
        
            
                
            
        

    




  










 

 

CHAPTER ONE



 

Margaret had been married to her husband for eight months, sixteen days, and – if her calculations were correct, which they almost always were – approximately two and a half hours. During those eight months, sixteen days and (approximately) two and a half hours she had seen her husband a grand total of one time. At their wedding, no less, where he had arrived drunk, slurred his vows, and sealed her fate with a sloppy kiss that had landed on her left earlobe instead of her lips.

She did not blame him for imbibing in a bit too much whisky before walking down the aisle. She would have gladly gotten drunk herself had it not been for the watchful eye of her mother, but Arabella Combs, knowing full well the willful nature of her eldest daughter, had kept Margaret under lock and key until it was time for the ceremony to begin. 

Arabella had carefully planned out every miniscule detail for the ‘wedding of the season’ (as it was now referred since no one else of social significance had gotten married since that fateful November day) well before the bans had even been read and she had been determined not to let anything – or anyone – ruin it.

“Well you certainly got what you wanted, Mother,” said Margaret to no one in particular, for no one in particular was around. “I am wed to a Duke, and one day your grandchildren shall carry titles higher than your own. I hope you are happy, for I am not, and I fear I never will be.”

Rolling over onto her stomach, she swatted at a piece of grass that threatened to tickle her nose and dropped her head on one lanky arm. Overhead the summer sun beat down unmercifully and she wished she had not forgotten her bonnet. Now her freckles would be blatantly obvious, when before they had only shown in certain light, and her red hair would turn even redder – though how that was possible, she had no idea; she just knew it would because that is what her mother always said – and she would look like a heathen. A tall, freckle faced, red haired heathen.

“Oh who the bloody hell cares,” she grumbled, for it was true. No one but the servants saw her, and since they had yet to complain about her new habit of wearing boy’s clothing she highly doubted they would raise a fuss over a few freckles. Besides, freckles and red hair were not the worst of her worries.

Since her wedding Margaret had been stranded at Heathridge, a five hundred acre ramshackle estate that belonged to her new husband. She did not mind her isolated surroundings so much as the boredom that came with them. There was nothing to do, no one to talk to. No mischief to make. Her three closest friends had stayed for as long as they could after the wedding, but they all had their own lives to get back to.

Catherine was pregnant again with her fourth child, Josephine was touring the continent with her lover, and Grace was preparing for her own wedding to the very ill suited – in Margaret’s opinion – Lord Melbourne.

“I could wither away and die here and no one would notice,” she sighed dramatically. Flopping over onto her back, she shaded her eyes against the sun and chewed down on her bottom lip. What she needed was a new adventure. Something to occupy the hours between breakfast and dinner. A new horse to train, perhaps. 

For a moment Margaret’s entire face lit up, until she remembered her husband had run off with every cent of her rather extensive dowry right after dumping her at his rotting excuse of an estate. She still did not know if he had intentionally stranded her without a penny to her name, or if the thought had simply not occurred to him to set up an allowance for his new wife before he took off for the unknown, but either way the result was the same. Until he returned, or by some miracle her parents decided to come and rescue her, she was stuck. She could not escape even if she wanted to, for the carriage house was devoid of a carriage and the barn held nothing but horses so old their backs sagged nearly to the ground. 

She had attempted to hire someone to take her to London, but no one within a twenty mile radius would supply a service without money up front due to her husband’s unpaid debts. 

“I am a poor Duchess,” Margaret sighed. Tipping her head to the side she arched an eyebrow at the sheep grazing next to her. “Have you ever heard of a poor Duchess? No? Well, me either. Although no use crying over spilt milk, I suppose. Stiff upper lip, best foot forward and all that. Here we go.” 

Springing to her feet she wiped her grass stained palms on the sides of the brown breeches one of the stable boys had given her before he left and straightened out her white linen shirt. It belonged to her husband (consequently it was the only thing she had of his since he had forgotten to give her a ring) and was nearly three sizes too big. The long hem line helped distract from the fact that her breeches – while in otherwise good condition – ended just below her knees. Had it not been for her shock of fiery red hair that tumbled nearly to her waist and her narrow, pixie like face that could never be confused for anything but female, Margaret might have passed for a boy, something she would not have minded in the least. 

It was an inescapable fact that men had better luck than women. Why, just look at her husband: eight months ago he had been broke and destitute; now he was rich as a lark and off traveling the world spending her dowry while she was stuck in his downtrodden estate. Not fair at all, that. 

Giving the sheep an absent pat on its furry head, Margaret skipped down the side of the hill and half walked, half ran the rest of the way to Heathridge.

 

In better hands the fifty seven room estate must have been nothing short of magnificent, but time and neglect had taken its toll. Paint was peeling from the window trim. Large chunks of plaster were missing from the walls. Even the grass surrounding the estate was overgrown and filled with weeds after the gardener had quit and there had been no money to replace him. The inside of the mansion was no better than the outside, with dingy floors, dusty tapestries, and an overpowering smell of mold on rainy days. 

Flushed and perspiring slightly, Margaret slowed to a more dignified walk just short of the front steps. They spiraled out from the main door, yet even they were chipped on the edges and grass had begun to grow between the granite cracks. 

Hastings, the butler/footman/occasional head cook met her just inside the door with a cool glass of lemon water. A portly man in his early fifties, he had loyally served at Heathridge for thirty years and had not received a salary for the last two of them. Still he stayed on, mostly in part because he had no where else to go, and no family to speak of. 

“Here you are, Lady Winter,” he said, extending the glass to Margaret. 

She took it and drank thirstily, hiccupped, and set the glass aside on a dusty table. “I have told you not to call me that,” she reminded him sternly. 

“It is your name,” he said. 

“No, it is my husband’s name. And we both know I am hardly a Lady, so why bother with all the fuss? Call me Margaret if you must, Maggie if you want, and never, ever,” she paused to shudder, “address me as Duchess.”

The hint of a smile appeared beneath Hastings’ rather impressive salt and pepper moustache. “As you wish, Lady Winter.” 

Margaret threw her hands up in the air. “Heavens, why do I even bother? What time is dinner tonight, Hastings?”

“Half past five o’ clock, Lady Winter.”

“I have time for a ride, then?” 

“If you wish.” 

“Ha!” she cried triumphantly. “You did not do it that time.”

“Do what, Lady Winter?” 

Her shoulders slumped. “I give up. If I am not back in time for dinner, start without me.”

“Certainly not,” said Hastings, looking appalled at the very idea. 

Margaret rolled her eyes. “There are five people living here besides myself, Hastings. Why should you all have to wait if I am running late? Just keep a plate warm and I will eat when I return.” Turning on her heel, she trotted down the steps before Hastings could argue with her, and went directly to the stables.

 

Destroyed by a fire and recently rebuilt, the ten stall barn was the only building on the property that had not fallen into a state of disrepair and Margaret was determined to keep it that way. She called each horse by name as she strolled down the freshly raked aisle and one by one they popped their heads over their stall doors to greet her with warm nickers of affection.

“Are you hungry?” she asked, pausing to scratch Poppy, a dark palomino, under her chin.

In her younger years Poppy had plowed the fields that now lay fallow behind the main house, but now she had more gray hairs on her face than brown and walked with a slight limp. Her sweet nature made her one of Margaret’s favorites, and she often spoiled the mare with carrots and apples stolen from the kitchen. 

Hay was piled neatly at the end of the barn. Filling a wheelbarrow with the sweet smelling dried grass, she fed each horse in turn and when they were all nibbling at their hay exchanged the wheelbarrow for a large bucket of oats. She soaked Poppy’s grain for the old draft mare had little teeth left to chew with, and opened up all of the stalls to let the horses out into their evening grazing pasture when they were finished eating. They filed past her one by one, too used to their daily routine to raise a fuss, and she followed them out to swing the gate closed behind them. 

Now came the not so pleasant part, but it had to be done, and after scooping her hair up underneath a floppy hat and rolling up her shirt sleeves, Margaret fetched another wheelbarrow and began mucking out the stalls. 

It was hard labor, but she enjoyed the simple quietness of it. A wry smile captured her lips as she remembered how her muscles had screamed in protest when she had first taken over care of the entire stables, but now her arms were strong and easily capable of dumping manure and hauling pails of water to and from the stalls. 

She was nearly finished when an unfamiliar whinny rang through the air. Still holding her pitchfork, Margaret poked her head out the front aisle way and watched with interest as a gleaming bay approached. She was so entranced by the horse’s fine build and elegant way of moving that she didn’t even notice the rider until he dropped to the ground in front of her and placed the horse’s reins in her hands. 

“Here,” he said, looking past her. “Cool him out and groom him.”

Margaret bit the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing. Oh, she noticed the rider now all right, although he certainly did not notice her. “Would you have me feed him as well?” she asked, deliberately speaking in a low voice. 

“Yes, of course,” said the rider in a short, clipped tone. “And have him tacked again in an hour. I will not be staying here long.”

“Might I ask why?” 

The rider turned and leveled dark green eyes on her. Margaret held her breath, waiting for him to recognize her, but he merely reached in his pocket and tossed her two coins which she reached out to catch automatically. “Cool him out, groom him, and feed him. I will be back in an hour.” 

Without another word he walked away towards the house. Margaret stared after him in wordless disbelief, certain at any moment he was going to turn around and come back. When the front door slammed behind him, she shook her head. 

“Can you believe that?” she asked the bay. The horse regarded her in stoic silence. “Yes well,” she continued, grunting a bit as she loosened the stallion’s tight cinch, “you have to be loyal to him. You’re his horse. But I’m just his wife, and I don’t like him a’ tall.”






 

 

CHAPTER TWO



 

Henry James Sebastian Winter, the sixth Duke of Heathridge, was in a foul mood. He had been traveling for three days straight in order to see his wife, and the blasted woman was not where she should have been. Had he not left her with explicitly clear instructions? Remain at Heathridge until his return. At least, that is what he was pretty sure he had said; due to his intoxicated state on the day of the wedding, the details were still a little blurry. 

He had already wasted one infuriating hour searching every inch of his childhood home looking for someone to tell him where Lady Winter was, but it seemed the number of servants had decreased dramatically since his last visit and the only person he could find was a timid maid who had no idea where her mistress had gone. He wondered where the hell Hastings was. Henry knew the old butler had to be around somewhere, but if he was he refused to show himself. 

Cursing liberally under his breath, he stomped out of the house and back to the stables. He was not going to waste one more second looking for the spoiled brat he had married. No doubt she had taken herself off to her parent’s house and was sitting in some parlor sipping lemonade while he covered himself in dirt and grime looking for her. Stopping short of the barn, Henry shrugged out of his jacket and gave it a good shake. He watched in disgust as dust billowed into the air. Where ever his wife was, she was not doing the duties he had ascribed to her. He had never seen Heathridge in such a sorry state before. He almost feel sorry for the grand old dame, left as she was to crumble and rot atop her very foundation.

Curiously enough the only place that looked half way decent was the stables, and his boots stepped over freshly laid straw as he walked inside. “Hello?” he called, squinting as his eyesight adjusted. “I am here for my horse.” 

The same stable lad he had handed Finnegan over too upon his arrival popped abruptly out of a nearby stall, startling him. The boy’s clothes were even dirtier than before and he smelled of manure and dirt. His nose wrinkling, Henry took a solid step back. “Where is my horse? I’m leaving.”

“So soon?” the boy asked, leaning up against a beam and cocking a hip. A stray beam of sunlight shone in through the entrance of the barn, highlighting half of the lad’s face. His skin was unnaturally smooth for a boy’s and freckles littered his cheeks. A ridiculously oversized hat covered his eyes. He couldn’t have been much older than thirteen or fourteen and Henry felt an unfamiliar twinge of pity. The lad clearly worked hard keeping the barn neat and tidy. He was doing the job of a full grown man and if the slimness of his body was any indication the work had begun to take its toll. 

“Just get my horse if you would,” Henry said, not unkindly. “I will pay you for your time.” 

“I put your horse out with the others in the back field. He was quite tired.” 

