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			A scoundrel of the ton...

			Her knight in shining armor?

			Katherine Wilder will do anything to escape her forced marriage, even ask Brandt Radcliffe to kidnap her! Only she doesn’t expect a man so disreputable to say no! With her father now desperate to marry her off to line his own pockets, widower Brandt has become her reluctant protector—and it seems the only way he can do that is to marry her himself...!

			“A perfect pleasant Regency.”
—RT Book Reviews on Married for His Convenience 

			“Witty, well-researched and emotionally gripping.”
—Goodreads on No Conventional Miss
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			Prologue

			Her fingers touched the pins which impaled each fragile butterfly. She felt the cold hardness, contrasting with the spread-eagled insect wings, delicate as gossamer.

			The air smelled of dust, laden with a cloying sweetness. Despite her lack of sight, Beth could feel the Duke’s gaze on her. Goose pimples prickled on her neck and she shivered even though the chamber was warm from the crackling fire.

			‘Ren?’ she called.

			‘Your friend is in the other room, looking at the tiger I shot. An artistic boy, it would seem?’

			He stepped closer. ‘So, do you like the butterflies?’

			She could smell his breath, a mix of alcohol, tobacco and that odd sweetness.

			‘I find them sad.’

			‘That is because you cannot see,’ the Duke said. ‘If you could see, you would admire their beauty. I pin them when they are still alive. The colour of their wings stays so much brighter, I find.’

			She swallowed. Her throat felt dry. Her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth as if swollen, making words difficult to form.

			‘You are yourself very beautiful,’ he said. ‘An unusual beauty, a perfection that is so seldom seen in nature. Your face, your features have a perfect symmetry. That is why I like the butterflies.’

			She withdrew her hands from the display case, shifting abruptly and instinctively away. Stumbling, she felt a sharp corner strike her thigh.

			‘Do be careful.’ The Duke’s hand touched her arm.

			She felt the pressure of his fingers and the smell of his breath. She pulled her arms back, hugging them tight to her body.

			‘Ren!’ she called again.

			‘The walls are very thick here. It is nice to know that one’s residence is well built, don’t you think?’

			She felt her breath quicken as sweat dampened her palms.

			‘Beth?’

			Relief bubbled up in a weird mix of euphoria and panic as she heard Ren’s familiar step.

			‘That stuffed tiger is fantastic,’ he said. ‘I’d love to see one alive. Did you want to feel it?’ He paused. She heard him step to her. ‘Beth, are you sick?’

			She nodded and he grasped her hand, his touch warm and familiar.

			‘I—would—like—to—go—home.’ She forced the words out in a staccato rhythm, each syllable punctuated with a harsh gasp.

			‘Do return, any time you would like,’ the Duke said.

			She held tight to Ren’s hand as they exited the room and stepped down the stairs. They said nothing as they traversed the drive and then took the shortcut through the woods and back to the familiarity of Graham Hill.

			It was only as they sat in their favourite spot, leaning against the oak’s stout trunk with her hands touching the damp velvet moss, that her breathing slowed.

			‘Don’t let’s go there again,’ she said. ‘Ever.’

			‘What happened?’

			‘Nothing.’ This was true and yet she had felt more fearful than she ever had before. More fearful than the time she had fallen off the fence into the bull’s paddock. Or when she had got lost in the woods. Or when her horse had got spooked.

			‘He looks at you strangely.’

			‘Yes, I feel it.’

			‘We won’t go back,’ Ren agreed. ‘I thought he would have more animals. One tiger isn’t much.’

			‘And butterflies.’

			Ren stood. He could never stay still for long, unless he was painting. ‘Let’s forget about that creepy old place. We’ll not return, not for a hundred tigers. What should we do now—fishing, or should we see if Mrs Bridges has baked?’

			Beth sniffed. ‘I think I can smell fresh scones.’

			‘Your brother would say that is a scientific impossibility,’ Ren laughed.

			‘And yours would say we should check it out anyway.’

			He took her hand and she stood. Together they scrambled across the field towards Ren’s home. In the warm sunshine and with the promise of Mrs Bridges’s fresh baking, Beth forgot about the Duke and his butterflies.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Ten years later

			‘You should marry me.’

