony will be made in private, and so not incriminate them in any wrongdoing.”
“You cannot do that,” Littlejohn blustered.
“Marsden was taken ill after drinking the communion wine—”
“You have no proof of that.”
“As you have no proof otherwise. I will have Marsden’s body exhumed, if need be,” Xander said grimly.
“His wife could have been the one who administered the poison in their afternoon tea!”
Confirming to Xander that poison had indeed been the cause of Marsden’s early demise. Because Littlejohn wanted Emily. In his power. In his bed.
Xander reached out to grasp hold of the front of the other man’s shirt and lift him by it until their faces were on a level. “If it is the last thing I do, I will ensure that you pay for your crimes. That you are never in a position to blackmail anyone or to harm or threaten Emily ever again.”
“They are all sinners!”
“And you are the worst sinner of all.” He flung the younger man back into his chair before wiping his hands down the thighs of his pantaloons. Even touching Littlejohn made Xander feel as unclean as he was. “Squire Bertram, join us, if you please,” he called out. The older man had listened to the whole conversation from the adjoining library.
Emily entered the room ahead of the squire and Clarke, wearing her new green gown, her face white as she marched straight over to where Littlejohn now slumped, defeated, in the chair.
She didn’t hesitate or falter, merely lifted her hand and struck the parson’s face, hard. “You despicable worm! How dare you! How dare you think you have the right to decide who lives and who dies?” She clenched white-knuckled fists at her sides.
“I did it for you. So that you might be free,” he blustered. “Your husband was a brute. He did not deserve you,” he added with appeal.
“And you think that you do?” she asked with scorn.
“All you need is a little discipline. A few beatings with a cane and whip, and you will be—” He broke off with a squeak as Xander grasped the front of his shirt again, pulling him to his feet and away from Emily.
“You will never lay so much as a finger on Emily.” He spat the words in the young man’s face. “Where you are going, you will never lay a finger upon anyone ever again.”
“Where I am going…?” Littlejohn looked bewildered.
“You are a self-confessed murderer,” Xander said with satisfaction. “A confession witnessed just now by myself, Squire Bertram, my butler Clarke, and Emily. Pretty soon you will be hanging by your neck until you are dead. Do you feel ready to face your maker?”
Littlejohn looked terrified at the prospect. “Emily…?”
She turned her back on him to walk over and stand in front of the window, remaining there as Xander and Squire Bertram, assisted by Clarke, removed Littlejohn from the study.
From their lives.



Chapter 18
“How did you know?” Emily was still standing in front of the window when Xander returned to the study some minutes later.
He would have been back sooner, but he’d paused for several minutes in the hallway to talk to Clarke. “How did I know that Littlejohn was responsible for Edmund’s death?”
She gave a shudder. “Any of it.”
“I was given an insight into Littlejohn’s true nature by one of my grooms. It is fortunate indeed that he once worked for the Littlejohn family; otherwise, this situation may have dragged on for several days longer.” Xander nodded his satisfaction with the speed of the outcome. “With the knowledge your husband was taken ill on the Sabbath after the two of you had attended church, along with Littlejohn’s threats to you if you did not go to bed with him, it was not so difficult to know where the blame lay for your husband’s sudden death.”
“Not with me.”
“Of course not. I never for one moment suspected it did.” Xander frowned. “Emily…?”
“I thought… Believed after last night…” She broke off, apparently unable to say anything further.
“Last night?” he repeated sharply. “What happened last night?”
“Nothing.”
“I do not— Ah.” Xander’s brow cleared. “I never, not for a single moment, believed you had killed your husband.”
“But last night… You did not…”
“There is a perfectly good reason why I did not make love to you last night.”
“I am sure there is,” she said dully.
He hated seeing Emily like this, so sad, and yet at the same time so very dignified. Anyone looking at her could see that she was a lady. A very fine and beautiful lady who had already suffered enough for her parents’ crimes.
Xander crossed the room to stand in front of her and take both her hands in his. “Do you have any idea how wise and clever you are?”
Surprise flickered in the depths of her eyes. “I am?”
“I spoke to Clarke before returning to you.”
Emily looked pleased. “The two of you have made your peace?”
“We have,” Xander confirmed. “You were right, Emily, I should have come back to Whitney Park years ago. Perhaps then I could have made my peace with my father too,” he added regretfully.
Emily squeezed his hands. “What did Clarke have to say?”
“That he loved my mother as he would have a sister. That he could never have continued working for a man he believed responsible for her death. My mother was ill, Emily. Dying. That is why she took her own life.”
She looked pained. “Why did your father never tell you that?”
“Clarke believes it was because he did not want to tarnish my memory of my mother, of being a brave and fearless woman, any more than it had been. Because my father believed I needed someone to blame. The why of it no longer matters,” he dismissed. “I was wrong to hold such a grudge against my father all these years. A grudge I have now realized I unknowingly passed on to Clarke when I came here four months ago. I have apologized to him.”
“You have?”
“Do not look so surprised,” Xander chided teasingly. “I am capable of saying I am sorry when I have made a mistake.”
Of course, he was. And Emily was behaving very badly, considering Xander had very soundly routed Littlejohn for her this afternoon. “I do not know how to thank you for what you did for me today.”
“Any more than I know how to thank you for helping me to see how wrong I have been these past fifteen years.”
“It is not the same thing at all.”
“Oh, but it is,” Xander assured her.
She pulled her hands from his as she stepped away. “I believe I should now return to Ashingdon. News of Littlejohn’s arrest for having killed Edmund will no doubt reach there soon enough when he does not return.”