Pity was rapidly replaced by annoyance. “You turned him out? Well go get him! I want to be on the road again before dark.” 

The boy lifted his narrow shoulders in a shrug. “I can’t get him now.” 

“And why is that?” 

“Cause he’s made friends with Poppy and it would hurt her feelings to have him leave so soon. Why are you in such a hurry to leave anyways?” 

“That,” Henry grinded out, “is none of your damn business.” He stomped past the boy, intending to go get his horse by himself, but the boy’s next words stopped him cold. 

“If you’re looking for your wife I know where she is.” 

Henry whirled around. “You have seen my wife?” 

“Sure. I see her all the time. What do you want with her?” The boy actually had the gall to grin at him, revealing evenly spaced white teeth and a dimple high on his left cheek. 

Henry felt his annoyance kick up another notch and he clenched his hands into fists to prevent himself from reaching out and strangling the boy. “Is she still here at Heathridge?” he managed to say in a fairly even tone. 

“Course she is. She’s right here in the barn, in fact.” 

In the barn? Henry’s head whipped back and forth as he looked up and down the freshly raked aisle. Every stall door was neatly closed. The small room that housed the tack and harnesses was locked from the outside. Unless his wife was hiding in one of the stalls she wasn’t here, and he did not appreciate being made to look like a fool. 

“I don’t see her,” he growled. 

“Maybe you aren’t looking hard enough.” 

Henry inhaled sharply. “How long have you worked here?” he demanded. 

“Oh, about eight and a half months,” said the boy. For some reason he looked on the verge of laughing and Henry began to wonder if perhaps the arrogant lad wasn’t a bit daft. 

“If you want to keep your job here learn to speak with some respect in your tone or you’ll find yourself out on your ear,” he said sharply, green eyes flashing.

The boy looked slightly taken aback by the reprimand, but it was for his own good. There was no place in the work force for servants who talked back to their employers and it was best they learned that invaluable lesson at a young age. 

The boy stepped away from the post and crossed his thin arms. His mouth settled into a mulish frown and he gave a sharp tug on the brim of his hat, pulling it down lower over his face. “You’re rude,” he muttered. 

Henry’s eyes widened. “Excuse me?” 

“I said you are rude,” the boy shot back. 

“And I say you’re fired!” 

“Good. I wasn’t getting paid anyways. You can clean your own damn stables from now on!” The boy whipped his oversized hat off with a flourish to reveal long curls of auburn hair that instantly transformed the he into a she. 

Henry’s jaw clenched. He had only seen hair that red on one woman before. Tight lipped, he turned on his heel and stalked out of the barn. 

 

She had really done it this time. A bit stunned at her own daring, Margaret hurried after Henry. Her shorter legs were no match for his long ones and she had to break into a run to catch up. He did not spare her so much as a sideways glance as she pulled alongside him, but he did stop short in the middle of the drive which she took as a good sign. 

“H-hello,” she said, a bit out of breath from the short sprint. “How are you?” 

Silence. 

“I apologize for tricking you. It was not a very kind thing to do.” Even if you bloody well deserved it, you blundering ape of a man.

Silence. 

“So you have finally come to visit me? For what reason do I owe this unexpected pleasure?” This time she made no effort to disguise the sarcasm in her tone. And why should she? It wasn’t her fault the man was so blind he couldn’t recognize his own wife. She bet even if she was in a dress with her hair curled he wouldn’t know who she was! Margaret’s temper began to simmer. Not only that, but he had been impossibly rude to her when he thought she was a stable lad. She could not abide people who were rude to their servants. A man’s true character was revealed by how he treated those beneath him, and Henry’s dark nature had just been unearthed in spades. 

“I am leaving,” she decided abruptly. 

“No,” Henry said, his voice deceptively soft. “You are not.” 

His fingers reached out with surprising quickness to wrap around her wrist, effectively holding her in place. Margaret considered trying to yank her hand away, but his grip felt like steel, and she would only embarrass herself. Pinching her lips together she looked away from him towards the house, waiting for him to make the next move. She did not have to wait for very long. 

“In two weeks I will be traveling to London on business. You will accompany me,” he said after a brief pause. Unwrapping his fingers from her wrist, he wiped them clean on a white silk handkerchief he procured from the vest pocket of his riding jacket. 

The gesture was not lost on Margaret, but she was too fixated on what he had said to comment on it. “I will not go with you!” she cried, positively aghast.  

He stared down at her without expression. “This is not a matter open for discussion.” 

 She almost felt sorry for the poor man. No doubt he expected her to bow her head and go meekly along with whatever he had planned. She could only assume the women he had encountered in his life thus far had been so in awe of his title they had all but swooned at his feet. He had probably been told countless time how handsome and intelligent he was.

All right, so he was quite handsome, with his sandy blond hair, lean frame, and piercing green eyes – she would give him that – but intelligent? Margaret bit back a snort. Hardly. “And why in the world would I go with you?” she asked. 

“Because you are my wife,” he said simply. 

“And why, pray tell, have you decided to play the part of dutiful husband after all these months? A guilty conscience, perhaps?” she said sweetly. 

“You are quite ill mannered,” he observed, glancing at her with a distracted frown as if he had forgotten she was there. 

Margaret felt a new wave of anger spilling over her, so potent she nearly choked on it. Even when he was standing right in front of her Henry could not be bothered to give her his full attention.   “And you, sir, are a lummox!” 

“It is getting quite late,” he said, ignoring her insult. “I shall have to spend the night here. Go inform the servants that I will require the master bedroom made ready, a bath to be drawn, and a dinner plate brought up.” 

She wondered what he would do if she kicked him in the shin. Probably whisk me off to London all the more quickly, she thought darkly. It was ironic, really. Here she had been bemoaning the fact that her husband had abandoned her, and now that he had returned she wanted nothing more than for him to leave again. 

“Did you hear me?” Henry asked. 

Margaret released a very unladylike snort and tossed her head. “Oh, I heard you all right. Will I do as you ask? Now, that is the question, Your Grace. And the answer to that question is no!” With that said, she spun on her heel and stomped back to the stables without so much as a backwards glance.

 

Henry watched his wife stalk down the driveway in stunned silence. Had she actually just told him no? Surely he had misheard her. No one refused him. Ever.

His brow furrowed as he watched her trim derriere – showcased beautifully in those God awful breeches – disappear from view. He rubbed his chin. It seemed he had just been told no, and by his own wife no less. 

 It defied all reason. The poor woman had obviously gone mad in his absence. It was the only explanation that made sense. A pity, really. She had been so sweet when he first met her. Nothing at all like the little hellion that had all but spat in his eye just then. And her appearance. Good Lord. He must have been more foxed than he realized on the day of his wedding to agree to marry a woman who looked like that. All bones and sharp angles she was, with the sour disposition and fiery red hair to match. Shaking his head in disbelief, Henry continued on towards the house.

  

Heathridge was still suspiciously devoid of servants when Henry reentered, but now that he knew his wife was definitely in residence, he would put up with no more tom foolery. 

“I know you are here,” he bellowed up the stairs. “And if you do not come down within the next five seconds, I will have you all replaced.” 

Dust flew as three maids and a grim faced Hastings magically appeared. They lined up in front of him with their backs facing the stairs and a sorrier looking lot Henry had yet to see. 

“Where are the rest of you?” he asked. 

“This is all there is, Yer Grace,” said the tallest of the three maids, a narrow faced woman with frizzy black hair and a rather long nose.  

“This is all?” Henry repeated incredulously. Rocking back on his heels he folded his hands behind his back and fixed Hastings – the only one he recognized – with a steely eyed glare. “What happened to Manning? Phelps? Tim and Tom, the livery lads? Claurice, the cook?” 

“Gone,” said Hastings, staring straight ahead. 

“Gone? What the bloody hell do you mean, gone? Where did they go?” 

“Lady Winter let them go,” said the tall maid when no one else spoke up. 

Well that certainly explained the disreputable condition of the house and grounds. What it did not explain was why his wife had fired three quarters of the staff without his permission! “Ready the master bedroom. Have a hot bath drawn, a dinner plate brought up, and for the love of God open up the windows. It is hot as hell in here,” he demanded before he went back outside. It was high time he and Margaret had a serious conversation… and this time he wasn’t going to take ‘no’ for an answer.  






 

 

CHAPTER THREE



 

Unfortunately for Henry, Margaret was not in the mood to have a serious conversation. She was, however, in the mood for riding and now that she had a beautiful stallion at her disposal saw nothing wrong with taking her husband’s bay out for a gallop through the fields before sunset.

With the wind in her hair and the ground dropping away beneath her feet she could finally forget the worries that had plagued her for the past eight months. Worries about if her husband would ever return. Worries about having to let half of the servants go. Worries about being able to pay the half who remained. Worries about ever seeing her friends again. Worries about never finding true love for she certainly had not found it with Henry, insufferable cad that he was.

The stallion ate up the ground, his thundering hooves echoing in the evening stillness. Hunched low over his neck, her fingers buried in his mane and her thighs tight against the saddle, Margaret urged the bay even faster as they shot through a narrow stretch of woods and into the meadow beyond. Sheep scattered and cows mooed plaintively as the duo flew past, a blur of sleek brown and fiery red. 

When her mount’s breaths became labored Margaret stood up in her stirrups, leaning her weight against the bay to slow him down to a more manageable trot. “Easy boy,” she murmured, pressing her hand to his lathered shoulder. “Easy now.”

Having tasted freedom the stallion still wanted to run and jigged all the way back to the stables, tossing his head and whinnying his displeasure for all to hear. 

A lesser rider would have been intimidated by the bay’s spirit, but after months of slow ambling walks on the likes of Poppy the draft horse Margaret found it refreshing. She understood better than most what it felt like to be held back.  

They had entered the stable yard and she was about to dismount when she felt the bay go rigid beneath her. He stopped abruptly, dark eyes rolling, and in confusion Margaret stroked her fingers through his windswept mane. “What is it, boy? Everything is exactly the same as – oh.” 

“What the HELL are you doing on my horse?” In three angry strides was across the yard and had yanked Margaret from the saddle. One arm curled around her waist while the other ripped the reins out of her grasp. She could not so much as utter a syllable of protest before she was wrenched to the ground. Her feet hit first, and then her rump as Henry let her go without warning. Arms wind milling wildly Margaret staggered backwards and, with nothing to stop her fall, landed hard on her backside in a plume of dust. 

Dazed and disoriented she shook her head to clear it, but made no attempt to get up. It was safer – for Henry – if she remained on the ground. When she was this angry, there was no telling what she was capable of. “Of all the insufferable, obnoxious, childish, ill mannered—”

“Shut up.” 

Margaret’s entire face turned a rather alarming shade of red. “Excuse me?” she sputtered, unable to believe what her husband had just said. No one, but no one talked to her like that. Not even her own mother and God only knew what Arabella was capable of.  

“I said shut up,” Henry repeated. Holding the reins of the bay just below the bit with one hand, he rested the other on one lean hip and stared her down with eyes that might as well have been carved from ice. “You arrogant little wench. You very well could have killed yourself, pulling a stunt like that.” 

Margaret scrambled to her feet, heedless of the dirt that now coated her breeches and the pieces of leaves and grass stuck in her hair. “I am an excellent rider,” she declared hotly. “Not that you would know, seeing as you have never seen me ride!” 

The hand on his hip clenched into a fist. “I don’t have to see you ride to know you can’t handle Finnegan. No one can except for me and you are never to touch him again. Is that clear?” 

It was most certainly not clear, but Margaret knew when to pick her battles. She bit her tongue and nodded stiffly. 

“Good,” said Henry, looking rather pleased. “Now go inside and clean yourself up. Over dinner we shall discuss the trip to London.”

You mean over my dead body, Margaret thought. She positively abhorred the city with its foul odor and bustling streets. Everyone was always shouting and she felt horrible for the poor horses that had to pull the heavy merchant carts.

Poppy had once been owned by a baker who used her to haul his flour back from the mill and the poor dear still had the scars over her withers from the ill fitting harness to prove it. 