			‘What? Why?’ Beth gripped the couch’s worn velvet arms as though to ground herself in a world gone mad. Or perhaps she had misheard Ren’s stark statement.

			‘It is the best solution.’

			‘To what exactly? That you’ve been suffering from unrequited love during the ten years of your absence?’

			‘Of course not,’ Ren said, with typical bluntness.

			Beth felt almost reassured. At least he had not entirely taken leave of his senses.

			‘If it is because of Father’s death, you need not do so. Jamie and I will fare well enough.’

			‘Not if you marry the Duke, you won’t,’ Ren said.

			‘You heard?’ Beth felt her energy sap, her spine bending. Her breath was released in a muted exhalation.

			‘Bad news travels fast.’

			‘I have not... He asked me to marry him, but it would be the very last resort. If I could think of no other option.’

			‘It would be a catastrophe.’

			Did he think she did not know this? Even now, her stomach was a tight, hard knot of dread and too often she lay awake at night, clammy with sweat and fear.

			‘It would be better than debtors’ prison,’ she said tartly. ‘Anyhow, I hope to merely sell him the land.’

			‘I’d take prison. Besides, he’ll never buy the land. He wants the land and you.’

			‘I cannot see why Ayrebourne would want to marry a woman like me.’

			She heard Ren’s sharp intake of breath.

			‘As always you underestimate yourself,’ he muttered. ‘The Duke is a collector. He likes beautiful things. You are exquisitely beautiful.’

			‘I—’ She touched her hands to her face. People had always told her that she had an ephemeral, other-worldly beauty. Indeed, she had traced and retraced her features, pressing her fingers along her jawbone and the outline of her cheeks to find some difference between her own and the faces of others.

			She dropped her hands. ‘How did you learn about this anyway?’

			‘Jamie.’

			‘Jamie? You have seen Jamie already?’

			‘Not here. In London. Gambling.’ Ren spoke in a flat, even tone.

			‘Jamie gambling?’ Her hand tightened, reflexively balling the cloth of her dress in her fist. ‘I mean—he can’t—he hardly even socialises.’

			‘I found him at a gambling house. I removed him, of course, before much harm was done.’

			‘He hates London. When was he even in London?’

			‘Last weekend.’

			‘He said he was going to sell two horses at Horbury Mews.’

			‘Apparently, he took a less-than-direct route,’ Ren said.

			Beth’s thoughts whirled, bouncing around her mind, quick and panicked. It did not make sense. Jamie was so...so entirely different than Father. Where Father had been glib, Jamie spoke either in monosyllables or else was mired in pedantic detail and scientific hypothesis.

			‘But why? Why would he do that? He knows only too well the harm gambling can do.’

			‘I presume he hopes his facility with numbers will enable him to be more successful than your father.’

			‘Except his inability with people will make him more disastrous.’

			For a moment she was silent. Then she stood, rousing herself with a conscious effort, keeping her hand on the back of her chair to orientate herself. This was not Ren’s problem. She had not seen him for years and he had no need to make some heroic sacrifice for her or her family.

			‘Thank you for telling me about Jamie. I will speak to him,’ she said stiffly.

			‘Logic seldom wins against desperation.’

			‘He has no reason to be desperate.’

			‘He loves you and he loves this land. He’d hate to see you married to the Duke and he’d hate to sell as much as a blade of grass. He was cataloguing seeds when he was three.’

			‘Seven,’ she corrected. ‘He was cataloguing seeds when he was seven. But I will determine another solution.’

			‘I have presented you with another solution.’

			‘Marriage? To you?’

			‘I am not the devil incarnate, only a close relative.’

			She released the chair, taking the four steps to the window, as though physical distance might serve to clear her thoughts. She could feel his presence. Even without sight, she was aware of his height, the deep timbre of his voice, the smell of hay and soap, now tinged with tobacco. There was a disorienting mix of familiarity and new strangeness. He was both the boy she had once known and this stranger who had just now bounded back into her life.

			Beth wished she could touch his face. She wanted to read his features, as she would have done once without thought, an action as natural as breathing.

