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Thomas Seabrook, the penniless Duke of Wentworth, walks into White’s for night cap. He leaves no longer in need of coin. In fact, he has become a wealthy man and owner of Hamilton Whaling Industries of New Bedford, Massachusetts and guardian of a seventeen-year-old girl. Thomas travels to Boston intent of bring his ward back and marrying her off to the first eligible gentleman who requests her hand. Except the first gentleman to ask for her, is his own brother Sebastian. Thomas refuses, because bloody hell, he wants her for himself.
 
Emma Hamilton is not happy with her new situation. Her papa brought her up to be independent and assertive. How dare this stranger, this moody noble, dictate what she can do and not do? When she finds herself thrown into a London season, being introduced from one gentleman to another, looking for a husband, she realizes only the duke will do. How can she break through the duke’s hard exterior and find the loving, caring gentleman she knows he hides from everyone.
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CHAPTER ONE
London 1816
 
“It appears, Your Grace, you have bested me and left me destitute.” 
Thomas Seabrook, the Duke of Wentworth, met the eyes of Mr. Charles Hamilton, known as the New Bedford Whaling Tycoon, and could not shake off the prickling sensation which plagued the back of his neck. The Englishman had amassed his fortune in America during the past twenty years yet looked anything but upset at his loss. And it was a fortune indeed. Thomas could not even begin to contemplate his good luck. Deep down, however, intuition warned him to proceed with caution. 
“Mr. Hamilton, how is it you came to be here today?” Thomas leaned back in his chair, his fingers steepled on the table in front of him. He tried his best to appear relaxed and unaffected by the turn of events. “I’ve never had the pleasure of your company before. Nor have I heard rumors of your passion for the gaming tables. I do believe, sir, you were in over your head. Because of this, I will take the monies you lost, at least what is on the table. But I must pass on the rest.”
Gasps came from Thomas’s two friends at the table in a small private room at the back of White’s. Thomas ignored them. How could he, in good conscience, take everything this man had worked for his entire life? True, Thomas’s family was desperate for coin, thanks to the foibles of his late father, but he could not profit to this extent at the expense of another. Besides, he rarely indulged in games of chance. He had seen too many gentlemen of the ton lose everything in the gambling hells––their self-respect, properties, and fortunes lost in the shuffle of a card or the roll of bones. 
Often gambling led to disgrace, scandal, and sometimes worse. He would not be responsible for this particular gentleman’s fall, could not subject this man’s family to what still haunted his on a daily basis.
Edward Worthington, the Marquess of Amesbury, spoke quietly into his ear. “Wentworth, do you realize what you are passing up? Here is your chance to regain your fortune and make the necessary repairs on your holdings. And bugger all, he might call you out. You have insulted his honor. Have you taken leave of your senses?”
Myles Fredrickson, the Baron of Norwich and heir to an earldom, added his two pence worth. “Have you forgotten your sisters’ dowries or your brother’s commission?”
Thomas had not forgotten anything. Bloody hell, how could he? Yet the tingling that had begun on his neck now spread down his spine. He never ignored his intuition and knew that no good could come of it if he ruined this man. Yet how could he, as a gentleman of the ton, ignore honor and integrity by refusing his winnings? And disgrace both Hamilton and himself in the process?
Hamilton abruptly pushed his chair back, crossed the room, and knocked on the closed door. From the room beyond a servant handed him a large packet, a packet Mr. Hamilton then held out to Thomas. “I’m aghast that you would insult my honor in the presence of these two gentlemen. I insist you accept from me what you are due. I believe, Your Grace—” He dropped the packet on the table, the sound of it resonating around the small room. “These now belong to you.” 
Without further ado, he bowed, turned, and left the establishment.
With unsteady hands Thomas drained his glass of brandy, tucked the papers into his waistcoat, and left without a word to his friends who tried to congratulate him on his good fortune. They could attribute his rudeness to shock, which indeed was the truth.
When he stepped outside, the cold blasts of wind and rain that shrouded London in midday gray did not register, nor did he remember that he had left his greatcoat, gloves, and hat at his club. 
Thomas signaled his driver. Once settled within his carriage, he stared at the packet in his lap, ignoring the damp chill clinging to the inside of the coach.
***
The rest of the day and into the evening Thomas sat at the mahogany desk in his study at his home on Cavendish Square, a brandy bottle in hand, now half empty as he swigged it straight. The papers he had acquired, spread across his desktop, did little to ease his foul mood or the crushing weight upon his chest. Through it all, the gruesome picture of his dead father haunted his vision. 
His father’s years of wasteful spending, drinking, and whoring had contributed to his declining health. Dead at the age of fifty-one, in the decimated body of a ninety-year-old. Thomas shuddered as he remembered finding his father, lying dead on the floor of his study. His wasted body and the putrid stench of vomit had hung sour in the air. He gagged even now as he remembered. 
***
Several days later found Thomas back at his desk, his mind still contemplating his altered situation. The arrival of his valet, Giles, interrupted that.
“Excuse me, Your Grace, there is a gentleman here to see you.” Giles reached out to hand the duke a calling card, but Thomas waved it off.
“Read it for me.”
“Yes, Your Grace. A Mr. Charles Hamilton begs leave to see you. Shall I send him in?” 
Thomas caught Giles’s critical gaze as it scanned the cluttered room.
“Perhaps you should meet him in the blue drawing room?” Giles suggested brazenly.
“Give me five minutes and escort him to me here.” So what if his study looked lived in? He had nothing to prove to this stranger. 
Devil take it. What can the man want with me? And do I care?

He pondered this as he buttoned up the top three closures of his starched white shirt and tied his cravat. Thomas might be a duke and used to being dressed by his valet, but he was far from helpless. He tied a damn fine knot if he did say so himself.
Thomas scanned his study for his waistcoat before remembering he’d come down from his rooms without one. He had thrown all propriety to the wind the past several days––barely eating, bathing, or changing his clothes. 
He put his bottle of brandy, his only trusted companion, into the deep drawer of his desk and waited for his visitor to be presented. 
Though his friends Amesbury and Norwich had called each day since the fateful card game, he had refused to see them. What must they be thinking? That he finally needed to be committed to Bedlam? A knock sounded on the study door.
“Enter.”
Giles led Mr. Hamilton into Wentworth’s study and closed the door quietly after a silent bow. The small rotund man, several decades Thomas’s senior, was dressed impeccably in shades of brown. But if one looked closely, as Thomas did, the man’s skin looked grayish. He appeared to be terribly ill.
“Excuse the intrusion, Your Grace.” His visitor bowed his head.
“Please sit down, Mr. Hamilton.” The man sat, and Thomas continued. “What is your purpose in coming here?” 
Was he here to reclaim his losses? Hope fluttered wildly in the duke’s chest.
“I’m here to see to the future of my estate and holdings in America.” Hamilton held up his hand. “Before you interrupt me, let me explain several things to you. I played you the other night. I wanted to lose to you. I wanted to get to know you in a familiar setting. See for myself what type of gentleman you are.” 
Hamilton paused. “Your father and I were close friends during our younger days. After my family was disgraced, my father hung, and all titles and holdings stripped by the Crown, your father gave me money to start over in America. He was new to the title and had many obligations for those funds, yet he would never let me repay him. I’m repaying him now by saving your family from financial ruin.”
The duke opened his mouth to ask a question.
Hamilton ignored him. “Please let me finish. I’m also being selfish, for my daughter’s sake. I am dying. I’m not sure I will survive the crossing back to Boston, and I need you to take control of my businesses and the guardianship of my daughter, Emma. Everything is explained in these papers––everything you need to know about my daughter and my businesses and holdings. There is also a private letter for my daughter. Please give it to her upon her marriage or when she turns twenty-five.”
“But—” Words escaped Thomas as his world shrank down to his own pounding heartbeat and the gentleman facing him with so much pain and sadness in his eyes.
“I realize,” Mr. Hamilton continued as he rose from his chair, “all this comes as a surprise to you, but I assure you when you read the private letter addressed to you, you will understand my reasoning. All I ask is that you do not disappoint me where my daughter is concerned. Take her under your wing, introduce her into Society, and arrange a good marriage for her. I have made you my heir, with a substantial amount in a trust for my daughter.” 
Hamilton hesitated, clearing his throat. “But whatever you do, you must not let her find out about our family’s past, about our card game, my illness, or how I die. And no one other than your immediate family and the two trusted friends from the gaming table must know any of this. It would ruin all I have planned for and done if the ton finds out my daughter’s real origins.” 
Mr. Hamilton rose, took a step toward the door, and turned. “I will not have her suffer for my father’s sins.”
***
Thomas could relate to Hamilton’s comment about a father’s sins. Did not his whole family suffer for their father’s sins? Against his will, voices from the past echoed around him. He could hear his own voice choking back the words he’d uttered to his mother after he found his father’s body. The scene began to evolve. Christ, not again. He would not relive the finding of his father’s body again.
Thomas guzzled the remainder of the bottle of brandy. More fiery liquid trickled down his chin and onto his shirt than reached his mouth. He hurled the bottle against the fireplace.
The loud crash of it shattering gave him little pleasure.
The following day, a note from Mr. Hamilton’s barrister dangled from Thomas’s shaking hand. 
Mr. Hamilton is dead. Suicide.
How long he sat there Thomas had no idea. He started when his study door burst open. His burning eyes rested on Amesbury and Norwich, who held their noses as they entered the room.
“Good gracious,” Amesbury bellowed as he wrinkled his nose. “When was the last time you bathed? Damn, Wentworth, my eyes are stinging.” 
He pushed aside the burgundy drapes and opened the window to let in fresh air. Amesbury approached the sideboard and held up the empty bottles, then swung around with brows raised in silent question.
“Not a drop left, and, by the condition of this place, I’d say you haven’t left this room in days.” Amesbury left the sideboard to lounge in the chair opposite Wentworth’s desk. “My God, man, for someone who’s always impeccably turned out, you’re a mess. Three-day beard, dirty, disheveled hair, soiled, ratty clothes. I’m almost embarrassed to call you my friend. Did Giles leave you for another? What brought this on?”
Thomas glared at his friends. For some reason brandy had lost its appeal last evening. Today, though he didn’t look it, he was alert and sober, and he agreed wholeheartedly that his study reeked. But how dare they come in uninvited and criticize his appearance?
“Why are you two here?” Thomas demanded, his voice hoarse from lack of use and from abusing the spirits he’d consumed. He tried not to squirm in his seat as four eyes––two brown, two green––narrowed on him. “Damnation, will someone speak? I’m not horseflesh to be appraised for sale at Tattersall’s.”
“Well,” Myles began, head cocked to one side, “we were just wondering what is so bad you have yourself wallowing in self-pity. Did you not just come into a fortune?”
Thomas leaned forward in his chair and shrugged his shoulders. How fortunate were these friends who insulted him without consequences. Being a duke had its advantages and downfalls. Too many of his peers sucked up to him and agreed with anything that tumbled out of his mouth because he was a duke. It was not so with these two.
Instead of explaining events, he handed over a copy of the Last Will and Testament of Mr. Charles Hamilton and the private letter addressed to him that had arrived with it. Patiently he waited for their reaction as both his friends read the documents.
Myles didn’t even try to hide his amusement as he handed back the papers. “What are you planning to do? Have you spoken with your family?”
“Do I look like I have?” Thomas shook his head. “They are due to arrive any day, and I’ve not decided what I’m going to do.” He slowly rose from his desk and paced the floor, his hands behind his back. “I might just forget the whole thing. I am considering contacting Mr. Hamilton’s solicitors in New Bedford to have them sell off everything and send the funds to me here.” He paused, rubbed the stubble on his chin, and winced. “As for the girl, there must be someone willing to take her in.”
“You mean to ignore a dead man’s wishes?” Amesbury asked with a sudden intake of breath.
“You cannot be serious, Thomas,” Myles said.
The shock in his friends’ voices puzzled him.
“Don’t ‘Thomas’ me. When I became Wentworth, I asked you to continue calling me Thomas and you refused, so don’t ‘Thomas’ me now. Besides, what do you expect me to do?” He slashed the air with his arm. “Never mind, don’t answer that. But what would you do if you were in my place?”
“Well, let me see.” Myles grinned widely. It was never a good sign when he grinned like that. “I think I’d book passage on the next ship to Boston, travel to this girl, extend my condolences for her father’s death, and beg her forgiveness for stealing all her money.” 
Both Thomas and Amesbury yelled simultaneously, “What?”
Myles laughed. “Let me finish. Once she falls at your feet . . .” He paused, shook his head. “No, I take that back; she’s likely a feisty one. I think she’ll try to scratch your eyes out. Then I think you should marry the chit and bring her here as your duchess and get her portion of the monies, too. She might forgive you eventually for stealing her fortune and taking her away from the only home she has ever known.”
“You’re enjoying this.” Thomas eyed his two grinning friends and collapsed into his chair in frustration.
“Well, as a matter of fact, I am,” Myles said. “Come to think of it, maybe I’ll travel with you. I’m tired of the marriage-hunting mamas and their silly, witless daughters all vying for my attention and my title. Not one of them is interested in me as a man, only the earldom and fortune I’ll inherit someday. I don’t want some shy, placid virgin in my bed.”
 Thomas stared in shock at his friend. 
Myles continued. “Yes, well maybe I should explain. “I want a virgin, but I also want an enthusiastic bed partner. Do you think any of the present debutantes are anything but frigid?” He shuddered. “If you don’t want the American girl, maybe I’ll marry her.”
Thomas’s nostrils flared. “And what, pray tell, makes you think I would let you marry my ward? I will not even let you near my sisters because you are debauched. Visit your mistress and stop this nonsense.”
Myles burst into laughter and saluted him. “Yes, Your Grace.”
“You are jealous because you will never be called Your Grace, only My Lord,” Thomas teased his friend. “And for your information, Mr. Hamilton did not appear to be the type of man who would raise his daughter to be free with her favors. I doubt she is any different than the frivolous girls we have here in England. And I have no intention of marrying her.”
“Why not?” Amesbury questioned. “You need a duchess and an heir; why not marry her and be done with it? If she’s not comely, you can take a mistress. She’d probably be glad not to have to submit to your inept fumbling in the bedchamber once you have an heir and a spare anyway.”
Thomas flung his head back and roared with laughter. “All this praise from my so-called friends. What do my enemies laugh about behind my back?” His hand went up. “Don’t answer that. And I’ll have you know I don’t fumble in the company of any lady.” He paused and examined his large hands. “I play their bodies until they sing my praises and beg for a repeat performance.”
“If you say so,” Amesbury snorted.
“Now if you will excuse me.” Thomas rose. “I need a bath, food, and a comfortable bed.” Without waiting for a reply, he left his study and climbed the carpeted staircase two steps at a time. 
Clearheaded and light of feet for the first time in days, he burst into his chambers with a renewed sense of purpose. He now knew what he had to do. Honor forbade him from ignoring his duty to Hamilton. How could he ever look himself in the eye if he didn’t fulfill the dead man’s wishes? 
A trip to America was in his immediate future. 





  
 
CHAPTER TWO
 
“Emma, Emma, help me,” yelled Amy Sinclair, as she burst into Emma Hamilton’s room on the top floor of Miss Beauregard’s Finishing School for Young Ladies in Brookline, Massachusetts and threw her arms around Emma’s waist.
“What’s the matter?” Emma asked as she rubbed the sobbing girl’s back. Poor Amy was an orphan and the niece of Miss Beauregard, and it was difficult for her here. When Amy was not attending to her studies, she had to earn her keep doing light household chores. Amy, because she was related to Miss Beauregard and was the youngest in the school at ten years old, was teased relentlessly and blamed for any mishap that occurred. “Come, let’s sit on my bed, and you can tell me what happened.” 
“I …I…I didn’t do it. Please, Emma, you must help me. Miss Beauregard is th…th…threatening to send me back to the orphanage.” Amy managed to get the words out between hiccups. “You know my aunt doesn’t want me here, and this will be her excuse to get rid of me.” 
“Miss Beauregard would do no such thing. You are family.” Emma hoped she was telling the truth. Would Amy be sent back to that horrible place? Emma tried to ignore the sudden knot in her stomach. It would not do to let Amy know she was worried. Emma needed to be strong and help solve this latest dilemma.
“Now tell me what happened.”
“Well,” Amy said as she wiped the tears from her face, “I was in the music room by myself practicing the harp. You know how much I love to play. Well, Mean Jeannie came in and pushed me over in my seat, and the harp crashed to the floor. I think it was damaged,” she added, weeping.
“Did you tell Miss Ipswich what happened?” asked Emma.
“Yes, but you know how she hates me, too.”
Emma certainly knew what it felt like to be the focus of Miss Ipswich’s wrath. “Did you explain to Miss Beauregard what happened?”
“She would not listen to me. She penned a letter to the orphanage telling them she was sending me back.”
“I’m quite certain you will be forgiven.” At least until next time, Emma thought. Would the girls, with the exclusion of Penelope Fontaine, ever stop teasing and blaming Amy for everything? Penelope and Emma did what they could to help Amy, but they were of different ages and not together all the time. It was time to talk to Penelope and come up with a way to get back at Jeannie. It would not be long before Emma and Penelope graduated from here. Who would look after Amy then? And what would happen if Miss Beauregard sent Amy back to the orphanage? Emma shuddered at the thought.
***
Later that afternoon, Emma’s heart palpitated as she knocked on the headmistress’s door. It was certainly not the first time during her three years in residence she had been summoned. It was more a weekly occurrence. Miss Beauregard was forever scolding her, too. Emma could almost hear the headmistress’s nasally voice even now taking her to task. “Miss Hamilton, you missed dinner again. Miss Hamilton, you skipped your music lesson. Miss Hamilton, get your head out of the clouds.”
This time she wondered if Miss Beauregard had found out about the revenge they planned on Jeannie. Or maybe Emma’s papa had arrived early. That must be it. Emma’s heart beat more rapidly at the thought of seeing her beloved papa again. She could hardly contain her excitement as she knocked on the door.
Miss Beauregard ushered her in and closed the door quietly. “Miss Hamilton, I’m afraid I have some rather distressing news for you.”
Emma, her heart pounding now but for a different reason, forced herself to look at Miss Beauregard. The headmistress appeared distressed, her face pale as she played with the quill in her hand.
“I am sorry to have to tell you this, child, but I received a letter from your papa’s barrister with news about your papa. He passed away during his travels in England.”
Tears instantly burned Emma’s throat and pooled in her eyes. My papa gone.
He couldn’t possibly have died. Did she not receive a missive from him just this past week?
“There must be some mistake,” Emma stammered with a quivering chin.
“No mistake, child. I am very sorry.” The headmistress held out a letter. “This arrived this morning from London. It is addressed to you.”
Emma, chewing her bottom lip, took the parchment and ran up to her private room on the third floor. Once her door was closed, she bent over, arms folded under her chest, and sobbed for what seemed like hours. Several times she heard knocking on her door. Each time Emma sent whoever stood on the other side of the door away. Exhaustion eventually took over, and she flung herself on her bed. She curled up with the unread letter, afraid to read it because it would make her papa’s death real.
When Emma awoke, moonbeams lit her room with their soft glow. From the silence of the school, she guessed it was past curfew. Still clutched in her hand was the unopened letter. Taking a deep breath for bravery, she tore the crushed missive open, drew close to the window, and read the words. Then, with heart pounding and hands shaking, she reread it.
Dear Miss Hamilton;
I am extremely sorry for the loss of your father. Mr. Hamilton was a true gentleman and will be missed by many here in England and in America.
You and I have never met, but apparently my father and your father were childhood friends. Your father named me his heir in his will. Therefore, I have become your guardian, and you are now my ward.
 I will travel to Boston soon to take care of his business affairs and will then collect you before traveling back to my home in London. You will be glad to know that I have two sisters near your age, and they are looking forward to making your acquaintance.
Please accept my condolences on the loss of your father. I hope this letter finds you well.
Your guardian,
Thomas Seabrook, Fifth Duke of Wentworth.
Emma tried without success to keep the letter dry. Her vision blurred, causing the words to run into and over each other. No matter; she’d memorized it. A strange man named Thomas Seabrook and a duke no less––should I be honored––would collect her much like a person did luggage and then take her across the Atlantic to his home. Her insides knotted. What would he do with her? Visions of her in servants’ garb cleaning out fireplaces flashed in her mind. 
A guttural cry escaped her throat. “Papa.”
Sitting there feeling sorry for herself would not bring her papa back. She wiped dry tears from her stinging cheeks. Her stomach growled. 
Emma lit one of the many oil lamps her papa had donated to the school before creeping out of her room and down the stairs toward the kitchen. She silently prayed the cook was about and she could beg some bread and cheese or even a bowl of soup. Emma also needed the comfort of the old woman. If there was ever a time she felt alone, it was now. Was this how Amy felt on a daily basis?
The kitchen stood empty. Her heart sank. She was about to return to her room when she found a tray covered with a cloth napkin. Peeking beneath the fabric, she sighed, and her stomach made more unladylike noises. Upon the tray sat a feast of bread, cheese, and cold chicken—no doubt left there for her.
Emma flopped lifelessly down on the table bench and nibbled on a piece of cheese. Her throat, clogged with unshed tears, caused her to spit the cheese out into a napkin. Emma’s stomach still made noises from being empty, but eating didn’t agree with her, and she pushed the tray away. Visions of her papa, alive, smiling and laughing with her, pained her insides. Where was her papa’s body now? Had he died alone in a hotel room in a country full of strangers? 
“Oh, God,” she cried. “Why did you have to take him? He’s all I have in this world.”
Once upstairs again, Emma climbed beneath the covers and let her mind wander to her years spent in this room. Many nights Emma would lose herself in her readings. She especially loved the novels written by the English writer Jane Austen. And if she were not reading, she would be lost in daydreams about the characters from the stories and how she would become a young woman of Society and be whisked off her feet and fall helplessly in love with the dashing Mr. Darcy.
But now that could never happen. Her papa had promised to take her to London next year, after she turned ten-and-eight and had graduated from Miss Beauregard’s, to seek a husband for her. Yes, she had wanted to travel to London and beyond. And even though she hoped to marry one day, she knew her future husband would have to be a patient and understanding gentleman because she was a bit eccentric and liked to do some unexpected things.
Emma liked reading and writing, daydreaming, and even doing numbers. Many of her friends told her that when she married, her husband would forbid her to do that sort of thing. She would have to learn her hoops and how to play the pianoforte, two things she was appallingly bad at. Every time she tried to embroider she pricked her fingers and bled all over the delicate muslin. Miss Ipswich was always scolding her in front of the other girls for her clumsiness, and that made her insides burn.
The pianoforte lessons were worse. When Emma played she was told she sounded like a sick goose, as if they knew what a sick goose sounded like. Mrs. Gertrude, the cook, her only true friend here, explained they were all jealous because her papa was one of the richest men in America. Emma did not think that was it, because most of the girls here had rich papas. Except for Penelope, who had a rich mama.
Penelope confided to her once that when a girl married she had to obey her husband and share his bed, and she might even have to let him insert his sugar stick between her thighs. Penelope boasted she once saw her mama and her lover doing such a thing. Emma’s body shivered at the thought of sharing a bed with a man, not to mention where she thought his sugar stick was going to go. And why would he want it to go there anyway?
She liked to sleep alone. It was a luxury, and she liked luxuries. And Emma planned on sleeping alone as long as she lived, even when she married.
Her last words before sleep and exhaustion overtook her were, “Please, Lord, let today be a dream, and tomorrow please bring my papa home to me.”





  
 
CHAPTER THREE
 
“I knew I should have hauled your ass overboard when we first set sail,” Thomas moaned as Myles barged into his cabin. Fortunately for them, they had booked two cabins aboard the merchant ship The Weymouth, bound for Boston, and were now somewhere on the Atlantic. Giles, Thomas’s valet, was with them, but as usual Myles traveled without his.
Thomas had sailed on the first available ship because he needed to get as far away from England as he could before he changed his mind about the whole Hamilton affair. And Myles invading his privacy now was just what he didn’t need. “Make yourself comfortable,” Thomas ordered, “and do not disturb me.”
“Yes, Your Grace,” Myles replied as he took a seat in the only chair in the small cabin.
Thomas settled in his bunk with the correspondence he’d received prior to his departure. His eyes squinted in the low candlelight. No matter how many times he read the letter, the words and their impact did not change one bit.
Dear Duke of Wentworth,
I received your letter, and I must admit to being in shock over my papa’s untimely passing. Could you please explain to me how he died? I had just received a missive from him the previous week, and it seemed as if naught was wrong. I am pained with grief at the loss of my dear papa, and not knowing how he died is only adding to the numerous knife thrusts shredding my heart.
A bit overly dramatic, Thomas mused. He still envisioned a young girl crying copious tears and shrilling like a banshee when her needs were not met in a timely manner. After sighing loudly and ignoring Myles’s questioning stare, he continued reading.
And could you be so kind as to tell me again your connection to my papa? I believe, a long time ago, Papa told me about a friend of his back in England. Is that friend you? Is that why you came to inherit all that belonged to him?
Good gracious. Thomas could just picture the young girl’s face if he broke the promise he’d made to Mr. Hamilton and imagined her response if he explained just how he acquired all that belonged to her papa. The chit’s lips would tremble, and she would turn into a watering pot until her eyes puffed and her nose turned an unattractive shade of red. His body quivered violently at the thought of having such a ward in his care. He’d welcome grave bodily injury before a weepy female in his home. To avoid such a scene, he would do whatever he must to keep the truth from coming out. Thomas would honor Mr. Hamilton’s wishes. Nothing good would come if the truth were known, even if he told her how reluctant he’d been to take on all this. 
He ignored Myles’s devilish smirk and continued reading the letter.
I do not want to sound ungrateful for your kindness in stepping into my papa’s shoes, but I believe I am of an age to look after myself. If only you could find it in your generous heart to give me a meager allowance, I shall find a small cottage near my previous home where I lived so happily with my papa. There I will live a simple, quiet life alone.
She could not be serious. At ten-and-seven, could she really think herself mature enough to manage all on her own? Mr. Hamilton would haunt Thomas until his dying day if he agreed to anything as preposterous as to allow her to do that. As happened during other readings of the missive, his teeth began grinding of their own accord. Thomas tightened his grip on the parchment and closed his eyes, envisioning his hands gripping the shoulders of Miss Hamilton and shaking her until she came to her wits. This gel was driving him crazy, and he hadn’t even met her yet.
God forgive him, when did he start having violent thoughts against women? He swore not to read the missive again until he landed in America. But first he had to finish this reading of it.
Please forgive me if I have overstepped the boundaries of propriety. It is just that Papa raised me to be my own person, and that is what I indeed intend to be. If you decide I must accompany you and leave the only home I have ever known, then I suppose I must. But understand it is only until I come of age, and then I intend to travel back to my homeland. Also, if you would be so kind, please explain to me what you intend to do with me once you collect me from Miss Beauregard’s. Toss me onto a ship bound for England and have me deposited at your doorstep? I would like to remind you gently I am not a piece of baggage. I would like to be treated as a young lady with preferences and a mind of my own.
Graciously,
Your Ward, Miss Emma Hamilton
He flung the letter across the way to Myles. “Read this. You won’t believe the nerve of this chit. She insulted me numerous times without any regard for social graces. If this is how they teach ladies in finishing schools in Boston, I will have to procure her enrollment in one of London’s elite finishing schools. If she speaks her mind in person as she does in her letter, she will scandalize the ton within moments.”
When Myles did not react, Thomas continued. 
“I have high expectations of sending her off with Mama, Amelia, and Isabella for a season, in hopes of marrying all three of them off at once. I almost pity the three gentlemen who manage to win their hands.” He shrugged. “But then again, the men will be all the richer for it with the handsome dowries they will receive upon their marriages.”
Myles was absorbed in his reading. When he finished, he looked at Thomas and smiled as he offered the letter back.
“Well?” Thomas glared at Myles. “Have you nothing to say?” 
He waited and waited, but for naught, because Myles did nothing but laugh uncontrollably until his eyes watered and he gasped for breath. So much for Myles standing by Thomas in his time of need. He would remember this moment the next time his friend asked for a boon.
***
Standing at the deck railing, Thomas got his first glimpse of America, and the view suspended his breathing. The coastline, full of beige sand, went on for miles and miles. The captain had informed them the storm they had struggled through had pushed them a bit south of their destination, and they were presently off the coast of Plymouth. With a spyglass he was able to glimpse large, stately homes in the distance as the ship tacked north. The large houses were set a good distance from the water’s edge along beautiful desolate beaches.
Sometime later Myles joined Thomas deck side and requested the use of the spyglass. Soon they would be docking at Boston Harbor, scene of the infamous Boston Tea Party.
“It does not look quite as savage as some have depicted,” Myles commented. “Rather, it looks quite like any other bustling port in England. Do you think we will encounter Native Americans while we’re here? It will be to the disappointment of everyone back home if we don’t.” Myles passed the glass back to Thomas. “How many days are we staying in Boston?”
“Three. I’m anxious to travel to New Bedford and glimpse my holdings and meet with Mr. Hamilton’s solicitors.”
Myles frowned and grabbed the rail just as the ship nudged the dock. He looked around at the bustling waterfront. “Do you see what I see? I want to spend more than three days here. Visit a brothel or two and see if American ladybirds have different skills than our courtesans.”
Myles could not be serious. Thomas hadn’t traveled numerous weeks, through a violent storm no less, just to visit a brothel. He’d come to find out about his newly acquired fortune, not to mention the situation with Miss Hamilton. Leave it to his friend to think of his body’s pleasure needs first.
“Why am I not surprised you have nothing on your mind but arranging an assignation with a courtesan?” Thomas complained. “Actually, it might not be a bad idea. We have been long on the ship. A little drink and taste of exotic flesh might be just what we need.” Myles slapped him on the back. 
Thomas continued. “But first we’ll make inquiries for lodging and then hire a team so we can visit Miss Hamilton.” He had no intentions of visiting a brothel, but if it made Myles more agreeable to his suggestions, he would pretend to go along with it.
The sound of Myles’s growling, deep in his throat, did not surprise him. “You want to see the chit now, before we’ve slaked our thirst for drink and occupied a woman?”
“Exactly what I had in mind.” Thomas had never shared his friends’ taste for brothels. He preferred widows and unhappily married ladies of the ton. He liked to think he did them a favor by servicing them, rather than the other way around. Thomas took great pains to be an attentive and thorough lover. No female left his bed without experiencing multiple pleasures. And he took his pleasure in return.
Besides, he was extremely particular about the women he bedded, for he did not want to contract any diseases. Hence he rarely visited establishments centered on the pleasures of men. His father had taken him to a brothel when he was ten-and-five. He paid a young ladybird, not much older than Thomas, to take his innocence. After that experience he was half in love with the gel. She had not, however, appreciated his penned poems and the serenades in the dark. The owner of the brothel finally sent word to his father. Thomas remembered the thrashing. He’d been unable to sit a horse for a fortnight, and thus had ended his love of ladybirds and their favors.
Ahhh, jaded by the tender age of ten-and-five.
“Wentworth, are you even listening to me?” Myles interrupted his reverie.
Thomas turned to his friend. “What were you saying?”
Laughter sprang forth. “I was saying that our luggage has been off-loaded, and we need to disembark.”
“Oh, sorry…lost in thought.”
“If only I could be privy to the thoughts going around in your head.” Myles paused and shook his head. “Never mind, I don’t want to know your twisted and sadistic mind. I might have to beg off our friendship if I did. What say we find our lodgings and stretch our legs for a bit before we venture forth to meet Miss Hamilton? I, for one, need to be rested and in good form so as not to miss your reaction when you meet your new ward.”
“I’m so glad you find my situation humorous. Just you wait until you inherit the earldom. If I recall, you have three, no, four…Make that five younger sisters to marry off if your father does not manage that before you inherit.”
“Yes, well…” Myles winced. “My father is still considered somewhat young and in fine health. I have complete faith that he will foist my sisters off on suitable young bucks long before I inherit.”
Thomas laughed and stepped inside the hackney Giles hailed to take them to the Concord Colonial Inn. Once settled on the seat, he faced his longtime friend. 
“Why don’t you mention to your father that Lord Amesbury would be an excellent choice for Marissa?” Thomas suggested. “She is coming out this season, is she not?”
The scowl Myles gave him had Thomas laughing again.
 “Why the face? What is wrong with our dear friend?”
 “Amesbury would never suit my regal sister. She maybe only be ten-and-seven, but she is mature beyond her years. I can’t see them together. Nor would I wish my sister upon him. I know her too well, and poor Amesbury would never have another moment’s peace if he wed her. Marissa is the most opinionated and stubborn chit.” Myles snorted. 
“She actually made a list of husband-to-be qualities. I found it tucked inside a book in the library. You would not believe the long list of qualifications Marissa expects. There is not a gentleman alive who could possibly live up to them.” Thomas smiled in amusement. “It will be my undue pleasure watching all the gentlemen chase after her only to be sent packing with their pride stuffed up their arses.
“All right then, Marissa is wrong for Amesbury. Maybe he would be interested in my sister Amelia. She is of marriageable age now. I’m not looking forward to every single man in all of England sniffing around her skirts. I hate thinking about having to entertain all those suitors who will surely have the audacity to call upon her at my residence. Most are not worthy of an introduction, never mind the privilege of courting Amelia.” Myles burst out laughing. “We might never marry off our sisters and wards if we don’t lower our expectations.”



 
CHAPTER FOUR
 
Emma ran her hands down her black dress to smooth out the creases. Her hair was tied back with a matching silk ribbon, leaving her wavy strawberry-blond tresses cascading down her back. She’d been curled up in a chair in the library reading when she received her summons from the headmistress to come to the receiving room posthaste.
And with haste was how she arrived. Emma ran most of the way, but, right before anyone in the receiving room could get a glimpse of her, she halted. Her lungs dragged in much-needed air, and she tried to slow the heart pounding wildly inside her rib cage. That was not so much from physical exertion but rather because she was nervous to meet her visitor. She knew this unnamed visitor could be none other than the duke.
Miss Beauregard had received a missive just that morning clarifying the duke’s arrival in Boston. And Emma had planned several proper receiving speeches in her head, because according to Miss Beauregard, Emma often spoke without thinking. Something proper ladies did not do.
Papa had not seen anything wrong with her voicing her opinions. 
Suddenly her body trembled, and she could not remember any of her practiced speeches. Would the duke find fault with her running or any other less-than-ladylike behavior? She huffed. Would she ever be free again to live life as she pleased?
Would the duke take her back to England now, or would she get to finish out her final year here? She needed the year because how could she just up and leave Amy to the spoiled, mean girls attending here? Penelope, Emma’s friend, could only do so much to protect Amy. Amy still needed Emma. 
During Emma’s final year, she planned to right all the evil done to Amy. Help Amy build up her self-esteem and boost her confidence and help her learn to stick up for herself. Even if she traveled to England, Emma planned to come back for Amy as soon as she could. Amy was like her little sister. They needed each other.
“There you are, child.” Miss Beauregard’s annoying voice traveled out into the foyer. “Stop fidgeting and come forward to meet His Grace.”
Stop fidgeting. Would the woman ever stop insulting her at every opportunity? Emma swallowed her anger and lowered her head in feigned obedience. 
“Yes, Headmistress.” With that being mumbled, she passed through the open double doors and lifted her face in expectation.
Her jaw dropped. Thank God she had the good sense to close it quickly.
The well turned out man standing in front of her with a devilish grin plastered on his face and sparkling emerald-green eyes was not repulsive, wrinkled, or old. For some odd reason her pulse sped up as she demurely eyed his slightly long auburn hair hitting his jacket collar. And then he bowed a perfect flourish of gentlemanly charm.
“It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Miss Hamilton. I am Lord Norwich, and the gentleman across the room is His Grace, the Duke of Wentworth.”
Every speck of air left her lungs. Of course this gentleman was not the duke. He was . . . he was . . . handsome and young. Emma swallowed past the lump in her throat, afraid to look in the direction of the other gentleman in the room. The one she had not even known was present.
“Please forgive my manners.” Miss Beauregard came forward, her voice pitched slightly higher than the norm. “Your Grace, may I present Miss Hamilton, your ward?”
Then the headmistress added, “Emma, this is your guardian, the Duke of Wentworth.”
The scalding hot vibration started in Emma’s toes and spread until it encompassed her brain. She nearly stumbled forward during her curtsy. “It is a great pleasure to make your acquaintance, Your Grace.” 
He bowed at the waist, never taking his sparkling blue eyes from hers, and if Emma wasn’t mistaken, he found some amusement with her situation.
“The pleasure is all mine. I do hope this visit finds you well,” said the duke.
 If Emma had stared open-mouthed at Lord Norwich, then she gaped at the duke. Surely there was some mistake. The duke standing in front of her did not match any of the pictures she had envisioned. This would not do. Where was the old, wrinkled man? The duke who had visited her dreams? She did not want this way-too-dashing young gentleman to be her guardian. Emma needed a father figure. Not a gentleman who would plague her innocent dreams at night, causing her to have unladylike thoughts.
This duke seemed way too tall, possessing wide shoulders, narrow hips, and long, muscled legs. It was hard to tell where his black pantaloons ended and his polished Hessians began. His long, wheat-colored hair was pulled back in a queue. His face could have been chiseled by some sculptor during ancient times. The duke’s features were perfect in every way. And his eyes—her pulse leaped when they looked directly at her. Emma had never seen such dark, cobalt-blue eyes. No mere mortal man could be this beautiful to look at and have a good heart as well. So, on the spot, to guard her from romanticizing him further, she decided his angelic perfect looks hid the devil inside.
“I am well, Your Grace. And may I add,” Emma smiled at him, hoping he would believe her motives genuine, “welcome to Boston.”
“Thank you. I look forward to exploring the area during the next few days.” The duke glanced at his friend, standing at his side. “It would be an honor if you would consider accompanying Lord Norwich and me on an outing while we are here.”
Could he be serious? Emma could not go out with two young gentlemen without a proper chaperone. Her hesitation was noticed and the silence broken.
“As your guardian, I would like to become further acquainted with you so I may make arrangements for your comfort when we arrive in England. Do you have a lady’s maid that can accompany us? If not, I am quite convinced Miss Beauregard can supply us with a suitable chaperone.” The duke gave her a warm smile.
The transformation that came with the smile astounded her. Frissons of tingles traveled up her arms, causing goose bumps to break out. Emma had thought him perfect before, but when he smiled his face warmed, causing little lines to crinkle at the corners of his eyes and two dimples to appear in the middle of his cheeks. She attributed her sudden fixation on the handsome duke to the fact she’d led a sheltered life where, according to society’s dictates, males were not involved. 
She had much to learn about the gentlemen of the world, she decided, if she planned to be on her own one day. Not that she really and truly wanted to live alone. She just didn’t believe anything else existed out there in the vast world for her. She wondered if all young ladies thought like that when facing an unplanned and traumatic change to their normal lives.
Emma pushed her wandering thoughts aside and listened to the duke’s deep voice resonate throughout the small room. “Also, my two dear sisters, my mother, and my brother are anxious to receive word of you.”
She lowered her head. “It would be an honor to accompany Your Grace and Lord Norwich on an outing.”
“Splendid. We shall call on you tomorrow at ten.” His Grace bowed. “I beg your leave.”
Emma curtsied with all the elegance and grace she could muster, regardless of the fluttering inside her stomach. “Until tomorrow, Your Grace.”
***
“Well,” Myles announced as they descended the front steps, “I think that went well, all things considered.” He stole a glance at Thomas. “Don’t you?”
Well?
Had his friend taken leave of his wits? Miss Emma Hamilton was not the sort of ward Thomas needed in his life right now. Thomas already had two beautiful sisters to guard and protect from fortune hunters and unsavory rogues, until he could marry them off––God willing, without a hint of scandal. Now he had Miss Hamilton. His heart jumped when he thought of her tall, slender, and graceful figure. The plain black mourning dress had done little to hide the young lady’s attributes. As willowy as she appeared, she possessed womanly curves in all the right places. Places men like him dreamed about caressing. Never mind that she looked like an angel from the neck up.
And Miss Hamilton was more than attractive. Warm heat surged inside Thomas’s body as he pictured her oval face, high cheekbones, generous pink lips, and small pert nose, all accentuated by milk-white, flawless skin. Her eyes were a soft pale blue, and her strawberry-blond hair, carelessly pulled back with a ribbon, had done little to tame the wild tresses clinging to her face and shoulders. The feature he noticed most about her, and he’d had trouble not staring at during their brief meeting, was the dimple in the center of her stubborn chin. And call it gentleman’s intuition, but he knew her stubbornness would be difficult to curb. Hadn’t her letter to him hinted at determination and stubbornness? He should not find himself surprised by this attribute.
Thomas refused to acknowledge his body’s reaction to Miss Hamilton. Any healthy gentleman would experience the same when looking at an exceedingly beautiful member of the fairer sex. And he’d been on a ship for six weeks. It had nothing to do with any attraction or awakening of desire he felt toward Emma—Miss Hamilton. She was now another sister to take care of, and nothing more.
So, added to his two sisters, he now had a goddess to protect and deliver into a suitable match. If Thomas’s good name didn’t plummet from scandal when the three of them made their entrance into London Society, he’d consider himself a lucky man. And if Thomas were to find three gentlemen of good social standing and family to marry them, he would consider himself the luckiest man in all of England.
Of course, scandal was nothing new to the Wentworth Duchy. His father had seen to that. Thomas still struggled with that to this day. Trying to forgive his father for his recklessness and selfishness was an ongoing problem for Thomas. Oh, he believed he finally had forgiven his father, but the memories haunted him, and someday soon he would have to put them to rest. But he had to admit he would hate for scandal to be attached to his family name again. 
Not so much for him, but for his family. His sisters deserved better than their father had given them, and it was not their fault their father had lacked scruples. Thomas was determined to keep respectability attached to their family name.
Thomas’s fingers rubbed the fine hairs on the back of his neck. Miss Emma Hamilton, he had the feeling, would turn out to be the bane of his existence. Could become the reason to numb his mind with strong spirits, rip the hair out of his head, and seek to slake his manly needs with his widow friends. If he survived with his wits intact until he had her safely married off, a celebration with a holiday on the Continent would be his reward.
Thomas forced his mind back to answering his friend’s question. “One could say the meeting was satisfactory. Miss Hamilton should not be too difficult to marry off. Not with her comely looks and her generous inheritance.”
Myles burst out laughing from the coach seat opposite. “Comely? She is much more than comely. When I first spied her out in the foyer, I could no longer breathe. I have never seen such a vision before. For a time I was convinced she was not real, something my imagination created.” Myles paused, his brows drawn in seriousness. “I might consider marriage to her myself.”
“What?” Thomas barked as his chest constricted painfully. “You can’t be serious.”
Myles’s lecherous grin was unnerving. Thomas did not like the look in his eyes, as if Myles envisioned Miss Hamilton in a rather unladylike way.
“Why ever not? She will need a husband, and why not me? I would be doing you a favor taking her off your hands. You need not spend your coin on her wardrobe and such frivolous things a lady needs before she is introduced properly and fashionably into society. I should marry her right off.”
Thomas breathed in deeply and let it out slowly, trying to calm the unfamiliar rage throbbing deep within his body, threatening to escape. If he didn’t control it, he would find himself diving across the seat and beating his closest friend to a bloody pulp.
All this over his new ward. Thomas knew he should be grateful that Myles was considering taking the chit off his hands without much ado. It would certainly save him time, money, and no doubt many headaches caused by dealing with her. 
“She is too young for marriage now. Maybe a year or two, or even three will be soon enough to find a suitable husband for her. If you are still willing then, I’ll consider it. Although she might not meet with your family’s approval, seeing as she’s an American and all.”
“Humph,” Myles snorted. “Insofar as I can picture, in that length of time, she will have you wrapped around her little finger. You’ll never let her go. As for being an American, well, someone ought to shake up the prudish debutantes and give them competition.”
“H . . . her finger,” Thomas stuttered, stuck on something Myles said. Even though Myles continued to ramble, he’d caught nothing after ‘wrapped around her finger.’ “Have you lost your wits? No female will ever have the privilege of my undying devotion. I would rather die than be one of those lovesick puppies following behind the skirts of their wives, hoping a morsel or a kind word will be thrown at them.” Thomas growled deep down in his throat. “Those husbands are an embarrassment to the male populace and should be locked inside their homes, never to be seen in public.”
“How odd,” Myles grinned, “that you would compare being wrapped around Miss Hamilton’s finger to being married to her.”
Thomas’s mouth opened to interrupt his friend.
“Let me finish.” Myles raised a cautionary hand and continued, “I only suggested you would be wrapped around her little finger much like you are wrapped around Amelia’s and Isabella’s.” The gleam in Myles’s eyes and the smirk on his face contradicted everything he’d just said. Myles meant Thomas would be chasing after her skirts––and not in a brotherly way.
“Well.” Thomas glanced down at his shoulder and brushed off a piece of lint. “I have decided Miss Hamilton would benefit from spending another year at Miss Beauregard’s, and I will break the news to her tomorrow on our outing.”
His friend shook his head and grinned. It brought to Thomas’s mind the nagging question of why they were friends. Surely a gentleman’s true friend did not poke fun at him.
***
The following dawn brought bright skies and a cool breeze off the ocean. Emma fingered every dress inside her wardrobe. Nothing would do as she was still wearing black. In settlement of having nothing else suitable to wear today, she donned her black muslin from yesterday. She pulled her hair back into a tight chignon with a few wisps left out to soften her face. 
To complement her dress, she wore a dove-colored bonnet and tied the wide coordinating satin ribbon beneath one ear in a perfectly formed bow. After donning her black half-boots, silver gloves, and dove pelisse––lined with dark charcoal satin to ward off the ocean breezes––she went to the receiving room to join her chaperone, Miss Beauregard’s lady’s maid.
Emma, too nervous to sit, paced around the room while waiting for her guardian to arrive.
Promptly at ten, the duke arrived with Lord Norwich. After proper greetings, Emma took the proffered arm of the duke, trying to ignore the warm, hard feel of it beneath her gloved hand. Emma decided this strange attraction to him was merely because she had spent so little time with members of the opposite sex. When she first set eyes on Lord Norwich, she had thought him handsome. She still did. And she was quite sure her hand would tingle if she were touching his arm as well.
His Grace helped her inside the hired carriage, and she took the seat facing forward, her chaperone across from her. His Grace sat opposite her and to the side while Lord Norwich sat beside her, leaving a proper amount of room between them as etiquette dictated. She held her breath as an uncomfortable silence settled around them. Emma gripped her reticule on her lap. Finally Lord Norwich spoke, and she could breathe in much-needed air.
“May I be so bold as to say, Miss Hamilton, that I find Boston a fascinating city? I never realized how rich and prosperous it had become. In England, much of what we hear about America revolves around the Native Americans that roam these parts and the wildness of the West. Now I believe the stories are to discourage Englanders from traveling to this new world, seeing the truth and setting up residence.”
“It is indeed a wonderful city,” Emma agreed. “As for the Native Americans, many are our friends. Unfortunately, some are misunderstood because their beliefs and cultures differ from ours. The further you travel west the more of them you will encounter. I often find it disturbing that they were here long before us, and yet we have forced them from their lands.”
“Interesting observation from someone so young and of the fairer sex—if you don’t mind me being so bold as to say so.” The duke’s bland tone did not sit well in the pit of her stomach. Why, he was treating Emma as one might treat an uneducated street urchin, not an educated woman of the upper class.
“Why, pray tell, would you think I would be offended by your bold words, Your Grace?” Emma raised her head to look the duke in the eye. Yes, she knew it was not proper to meet the eyes of a gentleman dead on, but if she were to be part of his family, she certainly could not go around looking at her feet all the time. “I may be of the fairer sex, as you have so politely pointed out, but I am not blind to the happenings and situations surrounding me. We receive the Boston Weekly Messenger at Miss Beauregard’s, and I find myself interested in more than the society pages––if I may be so bold.”
Lord Norwich burst out laughing beside her. It was a nice sound, deep and genuine. “Touché, Miss Hamilton.” He touched the brim of his hat. “A lady with a mind of her own, and one not afraid to share it with others. I believe you will be like a breath of fresh air when you arrive in our stuffy, antiquated London drawing rooms.”
“Myles, please, don’t encourage the girl.” His Grace scowled. “Miss Hamilton needs to hold her tongue when in polity society and in the company of others of superior standing to herself. How in God’s name am I supposed to find a suitable husband for her if she is outspoken?”
Emma’s heart pained her at the duke’s reprimand, even if he aimed the remark at Lord Norwich and not at her. She knew well enough that he meant it as a warning to her as well. “I am sorry for speaking my mind about current affairs and other such matters unsuitable for the delicate nature of ladies. I believe Londoners would call me a bluestocking. But if it embarrasses you, Your Grace, I will try to keep such thoughts out of my inferior female head and prattle on about nothing but the current weather conditions and what dressmaker to visit.”
Emma could not keep herself from smiling at Lord Norwich before turning to the duke with a blank look. She bowed her head. “Please accept my apology. I will not embarrass you again with inappropriate subject matter in conversation. And I certainly would not want to burden you with worry about my behavior while out in public. God forbid you should not find me a suitable husband and be stuck with an unwanted spinster in your household until my demise.”
***
Thomas cleared his throat and fought not to squirm in his seat while he ignored Myles’s chuckling. If he was not mistaken, she’d actually taken him to task for what he said, not the other way around. He would certainly have to keep a close watch on her when they did arrive in London. Maybe Thomas should accept Myles’s proposal and be done with it. He could get the girl off his hands this very day.
At the thought of that, Thomas’s right hand rubbed the sudden twinge in his chest before a tightness appeared in his throat. For some reason, he admitted to himself, he did not really want Emma off his hands, at least not yet. Certainly not before he got to know her and she met his family. And there was a lot of business and a whole ocean to cross before that happened. The pain in his chest lessened.
Thomas looked across the seat at Miss Hamilton and forced himself to smile to ease her unsettled feelings. Her complexion had paled, and her eyes sparkled with unshed tears. He would contemplate how those made him feel later, when he could breathe easily again, without being affected by her company.
“Tomorrow Lord Norwich and I leave for New Bedford to settle your father’s affairs,” he announced. “I expect this could take many months, so when you turn ten-and-eight I shall return and escort you to London. Once there, you will have your season with my sisters and all the other eligible ladies of the ton, and a marriage will be arranged by me for your benefit.”
“Pardon me, Your Grace. May I speak plainly?” Miss Hamilton asked this in a voice barely above a whisper.
“By all means. You are among family.”
Her eyes fell on Myles. “Family, but Lord Norwich?”
“If my mother, the Dowager Duchess of Wentworth, along with my brother and sisters and I, consider Lord Norwich family, you might as well consider him family, too. Myles does practically reside at Wentworth House.” Thomas paused, eyeing her attentively. “However, please be aware that in public he is most certainly not a member of my family. The rules of social etiquette and propriety must be adhered to in that instance.”
Emma bowed her head. “Yes, Your Grace. I will try to remember all you have told me. However, what of my own thoughts and feelings toward the much celebrated institution of marriage? Do they mean anything to you?”
 Surely
Miss Hamilton could not be serious. The much celebrated institution of marriage? He knew what ladies felt about that. And Thomas knew what she would say about her list of qualifications and—above and beyond all—love would probably be on the top of her list. What love had to do with marriage he did not know and did not care. People of his status married to merge two prominent families, to acquire titles, wealth, and the much-anticipated heir. If mutual respect and friendship coexisted between husband and wife, their life together and any children born from the marriage would benefit greatly.
“Please enlighten me, Miss Hamilton,” Thomas suggested, “on your feelings about matrimony.”
A becoming blush spread across her cheeks. Thomas scolded himself for even noticing such a thing. He didn’t think he ever noticed when Amelia or Isabella blushed. Miss Hamilton was now one of his sisters, nothing more, and he must respond accordingly.
“Don’t be shy now,” he prompted, anticipating her answer.
“I believe I explained this to you in my letter. I wish to live here, in America, by myself. I do not wish to marry. I wish to become a novelist, much like England’s Jane Austen. Did she not make her living from her pen?”
Words would not come forth from his mouth. The only other time Thomas remembered a female rendering him speechless was when his sister Isabella expressed interest in living in a brothel so she could wear frilly clothes and go out without a chaperone anytime she wanted. And, of course, being a courtesan appealed to her because she could court any handsome gentleman she wished. Being able to choose the one she wanted for herself probably had a lot to do with her wish as well. 
But Isabella had been ten-and-three at the time. Now, at the mature age of ten-and-eight, and with some knowledge of what transpired inside brothels, Isabella blushed profusely and threw things at him when he reminded her of her wish.
Finally Thomas organized thoughts in his head and allowed them to exit his mouth. “Your situation is much different from what Miss Austen’s was at your age. You have a large dowry and a trust fund. You come from a wealthy family and now a noble one. You have no need to tax yourself writing novels.”
Thomas watched her intently as she turned her reticule over in her lap, digesting that information. One foot tapped in a nervous rhythm on the wood floor of the carriage. Her chest rose and fell with her deep breathing, obviously to maintain a level of control. Several times she opened her mouth to speak only to close it again.
He did not know Miss Hamilton well, but something told him she was angry beyond mere words and was struggling to maintain her composure. He thought to compare her to others her age in the ton. 
Most girls her age—not all—were silly, empty-headed debutantes whose only purpose was to make a good impression when introduced to society and to marry well. Miss Hamilton, on the other hand, seemed not at all interested in making a good impression. For some reason, though it irritated him on one level, he found conversing with her to be refreshing.
 “Please speak you mind. As I told you before,” he said, waving his arm around the inside of the coach, “you are family.”
Thomas politely ignored the ungentlemanly snort from Myles.
“If it is acceptable to you, Your Grace, I will take your opinion and think it over.”
That was it. She had nothing else to say? Oh, well, it was probably for the best. Thomas could not encourage her to write novels or take seriously her declaration never to marry. It was just as well the matter was settled now.
“I would like to bring up another subject which has me curious,” Thomas began. “Why have two burly men been following us in a phaeton?”
Emma visibly winced, and all color escaped her face. “Papa hired Jerome and Sully to guard me whenever I leave Miss Beauregard’s.”
“Why?”
“To keep me safe,” she replied.
Thomas stole a look at Myles and then turned back to Miss Hamilton, his brows raised. “Why, I ask again?”
Miss Hamilton clearly did not like this topic. She refused to look at him. Her head bowed, she watched her hands intertwine with each other on her lap.
When she finally answered his query he had to lean forward to make out what she whispered. “Papa was afraid I would be taken for ransom again. I was kidnapped down by the docks when I was seven. It took three days before Papa found me and had the men responsible arrested. He was always afraid I would be taken again, so he hired Jerome and Sully to protect me.”
Thomas sat back, closed his eyes, and tried to relax his tense body. It was not unknown in this day and age that criminals kidnapped children of wealthy parents in England for ransom. Apparently it happened in America as well. 
Dear God. His heart sped up. What must she have endured?