Margaret could not imagine what business Henry would have in London this time of the year when the entire peerage was in the country. Something that involved spending the rest of her money, no doubt. Unless he had spent it all already. Either way she had no intention of finding out. She had spent this long stuck at Heathridge, what were a few more months? When Josephine returned from France they were planning on doing a tour of the continent together. Josephine’s husband would be footing the bill as he always did and no expense would be spared. Margaret could not think of anything she had ever looked forward to quite as much.

“Very well,” she said, her voice sweet as sugared icing. “I will meet you in the dining room at a quarter past the hour.” 

“You will?” Henry said suspiciously. 

“But of course, Your Grace. Your wish is my every command.” Did women bat their eyelashes? Margaret was not positive, but she thought they might, so she gave a few hard blinks for good measure. 

“Is something in your eye?” Henry said, now sounding faintly alarmed.

Margaret stopped blinking.

“Where is the livery man?” he asked, glancing back at the bay who was still breathing quite heavily. “Finnegan needs to be walked, groomed, and bedded down for the night.” 

Sucking furiously on the inside of her cheek in an effort to keep a straight face, Margaret nodded sagely. “Of course he does. Best make dinner half past the hour then.” 

“Why?” Henry frowned. 

“Because,” Margaret began, her vibrant blue eyes glistening with ill disguised humor, “it shall take you at least that long to walk him, groom him, and bed him down for the night.” Spinning quickly on her heel, she flounced away towards the house, oblivious to her husband’s angry blustering as he demanded to know where the damn livery man had gone.  

 

An hour later, his stomach growling with hunger and his body vibrating with angry tension, Henry stormed into the dining room. He found the long mahogany table sparsely set for two. Candles had been lit in an attempt to give the room a sense of ambiance, however candles could not make up for the fact that the walls had been stripped of their paintings and the wooden floor beneath his feet was bare of the Persian rug that had been in his family for two generations. Candles also did not disguise the chair at the end of his table where he wife should have been sitting was empty. 

“HASTINGS!” he roared. 

The butler appeared in the doorway, hands folded in front of him, posture erect, eyes staring straight ahead. “Yes, your Grace?” he asked. 

Henry began to pace back and forth in front of the table. “Where is my wife?” he snapped. 

“Lady Winter is still preparing for dinner, your Grace,” Hastings lied baldly. Lady Winter, still wearing the same clothes she had gone riding in, was at this very moment in the parlor reading. Hastings would have told the Duke where his wife was, but she had given him implicit instructions ‘not to tell that oaf a bloody thing’ and his allegiance, for the time being, was with the Duchess.  

“Where are the rest of the servants?” 

“They were let go, your Grace.” 

Henry stopped short and swung around. “Yes, I am aware of that! But why were they let go, Hastings?”

Unperturbed by his master’s tirade, Hastings continued to stare straight ahead. “Lack of funds, I believe,” he said. 

“Lack of… lack of what?” Henry sputtered incredulously. It sounded like Hastings had just said the reason the servants had been let go was due to lack of funds, but that could not correct. He had been sending money to his accountant for the past eight months, enough to cover the expenses, pay the servant’s salaries, and leave Margaret with a healthy allowance besides. Where had the money gone? Certainly not back into the estate. The place was falling down around his very ears! There was only one clear answer he could see and that answer lay with his wife. By God, he did not know how the woman had managed to spend a verifiable fortune on herself in less than a year, but he intended to find out.   

“Can you please,” he said tersely, “inform Lady Winter that I require her presence in the dining room. Now!”   

Hastings bowed low. “Of course, Your Grace.”

“And be quick about it,” Henry added. He was not usually possessed of such a short temper, but nothing was going as he imagined it would. Finding the estate in ruin and his own wife – his wife! – dressed as a stable lad had been quite enough, but then to have Margaret openly defy him by refusing to come to London was the last straw. Where had the sweet, shy girl gone whom he had married? Wealthy heiresses willing to marry a Duke were not exactly in short supply. Henry had had his pick, and had settled on Margaret because he fancied her looks and quiet demeanor.

Now it was clear to see it had all been an act to get his family’s ring on her greedy little finger, conspiring chit that she was. Spend all his money, would she? Tell him no, would she? Henry’s hands curled into fists before he sent them crashing down on the edge of the table, hard enough to rattle the dishes. He had been taken for a fool once, a long time ago, and his mouth hardened at the painful memory. He was not going to allow it to happen again.

“You called for me?” An insolent voice drawled from the doorway.  

Henry whirled around. His eyes narrowed, then widened in disbelief as he gazed upon his wife and saw she was still wearing the riding clothes he had ordered her to change out of. Dirt smudged one fair cheek and her hair fell in unruly curls down her back. Her boots were mud stained, her shirt un-tucked. In short, she was a mess from head to toe. 

“You look like a man,” he said derisively. 

Her lips curved. “At least that makes one of us.” 

Henry’s entire body went rigid as he was filled with the violent urge to take Margaret by the shoulders and shake some sense into her. He actually took a step forward before he came to his senses and gave a stiff nod to the empty chair at the far end of the table. “Sit,” he ordered. 

To his surprise Margaret did as he asked, although she took her time, sauntering around the long way before plopping her into the chair he had indicated. Once seated she picked up a fork and began to twirl it idly between her fingers, her expression pensive.

“I have been thinking,” she said suddenly, breaking the tense silence that had sprung up between them. 

Henry slowly lowered himself into his chair at the opposite end of the table and rested his elbows on either side of his place setting. “And?” he prodded when she fell silent. 

“And… And I have decided I do not like you. At all,” she clarified, less he was under the false impression she liked him a small amount. 

“That is unfortunate,” Henry said. 

Her narrow shoulders dipped and bobbed in a shrug. She began to fiddle with her napkin, the only sign she was not quite as composed as her level voice would leave him to believe. “And I do not wish to accompany you to London,” she continued briskly. “Or anywhere else for that matter.”

“That is unfortunate,” he repeated.

Blue eyes, the color of a clear sky on a bright summer day, peeked up at him beneath a fringe of russet lashes. Incredibly long, curly lashes, Henry noted absently. And such an unusual color. Neither red nor blond nor brown, but a mixture of all three. The same as her hair. Had he ever really thought it was red? No, he decided. Not red. It was gold fire, the likes of which he had never seen before. Her curls shimmered in the candlelight, drawing his eye like a moth to flame.     

“It is not that you are a horrible man, or an ill tempered one. We simply do not compliment each other,” she said. 

Surprised to discover he was rather starting to enjoy himself, Henry reclined back in his chair and raised one eyebrow. “Is that so?” he said. 

Margaret nodded vigorously. “Yes. Precisely so.” 

Now it was Henry’s turn to play with his fork. He turned the utensil over and over in his hand, studying the silver handle as if it was the most fascinating thing in the world before he said, in a deceptively calm voice, “Where the bloody hell is all of my money?”

“Your… your money?” she squeaked. 

“Yes. My money. The money I sent here every month since I left. The money that should have been going back into the estate to pay for its upkeep. Since the roof is all but falling down around us, I have to ask, darling, sweet wife. What have you been spending it on? Surely not clothes.”

“Your money?” Margaret repeated, leaving Henry to wonder if his wife was a bit daft. 

“Yes,” he said, all thoughts as to the color of her hair banished as anger brought his blood to a rapid boil. “For the past year I have sent you a damn fortune! Yet I return to find three quarters of the staff dismissed, the gardens in complete disrepair, the fields empty of crops, and the house a mess. So let’s hear it, madam. Where has the money gone?”

“Eight months,” she said quietly. 

“What?” Henry frowned, certain he had misunderstood her. 

Margaret got to her feet. Leaning towards him, she spoke in a voice loud enough to be heard in the next town over. “Eight months, sixteen days, and nine hours. That is how long you have been gone. Not a year. Not quite yet.” 

Henry rose out of his chair as well. “Of all the absurd, ridiculous things to keep track of that is most certainly the –”

“Time is all I have had to keep track of since you left!” she shouted, cutting him off mid sentence. “There never was any money, not since you ran off with my dowry, you old goat, and stranded me here next to penniless. The servants left when I could no longer pay them! You mock my clothes, but this is all I have to wear. I had to sell my dresses to pay for the staff that remains!” 

“Did you just call me an old goat?” Henry asked. 

Margaret gave a short, annoyed dip of her head. 

“And are you meaning to tell me you have received no money since I left?” he said in a dangerous whisper. 

Another nod, this one slightly more hesitant. 

His head spinning, Henry sat down hard in his chair. It was true, he had taken the money provided by Margaret’s dowry with him before he left… But only to sink it into an overseas shipping operation that had returned his investment ten fold within the month.

One would think a Duke would not have to worry so over finances, however Henry was no ordinary Duke. His father, and his father before him, and his father before him had made certain of that with their gambling debts and need to spend money as if it were water. By the time he inherited Heathridge from his father upon his passing there had been less than a farthing left to the family name and enough debt to sink a small country.  

Henry had managed to keep the rumors down to a bare minimum, but knowing the word would soon get out that Heathridge was falling into ruin, he had done what only a desperate man would be driven to do: he had gotten married.

Having always possessed a head for figures and a knack for turning one guinea into two, Henry knew if he could only find a way to get his hands on a large sum of money he would be able to restore honor to his family’s name and save Heathridge besides. Unfortunately for the new Duke, no creditor in England or any of her surrounding territories would lend him what he needed, thus the idea of marrying a wealthy heiress was born.

Now, however, staring across the table at his wife who had been no more than an unknowing pawn in his scheme, Henry felt an overpowering sense of guilt. It had been easy enough to think of Margaret as just another creditor when he had been away from her but now… Now he was forced to face the consequences of his actions.  

Taking a deep breath, Henry prepared to tell Margaret the sad, sorry tale in its entirety. 






 

 

CHAPTER FOUR



 

 “Margaret, get out here this instant,” Henry growled.

“No,” she said, her voice muffled by the door between them.

Grasping the door handle Henry gave the door a solid shove with his shoulder. The blasted thing refused to move an inch. It was locked and – by the feel of it, for he had broken down his fair share of locked doors in his time and was not a weak man – had been braced with something quite heavy. His forehead thudded against the smooth wood as his eyes pinched shut in exasperation. “You are acting like a child.”

“I know,” she replied cheerfully.

Henry’s eyes snapped open. The chit was incorrigible. He normally reserved the word for the rakehells and rascals he dealt with, but he found it fit Margaret quite well. She was as stubborn as any man he had ever come across. Not to mention unruly, hard headed, and impossible to manage. How his friends – and enemies – would roll with laughter if they could see him now. Locked out of his own bedroom by his wife. It was absurd. It was ridiculous. It was exactly what he would do if he were in her shoes, Henry was forced to admit with the tracings of a smile.

After he had told Margaret the truth behind the financial state of Heathridge and his reason for marrying her, she had thrown a plate at his head and run upstairs. In the span of a few minutes Henry had come to three conclusions: the first being his accountant, dead man walking that he was, had apparently been robbing him blind. Second, his wife had a rather excellent throwing arm. And third, she was really quite beautiful when she was angry.   

 So no, Henry did not blame Margaret for throwing fine china at his head. Still, it would not do to let her think she had the upper hand. The woman was like a lioness. Any sign of weakness and she would go in for the kill, teeth bared and claws unsheathed. 

“Open the door now,” he demanded, kicking the unyielding wood in frustration. 

“Or you will do what?” she taunted him. 

 “Or I will take my gun, go out to the field, and shoot that nag you call a horse.” The instant the words were out of his mouth Henry regretted them. Not only would he never do such a thing, but he knew how much Margaret cared for Poppy simply by the way the old mare’s coat was brushed to a sheen and she had been the first one up to the fence when he had turned out Finnegan, searching his pockets for the treats she expected to find. “That was out of hand. I apologize. Of course I would never –”

He did not have time to finish his apology for without warning the door flew towards him, knocking him soundly in the temple. Cursing, Henry stumbled back, trying to regain his balance. Before he had time to get his feet back under him, however, his arms were filled with kicking, shrieking female.  