			‘You do not come here for ten years and now turn up with a—a marriage proposal. How would marriage even help? It would not enable us to pay off Father’s debt. I already suggested to your brother that he buy the land, but he is as poor as we are.’

			Ren laughed in a manner devoid of humour. ‘In contrast to my brother, I am a veritable Croesus. And you need not fear, I know you require independence and dislike the concept of marriage. This will be a marriage in name only.’

			‘But why?’ she asked, then flushed, turning. ‘I did not mean—I mean, why marry me? Could you not just buy the land or loan us the money if you are so rich and eager to save us?’

			She heard the rustle of cloth as though Ren had shrugged and could almost feel his lips curl in a derisive smile. ‘It would provide you with a guardian.’

			‘I do not need a guardian.’

			‘You are not yet twenty-one.’

			‘I have Jamie.’

			‘He is not yet twenty. Besides, he is no match for Ayrebourne. Marriage to me would make any marriage to the Duke impossible.’ He paused. ‘You were my best friend, you know.’

			Beth rubbed her fingers against the smooth finish of the painted sill, while leaning her forehead against the pane. Her eyes stung with the flood of memories: long afternoons beside the brook, winter walks with the snow crisply crunching under their feet and long tramps through whistling windy days in fall.

			‘Childhood friendship does not require this level of sacrifice. You and I haven’t spoken in years.’

			For a moment he did not respond, but when he did, something in his voice sent a nervous tingling through her body making her breath uneven.

			‘You know with us that doesn’t matter.’

			She felt it, that intangible connection, that closeness that was rooted in childhood, but it had also changed. She heard him shift. She heard his breath quicken.

			She bit her lip. ‘Why didn’t you write or come back or visit?’

			There was a pause. She heard his discomfort, the intake of his breath and the movement of his clothes.

			‘I couldn’t.’

			‘It doesn’t take much. You inhale and speak. You pick up a pen or...or hire a horse.’

			‘You’ll just have to believe me.’

			‘And now you expect me to marry you after all these years?’

			‘I expect nothing. I am merely offering a preferable alternative to the Duke,’ he said, his voice now hard and clipped.

			She shivered. Few things frightened her, but the Duke was one of them. Marriage to him would destroy her. Even if she avoided that and he agreed to buy the land, it was an unpleasant concept and would give him even more reason to linger in the village or woods. She rubbed her arms. Goose pimples prickled the skin. She hated the thought of him owning the land on her own doorstep. Already, she felt watched. And sometimes, as she walked through the woods, she’d smell that odd sweet fragrance that seemed to emanate from him.

			The Duke would use everything against her: her sex, her youth, her poverty, her sightless eyes, her wonderfully odd brother.

			Ren stepped closer to her. She felt his breath on her neck, his tall presence behind her and his hand on her own. Warmth filled her, which was both comfortable and uncomfortable. The urge for distance and separation lessened so that, for an impulsive, crazy moment, she wanted only to lean against him and to feel his strength.

			Ren was her friend. He had guided her over rivers and up steep hillsides.

			His hand stilled the nervous movement of her fingers against the sill. ‘You can trust me.’

			She nodded.

			‘Let me honour our childhood friendship.’

			‘We were good friends.’

			His grip tightened and she felt the warmth grow, a tingling energy snaking through her.

			‘The best. Don’t put yourself in that man’s power. Let me help,’ he said in a voice now oddly soft. ‘Don’t marry him.’

			‘I don’t have the option to be selective,’ she muttered.

			‘You do now.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Eighteen months later

			Beth strode towards the stable. As always, she counted her steps, tapping the path with her cane. She lifted her face to the sky, enjoying the warmth of the sun’s rays and the soft whisper of breeze. She enjoyed spring. She liked the smell of grass and earth. She liked the rustle of fresh leaves, so different from the dry, crisp wintery crack of bare branches. She liked that giddy, happy sense of renewal.

			Even better, she welcomed the ease of movement which came with drier weather. Country life at Allington was dreadfully dull.

			Worse than dull, it was lonely. Her beloved sister-in-law was dead. Jamie seldom conversed. Edmund had left. Ren never came. Her maid chattered of ribbons.