  
 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
Nine long months spent in America, and Thomas still struggled with indecision. Was it best to sell off Hamilton’s whole fleet of whaling ships and all properties Hamilton had held? Or should he keep Mr. Walsh on as manager of the business related to the whaling industry and keep the holdings? Regardless of his decision, he planned on keeping one of the homes. He considered one a gem––a sea captain’s hip-roofed colonial, complete with widow’s walk. It was by far his favorite. That house sat high on a bluff where the views were spectacular and rivaled some from his country estate in England.
The furnishings were not to his taste. But quite nautical in theme, they suited the property perfectly. This was where Thomas spent most of his free time in America––not that he had much. What he was learning about the whale oil industry fascinated him. He spent any free time he had studying books and charts and grilling the ship captains when they came into port. 
On any given day, there were upwards of three of his twenty-six vessels in port. Some ships were away from port, whaling, for only one or two years, if they successfully harpooned the whales and processed the oil. Many set sail and didn’t return for a much longer time, up to three or four years. These vessels harpooned the whales, harvested the oil, and delivered it to far-off regions before returning to their home port.
Thomas had learned a great deal about the different whales and the quality of oils that could be rendered from them. Never before had he been interested in where the oil for some of his lamps came from. His only concern had been that his supply never ran out. Now, however, the thought of oil and whaling excited him. Yes, a part of him thoroughly enjoyed his new occupation as business owner.
Being a duke, he was a man of leisure in England, as was expected of a peer of the realm––except when Parliament was in session. He had many holdings in England, and his tenant farmers worked his lands, overseen by managers. This experience in America was totally different.
Each day Thomas woke up anxious to reach the docks and his offices. Never in his life had his body hummed with such excitement or contentment as it did in New Bedford.
Some days Thomas wished he were not a duke of the realm and that he didn’t have to return to England at all. The excitement of this new land pumped up his blood. He wanted to keep Mr. Hamilton’s businesses alive…and was unsure the Prince Regent would allow him to do that himself. British dukes did not own businesses and certainly not American businesses. And if they did, they’d be expected to hire people to run them. 
Myles had left the New Bedford area after a month. Bored, or so he announced. Thomas knew otherwise. Myles, The Adventurer, headed south by stagecoach, planning to travel down the Mississippi by steamboat until he reached New Orleans. Eventually he’d head west. Myles had politely told Thomas he would not travel back to England until he encountered some Native Americans and possibly found himself a bride. So much for his offer to marry Miss Hamilton.
Ah, Miss Hamilton, Thomas mused.
In one-month’s time his ward would turn ten-and-eight. He needed to return home before the London Season was well underway because Amelia, Isabella, and Miss Hamilton needed to be presented to society.
Preparations were underway for the upcoming season already. Thomas had acquired Miss Hamilton’s measurements from Miss Beauregard. Measurements that had his mind traveling back to the first time he helped her into his hired carriage. The memory of her small waist, which he knew his hands could encircle easily, and her bosom, not too large, not too small, just perfect for his hands. And beneath her gown he envisioned long, lean legs that could wrap around his waist. . . Thomas shook his head to get such visions out of his head. She was his ward, nothing more, nothing less.
After sending Miss Hamilton’s measurements to England, he engaged the help of his mama and sisters to pick out a suitable wardrobe for her in England. He also sent several items he found in Mr. Hamilton’s sea captain’s house. Things he believed Emma would be thrilled to have.
He couldn’t help but smile and look forward to Miss Hamilton’s reaction upon seeing such finery and mementos waiting for her. She had fine clothing here in America, but what she had would not be suitable for her introduction into the ton. And as far as Thomas could tell from records he’d requested, the coin he set up in her name with Miss Beauregard for clothing and such things had remained untouched except for purchases at a bookstore and a stationery supply shop. A recent large withdrawal from her account, with no explanation, puzzled him.
He’d have Giles make inquiries and book their passage. Thomas knew Giles hated this savage world and pined for England and the status he had there as manservant to a duke.





  
 
CHAPTER SIX
 
Emma’s heart pounded with excitement as she selected and packed many of her worldly belongings in her trunk. The things she didn’t take she’d give to her friends here, and she would donate the rest to the town’s Female Charitable Society. Emma had been told her other belongings from various estates were in storage until the time she was located permanently somewhere. 
So she was finally sailing for England. She would never let the handsome, domineering duke know how excited she actually was to be traveling to his homeland with him. Excited as she was, she still had reservations about leaving her beloved America behind. And she would not make this departure easy on him.
Something nagged at her that things were not as they appeared. No matter the questions she’d asked and the answers she received… There was a shadow of secrecy surrounding the death of her dear papa. Somehow Emma would find out exactly what the duke was hiding from her regarding his death.
Before packing, Emma had handed out several items of clothing to Amy. They included her favorite plum riding habit that she had outgrown. Amy had said how much she liked it. Even so, Emma hoped the duke allowed the females of his family to mount a horse. Since coming to school, she had missed riding and the sense of freedom and exhilaration that came from it. Not to mention her favorite mare, Petunia, who had passed away last year from colic.
And this year, Emma had grown considerably. Several of her day dresses needed a small bit of altering, so Emma let down the hem and loosened the seams at the bodice before she packed those. Though she hadn’t felt it happening, her figure had changed in the past year.
In the rush to accomplish all, she flew around her bedroom in a whirlwind of energy that spiked her pulse and sent her heart banging against her ribs. The duke would arrive within the hour, and she needed to calm herself. Emma would rather cut her hair short than admit to him the thrill and romantic anticipation drumming inside her at the thought of traveling with him to England—Jane Austen’s England.
Would she have the chance to meet Miss Austen? To profess her utter devotion to her for making the years at Miss Beauregard’s Finishing School less lonely and more interesting? To tell her that to make it tolerable, Emma had put herself in the stories and vicariously lived the lives of the heroines?
Then there was Mr. Darcy from Pride and Prejudice. Emma wrapped her arms around her waist and spun around. Could any lady read that book without falling hopelessly and completely in love with him? She did not think so. She imagined that even old ladies past their prime dreamed about him. And if they did not, then it was surely their loss.
Would she meet her Mr. Darcy in England? She sighed loudly, closed her eyes, and prayed she would. Falling in love, she imagined, would be wondrously exciting and passionately satisfying. How could it be otherwise in her romantic mind? Oh, dear, Emma would have to work hard to remind herself she did not want to marry. Or, at least, keep up that pretense while in the duke’s company.
“Oh, my,” she sighed as she tied her buttercup bonnet on her head. It matched the only day dress that fit her properly. Next, she donned her royal blue pelisse and kid gloves. She took one last look around her bedroom and gave a silent farewell to her girlhood, ignoring the slight ache in her chest. Yes, she would miss some of her time here and some of the people, but the adventure of her life, as an adult woman, lay ahead, and she could not wait to step into it.
Confident her trunk was packed and ready to be transported to the ship, she walked in the direction of Amy’s room, hoping Amy’s roommates were elsewhere so their goodbye could take place in private. She’d already said goodbye to Penelope last evening, and that was hard enough. Leaving Amy would be torturous.
“Amy, may I come in?” Emma waited until she heard Amy’s soft voice answer. The moment Amy opened the door she wrapped her arms around Emma’s waist and held on tight.
“Please don’t leave me,” Amy whispered.
“I wish I didn’t have to. But we all grow up and have to move on.” Emma rubbed Amy’s back. “Please do not cry.” But really, how could she expect Amy not to cry when she herself had tears running down her cheeks? “I have something for you.” Emma handed Amy a small piece of parchment. “This is the duke’s address in London. Write me if you ever need anything. And I promise to help. And here’s something for you now.” Emma handed her a purse full of coin. Amy protested but Emma insisted. “There’s a note within in case you get in trouble for having it and another note to my banker who will help you invest this.” 
“How can I ever thank you, dear friend?”
Emma pulled out of Amy’s arms. “There is no need. You deserve it. I will write you as soon as the ship lands. I love you.”
With a heavy heart, Emma walked slowly down the stairs to await the duke in the receiving room.
With both sadness and excitement filling her mind, her manners escaped her and she rushed into the salon, nearly knocking over the duke in her exuberance. His eyes widened in shock, yet he reached out with his long arms and caught her around the waist and steadied her. Thank goodness. It would not do to start off their travels sprawled willy-nilly on the floor. 
Emma’s cheeks flushed with the image of the two of them intimately entwined on the salon floor. She thrust the thought aside and tried to compose herself. The touch of his hands tingled on her skin and seemed to burn through her clothing, sending flames she did not understand licking her body. 
“Your Grace,” she squeaked out as she looked up into his wide, clear blue eyes. He raised an eyebrow but said nothing. 
“Excuse me,” Emma said, stepping back and curtsying, hoping he didn’t hear the quiver in her voice or notice her body trembling. “Please accept my sincere apology for my unladylike behavior. I had not expected anyone to be here.”
“Were you not expecting me?” the duke asked with a scowl.
“Oh, yes, but not quite so soon.” After she blurted out her apology she breathed deeply to settle her nerves. “I trust you’ve had a pleasant and productive visit here in America?”
With liquid grace the duke bowed formally, sending her pulse racing. Would she ever feel comfortable in his presence?
“Yes, Miss Hamilton, my extended stay in America proved successful and interesting. I trust you have been well? And judging by your attire, do I understand you are no longer in mourning for your father?”
“Yes. I know I should be in half-mourning, but I believe wholeheartedly Papa would want me to begin my new life in England out of mourning.” Tears threatened to rain down from her eyes at the thought of her dear departed papa. She fought them back. It would not do to cry in front of the duke like some immature schoolgirl.
The duke strolled forward to the large windows overlooking a park across the lane. “Our ship sails with the late afternoon tide. I trust you are ready to go?”
“Yes, Your Grace.”
The duke looked away from the window. His eyes narrowed while he regarded her for several moments. “Also, there is the matter of your two guards. I compensated them well and gave them letters of recommendation as you will not require their services in England.”
“That was kind of you, Your Grace.” Yet she remembered her abduction and why her father had assigned them. That was a lifetime away. She turned back to the duke.
While he continued to speak Emma wondered how one man could grow more handsome in a year’s time. The duke most certainly had. His clothing was expensive and tasteful, but not the type of clothing she expected a peer of the realm to wear. His understated clothing suited him and highlighted his sandy hair to perfection.
“Please, since I am your guardian, I prefer you address me as Wentworth when we are in private.”
“Yes, Wentworth.” It rolled off her tongue like dewdrops on rose petals. Wentworth. It was a fine name for a more than fine gentleman.
“Splendid.” He waved one arm around the room. “If you’re ready, I will have the coachmen attend to your trunk.”
Sometime later, seated in the rolling carriage, Emma watched as the bustling waterfront came into view. Butterflies waltzed inside her stomach in anticipation of this next phase of her life. Yet her heart broke at the thought of leaving home. 
Everything about life here reminded her of her papa. And she was afraid that leaving it all behind and settling in another country was also leading her away from his memory. Oh, Emma knew she was being melancholy. She could never forget her papa, but still it worried her that she might.
The duke, lounging next to Emma, appeared to all the word as if nothing weighed on his mind. Would he be kind to her once they arrived at his estate? Many unanswered questions floated around inside her head, each one wanting to be answered. She rubbed her index fingers against her temples, trying to quell the sudden onset of a migraine. It would not do to be confined to her cabin the first day at sea. She did not want the duke to think she had a weak constitution. Emma took pride in her good health.
As the carriage rounded a bend the Georgina rose majestically out of the water. Emma couldn’t take her eyes off the ship that would be her home for weeks. Never, in all her eighteen years, had she traveled on a luxury ship. 
Her papa’s ships were made for whaling. There was nothing luxurious about them. Memories of her time on his ships brought tears to her eyes and a lump in her throat. Would she ever stop missing him?
Emma wiped away her tears and focused, once again, on the ship in front of her. Three masts rose up from the deck of the Georgina. Once it was in full sail, this ship would spirit them across the vast Atlantic in no time.
As they approached the dock, the sight of it close up took her breath away. The touch of Wentworth’s hand on hers as he helped her down from the carriage did not help. Sparks ignited and smoldered, sending tingles of awareness up her arm. Certainly he would be shocked by her reaction to him, if he were to find out. It would not do to dwell on these feelings. He was her guardian and nothing more. He probably looked upon her as just another irritating female he needed to marry off, or as an unwanted family member who would drain his coffers.
Just as Emma lightly placed her gloved hand on his proffered arm, she heard him say, with a hint of humor, “Well, I’ll be… If it isn’t my long-lost friend, Norwich.” 
Wentworth released Emma, and the two men clasped hands, “Now don’t you look like an American frontiersman. Emma, you remember my friend Norwich? He disappeared shortly after we arrived in New Bedford, saying he needed to see all America had to offer.”
Myles, his face darkly tanned with little crinkled lines around the eyes, grinned at Wentworth while he tipped his fedora to Emma. “Are you jealous because I traveled this wild land?” He wiggled his brows up and down. “Not to mention New Orleans and the Creole ladies with their delightful charms and elegant manners. Ahh, the joys of being young and handsome in such a fruitful new world.”
Wentworth burst out laughing, shaking Emma’s hand off his arm. “You are so conceited and full of yourself. But still, I would like to hear of your travels when we are in private and can talk freely.”
Emma wanted to hear Myles’s stories, too. But when she wasn’t invited, a bit of the sparkle wore off the day.
***
Myles’s eyes wandered freely up and down Emma’s body, a half-smile quirking his mouth. The intensity in his friend’s dark green eyes as they scanned his ward caused Thomas to clench his hands into fists. Out of the blue, he wanted to beat his old friend to a pulp. Instead, he maintained a smile for the sake of appearances.
“Miss Hamilton.” Myles bowed with noble grace. “You look lovelier than ever.” He reached out, took her gloved hand, and brushed his lips across her knuckles. “I trust this past year has been good to you?”
Emma seemed to take her time retrieving her hand from Myles’s grip, and then she curtsied oh so gracefully. Thomas scowled. Could she make it any plainer she found Myles to her liking?
“This past year was wonderful, such as it was, though I missed my papa terribly.” She eyed Thomas with her pale blue eyes, then looked at Myles again. “Thank you for your interest, Lord Norwich.”
“If you two are done,” Thomas said flatly as he tried to ignore his jealously over Emma’s excitement of seeing Myles. “we should board, or the ship will sail without us.” He turned to Myles, one brow arched. “Am I to presume you’ll be traveling with us?”
Myles slapped Thomas on the back and laughed. “Yes, you can, Thomas. Yes, you can.”
“Good.” 
Myles presented his arm for Emma. 
“Then shall we?” Thomas presented his arm also.
Emma glanced back and forth between him and Myles. Her eyes hinted at mischief. To Thomas’s utter amazement, she took the arm Myles offered instead of his. 
This breach of etiquette would have to be addressed before Emma made her debut into society. His status as duke was higher than Myles’s, and her choice would slight Thomas in the eyes of society. The look he sent Myles should have put his old friend in his place. No such luck. 
Myles grinned, winked at him, and turned to parade Emma up the gangplank. Neither glanced back to see if he followed. Thomas had a strong urge to rush forward and wrap his hands around Myles’s neck. 
What did Thomas care if Myles took an interest in Emma? As Myles had pointed out months ago before his wanderings across America, he might be interested in marrying her. Thomas’s heart skipped a beat at the thought.
He would probably die of heart failure before he managed to marry her off. Thomas truly believed Emma had no idea how breathtaking she was, and that could only be deemed a good thing. Nothing was worse than a conceited lady who plied her feminine wiles on all the gentlemen, only to leave them panting in her wake. It would be in his best interest to remember that himself. 
Not that Thomas intended to fall for her charms. Quite the opposite––she affected him not at all. That’s right. Keep telling yourself that. He still remembered the feel of her waist in his hands when he steadied her. The feel of her hand in his, the feel… 
Clenching his teeth, the duke pushed those thoughts from his mind and scowled. 
The three of them stood, side by side on deck, waving to the crowd on shore as the ship set sail. Though he frowned, Thomas’s pulse soared. England. He could hardly wait to be home, to visit one of his clubs, smoke a decent cigar, drink nicely aged brandy, and play a friendly game of cards. When the card game with Emma’s father came to mind he tamped it down. He told himself he had nothing to feel bad about. 
He forced his attention to the land they’d left, watched Boston slowly become a distant shadow on the horizon, and hoped one day he’d see it again. At the last minute he had decided to hold onto Emma’s father’s fleet of whaling ships. He had sold all properties except for the building on the waterfront that housed his offices, the warehouse, and the gem of a sea captain’s house he could not part with. 
Confident he had left his affairs here in order and in good hands, he was traveling back home to put his own estates in order––estates neglected for so many years by his father, and then by Thomas due to his lack of funds. Well, no more. He would personally see them put back in order––back to the point that his estates thrived along with the people working his lands. It was the least he could do after the years of suffering his tenants and staff had endured.
He’d left all responsibilities in the hands of his younger brother Sebastian, believing it would be good for the lad. Sebastian’s letters revealed that improvements were being made, not only to his country estate in Dover, but also to his home on Cavendish Square, which had looked tired and outdated. Certainly not the home one would expect of a duke.
When they docked in London, Thomas was optimistic he’d receive notice from the Prince Regent regarding Sebastian’s commission to His Majesty’s Army. It was past time his brother set out on his own to make his place in the world. Thomas did not envy his brother’s position as second son. In a recent letter, Sebastian said he did not envy Thomas with all his responsibilities as a duke and was looking forward to his brother’s return.
“Wentworth?” Myles’s voice pulled him out of his reverie. “I must thank you for leaving word with Mr. Walsh about your travel plans. I might have booked passage on another ship and missed this delightful reunion.” He was all soft, seductive smiles toward Emma.
The look did nothing for Thomas’s bad temper, boiling within him. “Yes, well, I figured you would wander back this way eventually, and I could hardly leave without you. After all, you traveled here because of me. I felt responsible.” As the words flowed Thomas was thinking the opposite. He wished his friend had traveled home behind them––by months.
Myles patted him on the back. He made the gesture just to needle Thomas, no doubt.
“Yes, well. No need to feel any responsibility toward me, because as you know, I’m capable of taking care of myself. Just like in the old days at Eton.” Myles’s lips curved up into another smile as he turned to Emma. “On the other hand, you, my dear, need to be taken care of. And I hope you will allow me the pleasure of seeing to your every comfort and whim while aboard ship. Especially as you have no lady’s maid to see to your comfort.”
That offer was inappropriate. Thomas suddenly felt nauseated by his friend’s flirting. He felt like calling him out. 
“This ship does have servants,” he said calmly, gritting his teeth instead, “and she will be attended to. No need for you to worry over her comfort, Lord Norwich.” 
Would it be too much to ask God for a strong tail wind so the crossing happened more quickly? If he had to listen to Myles flirt with Emma during all the weeks ahead, he might have to fling himself overboard to end his own suffering. Or better yet, fling Myles overboard and put everyone out of their misery.



 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
Once settled in her small, nicely appointed cabin, Emma pondered why the duke and Lord Norwich traveled with only one valet between them. Surely it could not be the norm for nobility? She heard how the English ton was pompous and lazy and expected servants to do everything for them––even dry off a lord or lady after bathing. Before she had entered Miss Beauregard’s she had a nurse who took care of her. Once she enrolled in finishing school, though, she took care of herself. Or had a classmate fasten the buttons on the back of her dresses. Most day frocks were now designed with the buttons in front. 
Dreamily, she wondered if she would have a lady’s maid once she was settled in the duke’s residence.
Would she have pretty gowns to wear when she attended Almack’s? She had heard much about that place only attended by debutantes of the best breeding.
Would the duke parade her around in an open landau in Hyde Park so all the eligible men could get a glimpse of her? Would he take her to Vauxhall Gardens, the opera, the theater?
Would His Grace escort her to a ball? Emma’s heart raced at the idea of attending one. And to be on the arm of a handsome duke would be… 
“Ahhh,” she sighed. Of course, he would only escort her. Once there, he would excuse himself and leave her to dance the night away with strangers. Or perhaps Lord Norwich would be kind enough to dance a waltz or two with her. Emma had never waltzed with a gentleman before except for the waltzing master, Mr. Danbury. And the thrill of dancing such a scandalous dance with the duke had her body warming with excitement. If only he . . .
During the long evenings in her cabin she wrote in her journal. Years from now she wanted to remember everything about this trip. Everything from what she ate daily to what she did to pass the time. Like now, only her eyes refused to stay open, and the rocking ship lulled her into a deep sleep.
***
Thomas settled into his cabin nicely, thanks to Giles. He was relaxing on the bunk when Myles knocked and poked his head inside the door.
“Are you busy, Thomas?” he asked, his tone solemn.
What brought on the sudden seriousness in his friend? Myles only used his Christian name when he either needed a boon or was bothered by something serious. Thomas took a closer look and found his friend’s brows drawn and his mouth turned down into a frown. It appeared something weighed heavily on his mind.
“No, come in and have a drink. I stashed several bottles of brandy in my trunk.” Thomas rose from the bed and gestured to one of two available wooden chairs in the small cabin. “Have a seat.” He handed Myles a glass and sat down on the other available seat.
“So, tell me what’s troubling you,” Thomas urged. “I’ve not seen you look this forlorn since we were boys and your father sent away the young maid you were infatuated with. Of course, you had politely announced to your father at the mature age of ten-and-five that you were going to marry her, so it was understandable.”
Those words brought a smile to Myles’s lips. “Yes, well, first love and all that. Wish it were that easy now.”
Puzzled, Thomas asked, “Wish what were that easy?”
Myles jumped up and paced the small cabin. Six strides one way and four the other. Not much room for pacing off one’s frustrations.
“I met someone in New Orleans, or rather on the ship going to Orleans.” Myles flopped back down on the hard surface of the chair.
“Do tell,” Thomas encouraged.
***
Normally Myles would not discuss intimate details involving liaisons with young women. This time, the excruciating pain of keeping his feelings to himself overwhelmed him, and he needed to talk it out. Needed his good friend’s advice since Myles knew he was too far gone, too much in love, to think clearly.
“While on my travels I had the great privilege of meeting and attending a ball given by the Conte and Contessa Com Du La Fleur who reside in the French Quarter of New Orleans.” Just thinking about Sophie had his pulse raging. “I had the misfortune of falling for their daughter, Sophie.”
“Yes, well, the look on your face makes perfect sense now,” Wentworth said.
“Humph.” Myles took pride in hiding his feelings like any other properly bred Englishman, and this was not easy. “I left abruptly as Sophie is betrothed to another, a Mr. Bernier. I didn’t want to cause more of a scandal.” At the raised brow from Thomas he added, “Dueling with her intended with rapiers caused enough embarrassment to Sophie’s family.”
Wentworth appeared incredulous. “To have you duel with her intended caused more than embarrassment; you caused a scandal for the poor girl.” He paused, rubbing his chin. “What shocks me is that you dueled at all. Not to be insulting, but your skill with swords is less than desirable. And if you dueled, how is it you are here today, alive and unharmed?”
Myles raked his hands through his long hair. “I sought the help of a Mr. Basile Croquere, a talented fencing master. I believe it will not be long before he belongs to the famous Maitre d’Armes. His skill is like nothing I have ever seen. He moves with the skill and grace of a panther. Mr. Croquere is so quick that most of the time I never saw him coming.” Myles paused and chuckled. “One day with Mr. Croquere’s instruction and I prevailed over Mr. Bernier.”
Wentworth leaned forward in his chair and eyed him with raised brows. “Let me get this right. You spent only one day with a fencing master, and that was enough to perfect your handling a rapier? You actually won the dual?”
“Yes, well,” Myles said, frowning. “It helped that Mr. Bernier was a novice himself. I nicked him once in the shoulder, and it was over.” Myles sighed loudly. “I don’t think he wanted to challenge me to a duel. But Sophie’s honor was in question after I kissed her on the balcony of her parents’ home. Mr. Bernier felt he had no choice. By now they are likely married and on their honeymoon.”
Myles did not like the pity he glimpsed in his friend’s eyes. He hadn’t told him the story to be pitied. Bloody hell; he did not know why he’d told Wentworth at all. It did not matter now because Sophie was lost to him forever.
“I would like you to consider me for Emma.”
“Come on, Myles. You cannot be serious. I don’t know, in good conscience, how I can give my blessing for you to marry my ward when you just confided your love for another.” Thomas groaned. “It would not be fair to Emma. Wait until her first season is well under way. If she doesn’t fancy anyone, we’ll discuss this again.”
***
Thomas leaned back in his chair and tried to picture Myles and Emma. Oh, he could see them together easily, too easily. And the thought of Myles and Emma together made him want to do physical harm to Myles.
Ever since he met Emma last year, she’d plagued his dreams and undermined almost every coherent thought. And because of her he hadn’t sold Mr. Hamilton’s fleet of whaling ships. Somehow he knew if he held on to her legacy, she would be part of his life. Because, bugger all, she tortured him with her womanly curves and her beautiful smile. Never mind her soft blue eyes that sparkled with life, innocent life. 
Emma was not of noble birth, however, so nothing could come of this lust Thomas felt for her. Everyone expected him to marry a lady of breeding. Emma would be perfect for a second or even a third son. She had a large dowry that would attract many eligible bachelors along with any number of unsavory rogues. For the first time he considered his younger brother with a degree of envy. Then he shook himself.
He had to be careful to keep her safe from fortune hunters.
Myles threw his gloves at Thomas, and they landed right on his face. “Why are you smiling like some lovesick young buck? My life is over, and you are grinning like the king’s fool.”
Sitting up straight, Thomas looked and sounded contrite. “How inconsiderate of me. Please accept my apologies.”
“Yes, well.” Myles picked up the nearly full brandy bottle. “I’ll just take this with me as a peace offering.” He left the duke alone in his cabin.
The audacity of Myles taking Thomas’s brandy. It was a good thing he had more, because if he were going to survive this voyage with Emma, Thomas needed to dull his brain and his cock. Both engaged every time he thought of her.
Get a grip on your emotions, man. You are her guardian. There must be a law against lusting after her.
The sooner he escorted her off this ship and turned her over to his mother and sisters, the better for all involved.
***
The first week aboard ship had Emma keeping to herself in her cabin except when Myles or Wentworth escorted her up on deck. And when they did, the bright sun and fresh air warmed her cheeks and caused her pulse to soar. She’d been on her papa’s whaling vessels in port, but never had she sailed on the open ocean. Now Emma understood a sailor’s love of the sea. 
It exhilarated her, and she never tired of the vast expanse of open water. Fortunately the weather cooperated, and the seas were fairly calm. Deep down inside she wondered what it would be like to sail in a storm. Part of her wanted to find out. Another part of her was terrified at the thought.
Most nights they dined at the Captain’s table with several other passengers who were prominent individuals, or so she was told by Wentworth. 
After a month of the same, the novelty Emma had initially felt at being out to sea subsided. Every day she woke up praying it would be the day she saw land again.
***
Emma’s eyes strained in their sockets as their ship traveled up the Thames. For the first time she glimpsed the Tower of London, poking through the foggy mist. The splendidly eerie scene brought forth visions of Anne Boleyn’s imprisonment by King Henry VIII and, later, her beheading in the courtyard. There was nothing so grand or frightening in America. 
How could the duke stand beside her and not even blink an eye at the glorious sights? Did nothing move him? 
During the crossing of the Atlantic he had sought the solitude of his cabin most days. Emma’s heart pained to think of the burden she must be to him that he could not stand the sight of her. Could her papa have made a mistake in naming him her guardian? 
Please, God, don’t let it be true.
Emma wanted to be wanted.
Needed to be wanted rather than just an imposition or a responsibility.
The duke and his family were all she had in the world now. She needed them. Please let the others be warm and understanding, welcoming her more than the duke had. Emma did not know what she would do if they resented her presence, resented her being thrust into their lives without warning.
Her fears were for naught. The moment His Grace helped her down from the carriage and escorted her inside his three-story mansion, she found herself surrounded by his enthusiastic family.
Wentworth pulled her forward and made the introductions. “Miss Emma Hamilton, this is my mother, the Dowager Duchess of Wentworth.” 
Emma’s body quivered with suppressed nervous excitement. Though she’d practiced on the crossing she found it difficult to turn a graceful curtsy. “Your Grace, it is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”
The Dowager took her hand and patted it with both of hers, giving Emma a welcome smile that somewhat eased her jumbled nerves. “We are pleased to welcome you into our family.” Her eyes fell on her son, then back to Emma. “I can see the duke is already taken with you.”
Emma’s cheeks scorched at the look that passed between mother and son. The duke certainly didn’t look taken with her. If anything, he looked like he wanted to throttle someone and throw the victim out in the street. “That is very kind of you to say.” She lowered her head. “Your Grace.”
“Let me introduce you to my other son,” the dowager duchess began. “Miss Emma Hamilton, may I present Lord Sebastian.”
“Lord Sebastian, it is an honor to make your acquaintance,” Emma said as she curtsied. Nervous jitters danced around inside her stomach once again.
Lord Sebastian bowed, raised her right hand to his lips, and grinned at her. Her breath caught in her lungs when she really looked at him. The resemblance to the duke was astounding, if she ignored the hair color. They could almost be twins, except when she compared their eyes. They had the exact same color; Lord Sebastian’s held laughter and mischief. The duke’s were… jaded was the only word that came to her mind. His life experiences must have been far different from his brother’s. She presumed responsibilities must weigh heavily on the duke.
“Miss Hamilton, it is a great pleasure to make your acquaintance and welcome you to Wentworth House.” Lord Sebastian stole a look at Wentworth, who glared at his younger brother. “My brother did not do you justice when he described you in his correspondence. You are a vision of beauty beyond mere words. And please call me . . . Sebastian.”
She tugged her hand from his heated grasp. “Sebastian. If we are going to be informal, you may call me Emma.”
Once more the brothers locked eyes. The duke’s look was positively murderous. Emma’s body trembled. Had she done something to cause such a look? She had studied everything she could about London Society and propriety over the past year, and she did not believe she had made a faux pas.
Sebastian’s eyes returned to her. “It would be my pleasure to call you Emma.”
Their mother nudged Sebastian aside and eyed both her sons as only a mother can. “Please meet my daughters, Lady Isabella and Lady Amelia.”
The sisters and Emma curtsied––all three at the same time. Then Emma found each of her arms linked to a sister, and she was led toward the grand staircase. “Call me Bella as we will be sisters now,” said the older of the two, “and call my sister Amelia. Come along with us. Let’s get you settled in your room. I, for one, want to hear everything about Yankee men and the Native Americans.”
The room they ushered her into made her smile. It was not quite as large as her bedroom at home in New Bedford. The furnishings were small, feminine, and exactly to her taste, perfectly decorated for her. And it was not pink––that was refreshing. The walls were covered in a light blue and cream striped silk. A thick cream rug hugged the wood floors. A blue brocade chair sat in front of the fireplace. There was a mahogany wardrobe against one wall near a small writing desk that could double as a dressing table. 
The four-poster bed was draped with beautiful blue silk coverings and numerous pillows. Hanging above the bed was a portrait of her parents. “Oh, my.” Her hand covered her pounding heart and tears stung her eyes at the duke’s thoughtfulness. She was convinced it was his doing. Who else could have brought it here from where it had hung in her papa’s bedchamber? Emma would have to remember to have a private word with him that evening to thank him.
Emma glanced at the bed again and suddenly realized how weary she was. And the thought of sleeping in a real bed, in a home, instead of a rocking ship, had her sighing with longing. Even though she had been on land for several hours, she still experienced the rocking of the ship. But she could not be rude to her new sisters who were making themselves comfortable on her bed, their eyes wide and waiting.
Bella and Amelia were the exact opposites. Amelia had deep brown hair and dark, exotic eyes. With her creamy pale skin, Emma could picture men dropping to their knees begging for her favors.
Bella had beautiful silky blond hair and blue eyes. When she looked at Bella’s eyes it was unsettling as they mirrored those of Bella’s brothers. It was the duke she pictured and thought about most as she compared the family.
“What would you like to know?” Emma asked as she sat down at the foot of the bed. She prayed her racing heart would settle down soon.
Just as Bella was about to speak, their mother swept into the room, with two muscular servants managing Emma’s trunk. A lady’s maid followed on their heels. The dowager duchess clapped her hands to get their attention. “Girls, Emma needs her privacy. She must be positively exhausted from her travels. She needs rest. You can spend time with her later this evening. Now, go.”
They said their good-byes and promised to come back later that night for ‘girl talk.’
“Emma, this is your lady’s maid, Rosie. She is competent and has been in our employ for…” The dowager threw up her hands. “Well, forever. Her mother is my maid, and I assure you, she has had the best training. She will take good care of you. Now, I will leave you to rest before the evening meal.” 
The dowager duchess paused at the door and glanced over her shoulder. “If you need anything, Rosie will help you.”
Emma did nothing but yawn as Rosie helped undress her down to her chemise and tucked her in bed under the rich, silky covers. The last thing Emma remembered before falling into a dreamless and utterly exhausted sleep was the duke’s scowling face and his penetrating eyes as they had appeared their last time together.
***
“Miss Emma, wake up,” Rosie murmured as she threw open the doors to the wardrobe. The rustling of taffetas, silks, and satins pulled Emma from sleep. “It’s time to dress for dinner. There will only be family this evening so nothing formal. How about this lovely pink evening dress?” 
Emma sat up, swung her legs over the side of the bed, and rubbed the sleep from her eyes. “Oh, I cannot. That is not mine.” She shuffled to the wardrobe and gently fingered the exquisite and expensive clothing hanging there, everything from day dresses to ball gowns to riding habits. Where had they all come from? She had nothing so fine in her trunk. She’d left all her lovely clothes in America because she had outgrown them.
“Rosie, where did all these come from?” she asked as her pulse soared. Though not hers, she wished she had time to try them on one by one and parade before the mirror.
“His Grace,” Rosie replied.
His Grace. Emma remembered his scowl and quickly snatched her hand back from fingering the pink taffeta evening dress Rosie had recommended. Emma frowned. How on earth had he accomplished all this? What purpose did he have that had him dressing her so fine? Her heart slammed into her chest.
Of course it made perfect sense. The duke needed to marry her off, and how could he accomplish that with her wearing the less-than-stylish clothes she had brought with her? If she arrived in London drawing rooms or attended balls wearing her own clothing, she would be laughed at. And not only herself––the whole Seabrook family would be shamed as well.
Her eyes scanned the room. While she slept, Rosie had certainly been busy. The dressing table overflowed with bottles of creams and perfumes, hair combs, ribbons, and pins. Emma smelled a perfume bottle full of a wonderfully light jasmine scent. How did he know she’d like this?
Emma sauntered over to the chest of drawers and opened one after another and found undergarments worthy of a queen. Without a thought, she fingered the chemises and nightshifts made from such fine muslins and linens they would caress her skin like a tender lover’s hands. Where had that thought come from? She blushed down to her toes at the thought the duke had ordered each of these feminine garments with her in mind. Surely not. That would be most improper.
“Rosie, the pink dress it will be.” For a moment she considered wearing one of her black dresses, but she did not want to anger the duke. He had seemed positively put out when they had arrived today, and she would just as soon not attract his ire. If she were smart, she would stay far away from him. How could she stay away when she owed him a thank you for her parent’s portrait? Well, after she spoke to him she would stay quiet and blend in with his sisters, and quite possibly, with any luck, he would then forget about her. 
And forget about his duty to marry her off.
Emma sucked in her breath, partly because Rosie, at that precise moment, pulled tightly on the stays to her corset. Also, she feared if she continued to upset him, the duke would actually thrust her off into marriage without consulting her feelings or thoughts on the subject.
Oh, fiddlesticks––surely she would have time to adjust to being part of the Seabrook family before he sent her off to strangers? The dowager duchess seemed to be a sensitive and caring mother. Perhaps she would become an ally.
An hour later Emma descended the stairs, her hands gripping the railing for dear life and her heart beating in triple time against her rib cage. The panic threatening to engulf her almost won out, but then she caught sight of Sebastian waiting at the bottom of the stairs. The wide, welcoming smile plastered across his handsome face soothed her.
“Emma…” He bowed most gallantly. “My dear, you are a vision of loveliness.”
As she approached the last step, he took her ungloved hand—oh, no, she had forgotten her gloves—and raised it up to his lips. Right before he would have brushed her knuckles he met her eyes, his deep blue ones twinkling with mischief. Then Sebastian boldly turned her hand over, placing a warm, moist kiss on her pulse point. She shivered down to her silk-slipper toes. Nobody had ever been so bold with her before. 
Emma would have to watch herself around this handsome devil.
Plucking her hand from his grasp, she curtsied. “Sebastian, your flattery is wasted on me. Are we not supposed to be family? Are you not my brother now?”
That brought a burst of laughter from him. “I would be remiss, as a brother, if I did not compliment my sisters on their beauty.”
A throat cleared. Oh, no.