“Shoot my horse, will you?” Margaret raged at him while her tiny fists pummeled any part of his body she could reach. 

“Margaret, stop! This is absurd. I said I was –” Henry’s words came out gargled when one lucky punch caught him right on his throat. He gasped, his mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water.

“Drag me off to London, will you?” she yelled, kicking at his shins with the pointy toes of her boots. 

Hopping on one foot and clutching his neck, Henry managed to duck into a room behind him. It was a guest bedroom, neatly made up with a bed against one wall and a writing desk and chairs against the other. As Margaret continued to punch – good heavens, didn’t the woman know ladies never actually hit? Slapped, yes. A stiff right hook to the chin, no – and rail against him, Henry simply closed his arms around her slender body in a bear hug and swung her onto the bed. 

The impact of hitting the hard mattress knocked the wind out of her lungs, and he took full advantage, pouncing atop her and grabbing her wrists before she regained her strength. “Margaret,” he said firmly. “It is time to quit now.”

She shook her head from side to side, spreading gold fire across the white pillowcase. Her color was high; her eyes bright as blue diamonds glinting under the sun. With every angry breath she took her chest rose and fell, and Henry could not help but notice the way her breasts pushed up against his chest. Rather intrigued, he allowed himself to sink a bit closer to her as one hand slid down to tangle in the red curls of her hair. He wasn’t going to do anything. Of course not. He just wanted to see if she felt as soft as she – 

“Oomph!” he grunted as her free arm swung up and caught him on the side of the head. Stars swam in front of his eyes and he rolled sideways onto his back. Throwing both arms across his face in surrender, he cried, “Enough, woman! Enough. You’ve done it. You’ve bested me. Leave off before you do permanent damage.”

 

She hadn’t meant to hit him. Appalled at herself and her wicked behavior, Margaret swung off the bed and began to pace back and forth across the room, head bent and hands clasped behind her back. She had never struck anyone in her life. Well, except for her younger brother Johnny, but the little rascal had definitely deserved it after he threw all her hair ribbons out the window. Then there had been Emily, the girl who had constantly taunted her about her red hair and freckles, which Margaret had been able to ignore until Emily threw a stone at her cat. And she mustn’t forget Thomas, young, over zealous Thomas who had cornered her at her first ball and tried to slip a hand right down her dress. Oh dear.

Stopping at the window, Margaret pulled aside the curtain and stared blindly out at the front drive. She was a horrible person. A terrible, awful, wretched person to have hit so many people. What would her mother say?

“Margaret?” 

She spun back towards the bed at the sound of Henry’s muffled voice. He was sprawled across the mattress, his large frame covering nearly inch of it. His face was still hidden by his arms, so she couldn’t read his expression, but if the drawn out suffering in his tone was any indication she had hurt the poor man unbearably. 

“Yes?” she asked, taking a few steps towards him.

“You have a wicked right hook.”

“Yes,” she confessed, hanging her head. “I know.” 

Henry propped himself up on his elbows and swiveled his head to face her. To her disbelief, the man was actually grinning. Grinning, as if they had been discussing the weather instead of engaging in all out fisticuffs!

“Come here,” he coaxed, crooking a finger. 

Hesitantly she shuffled forward and paused just beyond arms reach. She didn’t trust that boyish smile he was wearing. Surely he was furious with her. She had all but assaulted him, for heaven sakes! Then why was he beaming ear to ear like a fool? “What is it?” she asked suspiciously. 

Henry raked a hand through his hair and cupped the back of his neck. “Come closer,” he said. 

“So you can have at me?” One red eyebrow shot up. “I think not!” 

“Have at you?” he queried, raising one eyebrow of his own. “Why Margaret, whatever do you mean?” His lips curved into something that was neither a smile nor a grin, but a combination of the two with a little devilish smirk mixed it. They did something funny to her belly, those lips. It felt like she had swallowed butterflies. Leaping, dancing, pirouetting butterflies. It was not an entirely uncomfortable sensation.

“Beat me,” she explained. “You will beat me for hurting you.” 

“Hurting me?” Henry scoffed. “I don’t have so much as a bruise, madam. At least not one you can see.” 

She nodded sagely. “I have injured your ribs, haven’t I? I thought as much. I am terribly sorry, Henry. It is just when I lose my temper I tend to go a bit –” 

“You didn’t injure my bloody ribs,” he growled. “You’ve struck a blow to my pride, woman. And if you think what happened here today will ever leave the confines of this room, you had best think again!”

“Of course not,” said Margaret automatically. Taking one more step towards the edge of the bed, her eyes narrowed as they swept across his body. Perhaps she hadn’t struck him as hard as she thought she had. Feeling slightly better, she began to draw back, but before she could blink, let alone react, Henry had one arm curled around her waist and was pulling her on top of him. 

She landed with a squeal on his chest and instantly tried to wiggle away, but Henry’s arms were like bands of iron and in one swift move that left her breathless he had flipped her beneath him and her wrists pinned on either side of her head, rendering her immobile. “Unhand me!” she demanded, even as her heart quickened its beat and the butterflies in her belly went wild. 

“No,” said Henry, looking rather pleased with himself. “Not until you pay your penance.”  

“Penance? Penance for what?” 

“For injuring me,” he said. 

Margaret bit down on her bottom lip. “You said you weren’t hurt,” she whispered, not quite able to meet his gaze. 

“My body wasn’t, but my pride was, and a man’s pride, Margaret, is a very sensitive thing.” Releasing one of her wrists, he gently cupped her chin and lifted it until she had no choice but to stare directly into his burning green eyes. “What shall your penance be for committing such a grave crime?”

“I do not…” Her voice caught. She licked her lips, which had suddenly gone dry, and tried again. “I do not know. A… a gift, perhaps?”

“A gift would be nice,” he said, nodding slowly. “But a token would be better.”

Her eyebrows knitted together. “A… a token? I fear I do not understand.” 

“One token of affection,” Henry whispered low in her ear, dipping his head until she could feel his lips move against her skin. “And your penance shall be served.”






 

 

CHAPTER FIVE



 

Margaret trembled. Had she known this would be his price for striking him, she never would have raised her fist… Or would she? Heat was sliding through her body, dark, damp, traitorous heat that burned with the fire of a hundred suns. Was this what it felt like to want? Was this what it felt like to desire?

“Wh-what token of affection would you like?” she said, gasping when his teeth grazed her earlobe, lingered, and nipped. Dazedly she realized he was no longer holding her prisoner. Had released both her wrists a long time ago, in fact. She considered escaping and running for the hills, but before the idea had time to blossom she plucked it ruthlessly by the roots and tossed it away. Why shouldn’t she indulge in a bit of passion? She was a married woman, for heaven sakes. And still a virgin, a little voice mockingly reminded her. 

“Oh, do shut up,” she snapped. 

“What?” Henry asked, frowning down at her. 

“Not you.” Belatedly realizing that did not clear up the confusion whatsoever, Margaret gave a frustrated shake of her head. “I was just recalling that I was a… oh, never mind!” 

Henry captured a long curl of her fiery hair and twirled it between his thumb and forefinger. Staring at it in rapt fascination, he said in a voice so husky it sent shivers racing through her, “A kiss shall restore my bruised pride, I think. Yes, a kiss should do it. Nothing more, nothing less.” 

“Nothing more?” Margaret said before she could stop herself. Chagrined, she pinched her eyes shut as her cheeks suffused with color. “Forget I said that,” she muttered. 

Henry chuckled. Releasing her hair, he traced the curve of her cheek with his fingertips as his other hand dipped lower to span her waist. Everywhere he touched her she felt her skin grow hot, even through her clothing. Part of her wished he would hurry up and kiss her already… but the other part, the new, exciting part, yearned for him to draw out this moment into eternity. She opened her eyes and her breath caught when she saw the intense concentration on the Duke’s face. His jaw was clenched, his mouth tightly set. If she didn’t know better she would think he was in pain.     

“I believe I have changed my mind,” he said. 

“A-about the k-kiss?” she asked shakily. 

“No, not the kiss. I have changed my mind about your choice of dress. I now find your attire to be quite…” He paused. The hand encompassing her waist shifted down. Margaret forgot to breathe. Clever fingers tugged her shirt free from the waistband of her breeches and pulled it up, stopping just shy of her breasts. She squeezed her eyes shut again. The mattress squeaked as he shifted, moving lower. “Delectable,” he murmured against the smooth skin of her stomach.

“Oh,” she sighed. “Oh, I feel quite faint. Do that again.” 

Another chuckle, this one as wicked as they came. Henry nibbled, licked, and kissed his way across her ribcage. Margaret mewled like a kitten. He ended above her belly button and when his tongue swirled inside the tiny crevice she couldn’t help but buck her hips off the bed and clutch his thick, luxurious hair in her hands.

With a low growl he shot up the length of her body. His hands framed her face and for an instant she was caught in the depths of his brilliant green eyes before he lowered his head and his mouth sought hers in a possessive kiss that robbed the very breath from her lungs. 

Margaret had never been kissed so rashly. So dominantly. So… so utterly wickedly. His tongue forced her lips apart and slipped into the dark recesses of her mouth, boldly stroking. On a gasp he broke away only to suckle at her jaw, the curve of her neck, the delicate skin of her earlobe.

Helpless, Margaret clung to his broad shoulders and let him do as he wished. If this was to be her penance for hurting his pride then she would gladly fight with him every day of the week and twice on Sundays. 

Henry sought her mouth again and she relinquished it readily, arching into his kiss with a desperate need that surprised them both. His fingers tangled in her hair, pulling just enough to illicit a purr from the depths of her throat. She raked her nails down his back and he groaned, trembling beneath her touch. She wanted… more. Something she could not name. In quiet desperation her hands swept lower, to the hard curve of Henry’s hips. And then as suddenly as the kiss had begun it ended when Henry pulled away from her and sat back, his eyes pinched tightly shut and his breathing ragged.  

Feeling oddly bereft, Margaret sat up herself and leaned against the bed’s wrought iron headboard. Her mind whirled, her thoughts a jumbled mess. Dazedly she bought her fingertips to her lips. They were already swollen, testament to the ravishment they had received. A ravishment she was rather disappointed had ended so soon.  

“Henry?” she said hesitantly when he continued to sit in silence. 

His eyes opened. He stared at her, his expression unreadable. “Yes?” he said after a moment’s pause. 

“Is that… Is that all then?”   

One eyebrow quirked. “Were you expecting more?” 

Margaret blushed and looked down. Her fingers fell away from her lips to twine absently in her lap as she considered what to say next. “Well,” she said finally, taking a deep breath. “I rather did enjoy myself. You are… You are quite adept at kissing. Not,” she said quickly as her cheeks turned bright pink, “that I am an expert judge on the matter. Quite the opposite, in fact. But if I were to judge, I would say that was a most excellent kiss and not at all overdone.” 

“Overdone?” said Henry in a strangled voice.

She nodded. “And if you wished to kiss me again, I wouldn’t mind at all.”

“An excellent thing to know.”

Silence hummed between them. This time it was a companionable kind of quiet that Margaret quite enjoyed. She took a moment to discreetly study her husband beneath her lashes, noting for the first time the way his nose curved faintly to the left as if it had been broken a long time ago and the tiny silver scar that traced down from the corner of his mouth. He was not as handsome when one studied him up close, she realized. His beauty faded away to reveal the rugged man underneath. A man she was coming to understand a little more. A proud man, who shouldered his problems without complaint. A foolish man, too, for not thinking she would help him if he had but told her the truth. 

“I forgive you,” she said impulsively. 

“What?” said Henry, looking up. 

“I said I forgive you. For marrying me for my dowry,” she explained. “It was not a kind thing to do, but I understand why you did it and I forgive you.” 

The hint of a smile captured his mouth, pulling it up to one side in a half smile that did funny things to her heart.

“You are nothing like I thought you were,” he said. 

Margaret sat up a little straighter. “Oh? In what way?”