			For a fleeting second, she remembered childhood winters: walks with Ren, afternoons by the fire’s crackling heat in a room rich with the aroma of cinnamon toast. Sometimes Edmund would read while Ren painted and Jamie pored over a botanical thesis.

			Beth pushed the past away, recognising her brother’s footsteps on the rutted path. She lifted her hand in greeting.

			‘Field’s ready for planting,’ Jamie said without preamble, satisfaction lacing his tones.

			‘You are trying new crops this year?’

			‘New variety of beans. They will be hardier.’

			‘In Edmund’s fields as well as our own?’

			Jamie grunted assent. ‘As I doubt your husband plans to do so.’

			‘He’s in London,’ she said flatly. ‘Besides, Edmund left a manager in charge.’

			Edmund, or rather Lord Graham, was Ren’s brother. Her husband’s brother...husband. Even after eighteen months her mind stumbled over the word—it wasn’t surprising since she had likely conversed more with the village blacksmith, a man of guttural grunts and limited vocabulary, than her spouse.

			‘I am also trying a new variety of peas,’ Jamie said.

			She nodded. ‘By the way, do we have any surplus supplies? I went to the Duke’s estate yesterday. The people are starving so I asked Arnold to take grain.’

			She heard Jamie’s quick intake of breath. ‘You should not go there.’

			‘Arnold was with me. Besides, the Duke is away. He hasn’t visited me since I turned down his proposal.’

			‘One good thing about your marriage. But he has been at his estate on occasion. I also saw him on our own grounds once. Said his hound had strayed.’

			Beth felt a shiver of apprehension. Dampness prickled her palms and her lungs felt tight as if unable to properly inhale the air. She pushed the feeling away. ‘The important thing is to get his people food.’

			‘It is that bad?’

			‘Yes.’ Beth’s fingers tightened on her cane. Her jaw clenched at the thought of yesterday’s visit. She remembered a mother’s desperate effort to soothe her hungry child. She’d held his hands and felt the thin boniness of his tiny fingers pressed into her palm like twigs devoid of flesh. ‘The Duke’s treatment of his tenants has worsened. I worry that it is a form of punishment.’

			‘Punishment?’

			‘Yes, for avoiding marriage to him.’

			‘The tenants were hardly responsible and I see no evidence for such an assumption.’

			Beth nodded. Jamie’s world was so wonderfully black and white. ‘Sometimes human nature defies science.’

			She felt his confusion and could imagine his skin creasing into a pucker between his eyes.

			‘I’ll send some root vegetables as well,’ he said. ‘Are you going there now?’

			‘No, but Arnold will later.’

			‘We will send what we can,’ Jaime said, in his steady way.

			That was Jamie all over. Steady, scientific, kind but without sentiment.

			In contrast, Ren had married her in a wild, crazy, heroic gesture, disappearing after their wedding into the capital’s giddy whirl of brandy and women.

			She tried to ignore that quick, predictable flicker of pain and anger. Obviously, she had not expected anything close to a regular marriage, but to be so abandoned and ignored was painful to her. For some ludicrous reason, as she had stood beside him in the still air of the tiny church, she’d imagined that they might become friends again.

			Instead, they had ridden back to Graham Hall in an uncomfortable silence broken only by the rattle of carriage wheels and a discussion about the weather. Within half a day, Ren’s carriage had been loaded and he had disappeared as though he could no longer bear his childhood home or those associated with it.

			Still, she had no reason to complain. He had paid off her father’s debts, Allington was profitable and the Duke remained largely in London. Thank goodness. She still shivered when she remembered their last interview.

			‘I must go,’ she said to Jamie, diverting her thoughts. ‘I promised Edmund I would look in on a few of his tenants during his absence.’

			She sighed. Mere weeks ago, Edmund had gone to war. She wished desperately he had not done so and knew he had been driven more by grief than patriotism. His father, his wife and their unborn child... Too many losses crammed into too few years.

			‘A sight more than his brother will do,’ Jamie said.

			‘His life is in London,’ she said. ‘We always knew that.’