“Excuse me,” Wentworth said flatly from the doorway leading into the drawing room. “The servants are anxious to serve the first course. And I would prefer my meal to be hot when I eat it. Do you two think you could join us sometime this hour?”
The younger brother held out his arm. “Emma, may I have the pleasure of escorting you to dinner?”
“For Christ’s sake, Sebastian, this is not a formal affair. I’m quite sure Miss Hamilton can find her way to the dining room table without your help.”
How rude. Her papa had always told her there was no excuse for rudeness. And she’d done nothing wrong. If he’d seen Sebastian kiss her hand, that was something to speak to Sebastian about, not punish her for.
Emma shot Wentworth a scathing look, raised her chin, took Sebastian’s arm, and said sweetly, “I would be honored.” She would thank the duke later for her papa’s portrait…when he demonstrated some civility.
***
For the love of God, had the two of them plotted against him? And had she been flirting with Sebastian? She’d certainly pulled her gloveless hand from Sebastian’s quickly when she realized he was there. Thomas would not put it past his brother––but Emma? He sighed, letting his breath out slowly as he fought to control the anger churning inside him, looking for an outlet.
Dinner was a disaster. Not that anyone else noticed. Thomas sat at the end of the table facing his mother. His sisters sat on one side, facing Sebastian and Emma. The courses came and went. Thomas didn’t taste a thing. Even so, when the servants came to take his plates away they were empty. He didn’t remember putting the food in his mouth, never mind chewing and swallowing. He caught his mother’s frown when his glass of wine was refilled again. Exactly how many times had it been refilled? Damned if he knew.
All Thomas knew for sure was that he felt out of place sitting at his own table, in his own house, while the conversation traveled from one person to another – never including him. Their voices resonated around the room, and not once did he grasp what was being said. Laughter came and went, and he had no idea what was so amusing.
At one point, all eyes peered at him and an uncomfortable silence descended around the table. His mother’s voice broke the spell. “I say, Thomas, why don’t we retire to the drawing room for sherry?”
“Why, yes, excellent idea. Why did I not think of it?”
Thomas entered the drawing room last, skipped the sherry, and poured a generous amount of brandy into a crystal glass before walking over to the chess table. 
“Sebastian, how about a game?” he asked.
“Why, brother, I would love to.”
Once Sebastian sat down opposite him Thomas pinned him with his eyes. “What do you think you are doing?” he whispered, for their ears only.
“What do you mean?” his brother asked.
“You are flirting with Emma like some hound chasing the scent of a bitch in heat.”
His brother flinched. “Lower your voice. Do you want everyone to hear––including Emma––that you just compared our new sister to a female dog in heat?”
“I know what I just said.” Thomas’s voice rose several octaves, and everyone’s eyes fell on him. Just what he did not need. He’d embarrassed himself in front of his whole family––and her. How the bloody hell was he supposed to relax in his own home with her everywhere? And why the bugger did he buy her jasmine perfume when one whiff of it sent half his blood to his head and the other…well…down?
“Excuse me.” Thomas stood, knocking over his chair in the process. “I’m going out.”
Thomas stalked from the room and barked an order to Giles. “Have the coach brought around.”
***
As Thomas entered Brooks’s sometime later, he found Myles sitting with their friend Amesbury and––his heart sank as he recognized the other man––Lord Templeton, Viscount Riverton. The lord’s gossipy tongue rivaled that of the aging Lady Shrewsbury. Thomas would swear the lives of people like Templeton and Lady Shrewsbury revolved around digging up scandal amongst the citizens of the haut ton. More than that, they considered it their duty to spread the word when they found it. 
The two of them had personally ruined many reputations, for some warranted, for others not. They were the cause of many Gretna Green weddings and at least one suicide, that of a prominent captain in His Majesty’s Royal Navy. And innumerable young maids cried in their pillows at night after finding their name whispered by their lips, then plastered in the gossip rags for all to read.
There was a time Thomas’s family’s name had graced the print in the gossip rags––but not anymore. God help them, if he ever found his name or that of one of his siblings as the topic of conversation between the two battle-axes. All the more reason he had to keep Hamilton’s secret and the circumstances of his death confined to Myles, Amesbury, and himself. His two best friends could be trusted with his life.
Amesbury spotted him first and motioned him over. “Wentworth, finally you arrive. I was beginning to think you had forgotten about our meeting of the minds. Riverton just stopped by to pay his respects.” Amesbury turned to the viscount. “If you will excuse us, the three of us have urgent business matters to discuss.”
Riverton, startled to be dismissed so rudely, bowed and said his farewells with due haste.
“Amesbury, are you trying to make an enemy?” Thomas groaned as he took the viscount’s recently vacated seat.
Amesbury raised his brows. “Hardly. I need help and I don’t need Mr. Gossip King hearing.”
Thomas laughed. “You need help? What could you possibly need help with? I’m the one saddled with an American chit who enamored my brother in mere seconds. Just what I need is scandal under my own roof. I’m going to have to conduct nightly bed checks.”
Both his friends burst out laughing, and Thomas narrowed his eyes. “Laugh all you want. Someday I’ll be laughing at the two of you.”
Myles cleared his throat. “Seems you won’t have to wait long. While you and I were gallivanting around America, our good friend, Amesbury here, got himself betrothed.”
“You what?” Thomas blurted out as he leaned forward in his chair. “No, wait. Don’t tell me you fell for the oldest trick in the book. You got some shy, silly, innocent debutante alone in some desolate garden and caused a scandal? Forgive me, but how is that possible if the Season has not even begun?”
Amesbury leaned forward and growled at Thomas, actually growled. “No. It wasn’t a garden; we were out on a veranda. And it was last season. On the night you two supposed friends of mine deserted me. Remember?” He raked his hands through his hair. “Bloody bugger, I don’t know what came over me. One minute I was looking into her amber eyes, and the next thing I knew my lips were upon hers. And if that was not bad enough, when I pulled back, I blurted out the question. And she said ‘yes.’ Just like that. What am I going to do? I don’t want to marry her. We have been betrothed for nearly a year. Time is running out for me.”
“Will somebody tell me who she is?” Thomas demanded, his tone laced with humor.
Myles, who’d been listening, started chuckling until he laughed so hard his shoulders shook and his eyes watered. When Amesbury gave Myles a scathing look, Myles stopped laughing. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to make fun. It’s just that, bloody hell, it scares me that it could have happened to any one of us. That being said, Wentworth, do you remember the season before last, there was this exquisite-looking debutante who was so shy she stuttered whenever a gentleman approached her? That or she blushed from the top of her head down to the swell of her breasts.”
Myles paused until Thomas nudged him on. “So, do tell. You just described any number of females.”
“Enough, enough, it is Lady Beth,” Amesbury spewed out.
“Ahhh,” Thomas smiled. “If you had said Lady Elizabeth, I would have asked ‘Elizabeth who?’ But Lady Beth, well . . . that explains it. She has always favored you.”
Amesbury looked positively ill. 
Thomas signaled for more drink. It was good for him to worry about Amesbury’s problem instead of his own. As he focused on his friend, his mind instantly cleared of the fog plaguing him; his heart beat lighter and the brick lifted off his chest. He breathed in deeply. “She is a lovely girl, if I recall.”
“Yes, well...” Amesbury downed his drink in one swill. “She is. She is also ten and nine and pure.” He leaned closer to his friends and whispered. “It may come as a shock to you both, but I have never deflowered an innocent. The only sexual encounters I have ever had I paid for. What the deuce do I know about a virgin and her needs?”
Thomas almost felt sorry for his friend. “We will all face that dilemma eventually, unless one of us marries a widow or a light skirt of good breeding. When are the happy nuptials to take place?”
Amesbury groaned. “In four months. Please help me get out of this. I am desperate.”
Thomas glanced at Myles, who, unlike his usual smirking self, actually looked sad about his friend’s predicament. Obviously the disclosure had turned his mind to his French lady back in New Orleans. What a trio they made. One friend pined over a married lady an ocean away, another tried to shuck his responsibility to marry a perfectly acceptable young lady, and, he, a duke, was forced to deal with Miss Hamilton––an innocent he lusted after on a daily basis.
“You know what I think, Amesbury?” Thomas began. “I think Lady Beth is an exceptional choice for a bride, and you should resign yourself to your fate.”
“Easy for you to say. You’re not going to be leg-shackled in four months’ time,” Amesbury said as he frowned at the empty glass in his hand.
“Indeed I’m not. But you could think of yourself as lucky because Myles and I still have to find a bride amongst the debutantes that are left.” Thomas picked up his glass in a salute. “You have chosen the diamond among lesser gems.”
“Here, here,” Myles added. 





  
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
Emma had just changed into her night rail when Amelia and Bella burst through her bedchamber door. Both were dressed in long, flowing white robes, and both plopped down on her bed without asking. She could get used to this closeness with them. They reminded her of Amy and Penelope, on the other side of the ocean. She swallowed a lump in her throat. She missed her friends. 
Still, hadn’t she always wondered what it would have been like to have a sister? She had the feeling she was about to find out.
“Well,” Amelia smiled, “Bella and I want to hear everything about America.”
Emma laughed with a lightheartedness she hadn’t felt in a long time, and she joined the two sisters on her bed. “Like what?”
“Like what?” Bella asked, her eyes wide as saucers. “Like everything and anything about American men.”
“To tell you the truth, I didn’t meet many. My father kept me protected from the outside world.”
Bella looked positively devastated. “You mean you never flirted with a gentleman or stole a kiss in a dark corner?”
Amelia gasped. “Bella, you have never done such things either.”
“I know,” Bella agreed with dreamy eyes. “But by this time next week we will make our debut.” She sighed and flopped back on the bed, her arms spread wide. “We will actually have the chance to use our dancing skills with gentlemen. No more partnering with females fighting over who will lead. We can use our fans to flirt and send men scurrying toward the punch bowl, each one hoping to be the first to return with our refreshments.”
“If you don’t behave…” Amelia eyed her sister. “Thomas will send you home and pick your husband himself.”
Bella sprang up. “You are so right, sister.” She shuddered. “I’ll be the picture of a perfect, meek debutante. I’ll only speak when spoken to and will look shy and innocent behind my fan. And dance the waltz with the perfect arm’s length between my partner and me. And I will never, ever leave the ballroom with a gentleman––no matter how handsome and charming he is or how weak in the knees he makes me.”
All three young ladies sighed loudly. “Weak in the knees…” Amelia moaned. “Do you think that really happens?”
Bella giggled. “I hope so. I have read about it in gothic novels and in Lord Byron’s poems. Not that he says it in those words exactly. But oh, I do hope it is true. To meet a man who makes my heart pound… My hands itch to touch his naked flesh and cause flames to burn in my loins.”
“Bella!” her sister admonished. “You have been reading naughty things.”
“Oh, Bella, do tell,” Emma requested shyly.
Bella smiled coquettishly as she scooted up on her knees. “I found the most tantalizing book in Sebastian’s room. It had illustrations and everything, although I’m not quite sure how some of the positions worked. How one would bend like that. There was one drawing of a naked man’s large pizzle.” Bella giggled. “It looked rather strange standing up against his stomach, with large, round twin balls hanging down below. A woman was stroking his manhood, and one drawing showed her mouth kissing it.” Bella shivered. “Can you imagine anything so naughty? Do you think that’s what ladybirds do when men visit them?”
Amelia blushed deeply and murmured, “I don’t know.” Her eyes widened. “Are we expected to do those things with our husbands? I, for one, cannot imagine anything so vulgar.”
“Do you suppose some courtesan or mistress has done that to the duke?” Emma gasped and covered her mouth with her hand, appalled at herself for suggesting such a thing.
“No,” both sisters said in unison.
It was Bella who explained. “Thomas––I like to call him that when he is not around, though two years ago, when our father passed away, Thomas insisted we call him Wentworth. Anyway, I doubt he has ever been intimate with a woman. Even before Papa’s death and the scandal that followed, he was always dark and moody, always worrying about this or that. Now his friends, Lords Amesbury and Norwich…maybe they have such courtesans…” She turned to Emma, her eyes alight. “You met Myles. What did you think of him?”
“He is nice and sweet.” Emma giggled, enjoying herself much more than she thought she would. It felt as though she had known Amelia and Bella forever. “He is a terrible flirt, and the duke hates that. I found Myles enchanting, though I do think he is a natural flirt and treats every lady the same way.”
“Oh,” Bella said with a deep sigh. “I rather hoped it was just me he flirted with.”
“Bella,” Amelia said, putting her arm around her sister. “I never realized you had feelings for Myles. He would make an excellent choice as a husband. Have you told Thomas of your interest?”
A look crossed Bella’s face, making Emma think she had not discussed it with the duke.
 “I would never tell our brother.” Bella gasped. “He would probably make Myles stay away. Besides, did not Emma just say he flirted with her? I must have mistaken his attentions toward me.”
Now Emma hugged her. “I’m sorry. Quite possibly he does have feelings for you. I have not known him nearly as long as you. What about this Lord Amesbury, the other friend of the duke’s? Who is he?”
“Oh, Edward Worthington, the Marquess of Amesbury,” Amelia said with a deep languid sigh. “He is betrothed to Lady Beth since last season. They are to wed when this season is over. Beth is as lovely as a porcelain doll, beautiful, delicate, and shy. So very shy; I do not know what Amesbury was thinking when he proposed. I can’t imagine she would ever touch his—”
All three of them burst out laughing. 
The noise brought Her Grace into Emma’s room. “Amelia, Isabella, time to let Emma sleep. She must be positively exhausted from her travels.” The dowager clapped her hands. “Come, come; time for bed, girls.”
Sleep did not come easily to Emma, though she was tired. Thoughts of her conversations with Penelope from school, and with Amelia and Bella from that evening, brought to mind images of men’s hard pizzles. Then her images changed and the duke appeared standing in her bedchamber, naked with his pizzle pointing at her. 
“Oh,” she groaned as she rolled over onto her stomach. Emma should not think of His Grace in such an indecent manner. He had never shown any interest in her. Actually, he avoided her whenever he possibly could––as if she carried the plague.
***
Sitting at her dressing table waiting for Rosie to finish her elaborate hairstyle, Emma tried to settle her nerves. Tonight she would be introduced into London Society at the first ball of the season, to be held at the Duke and Duchess Caulfield’s. Never in her wildest dreams had she thought this would ever happen––though her papa had promised it would. 
Her papa… Her heart pained over the loss of him. She missed him terribly and hoped she made him proud. Emma whispered a prayer. Tonight her life would change forever. She would officially be on the block, at least looking for a future husband. But unless she found the right one, she had other plans than marriage. 
Her expectations, the requirements for her future husband, were not many. He had to be somewhat handsome. She could not imagine spending the rest of her life staring at a face that repulsed her. However, the most important attribute she insisted on was kindness. He must be kind as well as attractive. Emma could not envision herself married to a moody, brooding man who expected everyone around him to snap to attention at his every whim… 
The duke, in all his handsomeness and broody moods, flashed through her mind. 
Obviously, he would never do. Her stomach knotted up tight. “Please, God, don’t let me embarrass myself tonight. And please keep me from dreaming about the duke.”
“Pardon me, Miss Emma, did you say something?” Rosie asked this as she tucked white roses into Emma’s upswept hair.
“Oh, no, Rosie; I was thinking aloud.”
“Miss Emma, His Grace gave me these for you.” Rosie held open a cream satin- lined box that Emma recognized instantly as belonging to her mother. Inside the box rested her mama’s pearl necklace and earrings that her papa had given Mama on their wedding night. Once again, she knew the duke was responsible for this. She was elated to have her mama’s precious pearls, but her stomach twitched with guilt that she had not even thanked the duke for the portrait. Her manners were appalling, and that must be addressed.
“Let me help you up and stand you in front of the full-length mirror so you can get a good look at yourself.”
At first Emma was afraid to look, afraid of what she might see…or not see. She opened her eyes a slit and then more, and more…until she stared wide-eyed in disbelief, her hand at her throat.
“Oh, Rosie, that cannot be me?”
Her maid smiled. “Miss Emma, you will be the loveliest lady at the ball.”
“But Amelia and Bella will be lovelier. I’m quite sure of it.”
“All three of you will be the loveliest and the envy of all the other debutantes. And the gentlemen will be tripping over each other, vying for your attentions.”
Emma forced herself to study the vision in the mirror. Her high-waist, white satin ball gown with its low, square neckline sparkled in the candle’s light. The wide ribbon tied under her bosom accentuated the fullness of her breasts and was a contrast to the seed pearls embroidered at the neckline. The dress cascaded perfectly to the floor, just covering her white satin slippers. Emma fingered her mama’s pearls. 
Her coiffure looked as though her blond hair would tumble down at any time, though Rosie had secured it with numerous pins. The white miniature roses tucked into her hair added to the allure. Where was the girl from Miss Beauregard’s Finishing School? What she glimpsed, standing in the mirror, was a young lady worthy of meeting her prince charming.
At the appointed time, Emma joined Amelia and Bella at the top of the stairs. They exclaimed over each other’s gowns and coiffures, then linked their gloved hands and descended the sweeping staircase together. 
Emma shivered when she saw Thomas waiting at the bottom of the staircase with Sebastian and his mother. 
***
When Thomas looked up his heart stopped. His two sisters looked beautiful and grown up, but his eyes drank Emma in, and that sent heat pooling in his loins. Damn his formal black tailcoat as it would not hide his lust from his mother if she looked. It would not do to have his mother see him in such a state. She would think him a degenerate of the vilest kind. 
That worry was forgotten when, with one look at his brother, Thomas knew Sebastian lusted after Emma as well.
Bloody hell, he so did not want to negotiate a marriage between his brother and his ward.
Thomas promised himself, right then and there, their mutual interest would never come to fruition. Oh, it was terribly selfish of him, but how could he survive seeing the two of them together, day after day, knowing he wanted what they shared behind the closed doors to their bedchamber? 
How could he look at Emma’s flushed face every morning, knowing his brother was the cause of her satisfied glow? Oh, yes, he was a selfish bastard. Thomas could not have her, but his brother would not have her either.
His eyes moved back to Emma, in her virginal white satin gown. She looked good enough to take behind a large potted plant to plunder her mouth and cup her generous breasts that swelled over the top of her chaste gown… Damn it. Thomas, control yourself.
Even in his aroused state, Thomas bowed a perfectly turned out bow, complete with hand sweep. “Ladies, you three are a vision. Every gentleman’s eyes will be upon you this evening.” 
All three ladies curtsied in sequence. Had they practiced that? Sebastian nudged Thomas aside and stepped toward his ward. 
“Emma.” He placed his right hand over his heart and bowed. “Be still, my heart. It beats for you alone. May I?” He held out his arm.
Thomas felt a low growl rise up his throat, and before he could stop it…it escaped, causing all eyes to turn to him. His mother narrowed her eyes, searching for the cause. 
“Excuse me; stomach troubles.” He mumbled this through the hand covering his mouth––which brought another inquisitive look from his mother.
Thomas shrugged, held out his arm to his mother, and said, “Shall we?”
The others might be ready––he was anything but. He didn’t lie when he said he had stomach troubles. It did in fact toss, turn, and churn with a kind of pain. Too many things worried him. One would think it was his first ball. 
First priority…he had to watch Emma, Amelia and Bella to make sure they never left the ballroom alone with a gentleman. And then he and Sebastian had to pay homage to all the mamas and keep themselves from being led astray by their virginal daughters. 
Easy––nothing to it. 
Yes, well, tell that to my insides.
They arrived at the Duke and Duchess Caulfield’s estate and found dozens of carriages already waiting in the queue. Everyone’s livery colors were bright and crisp, as none wanted to be outdone by another at the first ball of the season.
***
Thomas escorted his mother and Emma inside the front entrance while Sebastian led Amelia and Bella. As they ascended the grand staircase Emma tripped. 
“Steady,” he murmured into her ear. “You’re doing fine.”
“Am I?” Her terrified blue eyes met his, and she lowered her gaze to her feet.
“Keep your chin up, shoulders back. Remember your posture,” his mother spoke up. “And stop looking as though you are going to the gallows. It is a ball. Enjoy yourself while you are young and unmarried.”
Thomas shot his mother a reproachful look. “Don’t encourage her. Before we know it, she’ll be the center of a scandal because she enjoyed herself overly much.”
There was no escaping the sound of Emma’s sudden distressed intake of breath. Thomas felt a sharp pang of guilt in his chest, compelling him to smooth things. “Please accept my apology, Emma. That was uncalled for. You have been nothing but above proper since we met.”
“Thank you, Wentworth.”
“It’s ‘Your Grace’ this evening,” he corrected.
“Pardon my blunder,” Emma muttered. The nerve of him––to be so rude as to correct her publicly. He could have said it quietly out of earshot of others. Instead a few ladies and gentlemen, standing within earshot, stared at her in shock. 
At that moment there was nothing about her that wanted to call him ‘Your Grace.’ He did not deserve the accolade. How dare he voice his criticisms aloud for his mother or anyone else to overhear? 
Emma fought the anger firing up inside her belly. How dare he take her to task about her manners? Why, Wentworth was the one needing manner reform. Even though it was deemed bad manners to refuse someone a dance if she had spots open on her dance card, she determined if ‘Wentworth’ asked her, she would smile innocently and politely refuse.
Sudden panic seized Emma’s throat as the duke began making introductions. Could she possibly speak eloquently? Why, oh why, did her mouth feel as though she swallowed a spoonful of sand?
“Your Grace.” Wentworth bowed before the host and then turned with liquid grace to the duchess. “Your Grace, it is an honor to be here.” He bowed and turned to his mother. “May I present my mother, the Dowager Duchess of Wentworth?” After those introductions were concluded, he pivoted to Emma, his eyes silently giving her courage. He took her gloved hand in his. “Your Graces, may I present my ward, Miss Emma Hamilton, from Boston.”
Emma delivered a perfect curtsy, then rose. “Your Grace,” she nodded her head to the duke then turned and nodded to the duchess. “Your Grace.” Before she could ascertain what came next, Wentworth led her away…and into the grandest ballroom she had ever seen. The walls seemed to expand to make room for the formally attired gentlemen and the ladies dressed in the most exquisite ball gowns imaginable. 
Desperate to gather her wits, Emma inhaled as deeply as she was able––not easy with her corset––and let the air out silently. Then she wished she hadn’t breathed so deeply. The overpowering aroma from the flower arrangements had her head tingling. Amelia and Bella glided toward them with wide smiles on their faces.
“I almost fell forward during my curtsy.” Bella blushed. “Fortunately Sebastian pulled me back without much ado. At least I pray no one noticed.”
“Did you hear the whispers? Some say the Prince will be here tonight,” Amelia confided, her eyes wide with excitement.
“He might. He usually puts in an appearance at the opening ball,” Wentworth said, his voice carefully neutral. “But with him, anything is possible.”
Did Wentworth not find it exciting to see the Prince? Emma most certainly did. And then her stomach dropped. Could her constitution take the excitement of meeting the Prince? She would surely swoon.
“Wentworth,” his mother broke in, “please be a dear and escort me to Lady Smiley and Mrs. Garland.”
He turned to Emma and his sisters and bowed. “Excuse me, ladies.” Wentworth eyed his brother. “Sebastian, duty calls.”
Mesmerized by the masculine yet graceful way the duke strolled across the room, his mother on his arm, it took Emma a moment to realize Sebastian was speaking to her.
“Emma.” Sebastian cleared his throat. “When the dancing begins you must promise me the first set.”
“Yes. I would be delighted to, my lord.” She smiled into his handsome face, trying to see him and not how he resembled the duke.
“Oh, look,” Bella gasped. “Here comes Myl . . . I mean Lord Norwich and Lord Amesbury.”
Myles acknowledged Emma first by sweeping her a decadent bow. She tried not to see the hurt in Bella’s eyes. “Miss Hamilton, it is a pleasure to see you again. I trust you are recovered from our long ordeal at sea?”
Emma curtsied. “Indeed, my lord, I am. And I trust you are as well?” He took her proffered hand and raised it to his lips, brushing her knuckles lightly.
He grinned, “What happened to ‘Myles?’ I thought we were on a first name basis.”
“Surely it is improper to speak so in public?”
“Bloody propriety,” Myles said, and Emma covered her mouth to stifle her laugh.
“Miss Hamilton, may I introduce you to my good friend––Wentworth’s friend as well.”
“Please,” Emma encouraged.
“Edward Worthington, the Marquess of Amesbury. May I present, Miss Emma Hamilton.”
The marquess, who had bowed perfectly straight at the waist, rose and smiled. “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Miss Hamilton.” Amesbury glanced at Myles, then back to her. “I feel as though I know you already, what with all that my friends have told me about you and your circumstances.”
She curtsied. “My lord.” Lord Amesbury was as handsome as her duke. 
She froze. Her duke?
Since when had I thought of him as my duke? No time to contemplate that at the moment. 
“Lady Bella.” Lord Amesbury bowed, then turned to Amelia. “Lady Amelia.” Both sisters curtsied.
“Lord Amesbury,” they said simultaneously.
Emma watched Myles greet Bella and prayed he saw the longing in her eyes. Truly they would make a spectacular couple.
“I beg your leave, ladies.” Amesbury bowed, looking suddenly distressed.
Myles did the same. “I must leave as well.”
Bella huffed as the men walked away. “Myles does not even know I exist. Why, I could undress down to my chemise and he would not even bat an eye.”
“Bella,” her sister scolded, “where do you come up with such shocking things to say?” Then Amelia softened her voice. “Myles does know you exist. I’m sure he does. But I think he looks at us like younger sisters.”
“I don’t want to be his sister,” Bella huffed. “He already has five of them. I want to be his wife.”
The other two looked around uneasily, worried Bella’s proclamation had been overheard.
“Shhh, people are looking,” Amelia whispered. “Mother will feign a headache and make us leave early if we make a scene. Then we will be the topic of all the gossip rags tomorrow.”
Emma interrupted, “Who is this vision hurrying toward us?”
“That would be Lady Elizabeth Duncan, Amesbury’s betrothed,” Amelia answered.
“Why would he leave in such haste then?” Emma raised a silent brow. “Ohhh, he saw her coming. But she is lovely. Why—”
“Lady Beth,” Amelia said as she grasped both of Lady Beth’s hands in hers. “You look lovely. How are your wedding plans coming along?”
Emma could only come up with the word anguish to describe the look that crossed Lady Beth’s beautiful face. 
Emma would give anything to have Lady Beth’s dark mahogany hair and dreamy brown eyes…with their hint of amber gleaming within. There was nothing unusual about Emma’s blond hair or her blue eyes. Lady Beth looked exotic and, at the moment, she also looked sad. Emma made a mental note to be friendly with her.
Lady Beth bobbed a quick curtsy and smiled quietly. “Our plans are coming along nicely. Mama is enjoying herself immensely. Thank you for asking, Amelia. Although I might say plans would be going along more splendidly if my fiancé would stop hiding from me. Oh, my.” 
She tugged her hands free from Amelia’s, covered her mouth, and blushed a deep pink. 
“I did not just say that, did I? Please forgive my impertinence.” Lady Beth looked at Emma, her eyes wide with embarrassment.
“Where are my manners?” Amelia scolded herself. “Lady Beth, this is Miss Emma Hamilton, from America. Her father passed, and she is Wentworth’s ward.”
Lady Beth and Emma both curtsied. “Miss Emma, on the occasions that Amesbury acknowledged me and we chatted, he told me about you. Welcome to England. I hope we can become friends.”
“Indeed, I would like that.” Emma smiled warmly, wondering how Amesbury had known about her. “I just had the privilege of meeting your betrothed, and he seems nice.”
“Thank you… Oh, no.” Beth paused with panic. “The music is beginning. Do you think he will dance with me?”
“He must.” Emma looked pleadingly at her two newly acquired sisters. “Surely he must, right?”
“Yes, he must,” Bella and Amelia agreed.
***
Thomas watched Emma and his sisters from across the crowded ballroom as they conversed with Lady Beth. His chest swelled with pride. As far as he could tell, Emma, Amelia, and Bella were the comeliest debutantes at the ball. Of course, Lady Beth was also attractive, but she was spoken for. 
Amesbury was a fortunate man, although he did not think so now. Thomas thought he would soon enough, on their wedding night and every day and year thereafter.
The orchestra struck the opening chord of the first set of the evening, and young gentlemen tripped over each other to request a dance from the eligible ladies. Thomas’s legs began moving across the room toward Emma. Part way his ears recognized a quadrille, and he headed over to the punch table instead. 
When he danced with Miss Hamilton it would be a waltz. Because, bloody hell, he had to get his hands on her.
Hopefully, after he did dance with her, this crazy obsession he had––to hold her and to touch her––would end. Thomas frowned when Amesbury came up beside him.
“Should you not be taking this opportunity to dance with your Lady Beth?” Thomas asked.
The marquess shrugged his shoulders. “I will, in due time.”
“Where is Myles?” Thomas looked out on the dance floor and shook his head. “Never mind, I see he’s dancing with Lady Daphne. He’s wasting his time. She’s fortune hunting for her daddy to replenish the family coffers he so wastefully spent on his mistresses. I hear she is free with her favors as well. On second thought, Myles had said he didn’t want a virgin bride. She might just be the one.”
“Over my dead body,” Amesbury huffed.
Thomas cocked a brow.
“She is a stupid girl.” Amesbury added, “I’m quite certain she is still a virgin, although not an innocent. At least not when I––”
“Amesbury?”
“What? It was one little assignation in a dark garden last season. She giggled like a silly schoolgirl. She would never do for Myles.”
Shocked at his friend’s admission of seduction, Thomas tucked that to the back of his mind and eyed the dancers flitting across the ballroom floor. When he spotted Sebastian and Emma dancing and laughing as they changed partners, then came back to each other again, he made a rude noise.
“Did I just hear you snort?” Amesbury asked, smirking.
“No, you did not,” Thomas grumbled.
“Who is the lucky young lady attracting the eye of the famed Duke of Wentworth? Otherwise known as the ‘Reluctant Duke?’” His friend snickered.
“Sod off.” Thomas stormed away and wandered out onto the veranda to cool his temper. When he spied three of the most persistent marriage-mart mamas he detoured back, hoping he hadn’t been seen. The Season was not an enjoyable time for a single, titled gentleman who wanted to remain that way.
***
Emma’s heart pounded and her head spun as she took to the dance floor for the fifth time in a row. She was once again dancing with Sebastian. It was her first waltz and the first time she had ever been this close to a man. No wonder some places banned the waltz. It did feel indecent with her hand clasped within Sebastian’s and his other hand resting lightly on her waist, her hand on his shoulder. 
“You do realize this is our last dance this evening?” Sebastian said. Emma smiled up into his face as he twirled her gracefully around the dance floor. Sebastian danced as though his feet hardly touched the ground. She had not realized gentlemen could be so light-footed.
He grinned teasingly down at her. “If we dance a third time people will take it as a sign we’re betrothed.”
“Oh!” Emma didn’t look at him; rather she looked around to see who watched them.
***
Sebastian winced at the sound of Emma’s ‘oh’ and tried to ignore the sudden tensing of her body. Did she not find him worthy to be her husband?
They made another sweeping turn around the floor, and he found his brother’s eyes openly glaring at them. No. Not at them. More precisely, at Emma––with a possessiveness that sent icy tingles up Sebastian’s spine.
Bloody hell! Did Thomas want Emma for himself? He would not dare… Thomas would have to be blind not to have seen the way Sebastian looked at Emma. The way Sebastian already longed for her and craved her attention. He knew his feelings were obvious to anyone who knew him.
Sebastian would discuss his feelings for Emma with his brother later that evening. He could not bear to lose Emma to his brother––or to any other man, for that matter.
Staring down into her upturned face and holding her close seemed the most natural thing to him. Never, ever had he burned for anyone like he did for this young American. All he had to do was hear her soft voice and heat burned down low in his belly. His body craved hers, and he knew damn well if he visited a ladybird it would not help. Only Emma would do.
Though he was younger than Thomas by four years, and his brother still saw him as a young lad, he was anything but. He had lived and experienced love and life just as the duke had. And he’d run the estates here for over a year in his brother’s absence, even improved some things. 
Still, because he had the misfortune to be born the second son, he knew finding true love would be difficult for him within the ton. Most of the silly females around him wanted a title. Well, he didn’t want any of them anyway. 
Emma was different.
And Sebastian wanted Emma. He wanted Emma to love him for himself and not for some stupid title he did not possess or ever want to possess. Though he had to admit, if she wanted a title, over simply having him, he’d yearn for that title, too.
Sebastian’s heart sank to his knees when the music ended and he escorted her back to his sisters to wait for another dance partner. Before he bowed off he leaned close to her. “Emma, I—” 
He could hardly declare himself in love with her here. He spoke through the lump in his throat. “Thank you for the most enchanting dance.” He nodded his head. “I beg your leave.”
She curtsied. “Most certainly.” Emma stared after Sebastian and wondered about his sudden solemn mood. Then she turned to Bella who looked positively radiant after dancing the waltz with Myles. Emma quickly forgot about Sebastian’s intensity.
Bella flipped open her fan and waved it quickly. “I swear that man does unholy things to me.” She giggled and her eyes widened. “Do you know I batted my lashes and flirted shamelessly with Myles during our waltz? Mother will take me to task for my unladylike behavior if she noticed.”
Bella leaned in close to Emma. “If one does not behave like that to the man she loves, how will he know? I recently turned ten-and-nine and it’s my first season. Many young ladies my age are already married. And I have this feeling…” She covered her heart with a hand. “That my time is running out with Myles. That if I don’t let my intentions and feelings be known, he will find some other lady to marry. I must speak to Thomas tonight and admit my feelings for Myles and beg his help to secure my heart and my future happiness.”
Emma’s heart pained at the desperation in Bella’s voice. She was no expert in affairs of the heart, but she knew Myles flirted with everyone, including her. 
Yet she sensed there might be another reason he didn’t really notice Bella, or any other young woman here. When they traveled across the Atlantic to return to England, there was a touch of melancholy in his usually exuberant self. She had broached the subject once, but Myles had politely waved her off. It was possible that during his time in America something or someone had hurt him.
Tonight, though, he seemed like the Myles she’d first met. And it bothered her for Bella’s sake that he did not look at Bella differently than he looked at any other lady he spent time with. She silently prayed she was wrong. That Myles secretly pined away for Bella. That he was only waiting for the perfect moment to declare his regard for Bella to her brother, Wentworth.
Emma could see it perfectly… Myles declaring his love for Bella and Wentworth throwing him out on his arse. Emma frowned. Yes, that’s likely what he’d do.
Emma and Bella sat the next dance out, begging thirst. They made their way to the refreshment table and sipped weak punch.
“Oh, my, Amesbury is finally dancing with Lady Beth,” Bella whispered behind her punch glass, for Emma’s ears alone.
“Indeed. They look the picture of the perfect couple.” Emma felt herself blush. “Do you think I will ever look like that?”
Bella giggled. “If you saw what I saw when you danced with Sebastian you would have your answer. I do believe my brother is enamored of you. His eyes never left your face, and he had this lovesick grin.” She paused and looked hopefully at her. “Do you suppose you and Sebastian will marry? If you do we will truly be sisters.”
Emma opened her mouth to speak, but words escaped her as her eyes fell on His Grace, strolling toward them. His turbulent blue eyes never wavered from her, and a lovely chill of awareness danced up her spine.
Then Emma remembered that staring at the opposite sex was deemed risqué behavior, and she looked down at her trembling hands instead. Why did Wentworth make her weak in the knees and raise her pulse? Why, by the grace of God, could it not be Sebastian that affected her this way? 
Life was unfair. She knew then Wentworth would never want her the way she wanted him.
She was an American and not of his class. A part of her wanted to shout out that her father was a good man, that she came from good stock. But more than that was expected of the woman Wentworth would choose to be his bride.
He was her guardian, and she certainly was not worthy of marrying a duke of the realm. Surely he must marry within his social class? That made Sebastian, as a second son, perfect for her. If only her heart would consent.
The duke did not notice all the female eyes following him wantonly. Emma saw that some hid behind fans, others not, as he crossed the room. Emma noted many of those eyes belonged to married ladies. Her breath caught in her throat as a thought came to mind. Could one of those ladies be his mistress? Oh, I need to put aside all feelings for the duke and look elsewhere for my happiness and future.
“Miss Hamilton.” The duke bowed and held out his arm. “May I have this dance?”
Even though she had just sipped a full glass of tasteless punch, her mouth was too parched to speak. ‘Yes,’ she mouthed and placed her gloved hand on his solid arm, letting him guide her to the center of the dance floor. The orchestra struck up another waltz. 



 
CHAPTER NINE
 
Thomas looked down at Emma, stiff as an oak tree in his arms, and silently cursed himself for his attraction to her. Even the village idiot could see she abhorred being held in his arms. Earlier, when she danced the waltz with his brother, she had looked relaxed––as if she enjoyed Sebastian’s hands on her.
Even though Thomas’s hand on her waist burned and the one holding her hand tingled with sensual awareness, she appeared unaffected. There seemed no hope… The faster he married her off, the sooner he could get on with his life and maybe take a well-needed mistress. Or even have an affair with some willing widow. And many ladies had propositioned him this evening. He would not want for intimate female companionship. And the sooner he found a companion the better. 
That would get her out of his thoughts, surely.
His time in America had been exciting, and he’d been so busy that he had not had a woman in over a year. No wonder he lusted after Emma, the only female close to him who was not a blood relation.
Thomas’s feet moved of their own accord to the beat of the music, so his mind could concentrate on the soft female in his arms. He could not, in good conscience, consider Myles’s proposal to wed Emma. Nor did he truly believe Myles had meant it. It had been his rebounding heart talking.
After tonight, Thomas’s home would be swamped with gentlemen callers for Emma, Bella and Amelia. How many would come asking for permission to court his ward? Would any be so bold as to propose marriage right off?
If he were not mistaken, many would be so bold. Emma and his sisters were making quite an impression this evening. He groaned. It was going to be a long and tedious afternoon tomorrow––and for all days until this season ended. Or until all three ladies were betrothed and settled.
No matter what gentlemen came courting, Thomas would investigate them thoroughly. Even hire Bow Street Runners if he had to. He would be remiss in his duties if he did not.
Nor would he allow Bella, Amelia or Emma to be saddled with a marriage of convenience. And if the suitor were a fortune hunter, he would be given one chance to prove himself worthy. It was not too long ago that Thomas had been in debt and was considered a fortune hunter. But being a duke had wiped the slate clean, in some ways. Thanks to Mr. Hamilton, though, he no longer qualified for the title of fortune hunter.
It would be hypocritical to dismiss a potential suitor because of lack of family coin. Even a poor gentleman, with good family connections, could make a good and honorable husband.
Emma started in his arms, and he forced his thoughts away and gave her his attention.
“I’m sorry, Your Grace. May I be so forward as to ask if you are feeling ill?”
“Pardon?” he queried, his voice sounding bored, even to his own ears. The last thing he wanted to do was make Miss Hamilton think she bored him. 
“You made an uncomfortable sound. Is it your stomach again, Your Grace?”
She blushed and sucked on her bottom lip, making the little dimple in her chin more pronounced. 
All Thomas could think of was licking the inside of her dimple, and that thought nearly made him groan again. He needed to pay more attention to his bodily noises. If it continued, people would start thinking he was either deathly ill or losing his wits. Neither seemed appropriate qualities for a duke of his years.
He leaned down close to her ear, too close for propriety’s sake, and ignored the sudden racing of his pulse. “I believe I am in need of nourishment. Would you care to join me for refreshments?”
Uncertainty flashed across her face, then she looked down demurely. Thomas could not escape noticing her long, delicate yet thick, blond lashes. “I would enjoy that very much, Your Grace. But first I must thank you for your thoughtfulness in giving me the portrait of my parents and my mama’s pearls.”
“You’re welcome. I have the rest of your mother’s jewelry. All you need do is ask for them, and I’ll take them out of my safe.”
“Once again, thank you.”
***
On the carriage ride home his mother dozed, but Bella, Amelia and Emma chatted overly much. Thomas’s head began to pound and he messaged his temples. And his brother was no better. Sebastian sounded like a silly debutante as well.
How embarrassing. Next time he headed to his club he would take his brother and toughen him up. One couldn’t have the eligible young ladies or their mamas thinking Sebastian a pansy. Actually, the sooner he had him commissioned off to the army the better. And where was that damn commission anyway?
“Did you see me waltz with Captain Rycroft?” Amelia’s face beamed in the soft lantern light. “I think he was quite taken with me. What do you think about him, Thomas?” 
All occupants of the carriage, except his sleeping mother, turned to him expectantly.
“Captain Rycroft,” he said, coughing into his hand. “He has a stellar reputation as far as I know and is a decorated war hero. Retired now, I believe, due to an injury. His family is well known and respected. As the younger son of a viscount he comes without title or lands, though.”
“But,” Amelia sighed and leaned her head against the red velvet tufted seat and smiled dreamily. “Yes, I know, but he is so handsome, and he told me he fought with Wellington. He’s a hero. And I hardly noticed his injury to his leg.”
Well, Thomas surmised, they could expect a call from Captain Rycroft tomorrow. “Tell me, Isabella, sister dear, did any young gentlemen attract your fancy?” 
Was it a play of lantern light, or did his sister blush?
Bella sucked in her lips nervously. So she did not want him to know who had caught her eye. That made him even more curious, so he pursued it further. “When we are inundated with gentlemen callers tomorrow, it would be extremely helpful if I knew which one of them had your interest.”
“Why?” she asked curtly.
“So I could discourage the callers neither of you three ladies are considering as suitors. Is that too much to ask?”
“No, I’m sorry; forgive me.”
“I can clearly see there is someone, but I can be patient. Just remember I am looking out for your best interests as I am responsible for you. I only want what is best for each of you.” 
Thomas, sitting opposite the young ladies, leaned forward and patted Bella’s hand. For a moment he thought his sister would cry. “When you are ready to share, I hope you will come to me.”
Thomas’s eyes moved to Emma. He could hardly ignore her. He wished he could. Would his inordinate interest in his ward go away eventually? Thomas hoped so, and the sooner the better. 
“Was there any special gentleman who interested you, Emma? You appeared to have attracted the notice of quite a few eligible gentlemen this evening.”
“I . . . that is to say…” Her eyes fluttered from his face to Sebastian’s. Then those inquisitive eyes settled on him—and damn if his pulse didn’t speed up.
And why, pray tell, would she look at him inquisitively anyway? He’d asked her a question, not the other way around. “So is there anyone in particular?” On some level, deep down Thomas hoped her answer was ‘no.’
“It is late, brother,” Sebastian interjected. “Certainly you are considerate enough to wait until tomorrow to drill Emma about any potential suitors? This evening, with her being introduced into London Society for the first time and foreign to our ways, must have been trying enough not to have you badgering her about suitors.”
“Badgering her?” Thomas sat up straight and glared at his younger brother over their mother’s sleeping head. And silently let Sebastian know he did not appreciate his interfering. Thomas’s stomach revolted at the thought of he and his brother coming to blows over Emma. Or worse…Sebastian married to Emma. It was not that Thomas wanted her for himself… Well, that wasn’t really true. He did want her, but in his bed—and the thought shamed him. 
Thomas prided himself in his ability to control his baser needs. Approaching her with his physical desire to possess her body…that would never happen. Honor, respect and responsibility meant everything to him. If one did not have those, what worthy qualities could one have?
“Miss Hamilton…” He bowed his head and forced his voice to sound contrite. “I am deeply sorry if I embarrassed you with my line of questioning. But as you are aware, I am your protector, chosen by your father. And as your protector, it is my duty to find a suitable husband for you. I promise you I will not make that decision lightly as I realize my decision will affect you until your dying days. And at such time I find someone I deem worthy of your hand, I will expect your honest opinion on the gentleman in question.” He raised his brows. “Do I make myself clear enough for you?”
***
“Yes, Your Grace.” Emma’s voice was low and toneless. How dare he treat her as though she were a simple-minded child? Concentrating on breathing calmly, she closed her eyes and didn’t open them until they reached Wentworth House. As she exited the carriage, she ignored the hand offered by the duke and once inside voiced her goodnights, withdrew to her room, and relaxed for the first time since the awkward ride home. 
Rosie, who had waited up for her, helped her undress and put on her night rail. Emma climbed beneath the coverlets of her bed, so sleepy that even the excitement of her first ball failed to keep her awake.
***
Myles lounged on a settee placed on the deep piled carpet in front of the fireplace in his library. His back rested comfortably. His legs sprawled out in front of him, and he held a glass of good Scotch whiskey in his long, lean fingers—one of several he’d drunk since returning home from the Caulfields’ ball. He rose several times and went to the sideboard to refill his glass, and then when his legs became wobbly he carried the near-empty bottle back with him.
No sense getting up every time Isabella’s lovely face and her adoring eyes flashed in his mind. How had he been so blind that he had not noticed her affection before? Of course, he had been absent for a year in America. Before that, to be honest, he had looked upon her as one of his sisters.
“Damn you, Almighty God, and your games of the heart.” What little Myles had eaten during dinner churned around and around in his stomach. He prayed to God he could reciprocate Bella’s love, but he knew praying for that would do no good. He did love Bella; just not in the way she wanted him to love her. And though he wished it were otherwise, his heart was absent, drifting aimlessly somewhere over New Orleans, perhaps never to return.
And though he would have to marry some day for affection and companionship, and to produce the all-important heir, he would not do Bella such an injustice as to choose her. She deserved to be loved and loved deeply. In time she would forget him and find another worthy of her heart. 
Myles had to believe that. He did not wish to inflict pain on Bella. He cared for her too much to do that.
Emma would make him a perfect wife––or so he had believed on the onset of their return trip from America. By the time the ship docked in London he knew otherwise. Myles could no more marry her than marry Bella. They deserved more than convenience or friendship. They deserved to be cherished and loved.
During the next society function he would have his own sister, Marissa, to think about. Due to a stomach ailment she had missed tonight’s ball. Between retching into a chamber pot and sobbing into her pillow she had been in no condition to attend, which Myles knew had actually not been a bad thing. He had spent some time assessing the eligible gentlemen that attended the ball. From the many in attendance he’d narrowed the list down to a handful of candidates worthy of her hand. After Marissa looked upon these he would be lucky if any of those met her own preposterous qualifications for her potential husband.
Myles raised his glass and drained the fiery liquid. With the help of the settee he was able to stand, although he wobbled and nearly fell. Myles shuffled off to his chambers and dismissed his valet for the night, then collapsed on his bed, fully clothed. The last thing he visualized before sleep overtook him was Sophie LaFleur and the hateful look she had thrown him when he wounded her fiancé in a duel.
***
Thomas spent the hours after returning from the Caulfields’ ball much as his friend Myles had, only his drink of preference was brandy. He needed to numb his brain and his traitorous body. 
Emma…with her soft voice, inquisitive blue eyes, delicate hands, and her lovely face, haunted him. Everything about her haunted him. When they danced that evening, she had felt so right in his arms. He could not remember dancing with anyone else that evening except her. His hands still burned from the contact with her delicate gloved hand and tiny waist.
Thomas downed another glass of brandy. Try as he might, he could not get Emma out of his head. And his body burned for her. He was turning into a degenerate of the worst kind.
***
Edward Worthington, Tenth Marquess of Amesbury, leaned against the wall of his dark study in Mayfair. He wiped the sweat off his brow with his handkerchief and swallowed the bile that rose in his throat, threatening to spew out.
“Bugger all,” he moaned. “Where did I put that damn bottle?” He forced his body, which was racked inside and out with violent tremors, to move. With hands he could barely acknowledge as being attached to his body, he rummaged clumsily through his desk drawers.
Panic threatened to engulf him. If Edward did not find what he needed he would risk being found sobbing on the floor of his study, curled up into a ball, shaking from the pain of withdrawal. Not the stellar behavior one expected from a marquess. There’d been an opportunity at the ball, but he’d ignored his instinct to seek help from his two trusted friends. As if they would understand.
“Ahhh,” he breathed as his hands located and curled around the familiar brown glass vial his body and mind craved. His fingers popped the top and he downed the contents. As the drug sped through his body he slid to the floor. The empty bottled rolled silently off the tips of his fingers onto the thick Persian rug.
Edward closed his eyes and relished the oblivion as he was carried into another universe. A universe he craved above all else. It had a strong hold on him, and he did not know how to extinguish the craving.
***
Upon entering the morning room the next day, Thomas headed straight to the sideboard and helped himself to coddled eggs, ham, fruit, and cheese. He sat down at the table, and a servant poured him coffee. He sat back and savored the hot brew. As he sipped from the ridiculously small china cup, his eyes took in an elegant and lovely Emma dressed in a blue morning dress. 
Damn it all. He wanted her above all else. 
Emma was a well-bred lady, not some whore to be tussled with in a brothel. Yet his pulse spiked, sending blood into his manhood until it ached uncomfortably, pushing against the front of his breeches. And what made it worse, so disgustingly worse, was that Sebastian openly looked at Emma the same way he did. Perhaps the brothers could keep each other company in hell.
Later that morning, Thomas worked in his study. He tried to ignore all the commotion going on in the front hall but finally gave up and went to investigate. Floral arrangement upon arrangement graced the front hall. Clearly every hothouse in London had been emptied. Thomas tried not to breathe too deeply. Though the aroma was enjoyable on most occasions, today he found the cloying sweetness irritated his brain, causing a nagging headache and tightness in his chest.
The silver tray on the hall table overflowed with cards from gentlemen planning to call that afternoon for tea. He would give anything to have an excuse to leave for the day and not come back until late, very late in the evening.
***
That afternoon Thomas entertained an endless array of gentlemen callers in the blue receiving room. Amazing what money did to make people forget the scandal his father had caused before his death. The Duke of Yarmouth, along with several older gentlemen, graced his home, as well as some young gentlemen who looked to be right out of the schoolroom.
Thomas wondered how his mother, Bella, Amelia, and Emma could sit, drink tea, and chat endlessly with constant smiles on their faces. When Giles announced Captain Rycroft, Amelia’s face lit up. Amelia blushed and flirted with the captain, sending Mr. Timothy Crawford out the door with a dejected expression on his young face.
The duke’s dear sister, Isabella, seemed mildly annoyed by several prospective suitors who attended to her. Oh, she was polite and gracious, as her upbringing warranted, but her brother recognized the bored, edgy look in her eyes. It made him wonder about the mysterious man who had stolen Bella’s heart. Where was he? No doubt giving his favors elsewhere. Bloody hell, when had he become such a pessimist?
He did not have to wait long regarding Bella’s mystery gentleman. Lord Norwich was announced. Damn, had he not spoken plainly enough when he told Myles he would not consider him as a suitor for Emma?
Then, right before his eyes, Bella came alive. Her lips broke into a brilliant smile and her eyes sparkled. She gave all her attention to his friend. 
At one point Myles looked his way, silently pleading for a way out. Thomas almost felt sorry for him. But it was the adoring love animating Bella that unsettled him more.
“Excuse me, ladies… Gentlemen, I beg your leave.” He turned to Myles and, brooking no argument, asked, “May I have a word with you, Lord Norwich?”
Once behind the closed door of his study Myles sank into a chair and sighed. “Thank you,” he said, obviously relieved to be removed from Bella’s attention.
Thomas, his muscles coiled tightly, ready to spring, sat behind his desk and contemplated what to say to his friend. He decided not to mince words. “What is going on between you and my sister?” He barked the words out louder than he planned.
Myles winced.
Good.
“Nothing, believe me when I say this.” Myles’s long fingers combed through his hair in frustration. “I waltzed with her last evening, once.” He paused, inhaled, and exhaled loudly. “I never noticed… I swear to you, I never noticed.”
Thomas’s stomach constricted. “What did you never notice?”
Myles jumped up and paced the room. “Your sister, much to my regret, is in love with me––or at the very least, she believes herself in love with me.”
 “How did this happen?” Thomas needed to know. Yes. He’d seen the love for his friend plain as day on Bella’s face.
“You think I wanted this to happen?” Myles turned and stared at Thomas with anguished eyes. “I’m not worthy of her love. For God’s sake, I have no heart to give. I could no more marry her than I could marry Emma. They deserve someone who will love them without reserve.” He groaned out, “Damn Sophie. For stealing my heart, stomping on it and having the audacity not to give it back.”
“Myles, I…” Thomas did not know what to say to help his friend. He felt sorry for him, but when Myles had said he could not marry Emma, Thomas couldn’t help his own feelings of relief. “With any luck you have mistaken Bella’s feelings for you.”
His friend stopped pacing and turned toward Thomas. Myles’s face was tired and drawn as he said, “I hope so. It would break my heart to break hers. I love her, but not like that. What do I do?”
Thomas almost laughed. Myles was asking him for help in affairs of the heart…surely it was in jest? “If she weren’t my sister, I would say tell her outright you are not interested and beg her forgiveness. But since this is between you and my sister, more delicate measures must be taken.”
“Indeed,” Myles agreed. “It is her first season; I do not want her pining over me and miss an opportunity to find someone who would be perfect for her. Before I came did anyone pay undue attention to her?”
“Well,” Thomas reflected, rubbing his chin. “Lord Champlain.”
Myles stiffened. “He’s too old, a widower with two small children rumored to be sired by someone else. He must be daft to think Bella would even entertain the thought of becoming his wife––or that you would to allow it. Besides, there’s something in his eyes I don’t like. And then there are the rumors surroundings his obsession with young boys…”
“Yes, well, I agree. I’ll discourage him from calling in the future. Yarmouth left just before you arrived.”
“The duke?” Myles questioned Thomas, then shook his head. “Of course the duke. Who else would you mean by Yarmouth? He’s a nice enough chap, though still a bit wet behind the ears. Is he even out of Cambridge?”
Thomas grinned. “Yes, I believe he graduated while we were on our travels. I agree he’s young; unfortunately, he seemed interested in Amelia. He would make an excellent match for Bella, though. And he has a fortune, so he’s not seeking her dowry.”
“Yes, well, there is that,” Myles agreed. “Maybe you could encourage her to take an outing with him. That is, if he offers.”
“Oh, I think he’ll offer,” Thomas said. “I’ll make sure of it.” He paused and frowned. “What do you think about my brother and his feelings toward Emma?”
“Well, I’d say they would make an excellent match.” Myles raised his brows. “Except that you—”
Damn Myles for knowing him all too well. “I could not possibly entertain any such notions toward her. I can imagine the shocked outrage and then the whispers. I can even picture the looks of the old biddies of the ton staring down their noses at Emma. They would think it scandalous if I married my ward.”
“Why? You are not related in anyway. Besides, you are a duke. You can bloody well do anything you want.”
“She would be terribly hurt by that. Even so, I appreciate your vote of confidence,” Thomas stated. “But as with Bella, Emma deserves to be loved, and that is something I don’t ever intend to feel for her or any other female, for that matter.”
Myles grinned. “If you say so.” His grin widened. “Let Sebastian have her then.”
“Yes, well…” Thomas lowered his head and messaged his temples with his index fingers. “Perhaps.” 
He ignored his friend’s laughter and the uncomfortable tightness he felt in his chest when he thought about that eventuality. 