Henry stretched out on his back and settled his head on Margaret’s lap. One booted foot swung off the side of the bed while the other tangled with her right leg, hooking around her ankle and holding it firmly in place. It was a decadent position, to be certain, but neither Henry nor Margaret thought to complain.

“For one,” he began, his eyes flashing with amusement, “you are stubborn as an ass.” 

Margaret’s mouth dropped open. “Stubborn as an… Stubborn as an ass?” she cried, glowering down at him. 

“Yes, but much more beautiful.”

“Well as long as I am prettier than a donkey,” she sniffed. 

“Much prettier. I have never seen hair the same shade as yours before. It reminds me of a tomato,” he decided. “A big fat tomato, ripe for the plucking.” 

“My hair reminds you of a fat tomato?” she repeated in amazement. “You, sir, are certainly not a poet.” 

“Far from it,” he agreed.

“Henry?” said Margaret a few moments later, breaking the silence that had settled back over them, snug and comfortable as a blanket on a cold winter’s night.

He looked up at her. “Yes?” 

Absently she twirled a lock of his hair around her finger, spinning the soft curl round and round as she said, “Perhaps, since we are, in fact, married we might try to get to know each other… That is, more then we do now.” 

Henry propped himself up on one elbow and smiled wryly. “We do not know each other at all.” 

Margaret nodded. “Precisely my point.” 

“And what pray tell,” he queried, arching one eyebrow, “brought on this sudden change of heart? One hour ago you were claiming we did not suit and throwing dinner plates at my head.” 

“I may have a bit of a temper,” she acknowledged stiffly. “But you got no less then you deserved, courting me under false pretenses and marrying me just to get at my dowry! They have names for men like you, you know.”

“And what,” he said, gracing her with a slow, wolfish smile, “would those names be?”

Biting her lip, Margaret did her best to ignore the little pitter patter of her heart. Damn the man, but he was quite charming when he wanted to be. “A rogue and a scoundrel,” she said, trying her hardest to appear stern. 

“Aye,” he admitted without batting an eyelash. “I am both of those and more. Still care to get to know each other?” 

“If I do, can I ride Finnegan?” 

“Absolutely not.”

“You will let me eventually,” she predicted. 

Henry scowled. “You will never sit on that horse again, Margaret.” 

We shall see about that, she thought. Gently easing her legs from beneath Henry’s head she swung off the bed, stretched, and crossed to the doorway. 

“Where are you going?” he asked, sitting up with a frown. 

“To get something to eat from the kitchen. I am starved.” 

“Yes, well. I will see you in the morning. What time is breakfast usually served?” he asked.

Only then did Margaret realize that for the first time she and Henry would be sleeping together under the same roof. For some inexplicable reason the very idea caused her cheeks to burn bright red. “Um,” she said, pausing half in and half out of the hall. “Half past seven, I believe.” 

“Half past seven?” Henry stood up and stretched his long arms high above his head, pulling the hem of his shirt free from the waistband of his breeches to reveal a hint of the coiled muscle that lay beneath. “That’s a rather ungodly hour, isn’t it?” 

“Then don’t get up!” Margaret snapped. The instant the words were out she clapped a hand to her mouth and darted out the door, stopping only long enough to kick it closed behind her. She made it halfway to her room before she had to stop and lean up against the wall. Laying the palms of her hands flat against the cool plaster she closed her eyes and drew in a deep, lingering breath to soothe her frazzled nerves.

Well that had certainly not gone how she had predicted. Who would have thought her husband was so… so… so bloody charming? And witty. And kind. And a very, very excellent kisser. 

Again she touched her lips, tracing them with a fingertip as she remembered how it had felt to have the length of Henry’s body pushed snug against her own. To have his mouth on her mouth. His tongue dancing with her tongue. His hands… Her eyes flew open. Dear heavens, what was she thinking? 

Henry was a rogue of the worst sort! He had run off with her dowry. 

Something he has not only apologized for, but made up ten fold, said a sly little voice. 

He threatened to shoot Poppy! 

Only because you threw a plate at his head. Besides, he didn’t mean it. People say all sorts of things when they are angry… Don’t they, Margaret?

He abandoned me! 

He left to earn you a fortune and thought you were living in the lap of luxury in his absence. Is it his fault his accountant is a lily livered snake?

He only married me for my money. 

Margaret waited for the little voice to contradict her, but this time there was only silence. Troubled, she walked slowly to her room and locked the door behind her. 

 

   

 






 

 

CHAPTER SIX



 

As summer gave way to fall and the nights grew cooler, the days shorter and the leaves began to change their colors, the Duke and Duchess of Heathridge began a slow, fumbling courtship of sorts. 

With the mutual goal of restoring Heathridge to its former glory, the two worked closely side by side and soon fell into a comfortable routine.

Margaret tended to the stables in the morning – something she refused to give up, even when Henry hired not one but three grooms – while Henry poured through ledgers in his study. Each afternoon they chose a different room to scrub top to bottom, a task normally delegated to servants, but as Margaret pointed out “it was their bloody house” and for once Henry saw logic in her argument. In the evenings before dinner they always went for a long walk to discuss the tasks accomplished or simply drift along in silence, content with each other’s company.

Slowly but surely Heathridge began to reclaim some of its former glory. The windows began to sparkle. New rugs and paintings arrived by the cart load. The fields were tilled. Under Margaret’s insistence two new paddocks were put in and a new, larger barn was well underway, all funded by the wealth Henry had accumulated from his business ventures abroad. Unfortunately, Heathridge’s coffers were not as deep as they should have been.   

It did not take Henry long to discover the depths of his accountant’s betrayal. By all written accounts Peterson had been robbing the estate blind for years. Only recently had he grown bold enough to make obvious errors, such as taking all of the money Henry had been sending back to Margaret instead of siphoning it off little by little as he had from the late Duke. It was a betrayal of the highest order; one Henry had not yet decided how to deal with. He knew Peterson was in London, a fact that was substantiated by the number of bills that were piling up in Henry’s name.  

Did Peterson think him a fool? Or did he simply no longer care if he was caught? Perhaps, Henry thought darkly, the accountant merely thought him to be as ignorant and foolish as his father. If so, it was a mistake that would soon cost the man dearly.

Crumpling the latest tally of figures totaling the losses Heathridge had sustained over the past year, Henry tossed the wad of paper over his shoulder in disgust and crossed the room to gaze out the window 

It was no accident he had chosen to make this particular room his study. It was the only one on the first floor of the estate that faced east, towards the stables. From here he had a clear view of the paddock and the barn and the horses, as well as the red haired vixen that tended them. 

A smile rose unbidden to his mouth as he recalled what had transpired out this very window yesterday afternoon. 

Three times the new gardener had thrown a fit over having his tulips devoured by the shaggy beast Margaret referred to fondly as a horse. Henry had watched from the safe confines of his study as the gardener went after the large draft mare with a broom after he discovered her snacking on the newly planted shrubbery. Like a mama bear protecting her cub Margaret had come flying out of no where, and although Henry had not heard the heated words exchanged between the two, he knew without needing to ask who had come out the victor. 

The woman was a puzzle. A puzzle he was thoroughly enjoying solving. She aroused him, annoyed him, and fascinated him – often within the span of just a few hours. Any sensible thought fled his head when she entered the room. She could provoke his temper with one saucy comment… and provoke his loins without speaking a word. 

Yet despite their teasing banter, flirtatious glances, and the undeniable heat that burned between them, every night Margaret went to her bedroom and Henry to his. Through the thin walls he would hear her turn the lock on her door and he would stay awake for hours, staring up at the ceiling as the scent of her lavender perfume lingered in the air, driving him a little bit closer to insanity every time he fell asleep with empty arms and an aching arousal.

She had given him her laughter and her light, but there was still some part of her that she was holding back. Some part he could not touch. 

A timid knock sounded at the door, interrupting Henry’s thoughts. “Come in,” he said without turning around. 

One of the new maids, a young woman with mousy brown hair and a button nose, opened the door a few scant inches. “Your Grace?” she said. 

“Yes, what is it?” he asked after an impatient glance down at his pocket watch. How had he not noticed the time? It was a three quarters past eleven. He should have met Margaret in the front parlor almost an hour ago. Going to his desk he shrugged into a dark green jacket he had left on the chair and absently tightened his cravat. His wife hated anyone who was late for anything. She was not going to be very happy with him. Perhaps he should stop by the kitchen to get her a pastry, or pick a few flowers from the front garden, or even –  

“Your Grace?”

Henry faced the maid, a faint scowl on his face. “What do you need?” 

Looking away, she mumbled something under her breath he couldn’t quite hear. 

“What? What did you say? Speak up… er… Angela, is it?” he asked. Margaret had agreed to hire a bevy of new house staff one the condition that he learn all of their names. It was an unusual request, but one Henry was doing his best to adhere to. 

Angela fiddled with the stiff collar of her uniform as she said, “You asked me to keep an eye on the Duchess, Your Grace, especially if she went out unattended and… well...” 

“And what?” he said sharply. 

Angela’s eyes filled with tears. “She took out that mean stallion, Your Grace. The one you said none of us was to ever touch. Petey tried to stop her, but she wouldn’t listen and there was a deer that jumped plain out of no where and Lady Margaret fell –”

Henry did not wait for the maid to finish. Shoving past her, he sprinted for the stables.

 

The last thing Margaret remembered was asking Finnegan quite nicely for a canter. Then there had been a flash of brown, a fearful whinny, and she had woken up on the ground with a crowd of people hovering over her. 

“What happened?” she asked weakly. 

“That nasty beast spilled you off, he did!” said one of the new stable lads shrilly. Holding his cap in his hands he twisted it like he was ringing out an old rag. “It was a deer, m’lady. Spooked ‘em and you went through the air like a sack o’potatoes.”

Margaret rather felt like a sack of potatoes. Gingerly pulling herself into a sitting position, she probed at the source of the pounding in her head. When her fingers came away sticky with blood she paled, but refused to panic. Her body felt horribly sore, although nothing was broken since she could wiggle all of her extremities. If she came away from the fall with nothing more than a bump on the head then she would consider herself lucky indeed. “Petey, be a dear and go fetch a pale of cold water from the kitchen. Fresh and clean, if you please. And has anyone seen Finnegan? I don’t want him to run in the road. Poor thing, it wasn’t his fault. I believe a deer spook—”

“MARGARET? MARGARET! WHERE ARE YOU?” 

Oh dear. It was Henry and he didn’t sound at all pleased, which meant someone must have told him what had happened. Margaret narrowed her eyes at the servants hovering over her and they all had the good grace to look the other way. “Cowards,” she muttered under her breath.  

“Angela went to fetch the Master,” said one of the cook maids who had seen the fall happen from inside the kitchen. “It was her fault.” 

Hissing out a breath in frustration, Margaret waved her hand. “Get on, the lot of you, unless you want to be yelled at as well.” 

They scurried away like mice, leaving Margaret to face her irate husband alone. Grimacing, she tried to stand but dizziness overtook her and she decided the grass was not such a bad place to sit after all. Crossing her legs at the ankle and resting her hands behind her, Margaret waited for Henry to reach her. It was not a long wait. 

He came charging around the side of the barn like a bull, his hands clenched into fists and his nostrils flared. She could tell the instant he spotted her because his upper lip curled into a snarl of rage and he quickened his step until he came to a halt directly in front of her and just stood there, jaw clenched, eyes narrowed to angry green slits. Waiting.  

“Hello,” she said meekly. 

Silence. 

“I waited for you in the parlor for over an hour, you know. It is quite rude to keep someone waiting. They get ideas in their head, ideas they can’t help,” she said defensively, shading her eyes against the sun with the side of her hand so she could see him clearly. 

Silence. 

“Everything would have been fine if the deer hadn’t jumped out of the brush. It caught us both by surprise, you see, and Finnegan didn’t intend any harm.” 

Without saying a word Henry spun on his heel and started walking away towards the stables. Alarmed, Margaret scrambled to her feet and hobbled after him, calling out his name, but he ignored her. Halfway to the barn he abruptly changed directions. As he stalked past her going the other way Margaret reached out and grabbed the sleeve of his jacket. 