			* * *

			The road to Graham Hill was a winding, meandering path through shaded woods and across open pasture. She had brought Arnold today, but even without her groom Beth knew her way. She could easily differentiate between sounds—the muted clip-clop of hooves on an earthy path was so different from the sharper noise of a horse’s shoe against a cobbled drive.

			In some ways, her father had lacked moral fibre. In others, he had been remarkable. He’d helped her to see with her hands, to learn from sounds and scents and textures.

			But it was her mother who had taught her independence and, more importantly, how swiftly such independence could be lost.

			Lil, short for Lilliputian due to her small stature, slowed when the drive ended. Beth leaned forward, stroking the mare’s neck, warm and damp with sweat. Arnold swung off his mount to open the gate. She heard its creak as it swung forward and, more through habit than need, counted the twenty-one steps across the courtyard.

			Lil stopped and Beth dismounted. She paused, leaning against the animal, her hand stretched against Lil’s warm round barrel of a ribcage. She heard the horse’s breath. She heard the movement of her tail, its swish, and Arnold’s footsteps as he took Lil from her, the reins jangling.

			Except... She frowned, discomfort snaking through her. There was a wrongness, a silence, an emptiness about the place. No one had greeted her; no groom or footman had come. She could hear nothing except the retreating tap of Lil’s hooves as Arnold led her to the stable.

			The unease grew. Dobson should be here opening the door, ushering her inwards, offering refreshment. Beth walked to the entrance. The door was closed. She laid her palm flat against its smooth surface, reaching upward to ring the bell.

			It echoed hollowly.

			Goose pimples prickled despite the spring sunshine. Pushing open the door, she stepped inside.

			‘Dobson?’ Her voice sounded small, swallowed in the emptiness. ‘Dobson?’ she repeated.

			This time she was rewarded by the butler’s familiar step.

			‘Ma’am,’ he said. ‘I am sorry no one was there to meet you.’

			‘It’s fine. But is anything wrong? Has something happened?’

			‘Her ladyship is on her way, ma’am,’ he said.

			Beth exhaled with relief. ‘That is all right then.’

			Granted, her mother-in-law was a woman of limited intelligence and considerable hysteria, but her arrival was hardly tragic. Besides, Lady Graham would not stay long; she loathed the country almost as much as Ren and spent most of her time in London.

			‘No, ma’am that is not it,’ Dobson said, pausing as the clatter of carriage wheels sounded outside. ‘Excuse me, ma’am,’ he said.

			After Dobson left, Beth found herself standing disoriented within the hall. She had forgotten to count her steps and reached forward tentatively, feeling for the wall or a piece of furniture which might serve to determine her location. In doing so, she dropped her cane. Stooping, she picked it up, her fingertips fumbling across the cool hard marble. Before she could rise, she heard the approach of rapid footsteps, accompanied by the swish of skirts: her mother-in-law. She recognised her perfume, lily of the valley.

			‘Lady Graham?’ Beth straightened.

			‘Beth—what are you doing here?’ Lady Graham said. Then with a groan, the elder woman stumbled against her in what seemed to be half-embrace and half-faint.

			‘Lady Graham? What is it? What has happened?’

			‘My son is dead.’

			‘Ren?’ Beth’s heart thundered, pounding against her ears so loudly that its beat obliterated all other sounds. Every part of her body chilled, the blood pooling in her feet like solid ice. Her stomach tightened. The taste of bile rose in her throat so that she feared she might vomit.

			‘No, Edmund,’ Lady Graham said.

			‘Edmund.’

			A mix of relief, sorrow and guilt washed over her as she clutched at her mother-in-law, conscious of the woman’s trembling form beneath her hands. ‘I’m so sorry.’

			Edmund was Ren’s brother. He was a friend. He was a country gentleman. He loved the land, his people, science and innovation.

			‘He was a good man,’ she said inadequately.

			Then, above the thudding of her heart, Beth heard the approach of quick footsteps. With another sob, Lady Graham released Beth’s arm and Beth heard her maid’s comforting tones and the duet of their steps cross the floor and ascend the stairs.