 
CHAPTER TEN
 
Would the endless stream of visitors never end? Emma’s jaw ached from smiling. If she had to hear about the weather one more time she might scream. How unladylike would that be? Her bladder felt near to bursting from all the tea, causing her to shift uncomfortably in her seat, which, of course, made it worse.
Other than Captain Rycroft, who gave all his attention to Amelia, the other gentlemen in attendance seemed not to care whether they chatted with her or Bella. It was as though they did not care which of the young ladies entertained their affections. Either of them would do.
Emma did not agree. Her heart clenched at their callous gestures of interest. None of them would do. They were either young and stared at her bosom as though that were her only attribute. The several older gentlemen were no better. All the while her skin prickled as if she were on the auction block. Her dreams of being introduced into London Society crashed down around her feet, taking her heart with it. The romance of it gave away to a degrading reality.
The only brightness had been during her conversations with Sebastian. Thank God, he spent most of the time looking into her eyes––although even his eyes wandered to her bosom, causing heat to rise and singe her cheeks. 
Emma’s head began to hurt. It felt as though someone had smacked the back of it. The look in Sebastian’s eyes right now, as he stared at her from across the room, bothered her. He wanted her. She’d noticed last night during their waltz. This scenario was most difficult because she’d never socialized with eligible men before, and she had never had men look at her like that. She silently cursed; there was much to learn about the male populace.
“Pardon me.” She rose up from the settee, and all the gentlemen rose as well. She turned to the dowager duchess and asked, “May I have permission to leave?”
“Yes, you may, Emma,” answered the dowager.
Once out in the foyer, Emma placed a shaky hand on the wall and the other on her stomach and drew in a deep breath. The warm temperature and the overly sweet scent of flowers choked her.
After visiting the downstairs water closet, she made her way up the stairs. Her legs dragged, and her arms strained to hold up her skirts. All she wanted was to collapse on her bed. She stepped into the upstairs hallway, sighing in relief at her escape. Then her name was called.
“Emma.”
Closing her eyes, she tried to steady her pounding heart. “Sebastian?” 
His gentle hand touched her upper arm and she pivoted, all air vacating her lungs. His eyes burned her with their concern and yearning.
“Are you unwell?” he asked solicitously.
“I . . .” Emma swallowed and lowered her eyes. “I’m afraid I drank too much tea, and now I have a mild headache. I apologize if I caused you any concern.”
She could not breathe. Sebastian’s warm fingers grazed her chin, tilting her head up so she had no choice but to meet his darker-than-normal blue eyes.
“Emma, I know this is sudden.” His eyes penetrated her soul. “I have feelings for you.”
Her body stiffened. He noticed and raised one brow in silent question.
 “Have I offended you?”
Paralyzed physically, she could do nothing as he leaned close to her ear, his hot breath tickling her.
“Please forgive me,” he murmured.
She never expected it. His lips brushed hers lightly, like butterfly wings.
“Please forgive me,” Sebastian whispered again. Then he turned, and by the sound and quickness of his footsteps, he must have hurried downstairs.
It took Emma a moment for her feet to cooperate and take her down the hallway to her bedchamber. Her maid, Rosie, was placing folded clothing into her chest of drawers.
“Miss Emma, have the gentlemen gone? Simon told Mrs. Spenser, who told me, that there were never so many gentlemen to visit this house on a single day. You, Lady Isabella, Lady Amelia must have made quite an impression at the ball you attended last night.”
Emma shook her head and sank down onto the side of her bed. “No, the drawing room is still quite full. I have a bit of a headache and thought I would rest. I do not want to miss Almack’s this evening.” Even in America, every young lady dreamed of attending Almack’s. 
Would it too be a tiresome disappointment?
Rosie joined her at the bed. “Let me help you undress so you can rest your weary bones.”
Once alone, Emma crawled under the covers in nothing but her chemise and pantaloons and did, indeed, fall into an exhausted sleep.
***
Thomas stood riveted as he watched the encounter between his brother and Emma. And now he did not have to look at Myles standing beside him to know he was smirking. All Thomas knew was that his own hands fisted up tightly and something similar to rampant jealousy boiled deep inside him. If it truly were jealousy, he would be damned if he would admit it.
He had been drawn to look for Emma once he was aware she’d left the crowded room. From where he stood at the base of the stairs he saw her step onto the landing above. He’d found her, but she wasn’t alone. Thomas’s gaze never wavered from them. When Sebastian had leaned in to kiss Emma he had to fight down the urge to run up the stairs, yank them apart, and carry Emma to his chamber to make her his. 
Instead he stood stone still, holding his breath and watching the horrifying scene unfold. And when he tried to convince himself that Sebastian would be good for Emma, the burning inferno within his heart told him otherwise. Oh, Thomas knew they would be good together. But Thomas needed and wanted her more than anything else in the world. 
It was unbearable to be close to her now. He knew duty dictated he find her a husband, yet his body was not listening one whit. 
His mind raced with ways to excuse himself from Almack’s that evening. Try as he might, he could not come up with a plausible excuse. 
And his duty was to keep an eye on his sisters. 
And Emma.
His body quivered uncomfortably at the thought of any other man attracting Emma’s attention, or, God forbid, her love. 
***
“I can’t believe you convinced me to attend Almack’s, of all places,” Amesbury complained to his two friends as he wiped perspiration from his brow.
The fact that Amesbury was sweating perplexed Thomas since the evening air possessed a chill. When he looked closely at Amesbury, he saw that all color had drained from his face and he appeared somewhat shaky. Perhaps he’d suggest they leave.
“Your subscription has not lapsed. Besides, you need to spend more time with Lady Beth before you wed,” Myles said as he nudged Amesbury forward. “The poor dear looks at you with such adoration––followed by anguish when you ignore her.”
“I know. I’m a terrible person. She deserves better,” Amesbury croaked out.
Myles snorted. “You’re a marquess. How much better can she do?”
Amesbury sighed. “That’s not what I mean. She deserves someone who likes her and respects her and enjoys her company.”
“You don’t like her?” Thomas was shocked, to say the least, by his friend’s comment. How could anybody not like Lady Beth?
“I don’t even know her; how can I like her?” Amesbury remarked.
“Easily remedied if you spend time with her,” Myles added as he surveyed the crowded room.
“Help me break it off,” Amesbury pleaded with his two best friends.
“Break it off?” Thomas said a tad too loud, causing several people to look their way. “Are you out of you mind?” he asked softly. “You cannot break it off; she will be ruined. Only she can decide to end it, and I highly doubt she will. Nor would I expect her father to allow her to do so. You are, after all, an extremely wealthy marquess.”
“I don’t know if I can go through with it,” Amesbury said. 
Thomas and Myles exchanged shocked looks.
“Let’s stay an hour,” Thomas pleaded. “That should be a respectable enough time. Afterwards, we can go to Brooks, have a real gentleman’s drink. What do you say?”
Once again Amesbury swiped perspiration from his brow. 
“Fine.”
***
Restless and unable to sleep, Thomas scanned the books in the library, looking for anything that caught his eye. Just as his fingers curled around the spine of a collection of poems by Lord Byron his heart thundered strangely. He did not usually read poetry or feel in tune with its sentiments. Certainly not love poems. Yet here he was, and as he read 
‘She walks in beauty, like the night’ his
thoughts turned to Emma…
Was he in love with Emma?
And no matter how hard he tried to concentrate on the next words, she would not leave his thoughts. Damn Emma and his physical attraction to her. Perhaps he would not be so smitten if he got to know her better and saw her flaws. 
Resigned to this train of thought, and drawn by the poetry, he took a seat directly in front of the fire still blazing in the hearth, using the light from the flames to illuminate the pages. 
Shortly thereafter, all air left his lungs as he heard the light patter of feet. His heart stopped as well when the woman who invaded his every thought entered the library holding a candle. So intent was Emma’s interest in scanning the numerous volumes filling the bookshelves she did not spy him peeking over the back of the chair. That suited Thomas perfectly. His awareness heightened when he noticed that her long white nightgown with open robe did little to hide what was beneath. 
His heart pounded against his chest, and heat pooled in his loins. She turned sideways, allowing the light from the low flames in the fireplace to illuminate her perfectly round breasts that jutted out from her slim athletic frame, as if seeking something or someone. The air was chilly in the room, and he noticed her nipples, peaked and pebbled against the thin fabric.
It took every ounce of control Thomas possessed to stay seated. His fingers burned to stroke his thumb across her hardened nipples. His mouth ached to taste Emma’s full pink lips, to nibble her long graceful neck. Every nerve in his body quivered with need as he rose quietly from his seat. Placing his book down on the chair, he strode across the room. Everything about her beckoned him. He could no more stop himself from going to her than a honeybee could ignore plucking nectar from a flower. 
“Emma,” he whispered as he wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her against him. The sweetness of her form caused a groan to escape his lips. She felt better than he’d imagined.
Her entire body stiffened one muscle and tendon at a time. He silently cursed himself for being foolish and bold. She was an innocent and she was letting him know his behavior was unacceptable.
As Thomas opened his mouth to apologize he found there was no need.
“Your Grace,” Emma murmured as her body melted back into his.
Closing his eyes, he fought the needs of his own body and tuned himself to hers. Their hearts beat in perfect rhythm. His fingers brushed her unbound hair aside, exposing her ear. 
“Call me Thomas,” he whispered. 
His lips traveled down her neck. Her jasmine scent tickled his nostrils. She tasted young and soft and dangerous and addictive.
“Oh, God, Emma, I can’t help myself. I want you.” He realized with those words that he had wanted her since their first encounter in Boston, when she had arrived in the receiving room slightly breathless, disheveled, and dressed in black mourning garb.
Thomas spun her around, cupped her bottom with one large hand, and curled the other around the back of her neck. Then he crushed his mouth with hers. His brain cried out for him to stop, but Emma was pliant and melted into his kiss. Her soft, innocent, questing lips inflamed him. 
A little gasp escaped her, and he took advantage. He swept his tongue inside her luscious mouth, seeking, tasting, and drowning. Thomas never craved anyone so deeply before. God help him, he wanted her, needed her like one needed air to live. One of his hands skimmed up her rib cage and cupped her unbound breast. His knees almost buckled when she shivered in response. Then she stilled.
“No.” She gasped. Her hands pushed against his chest. “Stop,” she demanded.
 He dropped his arms, stepped back, and bowed. “Forgive me,” he gasped, attempting to catch his breath and slow the fierce beating of his heart.
Right before his eyes she changed. Her chin came up in defiance, her blue eyes burning into him. She was flushed, not with sensual awareness any longer but with pure anger. 
“How dare you take advantage of me in your home?” Her voice vibrated with rage. “You . . . you . . . vile degenerate, you rakehell, rogue . . . despoiler of innocents.”
Before Thomas could apologize again Emma stormed out, leaving him to deal with his own guilt and wounded pride. What the bloody hell had he been thinking? 
Oh, that’s right, I’m an idiot. I had not been thinking. I let my lust rule me.

Silently he made a promise to himself that he would never, ever, touch her improperly again. Making that promise shredded his heart, and he knew, given the same circumstances, it was a promise he would not be able to keep.
***
Emma’s bare feet never stopped moving until she reached her bedchamber. Behind the closed door, she dropped to her knees, with heart pounding and body trembling. She wrapped her arms around herself, willing her body to calm.
Time suspended as she relived every single moment of the kiss she and the duke had shared. How he smelled earthy and had tasted faintly like brandy, and how the texture of his tongue tickled her as it invaded her mouth. How his strong yet gentle hands had tantalized and burned her to her core. 
She was going straight to hell for the wanton thoughts traveling through her mind. Because Emma knew, even before this, she had craved his hands on her…his kisses. But in the library just now, she had experienced passion that burned low in her belly for him, and she did not fully comprehend the foreign feeling of it. When he had pulled her hips tightly against his hard body, there was no mistaking the bulge in his breeches. That man-part Penelope had warned her about.
Penelope had said men wanted to put that between a woman’s thighs. Only now it did not seem shocking and frightening when she envisioned Thomas doing that to her. Ahh, and he asked her to call him Thomas. But she would not allow herself to think of him as Thomas. He must remain the untouchable duke to her.
Her hands slid up her belly, and she cupped her full sensitive breasts. God help her, she wanted to feel his large hands there again. She lowered one hand to touch between her thighs, shocked at the warm moisture her fingers brushed against. She collapsed onto the floor, sobbing. Surely no gently bred lady would touch herself there or have such wicked thoughts in her head.
What had the duke done to her?
Would she ever feel normal again?
More sobs came as she worried how she would face him on the morrow. Would the dowager duchess, Bella, Amelia, or dear God, Sebastian, know she had changed so much overnight?
Telling herself that what had passed between her and Thomas meant nothing would be a bold-faced lie. For as long as she lived, regardless who she married, she would always and forever treasure the memory buried deep within her soul of the one passionate encounter she’d had with the Duke of Wentworth – the first man to steal her heart. 
But what she wanted and needed she could only have in a marriage bed. She knew she could never marry Thomas, that she was not good enough. 
She also knew marriage wasn’t what he had wanted from her tonight.





  
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
Barely half an hour after Emma left the duke alone with his dark thoughts, Giles arrived with an urgent note from Amesbury’s valet pleading that Thomas come immediately. His lord was deathly ill.
The note slipped from Thomas’s hands unnoticed, as he tried to contain the sudden chill of foreboding that gripped him. He should not have left Amesbury alone; he had guessed he’d been unwell.
Dashing out of his study, tugging on his greatcoat, he mumbled for Giles to ready his mount; the carriage would be too slow.
Racing through the dark deserted streets of London, he prayed he wasn’t too late. Surely, whatever ailed Amesbury that evening would not kill him. Thomas refused to entertain such a morbid thought.
Amesbury’s valet, his demeanor somber, greeted Thomas on the steps and took his horse’s reins. “He is in his chamber, Your Grace.”
Bounding up the stairs two at a time, Thomas tried to remember which chamber belonged to his friend. He didn’t have to wonder long as Myles stood leaning against a wall, his arms crossed on his chest.
“What happened?” Thomas asked, breathless.
“I don’t know. The doctor’s with him. I just arrived myself.”
The door opened and an elderly white-haired, bespectacled doctor stepped into the hall. One hand carried a worn medical bag while the other quietly closed Amesbury’s chamber door.
“Lord Amesbury is suffering from an overdose of laudanum. Every sign leads me to believe he is addicted to opiates and has been for some time. If his use continues, he will die. I placed smelling salts on the table beside his bed. See if you can keep him awake and push fluids into him. I bled him to extract the poisonous drug from his system. There is nothing else I can do.” He bowed. “If you will excuse me, I have another patient to see. I will come back on the morrow. The next several days will be difficult––if he lives through them.”
Thomas shared a confused look with Myles. Quietly, they entered the room and went to stand at Amesbury’s bed. Amesbury lay on his back, perfectly still. His lips were tinged blue, as was his skin. If it weren’t for the slight rise and fall of Amesbury’s chest Thomas would have sworn his friend had already passed on. 
Thomas, for the life of him, could no longer draw air into his lungs and reached to grasp the bedpost to keep from swaying.
His eyes fell on the bandage on Edward’s wrist, and he cursed. He did not believe in bloodletting. In his opinion, it killed more people than it saved.
Grabbing the smelling salts off the table, he looked at Myles. “Sit him up and hold him while I do this.” 
Myles climbed up next to his friend, stacked pillows against the headboard, and struggled to raise his friend’s unconscious body. The moment Thomas passed the vile under Amesbury’s nose he awakened and struggled to breathe, fighting to push the salts away. His unfocussed eyes popped open, and he began to sputter deliriously.
Thomas grabbed the glass of water beside the bed and tried to get Amesbury to take some. It was useless; he gagged and spit it out. Thomas did not think it a good idea to try the water again. If his friend could barely breathe he certainly could not swallow anything. They were liable to drown him. Their goal was to keep him alive, not kill him.
No sooner had his sick friend opened his eyes than they rolled back and his eyelids closed again. His body sank heavily against the pillows.
The night continued much in the same manner. The two men took turns doing what they could. Thomas pulled a chair beside the bed and stared at Amesbury’s chest, watching it rise and fall. Several times their friend appeared to stop breathing. Thomas willed his friend’s heart and lungs to keep going, for each time Amesbury stopped breathing, Thomas stopped breathing as well. God answered him each time, because sure enough his friend’s chest would rise and fall again. Then Thomas would suck much-needed air into his lungs and thank God. 
Every half-hour they hit Amesbury with the smelling salts; Amesbury’s eyes would open, roll back in his head, and close again. Thomas met Myles’s worried, bloodshot eyes across the bed, knowing he looked much the same as Myles. 
“I feel useless. Why doesn’t he wake up?” Thomas demanded.
Myles dragged his hands through his hair. “I don’t know. I’ve never been one to take laudanum. I don’t know what it feels like or how it affects the body.”
“Nor do I. I never believed in it. Doctors seem to think it’s the cure-all for any ailment. Clearly it is dangerous – more dangerous than I’d believed.” He paused, putting his thoughts together in his mind. “What happened to him while we were overseas?”
“Damned if I know,” Myles replied, his voice hoarse.
Dawn approached quickly, and the only change in Amesbury was that his coloring took on more normal tones, which Thomas took as a good sign. The skin on their patient had gone from a sickly blue to a pasty white.
Someone knocked on the door, and two servants hurried in carrying trays of food. After they left, Thomas pushed the eggs around on the plate. He chewed a piece of pastry, then settled down with his mug of coffee. He did not know about Myles, but his own stomach churned, and what little he ate settled like a brick inside. So he continued sipping the coffee, praying his sick friend would wake up on his own.
Thomas thought about sending for his own mother as Amesbury had lost his parents and his younger sister in a tragic carriage accident several years ago. What did he, Thomas Seabrook, Duke of Wentworth, know about nursing someone back to health? But something made him think Amesbury would not want an outsider to know of his plight––even Thomas’s mother. Myles agreed.
So it would be up to the two men to nurse their friend back to health and see him off the laudanum for good.
The doctor came and pronounced their friend strong enough to live. He would, however, suffer greatly for many days without the laudanum in his system. He gave more instructions and left.
Myles rang for Amesbury’s valet, Simon, who came immediately. Dark circles under his eyes indicated his own worry. 
Myles said, “We’ll need you and two of the marquess’s most loyal and trusted servants to help us. No others. And they must remain silent about this.”
“That would be Mrs. O’Connell, the housekeeper, and her daughter Erin,” Simon said.
“Please send for them quickly,” Thomas added to Myles’s request.
“Yes, Your Grace. Your Lordship,” Simon replied, bowing first to Wentworth then to Norwich.
While Myles stayed by Amesbury’s bedside, as soon as they arrived, Thomas gave instructions to the housekeeper and her daughter. They would need plenty of sheets, a bedpan, and washcloths for bathing the marquess’s face––and warm broth to warm his body.
When Mrs. O’Connell came back with everything he had requested, she told them with the authority of a housekeeper confident in her position and ability, “If I may be so bold as to say, Your Grace, my daughter and I can care for the marquess. A sickroom is no place for Your Grace and His Lordship.”
A smiled almost curved Thomas’s lips at the concern and worry etched on the housekeeper’s face. “Lord Norwich and I are not leaving.”
She bowed her head. “As you wish.”
***
Staring at herself in the mirror, Emma watched her cheeks flush when she thought about her soul-seeking, tongue-tangling kiss with the duke. How would she ever face him again? Or go on as if it never happened? 
“Stop it, stop it Emma,” she scolded herself. 
Surely a duke in his right mind would never have kissed her. It must have been the brandy. Pretend today is like any other day in which I greet Wentworth and his family for breakfast––as if last night never happened. 
She refused to think of him as Thomas. Calling him the Duke of Wentworth would put what they shared last night in perspective. 
Her eyes anxiously scanned the sunny morning room as she entered…and her stomach sank to her knees. Obviously, the duke had chosen not to have breakfast with them. He would probably avoid her for the rest of her life... 
Emma told herself the absence of Wentworth was a good thing, but alas, that was a lie. As much as she dreaded coming face to face with him today, she wanted to see his handsome self. Glimpse his deep blue eyes as they met hers. And find out what was there–if anything. Did what happened between them have any impact on him? Would it change things between them?
Emma did not know if she even liked the duke. From their very first acquaintance, she had been drawn to him even though he was moody, self-assured, and demanding. During the weeks aboard the ship, if it had not been for Lord Norwich she would have torn her hair out. Wentworth had barely spoken two words to her on any given day. He let his feelings for her be known through his condescending actions, his rules, and his disapproval. So when had his feelings for her changed? Or when had he seen her as a woman rather than as a tiresome ward?
This attraction she tried to ignore would not go away. She attributed it to the excitement of the season. It would end soon enough. It had to. She just had to keep reminding her inexperienced body, which had other ideas. Ideas and desires and needs she did not understand.
While she sat down with her plate of eggs, sausage, and toast, Emma caught the end of Amelia and Bella’s conversation about their relief to finally have money for new gowns. Surely the duke was a wealthy man? All she had to do was look around her to see the extent of his fortune. Before she could stop herself she blurted out, “What do you mean about finally having enough money?”
Both sisters looked at each other and then at her; redness scorched their cheeks. Before either of them answered her, their mother spoke. 
“Do not listen to my daughters. They have a more than generous allowance for clothing, although the duke increased it to include several new ball gowns.” Her eyes widened at her daughters. “Your brother has been most generous.”
Emma’s eyes narrowed in puzzlement. She sensed the duchess was not telling the whole truth. She would ask her newly acquired sisters about it later. Meanwhile, she enjoyed her breakfast until Sebastian entered the room and smiled at her.
His eyes, the exact color of his brother’s, sparkled, letting her know he remembered their encounter the afternoon before. Emma’s pulse quickened. How could she have forgotten her intimate time with him? How he had declared he wanted her. 
Dear Lord, how was she to manage living in this home surrounded by two brothers, both of whom had let her know they wanted her? Sebastian was every bit as handsome as the duke. Why could her heart not flutter for him? He would be the perfect husband for her.
From this moment on she would not think about the duke. She would try to think about Sebastian instead. Her brain screamed to her that Sebastian’s feelings regarding her were honest and that he would treat her with respect. His intentions were honorable. Wentworth’s, on the other hand, were possibly quite scandalous and could lead to ruin.
“I trust this morning finds you ladies well?” Sebastian sank down in the chair opposite Emma and winked. She genuinely smiled back at him because how could she not? He was so likable.
Unlike someone else she could name. If only all men had his easygoing nature, or at least if only the duke had some of that.
“Indeed the morning is lovely, Sebastian, thank you for asking,” replied Emma. Bella, Amelia, and the duchess responded the same.
He winked at her again, and Emma lost the battle not to blush; she scanned the table wondering who saw. Bella fluttered her eyes and smiled at her knowingly. Did she think she and Sebastian were . . .
“Has Thomas risen yet?” Sebastian asked.
“How many times do I have to tell you, you should call your brother Wentworth. That is his name since taking the title,” Sebastian’s mother reprimanded.
Sebastian groaned, “Mother, Wentworth is too formal. Surely as his family, we are allowed the use of his Christian name? If we don’t and everyone refers to him as Wentworth, he will likely forget his own name.”
“Nonsense,” his mother replied. “His name may be, Thomas Seabrook, but he is  Wentworth. Enough of this nonsense,” she said, rising as did everyone else. “I am retiring to my rooms.”
After she left, Sebastian, Bella, and Amelia burst out laughing.
“What do you find so humorous?” Emma questioned.
Sebastian wiped his eyes with his handkerchief. “Nothing, just Mother and her old-fashioned ideas about rules and etiquette. Thomas is our brother, for bloody sake.”
Bella gasped. “Do not let Mother hear you curse.”
“Excuse me.” Sebastian grinned. “Thomas is our brother. For plum’s sake, we need not be so stuffy in our own home.” He snorted.
“We aren’t,” agreed Amelia, “Just in front of Mother.” Then she turned to Emma. “Are Americans as formal in their homes?”
Emma pondered her answer. “No. Most noblemen dropped their titles, especially the ones in exile. Otherwise they’d fear for their lives. Some of them still refer to themselves as Lord So and So. Most Americans are just Mr. and Mrs., except for those in the military. It’s more wealth than title that is noticed there.”
She sighed. “I must admit that last night and the previous night, my head hurt from remembering who was a duke, a marquess, an earl, and so on. Never mind duchess, countess, and marchioness. How do you remember it all?” She inhaled dramatically after her long speech.
“When you grow up surrounded by it, it’s easy,” Sebastian answered. “The dukes are the easiest as there are very few of them.” He put his index finger on his chin and tapped. “I believe dukes number somewhere around twelve, at present.” 
Emma’s eyes widened. “That few. I had no idea.” If she had thought the duke out of her league before, she realized it fully now. Emma would just have to ignore the attraction she had for him and accept that nothing could come of it. 
That afternoon the drawing room would once again be filled with suitors paying their respects. Until then, she would retire to her room and put pen to paper. She needed to write to Amy. Then, she reminded herself, she also needed to continue with her writings, because if she didn’t write her stories, who would she become? Today she would find time to write. “Please pardon me; I think I’ll retire to my room.”
Voices faded as she quit the lovely breakfast room and made her way to her chambers, where she sat down at the small desk near the fireplace and penned a letter to Amy. 
My Dearest Friend Amy,
I hope this letter finds you well, and I pray your aunt is treating you with kindness. Life here in England is a whirlwind. Each evening we attend a ball or soirée, and every afternoon we receive callers. Everything is so formal. Sometimes I miss the simplicity of Miss Beauregard’s. The duke’s family has been very kind and welcoming to me. As each day progresses I feel more and more a part of the Seabrook family. Last evening I attended Almack’s. I must admit the papers in Boston make it sound much more exciting than it is, although I did have a splendid time. Please write me back and tell me how everything is at school. And remember, I will always be here for you even though an ocean separates us.
Your Friend Forever,
Emma
After sealing and addressing the missive, Emma mused about a new story that came to mind aboard the ship. Today she would finally begin to pen it. Grabbing parchment and dipping her quill in the inkwell, she started to put her ideas to paper. 
Anna Rosenberg, widowed at the tender age of one-and-twenty, left penniless by a no-good, gambling husband, found herself alone in a strange world. Why, oh why, had she not listened to her mama and papa? They told her Stephen Rosenberg, the Viscount Avery was a no-good liar. But did she believe them? No. He had swept her off her feet with smooth words and charming behavior. He had seduced her primarily for her generous dowry. She knew that now. Now that she lived in his world, in England, having left Mama and Papa behind in Boston. Her stubborn pride refused to let her send them a missive requesting help. If she did, they would pay her passage home. Save her from ruin.
As she stepped into a dressmaker’s shop, her arms full of beautiful gowns she had brought with her from America, her heart felt heavy. The ache was not caused by having to sell her lovely clothing. Her heart broke because of her stupidity…for not seeing her husband for what he truly had been.
If she did not receive a substantial amount today for selling her gowns, she would be cast out of the rooms she’d let after being thrown out of Stephen’s townhouse by the true owners. Another lie he’d told her. He did not own it, though he’d said he did. Nor did he own any other properties he had told her father about. She even found out he was not a viscount of any kind. Just plain old Stephen Rosenberg, deceased and buried with all the other paupers in London as she had refused to part with the few coins she had saved to bury him proper. Besides, in her eyes he did not deserve it. He was exactly where he deserved to be.
“May I help you, my dear?”
Pulled out of her thoughts by the shopkeeper, she said, “I was hoping to sell these.”
The older woman, dressed in a lovely but serviceable deep blue day dress, took her burden and examined each of the gowns closely. “These are lovely. Are you certain you want to part with them?”
“Yes, madam, I must.”
“You are an American?”
“Yes, I hail from Boston.”
She refused to cry. Damn. She searched for her lace hanky in her reticule to soak up her tears. “I’m sorry. I am not usually one for tears.”
 The shopkeeper draped the dresses on the counter and took Anna’s hand. “Come now, my dear, things can seem worse than they are. Perhaps some tea and someone to confide in will help?”
Emma put the quill down and stared at the page before her. The page was stained with her tears. Even while she was immersed in her own stories he tormented her.





  
 
CHAPTER TWELVE
 
Thomas paced the room while he listened to Amesbury heaving violently into the bedpan. According to the duke’s calculations, his friend dry-heaved every half-hour, like clockwork. And that did not count actual trips to the water closet. It took both himself and Myles to keep Amesbury on his feet so he could reach the commode. Thomas forced himself not to think ahead to when Amesbury was feeling well again. 
How mortified he would be when he remembered he’d been dependent on his friends––as dependent and weak as a newborn babe. 
Thomas was relieved when the doctor stopped by again, even though he did little but listen to Amesbury’s heart, take his pulse, and declare him on the road to recovery.
Tell that to Amesbury who lay in bed, shaking, sweating, vomiting, and cursing up a storm—all the while begging for opium. At times he went from being weak as a babe to being stronger than five men.
“Take this,” Amesbury demanded, holding out the bedpan to Myles. “And damn the two of you to hell. Let me be. Let me take my drugs and sink back into oblivion.”
Thomas approached the bed, crossed his arms on his chest, widened his stance, and glared at him. “If you think for one minute Myles and I will give you that drug that nearly killed you, you are out of your bloody mind.”
“Why?” he shouted back. “If you do, I’ll get better.”
“You will feel better, not be better. And only until the next time,” Myles interjected. “And next time you will find yourself in a box. I refuse to help you kill yourself. What is so bad in your life that you want to die?”
Amesbury groaned and yanked on his dark brown hair. Strands came away in his fingers. “You would not understand…you two with your perfect families.”
He could not help himself; Thomas burst out laughing. “Perfect? Have you been to my house lately? Sebastian is love sick for Emma, and I . . .” Both his friends looked at him. “Never mind what I am. A war between my younger brother and me is fated to happen. Two brothers cannot share the same woman.”
“Ahhh, so you do want her for yourself?” Amesbury’s eyes showed signs of life, which was good.
“Indeed, and I’m going straight to hell for it. But yes, I want her. Sebastian, with his bloody nobleness and impeccable manners, wants to marry her. As opposed to me; I want only to possess her shamelessly.”
“Has he approached you about it?” Myles asked.
“No. But I know my brother. He will not wait long. And God forgive me, I don’t think I can give my permission. I am the vile degenerate she called me––and worse. I cannot possibly marry her, yet I don’t want anyone else to either. I’m a dog in the manger…no, the worst creature on earth. What was her father thinking when he sought me out to be her guardian? He obvious did not research my true character.” 
And God help him, if she ever found out the truth of it all. She would hate him, which provided all the more reason to encourage a union between her and Sebastian. Thomas’s large hand rubbed his chest unconsciously.
“Never mind about me and my sad song.” He eyed Amesbury. “This is about you.”
“Is that a book of Byron’s poetry in your pocket?” Myles asked.
Thomas pulled his waistcoat to cover it, denying all the while that it was a book of love poems.
Amesbury groaned and wrapped his arms around his stomach. “Forget love songs and give me what I want. Do you have any idea what I feel? My stomach has declared war on me; my body is shaking, not only on the outside, but in. And invisible ants are crawling all over my skin.” He groaned again. “And my mind is screaming for the stuff. I need it. I need it now.” 
Amesbury’s voice softened. He turned to Thomas and Myles and reached out his hand, pleading. 
“Don’t you see? I need it. I can’t live without it. The drug and my need for it have taken over my every waking moment of every single day. It is all I think about. And when I take it, it’s this incredible bliss. Bloody ass! I need it.”
Mouth open, Thomas stared at Amesbury and wondered where his friend from their Eton and Cambridge days had gone. Where was the amiable and likable gentleman everyone thought so highly of? What had happened to cause this? Would he ever know? 
“I’ll be back.” Thomas raked his hands through his hair. After spending the night and most of the morning with his friends, he would head home for a short while, then come back and give Myles a chance to do the same. “Are you two going to be fine for awhile?” Thomas prayed they would. He needed a bath and a change of clothes. Maybe then he could think straight enough to help his friend.
***
Once Thomas arrived at Wentworth House he handed the stable groom the reins of his horse, Nightmare. He took the front steps two at a time and burst through the doors without waiting for the doorman. Giles, as if anticipating the duke’s return, came forward quickly and took his hat and cloak. 
“I’ll have a bath readied immediately and food sent up, Your Grace.” Giles surveyed him, frowning. “Is there anything else you need? And if I may ask, how is His Lordship?”
Thomas sighed deeply, reining in his emotions. “Lord Amesbury is doing much better this morning.”
“Thank God for that,” Giles replied, still stoic.
 “Are there any messages? Has my family been looking for me?” Thomas asked, hoping the answer would be no.
“The dowager duchess and Lord Sebastian would both like a word with you.”
“Thank you.”
“I will be up to assist you with your bath and bring your tray,” Giles said.
“Just have the tub filled. I want to be alone and I’m not hungry.” 
Giles flashed him a concerned look, but Thomas ignored it. He climbed the stairs slowly, his legs weighed down from exhaustion and worry. On days like today he wished he were not a duke with the weight of his family on his shoulders. Just once he wanted to throw family obligations, ducal demands, and the strict propriety of the ton out the door and live like a normal gentleman of leisure. Have the woman he wanted… 
Impossible.
Two servants came in and, after several trips to the kitchen, filled his tub. Thomas, undressed and submerged up to his chest, rested his head against the metal back and closed his eyes. He forced his body to relax and his mind to go blank. Not an easy task after nearly losing Amesbury last night. Which, once again, drew to the forefront of his mind the question: How did Amesbury bring on this addiction to laudanum? Could his life be so bad he had to escape to this drug? Sighing deeply, Thomas remembered his friend, his skin blue, his breathing labored, and his body shaking with uncontrollable convulsions––all while he was sleeping. This morning had brought on even more frightening side effects and behaviors associated with withdrawal.
His friend had better be in the mood for talking when he returned. Thomas would not take any evasive answers as to how this happened and why.
A knock on his door had him swearing. Could he not have any privacy or peace? “Who is it?” he barked out.
“Sebastian. May I come in?”
Groaning loudly, he replied, “Enter.” He must be out of his mind. This was not the time for talking to anyone in his family; he was in a state of undress and was too preoccupied with Amesbury.
Sebastian entered and froze. “I did not realize you were bathing. I can come back. Or better yet, can I have a word with you in your study when you’re presentable?”
Thomas’s heart fluttered. This conversation with his brother was not one he wanted to take place today or ever. “I’ll be down in half an hour.”
“Thank you,” his brother replied, then quit the ducal chambers.
Heart in his throat, Thomas closed his eyes and groaned. He knew his brother well enough to know he would ask for Emma’s hand. Dear God, there had to be a way out of this. As much as a union between them would benefit Emma and Sebastian, he could not conceive that the words granting them approval would come out of his mouth. 
Thomas could lie to himself all he wanted about Emma not having the right bloodlines to marry a duke. But the truth was he realized he did not come close to being worthy of her. She, who was goodness to the core of her being, and he, who had been deceitful, could not be together.
Every minute of every day Thomas could lecture himself about it. But the honest truth was he had feelings for Emma, feelings he’d never known existed, even when he simply glimpsed at her from a distance. And up close… he’d already proven he had no self-control. And he burned with shame again at the memory.
The times he spent in the arms of other females didn’t compare to the one time he held and kissed her. He would give anything to turn back time, undo that ravishing kiss, and be pure and worthy of her innocence and love. Take his time and court her properly as she was meant to be wooed. He wanted to treat her with respect, but for some reason when in her company he turned into a bastard, either ignoring her, insulting her, or forcing himself on her. He needed to be a better man. And if he were, would he even have a chance with her?
Sebastian, who was the total opposite of him, was worthy of Emma. He did not consort with widows and married women. As far as he knew he did not visit brothels either. Why, oh why, could he not be more like Sebastian? Even at this grueling moment, just the thought of her had his cock raging hard with wanting Emma. Damn his demented mind, and his cock.
After dressing Thomas descended the stairs, hoping not to encounter anyone on the way to his study. He could not look upon Emma or his sisters or his mother right now. Not when his emotions and his body’s need had him vulnerable and laid him wide open. Especially not when he had thought long and hard, had made his decision, decided on a course of action, and meant to do what he planned.
Upon entering his study, Thomas found Sebastian standing at the large window which overlooked the formal gardens at the back of the grounds. “What can I do for you, Sebastian?” Thomas forced his voice to sound bored and unemotional.
“I…” As if in pain, his brother handed him a letter. Thomas could not help but notice his brother’s hands trembling. “It came this morning.”
Thomas took the parchment and read the missive. It was his brother’s commission. It had happened, finally, after several years of hoping and waiting for the money needed to secure it.
“Congratulations. We have been waiting for this. It has been a long time coming.”
His brother sank into a chair opposite the duke’s desk and shook his head back and forth. “Once upon a time I wanted it more than anything. Now I do not.”
Thomas swallowed, the curse words sitting on his tongue. “What do you mean, you do not want it? It is all you talked about for the past three years.”
His brother glared at him. “It was all you talked about. Did you not once notice I was not enthused, as you were? Just because I am the untitled son, it does not mean I have to enter the military like all the other second and third sons. Did it ever occur to you that I might have another profession in mind?”
“Bloody hell.” Thomas banged his fist down on his desk, causing all the objects upon it to vibrate. “Now is not the time to tell me this. Why did you not do so before I begged the Prince Regent for this?” It took all Thomas’s will to clasp his hands together to keep them from grabbing his brother’s throat.
“I figured it was something I had to do.” His brother looked around the room, then finally settled his eyes, so much like his own, on him––causing Thomas to shiver.
“I want to marry Emma,” Sebastian blurted out. He continued before Thomas could say anything. “I want to take her back to America. And I hoped . . . well . . . maybe you would be so kind as to give me a job in your whaling business.”
Try as he might to control his body and his heart, Thomas found they would not listen. He jumped to his feet and stomped around the perimeter of the room, grasping for the right words. “Don’t be irrational; take several days to think this over. We’ll make no hasty decision on the commission.”
Sebastian sprang to his feet. “I don’t need to think about any of it.”
Thomas paused mid-stride, turned to face his brother, and prayed his own feelings were invisible. “I insist you take time to think both things over carefully. You will not get the chance for another commission. And I do not believe you have known Miss Hamilton long enough to know your true feelings. Nor can she know hers.”
“But—”
“But nothing.” His stern expression brooked no argument. “I insist you take a week to think about these decisions that will have an impact upon the rest of your life. I need to be alone to think things through. On the way out, please ask the servant to shut the door and tell him I do not wish to be disturbed until I let myself out.”
After his brother left, Thomas collapsed into his chair. Guilt and something else spread like the plague, crippling his body and mind. “Damn it all to hell,” he bellowed as his head dropped into his hands. Why was he forced to make decisions that affected the people he loved? Decisions that would ultimately affect the rest of their lives––and his? 
“Bloody hell.” Thomas swiped the contents on his desktop onto the floor. He had to get out of this house, out of his thoughts that told him one course of action while his heart pleaded for another. He smacked his forehead with the palm of his hand. 
“Shut up, shut the bugger up!”
Later, while he donned his hat and cloak, his mother approached him with a stern face. “May I have a word with you?”
Knowing he had no choice, Thomas removed his cloak and hat, handed them to a servant, and followed his mother into the drawing room. He closed the doors and waited for his mother to sit. Once she was settled on the settee, he sat opposite her and waited for the inevitable.
“I just spoke to Sebastian, and he is quite upset with you. Is it true you denied his proposal of marriage to Miss Hamilton?”
Thomas closed his eyes for a moment, piecing the right words together to satisfy his mother. “I did not deny his proposal. I merely suggested he take a week to think it over. They have hardly known each other long enough to declare themselves in love. And there’s his commission.”
“Yes, yes. But love?” his mother questioned. “Is that what this is about? What is it with young people today that marriage needs to involve love? One does not need love to start a union; feelings will come with time.”
“I disagree. What if the so-called love does not come? Then two people are forced together for the rest of their lives without someone to love or love them in return.” His mother began to speak and he held her off. “Please do not speak about how a gentleman can always find relief and tenderness from a mistress, and the wife can find love with her children. What kind of life is that?”
“A perfectly acceptable life,” his mother replied as she fidgeted in her seat.
“If I may be so bold as to ask, did you and Papa love one another?”
His eyes never left his mother’s face. Thomas knew he would see the truth in her expression, not her words. Her body flinched ever so slightly, and when she pursed her lips together in a thin line he had his answer, regardless of her reply.
“We had a mutual respect for each other.”
Stunned did not come close to describing his emotions. She’d told him the truth. He thought she would declare herself in love with his father––which he knew was not true. Thomas had not spent twenty years living off and on in the same house with them to be unable to see they were mere strangers to each other. How they managed to produce four children baffled him. And how could his mother have respected his father in the later years? Those years when his father flaunted his mistresses, drank and gambled away not only his life, but his fortune? 
It did not matter what type of marriage his parents had. Thomas saw things differently now, and he knew he would marry for love. No less. And so would his brother and sisters. Sebastian might think himself in love with Emma, but Thomas knew Emma did not love Sebastian. How could she love his brother when, as an innocent, she’d kissed him with passionate abandon? 
No. He would not approve such a marriage, ever.
“That is all fine and well, but I believe in love and will not agree upon any marriage for Sebastian, Isabella, Amelia, or Miss Emma Hamilton without it.”
His mother gasped.
“Do I make myself clear?” Thomas demanded.
“Yes, you have. Now I would like to discuss Sebastian’s commission.”
“That is another thing he needs to consider carefully. How is it that suddenly he does not want it? I think he is letting his heart dictate his future. Sebastian may declare himself in love with Miss Hamilton. But to my knowledge, she has shown no such emotion for him.”
“Do you think I don’t know my own sons?” The dowager pierced him with her all-knowing blue eyes.
“W . . . what do you mean?” Thomas’s stomach clenched tightly. Could she possibly know how he felt?
“I have eyes, and I see the way you look at her when you think no one is watching. And I see the way she looks at you as well. But heed my warning, and heed it well. If you marry the girl, you could subject the family to scandal once again. Oh, it will be nothing like we have seen before. But still, some might take offense to a duke marrying his American ward. Just something for you to think upon.” She rose from the settee. “Good day, Your Grace.”
Thomas rose as well and nodded to his mother. “Good day.” He sat back down after she left the room. That was the first time in his memory, since taking over the dukedom, that she had dismissed him. When had he lost control of his family? And how he hated it when she called him, ‘Your Grace’… He was her son, for God’s sake.
After sitting and staring sightlessly into the room, for what seemed like hours, Thomas left and made his way into the library. The Marquis of Amesbury’s library somewhat lacked current reading materials, and he needed something, other than Byron, to take his mind off his uncomfortable conversation with his mother when he returned to his friend’s residence. 
And he was sure his mother could do without him that afternoon when their drawing room would be invaded by gentleman callers again.
***
Having several hours before afternoon tea, when Emma would have to smile and converse with gentlemen she had no interest in, she thought she’d find something to read. She’d left the library in such haste last evening that she hadn’t found a book.
Emma looked around the room, this time making sure she was alone. She did not want a repeat of last evening when she’d come to the library and found the duke. She shivered and hugged the memory to herself. 
Oh, to be truthful, Emma did want a repeat. But she was also thankful he’d left for the day. She had time to think and knew she could not allow a situation like that to happen again, no matter how much she wanted him to kiss her and hold her. She hoped reading would take her mind off the devilishly handsome and darkly brooding duke. As her fingers scanned the volumes she heard footsteps behind her. 
She held her breath and turned. Relief washed over her.
“Sebastian, you startled me.”
“Forgive me.” He glanced behind himself and closed the library’s double doors. “May I have a word with you?” he asked, obviously anxious.
She swallowed, calming her heart and putting aside her disappointment that it wasn’t Wentworth in front of her now. “Yes.”
Sebastian rushed forward and took both her hands in his large warm ones. Soft blue eyes looked down into hers. When she realized what he was about to say, all air vacated her lungs.
“Emma, I know we have just recently met, but I . . .” Sebastian paused and inhaled while she stared down at their joined hands and focused on how they shook.
This is not good.
“I…” He bent down on one knee and looked up at her face. Love radiated from the depths of his eyes, and her stomach knotted in anguish. How can I hurt this man?
“Will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”
Emma could do nothing but stare at Sebastian. When she opened her mouth to speak, words failed her. Inside her head too many words screamed at once, fighting for purchase. Accept his proposal. He is a wonderful man and he loves me. He is kind, considerate, and would never hurt me. These things she knew in her heart. But another part of her, not responding to reason, screamed, ‘No!’
Sebastian rose, pulling her numb body into his arms and brushing a kiss against her temple. “You need not answer me today. Take your time. But know I love you.”
The lump clogging her throat made speaking difficult. “Sebastian, I . . .”
“Please,” he whispered into her ear. “Please think on it. I can be patient. I know this is sudden, but I know how I feel.”
The library doors opened with a resounding crash. Emma jumped away from Sebastian, pivoted around, and found herself face to face with the duke. He obviously had not left for the day.
“My, my, this is cozy.” Wentworth glared at them both, his eyes flashing with dark anger. “Please excuse me; I would not want to interrupt your little lovers’ vignette.”
With a damning look at her, then at Sebastian, Wentworth turned and strolled out of the room, slamming the doors behind him and sending footmen scurrying out of his way.
Sebastian pulled her back onto his arms. “You are shaking. Do not worry about my brother. I already asked for permission to marry you.”
Emma pulled back stunned. “You what?” she squeaked.
“I asked him. He did not give his consent. He recommended I think upon it.” Cradling her head between his hands, he dropped his lips to hers. Emma tried to turn her head, but he held it firmly in place. His lips were warm and soft, but they were not Thomas’s. Nothing magical happened when Sebastian kissed her. 
Her heart did not race. Her hands did not itch to touch him. Her lips did not want to be touching his. Her body did not yearn for things unknown. Emma actually wanted to back away from the embrace. God help her, she did not know what to do. She did not know how not to hurt the wonderful man who held her in his arms.
She pushed him away and took several steps back. “Please, Sebastian, this is so sudden. I need time to think.”
Like the true gentleman that he was, Sebastian bowed and smiled even though the smile did not reach his eyes. “Take all the time you need, my love. I will await your decision.” Then he too turned and left her alone.
Emma blindly reached out her hand and felt for the nearest piece of furniture to sink her weary self into. Of all the dilemmas in her life, she never imagined two brothers vying for her attention. How had she attracted these two mind-meltingly gorgeous men? 
She knew they could have any gently bred lady of their choosing, so why had they chosen her? She had no experience with the opposite sex and couldn’t think how she’d encouraged them… until Wentworth’s kiss. Yes. Once their lips met, she’d definitely encouraged that…
And he’d just stormed out of the room like a spoiled schoolboy.
Someone should add learning about males to every young lady’s studies. How was she to recognize what was sincere, false, or just plain roguish behavior?
The doors to the library creaked opened behind her, and every muscle in her body coiled up tight. She held her breath again. Please, let it be either Bella or Amelia.
“Emma?” Thomas’s soft voice filtered into the room from behind her and caused her pulse to spike. “May I have a word with you?” 
She closed her eyes, letting his deep voice penetrate her soul, and sighed. “Yes.” 
His footfalls moved across the thick Persian rug, making little sound as he joined her on the settee. When his thigh brushed hers she moved over to give him more room. Any kind of physical contact with him did things to her she did not understand, glorious things. 
Emma knew their bodies should not touch intimately because just being this close took away her ability to think. Coming to England and behaving scandalously was not proper behavior.
He turned to face her and took both her hands in his. 
Emma’s eyes dropped to their joined hands. His large, masculine, ungloved hands swallowed up her small delicate ones. The realization sent delicious shivers up her arms. 
“I want to apologize for my behavior. I had no right to take my frustration out on you––or my brother.” He raised her hands to his mouth and brushed his moist lips across her naked knuckles. “Please, forgive me.”
No words came to Emma. All she could do was peer at his shoulder while he cradled her hands lovingly against his cheek. She should pull them away. This whole scenario was improper. They were alone and holding hands. However, her body and brain could not agree to stop it. 
“I forgive you.” Then she made the mistake and looked into his eyes. The yearning in them shot straight to her heart.
“I must go now.” She tugged her hands away with little force…so little force they never moved but remained intertwined with his.
“Emma, I know Sebastian loves you, and he would make a good husband for you.” He rose to his feet, pulling her with him, his hands still entwined with hers. “He would be faithful, kind, and gentle and is most deserving of your love.”
Was he here to tell me this, that I should marry Sebastian?
Her ears pounded from the blood pumping through her veins. And she had to fight her instinct to reach out and pull this man she loved into her arms.
“Emma, I’m asking you: Do you love him? Do you want to marry him? I want the choice to be yours.”
‘No’ her brain screamed out. Sebastian was a wonderful man, but she wanted to marry the man in front of her, although it was obvious from his question that would never happen. If he loved her he would not ask if she loved another. She was certain then that Thomas, the duke, would never consider marrying her. 
After inhaling deeply she bravely met his eyes again. The air stalled in her lungs. Thomas’s eyes mirrored his soul. Sadness, desperation, and loneliness radiated from his deep blue eyes. And something else. A small glimmer of…could it be…hope?