“Wait,” she cried. “Where are you going?” 

“To get a gun,” he bit out, wrenching free of her grasp. 

“To – to shoot me for riding Finnegan?” she asked incredulously. 

“No, to shoot the damn horse.” 

“Henry,” she gasped. “I told you it wasn’t his fault. It was mine, for riding him in the first place. I never should have –”

“No, you should not have!” he shouted, whirling around to face her. “But you did, because you are you and you cannot help yourself. Well, I will not have it, do you hear me?”

“You will not have what?” Margaret asked, utterly bewildered. 

“I will not have you risking your bloody life!” In two strides he had crossed the distance that separated them and taken her by the arms. He gave her two quick shakes, and she felt her head spin, but it was nothing compared to the flips her heart was doing. “When that maid came to tell me you had fallen off I thought –”

“What maid?” Margaret interrupted. 

“What?” 

“What maid, Henry? Her name, if you would.” 

His jaw clenched. “For the love of – Angela, her name was Angela!” 

“Very good.” Margaret nodded. “You may continue.” 

“So help me God I am going to kill you,” he vowed darkly. 

“No,” said Margaret, suppressing a smile. “You’re not. Now do go on with why you think shooting your horse is a good idea. First, however, may we sit down? I am feeling quite dizzy.”  

Henry did not hear her. Reaching out, he gently touched the side of her temple and stared at his fingers when they came away stained with blood. “You’re bleeding,” he said dumbly. 

“Yes,” she agreed. “But it is nothing to worry about.”

“You’re bleeding,” he repeated. 

Margaret reached out and clasped his hand. “Yes, dear, you have said that already. It’s just a little scratch, I think I may have hit the side of the stirrup iron when I fell and it really is nothing to worry –”

“HASTINGS!” Henry roared, so loud that Margaret winced. “HASTINGS, GET OUT HERE THIS INSTANT! CALL THE DOCTOR!”

Margaret rolled her eyes. “Henry, I have to say you are over reacting just a tad. I have fallen off a horse before I do not doubt I will do it again. If you would simply calm down we –”

“And you,” he said, cutting her off. “You – you should be laying down! In a bed!” Ignoring her protests, he scooped her up in his arms and marched her inside, up the stairs, and into the master bedroom. 

“You’ve gone mad,” she gasped as he tucked her under the covers, surrounded her head with pillows, and ordered her not to move a single muscle until the doctor arrived. Ignoring him, Margaret threw the blankets off and sat up, her blue eyes flashing dangerously. “Henry, this is ridiculous! I know you are upset that I rode Finnegan without your permission and I truly am sorry, but going on like this is not going to help anyone.”

Head bent and arms held rigidly behind his back, Henry turned away from the window where he had been watching for the doctor’s carriage and fixed Margaret with a glare so furious it had her hastily laying flat on her back as ordered and pulling the covers up to her chin. 

“Henry,” she tried again after a few minutes of strained silence. “I really am fine. A nick on my head and a few bumps and bruises here and there. If you would just let me take a hot bath I am certain I will feel better in no –”

“YOU COULD HAVE BEEN KILLED!” he shouted.

Stunned, Margaret dropped the covers. “Oh Henry, no,” she said as understanding finally dawned. Henry wasn’t angry because she had ridden Finnegan. He was angry because he was afraid of losing her. A sense of cozy warmth started in Margaret’s chest and slipped all the way down to her toes. She smiled, which only served to provoke Henry’s anger to a fever pitch. 

“You little idiot,” he snarled. “You could have broken every bone in your body.”

“Would that have upset you?” she asked tentatively. 

Henry gaped at her. “Would that have – of COURSE that would have upset me! You’re my damn wife and I – you’re my wife, Margaret, and I forbid you to risk your life anymore. Do you hear me? I forbid it!” His eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Why are you smiling? It’s your head injury. You must be concussed. Bloody hell, where is that worthless doctor? HASTINGS! HASTINGS, GET UP HERE RIGHT NOW!”

 

When the doctor finally arrived he prescribed Margaret laudanum and two weeks bed rest. She refused the laudanum and agreed to three days of bed rest, which the doctor consented to on the condition he never be called again to deal with “that woman”. 

Henry, who had watched the two argue from the corner of the bedroom, made no move to intervene on behalf the doctor. He simply put laudanum in Margaret’s tea after the doctor left and held her hand while she drifted off to sleep. 

“Henry?” she said, her eyes already closed and her breathing quiet and steady. 

“Yes darling?” 

“You won’t… really shoot… Finn?”

Leaning close, he placed a gentle kiss on her forehead, just below the bandage the doctor had applied. “No, I won’t,” he said. 

A troubled line appeared between her eyebrows. “You promise?” she whispered. 

“Yes,” he said, only slightly exasperated that his wife was fighting off the effects of the laudanum just so she could make sure the horse who had thrown her was safe. “I was only speaking in anger. But you are never to scare me like that again, do you hear me Margaret?”

Her lips curved. “Not because of my dowry,” she said.

The words made little sense to Henry, which meant the laudanum was finally taking effect. “Not because of your dowry,” he agreed. 

“Henry?” 

“Go to sleep Margaret,” he said firmly. “I will still be here in the morning.” 

 “You will?” 

“I will stay here all night,” he said. It seemed to be the reassurance she needed, for with a little sigh she finally fell asleep and Henry, as promised, remained by her side until morning. 






 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN



 

By the third day of bed rest Margaret was ready to murder someone. She would prefer it to be her husband, but really anyone would do the trick. Hastings, who watched her like a hawk and sounded the alarm if she even looked at the door. Angela, the poor dear, who burst into tears whenever she came into the room to change the linens. Even Petey the stable boy had managed to raise her ire without stepping foot in the bedroom. She had been forced to watch out the window, hands clenched into fists of frustration, as he led her beloved Poppy straight out to the field without allowing her eat even a nibble from the lawn.

 For a woman who was used to doing everything for herself, being forced to remain in one place and be waited on hand and foot was absolute torture. Unfortunately, no one else seemed to see it that way. They actually had the nerve to say she was the difficult one! Margaret’s lip curled in disgust as she set aside the book she had been trying in vain to read for the past two days. If she didn’t get out of this room soon she would not be responsible for her actions. 

Hearing the door knob turn, she looked up from her chair expectantly, only to scowl when she saw who it was and snatch her book back up. 

“How are you feeling today?” Henry asked pleasantly. 

He was, Margaret saw as she peeked over the top of the book, dressed in his finest riding clothes. Fawn colored breeches hugged his legs in all the right places and a scarlet jacket tailor fit to his muscular frame was buttoned to the throat. Even his tall leather boots had been polished to a sheen, which immediately aroused Margaret’s suspicion. Closing the book with a snap, she said dourly, “And just where are you going today? Fox hunting?”

“Quite right,” he said, grinning broadly. 

Margaret’s mouth dropped open. “You wouldn’t. Oh, take me with you. I feel perfectly fine,” she pleaded. “Better than fine. If I remain locked in this room a second longer I shall go positively mad!”

Henry walked past her to perch on the edge of the bed. Arms crossed, he began to tap his heel against the floor. “Per the doctor’s orders—”

“Stuff the doctor’s orders!”

He raised one eyebrow. “—your bed rest officially ended this morning.” 

“I always thought he was a dear, dear man.”

Henry’s grin widened, but he was wise enough not to laugh. “I need to go to London for a fortnight. I was going to ask if you would like to accompany me.” 

Had Henry asked her to go to London last week she would have heartily declined, but after three days of doing nothing save staring at the ceiling a visit to the city sounded absolutely divine. “I’ll go,” she decided at once. “When do we leave?” 

“As soon as you are ready.”

 Margaret glanced down at her plain blue dress and frowned. “I shall need to change and to pack.”

Henry stood. Crossing the room, he gently kissed her cheek, something he had been doing on a regular basis since she had woken up the morning after her accident. “You look beautiful just as you are,” he murmured. “And I had Angela ready your things last night.” 

“L-last night?” said Margaret, hoping he wouldn’t notice the quiet hitch in her voice. It quite undid her when he paid her compliments out of the blue or touched her lightly, as he was doing now, running his fingers through her hair without even seeming to realize it. Something had shifted between them in the past few days, something Margaret could not define, but definitely liked. 

Henry was… warmer, she decided. Softer. Kinder. He had treated her like a queen during her bed rest, flowering her with so many gifts (many of the chocolate variety) that she had started turning them away, protesting that she would get too fat, to which he had replied she was perfect no matter what. 

She should have been over the moon with happiness. After all, it was not every day one’s husband was so loving and attentive. And yet… And yet like a puzzle not quite complete, there was a piece missing. It was not a piece she could name or describe. It was simply something she felt. 

“Margaret, are you ready then?” Henry asked, interrupting her thoughts.  

Pasting a smile on her face, she nodded and pushed herself to her feet. “Yes. Quite ready.”

“Are you all right?” he asked, studying her closely. “You seem a bit… off. If you are not feeling well I can postpone the trip. Go next week when you are feeling better. Let me just ring Hastings and tell him to send the carriage away.” 

“No, no,” she protested, placing a hand on his chest. “I am fine. I promise.”

Henry frowned. “If you’re sure…” 

“Quite sure,” she said brightly. 

Still not looking entirely convinced, Henry wordlessly extended his arm. She took it and together they went to the waiting carriage outside. 

 

For the first week in London it rained unmercifully. Henry could tell by Margaret’s glum expression that being stuck inside their townhouse was driving her crazy, but she did her best not to complain, and he did his best to keep her distracted with games of chess and reading in front of the fireplace well into the night. 

He had not told her the real reason he had decided to come to London: to track down Peterson. About a month ago the accountant had disappeared into thin air. Henry had hired the best detectives money could buy and when they had come up with no leads he had decided to attend to the matter himself. 

Three dead ends later he was almost ready to admit it had been plain arrogance that had made him think he would be able to succeed where trained detectives had failed. Like a weasel gone to ground Peterson was truly gone; whether he even remained in London was yet to be determined, but something in Henry’s gut told him he was still out there… somewhere. 

Pulling his watch out of his vest pocket he glanced down at the time. A quarter past ten. He sighed and stretched out the stiff muscles in his neck and shoulders. Another day gone with no answers. Another night to spend alone.

He had foolishly hoped that a change in scenery would be the spark he and Margaret needed to ignite the flames of desire that had been licking at their heels. Yet every evening she wished him good night as she always had and made a point of going to her own private bedroom and locking the door behind her, shutting him out until morning came and they began the entire bloody dance over again. 

It infuriated him to no end to hear that tumbler click into place night after night. Did she honestly think he would force himself upon her? He had considered breaking down the door just to prove that he could, but had ultimately decided that would serve no purpose save to incite her anger, something which he definitely did not want to do. His wife was terrifying when she was angry, but damn it all to hell he was tired of on walking on egg shells in his own bloody house. 

His thoughts troubled and his mood dark, Henry shoved away from his desk and stalked up the stairs. Before he quite knew what he was doing he had stopped in front of her door and was pounding against it with a raised fist, loud enough to wake the dead. He heard the mattress squeak and then the patter of bare feet. The lock clicked and turned. The door opened. 

“Henry?” said Margaret, her face registering her shock. “Is everything all right? What are you doing?” 

He took in the rumpled waves of fiery hair that spilled across her shoulders and the soft clinginess of her ivory nightgown. With a low growl he pushed his way past her and shut the door behind him, plunging the room into darkness. 

“What in the world?” Margaret exclaimed. “Henry what is going on? Why are you – oomph!”  

He silenced her with a kiss. Even without light to guide him he knew where she was purely by touch. He pulled her hard against him, wrapping one arm around her waist while the other held the delicate curve of her jaw as if it were made of glass. Dimly he felt her tiny fists striking at his chest and her bare feet kicking at his shins. With a savage oath he drew back, his breathing heavy, his body aroused beyond measure. 

“Have you gone insane?” Margaret hissed.