			Again disoriented, Beth stepped to the wall, but stumbled over her cane, almost falling. The wall saved her and, thankfully, she leaned against it. Her thoughts had slowed and merged into a single refrain: not Ren, not Ren, not Ren. Her breath came in pants as though she had been running. She felt dizzy and pushed her spine and palms against the wall as though its cool hardness might serve as an anchor.

			That moment when she’d thought...when she’d thought Ren had died shuddered through her, sharper and more intense than the pain she now felt for Edmund.

			And yet, Edmund had been her friend. Good God, she had spent more time in his company than that of her husband. Ren was but a name on a marriage certificate—a boy who had been her friend, a man who had married her and left—

			‘Beth?’

			Ren’s voice. Beth’s knees shook and tears prickled, spilling over and tracking down her cheeks. Impulsively she stretched out her hands. For a moment she felt only emptiness and then she touched the solid, reassuring bulk of his arm. Her hand tightened. She could feel the fine wool under her fingertips. She could feel the hard strength of his muscles tensing under the cloth and recognised the smell of him: part-cologne, part-fresh hay and part his own scent.

			‘You’re here?’

			His presence seemed like a miracle, all the more precious because, for a moment, she had thought him dead.

			Impulsively, she tightened her hold on him, leaning into him, placing her face on his chest, conscious of the cloth against her cheek and, beneath it, the steady, constant thumping of his heart.

			* * *

			Her hair smelled of soap. The years disappeared. They were chums again. He was Rendell Graham once more. He belonged. His hold tightened as he felt her strength, her comfort, her essential goodness. Strands of her hair tickled his chin. He had forgotten its vibrancy. He had forgotten its luminosity. He had forgotten how she seemed to impart her own light, so that she more closely resembled angels in a church window than flesh and blood.

			And he had forgotten also how she made his senses swim, how he wanted both to protect her above all things and yet also to hold her, to press her to him, to take that which he did not deserve, breaking his word—

			‘Excuse me, my lord.’ Dobson entered the hall, clearing his throat.

			Ren stiffened, stepping back abruptly. ‘Don’t!’ he said. ‘That is my brother’s name.’

			‘I am—um—sorry—my—Master Rendell, sir.’

			Ren exhaled. It was not this man’s fault that he had called him by a name he did not merit. ‘Yes?’

			‘There are a number of matters we must discuss,’ Dobson said.

			‘Very well, I will see you in the study shortly.’

			Dobson left. Ren glanced at this slight woman...his wife. She was as beautiful as he remembered—more so since her body had rounded slightly so that she looked less waif and more woman. Her skin was flushed, but still resembled fine porcelain and she held herself with a calm grace and composure.

			He’d tried to paint her once. It had not worked. He had not been able to get that skin tone, that luminosity. Of course, that was back when he still painted.

			‘I am sorry,’ Beth said, angling her head and looking at him with eyes that couldn’t see yet saw too much. ‘Is there anything I can do to help you or your mother?’

			‘No,’ Ren said, briskly. ‘No. You should not be wasting your time with us. Jamie will need you. He was as much Edmund’s brother as I.’

			Despite the four-year age difference, Edmund and Jamie had shared a common interest in the scientific and a devotion to the land.

			Worry and shock flickered across her features. ‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘I must tell him. I don’t want him to find out from someone else. Except I don’t even know yet what happened. Edmund could not have even reached the Continent.’

			‘Cholera outbreak on board the ship.’

			Ren still couldn’t fathom how he’d managed to survive duels, crazy horse races, boxing matches and drunken gallops while Edmund had succumbed within days of leaving home.

			‘He didn’t even see battle?’

			‘No. Would it have made it better if he had? If he’d died for King and country?’ Ren asked, with bitter anger.

			‘I don’t know. It wouldn’t change that he is gone.’

			She was honest at least. Most women of his acquaintance seemed to glamorise such sacrifice.

			‘Will there be a—a funeral?’ she asked.

			‘We do not have a body.’ He spoke harshly, wanting to inflict pain although on whom he did not know.

			‘A service, at least? I want—I need to say goodbye. The tenants, too.’