She swallowed, closed her eyes, leaned into him and whispered, “I cannot marry him. I do not love him. At least not the way he wants, and it would not be right. He deserves a woman who will love him . . . completely.”
***
Thomas groaned his approval, wrapped his arms around her waist, and buried his head in her hair. He inhaled the jasmine scent that he associated only with her. Every muscle in his body liquefied. He had not realized how fearful and tense he’d been.
“Emma, I,” he whispered as he placed his index finger under her chin, tilting her head up so he could capture her luscious lips with his. Dear God, forgive me, but this is like coming home.

Everything about her tasted familiar. Thomas moved his head for better access, forcing her lips open with his tongue, sweeping the inside of her mouth. When Emma joined her tongue with his he swallowed a moan. Her arms circled his neck, and she leaned her breasts against his chest. 
God help him, he wanted her. The urge to take her and finally make her his overpowered every sensible thought in his mind.
Tearing his lips from hers, he nuzzled her neck, his hands skimming her sides to cup her breasts through her layers of clothing. She shivered in response. Not good enough. 
Thomas needed to feel warm soft flesh. With deft fingers he unbuttoned the back of Emma’s dress until he could free her full, pale breasts to his eyes. At the sight of her, Thomas’s breath hitched and his member, already hard, filled to uncomfortable proportions inside his breeches. Gently he cupped both glorious orbs in his hands and groaned again. 
“You are beautiful,” he whispered with reverence as he touched her.
“Thomas, we mustn’t . . .” The rest of the words escaped her as he lowered his head and suckled her nipple. He felt her knees buckle. 
Her hands reached out and grabbed his waist to steady herself.
***
Thomas bit her playfully, and a flood of moisture pooled between her thighs. While his mouth continued the tender torture of her breasts, she arched her back and fisted her hands into his hair to pull him closer. 
Again, the nagging voice in the back of her mind told her this was wrong, that this was scandalous and improper. But her body would not listen as sensation after sensation flooded her with a need for something more. There was something she could not grasp, no matter how hard she sought to. But she wanted to learn all of it with this man.
“Thomas, I . . . feel . . .”
“Yes, let yourself feel. Let yourself go.” His voice vibrated against her exposed breasts, and she shivered. Then one of his hands reached for her skirt and pulled it up while his other lightly feathered up her thigh until he cupped her there. A place she barely touched herself.
A moan escaped Emma. She moved her hips against his hand, shamelessly, as his lips captured hers once again. His tongue plundered her mouth, and she gasped when his fingers found the slit in her pantaloons and he slid one finger deep within her. Tongue and finger mimicked one another. At the back of her mind she knew she should protest, but her body wiggled closer, into his hand. 
As her tongue danced with his, a knot formed low in her belly and something shattered throughout her body, sending her into sweet bliss. If Thomas had not kissed her screams away the whole house would have heard.
That disconcerting thought of discovery brought her back to her senses too late. 
“What the bloody hell are you doing?” Sebastian yelled as he shoved Thomas away from her. Then his shocked eyes fell on Emma’s exposed breasts. 
“You whore. You refuse my advances but fall like a doxy into my brother’s arms to seek your pleasure.” 
Emma clutched her dress to her breasts and stared, tears streaming down her cheeks at her shame and the hate she witnessed in Sebastian’s eyes.
“Sebastian, it is not what you think,” Thomas bellowed, as Sebastian’s fist connected with his chin, sending the duke reeling back against a chair. He righted himself and dove for his brother’s waist, and they both fell to the ground.
“Stop it, stop it.” Emma sobbed as she tried to pull them apart. Her bodice dropped once again, exposing her breasts; both men stopped and gaped as her.
“Damn you both to hell,” she cried as she clutched her dress.
Sebastian rose up first and pointed a trembling finger at her. “You fooled me. You fooled everyone in this house into thinking you were an innocent. You probably whored yourself out to my brother and Myles on the trip across the Atlantic.”
Emma gasped, almost succumbing to the agonizing pain gripping her heart. The room began to tilt. Words failed her when Wentworth shouted, “Do not talk to her like that. She is innocent. This was my fault. She had no idea what I was doing to her. You’d better beg her forgiveness.”
Sebastian snorted in disbelief. “Why should I? I asked her to marry me less than half an hour ago. I came in here moments later and . . . found . . . her nearly naked with your hand up her skirt. What am I supposed to think? She’s the one that owes me an apology.” He stalked to the doors and then turned back. “If you want this little episode kept quiet, I expect my demands to be met. You must write the Prince Regent and reject my commission, on my behalf. I am booking passage to America on the first ship I can find. Send word to your people at Hamilton Oil and tell them I will be taking over for you there. 
“And I expect more than a modest salary…and housing. It is the least you can do for your untitled brother. And if it were not for…” He cast daggers at Emma with his eyes. “If not for her father’s fortune you would be broke and have nothing to offer anyone except your lofty title and your bad manners. I will pack and be gone within the hour, and, God willing, I will never set eyes on either one of you again.” He stormed out.
Thomas, pale as death, walked behind her and buttoned up her dress. “I am sorry I embarrassed you in front of my brother.” Once the last button was fastened he turned her in his arms. “Emma, I can’t believe I’m going to do this minutes after Sebastian did, but I am.” He dropped down on one knee. “Will you marry me?”
Emma could not believe her eyes and ears. If only she could be sure he truly wanted her as his wife and meant the words. 
In her heart she was not convinced he did. She gave the only answer she could… 
“No.”
“No.” Thomas’s nostrils flared. “No?” 
She made no response. 
“Fine,” he resumed. “If that’s your choice, this situation can’t continue. I think the best thing for both of us is for me to marry you off as quickly as possible. Spare us both the torture of living in the same house. Maybe tonight will be your lucky night.”
***
Before Thomas could say any more hurtful things Emma fled the library and sought solace in her bedchamber. Left alone with her shredded heart, Emma sank down onto her bed, buried her face in her hands, and rocked back and forth, sobbing for the two men she loved. One as a friend she’d lost for good, and one she had hoped to spend all eternity with and now certainly knew she could not––no matter his proposal.
“Papa,” she cried. “I need you. I want to go home. Please, Papa.” 





  
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
“What do you mean, you are moving out?” The dowager duchess hurried to keep up with Sebastian as he followed his trunks down the stairs. On her heels were Amelia and Bella, both looking frantic.
“Just what I said, Mother,” Sebastian snapped as he entered the foyer. “Wentworth has been most generous in offering me the chance to make my own fortune running Hamilton Oil, and I accepted. I leave today. A merchant ship sails for America on this evening’s tide, and I plan to leave with it.”
Sebastian ignored the heavy weight crushing his heart at the thought of leaving his family and friends behind. What choice do I have? Living in this house with Emma and Thomas would kill him. 
For once in his life he’d given his heart away, only to have it stomped on and cast aside. The love of his life preferred his brother, the duke. He had expected behavior like that from the silly debutantes attending the balls and soirees in London this season, but not from Emma. He had thought she was different.
“Stop right this minute,” his mother demanded in her most clipped ‘duchess voice.’ At her tone Sebastian paused in his tracks, his mind tumbling back to his boyhood when he and Thomas were caught causing mischief. Sometimes they would lock their tutor out of the classroom. Climb out the window, and run as far away from the estate as they could. They would always return when it became dark or their stomachs growled, even though they would have to face mother’s wrath.   
“Turn and look at me. Tell me, what has brought this on?” 
Closing his eyes, Sebastian hoped to keep all his emotions from showing. He did not want his mother knowing about his troubles with Thomas––or the reason.
“Mother, I realized something about myself these past days, weeks, months. I can’t live under the generosity of Wentworth.” Yes, he would refer to his brother as Wentworth from now on. Sebastian saw he was no longer a true brother, other than in name and through financial connection. “I inquired about taking this position at Hamilton Oil. After running all Wentworth’s estates and properties and overseeing renovations to this house while he was in America, I realized I can no longer go back to doing nothing.” 
Sebastian hugged his mother, something he never remembered doing before. “Don’t worry about me; I plan on taking America by storm. And I’ll be back to visit and I’ll write every week.”
His mother pulled back and touched his cheek with the palm of her hand. “If you must, go with my blessing. Take care of yourself. Stay away from the natives that roam those lands.”
Amelia and Bella both hugged him together, and his heart nearly broke apart. 
“What will I do without you, dear brother?” Amelia sniffed. “Thomas is so stuffy since becoming a duke. He is no fun at all.”
Sebastian stepped back and smiled at Amelia, fighting back his own tears. He grabbed Bella’s hand and squeezed. “You will find yourself a husband, have babies, and live a long and wonderful life. You do not need me. I love you both. Don’t ever forget that. And marry well and marry for love. Don’t let Wentworth force you into a marriage without that. Don’t do it without your heart engaged and the gentleman’s heart involved.” He banged his chest with his fist, forcing a smile onto his face and enthusiasm into his voice. “I will write as soon as I’m in Boston.”
Once inside the coach, he’d cooled down but ignored the guilt riding him for not having said goodbye to his brother or to Emma. His hand massaged the pain in his chest over his heart. If he saw either one of them now, he would drop to his knees and beg their forgiveness for his hurtful words, said in anger. He might even stay. 
Stubborn pride, however, would not allow him to go back inside. Bloody hell, he did not want to leave England. Never, ever, in his wildest dreams, did he imagine traveling to America. His words and reasons, spoken aloud, left him no choice. Was he now damned for his stubborn pride?
***
Emma spent the day in bed, begging a migraine. She could not face any member of the Seabrook family, knowing she was to blame for Sebastian’s hasty and emotional departure. How could any of them ever forgive her if they knew the truth of what transpired between her and Thomas and Sebastian? And forgiving herself would never happen.
Rosie came in several times with food and to check on Emma. The trays went back to the kitchen untouched, and she sent Bella and Amelia away without seeing them as well. Who knew guilt could consume you and make you physically ill? She’d learned it could––and learned it the hard way.
Then his words filtered in her mind about finding her a husband as soon as possible. Emma flung herself over onto her stomach and screamed all her heartache and frustration into her pillows. She was without any control over her life. Why had she not accepted his proposal even without a declaration of love? She wanted to be his wife more than anything. What was wrong with her?
What she would give to be back at finishing school. Why, oh why, had she not understood how much better off she had been then? Spending her days with her studies, writing to her heart’s content, spending her free time with Amy and Penelope and sitting in the kitchen with Mrs. Gertrude.
Never had she envisioned her life as it was now, without Papa or the support of anyone else. Yes, she knew she had Bella and Amelia, but she could never confide in them about their brothers. She had behaved scandalously, and if word of that traveled about, she would be ruined. And she was anyway. The man she loved, and would love for the rest of her life, wanted to marry her off quickly to another. She did not believe he would ever propose again.
Surely, Papa left her an allowance in his will? Would he put his trust completely in the son of his childhood friend? A long time ago…had Thomas mentioned something about money in trust for her? Sighing, she rose to her knees and climbed out of the bed, determined to do something, anything to change her current situation.
She pulled on the tassel to summon Rosie. Tonight there was to be a soiree at Lord and Lady Booneville’s Mayfair home. She would show the duke; she would find her own husband.
Wentworth had made it perfectly clear she needed to find a husband and move out. So she would take matters into her own hands. She refused to let him dictate who she would spend the rest of her days with. What right did he have, anyway?
Myles would make an acceptable husband. He was handsome, witty, and kind. Except there was one major problem. Bella loved him and Emma didn’t. She groaned. Still, there were other eligible men in London. She would just find an amiable and interesting one and flirt shamelessly. Someone must be willing to marry an American with a large dowry. 
Did I have a large dowry? That was another something she would have to speak to him about.
Wait. Emma’s stomach knotted up. What had Sebastian said about her papa’s money? That without it, Thomas would be broke. How could that be? Dukes were rich, were they not? That was another conversation she would have with him. She could no longer let herself think of him as Thomas, either. And if her papa’s money was paying for his more-than-modest lifestyle, then surely he could give her a yearly allowance and let her be. 
Maybe she would go back to her original plan and return to Boston to live out her days in solitude, writing to her heart’s content. That sounded more appealing.
 If Sebastian’s blackmailing worked with Wentworth, maybe she could do the same. Blackmail him into letting her return home, live in her papa’s sea captain’s home by the ocean, where she could write for pleasure. 
She had a niggling feeling he would agree to anything, if she threatened to expose their little liaison in the library. Not that she would ever do such a thing because it would surely affect her more than him. But would Sebastian remain silent about events in England if she returned to America? Her life could be ruined on either side of the ocean.
Wentworth had proposed but didn’t really want to marry her. He was expected to marry someone of his class and was only being honorable because someone caught them in a compromising situation.
Yes. She knew that…but…
Suddenly the solution became clear. Her heart lifted and she opened her wardrobe, searching for just the right gown to wear that night. Everything had to be planned accordingly in order for her scheme to work. If things went according to plan, by this time tomorrow Emma could be packing for her journey home.
***
By the time Thomas arrived back at Amesbury’s home he felt far worse than when he had left. In his friend’s bedchamber, he found Amesbury sleeping. He looked less pale. Myles slept slouched in a chair; he would have the devil of a sore neck when he awoke.
Quietly, taking a seat in a brocade chair by the fireplace, Thomas closed his eyes, hoping to alleviate the pounding in his head and his heart. There were days when being a duke was torture. Adding careless stupidity to the mix hadn’t helped. He’d really messed up the family he’d tried to support and protect. And possibly ruined any chance he had for happiness.
He looked from one friend to the other.
It could be worse. He could be Amesbury.
Thoughts of his friend drifted in his head. Seeing Amesbury lying in bed, his skin tinged blue, barely breathing and at death’s door, had shocked Thomas to the core. Life was fleeting and one never knew from one day to the next what could happen. Amesbury had seemed afraid to marry Lady Beth. Could that be because of his weakness––the opium his body and mind had craved? Or was it something else entirely?
Amesbury did not appear to have money issues, but what did he know? Rumors of Wentworth’s family’s lack of coin had traveled through the ton like a forest fire during a dry spell. Could his friend have kept such a secret? He doubted it.
So if not money issues, what had made him turn to laudanum to numb his brain? 
Thomas sighed. He would have to believe that Amesbury would confide and seek his help when he was ready. Meanwhile, Thomas would do anything to keep his friend alive, even if it meant begging Lady Beth to break their marriage contract. Thomas believed if Amesbury were to continue with his engagement to Lady Beth, he would continue to use opium and ultimately die. The breaking of the betrothal would have all the gossips wagging their tongues. However, it would not be the first time a lady broke off an engagement with a marquess, and it certainly would not be the last.
Lady Beth could explain that during their engagement she realized they did not suit and she thought it better to discover that before the marriage took place.
He knew just what he had to do. If Myles would stay with Amesbury tonight, Thomas would attend Lord and Lady Booneville’s soiree and speak with Lady Beth in private.
Once settled on that action, Thomas needed to contend with his own personal dilemmas. His desire and weakness for Emma had driven his brother from their home and country. Thomas hadn’t been able to keep his hands to himself, so now Sebastian would never marry Emma, the woman he loved. 
Thomas’s muscles tensed up, so he rotated his shoulders around and around. What a bloody arse he was, hurting his own brother the way he had.
In addition to that, he could only imagine the hurt he had caused Emma because of the way he proposed and what he’d said when she declined his offer. He’d lashed out, tried to hurt her as she’d hurt him with her answer. It might have been bad timing, but he’d already decided he did want to marry her. But Sebastian, damn him, had hinted about the family’s lack of coin. How long would it take for her to find out the circumstances behind his connection to her father’s estate and his death?
When she did, she would hate him forever. As much as Thomas wanted Emma, he needed to get her away from him as soon as possible. He needed to protect her from the truth and secure her happiness. As visions of Emma married to another flashed before his eyes, his hands painfully gripped the arms of the chair. The thought of another man’s hands on Emma’s delicious body, or of another claiming her as his own, was driving him mad. Why hadn’t she accepted his offer? Thomas had to admit to himself that yes, he lusted after Emma, but lust was only the beginning of what he felt for her. He oftentimes watched her when she interacted with the servants, his sisters, and his mother. At all times Emma was kind, attentive, and patient. She would make a perfect duchess.    
The Prince had hinted at a match between Wentworth and Lady Madeline McFarlane, the daughter of the Earl of Lennon and Laird of Clan McFarlane. The Regent continued to strive to improve England’s relations with the Scots.
Raking his hands through his hair, Wentworth cringed at the thought of marrying Lady Madeline. Not that there was anything wrong with her. She was comely enough, but at the time he and the Prince Regent contemplated the match, he had been in dire need of coin. The Earl of Lennon was one of the few Scotsmen with enough to spare.
Today, there was no such financial need, and he no longer thought Lady Madeline would suit him. Not like his ward did. 
Lady Madeline’s eldest brother, Aiden, who would inherit the earldom, might possibly suit Bella though. Maybe that marriage would appease the Prince Regent and his desire to blend the two families. Could he perhaps convince the Prince to allow him to marry Emma?
“When did you get back?” Myles asked as he stretched his sleep-stiff body.
“Not long ago. I apologize for taking so long. I had a family emergency.” Thomas stood up and strolled toward Amesbury’s bedside. “How is he?”
“He has not retched in several hours, which I must believe is a good thing.” Myles’s brows rose. “What family emergency would that be?”
Thomas explained what transpired between him, his brother, and Emma. Leaving out the pertinent fact that he nearly seduced Emma into giving him her innocence, which he certainly would have taken if they had not been interrupted. He had been so lost in her that he’d been incapable of realizing the consequences that would have occurred because of it. Also, he left out his botched marriage proposal. That was an embarrassment not to be made light of at the moment.
“Maybe you should marry the chit, like I said last year.” Myles paused and grinned. “I saw the way you two looked at each other when you danced at the Caulfields’ ball. Admit it. You are smitten with the girl.”
Damn his friend for reading him so well. “I can’t marry her, and you know why.”
Myles burst out laughing. Then he grinned widely. “Come on, you’re a duke. You can do anything you want. Marry who you want.”
“What if she found out the true story regarding her father? She would hate me,” he scoffed. “Call me vain, but I prefer to marry someone who will not come to loathe the sight of me.”
“It could be worse. Emma could be married to someone else an ocean away.” His friend’s voice and expression turned melancholy.
Thomas winced at the pain he witnessed on Myles’s face. “Sorry. Listen, do you mind staying here so I can attend the Boonevilles’ soiree for a couple of hours tonight? Then I’ll return and you can go home and get some rest.”
“Why not? My mother can chaperone Marissa. It’s not like there are any ladies attending tonight that I want to see. And I am sick to death of the marriage-mamas dodging my every step and thrusting their young daughters in my face. Have they no shame?”
Thomas shrugged his shoulders. “Apparently not.”
***
Emma took extra care with her toilette that evening. Rosie outdid herself by sweeping Emma’s hair high on her head and letting long ringlets cascade down her back. Her maid also intertwined burgundy-colored ribbons in her hair. The rose evening gown she chose had burgundy piping and ribbons that were of the same shade as those in her hair. The gown’s ribbons tied high on her waist, accentuating the full swell of Emma’s breasts quite nicely. A devious smile broke out on her face as she imagined His Grace’s eyes bulging out of his head at the sight of her exposed flesh.
“Lordy, Miss, how lovely you look. Every man’s eyes will be upon you this evening.” As Rosie commented, she draped Emma’s matching rose pelisse over her shoulders and pulled up the fur-trimmed hood. “It won’t be long before you catch yourself a husband. No, it won’t indeed, not with you looking so fetching.”
“Thank you, Rosie,” she murmured as she placed her hand on her stomach. It had suddenly decided to harvest butterflies…by the dozens.
Several moments later Emma stood stiffly, glancing out through the large leaded window in the drawing room, waiting for Bella, Amelia, and the dowager duchess to join her. The sun had set and gas lampposts lit by the night sentry cast shadows across the street. The clip-clop of horses’ hooves traveled to her ears as carriages went by. She imagined the occupants were anxious to arrive at their destinations.
Footsteps behind Emma had her twirling around, and she found herself face to face with her nemesis. Her knees weakened, but she swallowed the lump in her throat and ignored the nervous vibration of her hands. 
She acknowledged him in a quiet voice. “Your Grace. I did not realize you were accompanying us this evening.” She lied. Rosie had let that snippet drop a few hours earlier. Servants possessed a wealth of information and shared it in an unabashed fashion. At least that was what Rosie told her. Giles, who guarded the duke’s privacy as if he were the king himself, was generally the exception.
The duke cut a fine figure in his white ruffled shirt, white cravat, black waistcoat, and matching jacket. His black breeches hugged every muscle in his thighs and continued down to his stockings and shoes. Emma forced her eyes away from his legs. That was when she noticed one side of his mouth twitched uncomfortably as his gaze raked up and down her body. His eyes rested briefly on her décolletage, then he nodded his head as if approving of her attire.
Wentworth’s deep blue eyes bore into hers. “My, don’t you look fetching this evening. Are you hoping to snag a husband?”
It took all she had not to reveal how much his comment hurt her. Why was he acting mean? He would forever confuse her; one moment he tried seducing her, and the next he insulted her. Tonight she would not let him disturb her. 
Emma’s lips spread into a wide smile. “Is that not the point to these social gatherings, Your Grace? Even a girl, born and raised in such a savage place as America, realizes the significance of a London Season and how important it is to catch just the right gentleman.”
He raised his brows. “Indeed.”
“Several I met this past week have caught my eye.” Emma fluttered her lashes and caressed the top of her exposed bosom with her fingers. She smirked in satisfaction when Wentworth’s eyes immediately followed her hand, causing his nostrils to flare. Let him look his fill…all he wanted, because he would never, ever touch her again.
“A certain handsome and brave Major Fontaine has expressed interest in me. He came to call today. Unfortunately, I was indisposed at the time, but he did say he would attend this evening’s soirée. He left his card, requesting a dance.” 
She paused, flipped open her fan, and fluttered it while she peered at Wentworth from behind it. “He requested a waltz, no less. What do you make of that, Your Grace?”
 The esteemed duke frowned and his face flushed red, causing her pulse to spike. If he reacted this way to the mere mention of her waltzing with another man she could not wait to flirt shamelessly with the major that evening.
“I would say be very, very careful with him.” Thomas paused, pulled his timepiece out of his waistcoat pocket, and frowned. “Fontaine has a certain reputation for seducing unsuspecting young ladies.”
Emma gasped, and bugger all, he noticed her reaction to his words. What he alluded to. He raised his brow and smirked knowingly as she blushed, obviously aware he’d unsettled her.
“He never goes too far and is always careful not to be caught. However, he has a wagging tongue. I would hate to find myself at one of my clubs with your name circulating as his latest conquest, my dear.”
Somehow Thomas knew she was not serious about her flirtatiousness. Was she that transparent? He saw right through her plan to flirt mercilessly this evening. 
Damn the bloody, black-hearted rogue. In his own way, he was laughing at her. Emma spun around and strolled out of the drawing room––her chin held high as she ignored him and his damn smirking lips. Once she considered them kissable; now she wanted to sink her teeth into them.
“There you are.” She sighed, her heart slowing its pace as she found Bella, Amelia, and their mother donning their pelisses. She did not need to turn to know he stood beside her. Every nerve in her body tingled with awareness. His proximity unsettled her.
“Ladies…” He bowed impeccably. “Why, each of you is a unique vision of loveliness. I pity the young gentlemen this evening. For surely their hearts will be plucked right from their chests.”
Both his sisters laughed.
“Come now.” The duchess scowled. “We are late as it is; let us be off. The sooner we arrive, the more quickly I can get home and nurse my headache.”
Thomas looked worried. “Why don’t you stay home? I am perfectly capable of chaperoning these ladies tonight.”
The duchess sighed and rubbed her temples with her fingers. “You know, I believe I will. I am so tired and worried about Sebastian.” She turned away. “Goodnight, all, and have a good time.”
During the carriage ride Thomas tried his best to ignore Emma, sitting across from him. But the several times their knees bumped his cock leaped, as well as his pulse and his heart. What the bloody hell possessed him to offer to chaperone Emma and his sisters tonight without his mother’s help? How could he be watching all three at once? 
Amelia, if she were truly smitten with Captain Rycroft, would need watching. The Boonevilles’ Mayfair mansion had extensive gardens. The many paths winding in all directions were never well lit. He’d spent many a night taking liberties with his female friends in those gardens.
The thought of Captain Rycroft putting his hands on Amelia before the wedding night caused his blood to boil. If it killed him, he would make damn sure his sister stayed chaste, at least until Rycroft asked permission for her hand.
 He needn’t worry about Isabella at present. She had eyes only for Myles. It would have been convenient if Myles returned the sentiment. He could not think of a finer man to have for a brother-in-law. Maybe time would heal his friend’s broken heart and he would see what was in front of him, instead of pining away for a married woman an ocean away.
As the carriage came to a halt Thomas’s mind concentrated on Emma. One of his eyes would be on her at all times. If she dared go outside with Fontaine, or any other gentleman for that matter, he would be lurking in the shadows making sure any man did not so much as touch one hair on her head. If they did, he would bloody their noses. Call them out. He did not spend all those hours in the boxing ring for naught. 
Besides, no one else was going to touch her, only him. His stomach coiled. Hell and damnation, she’d tunneled into his heart and had nested there but good.
Thomas stood at the back of the ballroom, straining to monitor his sisters and Emma. He scowled when Major Fontaine approached Emma with a wide grin plastered on his pale face and roaming eyes focused on her ample bosom that showed above her low neckline. It took all the control he had not to storm across the ballroom and pummel the major with his fists.
Then he saw Lady Beth walking gracefully across the ballroom floor straight at him.
“Your Grace.” Lady Beth curtsied. May I inquire as to the health of Lord Amesbury? Word has it he is seriously ill.”
Thomas could hear the concern in Lady Beth’s voice and see it on her face. His heart began to pound with dread because of what he needed to do. “Amesbury is recovering nicely. There is no need to worry.” He paused to clear his throat. “I believe what ails Amesbury has to do with his upcoming nuptials.”
“Oh?” 
Was that response all Lady Beth had to say on the matter? Bloody hell, she was not making this easy on him. “I believe he admires you and wants the best for you. For those reasons he would like to call off the wedding and beg your forgiveness for doing so. I cannot tell you more, other than it’s not because he favors another. Rest easy in that regard. Of course, only you can break this off. Out of courtesy and to ease his mind, would you do this for him?”
Thomas did not know what to make of the expression that crossed Lady Beth’s beautiful pale face. He glimpsed anguish, relief, or perhaps a little bit of both.
“Yes, of course. I will have Papa make an announcement in tomorrow’s paper.” Good evening, Your Grace. And thank you.” Lady Beth curtsied and left as gracefully as she arrived. Thomas grimaced, convinced he would probably forever tell himself he did the right thing for Amesbury’s sake. But had he?
His eyes found Emma and Major Fontaine. They took the floor as the first strings of a waltz were played. He swore under his breath. Who could he dance with to get closer to them? Ahh…Myles’s sister, Marissa, had just arrived with her mother. The duke decided it was time to make his move.
Making his way around the crowd, he finally reached Marissa, took her hand, and bowed over it. “Would you do me the honor of dancing with me, Lady Marissa?”
Marissa eyed him suspiciously. Damn, she knew me too well. However, she took pity on him and placed her gloved hand on his arm and allowed him to lead her to the floor.
“And to whom do I owe this honor of a dance with you? Did my brother put you up to this?” She laughed, her eyes roaming the room. “Did he think no one would ask me to dance this evening? Does he have so little faith in my abilities to charm the gentlemen that he had to beg his friend, a duke no less, to take pity on me?”
Thomas found himself so enjoying Marissa’s witty company that he nearly forgot about Emma. But not completely, as he managed quite nicely to maneuver them so they danced side by side. The sight of the major’s hand on Emma had Thomas’s body coiling up so tight, he almost missed a step.
Marissa eyed him curiously. “Come now, Your Grace, what has you tense and frowning so?”
He leaned close so no one could hear. “Now what gave you the idea I was tense? And I hardly ever frown.”
“If you say so.” She laughed and followed his eyes to Emma. “She is quite beautiful. Who is she?”
“Miss Emma Hamilton, my ward.”
“Ahh, so that is the lady Myles speaks of so fondly.” She grinned, her emerald eyes alight. “So that vision of loveliness is the mysterious lady you and Myles went to America to collect? I have heard she has many suitors clamoring for her favor.” Marissa fluttered her lashes. “Are you one of those vying for her attention, Your Grace?”
He found himself chuckling. “You always did know how to read me.”
Marissa laughed. “It is not hard to read your interest, when you have barely taken your eyes off her. And if looks could kill, the poor soldier dancing with her would be dead and buried.” Leaning close to his ear, she whispered, “So tell me, are you in love with her?”
“Marissa, you always were impertinent and forward with your words. God help the gentleman who captures your heart.”
“You and Myles can rest easy, as there is not one gentleman here that interests me.” She paused and glanced around. “Where is your brother?”
The mention of Sebastian caused his heart to skip a beat. “He has left for America to handle Hamilton Oil for me.”
There was no mistaking the disappointment on Marissa’s face. Suddenly it was as though the flame had been snuffed out of her exuberant self.
“I’m sorry, I had no idea,” Thomas mumbled, as more guilt hit him. He truly had not known Marissa was sweet on his brother. When had they spent time together?
“It is just a girlhood crush. I’m sure if he were in attendance this evening I wouldn’t even notice him.”
Her words contradicted her expression, and Thomas found himself pitying her. Did Myles know his sister had feelings for Sebastian? He could not, or he would have mentioned it. And if he had mentioned it, Thomas would have been damn sure his brother stayed in England. Now it was too late.
The waltz came to an end, and Thomas escorted a somber Marissa back to her mother. Begging his leave, he approached Emma. Bowing over her hand, never taking his eyes off her sky-blue ones, he asked, “May I have the pleasure of this next dance?”
 Emma blushed, causing his heart to pound furiously against his ribs. “Would you mind terribly if we sat this one out? I’m parched and could use some punch.”
“Fine. May I escort you to the refreshment table?” He held out his elbow and waited for her to take his arm. Emma hesitated until he thought she would refuse…so it was a shock when she placed her small gloved hand there. He nearly melted from her touch. “Are you enjoying yourself?”
“Why, yes, I am. Are you, Your Grace?” she asked shyly.
Emma, shy. What game was she playing with him? “Yes, I am. I would like to introduce you to Marissa, Myles’s sister, my waltz partner. I believe you would get along splendidly.” He recognized they were alike in many ways.
***
Emma’s heart fluttered. So she was to meet the young lady he just danced with. She should have recognized the resemblance between siblings. Marissa was a vision with her pale skin, emerald eyes, and the same thick, mahogany-colored hair her brother possessed.
The duke and Marissa certainly appeared to enjoy their waltz, laughing and smiling at each other. And Myles would encourage a union between the two of them. What could be better than to have your best friend marry your sister? That was something Emma did not want to think about. 
Yet, try as she might, her mind had other ideas.
“I would like to make her acquaintance. If she is anything like her brother, we’ll get along splendidly.” She smiled at Wentworth, praying he did not notice the envy she felt for Marissa.
The twinkle in his eye and the grin tugging at his lips told her he had noticed, and when he leaned in and whispered in her ear she knew for certain.
“Do I detect a little jealousy? I thought you loathed the sight of me and couldn’t wait until I was out of your life.”
Closing her eyes, Emma swallowed the lump in her throat, hoping to steady her voice. She would not give him the satisfaction of seeing her unsettled.
“Jealousy is not something I feel.” Fluttering her lashes, she forced her lips into a wide smile. “Marissa is a lovely young lady. I believe she would make you a perfect wife.” She lowered her voice. “That is, if you can win her heart…”
Oh, dear Lord, did she just challenge him? She hoped not, because that was not her intent.
“Do not fret, my dear Emma. If I wanted Marissa, or any other young lady present this evening, all I have to do is snap my fingers. They would be all too accommodating for the chance to become the wife of a duke.” He bowed. “If you will excuse me, I believe I see Lady Caroline Henley, and I promised her a dance.”
Emma stood frozen to the spot, her jaw open. The nerve of Thomas, brushing her off like that. She would show him he meant nothing to her. She glided across the room, glancing around, hoping he watched. Her pulse raced when she saw he did. When she came to a stop, she stood facing the major, and, ignoring propriety, she said, “Why, Major Fontaine, I do believe you promised me this dance.”
Watching his eyes sparkle, Emma congratulated herself for accomplishing what she’d hoped and planned. Fortunately, the dance was a country reel and she would not have to flirt her way through the dance. They would change partners often.
The music began as the gentlemen came forward and bowed. The ladies curtsied at the same time. Ignoring Wentworth who took his position beside the major, she smiled the most coquettish smile she had––for the major’s eyes only. Emma took prided in herself and she wondered if she should consider a career in the theater. She had no idea she was so accomplished in the art of dissembling.
Wentworth paid her no heed, which was good because she needed to focus on keeping up with the steps of the reel and the switching of partners when necessary. Because of the complicated steps of the dance, she was able to ignore the duke on one level––until she found herself partnered with him.
“Do you think I care if you flirt like a lightskirt with the major?” he demanded in an undertone.
Gasping, Emma glared at him. How dare he compare her to a lightskirt? “At least I am not leading some poor, silly girl on, making her believe you have feelings for her.” She tried to turn away, but he held onto her and they danced.
“If you don’t behave yourself,” he warned, “all the gossips will be wagging their tongues about you and your shameless flirting with Fontaine.”
“Oh.” There was no time for a retort, as she found herself back with the man in question. “Hello, Major.”
“Miss Hamilton, when this dance is over would you care to stroll in the gardens? I hear they are lovely in the evening, all lit up with torches.”
“Why, Major, I would love to.” Emma smiled and clapped when the reel ended. She allowed the major to lead her through the French doors and into the garden. There were not many people around, and the gardens were not at all well lit. Wentworth’s warning not to find herself alone with Major Fontaine prickled awareness up her spine.
“The gardens are lovely, but if you don’t mind, I prefer to sit on this garden bench and rest my feet a spell.”
The disappointment on his face was evident to her. Emma ignored it and sank down onto the bench, adjusting her skirts, taking up the whole seat so the major could not sit next to her.
Fontaine stepped in front of her then and reached for her hand. “Miss Hamilton, may I call you Emma?”
She lowered her head. “Yes, but only in private.”
His face broke into a wide smile. “Thank you, Emma.” His eyes studied her, devouring her breasts. No doubt with him towering over her as he did, he had a complete view down her dress. Her spine stiffened.
“As you must realize by now,” he said, “I am enamored of you.” Raising her gloved hand to his lips, he confidently turned her hand and brushed her glove aside to expose her wrist. He touched his wet lips to her pulse point, and Emma’s body shivered with revulsion.
Unfortunately, he read her response incorrectly, because he grinned. No––he actually leered at her.
“Why, Emma, you are positively vibrating.” He leaned down close to her ear. “Do you want me as much as I want you?”
It took Emma less than a moment to realize flirting with the major had been a bad idea if the lust shining from his eyes was any indication.
“Major, I do not think it appropriate for you to speak about wanting me.” Frowning, she continued, “We hardly know one another. And I would never consent to do something even remotely scandalous, with any man.”
Before Emma knew it, he’d pulled her up, roughly, and his hands dug into her forearms. Now his voice was steeped with menace and his eyes glared malice. 
“I’m sick and tired of you stupid, rich bitches thinking you can flirt shamelessly and thrust your enticing bosoms in my face without consequences.” His mouth took hers in a punishing kiss, crushing and bruising her lips. Try as she might, her strength was no match for his and she could not break free. Could not breathe…
Without warning she was released. While fighting to retain her balance, she saw Wentworth, his eyes full of venom. He had the major by his coat lapels. His words dug, deep as daggers, into her heart. 
 “If you ever touch her again, I will kill you. I should call you out…” He shoved Fontaine away and turned to her, grabbing her hands with his.
“Are you hurt? Did he hurt you?” His voice was breathless as his eyes traveled up and down her body, assessing any damage.
So relieved he’d come to her rescue, Emma wrapped her arms around his waist and rested her head against his rapidly thumping heart. And she held on as if he were the only thing keeping her alive.
“Thank you,” she murmured, breathing in his masculine scent. She could not help it; her shoulders shook as she sobbed into his chest. “He . . . he is a hateful man.”
The warmth of Wentworth’s large hands was comforting as they made soothing circles on her back. Hearing him murmur sweet words into her ear caused her tears to dry and her trembling body to quiet. Warmth spread through her as she burrowed closer into his body. In the now-peaceful garden, she marveled at how safe she felt within the confines of his powerful arms. If only she could stay like this forever.
“Emma, look at me.”
Sucking in air, she raised her face to look at him. Her heart stopped at the unmistakable compassion on his face and in his incredible blue eyes.
“I’m sorry,” he began. “I tried to get here faster. Please forgive me for not keeping you safe.”
“Thomas…” She moistened her lips with her tongue. “I—
Without warning, he lowered his head and captured her mouth with his. A gentle, loving kiss that had her knees weakening and her pulse soaring. When his hand moved up and down her sides, his thumbs stroking the outer sides of her breasts, Emma moaned into his mouth. So lost was she with his kisses and his hands on her body she never heard the voices coming their way––until it was too late.
“Why, I never,” Lady Shrewsbury exclaimed. “I always knew American ladies to be loose with their favors.”
“Yes, indeed,” Mrs. Winchester agreed in a condescending voice.
Emma pulled away and cast her eyes downward to escape their hurtful words. Wentworth, on the other hand, wrapped one hand around her waist, forcing her to face the two gossipy ladies straight on.
“I beg your pardon, Lady Shrewsbury, Mrs. Winchester.” Thomas nodded his head. “Miss Hamilton and I were celebrating.” He flashed Emma a devious smile before turning back to the ladies. “Miss Hamilton has just agreed to become my duchess.”
The blood roared so loudly in her ears after his announcement that Emma did not hear a word the two aged ladies said. All she could hear inside her pounding brain were the words he’d voiced. Miss Hamilton has agreed to become my duchess.
“Emma dear, are you all right? You look a little pale.” Thomas’s voice penetrated the pounding in her head.
“I don’t feel very well. Could we possibly leave?”
***
She did not feel very well? He’d just proposed to save her reputation. Of course he wanted to marry her, eventually, and he knew exactly what he was doing when he kissed her. He wanted her, and he could think of no other way to have her but to tarnish her reputation in front of the two most virulent wagging tongues in all of England… 
Though Thomas composed himself outwardly, inside he smiled. Emma’s unfortunate encounter with the major had been the perfect setup for him to jump in and save her.
Of course, Thomas would have done that anyway. However, he knew the ladies were in the gardens and were bound to exit at some point. He would have kissed Emma for hours, if need be, to accomplished his plan. And now he would ignore the guilt riding him. She would marry him; that was all that mattered.
By the time Emma was composed enough for Thomas to escort her back into the ballroom, every eye fell on them. He saw Emma’s body tense up. “Don’t let them get to you, my dear. We are betrothed; there’s nothing they would dare whisper about you behind your back now that I am protecting you. Smile and look happy, will you?”
***
Smile and look happy. What world did he live in? Emma lived in a cruel one where people loved a good scandal. And one involving an American and a duke was all the better for entertaining scandal. But she plastered on a smile and acknowledged all the well wishes from strangers and friends alike. Nothing seemed real; it was as though she watched herself from afar, not actually from inside her own body.
Amelia enveloped her in her arms and murmured into her ear, “I am jealous; I wish Captain Rycroft had done what my brother did. Then I would be engaged as well. Now we will be sisters for real.” 
Next, Bella hugged her. “Congratulations. My brother could not have picked a better wife. Welcome, sister.”
As much as she fought it, tears streamed down her cheeks and she brushed them away with her gloved fingers. Emma lowered her voice because what she had to say was for her new sisters’ ears only. “You are not shocked by the gossip?” Her stomach revolted. “Your mother—what will she say? She will be shocked and angered by the scandal.”
“Mama…” Amelia began. “She will be glad to have her eldest son finally married. She can rest easy knowing an heir will soon follow.”
“Oh. You misunderstand,” was all Emma could say as a chill of foreboding racked her body from the inside out. No matter what Amelia said, she knew the duchess would be apple-red with rage. She might even think that Emma had tricked her son into the proposal. Maybe Emma could beg Thomas to send her back to America instead.
Her reputation would be intact there. Then she remembered that Sebastian was in America. Could she change her name, like one of her heroines in her books might do under the circumstances? Not likely. Boston and New Bedford society knew her too well for that. She could move west…
And if she went away, his reputation would not be tarnished at all. Indeed, most would believe him lucky to have escaped marriage to an American. Life was unfair. Standards for men and woman favored men in every regard, and dukes in particular. Someday, in the future, maybe things would be different. But for her and for now, life tipped in favor of the male sex.
Upon arriving at Wentworth House, Thomas waited until Amelia and Bella went inside to have a private word with Emma. 
“My dear,” He took Emma’s gloved hands into his. “I realize tonight was a shock to you, but I promise you, you will not regret marrying me. Please say nothing about what led up to this to my mother. I will tell her in the morning.” Thomas dropped her hands, stepped back, and bowed. “Goodnight.” 
***
His body trembled as he watched Emma enter his home. He hoped he could keep his promise to her. That he would never give her cause to regret marrying him.
During the ride to Amesbury’s he had the coach stop twice so he could relieve himself of the nausea he felt. Guilt mixed with acid churning inside his stomach didn’t settle well.
He was massaging his right side when he climbed the stairs to his friend’s townhouse. The moment Thomas crossed the threshold into Amesbury’s bedchamber, Myles surveyed his appearance. 
“You look worse than Amesbury,” Myles exclaimed. “What happened?”
Thomas ignored his question. “How is he?”
“Sleeping. He still can’t keep anything down, but the doctor says by tomorrow he should be as good as new.” Myles glanced toward their friend and cringed. “I don’t believe him.”
“Indeed. I think his fight has just begun,” Thomas agreed as he paced the room, slightly bent to the right side, his hand still massaging away. Why the bloody hell he didn’t sit down was a mystery. 
“I’m getting married.” There, he said it.
Myles stared at him, eyes wide. “You’re what?”
Thomas raked his left hand through his disheveled hair. “Look at me. I’m a mess. I thought I would be glad to marry Emma.”
His friend raised his brows searching. “Spill all.”
Thomas took a deep breath. Burning pain radiated from his side, sending him crashing down on one knee, gasping. “Damn, but my side kills.”
Myles ran to Thomas, helped him up, and moved him to a chair.
“Much better, thanks. Now as to what happened…” He would never admit to anyone he compromised Emma on purpose; even his two best friends would not understand. “I found her out in the Boonevilles’ gardens alone with Major Fontaine. He was forcing himself on her, the bloody bastard. When I think about it now, I wish I had pummeled him bloody instead of shoving him on his way.”
When Thomas had come upon them and found Emma struggling in the major’s arms, his heart had physically stopped and he literally saw red. If he hadn’t been so concerned for Emma he would have beaten the man senseless there and then.
“Anyway, I was consoling her when somehow or another we were found sharing an intimate moment––by Lady Shrewsbury and Mrs. Winchester, of all the ladies in attendance.” He hissed as a wave of acute pain pierced his side again and spread throughout his entire body. Could one actually die from guilt?
It took a moment to figure out Myles was shaking with laughter, not anger.
“Well, it’s settled then. You have found your duchess and will have married off your ward in one ceremony.” Why was Myles finding this so humorous?
“You can stop laughing on my account,” Thomas groaned, hissing in pain.
“Why, don’t be so dramatic. It’s not a death sentence.” Myles paused and wiped the tears from his eyes. “I’m having the most fun I’ve had in days.”
“That’s not all of it. I had proposed earlier in the day and she refused.”
More laughter rang out from his so-called friend.
“You’d best come to my house tomorrow morning,” Thomas snapped. “I’m sure you can amuse yourself while I tell my mother the details of the evening, the outcome––my engagement, and then you can listen while she lectures me on all things proper and not proper. And how she had high hopes for my marriage.” 
Damn, he did not relish explaining this to his mother. But there was no way around it. Not now.
He turned to Myles. “Go home, get some rest. And by the way, I danced with Marissa.” More shredding pain struck him, but he breathed through it. “Did you know she fancied Sebastian?”
“What!” Myles yelled.
“I’m sorry. I had no idea. You know how alive and animated your sister is. Well, when I told her about Sebastian moving to America, she shut down.” Thomas spoke through gritted teeth. Was there no end to the guilt raging through him? Surely this pain would dim. “You should go home. Talk to her, have her write my brother. Or write to him yourself. I can give you the details to locate him. Maybe then he’ll come back and stop this madness.”
“Humph.” Myles buttoned up his overcoat and stuffed his neckcloth inside the pocket. “I’ll try to get back early in the morning. You need to go home and deal with your mother and the details before word reaches her. I fear she will never forgive you if she finds out through the gossip mongers.”