His reply was a bitter laugh. “I went insane ages ago. Every second, every hour, every night spent without being inside of you is one wasted.” He heard her little gasp of surprise at his lewdness but he plunged recklessly forward, no longer caring about the consequences for they could be no worse than the hell he was already enduring. “I want to be with you as a man is with a woman, Margaret. I want to feel your naked skin slick against mine. I want to touch you in all the places you secretly desire to be touched. I want you writhing beneath me, gasping my name as you come.”  

“Well,” Margaret said after a long pause, her voice shaky but determined. “You only had to say so.”

Henry felt as though he just had been kicked in the solar plexus. Blindly he reached for her and together they tumbled onto the bed. Their lips met, their tongues entwined. He drank her in as his hands explored her body, slipping easily beneath the hem of her nightgown to explore her flushed skin. 

Margaret moaned, her head thrashing side to side as his thumb flicked across her nipple. When he pinched the sensitive nub she cried out and arched against him, grinding her hips against his hips, her slender thighs against his thighs. 

“Lift your arms,” he panted and when she did he ripped her nightgown off with a savage growl. It floated to the floor and was soon covered by his shirt and trousers. Both naked they rolled across the bed, he on top and then she, neither willing to give up control. 

His fingers tangled in her hair and pulled back, exposing the slim column of her throat. He suckled eagerly, working his way down until his mouth settled with ravenous hunger over her breast and his tongue swathed her nipple in lingering circles that had her purring with pleasure. 

Agile as a cat she rolled to the side and then crawled on top of him, hitching her long legs on either side of his hips, letting her hair rain down across his chest as she took her turn. He groaned as her nails raked down his chest, and exhaled with pleasure as she soothed the scratches with her tongue. 

Henry’s body was on fire and every thought was of her. Her touch burned him from the inside out, making him yearn for something he could not name, something he had never felt before. Grasping her shoulders he flipped her beneath him once again. His fingers dipped, danced, and explored the heart of her heat. She writhed in ecstasy as he coaxed her higher, then higher still, until on a quiet sigh she came into his hand.

His arms braced on either side of her head as he entered her gently, distracting her from the inevitable pain with soft murmurs and gentle, teasing kisses. She quivered beneath him, her body taut as a bow, her eyes closed tight. 

“Margaret, look at me,” he demanded, his voice rough with need and the effort it was taking to hold himself back. 

Her eyes opened. She gazed up at him, her blue eyes swirling with unsaid emotion and he found himself drowning in their depths, succumbing to her as a sailor would a siren. She whispered his name and he was lost. 

Henry slid in to the hilt and she gasped but did not cry out. Her nails clung to his back, digging furrows that he did not feel; could not feel above the waves crashing against his body, pounding into him with the force of a tempest.

One thrust. Two, three. Together they hovered on the brink of the cliff and with each other’s names on their lips they hurtled blindly over the edge.   






 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT



 

The next morning Josephine and Grace came to call. Margaret met them at the front door and immediately ushered them into the sitting parlor where they spread out amidst the tidy furniture and all began speaking at once. 

“When did you get to London –” 

“Where is Henry and why do you –”

“Are you going to Lady Devonshire’s ball –”

They burst out laughing. Josephine recovered first. Unlacing her hat and setting it down beside her, she leaned forward and said, “You go first, Margaret. And do start with the reason why you are practically glowing from head to toe.”

“I am not glowing,” Margaret said. 

Grace tilted her head and studied her friend through narrowed eyes. “There is definitely some sort of glow,” she decided after a pause. “Look Josie! She’s blushing. You’re blushing.”

“Only because it is quite warm in here,” Margaret said defensively. Jumping out of her seat she went to a mahogany chest in the corner of the room and selected a fan from one of the drawers. Expanding it, she began to wave her face vigorously, sending loose curls fluttering back to form a red halo around her head. 

“This would not have anything to do with a certain husband of yours, would it?” asked Josephine, arching one eyebrow. 

Margaret scowled. Had she known her friends had planned on putting her through an inquisition she never would have invited them over for morning tea. Sitting next to Grace – the lesser of two evils, as far as she was concerned – she snapped her fan shut and fixed Josephine with a hard stare. “If you must know, gossiping old biddy that you are, my imagined ‘glow’, as you put so eloquently put it, may have something to do with a certain husband of mine. But that is all I am going to tell you about that,” she said primly.

“Oh pooh.” Josephine waved her hand in the air. “You are no fun at all. What about you Grace? Are you glowing?” 

“Me?” The youngest woman exclaimed in surprise. “I’m not even married yet!”

“That certainly didn’t stop me,” said Josephine.

“Then or now,” Margaret said pointedly.

Josephine lifted her shoulders in a careless shrug. “Yes, well, not all of us are in love with our husbands.” 

“How do you know I am in love with Henry?” asked Margaret curiously. Was it that obvious? Color stole into her cheeks as she recalled the events of last night… And this morning… And again after breakfast. When she had learned Grace and Josephine were not only in London, but were coming to call, it had taken a whirlwind of maids to make her presentable. Even now her skin felt flushed and damp beneath her undergarments, and no amount of powder had been able to fully disguise the faint bruises around her throat courtesy of Henry’s roaming lips. A high necked gown had fixed the problem, but Josephine’s knowing gaze revealed she knew exactly why Margaret had chosen that particular gown to wear for their visit.  

“Darling, it is written all over your face. I am happy for you, truly I am, but you must know that loving one’s husband is the exception in marriages like ours, not the rule.”  

Grace sat up a little straighter and frowned. “I love Stephen,” she said. “And we are going to be married.”

“Don’t remind me,” Josephine muttered.

Sensing an impending battle, Margaret hurriedly rang the bell to signal for tea. It came out on a silver platter and was poured into matching blue and white porcelain cups. The women sipped delicately, giving their thoughts time to settle, and when they began talking again the topic of Grace’s impending marriage was wisely put by the wayside.   

“So where is your delightful husband?” Josephine asked as she stirred another lump of sugar into her tea. 

“He left this morning to attend to some business. An accountant of his has been stealing money for quite some time, and –”

“Oh is that why he ran off with your dowry?” Grace interrupted, her dark eyebrows rising.

“Yes, exactly so.”

“A good excuse as any, I suppose,” said Josephine. 

“Has anyone heard from Catherine lately?” Margaret asked, smoothly changing the subject. 

“I have!” said Grace. “I received a letter from her just yesterday. She and Marcus have decided to stay in the country with the children for the Season.” 

Josephine set her cup down with a sharp clink. “Stay in the country?” she repeated, visibly horrified. “For the entire Season? They’re not coming to London at all?” 

“Not at all,” Grace confirmed. 

“How lovely for them,” said Margaret. She and Henry had already discussed when they would be leaving the city. Their social standing obligated them to attend at least one ball, but after that they were returning to Heathridge with all due haste. London had never held the same allure for Margaret as it had for her friends and Henry had no preference one way or the other. He would go, he had told her this morning as they lay curled in each other’s arms, where ever she went. It was ironic, really. At the beginning of the summer she would have given anything to leave Heathridge and now she wanted nothing more than to go back. Raising her cup to her lips she attempted to hide her smile. Unfortunately, Josephine was not easily fooled. 

Fixing her with a piercing stare, the blond haired beauty said, “You’re going to remain in London, aren’t you Margaret? The Season is less than two months away! Not worth going back to the country only to turn round again, if you ask me.” 

“I am sorry,” she said apologetically. “But Henry and I have decided to return to Heathridge at the end of the week.” 

Uttering a long, dramatic sigh Josephine flopped back on the loveseat and threw her arms wide. “You are all deserting me,” she complained. 

“I will be here for the Season,” said Grace, looking only slightly put out that she had been forgotten. “Although I imagine most of my time will be spent with Stephen. He does so love taking carriage rides through the park and last week we went on a picnic – with Mother, of course – in the sweetest little town not far outside the city. And the week before that –”

“Please,” Josephine interjected dryly, “spare me the details of your perfect courtship. If I have told you once, Grace, I have told you a thousand times: Lord Melbourne is not a suitable match for you. He is opinionated, arrogant, hard headed, and just… just… Well, if you must know, he is simply too old for you!” 

“Oh dear,” Margaret murmured.

Grace’s blue eyes widened. “What did you say?” she breathed.

“I said your intended is opinionated, arrogant, hard – ”

“Well at least he loves me!” Grace cried. The second the words were out of her mouth her cheeks went pale and she was instantly contrite. “Josie, I am so sorry. I did not mean to imply that – ”

“That my husband does not love me?” Josephine finished. Smiling tightly, she got to her feet as well and began to retie her hat. “Not to worry, dear. I don’t love him either. Margaret, I am afraid I am going to have to take my leave now. I suddenly find I am not feeling well.” 

Looking back and forth between Grace, who looked on the verge of tears, and Josephine, who looked murderous, Margaret decided that tea was very much at an end. “Not to worry,” she said with forced brightness. “As I said, I will be in London until the end of the week. That gives us five more days to catch up.” 

Josephine nodded, feigned a smile, and marched out without looking back. Distraught, Grace turned to Margaret. 

“Do you think she hates me?” she asked miserably.

“Of course not,” Margaret soothed. “She is merely upset. You know how she gets. By tomorrow she will have forgotten this even happened.” 

“Really?” Grace sniffed. 

“Really,” said Margaret. “Now I hate to rush you along, but I am expecting Henry to return any moment and…” she trailed off, not quite sure how to finish that particular sentence. 

“And you want to be alone,” said Grace. “I quite understand. I wish I could be alone with Stephen, but Mother is always there.” 

“Yes, well, soon enough I suppose.” 

“Soon enough,” Grace agreed before she said, after a hesitant pause, “I do love him, you know, even if he isn’t perfect.” 

A smile tugged at the corners of Margaret’s mouth as she rose to see her friend out. “None of them are, dear.” 

“But you are happy with Henry now?” 

“Over the moon,” she confirmed. 

The two women embraced, kissed each other’s cheeks, and parted ways after promising to meet tomorrow afternoon for lunch.       

 

Later that day…

 

Margaret rolled over onto her stomach. Trailing her fingertips across Henry’s chest, she began to circle one nipple, watching in fascination as the rosy skin puckered and hardened. She could tell by the unnatural flatness of his stomach that he was holding his breath, and with a low chuckle she flung herself backwards to stare up at the ceiling. Her unbound hair cascaded down her bare shoulders in waves and she felt a gentle tug as Henry wound a lock around his hand. He had come home two hours ago and they had not been out of bed since. 

“Henry?” she said hesitantly. 

“Hmmm?” 

“Why did you marry me?” Margaret could feel every muscle in her body tense as she waited for his reply. How long, she wondered, had she been desperately yearning to ask that question? For months it had hovered on the tip of her tongue, there but not there, the last wall between them. 

Henry did not hesitate before he said, “For your money, of course.” Rolling over onto his side he gazed down at her, his eyes lingering on the sheet that barely covered the tips of her breasts before sliding back up to her face. “Why did you marry me?”

“Because my mother wanted me to marry a Duke,” she admitted candidly. 

The hint of a smile tugged at Henry’s mouth. “And do you always do what your mother tells you?” he whispered huskily as he leaned forward to kiss her exposed shoulder. 

“No, not always but in this case – Henry, stop that! This is a serious discussion.” 

With a sigh he lifted his head and slipped his hand out from under the sheet. “What is a serious discussion? What the devil are you going on about?” he asked.

“The reason why we married each other,” Margaret said. 

“I thought I explained that quite thoroughly, love. I married you for your dowry.”

“Yes I know that,” she replied. “But why me?” 

Henry frowned. “Is this a trick question?”

She shook her head. 

“Very well. I married you because you seemed sweet and gentle and kind. The perfect wife to manage a household and take care of my children” he said, watching her closely.

“But I am none of those things!” Margaret cried, suddenly feeling perilously close to tears. 

“Exactly. I married you for the woman I thought you were, but I love you for the woman you are.” 

“You… you love me?” she sniffed. 

“Well of course I bloody love you, I – Margaret, are you crying?” 