			‘It is not customary for ladies to attend funerals,’ he said. The need for distance became greater. He must not grow used to her company. He must not seek her advice or her comfort. He must not rely on her. Beth had never wanted marriage to anyone. She valued her independence. Moreover, she belonged here in the country. Indeed, familiarity with her environment was an integral part of her independence.

			And Graham Hill was the one place he could not live.

			‘You know I have never been bound by custom.’

			That much was true. If custom were to prevail she should be housebound, dependent on servants. Instead, she rode about her estate on that tiny horse and ran Jamie’s house and even aspects of the estate with admirable efficiency.

			He forced his mind to shift. He was not here to analyse the woman who was his wife in name only, but to bury his brother ‘in name only.’ Efficiency was essential. He must take whatever steps were needed to cut his ties with the estate. To stay here was torture. Graham Hill was everything he had loved, everything he had taken for granted as his birth right and everything which had been ripped from him.

			For a moment, he let his gaze wander over the familiar hall with the huge stone fireplace and dark beams criss-crossing the high arched ceiling. He had been back maybe five times since he had learned the truth, since he had learned that he was not really Rendell Graham, the legitimate child of Marcus Graham.

			Instead, he was the bastard offspring of a mediocre portrait painter.

			Abruptly, he turned back to Beth. ‘I will let you and Jamie know the time for the service,’ he said brusquely.

			‘Thank you.’

			For a moment she did not move. Her mouth opened slightly. She bit her lower lip. Her hand reached up to him. She ran her fingers across his cheek as she used to do. The touch was both familiar, but infinitely different. The moment stilled.

			‘You do not always have to be strong and brave,’ she said.

			His lips twisted. He thought of his life in London, of the stupid bets and nights obliterated by alcohol.

			‘I’m not,’ he said.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Beth sat beside the fire. It crackled, the snap of the flames tangling with the rhythmic tick of the mantel clock. She rubbed her hands with a dry chafing sound. She felt chilled, despite the spring season.

			Jamie would be home soon. He would come in and talk crops and science in his single-minded manner.

			And she would tell him about Edmund.

			In many ways, Edmund had been his only friend; they had shared a fascination with science. Granted, Edmund had been older and more interested in mechanised invention than seeds, but there had been similarities in their minds and intellects.

			And now, she must tell him about Edmund’s death. Strange how someone remains alive until one is told otherwise. Edmund was still alive to Jamie and would remain alive until she told him he was not. In many ways it made her the executioner.

			Beth stood, too restless to be contained within the easy chair. She paced the seven steps to the window. She thought of Ren. He and Edmund had been inseparable as children—although he had spent little enough time here since. Her heart hurt for him, but she also felt anger. Why had he turned so resolutely against Graham Hill? How had London’s lure become so strong for the boy she used to know?

			She remembered the four of them scrambling across the countryside. Well, Jamie and Edmund would scramble. She would often sit while Ren painted. She’d hear the movement of his brush strokes across the canvas, mixed with myriad woodland sounds; water, birds, bees, leaves... And Ren would describe everything: puffy clouds resembling sheep before shearing, streams dancing with the tinkling of harpsichords and tiny snowdrops hidden under the bushes like shy maidens.

			Yet now Ren was at the big house with a mother he did not like.

			Alone.

			He no longer painted. He no longer liked the country. If gossip was true, his life in London was dissolute.

			‘Arnold said you needed to speak to me.’

			She startled at Jamie’s voice, wheeling from the window.

			‘Yes. I need to tell—’

			‘I know about Edmund,’ he said.

			‘You do?’ She exhaled, both relieved that she need not tell him and guilty that she had not been the one to do so.

			‘Lady Graham’s maid told the whole staff. Should not have enlisted. Tried to talk sense into him.’

			She heard the wheeze of cushioning as her brother threw himself heavily into his chair.

			‘He never was the same after Mirabelle died,’ she said.

			‘Still had the land.’

			Beth permitted herself a sad half-smile. For Jamie, the land, the scientific pursuit of hardy crops and livestock would always be sufficient. There was an invulnerability about him that she envied.

			‘So Ren is Lord Graham now,’ Jamie said.

			‘Yes.’