  
 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
The moment Myles entered the hallway leading to Marissa’s bedchamber, he heard sobs. Swallowing the lump in his throat, he took a deep breath and knocked gently on the door. No answer. He turned the knob and opened the door slowly so as not to startle her. 
Marissa sat, bent forward, on the edge of her bed, her face cradled in her hands. Her small body, clothed in a white dressing gown, shook as she cried, causing his heart to pause mid-beat. Why had she never told him about her feelings for Sebastian? He could have helped bring them together.
“Marissa, honey…” He sank down next to her and hugged her close. It seemed all she needed was to rest her head on his shoulder. While Myles’s fingers stroked her long hair, the identical shade to his, he murmured soothing words. After awhile she took the handkerchief he offered and blew her nose, albeit in a most unladylike way. Then she dried her tears.
At that moment it hit Myles like a runaway wagon piled high with bricks––he was the big brother to five sisters. He groaned. This was just the beginning of much heartbreak to come. Gentlemen who broke ladies’ hearts should be skewered through with the sharpest sword imaginable. The large claymores favored by the Scots would do nicely.
“Are you fine?” he asked, not wanting to come right out and ask about Sebastian and start the crying all over again.
“My dear brother,” Marissa said between loud hiccups. “When you marry, whomever you marry… She will be the most fortunate lady alive.”
He nudged her hip gently with his own, encouraging her to move over. “Why do you say that? I’m an unrepentant rogue of the vilest kind who spends his nights in gaming halls and brothels.”
That brought giggles from Marissa, and that was music to his ears. “You are no such thing, brother, and you know it. Oh, I admit you and your two co-conspirators in wickedness and debauchery try at playing the degenerates. But anyone who knows you on a personal level knows the rumors are just that––rumors without a lick of truth behind them.”
Myles nudged her again, this time a little harder. “Please keep this to yourself. I worked hard to acquire my reputation, as did Wentworth and Amesbury. We would be appalled if people thought we were upstanding citizens.”
“Why does a broken heart hurt so badly?” Marissa asked, suddenly melancholy once again. Myles’s heart cracked a little as he listened.
“I don’t know, little sister. I wish I knew. If I did I could heal yours and mine.”
Marissa sucked in air. “You have a broken heart? I don’t believe it. Who would dare turn you down? She must be daft in the head.”
He actually laughed, and his heart lightened within his chest. “Well, I wouldn’t go so far as to say she was daft. More like she was promised to another when we first met. I was relentless in my pursuit of her, though. I believe she cared for me. Hell, maybe I was the one daft in reading her, and saw only what I wanted to see.
 “Never mind about my heart. It is long past healed and seeking another for its affections.” An image of Bella flashed in Myles’s mind, and his heart picked up a beat. Did Bella cry for him at night? Damn. He sucked in air. 
Wentworth was right; guilt did cause pain. But there was another consideration… Did he perhaps like that Bella was in love with him? He realized then that part of him did and part of him didn’t. Bella deserved a man who knew his heart and mind. Perhaps time could heal his broken heart and he could be that man.
“Tell me about Sebastian,” he encouraged.
His sister moved away and sat, legs crossed, facing him on the bed. Her eyes were puffy and swollen, her nose red. She looked about ten years old.
“I know it’s silly. But ever since I was a little girl I dreamed about marrying Sebastian. I wanted him to come to my room and steal me away, preferably on horseback, and take me to Gretna Green. We would marry, have a house full of children, and grow old together.” She sighed loudly. “Stupid, huh?”
Shaking his head, Myles said, “No, I imagine every little girl dreams about her prince. That he will steal her away from her cruel family and ravish her.”
That brought giggles from Marissa. Good, he accomplished what he’d wanted, for now.
“How convenient of you to twist my story,” she said, turning serious again. “Do you think he ever thought about me? Sebastian was all I thought about while I prepared for the season to open. And when I had the stomach ailment and missed the first ball and then Almack’s, I wanted to die. 
“My insides bubbled with excitement tonight. I thought I would see Sebastian and persuade him to dance with me so I could steal his heart.” Shaking her head from side to side, she continued. “Talk about thinking and acting like a child.”
“Wentworth said you took the news like a lady. He feels awful because he and Sebastian had a terrible row, which caused Sebastian to leave.” There was no way Myles would tell his sister about Sebastian asking for Emma’s hand. “I’m not saying Sebastian would have stayed if he knew of your feelings for him, because not even I can know what goes on inside another’s head.
“The only advice I can give you is to have an open mind. I know you don’t want to hear this, but there is another out there for you. You might even have met him tonight, though you don’t yet know it.”
“Kind of you to lie to me, brother. However, I think it will take some time before I forget Sebastian and move on. But thank you for trying to lift my spirits.” She scooted under the covers, ready to call it a night. “I love you, Myles.”
Myles’s heart melted. He could not remember the last time he and Marissa had spent time alone like this. He would make sure it didn’t go so long before the next time. 
“I love you two, Rissa.”
After leaving his sister’s room, he entered his own with a lighter heart than he’d had hours ago. His talk with Marissa helped him see his feelings for Sophie for what they were, a fairy tale. It was time to bury memories of Sophie and start new ones.
He had a life ahead of him, and by God, he planned on living it, because if he had learned anything this past week it was that life was unpredictable––and Amesbury was the perfect example.
***
By the time Thomas arrived home the following morning, the air fairly crackled with tension, a tension so ominous it made his skin prickle. Sighing, he handed his hat and coat to Giles, his brows raised in silent question.
“Your Grace, the dowager duchess awaits you in your study.”
“Thank you.” The sharp pain in his side had not gone away but had been excruciating off and on during the ride home. And the stairs would not help his condition. Perhaps speaking with his mother would clear the air and lessen his guilt and physical pain. 
As Thomas slowly moved one foot after the other up the staircase and down the hall, he reminded himself that he was a duke and not some ten-year-old awaiting a scolding from his mother. He was a twenty-nine-year-old with responsibilities to country and family. He would not let his mother bully him. If he could face down opponents in Parliament, he could face down his mother. He decided on a strategy of control.
Steeling himself, he opened his study door and moved with stealth to his desk and sank down into the butter-soft leather chair. He grimaced because of the pain, but looking at his mother’s face, he knew he would have anyway.
“Mother,” he said, his head nodding in greeting as he saw her flinch. Thomas knew she hated it when he called her that.
For a long second his mother leaned forward, projecting her anger toward him without saying a word. 
“I pride myself in thinking I am a good mother to my children. That I instilled a kindness and decency into their upbringing that they would carry into adulthood.” Her hand flew into the air in frustration. “Obviously I imagined it all. Have you anything to say on the matter?”
With eyes closed, he prayed the excruciating pain in his side would subside. How did his mother turn him into a bumbling youngster so easily? “What happened last evening has nothing to do with how you raised me. I lost my head, and now I will suffer the consequences.”
“We all suffer now, because of your actions. You’d better hope Emma does not suffer for your consequences, too. You ruined her, and you will beg her forgiveness and be a kind, loving, and faithful husband to her. She deserves no less after what you did.”
Of all the things Thomas expected his mother to say, this was not it. He expected her to be appalled at the idea of him marrying Emma. Since when was he so bad at reading people? And what possibly gave her the notion he would not be kind to her?
“I plan to be a good husband to her.”
“Good. Now, we need to plan,” his mother said, as she leaned forward slightly in the chair. “Three weeks is short notice for a large, extravagant wedding, but we can have a nice intimate ceremony with family and friends at the country estate. You must go at once to the Duke of Canterbury and apply for a special license. But first you must go to Whitehall and asked the Prince Regent’s permission to marry Emma.”
Wentworth stared at his mother, his jaw open, as she went on and on about wedding plans. About who they would invite and who would not be welcome. And how she would be packing up the girls and leaving tomorrow for the country. He was expected to join them in a fortnight. Surely that was enough time to wrap up his affairs in London? The House of Commons would have to do without him for a short while. And she expected them to honeymoon on the Continent shortly after their nuptials. When she was finished, she rose, turned, and left the room smiling.
Soon after his mother left, Thomas glimpsed a nervous Emma standing in his open doorway. She looked fetching in a light blue day dress that fit her to perfection––not to mention accentuating all her womanly curves. His pulse spiked. What better time than now to get this conversation over with?
“Emma, please come in and sit.” Thomas stood and waited for her to get settled, then he sat back down. “My mother just left.”
Her body stiffened right before his eyes. He could almost see the tension settle in one muscle at a time as it traveled up her body.
***
“Your Grace,” she began, hesitantly, “I beg of you to call this marriage off and send me back to America. I do not believe scandal will travel with me across the ocean. If you will be so kind as to give me a living allowance, I will get on just fine in America.”
Emma held her breath, waiting and waiting as her eyes watered from the strain of this ordeal. Wentworth looked at her as though she were a simpleton and what she asked was preposterous. 
Well, it was not. She knew she deserved no less. He had ruined her. Things could be worse; Major Fontaine could have been the one to compromise her. God forbid. Because that was one man she would not marry, scandal or no scandal. She pitied the poor woman who ended up married to him.
Still, the duke need not feel obligated to her. All Emma wanted was some of the money that belonged to her father, the portion that should have been hers anyway. The idea of spending the rest of her life with a man who would not have chosen her otherwise sent icicles across her skin. She would not stand for it. She deserved a marriage with a man who truly wanted her.
“I cannot, in good conscience, allow that,” he finally answered with a half a grin. Was he enjoying this?
“You mean you have a conscience, Your Grace?”
Laughter bubbled out and he leaned forward, elbows on the large mahogany desk. “Indeed, I have one.” One brow arched as he inquired, “Do you?”
“Do I?” she sputtered as anger replaced the trepidation she’d had when she first entered his study. “You cannot be serious, Your Grace. I have more of a conscience than you do.”
“Do you?” he replied in a sarcastic tone. “If you truly had a conscience you would not leave me to be steeped in scandal as you run off to your treasured America.”
“Oh, please. We both know there would be no scandal. Gentlemen of the ton with the title of duke are exempt from scandal. You would be congratulated on your escape from marrying an undesirable American, and we both know it.”
Damn him for grinning. The light sparkling in his bright blue eyes proved he was enjoying this immensely. Well, she wasn’t.
“Undesirable?” Thomas whispered, sending good shivers up her spine this time. She tried to ignore them. “I never once called you undesirable.” He stood, came around the desk, and settled one hip on the corner, bringing their legs to near touching. The action pulled his buff breeches tighter than they were, accentuating every bulge and muscle. She would not look.
“I believe my actions have already proven otherwise. I most certainly desire you.”
Heat scalded Emma’s cheeks. It was impossible to stop the blush as she remembered the stolen kisses they had shared. The hard protrusion she’d felt in his britches. She couldn’t help thinking about what his hands had done beneath her skirts. “You have made your point. You desire me as a woman, but surely not as your wife.”
“Come now, Emma, we are not marrying for love. Is it not enough that I desire you?” He stood, reached for her hands, and pulled her into his arms. Thomas curled one large warm hand around Emma’s waist while the other raised her chin, forcing her to stare into his deep, dangerous, blue eyes. She could easily get sucked in and drown in that sea of blue.
Emma struggled to ignore the loud thud of her heart and the heat spreading throughout her body. He might desire her, but she would not marry without love. He said he wasn’t marrying for love. Despite her feelings toward him, and the attraction, she would have to prove to him she did not desire him. Not one bit . . . Except…
“Emma.” Thomas moaned as his mouth took hers in a gentle kiss. She tried not to respond. She really did, but God help her, she desperately wanted to. Emma wanted to curl up against his body and never leave. Every time he kissed her, her body craved more…of something elusive. Now was no different, and she curled her arms around his neck and leaned into his body. He groaned again, splayed both hands across her back, and thrust his tongue deep in her mouth, sweeping it around, igniting her.
A moan escaped her lips. It bubbled up from deep inside. Her tongue joined with his, and they twirled together in a dance made for lovers.
“Thomas,” Emma whispered as moist heat pooled in the juncture of her thighs. Instead of talking, he kissed his way down her neck, awakening sensations she didn’t think possible. “What . . . what are you doing to me?”
His body vibrated beneath her hands as she moved them up and down over his back.
“I am tasting you, sweetheart,” she heard him murmur. “I want to kiss and lick every inch of your delectable body. Does that shock you?”
“Yes . . . No . . . Oh, my.”
Thomas’s lips traveled to the exposed swell of her breasts, causing her knees to buckle. If not for his strong arms holding her, she would have fallen to the rug. As it was, she felt like a rag doll, boneless and pliant. When he tugged down her gown and chemise, exposing her breasts to the chilly air, she gasped. When his heated mouth covered her nipple and sucked it inside his mouth, Emma nearly screamed at the pleasure deep within her belly. 
She felt the wetness between her legs and silently prayed she did not embarrass herself. Her body felt as though it belonged to someone else. Emma had no control under Thomas’s experienced touch.
“Do you like this?” murmured Thomas, as one hand cupped and kneaded one breast while his teeth playfully clamped down on the hard nipple of the other.
Emma gasped and arched her back.
“What did you say, sweetheart?” He chuckled. “I did not hear you.”
“Thomas, I . . . can’t . . . talk.”
Both his hands rose to cup her face, and she believed he stared into her very soul. “Why is that?” His mouth dropped to hers, and this time the kiss overpowered her. His lips, teeth, tongue were demanding, taking, and seeking all she had to give. So engrossed was she by his kisses, Emma never noticed her skirts being dragged up, until he gently touched her there. 
Tearing her lips from his, she gasped. “What are you doing?”
“What I said I wanted to do. I’m touching and tasting all of you.”
While her body vibrated with some kind of unknown need, Thomas dropped to his knees. Her breath hitched as he spread her legs and buried his face there. 
“Oh, dear God,” she whispered, barely breathing as she grabbed a handful of his thick hair and held on.
“You are so wet, my dear. You taste so sweet, like the nectar of the most desirable flower ever. And you are all mine.” Thomas groaned as he licked his tongue up and down, in and out, languidly, as if he had all day. Then he pushed a finger inside her, causing her to stiffen in shock. When he moved it in and out, in and out, in perfect rhythm, she bucked against his hand. Emma could not help it. Her head rolled back, she closed her eyes, and her brain was blank to everything but the sensations Thomas caused.
Emma inhaled loudly and held her breath.
“Relax, and let go,” he coaxed as his finger continued its quest and his thumb rubbed her nub in little circles, faster, harder. Until her insides exploded with liquid heat that expanded until she could no longer contain her screams of intense pleasure. Her insides clenched tight against his finger until finally she collapsed down to her knees, facing Thomas.
Burying her head into his shoulder, she waited until her breathing slowed and coherent thought returned. “What did you do to me?”
Thomas’s lips brushed across her hair as he rubbed her back. “I helped you have a sexual release, or to put it another way, I pleasured you. Do you not know what that is?”
“Are you mocking me?”
“Never,” Thomas answered in a deep, strained voice. “I would never mock you. But when we are married I will make you come, many times, every single night.”
Her stomach flipped. “What about you? Did you have release as well?”
Having Emma in his arms, asking whether he’d had release, sent a fissure of pleasure into his heart. Obviously she had no idea what that meant for a man.
“My darling Emma,” he whispered, clasping her hand, moving it to his straining erection, and pushing her hand against it. His body shuddered and a moan escaped him. “I did not have release.”
“Would you like to?” she asked innocently.
Forcing his brain to ignore the throbbing pain of his cock, he stood, bringing Emma with him. She stared with glazed eyes while he fixed her dress.
“On our wedding night, when I take your virginity, I will come inside your body and you will milk me dry. And then we will truly belong to each other . . . forever.”
Suddenly Emma’s eyes focused. “But I told you. I don’t want—”
Thomas placed the tip of his index finger on her lips to silence her. “We are getting married. I don’t want to hear another word about you returning to America unless we are going together, on a vacation.” He walked to the window, pushed the drapes aside, and glanced out to the gardens. 
He knew if he did not put some distance between himself and Emma, he would take her here and now. His body burned so badly for her it took all his control to turn away from her. Thomas wanted to push her soft, delectable, womanly body down on the rug and take her over and over until neither of them could move or form a coherent thought.
“In fact, you, along with my mother and my sisters, leave for Stony Cross Manor in Dover tomorrow. We marry in three weeks’ time.”
Emma brought herself up tall, sticking her chin out indignantly. “Do I not have a say in this?”
“No, you do not. Now leave me and go supervise the packing of your belongings for the trip.” Thomas did not know what fueled his blood more, the Emma who was soft and pliant, flushed with sated lust, or the Emma who showed her anger. Being married to her would never be boring. The nagging pain in his side had not subsided as decisions were made. Indeed it lingered.
Thomas frowned and left the room.
***
Two coaches, each with a matched set of four, sat in front of his home––one carrying the four women in Thomas’s life, the other piled high with trunks and carrying their servants. As they pulled away from his home, a feeling of melancholy penetrated his soul.
What the devil was happening to him? Truthfully, he did not want to look too deeply for the answer. He shook his head as he ordered Giles to have his horse readied to take him to Amesbury’s. 
His horse’s gallop, though as smooth as always, jarred him and once again his stomach clenched. There were times he feared he would not be able to keep his seat. The pain dulled as he slowed his horse to a canter and then to a clomping walk down the long drive.
Arriving at Amesbury’s door, Thomas took the stairs two at a time and almost ran to Amesbury’s chamber, where the door stood ajar. He entered and found his friend sitting up and dressed in a deep green robe. His face had some color, his eyes alert. On his lap sat a breakfast tray with plates of food. Taking a deep breath to steady his relieved heart, Thomas walked further into the room.
“You look much better.” Thomas sank down on a chair positioned beside the bed. “How do you feel?”
His friend blushed. “Good...” Amesbury paused and Thomas could almost see his mind struggling for words. “I must apologize for my behavior, and I thank you and Myles for keeping me alive. There is no doubt in my mind that is why I’m here today.” 
As he brought a steaming cup of tea to his lips his hands trembled. “I feel a fool. Who would have thought I would become…an opium-eater? There, I’ve said it.”
“Don’t. From what the doctor says he sees this sort of thing more often than you think. Laudanum is a powerful drug. Too widely used and abused, in his opinion. I hope he warned you not to take it again?”
His friend flinched. “Did he ever. My doctor has never shied away from the wrath of the nobility, and he speaks the truth, popular or not. I believe he thinks he is superior to all of us. Actually, he is. If it were not for him, I might be dead, and so would many other people.”
Thomas wasn’t sure of that, but he settled more comfortably in the upholstered chair, stretching his legs out straight. “So, do you want to explain how this all came about?”
Amesbury’s face clammed up tight. “No.”
Just then Myles entered the room, a wide grin plastered on his face. He looked from one friend’s face to the next. “What is with the grim faces?” he asked.
Would Amesbury speak for himself? After glancing at Amesbury, his brows raised in question, Thomas answered the query. “He won’t share what happened to him. What caused his addiction?”
“Yeah, well,” Myles said, “I probably wouldn’t either if our roles were reversed. But they are not, and I want to know as well.”
Amesbury glared at both men. “You want to know the truth? Well, here it is. I have struggled with opium since the accident that killed my family.”
Stunned, Thomas let his jaw open and close. Christ, that was nearly three years ago. “How did you hide it and why? you could have come to me or Myles for help.”
“Hiding it was easy. The why of it, you ask? Well, perhaps someday I’ll share that with you, but not now.”
“I’ll let it go for now.” Thomas didn’t want to, but he would give Amesbury time. “Change of topic. Did Myles tell you my news?”
Amesbury sat up straighter in the enormous bed and look at him, then at Myles and back. “No.”
“Hell, I didn’t think he could keep a secret.” He eyed Myles and tipped his head down slightly. “I’m getting married in three weeks at my country estate. Will you both stand up with me?”
“Married?” Amesbury said in disbelief. “To whom, and how did this happen?”
Thomas found himself chuckling at his friend’s reaction. “Suffice it to say I compromised Emma, and now I’m going to be chained to her for all eternity.”
Myles turned to him and grinned. “You actually sound pleased about it today. What happened between yesterday and this morning to change your mind?”
“A gentleman never divulges such personal information.”
Both his friends laughed. “She wiggled into your heart, did she now?” Amesbury asked.
Had she?
She had indeed, but Thomas would never admit it to them or to Emma. God only knew how it would be held over his head if he did. 
“Never mind me, what about Lady Beth?” Thomas had spoken with Lady Beth last evening at the Boonevilles’ and convinced her to break the betrothal. Deep down he hoped he was not meddling where he didn’t belong. But Amesbury had truly been terrified to marry her. Surely Thomas had done a good thing for all parties?
The relief on Amesbury’s face confirmed that his interference was, indeed, a good thing. “As a matter of fact, I received a missive from her father early this morning breaking the betrothal. No explanation. But I’m relieved. I don’t know what I was thinking when I proposed, anyway. I’m most definitely not ready for the parson’s mousetrap.” Amesbury grinned and shrugged his shoulders, looking like the old Amesbury they all knew. “I’m sorry for your circumstances, Wentworth.”
“You’re not sorry. You’re laughing your ass off at my expense.” Thomas turned to Myles. “Stop it. Just wait until it’s your turn. I will remember this.”
“Indeed, I have no doubt you will,” Myles replied. “So tell me how your mother took it.”
“She lectured me about being good and kind to her. Nothing about what the gossips are saying.” Taking a deep breath, he let it out. “She surprised the bloody hell out of me. I expected yelling and a lecture about how disappointed she was in me, but none of that happened. I think she’s glad.”
“Why, of course she is,” Amesbury added. “She’ll be getting her heir and a lovely daughter-in-law.”
Thomas’s stomach turned queasy and he swallowed the bile fighting to escape his throat. “What if my bride-to-be finds out about the card game, about her real family name and how her father killed himself, albeit because he was so very ill?”
“How will she find out? The only ones privileged with that knowledge are in this room. Unless you count Mr. Hamilton’s barrister,” Myles said.
“I’m not as worried about what she will think of me when and if she learns the truth. I can deal with an angry wife. But she must not learn that her father committed suicide.” Thomas paused to reflect. “I realize he was ill and without hope of recovery, but she does not know that. She would think he ended his life because he lost everything to me, and I would look like the devil incarnate. And, truth be told, I don’t want her hurt. I don’t want her to know her father took his own life even if he was sick. I know that would tear her apart. Not to mention the family scandal, what with her grandfather’s hanging as a traitor to the Crown. No indeed, she does not need to know the truth about her origins. I pray the Trenton family scandal is not linked to her. Her father was wise to change his name.” 
Thomas hesitated. 
“Although her father wrote her a letter that I must give her once she and I are wed, I have confidence Hamilton would not divulge any unpleasant things in his letter.”
“The real truth would hurt, but she would understand her father’s reasons,” Amesbury added. “You did nothing wrong. In fact, you were most decent. Her father contrived everything, even a Plan B if Plan A didn’t work. He forced you into this position, not the other way around. Surely Miss Hamilton would understand?”
 “I don’t know about that,” Thomas grunted. “Maybe I should just tell her. Get it over with. Because I don’t think my stomach can survive much more of this. It feels like the guilt is eating me alive from the inside out.”
“Is that why you’ve been rubbing your side these past few days?” Myles asked, frowning.
“Yes. I’m in constant pain. My insides seem to alternate between stabbing pain and burning agony.”
“Maybe it’s something else,” Amesbury said, also concerned.
“I doubt it. Sometimes it doesn’t hurt at all. It comes and goes. I’m sure I’ll be fine once all this settles down.”
“If you say so,” Myles said. “When do you expect us to arrive for the wedding?”
“In a fortnight,” Thomas replied. “Amesbury, do you think you’ll be able to make the trip?”
Amesbury looked at him like he was mad in the head. “Of course I can. I feel perfectly fine. I could leave today, if you wish.”
Shaking his head, Thomas replied, “We cannot leave now. My mother would kill me if we showed up while the planning was underway. She sent out the invitations this morning, and I have no idea who was invited. She said it was none of my concern. As the mother of the groom and acting as the mother of the bride, she knew all the right people to invite. Bloody hell, I didn’t dare argue with her.”





  
 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
After a fortnight residing at Stony Cross Manor, Emma was still in awe of the grounds on the large estate. She had spent many a day walking and exploring and soul searching within her. Today her husband-to-be would arrive. The upcoming wedding seemed unreal. The dowager duchess had been most kind and generous since they arrived. Because of her, the wedding would be a splendid affair, befitting a duke.
That meant that a week hence, at this hour, Emma would be a duchess. Her heart thumped double time. Not only was she nervous and excited, she anticipated their wedding night and having Thomas’s hands on her body again and hers on his. Sinking down on a stone bench in the formal gardens, she sighed, closed her eyes, and daydreamed about him. 
Emma promised herself that she would be the best wife and, God willing, the best mother. Never would she give Thomas cause to regret marrying her.
“There you are,” Bella said as she and Amelia approached the bench and sat down, sandwiching her between them.
“Are you nervous for my brother to arrive?” Amelia asked, sweeping errant strands of hair up to the top of her head.
“Yes, but excited as well. Can you believe in a week I will be your sister and married to your brother?” Emma replied.
Giggles burst forth from all three of them. “You must promise us you will share.” Bella smiled and blushed, and clarified. “I mean, tell us everything about the marriage bed.”
“I cannot do that.” Emma gasped. “He is your brother. It would not be proper.”
“Well, if you won’t tell us, how will we know what to expect when we marry?” Amelia pouted.
“I suppose your mother will have a talk with you the morning of your wedding,” Emma explained, patting Amelia’s hand.
“Oh, I can just hear it now.” Bella imitated her mother’s voice almost perfectly. “Now my dear, you must let your husband have your body whenever he desires it. Your wedding night will hurt, and you will be mortified at the intimacy, but think nothing of it. It is a wife’s duty to surrender to her husband’s ministrations in the bedroom. Just grit your teeth, spread your legs, and think pleasant thoughts. It will be over soon. No man dallies long with his wife. That is what mistresses are for.”
Inside, Emma’s body burned with memories of the last time Thomas had been with her in his study. Her experience did not resemble anything Bella just described. And she was looking forward to learning more. “Perhaps I will have to explain how it truly is.”
Bella and Amelia both swung around to look at her––one with blue eyes the same as Thomas’s, the other with eyes of warm brown, but both seeking information.
“How do you know it is not as Bella explained?” Amelia asked, eyes wide in anticipation.
Trying not to blush, Amelia felt the heat sting her cheeks anyway as she remembered how Thomas had played her body to make it sing. “Well, I don’t know for certain, but that does not sound enjoyable at all.”
“You are right,” Bella said. “If a man can get pleasure from it, why cannot a woman? Who says a woman cannot enjoy the carnal pleasures of the marriage bed? Why, I think if the right man touched me down there, I would melt with pleasure.”
Amelia gasped. “Bella, respectable young ladies do not talk about their privates or about men touching them. It is indecent.” Then she grinned and her cheeks turned a subtle shade of pink. “Do you think they’ll touch us there?”
“Of course,” Bella laughed. “How else can they put their swizzle stick inside us and hope to make a baby?” Her eyes widened intuitively. “Has my brother . . . I mean . . . has he touched you there?”
Heat scorched Emma’s face and neck, telling all without words.
“He has,” Bella whispered, mouth open in shock. “Please, tell us…did it feel good? Did it hurt, and did you want to bury your face in shame? And please tell us, does my brother use his tongue when he kisses you?”
“Wait . . . please . . . wait,” Emma said as she tried to slow the pounding of her heart and the mortification that they had guessed. “All I can say is, if you find the right man, you will want him to touch you. You will not only want him to caress you all over, you will want to touch him as well.”
Amelia shook her head. “That is impossible. I would die of shame on the spot if a man touched me there. Or if I touched that thing between his legs.”
 “Enough,” Emma laughed nervously. If this talk did not stop she would surely die of embarrassment. “Let’s go down by the water.”
“I think…,” Bella went on, ignoring her, “if Myles wanted to touch me I would let him.”
“No, you would not.” Amelia scolded her sister. “That would be scandalous.”
“Would you let your Captain Rycroft do it?” Bella asked.
“I . . . I don’t know.” Amelia crossed her arms under her breasts and huffed out loud, “Maybe if we were married, but not before.”
“We will see,” Bella added.
Just what Emma needed. Now she’d worry about Bella letting Myles take liberties with her person. Of course, since Myles had not shown any romantic interest in Bella, that should not be too hard. She’d always wanted sisters to share things with, and now she had them. They’d certainly shared. And though she was mortified, her heart could not be happier.
Later that afternoon, Emma’s intended, along with Myles and Amesbury, arrived on horseback with a coach following closely behind. Emma assumed the coach carried their valets and belongings. Watching them approach from the blue salon’s window, Emma’s stomach flip-flopped and her heart fluttered rapidly inside her rib cage.
Her eyes were riveted on Thomas as he dismounted his large horse. His powerful and muscular legs effortlessly swung him down to the ground. His brown riding breeches were tight, highlighting every muscle, and his riding jacket pulled tightly across his chest. A chest she envisioned sprinkled with soft hair and hard muscle.
My God, her thoughts were all focused on the physicality of Thomas. She raised her hands to cover her flaming cheeks. Between the conversations earlier in the day with Amelia and Bella, and now with this powerful attraction to her betrothed… Emma tingled deliciously between her thighs and crossed her legs beneath her skirts, wishing the sensation away. All that did was make her more aware of the sensation. Yes, indeed, she was definitely a wanton woman. Surely she should be considering other more important things? Like the dress and the guests…
Moving away from the window, Emma went out into the grand entrance and waited with fingers twisting together, stomach fluttering and heart pounding. She waited as patiently as she could for the doorman to open the solid front door. Then she wondered if His Grace would think she was happy to see him if she greeted him at the door. 
Slowly, Emma pivoted around and headed up the large staircase. She paused when she reached the top. There, she waited until the three gentlemen stepped into the hallway. She took a deep breath for courage and walked slowly down the stairs, humming as if she didn’t have a care in the world. As if she didn’t know the men were standing there.
“Miss Hamilton.” Thomas’s voice carried up the staircase, causing her insides to tingle. “Where is everyone? I thought we would be greeted with enthusiasm after our long separation.”
“Your mother is resting. Amelia and Bella are out riding. I believe they should be back shortly.” Her eyes went from one man to the next. “I trust your travels went well?”
Myles stepped forward and bowed like the graceful rogue he tried to be. “Miss Hamilton, may I say the country air definitely agrees with you? You’re lovelier than I remember.”
“Why, Lord Norwich, thank you. A charmer as always.”
“Emma, do you remember my good friend, Amesbury?” Thomas asked with a bland expression on his handsome face.
“Why, yes, I do. My Lord, I’m pleased you accompanied the duke.” She curtsied then Amesbury took her offered hand and bowed over it. 
Amesbury’s eyes sought hers, then he smiled and his whole face lit up, softening to reveal an incredibly handsome man. She imagined the debutantes following him around, batting their lashes. He was dashing, handsome, and a marquess. Wait, was he not also betrothed to Lady Beth?
“I am glad you could attend our wedding.” Emma’s eyes moved to Thomas, and her cheeks heated. She swallowed. “Please tell me, will your lovely betrothed, Lady Beth, be attending our wedding?”
If she had not been attentive she would have missed the frown that crossed his face. But she caught the expression and saw his body stiffen at the mention of Lady Beth.
“Lady Beth has broken our marriage contract. We are no longer engaged.”
“Oh.” She found herself staring at him. No words came to mind, to break the uncomfortable silence she’d caused.
Thomas broke the silence. “Yes, well, Amesbury is relieved. Ahh, here are our trunks. Giles, could you inform Mrs. Webster we have arrived and my guests can now be shown to their rooms? Excuse me, Myles, Amesbury. I would like a private word with my lovely bride-to-be.”
The word ‘private’ had a profound effect on Emma’s body, sending quivers throughout.
“Shall we go to the blue salon?” Thomas raised his brow and gestured for her to take his arm. She swallowed and placed her hand on his forearm, trying to ignore the muscular male hardness beneath her fingers and the masculine smell of horse and leather invading her senses.
Emma sighed with relief when he left the doors open, although if the truth be told, she’d wanted him to take her into his arms and make her feel all relaxed and loose and cherished.
“How may I help you, Your Grace?” she said as he went to the window and looked out the same one she had minutes before.
“I trust you have had a pleasant two weeks here?” he asked as he turned around, regarding her solemnly.
“Yes. You have a beautiful place. I’ve explored all the gardens and the path down to the ocean.”
“Good. Has Mother treated you well?”
“Yes. Like a daughter.”
His headed tilted down slightly. “Good, as you will become her true daughter soon. This is why I wanted to speak to you in private.” Pausing, he went to the sideboard and poured a small amount of amber liquid into a tumbler.
“Are you resigned to your fate and the fact we are going to marry?” he asked, then downed the contents of his drink.
Was she? Part of her still wanted to go home and be her own woman. Emma wanted to live her life as she saw fit…and not be dictated to by a guardian or husband. The other part of her wanted to be married to Thomas more than anything, to share his life and bear his children. 
Little things about that picture bothered her, though. Most important was her writing. Since arriving in England she had barely written a word. It had been her constant companion at finishing school. Why did she find it difficult to put quill to parchment here? Other than these reservations, Emma spoke the truth from the bottom of her heart.
“I’m looking forward to our marriage.”
***
Those words took Thomas by surprise. He had expected an argument and was prepared for one. He wondered what had changed since they had last seen each other. “I’m glad to hear that, as I’m looking forward to our married life as well.”
Did she blush, or was it his imagination? Stepping closer to her, he tilted her chin so he could look at her lovely face, and his breath caught at her beauty and her scent. Though he’d promised himself he’d be controlled with Emma, his heart took off, sending his blood pumping wildly throughout his veins. Thomas did not think he would ever tire of looking at her. Especially when she looked at him like she did now, her features soft, her liquid blue eyes smoldering, her delicious pink lips slightly parted. Emma was perfection in his eyes. And his blood boiled.
“Emma,” he whispered as he brushed his lips across hers. Though he wanted to ravish her right there and then, he would not give more than this light kiss. If he did, he would end up making her his before their wedding night. Call him old-fashioned, but he wanted their first time together to be as husband and wife, duke and duchess.
Thomas pulled her into his arms, however, resting his chin upon the top of her head, breathing in the jasmine scent of her. Closing his eyes, he stood still, holding her body close. He felt her heart beat in little patters against his chest.
His hands caressed Emma’s back, and he heard a moan escape her lips as she snuggled deeper into his arms, closer, more intimately, more temptingly. 
He did not trust himself any longer, so he stepped back and immediately regretted the loss. His stomach pained, and he gritted his teeth to keep from groaning.
“I need to speak with my mother,” he told her curtly. “Please excuse me.” He paused in the doorway and glanced back at Emma who waited, face flushed, a dumbfounded expression on her face.
Well, bloody hell, she had the same effect on him. Now she knew how he felt. One minute he was drawn to her, and the next he wanted to run away. Was this how the rest of their life would be?   
***
The morning of his wedding found Thomas bent over the chamber pot, emptying his stomach of its contents from the previous night. Thank God his mother had opted out of the traditional wedding breakfast. Food would not be possible this morning. As he tried taking shallow breaths, the pain radiating from his right side refused to let up. He made his way to the nearest chair and sank down, hissing in agony. 
“All right, Thomas Seabrook,” he groaned, “you need to pull yourself together. Today is the day. Tonight is the night Emma becomes yours for all time.” Bending at the waist, he hissed between short breaths. “You can do this. You need to do this.”
The guests had arrived yesterday. To Wentworth’s surprise his mother had only invited her sister and her husband, Mr. and Mrs. Wilmington and their two daughters, Victoria and Vanessa, and one son, William. His mother explained she wanted this to be a family affair. She would not tolerate any gossip on the day of her son’s nuptials. 
The story about him and Emma played out over and over again in the gossip rags for days after the Boonevilles’ soirée. Thomas had personally gone to Whitehall to invite the prince to his wedding. The Prince Regent had expressed his disappointment in his choice of bride. He’d had high hopes Thomas would wed the Earl of Lennon’s daughter. Nonetheless, he agreed to attend. However, word arrived earlier this morning of his inability to attend due to illness. 
“Ahhh,” Thomas sighed with regret. Sebastian was not present either. His mother had not mentioned Thomas’s brother, but he knew she was thinking about him, missing him. 
And it was his fault his brother was in America.
Giles entered the duke’s bedchamber and shoved open the drapes, letting the warm sunshine seep in through the glass. Thomas watched the dust motes dance around and hoped he would be able to dance with his bride later in the day.
His trusted valet walked over and looked at him, his face etched with concern.
“Your Grace, are you well? You look positively gray.”
“My damn side,” Thomas hissed. “Someone shoot me and make this pain go away.”
“This pain has lingered far too long. May I send for the family physician?”
“Just help me into the tub. It’ll go away; it always does.”
Giles nodded his head, clearly not happy with this course of action. Thomas forced himself to relax in the tub as the hot water soothed his side and all the other muscles and tendons that tightened up whenever the pain became unbearable.
Closing his eyes, he focused away from the pain. He envisioned the night to come…undressing Emma slowly, taking his time, tasting every inch of flesh as it was exposed to him…until she’d stand before him in all her naked beauty. Thomas gasped. 
Not a good sign that when his cock grew in length and hardened in response to thoughts of his wedding night, his side began to burn even more. He hissed through clenched teeth and made a deal with God. If He let him get through today, pain free, he would seek a doctor on the morrow.
Thomas wanted their wedding to be the most memorable day of Emma’s life. He wanted everything to be perfect. She deserved no less. She certainly deserved better than him. But she would have him, this day, for better or for worse.
***
Later, dressed in formal attire and standing in the chapel at Stony Cross Manor, Thomas stood pale and perspiring. The pain had peaked and suddenly diminished and he felt tremendous relief. 
Amesbury and Myles stood on either side of him as he waited for Emma to come down the aisle. The local magistrate, Squire Rosenberg, stood at the altar, waiting with prayer book in hand.
Thomas was surprised to find he was utterly calm. And besides a little twitch here and there his side had settled down. Family and guests were seated, except for Amelia, Bella, and Emma. His sisters would lead his bride down the aisle.
The organist his mother hired began to play and Thomas’s breath paused inside his lungs as he looked past his sisters to where Emma stood. He suddenly felt weak, as if he might keel over. If his knees were not locked, he was sure he would have dropped to the ground.
Emma was a vision of innocence and loveliness in her pale, ice-blue silk gown that hugged her bosom and her narrow waist, and then fell in delicate folds to the floor. She carried one beautiful, long-stemmed white rose with white and blue ribbons cascading down. Thomas’s body shivered, drawing Amesbury’s and Myles’s questioning looks. He shrugged and looked back at Emma, floating toward him.
Halfway through the ceremony his skin began to drip sweat and his side and stomach did not so much hurt as feel numb. Concentrating became difficult as the world around him blurred, and he blinked rapidly trying to clear it. Somewhere, out of the turmoil happening inside his body and mind, Thomas heard the squire pronounce them man and wife. Cheers from family and friends found Emma taking his arm and turning him so they could walk down the aisle.
“Thomas, is something wrong?” His new bride’s voice drifted into his mind. It sounded as though it came from some place far, far away. Try as hard as he could, his mouth would not work. He could not for the life of him answer her. 
Chills snaked up his spine and he shivered, his teeth chattering. His feet stuck to the floor. His body swayed; at least Thomas thought it did because the room started to revolve around him faster and faster, until he closed his eyes to block it out. 
Then he heard voices calling his name, coming from some far off region.
Then nothing at all.
Profound blackness enclosed him in a dark and threatening shroud from which some part of him knew there was no escape.