She covered her face with her hands and turned away from him. “No,” she said, her voice muffled. Henry loved her. Through her tears she smiled, and she smiled all the more brightly when she felt his arm snake around her ribs to pull her snugly against him. 

“You silly goose,” he said fondly, nuzzling her hair. “I have loved you since the day you threw a plate at my head.” 

A watery laugh escaped her lips. “You liar,” she accused, poking him with her elbow for good measure.

“Well, perhaps I did not know I loved you at that precise moment... But I did. We married each other for all the wrong reasons, Maggie mine. Yet how can that matter when we love each other for all the right ones? Come here,” he said gruffly and she squealed as he rolled her over the top of his body before pinning her beneath him. “There,” he said, grinning wolfishly down at her. “I have you exactly where I want you. There shall be no escaping me now, Lady Winter.”

Looking up at her husband, seeing the love in his eyes that matched the love she felt in her heart, Margaret could think of only one thing to say. “Why would I want to?”    

 

 

  

   






 

 

EPILOGUE



 

 

For her second wedding, the bride wore blue. The dress floated down her body in a cascade of soft silk and chiffon as she walked across rose petals towards her husband. He took her hands when she reached him and raised them to his lips, giving one kiss for each finger while the bride blushed and tried not to roll her eyes at the silliness of it all. 

“They look perfect together, don’t they?” Catherine said fondly. Standing only a few yards away from where Margaret and Henry were repeating their vows for the second time, she leaned against her husband and he automatically curved one arm around her waist to draw her snug against his side.

“Perfect,” Marcus agreed before he asked, “And whose idea was it to renew their vows?”  

“It was Henry’s idea to have another ceremony where he wasn’t foxed to the gills, although Margaret was the one who wanted to have it outside. Something about talking to a sheep,” said Josephine from behind him. Edging closer, the blond cast one pointed glare behind her to where her own husband was standing. The unspoken message was clear: stay there. Inclining his chin and offering a small, tight smile, Traverson melted back into the small crowd of wedding guests and Josephine breathed a quiet sigh of relief. 

Despite having been married for nearly two years, she rarely appeared at social functions with Traverson. Today it had been unavoidable as both of them had been invited to Heathridge and the last thing in the world Josephine wanted to do was disappoint Margaret. Still, it was just so terribly awkward to be in the same room (or, as the case was today, in the same field) as her husband. For once she didn’t know exactly what to do or what to say. She could feel Traverson’s eyes on her, but every time she glanced surreptitiously over her shoulder he was looking somewhere else. The sky. The treeline. The roof of the estate just barely visible on the other side of the hill. The man had the attention span of a flea. His head was always in the clouds, thinking of new ideas and new inventions. It was but one of the many reasons their marriage had been doomed from the start. 

“Oh look, they are about to kiss,” Catherine sighed, drawing Josephine’s attention back to the top of the hill.

She watched, a smile blossoming across her face, as Margaret stood on her tip toes, threw her arms around Henry’s neck, and kissed her husband with wild abandon. The guests clapped politely, while Josephine and Catherine hooted their delight.

“Where is Grace?” Catherine hissed when the well wishing quieted to a pleasant hum of voices and the wedding party prepared to move down to the estate where large tents had been set up for dining and dancing.

Only now realizing their friend was conspicuously absent, Josephine did a quick search of the crowd. Many of the faces were familiar – only close friends and family had been invited to the intimate affair – but Grace’s was not among them. 

“She was here earlier,” Catherine said, puzzled. “I saw her with Lord Melbourne.”  

At the mere mention of Grace’s fiancée Josephine’s mouth pinched together and her eyes narrowed. “No doubt he made her miss the ceremony,” she predicted darkly. 

Catherine clucked her tongue and hid a smile behind her hand. It was no secret that Josephine despised Grace’s intended. She had warmed up to the man herself and secretly thought he was a perfect match for Grace, although she would never dare say so aloud in Josephine’s presence.

Josephine had quite made up her mind that the two did not suit and was determined to break them apart before their wedding. So far she had had little success, partly because Grace was so head over heels in love with her fiancé that she was oblivious to everything else and partly because Lord Melbourne was surprisingly protective of his young bride-to-be. Twice he had thwarted Josephine’s ill-disguised attempts to draw them apart. Catherine could only hope there would not be a third.

“Perhaps she was merely hungry and went down for the estate for a bite to eat,” she suggested.

“Perhaps,” said Josephine grudgingly. 

“Shall we, ladies?” Marcus interrupted. Extending one arm to his wife and the other to Josephine, he escorted them down the hill to the first tent where ten round tables of varying size had been set up. Candles flickering merrily atop the white linen table cloths and vases filled with wildflowers gave everything a soft, rosy glow. Marcus plucked a daisy from one of the bouquets and slipped it behind his wife’s ear. Catherine laid her palm upon his chest and smiled up at him, lost in his gray eyes. From beside them came a quiet murmur as Josephine cleared her throat before she mumbled something about finding Grace and scurried off.  

Her smile fading, Catherine watched her friend walk briskly away. “Do you think she will ever be happy?” she asked her husband sadly. 

“She seems happy enough,” said Marcus, a bit surprised by the question. 

“No,” said Catherine, shaking her head. “She cannot be happy until she finds true love.”

“Isn’t she married?” he asked.

“Yes, to Lord Gates. It was an arranged marriage, though. I do not believe either of them wanted it.”

Marcus’ eyebrows drew together. “Lord Gates… The Earl of Farley? I have been on a few hunts with him. He is hopeless on a horse, but seems like a pleasant enough chap. I had no idea they were married. If that is the case then why is Josephine always with other –”

Catherine pressed her finger to his lips, effectively cutting him off. “Not another word,” she ordered sternly. Even though it was well known by everyone in the Ton that Josephine had slept outside her marriage bed on more then one occasion, Catherine would not allow her husband to spread such gossip. She did not approve of her friend’s well publicized affairs, although she certainly understood the reason behind them, having once been accused of such lascivious behavior herself. Years of loneliness would drive a person to almost anything, she imagined. It was simply bad luck that the person happened to be Josephine.

“I believe they are doing the toast,” said Marcus, eager to change the subject. 

“Oh dear, have you seen Grace? Josephine and I were looking for her earlier. I know she wouldn’t want to miss this,” said Catherine worriedly. 

“Lord Melbourne took her to the stables half an hour ago to show her a horse Margaret said she could ride without falling off. Pretty or Poppy or something of that nature.” Marcus’ lips curved wickedly as he winked at his wife. “I simply cannot imagine what they might be doing.”

“Oh!” Catherine exclaimed, her cheeks turning pink. “Is that all you think about?” 

“Most of the time,” he admitted. “Go on, go find her. I will stall the toast until you get back.”

“Did you see what direction Josephine went?” she asked over her shoulder. 

“That way,” he said, gesturing vaguely towards the left.  

Following her husband’s direction, Catherine found Josephine at the desserts table, sampling an array of bright red strawberries. “Marcus said he saw Grace go to the stables. Will you come with me to get her?” 

“Of course,” said Josephine. Popping an entire strawberry in her mouth she followed Catherine out of the tent and down the stone drive that led to the barn. Slipping inside the double doors, the two women came up short at the sight that greeted them.

There, in the middle of the aisle, with her skirts hiked up to her knees and her white drawers on full display, sat Grace atop the largest horse Catherine had ever seen.

“Oh my goodness!” she gasped. 

“Grace, what in the world are you doing?” Josephine cried. Marching forward she went to snatch the reins out of Lord Melbourne’s hand, but he swept them behind his back before she could grab them, his expression formidable. 

“I am quite all right,” Grace chirped, unfazed by her friend’s strong reactions. “Stephen was simply teaching me how to ride on Poppy. Isn’t she marvelous? And so sweet tempered. Why, I hardly feel at all like I am going to fall.” 

“Get down this minute,” Josephine demanded. 

“You look lovely dear, but the toast is about to begin and you have missed the ceremony,” said Catherine gently.

“Oh rats,” Grace exclaimed. “It seems like I just got on. Was the wedding beautiful?” 

“Quite beautiful,” said Catherine.

“Did you cry?”

“No, I did not cry. Best to hurry, dear. Everyone will be waiting for us.”

Without a thought to her own safety, Grace swung her right leg over Poppy’s ample backside and launched herself towards the ground. Catherine shrieked. Josephine darted forward with her arms spread wide, intending to catch her friend, but she was knocked aside as Stephen – Lord Melbourne – leapt forward and caught his fiancée before she could fall. 

He held her briefly against his chest, whispered something in her ear that made her giggle, and set her down on her feet before striding out of the barn without looking back. 

“Oh,” said Grace, her eyes sparkling, “that was quite wonderful.”

“Wonderful? You could have been killed! Lord Melbourne should know better then to let you indulge in such dangerous activities,” Josephine scowled. 

“Posh,” said Grace. “He would never let me fall. Now where is this toast? I do not want to miss it. Do you think Margaret will be cross with me for missing her wedding?” 

“You attended the first one. Your obligation has been met,” said Catherine. 

Still rather irritated by the entire affair, Josephine sent her friends on their way, claiming she would be right behind them after she put Poppy away. The old draft went obligingly into her stall and she made certain to lock the door behind her before hurrying out of the barn, not wanting to miss a word of the toast. 

Halfway to the array of tents Josephine came to an abrupt halt as she saw she was not the only one who had strayed from the festivities. “What do you want?” she asked rudely.

“I was looking for you,” said her husband.

Not for the first time Josephine noted that Traverson had allowed his hair to grow out too long yet again. The unruly locks went a good two inches past his shoulders, a mix of blond and brown that never seemed to settle on one color. It gave him an unruly appearance, one that clashed with her neat chignon and demure yellow gown.

“Well you found me,” she said. 

“What were you doing out here?” he asked softly.

Josephine drew in a sharp breath. “What do you think?” she asked. It was a suggestive response and one she shouldn’t have made, but she could not help herself where Traverson was concerned. If – just once – he stood up for himself and called her out on all of her despicable behavior they might actually have a chance of clearing the air and setting their problems aside, but no. He was a man who liked to pretend nothing was amiss. A man who avoided confrontation at all cost. He was a dreamer, she thought bitterly. A dreamer who never remembered to include her in his dreams.

Something flickered in the depths of his cool gray eyes. Something unfamiliar. Something dark. But it was gone before it had time to take hold, leaving Traverson with his regular expression of faint puzzlement. “Would you like to me to escort you back to the tents?” he asked politely. 

“By all means,” Josephine bit out. Holding out her arm she barely waited for his fingers to close around it before she marched back to the reception, towing him behind her like a rag doll. They reached the first tent just as Henry was standing with his glass held aloft and stopped at the back so as not to attract attention. 

“I would like to thank all of you, family and friends, for attending this special day,” Henry began, his clear, baritone voice ringing out across the crowd. “As all of you know this is not the first time I walked down the aisle, but it is the first time I was able to stand upright.”

A few people snickered, as everyone in attendance remembered the debacle of the first wedding. Seated to the right of her husband Margaret merely smiled, her eyes shining with pride.

When Henry had first approached her with the idea of having another wedding, she had thought the notion utterly ridiculous. A good memory could not replace a bad one, she had told him, but now, surrounded by family and friends, she knew when she thought of her wedding it would be of this. And when she thought of her vows it would be of saying them to a man she truly loved, and one who loved her just as much. And when she thought of her wedding night… Margaret’s lips curved. Well, it would certainly be more memorable than the first.

“…never thought I would find true happiness,” Henry continued. “When I had it right in front of me the entire time. Maggie, you light up my life. Inside and out you make me a better man.” His voice dropped to a husky whisper and everyone strained forward out of their seats, their faces rapt with anticipation, but only Margaret heard what he said next. “I will love you forever and a day, my darling.”

“Forever and a day,” she murmured. 

And so it was.       

 








 

 

If you enjoyed Margaret and Henry’s love story, make sure to check out Josephine and Traverson’s in: 

 

A LASIVIOUS LADY

 

The third novella in the Wedded Women Quartet, coming to Amazon in August! 
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