			He made a grumbling sound. ‘I hope he intends to take his responsibilities seriously. No more capering about. He’ll have to spend more time here.’

			‘I guess—’ she said jerkily.

			His words startled her. She had not thought of this and felt that quick mix of emotion too tangled to properly discern: a jumble of breathless disorientation; anticipation and apprehension.

			‘He may not want to,’ she said.

			‘Must. His responsibility now,’ Jamie said. ‘Wonder what he knows about seeds?’

			‘Not much. London isn’t big on seeds.’ She gave a half-smile that felt more like a stifled sob.

			‘Guess I could teach him.’

			Beth nodded. The young boy she had known would have needed no convincing. He had loved the estate from its every aspect. He’d loved the tenants, the fields, the animals.

			But the man—her husband—did not.

			* * *

			The morning of the memorial dawned clear. Beth could feel the sun’s warmth through the window pane. She was glad it was sunny. Edmund had liked the sun.

			She’d visited Graham Hill the previous day, but neither Ren nor his mother had been available, so she had returned with the nebulous feeling that she ought to do something more.

			That was the thing about this marriage: it had brought them no closer. There had been no return of their former friendship, no occasional visits, no notes from London, laughter or pleasant strolls.

			With Mirabelle’s death, she’d taken on more duties on the Graham estate but with a confused uncertainty, unsure if she was a family member helping out or a neighbour overstepping.

			Now she wondered if she should go to Graham Hill prior to the service? Or merely join Ren at the church? Likely he’d prefer to ignore her or have her sit like a stranger. But the tenants would not.

			Fortunately, the arrival of a curt missive from Graham Hill settled this dilemma. Jamie read the abrupt note which stated only that the Graham carriage would collect them so that she could attend the service with her husband.

			‘Indeed, that is only logical. It would be foolish to bring out both carriages to go to the same location,’ he concluded in his blunt sensible manner as though practicality was the only issue at stake.

			Husband. It had been so much easier to cope with a husband when he remained unseen in London. Then she had been able to think of that quick ceremony as a dream or an episode from a past life with little impact on her present. Indeed, he had felt less absent miles away than now when she knew they were within half a mile of each other, shared a common grief, but were as remote as two islands separated by an ocean.

			Of course, his instant removal the day of the marriage service had hurt. She remembered listening to the fast trot of his fashionable curricle down the drive at Allington with a confused mix of pain, relief, embarrassment.

			But truthfully, relief had overshadowed all other emotion. Allington had not been sold. Her father’s gambling debt to the Duke had been paid. She was safe from Ayrebourne. Indeed, she’d not been in that unpleasant man’s presence since she had politely declined his proposal, although she still felt an uneasy prickle of goose pimples when she remembered that interview.

			Even now, close to two years later, the tightness returned to her stomach whenever she remembered the day. The chill cold silence of the library had felt so absolute. She’d wished that she had ordered a fire lit. She’d felt so enclosed, so isolated alone with this man.

			‘You have an answer for me?’ he’d asked, taking her hand in his.

			His fingers had been cold—not a dry, crisp cold, but clammy.

			She’d said the right things, the pretty phrases of refusal. Of course, she hadn’t been able to see his expression, but she’d felt his anger. His hand had tightened on her own, his fingers digging into her flesh so that for days after it had felt bruised.

			‘You are refusing?’

			‘Yes, with gratitude for—for the honour, of course.’

			‘And this other suitor? He will be able to pay off your father’s debts. They are substantial.’

			‘Yes,’ she’d said.

			For a moment, Ayrebourne had made no reply. Then he’d leaned closer. She’d heard his movement, the rustle of his clothes and felt a slow, growing dread, as though time had been oddly slowed or elongated. With careful movements, he’d lifted his hand and touched her face with one single finger. ‘A shame.’

			Nauseous distaste had risen, like bile, into her throat. Twisting fear had made her tongue dry and swell, becoming bulbous as if grown too big for her mouth.

			She had not been able to make a response and had remained still as though paralysed. Very slowly, his finger had traced her cheek, a slow, slithering touch. Then he’d pressed close to her ear, so that she could feel his warm moist breath and the damp touch of his lips.
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