  
 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
Emma’s heart lurched into her throat as Thomas collapsed to the ground at her feet. Fortunately, her hands, along with Myles’s and Amesbury’s had broken his fall. During the quick ceremony she had thought he looked pale and she noticed moisture beads on his forehead and on his upper lip. 
Several times Emma heard Thomas moan and he had swayed slightly. When they recited their vows, his voice sounded weak and his eyes seemed unfocused. It was obvious he was unwell––so unwell that when the ceremony ended her new husband fainted at her feet.
It only took a moment for Emma’s new mother-in-law to snap out commands. “Norwich, Amesbury! Carry Your Grace to his room. Amelia, fetch Giles and have him send a footman for the doctor with strict instructions not to come back without him.” 
Thomas’s mother paused only when the two gentlemen struggled with his unconscious body.
“Isabella, go fetch two footmen to help carry your brother upstairs.” Then she clapped her hands. “Come now, we must hurry.”
***
Carrying an unconscious Wentworth was more difficult then Myles anticipated. It was as if the duke weighed twice what he actually did. Once they had him in his bed, Giles removed Thomas’s boots, neckcloth, jacket, and waistcoat and unbuttoned several buttons at the top of his linen shirt. Not once did Wentworth open his eyes. 
When they moved him he made sounds as if he were in terrible pain. Which Myles had no doubt he was, because even unconscious, his friend’s face twisted in agony. 
“Damn,” he swore. “First Amesbury and now Wentworth.”
Giles tried to clear the room, but there was no way in bloody hell Myles was leaving until the doctor arrived to take over. He’d never seen his friend look like this, as if he were at death’s door.
It seemed an eternity for the three-quarters of an hour to tick by until the doctor arrived. The doctor was elderly, in his late fifties, with a full head of white hair and compassionately composed features. 
“I would like to examine, Your Grace…privately,” the doctor said as he walked them to the door.
 “If you don’t mind, doctor,” Amesbury replied, “my friend and I would prefer to stay––in case you need help moving him.” The doctor looked to the elder duchess who nodded her approval and left with her daughters. 
“As you wish,” the doctor shrugged and concentrated on examining the duke. After several minutes he paused. “Can either of you tell me what happened?”
Myles cleared his throat. “He collapsed. But I must say that for the past several weeks he has been having pain in his stomach and side. Some days he would be fine, while other days he’d be sick and vomiting. He refused to have it looked at. Thought it was nerves and would go away.” Myles frowned at the serious expression on the doctor’s face. “Obviously he was wrong.”
“His appendix needs to come out, now. I fear it may have burst already and is poisoning his body as we speak. He cannot be moved. I will perform the procedure here.”
Myles stepped out into the hall, his legs heavy as if weighed down with bricks. He gathered his thoughts carefully as he faced the Seabrook women and Giles. Desperate, they all eyed him for news.
“It’s his appendix. The doctor needs to remove it immediately.” As the family and staff reacted with shock and concern, Myles handed the dowager duchess a list. “Can you gather these things together? He needs two people to help him inside.” 
Amesbury came up behind Myles looking pale and shaky, definitely not able to assist the doctor.
“I’ll help,” Myles murmured. He looked at Emma. “Will you?”
***
Emma swallowed, but still the bile rose up inside her mouth. “Yes, just give me a moment to change.”
 “I’m coming in as well,” Thomas’s mother insisted. “After all, he is my son.”
Ten minutes later, Emma placed a chloroform-soaked cloth over her husband’s mouth and nose. Even though Thomas was unconscious, the doctor did not want him waking up during the surgery. Tears streamed down Emma’s face, making it impossible the see things clearly, which was a good thing when she glimpsed the blood-soaked towels hitting the floor a few minutes later.
Her husband’s blood, blood he needed to survive. 
Bowing her head, Emma prayed to God. Please don’t let him die. Please don’t let him die. She prayed over and over, until it was the only thing she could think about. Time was suspended; she had no idea how long the doctor worked on her beloved. 
And yes, she did think of Thomas as her beloved. Emma knew she loved him with all her heart, her soul, and every fiber of her being. She prayed she’d have the chance to tell him. . .
“My dear.” Her mother-in-law’s voice penetrated her foggy mind, and the feel of the dowager’s cool hand on her shoulder snapped her back to reality. “The surgery is over. His Grace is resting. Let us leave the room so the doctor can clean up.”
Emma walked arm in arm with her to the door. When they re-entered the hall they were unrelentingly pummeled with one question after another. She thanked God Myles and Thomas’s mother answered all the questions. She had no words beyond her prayers.
Thomas’s mother explained that the doctor had removed the diseased appendix, which was leaking poison into Wentworth’s body. All there was to do now was wait…and pray infection did not set in. They were to clean and change his dressing and dose him with laudanum every four hours for pain. They were also to keep Wentworth in bed and make him as comfortable as possible. 
As the directions penetrated Emma’s mind she nodded her head. She could do all those things.
If not called back sooner, the doctor promised to return in the morning and left, carrying his valise. If His Grace worsened they were to send for him immediately. Emma vaguely remembered asking to be alone with her husband.
Emma approached the bed, her hand resting on her stomach and her heart pounding in her chest. She stared down at Thomas, her love. Her knees buckled as she sank down into a chair by the bedside. Her body quivered. It hurt to see Thomas lying in bed, pale, weak, and sleeping an unnatural sleep.
He truly did not resemble the vibrant, larger-than-life man she had fallen in love with. His helplessness plagued her. What could she do to help him? How did she keep him from getting an infection? Too many things swirled in Emma’s mind, overloading her senses. She rested her head on the side of his bed. Her eyes fluttered closed and her breathing steadied and slowed as she drifted into an exhausted and worried sleep.
“Emma, my dear, wake up.” She fought the voice calling to her, but it was no use. It would not go away.
Where was she?
Disorientated, she lifted her head, sat up, and stretched her arms over her head to work out the stiffness. The sun had set, turning the room into near darkness. One oil lamp illuminated Thomas’s body lying still as death in his huge bed. He appeared small and frail, when in reality he was anything but. She fought down the scream forming inside her lungs. 
This is no dream.
“I’m awake,” she choked out as she noticed her new mother-in-law standing at the foot of her son’s bed. Her features appeared washed out with worry. “Has he awoken yet?”
Thomas’s mother shook her head slowly from side to side. “No.”
“How long did I sleep?” Emma asked, trying to get a handle on the time.
“Two hours. It is half-past-eight in the evening. You should get something to eat. I will stay with my son.”
“I don’t think I could eat anything.”
“I understand, my dear, but you must keep up your strength. You will be no good to your husband otherwise. I have the feeling he will need you in the days to come.” She did not like the ominous sound of the dowager’s voice. 
 Pushing off the side of the bed, Emma stood up and stretched out her sore and stiff body. “I’ll go get something.” She shuffled to the open door then turned back, her heart barely beating. “Please, will you send for me if he wakes?”
 His mother promised she would. Walking down the stairs, Emma heard quiet voices coming from the drawing room. Upon entering, she eyed Amelia and Bella sitting side by side on the velvet settee. Myles and Amesbury sat leaning forward on chairs facing them. A table covered with a tray of chilled meats, cheeses, and fruits and a tea service sat between them.
“May I join you?” she asked, suddenly feeling like an intruder.
“Please do.” Myles said, while he and Amesbury stood and waited until she took a seat next to Bella on the settee. 
When they were settled, Amesbury asked, “How is he?”
Emma swallowed and tried to ignore the fear and worry on his face––on all their faces. “The same as before; he has not woken up yet.” Then so many questions pelted her from every direction she did not know who asked what.
“Is that normal?”
“Does he have a fever?”
“Does he still moan in his sleep like he’s in pain?”
“Do you think he’ll get an infection?”
“What did the doctor give him for medicine?”
Emma covered her ears and shook her head, helpless. “I don’t know. I don’t know anything.” She sucked in a sob, then gave up and lowered her head into her hands and cried.
“Emma…” Bella wrapped her arms around Emma and held her gently. “Go ahead and cry. You deserve it. Myles, would you be so kind as to pour our Emma a cup of tea, with milk and two sugars?”
Emma pulled herself together, took the handkerchief Amesbury offered her, dried her tears, and blew her nose. She forced herself to sit up straight and sip the tea Myles handed her in a lovely china cup.
“I’m sorry. I’m usually not one for such teary eyes.”
Myles nodded his head. “No need to apologize. You should have seen the four of us; we were watering pots earlier. We could have flooded an entire flowerbed with our tears.”
A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. “Leave it to you, Myles, to lighten the mood. Thank you. It helps.”
He held up a plate of fruit. “You should eat.”
She shook her head. “No, I can’t. The tea tastes good, though. It soothes my nerves. I’ve never felt so useless. Instead of watching over Thomas, I slept. Some nursemaid I make,” she murmured over the top of her teacup.
“Don’t be hard on yourself; it has been a long day,” Bella said. “Before you came in we were discussing how one moment everything is fine in one’s life, and then it changes without warning. It leaves us sitting around, waiting, wondering, knowing nothing we do will change anything. Being useless is not something any of us do well. We want to know we’re needed. Unfortunately, in this case, we wait and pray he wakes up fever-free, pain-free, and infection-free.” She sucked in air and sighed deeply. “Bloody hell, I hate this.”
“Bella,” Amelia gasped, “such language coming from you. In front of mixed company, no less.”
“Don’t mind us. We’ve heard worse.” Amesbury chuckled. “In fact, your brother has the foulest mouth of any gentleman I know.”
“Really?” Bella asked, leaning forward. “Do tell some of his favorites so I can use them to blackmail him if he tries to marry me off to someone I despise.”
“I don’t think you have to worry about that.” Myles grinned. “Your brother has admitted to me that he hopes you will marry for love.”
Bella beamed. “Marry for love… Since when did he become such a romantic?”
Myles glanced directly at Emma. His eyes softened. “Since he himself fell in love.”
Is it true? Had Thomas admitted to Myles that he loved her? Emma’s heart pounded with elation. And how could Bella and Myles carry on a conversation about Bella marrying someone for love when they both knew Bella loved Myles?
“I don’t believe he confided his feelings for me to you,” Emma spoke up. “Do not you gentlemen guard your true feelings like the royal guards guard the Crown Jewels?”
That had Myles smiling. “Yes, well, it is true we don’t like to discuss certain, ahh . . . personal . . . things. But the three of us have been together since our first days at Eton, and sometimes even men need to talk.” Myles raked his hands through his hair. “I can’t honestly remember if he said anything about love, except any fool can see he loves you deeply. All one has to do is look at his eyes when he is looking at you. It is there as plain as tea leaves in a pot of tea.”
“Thank you for your honesty,” Emma said as she sipped her warm tea. “Please, will all of you excuse me?” 
She rose and took her leave, meandering up the stairs and down the hall to her husband’s bedchamber. Pausing outside the closed door, she let her heart fly with elation over the possibility that her husband did indeed love her. Perhaps one day soon he would tell her. And then she could shower him with her love in return.
Before that time could come, however, they had to get through the next few days. Emma wrung her hands and steeled herself to be strong for him. He needed her now, and she would not disappoint him.
Upon her approach to his bedside, nothing seemed to have changed. Her husband still slept on his back, the covers drawn up to his chest and his breathing still slow and steady as before. A deep relief washed through her body. His coloring was pale, not tinged pink with fever. 
“Your Grace.” Emma placed her hand lightly on the duchess’s shoulder. “You should retire for the evening. You must be exhausted. It was a long and tiring day. I will stay with my husband for the duration of the night.”
Her mother-in-law patted the hand that still rested on her shoulder. The contact warmed Emma. 
“Thank you, my dear. My son has chosen well. In one day you have already made me proud to call you my daughter-in-law. I leave him in your capable hands.” She rose, took her son’s limp hand in hers, and held on, eyes closed. Sadness and worry were living, breathing things that spread out from her mother-in-law and encompassed Emma and Thomas. 
 
After the dowager duchess left the room, Emma shivered, wrapped her arms around herself, and hugged tightly. She pulled the sheet down low on Thomas’s waist, careful not to expose his manhood. Even so, her cheeks heated at his nakedness. His chest was large, muscular, and sprinkled with light brown hair. A bandage covered most of his belly and extended far beneath the sheet. 
Emma was curious about her husband’s body. All she had to do was peek under the sheet and look her fill. Emma was tempted to look while he was unconscious, as she had never seen male parts before. Now that she had married Thomas she was even more tempted.
When she went to examine his bandages, her hands trembled and tears blurred her vision. She needed to pause and take a deep breath to steady herself. It didn’t work. All Emma could do was stare at her new husband and pray that he recovered. 
 “Please, God, let the surgery have worked. I will do anything. I have fallen in love with him. Please . . . please . . . I can’t live without him.” Her knees gave way and she leaned against the side of his bed. It was quite some time before she was composed enough to continue her examination of his bandages.
Relief quickly washed through her when she found his dressing clean. Gently, she touched his arm and he twitched in his sleep, causing her to gasp and jump back. Emma watched him regain his restful repose. She sighed deeply and smiled at her frayed nerves. Then she yawned and collapsed in the chair beside his bed.
Emma was exhausted and found herself nodding off in the uncomfortable chair. She did not want to leave her husband to go to bed, and not knowing what else to do, she climbed in the over-large bed and snuggled under the top cover, careful not to get too close to Thomas. Emma would not want to accidentally bump into his side and cause him unnecessary pain. 
She let her head rest back on the soft pillows and listened to the sound of breathing coming from Thomas. It hit her then like a runaway coach; she was now married. Tonight was her wedding night. Turning her head to the side, she looked at her sleeping husband, and her heart soared. 
As much as she’d fought him about the wedding and told him she wanted to travel back to America, she would have been miserable without him. Because her pride would have allowed no other option, she’d have gone if he’d agreed. Emma would have hated it, but she would have gone. Made a simple, quiet life for herself and become a spinster, a sad spinster. And all the love she had for Thomas would only have fueled the heroine’s love for the hero in her novels.
Thank you, God, she prayed because she was so glad to be lying in her husband’s bed with him beside her. It was not the wedding night she envisioned. But under the circumstances, she felt blessed because he had made it through his surgery. 
Her lips curled into a smiled. Emma was positive Thomas had had other plans for this night. He would never have believed, that instead of spending it the way be had planned, he would be asleep, recovering from an appendectomy, with his wife lying at his side––fully clothed––on their wedding night.
An hour, maybe two went by as she listened to his even breathing and watched the rise and fall of his chest. His heart beat strong and constant. Her lids began to flutter closed while the soothing sound of his breathing lulled her into sleep. 
Emma’s mind filled with dreams of her wedding night with Thomas. A night filled with sweet seduction, whispers in the dark of night, about love and devotion. Then hours entwined in each other’s arms making passionate love, cocooned in darkness, until the sun rose up in the sky bathing the room in warmth. 
 The bed shook over and over. Groaning sounds followed the shaking, steady and constant. Emma fought to open her eyes. Something inside her mind told her to wake up. It was important she wake up. 
Now . . . wake up now!
Her eyes popped open as she sat up with a start and took in the unfamiliar surroundings. Behind the drapes it looked like the sun was just coming up. Then everything about the previous day hit her at once. 
When she locked her eyes on Thomas it caused her lungs to constrict and her heart to rise up in her throat. Scrambling out of the covers, she knelt beside her husband. Emma placed her hand to his forehead and shuddered at the intense heat coming off him. Sometime during the night fever had set in. His head tossed from side to side; he mumbled incoherent words.
She climbed off the bed, forcing her legs to hold her weight. She went to the washstand, wet a cloth, wrung it, returned to her husband, and gently placed it on his forehead. His hands rose up, fighting her. 
“Shs, my love,” she cooed. “Relax and let me take care of you.” 
A frown line appeared between his brows at the sound of her voice, until finally he rested his arms back down by his sides and took a labored breath.
Pulling the covers down to his waist, Emma inspected the bandage and cringed as her worst nightmare came true. Blood and a yellow liquid had seeped through his bandages. The metallic smell forced her to breathe through her mouth. Her brain screamed all sorts of questions. Should she change the bandage or wait for the doctor? Could she get him to take something for the pain? She had never nursed anyone before. 
“Stop it,” she scolded herself. This was not the time to fall apart. She needed to be strong for Thomas.
Think, Emma, think. She took the bottle of laudanum off the bedside table and tried to get Thomas to swallow several drops. Some dripped down his chin, but she thought he swallowed a bit. Then she went to remove the bandage, but it was stuck to his skin with dried blood. Gently Emma pried it off, trying not to break the doctor’s stitches. Thomas hissed and moaned, but fortunately he didn’t use his hands to try and stop her or fight her off.
Wetting a clean cloth with water, she patted the area covered in blood. She did not know much about wounds, but she thought his looked good. Not angry, raised, or overly red––so why the fever? Just as she washed off the last of the blood the physician entered the room with Thomas’s mother following behind him.
“He has a fever,” Emma said to the doctor. Her voice sounded odd and breathy. “I noticed several minutes ago.”
When the physician approached the bed, Emma stepped back and clasped her mother-in-law’s hand and held it tight. “He slept soundly last night. I don’t know what happened.” Panic threatened to overtake her mind and body.
“These things happen, my dear.” Her mother-in-law’s voice vibrated with worry, regardless of what she said.
Time stood still as Emma watched the doctor examine Thomas. He cleaned the area around the incision, put a foul-smelling black ointment across it, then covered it with fresh bandages. The doctor put several small bottles on the bedside table, packed up his medical bag, and turned to the ladies, frowning. “I have left medicine to help him fight the infection and more laudanum for the pain. One teaspoon of each every four hours, and you must try and get liquids inside him.”
“Excuse me, doctor. What is causing his fever and infection?” Emma asked. A knot had formed in her stomach; she dreaded his answer.
“His diseased appendix leaked toxins into his body. The infection comes from inside his body, not from the incision.”
“Is it serious?” Emma asked, and then she silently prayed. Please, God, do not let it be bad.
“If I may be honest, Your Grace,” he said, his tone sober. “Yes, it is. This type of infection can be deadly.”
Emma gasped and covered her mouth while it felt as if her heart ricocheted around inside her. “Deadly…,” she repeated as her eyes meet the dowager’s eyes, full of shock and tears.
“Yes. It can be,” the kindly doctor continued. “But His Grace is healthy and strong; let us pray he can fight it off. Meanwhile, I would prepare for the worst . . . I was optimistic until this infection. He has been ill for many weeks, and I fear it’s unlikely he’ll recover.” He bowed his head. “Your Graces, I’m truly sorry. I wish I had better news. Only time will tell. I’ll be back on the morrow. Force the liquids and give him both medications every four hours. Good day.”
Good day? Was he serious?
“We must inform the others,” Emma’s mother-in-law said between sobs.
“Yes,” Emma replied, refusing to cry. Refusing to believe what the doctor said. 
Thomas would not die. Not if she had anything to do with it. She would spend every moment of every day seeing to it that he lived. 
“I’ll go down and tell them; please stay here with your son,” Emma offered.
Though she desperately wanted to remain at Thomas’s side, it seemed her feet moved away from the bedside of their own accord. 
Emma wondered how she would break the devastating news to Amelia, Bella, Myles, and Amesbury. First she needed to wash her face, change her clothes, and settle her nerves.
A while later Emma entered the bright cream and peach breakfast room. As was usual for this time of day, sunshine entered the room through the tall windows. On any other day the room would lift her spirits, but not today. 
Fortunately, she found the room empty. She was not yet ready to face the others and pass on the discouraging news. Approaching the sideboard, she filled a plate with eggs, fruit, and sausage, then sat down at the table. A servant, anticipating her needs, brought her a cup of chocolate, and Emma sipped it appreciatively. 
Closing her eyes, Emma let the warmth of the liquid soothe her as it traveled down her throat. Then she thought about Thomas, lying ill in his room, until her body convulsed and tears burst from her eyes. They ran down her face while she hugged her waist and rocked back and forth on the chair. Sobs escaped her and she could do nothing to stop them. 
The servant approached her, a worried expression on his face. She waved him from the room.
“No . . . No . . . No . . .” She shouted between sobs. “He will not die. I will not let Thomas die. P . . . Please, my Lord. Do not let Thomas die.”
When the sound of Emma’s sobs hit Myles’s ears his heart stopped beating and he stood transfixed in the doorway, unable to move. His mind thought the worst. Could his friend be…? He refused to complete the thought. 
All etiquette was lost to him as he rushed forward, dragged Emma’s chair back, and pulled her up into his arms. Myles hugged her tightly and rubbed her back, trying to soothe her––and maybe himself.
“Tell me what happened,” Myles coaxed her. The trembling of her body and her quick breaths from sobbing had him on the verge of panicking. He did not think it would be wise to lose his composure with Emma. She needed his support now. When she remained silent, it took all his will power not to ask her again.
Myles took deep, calming breaths and waited for her. Finally she calmed down, and eventually he felt her breathing change.“I’m sorry I fell apart.” Emma stepped out of his arms and sank down on her chair. His chest pained at the sight of the raw anguish and fear in her eyes.
“Thomas has a fever.” She hiccupped, then continued. “The doctor said he has a serious infection because of his diseased appendix. He said to be prepared for the worst because he could die.”
Myles felt blindly for the closest chair and sank his shaky and suddenly weak body into it. “No,” he murmured. The single word was followed by several colorful curses he would not apologize for saying. He knew Emma would understand. 
“I need to see him.” Myles stood slowly, walked up the stairs and down the long corridor to his friend’s rooms. He knocked quietly and entered. Wentworth’s mother sat in a chair, positioned beside the bed, holding her son’s hand as Myles approached. “Do you mind if I visit?”
His friend’s mother looked up with tears in her eyes, and Myles swallowed the lump forming in his throat. Dear God, she seemed to have aged years since yesterday at the wedding. He too fought the burning tears threatening to escape his eyes. “How is Wentworth?” The dowager duchess shook her head and dabbed at her eyes with a lace handkerchief.
“I understand. I can see for myself.” And Myles could. Wentworth’s sweating brow showed he burned up with fever. His breathing was rapid and labored, and he moved restlessly in the large bed. Moans escaped Wentworth’s mouth time and time again. Myles thought he recognized several words but could not be sure. His friend was delirious with fever.
“I can stay with him, if you would like some time to yourself or to spend time with the girls,” Myles offered.
Once again she shook her head and didn’t move.
“Why don’t I send Isabella and Amelia in then?” Again Myles received no answer.
Out in the hall again, he leaned back against the wall and tried to catch his breath. His throat burned and tears leaked from his eyes. Myles closed them to wipe out the picture of Wentworth, lying sick and delirious in his bed. How could this man face death when Myles needed him? When others needed him, too? 
“Dear God, don’t take him. Wentworth has so much to live for. He is the most honorable person I know.”
The sound of soft footsteps, shuffling down the hallway though muffled by the thick rug, had him opening his eyes and stepping away from the wall. Myles came face to face with Amelia, Bella, and Amesbury. By their worried expressions he assumed Emma had spoken with them.
“You heard?” he asked. 
Myles took one look at Bella’s tear-soaked face and reacted. He held his arms out to her, and Bella stepped into them as though she belonged there. Myles wrapped his shaking arms around her waist, her head resting upon his chest. Bella’s tears soaked his shirt, and his body shivered. 
***
Later that day Myles watched over Wentworth, giving both Emma and the dowager duchess time to rest. They needed time to themselves, and he needed to do something besides sit in the drawing room drinking tea and eating biscuits. Besides, he needed to get something off his chest. Even though his friend could not hear him or respond, he needed to tell him.
“Wentworth, remember when I told you I loved Bella, but not in a husbandly way? Well, I think I might have been wrong. I think I do love her. It’s not quite what I felt for Sophie, because I finally realize what I felt for Sophie was infatuation, not real.” Myles paused and began pacing around. “Bloody hell, this is hard to put into words. I believe I do love Bella. But still, I hesitate to act too quickly because maybe what she feels for me is more like a young girl’s love. Not the love of a grown woman. Like a girl worships an unlikely hero. And tonight when I consoled her I realized it was right. I wanted to protect and love her…in every way. I do want her for my wife.” Frustrated, he sank back down into the hard chair. 
“I’m saying this poorly. I want to make sure she really loves me. Therefore, I have decided not to profess my love for her… I’ll let her enjoy the season and have suitors so she will be completely and utterly sure she loves me.”
Once again he popped up and paced the room. “I sound like a bloody idiot. What if she falls in love with someone else while I drag my feet?” He stood beside Wentworth’s bed. 
“Please wake up, friend. Your family needs you. Too many hearts will break if you die.”





  
 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
Not much changed in the four days that followed. Then, in the early morning of the fifth day after the fever set in, Emma awoke in bed beside her husband as she had done each morning since their wedding night. Only this morning the room was still and silent. 
The strange quiet sent Emma’s heart pounding. She kicked the covers off and rose to her knees. He was so still. In a panic, Emma placed her ear on his chest and prayed his heart still beat.
Relief spiraled though her at the steady rhythm of Thomas’s heart. Next, she placed her palm across his forehead. Her lips curled up into a smile at the coolness she found there.
“Thank you, God.”
Emma sat back on her heels, her heart beating double time as she stared at her husband …and willed him to open his eyes.
They eventually fluttered open and then closed abruptly. He opened them again moments later. This time they stayed open for several seconds before they closed.
It shocked her when Thomas opened them a third time and looked directly at her with clear blue eyes. Relief spread through Emma’s body and joyful tears slid down her cheeks to have her husband back from the brink of death.
Thomas’s tongue flicked out and licked his dry, cracked lips. “Emma?”
Emma blinked her tears away and smiled at him as she placed her quivering hand on his cool cheek. “Yes. I’m here, Thomas. Welcome back.”
“Did I go somewhere?”
“Almost.” She bit her lower lip and hoped she did not sob her heart out again in front of him. Emma knew she needed to be strong. So she lay back down and snuggled close to Thomas’s body, praying her love would make a full recovery.
***
“You’re trembling. Are you cold?” Thomas asked, confused by events. And what the bloody hell was she doing in his bed? Had she lost her mind?
“Emma, you must leave before someone finds you here.”
She raised her head and looked puzzled. “It doesn’t matter if they do.”
“It matters to me. Until we are wed you must not be in my bedroom.”
Thomas could not see her face but heard her giggle. He frowned. “What is so funny?”
“You are. We married six days ago.”
“We . . . What?” Thomas tried to sit up, but stomach pain, as if his muscles were ripping apart, forced him to lie back. And he lacked any strength. Felt drained and sore. His hand slid to the bandages on his lower abdomen. “What happened to me?”
Emma rolled away from him and he suddenly wished he had not said anything. Having her curled up against his side had felt incredible. Her warmth, her scent… How often he’d dreamed of this. And then Thomas realized he was completely naked beneath the covers.
Emma wore a thin white night rail, and when she rose to her knees beside him, his pulse spiked. She was serious. They were married. But why could he not remember something so life-altering? If they were married, why could Thomas not remember making love to her? Surely it had happened. It must have.
“Thomas,” she said, her voice soft and shaky. “You were sick, very sick.”
“Sick?” What did she mean by sick?
“Right after our wedding ceremony you collapsed. The doctor came and removed your appendix.”
“The doctor removed my appendix?”
“Are you going to keep repeating everything I say?” she said, smiling deeply. 
When the smile lit up her face his pulse raced.
“Sorry.” Thomas tried to sound contrite, but he wasn’t. Suddenly nothing mattered except having her in his bed and making her truly his. If only he had the strength to match his desire for her.
“Six days ago the doctor removed your appendix. Five days ago you began running a fever. You almost died.”
The word died got his attention. Fortunately for both of them, he lived. And he would gain his strength back. And then they would… 
Thomas grinned, reached out, and cupped one luscious unbound breast. A groan escaped his lips. It was soft, full, and heavy in his palm. “You are beautiful.”
She swatted his hand away. “You must rest.” Her cheeks turned a becoming shade of pink.
“Must I? I’m quite sure the doctor will say when he visits today that I can resume normal activities.” Thomas arched a brow in question. He did not think Emma’s cheeks could get any pinker, but they did.
“If you are referring to what I think you are…. ” She shook her head and murmured, “No.”
“No?” Thomas grinned. With what little strength he had, he pulled Emma close to his side, ignoring the pain it caused him, and placed kisses upon her smooth silky neck. Her body quivered beneath his touch. “Are you quite sure?” he asked as she moaned and curled up closer to him.
“Quite sure,” she murmured. “Oh, Thomas.”
His wayward hand slid under her nightdress, up her thigh, moving closer, closer to her womanhood. Emma gasped, her hips rising up off the bed.
“Thomas.”
“Yes, my darling?”
“You need to rest. Oh, my,” she purred. As his fingers parted her feminine folds he inserted one long finger deep inside her wet heat. 
“Relax, and enjoy,” Thomas whispered as he worked his finger in and out and tantalized her nub with the thumb of his other hand. Soon Emma rose up off the bed and her body trembled with release. Slowly she sank down into the bed once again and curled up against his side. 
Contentment like he’d never known seeped into his bones. 
As much as he hated to admit it, he needed to rest. Just that little bit of foreplay and talking had him feeling weaker than a newborn babe. Even if Thomas wanted to consummate their marriage, he realized he couldn’t at the moment. 
His member might be ready; however, the rest of him was not. Thomas tried to open his eyes and look at his lovely Emma, but even that drained his strength. Strength he did not have. As his eyes closed, he reluctantly let sleep claim him again.
***
“Thomas,” Emma whispered as she looked into her husband’s face. He slept. Good, he needed to rest and regain his strength. He should not have used his energy to do that to her. She smiled. It was nice, and it reminded her of what was to come when they finally enjoyed their wedding night.
A short time later she climbed out of bed, grabbed a robe, and went in search of someone to tell about the exciting development. She stopped by the dowager’s rooms and told her the wonderful news. After that Emma descended the staircase and entered the breakfast room to find everyone else present. “I know it’s a bit premature to think the fever won’t come back later today, but for now it is gone.” She sank into a chair. “The fever is gone.”
Myles jumped up, pulled Bella to her feet, and swung her around in his arms. “He’s fine; your brother’s going to be fine.” He stopped spinning, looked for a confirming nod from Emma, and lowered Bella to her feet. Then he did something Emma never expected.
He kissed Bella, loud and quick. Then he raced from the room with Amesbury fast on his heels.
Amelia gasped. If Bella’s face were any indication, she never expected the kiss either. Emma leaned in close to her. 
“Please don’t get your hopes up about Myles,” she whispered to Bella. “He might have just gotten caught up in the moment.” 
Bella’s smile disappeared, making Emma regret her comment. Yet how could she not warn her?
“I know…but I can hope, can’t I?” Bella replied.
“Come,” Emma said, hoping to cheer her up. “Go see your brother.”
 “Is he awake?” Amelia asked as she pushed her chair back and rose to her feet.
“No. But he was a moment ago.” 
One would think the room was on fire by the way the sisters ran from it. Emma took this time to sit at the breakfast table and relax by herself. It was not easy. For days, her muscles had been strung tighter than violin strings. Even with the good news, they still refused to relax. Emma would stay here a few minutes and try to relax before joining everyone upstairs. 
 “Excuse me, Your Grace.” 
Emma heard the soft female voice, but ignored it. 
“Your Grace.” 
Again the voice came, a little louder this time around. Blinking her eyes open, Emma found herself with her head down on the hard table. Shaking the fog from her mind, she looked up to see her maid, Rosie.
“You fell asleep and I didn’t want to wake you. But I took the liberty of drawing you a bath. Would you like help, Your Grace?”
“No.” Mmmm, a bath would be wonderful right now. Every muscle in Emma’s body protested as she walked up the stairs toward the suit of rooms adjoining Thomas’s. Using the railing, it took all her strength as she took the stairs one at a time. In a daze she entered her rooms, stripped off her nightclothes, and shuffled into the bathing chamber. 
She sank gratefully into the hot tub. “Ahhh, this is heaven.”
Never had Emma allowed herself to consider how worn down and tired she really was from taking care of her husband the past six days. As long as he had been deathly sick, her body and mind functioned. But now that the worst was possibly over, she had no reserves left. Bathing herself with jasmine-scented soap and washing her long hair was almost beyond her ability.
After stepping out of the tub and drying off, Emma dressed in her thin chemise. Before she had made up her mind what to do next, her body, of its own accord, crawled under the thick silky coverlet, and she laid her head on the downy soft feather pillow. 
Closing her eyes, she sighed and fell into a deep and exhausted sleep.
***
With help from Myles and Amesbury, Thomas managed to sit up in bed where he was propped up by numerous pillows. He even managed, with their help, to use the chamber pot and wash up. He began to feel human again. Standing was difficult, to say the least, because when Thomas stood tall his stitches pulled, and it felt as if his insides were ripping apart. Of course they weren’t, so he sucked in his breath, winced at the pain, and forced himself to stand straight and work the knots out of his tight muscles.
“Seems to me it was only four weeks ago that you and I were doing this same thing with Amesbury,” Myles said as he helped Wentworth back to bed.
“Yes, well,” Amesbury began, his face flushing red, “I’m sorry about that.”
“Don’t apologize and I won’t either. But, bloody bugger, this invalid stuff is for the old and infirm. Not for me.” Thomas gritted his teeth and sucked in short and quick breaths as he leaned back against the pillows. “You two can go back to London if you want. No sense staying here with me and being bored out of your minds.”
“I’ll stay another day or two,” Amesbury said, and he turned to their other friend, a brow raised. “What about you?”
“I’ll stay awhile…nothing but soirées, balls, and evenings at Almack’s to avoid in London.” Myles raked his hands through his thick hair. “Bloody hell. I’ll not go back sooner than I have to. I have no intention of dealing with the marriage-mart mamas and their prissy daughters this season. As far as I’m concerned, the season is over.”
“I’m with you,” Amesbury agreed. “I just got out of one betrothal; I don’t want to get caught in another. You know how duplicitous those debutantes can be. I think half take lessons on how to play the shy, innocent virgin, and the others on seducing the opposite sex. By the way, Myles, what about that kiss I saw you share with Bella? What was that about?”
 “Yes, well, that,” Myles stuttered. “I got caught up in the moment of our dear friend Wentworth’s recovery.”
“You kissed my sister?” Thomas asked.
“Yes,” Myles answered. “And God help me if I gave her false hope. As I just said, I got caught up in the moment.”
“If you say so. Just do not break my sister’s heart any worse than you already have. I would hate to call out my best friend at dawn. And Amesbury can’t possibly be second to both of us.” Thomas paused. “As for me and what you said about debutantes, Amesbury…well, I’m safe now.” Thomas grinned at his two best friends, then frowned while he thought about Emma. “Do you suppose Emma already regrets marrying me?”
“Hell, no,” Myles replied. “You should have seen her questioning the doctor and taking charge of your care. She has backbone. She’s going to make you a fine wife. She is already.” He grinned and his eyes gleamed with humor. “Unless you expect her to be docile and obedient.”
Thomas started to laugh. It turned into a cough, then into a groan. He sucked in some air and held his breath until the sharp pain subsided. “She isn’t either of those things and never was. Why would I expect her to change now that we’re married? Besides, can you imagine how boring life would be married to a silly, brainless chit?” 
 “Yes, well, I’ll pass on being married for a time,” Amesbury stuttered, “brainless chit or otherwise.” 
“Yes, well….” Myles chuckled. “Good luck with that. Now that you’re a single marquess again, nothing will keep you safe from all the title-hungry debutantes and their mamas.”
“Damn,” Amesbury frowned. “I hadn’t thought about that. But I can hardly blame Lady Beth for breaking it off. I treated her horribly––avoiding her at all costs and ducking away every time I saw her.”
“She wasn’t for you,” Thomas said, now feeling guilty for being the one to encourage Lady Beth to break the marriage contract. Regardless, Thomas would stand by his reasons for interfering. What puzzled him was Amesbury’s sudden awkwardness around the fairer sex. Was it related to his opium use?
“Excuse me, Your Grace.” Giles tapped on the door, then opened it. “This just came for you, and it is marked ‘Urgent and Private.’”
“Who is it from?” Thomas hissed out between stabs of pain, having pushed his body beyond its comfort level.
“I do not know. It came by hired messenger,” his valet replied.
“Give it to Myles.” Thomas struggled to adjust his position on the bed. “Myles, please read it aloud.”
Thomas Seabrook, Duke of Wentworth,
I know how you came to be in possession of the Hamilton fortune and that Hamilton is not the real family name. Trenton is. If you would like to keep this information from your newly acquired bride and from the gossip rags--and I do believe when the Prince finds out you married the granddaughter of a traitor you will be stripped of you title and lands--my silence can be bought for fifty thousand pounds. Place the money in the London National Bank in Account Number 00516 within three days.
“The bastard,” Myles said as he handed the letter to his friend. “Surely you are not going to comply?”
“What else can I do?” What else could Thomas do indeed? Well, for starters he could sit Emma down and have a long talk with her about her father, the game of cards, his suicide, and the will. Then add the devastating information about her father’s family, their forced departure from England in disgrace, and her real family name. 
Acid burned inside Thomas’s stomach, threatening to send bile up and out. Emma would likely hate him, if and when she found out the truth––whether it came from him or from someone else. 
So Thomas had two choices: pay the money, knowing the blackmailer would want more down the road. Or he could tell his wife everything. 
Finding out her father killed himself would break her heart. Thomas didn’t want to tell Emma the truth and risk hurting her. He decided that telling her the truth about her father’s death––and by doing so, tarnish the memory she had of the father she adored––was not an option. He made a promise to Hamilton, and he planned to keep it. The business of the family name was ancient history. Thomas did not believe the prince would punish Emma and his family for something that happened so many years ago.
“Why is this happening now?” Thomas asked his friend. “It was over a year ago that I inherited the fortune. And who besides the three of us knows?”
“I have no answer as to why the blackmailer waited so long.” Myles answered. “Maybe it has something to do with your marriage to Emma. More likely he finally got up the nerve to follow through on a blackmail he has been planning for the past year when you first inherited the fortune. Your marriage probably gave him the courage to take action now. Besides the three of us knowing, Hamilton’s barrister was the only other. Could he be so low as to do this? Or could a servant at White’s have spied on us that day?”
 “Damn,” Thomas hissed. “I can’t think with my side burning. What do you suggest I do? Tell Emma everything? That I won her father’s fortune, and her, in a game of cards?”
***
“Y . . . You what?” Emma stood frozen in the doorway connecting her suite of rooms to her husband’s. Her trembling hands reached out to steady her, to keep her from collapsing to the ground. Every muscle in her body refused to work; it was as if she were paralyzed. Except it also felt as if someone had literally reached inside her chest with long talons and shredded her heart to pieces. 
The empty void where her heart used to be was replaced with an agonizing sense of betrayal and physical pain.
The eavesdropping had happened by accident because Emma thought Thomas was alone and resting. She meant to surprise him with a kiss. Instead, she heard his ugly words of truth spoken to a friend. Not to her. 
Thomas’s questions clarified what she often wondered about, especially when her father first died. Her father had always said she would inherit everything. And if Thomas had lied to keep these nasty secrets, what else had he lied about? He probably did not even want her as his wife.
Dear God. Emma forced herself to look at her lying husband. His face told all. It turned whiter than it had been, and in his blue eyes she glimpsed shadows of guilt. The sense of betrayal and shock gave way to anger so strong she thought she might explode. 
“Is . . . Is it true?” Her voice shook but she did not care. “Please leave us.”
Emma stared at Myles and Amesbury, and they both exited the room without a word. Very smart on their part to fear her wrath and leave.
With the closing of the door, Emma turned to Wentworth. She would no longer think of him as her husband or use his Christian name. Rage boiled inside her, a rage she couldn’t contain.
“You lied to me. You lied about everything. You stole my inheritance and my life. You took everything away from me. But worst of all,” she whispered, fighting to hold back tears that fell anyway, “you made me fall in love with you!” 
Her words were suffused with venom and anger. Wide-eyed, Emma watched this person she thought she knew struggle to get out of bed. Pain crossed his features and burned in his eyes, but this time she refused to care. Thomas shuffled, bent over, toward her––one hand pressed against his bandaged side, the other with fingers spread wide into the air, reaching for her. His eyes, wide open and moist with tears, seared into her soul as he pleaded with her. 
Pleading for her forgiveness? Never in this lifetime or the next would she forgive him for his deceit.
“It is not what you think. What I said is not the truth of it,” Thomas choked out.
That was the last thing Emma heard him say before she slammed the door connecting her bedroom with his––and locked him out.
“Oh, dear God,” she cried out as she slid to the floor. She wrapped her arms around her bent knees and hugged herself. “How could Wentworth have lied to me about this?”
Tears fell like steady rain, threatening to drown Emma in her sorrow. Vise-like tightness in her chest threatened to crush her heart and soul to dust. Visions of her handsome father, smiling, swarmed through her mind. Memories of his infectious laughter and the scent of his cologne haunted her. What Emma would give to have him here so he could hold her in his arms and tell her everything would be fine. She wanted to wrap her arms around his wide girth and feel the solidity of him––but that wasn’t possible. It never would be.
“Damn you…you vile man,” Emma sobbed. Her throat was raw. “How could you?” 
Wentworth made her fall in love with him, and now her heart was broken. It felt split down the middle, like the two halves would never be whole again. The agony of her life was unbearable. Emma lay down on the thick rug, curled up on her side, and allowed the cold emptiness to fill her.
***
Two days had gone by since Thomas witnessed Emma’s world collapse around her, and he knew all that was thanks to his lies. Well, not lies per se––more precisely, to untold truths. Explaining anything more to her turned out to be impossible as Emma barricaded herself in her suite of rooms, refusing to allow anyone in except her maid. Hour after hour the clock ticked on the wall, signaling time wasting away. Time he needed to beg his wife’s forgiveness and to explain. 
Thomas forced his body to keep moving so his muscles didn’t tighten up. He paced his room with the aid of a cane, swearing at the pain it caused. He refused to acknowledge his body’s limitations brought on by his illness and surgery. Despite everything, he physically and mentally pushed forward. Bloody hell, Thomas had nowhere to go but forward.
Myles and Amesbury left that morning for London, promising to find the person responsible for the blackmail letter. They would go straight to the Bow Street Runners with the letter. Pay them whatever it would take to end this madness. But what good would that do now? Emma sent word, by way of Rosie, that she wanted out of the marriage and planned to set out for London, and then sail to Boston on the first passage available.
***
And now Thomas didn’t even give a fig about the money. All he cared about was the pain he caused Emma. The past two nights, as he listened to her cry in the next room, the horror of the pain he caused plagued his dreams to the point where he could not close his eyes and sleep. 
He’d never forget the look on Emma’s face when she’d screamed at him. Her face had been pasty white as if in pain, her eyes wide with blue swirls of turmoil and shock. The memory was embedded in Thomas’s brain for all eternity. The fact that she admitted that she loved him tortured him even more. Oh, he loved her as well, but she did not know that. Something he would rectify if and when the time was right.
The sounds of her sobs continually hummed in his ears. How had he been such a fool to think her father’s secrets would never be revealed? The moment Thomas started falling for Emma he should have told her the truth about all of it…even though he’d made an oath to a dying man.
There was no longer a need to keep that oath. Emma knew some of the secrets, but not the reasons behind them. He needed to find a way to get Emma to listen…to explain what happened.
Nothing mattered to him now but Emma––and her happiness.
 Thomas loved his family, and that love ran deep. It was something he took for granted. His family would always love him no matter what stupid things he did, just as he would always love them in return. Even after the incident with Sebastian, he still loved his brother. Blood love, as far as he was concerned, never dissolved.
He had never realized how loving a woman deeply, with every fiber of his being, would be different than the love he had for his family. The love he had for Emma consumed him. It was the kind of love that set his insides aquiver whenever she stepped into a room. And sent his brain away and replaced it with a man lost for words. He would do anything to make her smile. And knew he would lay down his life for her.
If she had any feelings left for him, it was worth risking everything to make this right. Pacing his room and wallowing in self-pity would not correct the wrong he did her. 
What could he do? 
Using up the last of his physical strength, he sat down at his desk and penned a letter.
My beloved Emma,
My heart is breaking because of the pain I caused you. I tried to protect you by keeping the truth about my association with your father from you. I see how wrong that was. Your father was a great man, and he loved you dearly. My coming to inherit his fortune did not come about the way you think. Yes. We did play cards and he lost, but that is not the end of the story.
I am not the heartless, unfeeling cad you think I am. Please, I beg of you, let me explain. Your father made me promise to keep the truth from you until you wed or turned five-and-twenty. I have a letter for you, written in your father’s hand. When we returned to Wentworth House I planned on giving it to you. I was not purposely keeping secrets from you, only carrying out a dying man’s wishes. After we get to London and you have the proof of all that transpired between your father and me, you can decide what you want to do. If you still want to go back to America I will send you with a large yearly sum so you will not want for anything. In my heart of hearts I hope you will stay and be my wife, in more than name only. Be my companion in life and love.
The decision is yours to make, and I will honor whatever you decide.
Forever yours,
Thomas
After sealing the letter with hot wax and putting his mark on it, Thomas made his way to the bell pull and tugged on it. While he waited for Giles, he opened his wardrobe. It was high time he dressed and joined his family.
“Your Grace, you rang?”
“Yes, I left a letter on the desk. Please see that it is delivered to my wife immediately. I don’t care how you get it into her hands. If she refuses to open her door stick it under. Then I would like a sponge bath as I plan to join my family downstairs for dinner.”
“But Your Grace,” Giles frowned, “do you think it wise to push yourself so soon?”
“I don’t care.” Staying cooped up in his room like a hen in a henhouse, knowing the fox-of-a-blackmailer was out there, was driving him crazy. “After I freshen up I’ll need your assistance to dress.”
“Very well, Your Grace, I shall return,” his valet replied, still frowning as he took the letter and left him.
Feeling cleaner, Thomas paced his room, his hands flexing into fists over and over again as he tried to control the self-loathing boiling up inside him for the way he’d handled things with Emma.
Thomas had always considered himself intelligent. He should have known that secrets such as his never remained hidden forever. He should have told her the truth from the start, even if it shocked her. But at the time, Thomas didn’t know Emma well, and he had his honor to consider.
Soft footsteps paused outside his sitting room door. Every muscle in his body tensed up as he listened. A letter slid beneath his door and the footsteps hurried away. Thomas forced himself not to fling open the door and run after Emma––to plead with her to give him a chance to explain.
Instead, with hands that trembled, he picked up the folded parchment, brought it to his nose, closed his eyes, and sniffed in the jasmine scent of Emma. With trembling hands, Thomas opened the folded parchment. 
“Steady man,” he whispered to himself.
Your Grace,
My father obviously thought highly of you, or he never would have allowed things to transpire as they did. So to honor my dear departed papa, I have taken into account what you wrote in your letter and look forward to reading the letter Papa penned to me.
I have packed my trunks and await your escort to London. You can plead your case more as we travel. After all is divulged, I might either forgive you or will book passage back to Boston on the first ship available.
Fondly,
Miss Hamilton
No matter how many times Thomas read the words penned in Emma’s delicate hand, they did not ease his racing heart. Emma implied she would listen to his explanations, but he had an unnerving sense she planned to leave him no matter what she heard. 
The paper slipped from his hands and silently drifted to the floor, and with it so did his hopes for a future with her.





  
 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
Three days––the longest of Emma’s life––went by without word from Thomas. If she had to spend any more time alone in her suite of rooms, she would go mad. Having hidden from the Seabrook family long enough, she knew in her heart it was time to speak with them. She just didn’t know how many times she could experience such heartbreak. 
Other than the death of her father, never in her life had Emma experienced such heaviness in her chest or such desolation in her brain. Truthfully, she did not know if she could handle saying good-bye to Amelia and Bella if she decided to travel back to America. In such a short amount of time, she had come to love Amelia and Bella, the sisters she never had but always wanted.
While Thomas was ill, she had also formed an unspoken bond with his mother. The dowager duchess had welcomed her into her family without question. Had made her feel part of her family, had trusted her to care for Thomas, and Emma knew the dowager duchess loved Emma like a daughter. Saying good-bye to her as well would leave an empty void never to be filled. The dowager was the closest thing she had to a mother. 
Taking a deep breath for courage, she stepped outside her rooms for the second time since Wentworth’s words shattered her world. Gripping the railing with her right hand, she lifted her skirts and took the stairs carefully, one at a time. Her slippers were silent, enabling her to hear voices traveling from the breakfast room. 
Three different female voices rang in her ears, voices that she might not hear much longer. Her insides clenched tightly, as though a large hand curled around her stomach and squeezed. Sweat ran between her breasts, and she prayed she did not faint. 
The moment she stepped inside the room, all voices paused and three sets of eyes looked upon her. 
“I hope I’m not interrupting a family discussion?” she managed to say as she moved to the sideboard. And with hands she willed to be steady, she picked up a china plate. The Wentworth Ducal Crest, dead center and etched in gold, stared her in the face.
Emma hadn’t eaten much in recent days, and her stomach rumbled at the sight and smell of the food. After she piled her plate with eggs, fruit, and cheese, she sat down at the table and nodded thanks when a servant poured her a cup of chocolate.
“How is everyone this morning?” Emma asked in a voice foreign to her own ears. Where had she gone? Who was this person in her place? Who was this woman who resembled her, but had no life left inside? Would she ever be herself again? 
Lately she had felt a hundred years old.
“The question is,” her mother-in-law said as she reached across the table and squeezed Emma’s hand, “how are you?”
Emma answered with a lie. “I’m fine. Thank you for asking.”
“Any fool can see you are not fine.” Amelia looked at her with a deep frown on her delicately shaped brows. “I don’t care what you say; you’re not fine.”
“My sister is right,” Bella added, her own face looking sad. “You are not fine. What did my stupid brother do?”
“Isabella!” her mother admonished. “Do not speak about the duke like that. Yes, he is your brother, but give him the respect due his status as duke and head of this family.”
 “Why would I?” Bella asked indignantly, her eyes searching her mother’s face for an answer. “He obviously did or said something to upset Emma. He might be a duke, but he is also a man and behaves like an arse sometimes.”
“Isabella.” Her mother sighed with resignation. “Watch your tongue. Language like that is not acceptable for a lady, not in any setting.”
Bella bowed her head and looked not in the least contrite as she stared over at Emma. “Yes, Mama, you are absolutely right. That is deplorable language and unbecoming a well-bred lady such as myself.”
For the first time in days Emma found herself smiling, even though her heart was breaking into a thousand tiny shards at the thought of leaving them. She would miss these ladies so much. 
“His Grace and I are traveling back to London as soon as he feels up to it. And I might as well confess all to you now.” Pain and dryness in her throat made it difficult to go on. She took a sip of her warm chocolate. “There is a chance I will go back home to America from there.”
Loud gasps went around the table. It was Bella who spoke first, her eyes wide with shock. “But you are married to my brother. Surely he is not . . .”
Emma shook her head violently. “No, if I decide to go he will not be coming with me.” There. She said it. Nobody else spoke, and tension grew and hung in the air all round them.
“If you decided to go, how long will you be gone?” The question came from the dowager duchess and was nothing more than a whisper.
Emma refused to cry and fought the burning in the back of her throat and nose. “Forever….” Emma breathed out the word as if she expelled the life out of her body with it.
“Forever,” Amelia said in shocked disbelief. “Surely you cannot mean that? You are married. You are a duchess. You have to stay. What about Thomas?”
“Daughters,” her mother-in-law said, “leave us.”
Once they left, Thomas’s mother spoke to a servant about closing the door and not being disturbed. 
“Let us talk honestly,” the dowager duchess began. “Obviously something disturbing has transpired between you and my son. For the love of God,” she choked out, “please tell me what happened before my heart stops.”
Emma explained all she knew. Everything from the first letter she received from Thomas to most of what had happened since, leaving out certain embarrassing situations and their various private kisses and caresses. She refused to share information about them, just as much as she refused to remember them. If she did, she would cry and have to face the loss of feelings and emotions she would never experience again.
“So, am I to understand that you are still pure and the marriage remains unconsummated?”
Feeling the heat of a blush rise on her face, Emma nodded her head.
“How utterly stupid of my son,” the dowager commented huffily.
Silence followed––not the soothing or comfortable kind. Rather, the kind of silence that hung heavily in the room. Emma hugged herself and shivered. 
“Please excuse me while I have a word with my son.” And Thomas’s mother left the room.
Left alone with her runaway thoughts again, Emma let the tears fall as they might. The tears came, but the sobs stayed away this time. These tears were tears of sorrow for all that she would lose if she left.
Tears for the loss of the love––and yes, she was young, but she recognized the quality of enduring love she felt for Thomas. Additional tears fell for the loss of her newfound family.
***
In his suite of rooms Thomas paced, leaning heavily on his cane, as his mother sat in a chair, snapping off question after question to him.
Thomas balked as he paused in front of the fire smoldering inside the fireplace. “Mother, if you don’t pause to breathe I cannot possibly answer your questions.” He leaned both hands on his cane to gather his thoughts. Which was impossible since his brain refused to work and the pain in his side would not relent. 
Thomas explained everything that had transpired with Emma’s father. His mother finally had nothing to say and all he heard was her breathing, fast at times and non-existent at other times.
He heard the hitch in her breath before his mother spoke. “You have not been truthful with your wife. Her story does not match yours.”
“Yes, I know. I did not want to hurt her or alter her memories of her father. I did not believe she needed to know how sick he was or that he put a revolver to his head and blew his brains out.”
“I hope I have raised you better than to use such shocking language when you do tell her the truth.”
Thomas heard his mother’s footsteps come up behind him and felt the warmth of her hand as it rested on his shoulder. He pivoted around, keeping his eyes on the floor.
“I understand your reasoning,” his mother continued. “You wanted to protect her and protect her memory of her father. But what you did was also wrong. Emma has a right to know––she needs to know.”
Thomas ran his fingers through his thick hair and tossed the cane to the ground with the other. He refused to rely on that crutch any longer.
“Mr. Hamilton asked me, in his letter which accompanied the will, to keep it to myself and never let Emma know. At the time I planned to bring her home and marry her off to the first respectable gentleman who asked for her hand. But even then I cared for her and did not want to give her to another. I made excuses.”
Thomas paced the room once again, wishing he could jump out of his skin and run away. “I should have let Sebastian marry her. They could both be in America now living as husband and wife.” He stopped dead in his tracks and groaned. “I was a selfish bastard. Lord knows I was. All I thought about was how badly I wanted her. I could not stand the thought of another man, especially my brother, touching her––loving her.” 
Thomas was known for keeping his temper under control; however, at this moment he let it be known. He picked up the first thing his hands curled around and sent the pitcher of water crashing against the wall. The sound resonated around the room. He covered his ears.
“How do I make this right?”
His mother’s hand rested on his shoulder again, and he covered hers with his. 
“Start by telling Emma the truth. She can hardly fault you for what you did. Her father left you no choice. You were following his last wishes. Show her all the proof you have.”
“I think it’s too late.”
“Nonsense. It is never too late for matters pertaining to the heart.”
“Heart,” he laughed. “What does this have to do with the heart?”
“Sometimes I wonder how men can be so dense that they cannot see what is right in front of them––what is plainly there for everyone else to see. Also, let me say how stupid you were not to have taken her to your bed.”
Thomas looked up, his jaw open and his eyes wide. “Mother!”
She waved him off. “Let me finish. Do you honestly think I believe every female goes to her marriage bed chaste? Most wedding nights happen sometime between the betrothal and the ceremony. I know men and how they think and work. You had already compromised her, so I had assumed you had taken her to your bed. I admire you for the choice you made. But the way you’ve handled it complicates things now.”
Never had Thomas imagined his mother saying the things she just did. “I do not regret my decision to wait for our wedding night. Call me old-fashioned, but I wanted the first time Emma and I came together to be as man and wife.
“My decision, however, will haunt me to the end of my days. There will never be anyone else for me. If she still insists on leaving, I will file for an annulment.” Thomas headed toward the door, pausing with his hand on the knob. He turned back to his mother. “If that happens, do not question my decision not to marry and produce an heir. Sebastian, or one of his sons, can inherit the dukedom.”
He had to escape his mother and his rooms. One more minute of breathing the air inside there, which seemed to lack the oxygen he needed to think straight, and he would not be responsible for his actions. As it was, Thomas barely knew what he was doing. And he would gladly die before he let anyone know he was running a fever again.