He grimaced his distaste. “From what I have gathered of his nature, I doubt there will be many, if any, who will mourn his loss.”
“Even more reason for me to be there. To reassure everyone there is no chance of his ever returning to make their lives miserable.”
“I will come with you.”
“No,” she instantly refused.
“Yes,” Xander insisted. “Emily, was Marsden very cruel to you during your marriage to him?”
“What do you mean?”
Her genuine puzzlement spurred him on. “Littlejohn implied Marsden was an impatient and demanding husband. I… Did he beat you?”
“No,” she gasped. “No, of course he did not. Edmund was capricious, strict, but he would never… Edmund was demanding, liked his life ordered a certain way, but his idea of punishment for any of my misdemeanors was not to talk to me for several days. Which could be wearing on the nerves, but was certainly no more than that.”
“Good.” Xander breathed his relief at her answer. “So, when would you like to return to Ashingdon? Before or after we are married?”
“What?” Emily stared at him incredulously. She had suffered several Before-and-Afters in her life already, but this one she could not, would not, believe possible.
Xander took both her hands in his again before moving down onto one knee in front of her. “Emily Anne, will you do me the honor of marrying me?”
“I— What— No.” She pulled her hands free of his, staring at him as if he had taken complete leave of his senses. “You have no need— I chose to make love with you. There is absolutely no reason for you to feel compelled to offer marriage. We did not— We have not— I am not compromised.”
“No, but you are loved,” he spoke quietly.
Emily stilled, even the breath seeming to have become trapped in her lungs.
“By me,” Xander added, so that there should be no mistake as to his meaning.
Xander loved her? It could not be true. Could it?
She shook her head. “My parents—”
“Are not you,” he stated firmly as he rose back to his feet. “I have always believed that people as volatile as your parents should never marry each other. But if your parents had not married, then there would not be you, which would seem to nullify that argument completely. Emily, you are beautiful, forthright, practical, enchanting, and delicious,” he added huskily. “And the most generous lover I have ever known. How could I not have fallen in love with you?”
“Because…because you are Lord Alexander Whitney, and I—”
“You were Miss Emily Anne Stanwick, latterly Mrs. Edmund Marsden, and now, if you will have me, you will become Lady Emily Whitney.”
“Society—”
“Oh, who gives a damn about Society—”
“You would if you found yourself shunned because of who your wife is!”
“They would not dare.” He stood every one of his six feet and two inches tall as he looked down the length of his imperious nose. “If I am not enough of a deterrent to their gossip, then I have powerful friends who are. My closest friends are the Duke and Duchess of Blackmoor, Viscount Brooketon and the lady who is to become his wife, the Earl and Countess of Winterbourne, and the Marquis and Marchioness of Oxbridge.”
Even Emily, shut away in the country for so many years, had heard of some of those gentlemen, at least. “Your friends would shun me too.”
“Never,” Xander stated with absolute certainty.
Which was when Emily’s resolve began to crumble. “You cannot possibly have fallen in love with me in so short a time.”
“I believe I fell in love with you during our first conversation together,” he mused. “You looked so prim in that unbecoming gray gown. And yet I saw grit and determination when I looked in your eyes.”
“That was desperation,” she corrected ruefully. “I was in dire need of the money you were prepared to pay to have your library cataloged.”
“There was also passion in your eyes. Was that desperation too?” he teased.
“That was the effect you were having on me,” she acknowledged, her cheeks warm. “But you do not need to marry me, Xander. I will be your mistress. For as long as you want me to be.”
“A lifetime,” he stated firmly. “I will not settle for less, Emily.” He gazed at her sternly.
“I— But— This is madness!”
“Do you love me?”
“It is too soon—”
“Do you love me?”
Of course she loved him. Possibly from the first moment she had seen him seated across the other side of his desk on the day of her arrival. But marriage? To become Xander’s wife? Lady Emily Whitney? It was beyond anything she could ever have imagined.
Xander quirked an eyebrow. “If you say yes to my marriage proposal, I will tell you why I did not make love to you last night.”
Emily gave a choked laugh. “That is blackmail!”
“But of the most tender and loving kind,” he cajoled.
“It is still blackmail.”
He sobered. “I am so much in love with you, I am not above using any means at my disposal to persuade you to accept my proposal.”
It was too much. Incredible.
And yet…
She loved him.
And Xander said that he loved her.
The very best of reasons why two people should ever marry each other.
She held his gaze as she walked without hesitation into his waiting arms. “Tell me,” she invited huskily.
His arms tightened fiercely about her. “Your innocence is to be your wedding gift to me.”
Ah.
Again the very best of reasons.
As Emily was convinced their marriage would be the very best of marriages. Loving. Caring. Passionate. A lifetime of happiness with Xander, the man she loved with her body, heart, and soul.
“Does that mean we will not… That we will wait until after we are married to… Before we… Again?”
“Absolutely not.” Xander’s laughter rumbled in his chest at the absurdity of such a suggestion. “We are two intelligent people who love each other. I am sure we can find many other inventive ways to make love to each other until our wedding night!”
Emily was sure they could too. “I love you, Xander.” She looked up at him, that love shining in her eyes.
His hands moved up to cradle the sides of her face. “I love you too, Emily. So very much. I intend to spend the rest of my life ensuring your happiness.” He claimed her lips tenderly with his own.
A tenderness that soon turned to desire.
And desire to passion, as they both became lost in expressing—inventively, of course—their deep love for each other.
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