 
CHAPTER NINTEEN
 
Several days later Thomas and Emma left Stony Cross Manor. The first leg of the trip back to London had Emma tense and quiet. With Thomas sitting opposite her, their knees brushing now and again caused her muscles to seize and cramp.
He informed her they would stop and spend the night at an inn. Earlier, she’d been told they could make the trip to London within a day if they traveled seven hours straight and had good weather. Apparently the duke wished to travel at a leisurely pace. Giles and Rosie followed them in a separate coach so they would provide no distraction. There was no escaping Wentworth’s intense stare. Not a word came out of his grim mouth, however, except the mention of the inn.
Thomas’s dark blue eyes seemed cold and unnatural as he stared at Emma. She shivered under the lap blanket. Thomas’s intense concentration disturbed her more than she wanted to believe.
She refused to speak to him first, and they rode for hours in silence. If it were his intention to drive her crazy, it wouldn’t work. Emma could play his game. She glared her most venomous look right back at him. See how he liked that.
Barely another half-hour went by before Emma could not stand the silence any longer. 
Thomas had never felt the wrath of her tongue, maybe it was time he did. Emma had spent many days down at the docks with her father, and her vocabulary could be colorful indeed––if she chose. 
“I thought you planned to tell me things you’ve kept secret since before we met. Well? Have you nothing to say to plead your case?” Emma goaded. “Because if you think for one minute that I will spend two days in your company while you sit on your high and mighty arse and glare at me, you are sorely mistaken.”
A slight tic appeared at Thomas’s temple. She felt vindicated. 
“And I know what your devious mind has planned for our lodgings this evening.” Emma paused and swept her hand around the carriage like she didn’t have a care in the world. “You can forget it. I would rather bed down in the barn with flea-ridden animals than with you, Your Grace.” 
Then she smiled sweetly.
***
Now if Thomas were a man easily goaded into sparring words with a more than worthy opponent, he’d jump into the fray. Indeed, normally if any gentleman or lady spoke to him thus, he would give them a tongue lashing that had them quaking in their boots––half-boots, in Emma’s case. But with Emma, a tongue lashing would not help his cause any. What he wanted instead was his tongue tangling with hers in a deep, sensual kiss.
Thomas settled his body more deeply into the cushioned seat, spread his legs out as far as they could go, folded his arms across his chest, and lowered his lids in an unaffected manner. The urge to smile tugged at his lips. The vision of Emma, her stormy blue eyes on him, her lovely voice spewing out harsh words to taunt him, had only spiked his lust.
Damn, if anyone could bring a eunuch to lust, it was Emma. Her little drama to inflict pain did nothing but churn his blood to boil and cause his cock to harden dangerously. This Emma, clenching her fists opposite him in the carriage, reminded him of the spirited chit who had written to him long ago before he traveled to America with Myles. That feisty, outspoken, blatantly demanding Miss Hamilton had questioned his authority, as her guardian––and as her father’s heir.
Thomas cracked his eyes open just a smidgen and scanned Emma from the tip of her pretty green bonnet to the small, brown leather half-boots poking out from beneath her traveling costume. As far as he could see, every delicate muscle of hers was taut with tension. She was not unaffected. Before Thomas could stop himself his lips curled up into a smile.
When Thomas closed his eyes, images of Emma naked in his bed, her skin flushed, soft and silky to the touch, played out in his mind. He caressed, licked, kissed, and feasted on every inch, curve, and dip of her succulent body. And her body vibrated, her muscles contracting as he took her over the edge, again and again, until the time came for him to sink between her creamy thighs and thrust home his rock-hard cock. 
If she could read his mind she would blush and slap his face.
“Hell and damnation,” he blurted out and shifted in his seat to relieve the painful throbbing between his legs. Next time Thomas fantasized about Emma and her naked body beneath his, it would be better in the privacy of his own rooms. Now, he dreaded the long miles of road to be traveled before they reached the Saddle Back Inn.
***
How could he? Emma huffed again. How could Thomas just sit there with his eyes closed, his body spread out and relaxed? She was tied in knots. Why did he not take her to task for saying those dreadful things to him? Damn him for ignoring her. She stomped her foot loudly on the floor of the coach and smirked when he started.
That look on his face made her really angry. His amused eyes caught hers and Emma shivered in awareness. 
Stop, stop, stop. She chastised herself silently. Do not think of him that way. The arrogant arse…what game was he playing with her? She wished Bella or Amelia was here to help her sort out the confusing feelings spiraling around inside her body and mind. Because when she looked at Thomas as he was now, relaxed, unintimidating––not duke-like––her heart thrummed inside her chest and her hands itched to explore him. 
Emma ran her tongue across her lips, remembering his taste on them. Her nipples tightened and her breasts tingled and to her shock and mortification, she felt moist heat between her legs.
Emma knew if Thomas suddenly tried to consummate their marriage, right here in the coach, she would not stop him. In fact, part of her wished he would. Then the decision tearing her apart would be resolved. The braking of the carriage jostled her on the seat, and she fell forward into Thomas’s lap. 
“Excuse me, I must have fallen asleep. Are we here?” Emma asked, a little breathless at the close proximity of his body.
Thomas helped her back into her seat, then opened the trap to the front of the carriage. “Giles, please reserve a room for the duchess and her maid.”
Moments later his valet came back. “Your Grace, the room is ready.”
“Perfect.” Thomas climbed down from the carriage, turned back to Emma, and offered his arm to assist her. The minute she touched his hand, despite the fact they both wore gloves, something powerful sizzled and sparked inside her.
Once inside the Saddle Back Inn, the proprietor showed them into a private room off the dining hall and sat them down at a table already laden with hot food. The smell of roasted venison stew and fresh baked bread caused her stomach to growl and her mouth to water. Traveling always brought on her appetite.
Thomas seated her, then sat down opposite and proceeded to eat his stew.
“This looks lovely.” She forgot she was not talking to him.
They ate in silence after that until their bowls were spotless. They wiped up the gravy with their bread. Thomas finished off two pints of ale, and she drank two cups of warm tea.
The proprietor’s wife, a plump middle-aged woman with a warm smile, showed them to one small room up the stairs and down a dark narrow hallway. Emma noted there was one large bed, a nightstand and a chamber pot tucked none too discreetly behind a tattered screen in the corner.
“That will be all, ma’am. Thank you.” Thomas dismissed the wife of the proprietor.
The woman bobbed her head, and in the process, strands of gray hair threatened to dislodge from her cap. “Your Grace.”
Emma waited while Thomas checked every inch of the room, tested the feather mattress, and made sure the water in the washstand was clean as well as the towels. At least that is what she thought he was doing. 
A blush heated her cheeks. Were his plans to share the room and bed?
“I will send your maid up with your things.” Thomas bowed a perfectly turned out bow and grinned. “If you require nothing else, I will bid you goodnight, Your Grace.”
Stunned, she stood there with her mouth open. “Where will you spend the night?”
His chest rose and fell as he inhaled deeply. “I have decided to bed down with the flea-ridden animals in the barn.”
Before Emma could respond he left the room, closing the door behind him. Then it swung open and he poked his head inside. “One more thing. Keep this door locked at all times. You never know what riffraff could be lurking about.”
What did Thomas mean by riffraff? Did he think to frighten her? Well, she would not be frightened by him or anyone else. A few moments later a sharp knock at the closed door startled Emma, and she had to cover her mouth to hide her scream. Damn Thomas for putting fear into her. 
“Yes?”
“It is Rosie, Your Grace. I have your things.”
“One moment.” Emma unlocked the door and let her maid in.
After her maid helped Emma out of her traveling clothes and into her nightshift, Emma sank down on the soft bed and Rosie brushed out her hair.
When she was finished, Rosie placed the brush on the nightstand and made up a pallet on the floor.
Emma sank under the coverlet. She was determined not to feel guilty that Thomas, like a common servant, bedded down with vermin in the barn. Thoughts of him kept her from sleep long after the bedside candle burned out. With her visions of them in bed together and Thomas’s large hands doing magical things to her body, warmth spread throughout her insides. She tossed and turned. 
***
The proprietor’s wife showed Thomas to his room right next door to Emma’s. And if she thought it strange that this husband and wife were not sharing a room, she made no mention of it. The last thing he needed was the gossips getting word of their separate sleeping arrangements so soon after the wedding. The extra coins he paid would buy her silence.
Thomas climbed beneath the covers and rested his head back upon the pillows. When he remembered the look on Emma’s face as he informed her he was bedding down with the animals, he almost laughed out loud.
Emma, his beautiful wife, was indeed naive if she really thought he would bed down in the barn with the servants. A groan escaped his lips. He desired to bed down with her, and soon. Then he made a decision; the next day he would begin to seduce her into his bed. He had to. 
He refused to contemplate losing her. Once back at Wentworth House, he would put all his energies into being the perfect, attentive husband until she melted in his arms.
As sleep overtook him, he dreamed of just how he would seduce his beautiful, innocent wife into giving herself willingly to him, heart, body, and soul.
***
The rest of their journey to London was spent in near silence. He thought he would explain things to Emma, but she wanted to read her papa’s letter first. Then she would give him a chance to explain his actions. So Thomas resigned himself to staring out the window and looking down at his feet. The unsettledness he felt puzzled him. The closer they got to London the more his insides quaked with panic that Emma would really leave. Never in his life had a lady caused him to doubt his ability to win her over. Part of his mind tumbled back to when he was a youth of ten-and-six. 
Thomas had experienced his second taste of carnal pleasures with a young widow of five-and-twenty who was a tenant at his family’s country estate. The affair lasted several months, and there was nothing he did not know about the art of lovemaking after the lusty widow seduced him.
Bloody hell, his stomach pained. Even at ten-and-six he never questioned his prowess in the bedroom. Yet now, at nine-and-twenty, he questioned his ability to seduce his aggrieved wife. 
So Thomas had to use the few hours left to plan. He could not leave this to chance. There could be no mistakes. He did not think he would survive the loss. Damn it all to hell and back. He was in love with his wife and he would not lose her, could not lose her. 





  
 
CHAPTER TWENTY
 
Emma sat at the desk in the room she had previously occupied at Wentworth House. She refused to stay in the room adjoining her husband’s. And it was difficult to be back in the place she first admitted to herself she’d fallen in love with him. Emma might even have fallen in love with Thomas the moment she saw his arrogant, snobbish self that long-ago day at Miss Beauregard’s. She didn’t admit it to herself, however, until she had arrived in London.
Now that she was back in London, she needed to plan her return to America in case it came down to that. However, she could not bring herself to make the list of what she needed to do. Later, there would be plenty of time to take care of the details.
Dressed in a lovely pale green morning dress with embroidered white flowers scattered here and there on the skirt, Emma made her way to the breakfast room. Her spirits were high as she anticipated seeing Thomas. She chastised herself for hoping to see him. Though she knew the ugly truth now, leaving him, if it came to that, would be harder than she’d planned. But how could she stay with him, or even want to stay with him, after what she’d found out? Perhaps it was because she’d heard that hate and love were strong emotions and linked to each other. Because as much as she hated what had transpired between Thomas and her papa, her love would not be silenced. It kept crawling into her heart and nudging her whenever she let her guard down.
And now that they were here, in his London home, would Thomas produce the evidence of his innocence that he said he had. And if it meant so much to him, as he stated in his missive to her, why had he not rushed to show her his proof last night during their meal together? 
Perhaps he did not want her to stay. Perhaps he was glad to get rid of her and be the carefree bachelor once again so he could prowl the drawing rooms and salons with his friends, Myles and Amesbury. 
“Oh, Dear God,” she thought, sinking down into a chair at the table, her knees weak as a babe’s. Emma envisioned her husband dancing and laughing with a beautiful, dark-haired lady with flawless skin and perfect features. 
As she sat there, shaking her head to clear the image, he found her.
“Is something wrong with your head? Because if you keep shaking it as you are you will rattle your brain. Of course, that’s assuming you still have one.”
“I beg your pardon? Are you questioning my intelligence?” Anger seethed through her veins, taking over the longing she had felt only moments before.
“Take it however you wish.” He wanted their meals dished out, so he signaled the servant standing at attention against the wall. Once seated across from her, he barely gave her the time of day, intent on drinking his coffee and filling his face with what she could only assume was delicious food. The food she put in her mouth had no taste. How dare he ignore me?
“When do you plan to show me my father’s will and the letter you say accompanied it? I would like to get on with my life and book my passage to America in case . . .” It amazed her that she could sound so cold and unfeeling. He could never know the deep love she had for him.
***
Thomas’s hand paused as he lifted the forkful of eggs toward his mouth. Emma’s soft voice had said the words he dreaded, booking passage to America. Why the bloody hell was he eating? The food tasted like hay; he swallowed and forced it down. And why was he being so mean to her this morning? Was he not trying to win her over?
If Thomas were a smart gentleman, he would run to his study, open his desk, and procure the will and letter that proved his innocence in the scheme her father had planned and played out. But for some reason he hesitated to do just that. He wanted to prove his innocence, but more importantly, he wanted to show Emma he cared for her deeply and would do anything not to hurt her. Reading her father’s letter would hurt her.
And if he were to win her heart, he would do it without providing the proof she needed. He wanted her to love him regardless of what happened in the past. Because, God help him, he loved her with an intensity that frightened the hell out of him.
Then he realized he’d never answered her. “I have them locked in my study. But before I show them to you, I hope you will let us spend some time together. I hope you will give me time to redeem myself and prove myself worthy of you.”
“I am not sure I can allow you this. I have a right to know everything. And if you think to distract me, you are mistaken. Meanwhile, I will think upon your request.” She curtsied. “If you will excuse me, I have things to take care of now.”
The lifeless tone of her voice shocked him. Thomas rose and followed her out into the main hall and hesitatingly touched her elbow to get her attention. “Please, Emma, come with me.” 
Thomas led her into his study, ignoring the angry looks she cast his way. Then he did the only thing he could think of at the moment, the one thing he’d dreamed about for days. He snaked his arm around her waist, pulled her tightly against his hard body, and before she could protest, his mouth claimed hers in a demanding kiss. 
***
Emma’s lips burned from the fierce contact. Thomas’s lips broke contact from hers just long enough to whisper, “Open for me.”
Foolishly she did. When Thomas kissed her, his tongue swept so thoroughly around the inside of her mouth that Emma had no control over her body. Her arms wrapped around his neck, and she swayed into him. If she could crawl inside him at that moment, she would have. As close as they were it was not nearly close enough. Her body wanted things, yet if her mind were functioning properly, it would not have allowed them.
Her body won.
When his lips left her mouth and traveled lower they left a scalding trail behind. A moan escaped her lips as her bones melted and her hands tightened around his neck. He alone kept her standing.
In the back of her mind Emma knew she should stop Thomas as his fingers deftly worked the buttons on the front of her dress. But, dear God, just his knuckles making contact with her bare skin burned her. Before she could comprehend, she stood before him naked to the waist, her nipples hard and her breasts heavy, begging for his touch.
“Ahh, yes,” escaped her lips as his mouth clamped down on her sensitive nipple. He suckled it into his mouth and she gasped as heat shot between her thighs. All reason fled, and she begged him to touch her. With one swipe of his hand he cleared his desk and gently laid her down, lifted her skirts, pulled her pantaloons down around her ankles, and buried his head between her thighs.
Her body working on instinct, she wrapped her legs around Thomas’s head. At first Emma felt a little pulling in her stomach and a full sensation down low. Her body wanted to open itself up and take Thomas inside. She needed––oh dear, she did not know what she needed.
 Her body tensed up, her back arched, and her hips thrust up against his mouth over and over. She sought, wanted, needed… And then it happened. Her vision blurred, the room spun, her body convulsed over and over, her knees clamped around his ears, and she moaned until she reentered her body and her surroundings became clear once again.
Emma waited for shame and remorse to hit her. They did not. Not even when Thomas smoothed down her skirts and grinned like a schoolboy who got caught doing something naughty.
Thomas’s hands went to the front of his breeches and unbuttoned the flap, and his erection sprung free. Emma gasped at the sight of it––her first glimpse of what would go inside her body. The size of it, hard and pulsing, intrigued her. And before she knew it, she’d wrapped her hand around his shaft.
“Oh,” she murmured, surprised it was smooth and silky to the touch. Thomas moaned and she squeezed a bit. He jerked, then curled his hand around hers and proceeded to guide her so it traveled up and down his shaft, faster and faster until he threw his head back. 
 After a few moments’ pause, Thomas fumbled in his pocket, produced his handkerchief, and wiped his semen off Emma’s hand, his cock, and the rug. Emma’s face heated up as she felt the embarrassment for what she had done. Was she not supposed to be angry at him? 
Now she was angry at him for trying to seduce her so she might change her mind about leaving him. But, oh, how she loved and wanted him.
 After Thomas tucked his member inside his breeches, his lips brushed her ear and he whispered, “If you will allow me access to your bed tonight, I will finish the final act and bring down the curtain. I await your command.” Thomas stepped away from her, bowed, turned and walked away.
At first she did not understand what he said. Then it dawned on her. The final act was him pushing his engorged penis inside her, taking her virginity. Something she could not allow – not if an annulment were to be granted. But, oh, she sighed, how she wanted to know what it felt like to be taken completely by him. To have him fill her up until she thought of nothing else but her body wrapping itself around him and loving him.
But resigning herself to being a virgin spinster in the years ahead, she exited Thomas’s study knowing she could not. Instead, she sought pen and parchment. She might as well start writing again as it would be the only thing to keep her company in the long, lonely years ahead.
Later that day the carriage carrying Bella, Amelia, and the dowager duchess would arrive. She would probably step back into the season as it was not even half over. Emma wondered if she would be able to attend the London balls and soirees now that she was married. 
Doubtful. 
Was not the point of the season to see and be seen by available suitors and find a suitable match for life? But oh, how could she go back to her boring live after all she’d experienced with Thomas? Could she really go back to America with the love she had for Thomas bursting inside her? Time would tell. 
And if she had to go back…she would. 
If she intended to be the Jane Austen of America, she needed more experience and inspiration for her stories. Perhaps, if she asked, Thomas would escort her one last time if she did decide to leave. Because how could she convince readers her characters were attending a lavish royal ball if she had no firsthand knowledge of one? 
Of course, she could tell herself that was the reason she wanted to attend, but deep down––inside her heavy heart and sinking soul––her reasons had nothing whatsoever to do with penning a novel. 
They had everything to do with spending as much time with the duke as possible, while she could. If only her pride would allow her to be truthful with him about the love she held inside her chest. A love only meant for him.
Not only that, she had not even met the much-talked-about Prince Regent. How could she set one foot on a ship that would sail away forever, until she at least caught sight of him?
Emma would soon read her papa’s letter and uncover the complete truth of the past. She needed to make a life-altering decision. Afterwards, if it explained things clearly, would she walk away from the love of her life, or would she stay and make the best life she possibly could for herself? 
Emma massaged her temples to ease the pain in her head. Some decisions were just too painful to undertake.
***
Early that afternoon, as Emma rested in her room, a note arrived for her––a note from her papa’s barrister in London.
Dear Duchess of Wentworth:
I would like to congratulate you on your recent marriage to the duke. However, I must meet with you on a matter of utmost urgency. There seems to be some discrepancy about your father’s will, and we need to meet to discuss it. At precisely nine this evening I will send a carriage for you. It will be parked on the corner. Please use caution when leaving to meet me. I fear for your safety.
Sincerely,
Mr. James Webster, Barrister
What did he mean, fear for her safety? Surely he did not mean she had something to fear from Thomas. Did he? 
“Oh, Papa, how I wish you were here. My mind and heart ache,” Emma whispered in her empty bedchamber. But there was no answer.
No matter, she would sneak out and meet this barrister. All she had to do was excuse herself after dinner and wait until nine.
Easier said than done, because as Emma waited for the set time, her heart pounded inside her chest at her deception. She had never been good at deception, even during her stay at Miss Beauregard’s when the other girls often took to deceiving.
But this time she’d done it. Even now, as she descended the front stairs without being caught, she could not believe she had pulled it off. 
There, parked on the corner, was her waiting carriage.
As Emma approached it, a sense of foreboding settled around her, causing her body to quake and her heart to pound. Am I doing the right thing? Could I be putting myself in danger by meeting my papa’s barrister like this?

Her eyes scanned the area around her, and all appeared normal. She wrapped her cloak tightly around herself, warding off the chill that had overtaken her bones.
“Your Grace.” A man stepped out from the coach, dressed completely in black. His hand reached out toward her. “This way, if you please.”
Run! She sensed something was wrong. She turned to return to the house.
Then it happened, as it had long ago when she was a child. A vile-smelling cloth covered her mouth and she struggled to breathe…and then nothing.





  
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
“What do you mean, Emma is not in her room and her bed was not slept in?” Thomas paced around the entry hall, trying to keep his wits about him.
“She dismissed her maid early in the evening, and no one has seen Emma since then.” Bella paced right beside her brother; she looked no better than he felt.
Thomas wanted to scream. He wanted to smash something. What he really wanted to do was fall down on his knees and pray. Deep inside his gut, he knew something was terribly wrong. He had sent for Myles, Amesbury, and the Bow Street Runner they had hired to discover the blackmailer.
Without a doubt Thomas knew, with certainty, that the same person was responsible for Emma’s disappearance. Every nerve ending in his body tingled with fear. His heart pained with the knowledge that she could be in grave danger. All he could think about was when she was kidnapped as a child. His heart sank to think she could be going through the same – or worse.
Dear Lord, please let her survive a second time. He would do anything to have her back. Give all her money back to her. Even let her go to America…anything as long as she escaped safe and unharmed.
“God, what is taking them so long? Giles,” he bellowed at the top of his lungs, “where are they?”
“Your Grace, I believe I hear them now.”
And sure enough, three men came bounding up the stairs and into his house.
“What happened? Where’s Emma?” Myles asked as he came through the door, his eyes wide and anxious.
“I don’t know. That is why I sent for you.” Thomas placed his hands on either side of his head and grimaced. “God damn it, I don’t know where she is. But I do know one thing. She is not in this house. We have searched every nook and cranny, and she is not to be found.”
Amesbury stepped forward, “Wentworth, this is Mr. Smythe, the runner you hired to find the person who penned the note.”
“Mr. Smythe,” Thomas acknowledged. “Did you find out anything?”
“Well, Your Grace, the man involved is no fool. I traced the note through several couriers. Right down to a dirty street urchin. And alas, that is where my search ended. Although I have a theory, if you would hear it.”
“Well, yes, please do tell.” Damn, but Thomas’s control was on a tenuous thread, ready to snap and implode.
Smythe glanced around at all the onlookers, including many of Thomas’s servants. “Could we go someplace more private?”
“Yes, of course.” Thomas had lost his mind. He certainly should have realized he could not discuss this in front of the whole staff of his house.
Once the four men were seated in his study and brandy had been passed around, Smythe began to explain his theory.
“After talking over the circumstances surrounding the card game you partook of with Mr. Hamilton, I believe the blackmailer, err, kidnapper came upon the knowledge some other way. I did some investigating of this barrister Mr. Hamilton hired, a James Webster.” 
Smythe paused and took a sip of his drink. “He is heavily in debt. Made some bad investments and on top of that he likes to gamble. Webster owes several unsavory men. If I were to put my money on a suspect, he would be it. He knew about everything, has motive, and had the opportunity.
Smythe paused to let everyone digest the information before he continued. “He could have made contact with the duchess, made everything seem proper and innocent. Used the notion of showing her the will himself to get access to her. What we need to do now is figure out where Webster is keeping her. And I would presume a ransom note will be forthcoming.”
“When I get my hands on the bloody bastard…” Thomas’s eerily calm voice penetrated the room. “Where is he now? I will kill him. There will be nothing left of him to identify as remains.”
“No, Wentworth,” Myles broke in. “Do not go off half-cocked. When we find him and he is thrown in Newgate he will wish we killed him. Leaving him there to suffer, starve, and rot to death is a much better punishment. But first we need to stay calm and rational. It won’t do Emma any good if we lose our heads.”
Thomas heard a commotion and then running feet before his study door was flung open and a breathless Bella, Amelia, and his mother piled inside. Bella waved a sealed note in her hand. “This just came and it is addressed to you.”
Wentworth reached across his desk and broke the anonymous seal. He studied it, then recited out loud: 
Duke,
I have your duchess. Since you failed to meet my demands the first time, I have upped it to seventy-five thousand pounds for the duchess’s safe return. Since I know you would not want me to harm one hair on her pretty little head, or use her lusciously ripe body for my pleasure, I think you will meet my demands. As before, deposit the monies in the London Nation Bank in Account Number 00516. You have until this time tomorrow or I will thoroughly enjoy your young bride, and you will never see her again unless you can work miracles by draining the Thames.
During his life, Thomas had known anger, dealt with criminals, spent time with fools and men too stupid to live. But never in his life had he known such rage boiling up inside his body, threatening to overthrow his senses. On top of the rage was the fear. A fear so profound his body shook violently on the inside. He felt a need to kill, a need he’d never felt so close to the surface. Even he was frightened by his thoughts. And as Myles had pointed out, he needed to stay calm. More so now that they believed they knew what they were dealing with. And there was nothing he would not risk to save his Emma.
“Pardon me, Your Grace,” came the voice of Smythe through his thoughts.
“Yes.”
“Your family?”
My family, Oh, right. They were still in his study. Three wide-eyed female faces stared at him. “Mother, Amelia, and Bella, I think you should leave. You have heard enough shocking things already, and I wish to spare you more.”
“But––” Bella began, but Thomas put up his hand.
“Please. I can’t think straight with you three here.” He softened his voice. “I know what you are feeling. I feel it as well. But I promise you I will find Emma and bring her back unharmed. You have my solemn vow.”
“But…” Once more Bella tried to speak.
“No.” Jesus, his voice sounded horrible. “Can’t you see I’m on the precipice of hell here? I need you three to leave this to us.”
Thomas’s eyes followed the women until the door closed behind them.
Once the men were alone they plotted and planned their strategy. If things went according to plan, Mr. Webster would not know what hit him.
***
Emma didn’t expect to wake up tied to a bed, her mouth stuffed with a foul-tasting rag, her head aching from the chloroform used to drug her – again. What had gone wrong? She pushed her mind through the fog and tried to remember what had happened.
The note from her papa’s barrister… Surely he would not have done this? But who else could it be? Her eyes adjusted to the darkness of the small room. Unfortunately, seeing better did not provide any clues other than she was alone.
Oh, God, please, please help her. This time her abductor did not take an innocent child. She was a grown women and she knew what could be done to her. 
Thomas, please save me.
Emma pulled against her bonds, but both hands and legs were tied to bedposts with rope. The unnatural position of being spread like this had her heart pounding in panic. She was utterly defenseless. Her skirts were up over her knees. One side of her dress was pulled down exposing one of her breasts. Bile threatened to rise up her throat and she fought it down. Indeed, if she vomited she would die by choking to death because of the rag stuffed in her mouth.
She tried to concentrate to see if she was sore between her legs.
Had her abductor violated her body? Emma didn’t believe he had. She said a quick prayer of thanks to God for that.
Even so, what would become of her? What did the man want? As much as she needed these answers she did not want to come face to face with her abductor. Not yet anyway. Not until she’d come up with a plan.
Emma tried to be optimistic. A plan of attack… How could she come up with a plan of attack tied to bedposts? Her body twisted and turned as she yanked against her bonds, managing to do nothing but make the knots tighter and the ropes bite into her flesh more.
No, no, no, not again. Her desperate mind screamed her denial as she tossed her head from side to side, causing the bedsprings to creak. Oh, dear God. The door squeaked open and a thin, middle-aged man carrying a candelabrum swayed into the room.
“I see we have awoken,” he said in a drunken slur. “Your duke should have paid the monies the first time around, then you would not be here as my prisoner.” Now he stood beside her. 
His liquor-laden breath nearly made her vomit, and her skin chilled with dread.
“If I take this rag out of your mouth, do you promise not to scream?” His mouth curled into a sadistic grin. “But even if you do, there is no one around to hear you.”
The horrible man pulled the rag out of Emma’s mouth, and she coughed to clear the horrendous taste. “May I please have some water?” 
It killed her to beg for water. She cringed when he removed a flask from his coat pocket and brought it to her lips to pour the fiery liquid down her throat. 
Emma tried not to gag. But between the taste of cheap brandy and knowing his mouth had touched it, her reflexes had her spitting the stuff out into his face.
Emma never saw it coming until the slap numbed her cheek and lip and the cracking sound split her ears. 
Blood. She tasted her own blood. Then the numbness ended and pain set in. Never in her life had anyone hit her. Not even when she was kidnapped as a child. They had actually treated her well. 
If the look in her captor’s eyes were any indication, she would have to tread very carefully, because this man looked as though he could and would commit murder.
Ignoring the pounding in her head and her breathlessness, she choked out, “I am sorry. I did not mean to do that.” Would her apology appease the man standing beside her?
“See if I give you another drink.” His hand snaked out and he ran it down her uninjured cheek, down her throat, and across the exposed breast. No, no, no. But his filthy hand curled around her breast and squeezed painfully. Lice would be more welcome then his vile touch. Emma shrank from him, her body vibrating with disgust as sweat broke out on her skin.
“What a lovely piece you are. It is too bad you are already married and no longer a virgin. I really prefer the innocent ones. But maybe in your case I will make an exception.” The dreadful man backed away toward the door. “Let us hope, for your sake, your duke comes through for you.”
Never in all her life had Emma thought one could die of fright. After what she’d just experienced, she realized anything was possible. “Oh, dear Lord in Heaven,” she whispered. The man had touched her intimately. And he had hit her. 
Her insides trembled as well as her outsides as she remembered the look of pure evil she glimpsed in his black soulless eyes. Eyes she believed belonged to the devil himself.
And then it hit Emma, and her heart sank to the back of her chest. Would her husband think she ran away to America and not even look for her? No, that was not right; hadn’t she heard the vile man say he expected to be paid for her? Yes, that was what he’d said. Surely her beloved Thomas would do and pay anything to get her back. She fought back the sob rising up her chest.
What if Thomas decided he’d had enough of her?
What if he decided she was too much trouble and not worth the money?
No matter what scenario Emma’s mind conjured up, in her heart she knew Thomas would do anything for her. He loved her. Surely he would not have married her if he didn’t love her. Hadn’t he insisted his siblings marry for love and not for convenience?
Surely that went for him as well?
***
Thomas was beside himself. He wanted nothing more than to pay the ransom to free Emma. Smythe, however, advised against it. His exact words were, “He will probably kill her anyway and run away with the funds. The only thing we can do to ensure the duchess’s safe return is find them.”
Indeed, but how exactly did they find them? 
Smythe assured Thomas he and his men were on it. Not to worry, they would have her returned to him by nightfall. Not bloody likely. Thomas wouldn’t let them go without him. So when the Bow Street Runner and three of his trusted men left his home, he, Myles, and Amesbury followed behind them. 
Thomas was stupid to think the three of them would not be found out. Any Runner worth his weight in salt would know they were being followed. But he did not care.
Thomas needed to see Emma for himself. Needed to reassure himself that she was unharmed. Needed to know the vilest creature on earth had not touched one hair on her head. 
Because if he had, the pistol he carried would put a bullet right between the man’s eyes.
“Wentworth.” Amesbury’s voice startled him.
“What?”
“You are not going to do something stupid, are you?”
The sick laughter that bubbled out of Thomas’s mouth surely did not come from him. “I certainly hope not. But if I do, can I count on you two to have my back. The last thing I want is to be hanged for murder.”
“You would never be found guilty of murdering such a bastard as one who abducted your wife. They would hail you as a hero,” Myles added.
“Yes, well, I certainly hope so, because I plan to do just that,” Thomas replied.
“Be reasonable. We had this discussion already and decided life in Newgate would be a fate worse than death,” Amesbury reminded him.
“Yes, I realize that, but my mind does not totally agree with it. I want revenge.”
Myles and Amesbury said nothing else as they followed the Runners to the warehouse district bordering the Thames. No sooner had they arrived at the most dilapidated building than Smythe turned around and glared at them. 
“If you think I did not know you were following us,” he growled, “you hired the wrong man.”
“I knew you would,” Thomas answered. “But I do not care. If you think I could stay in the safety of my home while my wife’s life is in danger, you do not know me at all.”
“You are right. I do not know you, except by reputation as a hard but fair gentleman. Truthfully, had you stayed home you would have lost my respect, and since you and your cohorts have come, let us develop a plan of action,” Smythe said.
And so it was decided that Webster was a very stupid man. A little digging helped them discover an empty warehouse owned by none other than Mr. Webster’s in-laws. Thomas found it hard to imagine any woman would ever wish to have married the man.
***
After scurrying around the perimeter of the building, they found two unsavory, burly men guarding what appeared to be the only entrance other than the boarded-up loading doors that faced the river.
Smythe’s associates rendered the guards unconscious, tied them up, gagged them, and dragged them into an alleyway.
Thomas paused before entering the building. He needed to calm down. His heart literally beat a staccato inside his chest. Indeed, he was petrified to enter the building. His feet would not move as his brain considered what he might find there.
What if Emma had been hurt? What if she were dead? What if they were wrong and she was not even here?
And what, Dear God, will I do if she still did not want me?
“Are you coming?” questioned Smythe.
Thomas cleared his sore, dry throat. “Yes.”
They entered the dark, dank, and musty building with one candle between them. If possible, they wanted to surprise Webster. 
Rats scurried away from their quiet footsteps. Thomas wanted to cry at the thought that Emma, his Emma, was being held in such a pigsty. He concentrated on saving her and believing she was unharmed and safe––waiting for him.
They found nothing on the first floor. As they ascended the rickety wooden staircase they heard footsteps shuffling around above, the creak of a door opening and closing, and the sound of a bolt sliding into place.
Thomas took a second to say a silent prayer to God for leading him here.
Smythe banged his fist against the recently locked door. “We know you are in there, Webster. And we know you have Her Grace, the Duchess of Wentworth with you. If you give yourself up, you will be unharmed and you will get a fair trial. If you refuse to cooperate, you will be shot dead where you stand.”
“Help me!” screamed Emma. Thomas fought to remain still. The sound of a slap resonated through the door and he thought he would explode with rage. How dare the bastard hit his wife? Pulling his revolver from his pocket, he stepped to the door and shouted. 
“I will kill you. You’re a bastard for touching her.”
Laughter, sick, deranged laughter, filled the room.
Every man’s eyes looked toward the doorway. Each knew the man inside was crazy and liable to do anything. One of Smythe’s men produced an axe and chopped away at the wooden door. No sooner had they cleared the way than they heard one single gunshot.
The sound ricocheted around the room, deafening Thomas’s ears. His heart stopped as his feet moved toward the lone bed in the room and the figure lying still upon it. He spared one look at the dead barrister lying on the floor, blood pooling around his grisly face.
Once Thomas arrived at the bedside of his beloved wife, he collapsed to his knees. His Emma lay unconscious on a filthy mattress. Her dress exposed her lovely breast to all eyes in the room, and her skirts were hiked up around her waist. He heard a bloodcurdling shout and did not realize it came from him.
After he straightened his wife’s clothing, Thomas sat on the edge of the cot, cradled his wife in his arms, and rocked back and forth, weeping with relief that she was alive, although her face was battered, bloody, and bruised. She was not conscious, but still relief washed through his veins knowing she would survive. They would survive. And never, ever, as long as he lived, would he let her out of his sight. 
Thomas would shower Emma with love and affection so she would forget this ordeal and never want to leave him. He would prove to her he was a man worthy of her love. He would do anything . . .





  
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
After a fortnight Emma’s face had healed. The bruises were now nothing more than faint yellow stains, easily hidden by face powder. Her mind, however, still needed time to heal. She knew from her experience as a child that it would take many months before she felt safe again.
Time would have to pass before she would stop looking over her shoulder constantly.
Time needed to pass before she would trust strangers or even minor acquaintances.
 Time needed to pass before she would trust her instincts again.
When Thomas first brought her back home he told her everything about her father, even her real name and the scandal attached to her family. Emma now held a letter, handwritten by her papa, in her trembling hands. A letter she knew would explain even more.
My Dearest Daughter,
I pray this letter finds you well. If you are reading it you must be either married or twenty-five. If you are married, I hope the duke found you a husband who loves and cherishes you. If not, I hope your life is everything you ever hoped it would be.
Please forgive me for deceiving you. I had every intention of explaining things in person, but the cancer spread much too quickly through my body, and I knew I would never make the crossing back to America. I did the only thing I knew how; I planned for your future as best I could.
 Do not think too harshly of the duke as I toyed with him and gave him no choice but to do my bidding. I will always love and watch over you from heaven with your mama.
You have my love, always,
Papa
Tears streamed down Emma’s cheeks as she thought about her papa. Everything he’d done, he’d done for her. Everything Thomas had done, he’d done for her. In her heart, she knew it was time to forgive and become a real wife in every sense of the word.
But how did she broach the subject without being embarrassed?
***
When Emma heard her husband’s footsteps late that night in his bedchamber adjoining hers, she climbed out of bed, ignoring her robe draped across the foot of it. She would go to him in her thin, sheer night rail. The one she had planned to wear on their wedding night. 
Without knocking, she opened the door.
Her husband stood in front of the fireplace wearing breeches and shirtsleeves. He held a glass of amber liquid cradled in his hands. At the sight of him, Emma’s stomach flipped and her heart burst with love. Thomas turned, his piercing blue eyes meeting hers across the dimly lit room.
“Is there something you need, my love?” he asked in his husky voice that never failed to excite her.
Slowly, Emma walked toward Thomas and whispered, “Yes. I need you.”
Thomas’s handsome face broke into a smile as he took her in his arms and swung her around and around, laughing as he did. “I have been waiting so long.”
Then he was serious. He released her by sliding her down his body so her feet barely touched the floor. His trembling hands moved up her sides to cup her face, and his deep blue eyes looked into her very soul.
“Are you sure? Are you ready?” Thomas asked.
There was no stopping the flames of arousal licking inside her body. If he didn’t make her his soon, she would surely perish.
“Yes. I want us to be together in every possible way.”
No sooner had the words left her lips than Emma found herself picked up and tossed down in the middle of the large tester bed. Her eyes never left her husband’s eyes as he undressed. Until she saw his manhood, large, erect, and waiting to join with her body.
Emma thought she would be nervous to lay with Thomas for the first time, but now she was nothing of the sort. Anticipation hummed inside her body and mind. She wanted nothing more than to love and be loved by him, and now their joining seemed the most natural way two human beings could love one another.
Before Thomas joined her in bed, Emma swallowed her modesty and pulled her night rail over her head and tossed it to the floor. Then she lay back, naked, unashamed, her arms held out, waiting for her husband to join her.
“Emma, you take my breath away.” Thomas stood beside the bed, his eyes taking in her nakedness and causing Emma’s face to burn. “You are beyond perfect. Whatever I did in my short life to deserve you I’ll never know. But I can promise you this. I will cherish you until the day I die.”
When Thomas’s large heavy body pressed down on hers, she was lost to the sensation of his lips and hands skimming along her sensitive skin and touching her intimately everywhere.
“I love you so much,” Thomas whispered into her ear, tickling her with his hot breath.
“And I you,” Emma answered as his teeth clamped lightly on her earlobe and her body responded, vibrating down to her very toes. One stray hand slid up her thighs until he reached her womanhood. The other teased and played with first one sensitive breast, then the other. 
“Thomas.”
“You need to be ready for me. I need to make you ready. I will not hurt you.”
Emma gasped as he inserted one, then two fingers inside her, causing her hips to rise off the bed. “Thomas.”
“Just a minute longer,” Thomas said as his tongue tasted one nipple, swirling it around and around until he bit down, causing Emma to gasp out load.
“Thomas.” 
“Now you are ready, my love,” Thomas whispered into her ear.
And then it happened. Thomas nudged her legs apart with his knee, took her mouth in a mind-drugging kiss, and entered her so quickly there was no time to register the sharp stabbing pain before euphoria took over. 
Emma’s hips rose to match his, thrust for thrust. She sucked his tongue into her mouth, wanting to suck him inside her body and never let go. Sensations bombarded her from every nerve ending in her body and had her spiraling into another world. 
Then everything exploded around her. Fireworks lit up the room and slowly, ever so slowly Emma reclaimed herself and held her husband as his body tensed, then shuddered… as he filled her with his warm seed.
***
It was several minutes before Thomas could speak. And even then there were no mere words to explain how he felt. Never in his life had he dreamed he would find such physical and emotional love and fulfillment. “Did I hurt you?”
Emma moaned and kissed his neck. “Only for a moment, and then it was . . . was . . . indescribable.” She giggled. “Had I known the pleasure in physically making love, we would not have waited so long.”
Thomas nuzzled her neck. “Had I known as well, I would have made love to you the very night we became betrothed.” He rolled onto his back, taking Emma with him so she lay half on top of him, her head nestled on his chest, her hand resting on top of his heart. 
“Actually, I’m glad we waited.” Thomas’s fingertips lingered as they moved up and down Emma’s back. “This night is the most special night of my entire life. And I can hardly wait to spend my years loving you like this and growing old with you.” 
“I’m sorry I doubted you,” Emma whispered.
“You had every right to.”
Emma’s fingers played with his chest hair, distracting him. “I read the letter Papa wrote me. The whole time I was with you my instincts told me you were an honorable man. I ignored them. Will you forgive my stubborn American pride? And my father for what he did?”
Thomas placed his warm, moist lips on her forehead. “There is nothing to forgive.”
“As to your reference about thousands of times,” she murmured as she slid her hand slowly down his stomach, “why don’t we get started?”
 
THE END
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Lady Amelia Seabrook spends her days at her brother’s country estate, far removed from London Society. Ever since the tragic death of her betrothed, Captain Rycroft, she can’t bare the London Social Scene. Most days she can be found sitting on the banks of a small stream daydreaming about happier times with her captain. One day a stranger appears and spoils everything, or does he?
Living in self-imposed exile the past twelve years, William Spencer, the Earl of Bridgeton loves the solitude of the countryside. Some days it bothers him to read the daily papers from London and still see his name being mentioned. After twelve years one would think the gossip mongers would have someone else to gossip about. Someone else to blame for the murders he did not commit. 
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England 1818
 
The sound of water lapping the side of the boat, along with the constant swaying, had Lady Isabella Seabrook wishing she could forget the events of the day. But really, how could she, when she sat on the floor of the Marquess of Newbury’s boat in soaking wet clothing. She was not the only other person the boat owner saved from the filthy Thames. Her river-companion sat close beside her. 
“Mr. Spencer, kindly remove your arms from around my waist,” Bella forced through chattering teeth.
“Forgive me. I didn’t want to let you go. Afraid I would lose you,” Mr. Spencer said through his teeth, which chattered along with hers. Mr. Spencer was cousin to the Earl of Bridgeton, whom Bella’s sister, Amelia, recently married.
“I am not yours to lose.”
“I gentleman can dream, can he not?”
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BLACKJACK
Excerpt Copyright @2013 Christine Donovan
The first book in a new Contemporary Series
 
Groping the wall blindly, hoping to steady his rubbery legs, Cole Jackson swore as he realized he was totally wasted. The hotel hallway seemed to sway violently like a ship caught in a serious gale. 
“Shit,” he yelled as he collapsed to one knee then slowly raised himself up and continued shuffling toward the room he shared with his wife, Lindsey.
From a distant haze, voices pummeled through the buzz surrounding his brain. Faces blurred, and flashed in and out and around the black spots plaguing his eyesight.
One person asked, “How’d the show go tonight, Mr. Jackson?”  
“Great, just great,” Cole thought he replied. The words formed in his brain, he just
wasn’t sure they managed to leave his mouth.
Another man remarked, “Do you need any assistance?”  
“Hell no,” Cole muttered aloud this time as he tripped along mumbling to himself. Why did everyone assume he needed assistance just because he had a damn good buzz on?  It was his life, wasn’t it?  And if he chose to blur it with alcohol it was his business and nobody else’s.   
Cole slid the stupid plastic key card in the door for the third time. “Damn, damn, damn,” he pounded the door with his fist. “I need sleep. All I want to do is crawl into bed. Come on, fourth time’s the charm.”  
As he turned the knob, he prayed Lindsey slept alone. He’d stayed away as long as he could without passing out in the hotel bar. Not like he’d never done that before. 
“What the hell,” he swore as he shoved the door open banging it into something. Once inside and the door shut, he looked down, blinked several times, forcing his eyes to focus, and saw Lindsey lying on the floor. A deep red stain encompassed her chest and a potent metallic smell floored his senses. Cole swayed and tried to steady himself as the blackness began to descend, swallowing him up.  The last thing he remembered, as he collapsed next to Lindsey, was his hand landing in something warm, wet and sticky.
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