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A masculine sigh drifted past the partially open bedroom
door, interrupting Lady Astra Keane’s private gesture of commiseration. Poor
Wesley. She paused to deposit the crystal vase overflowing with freshly cut
flowers she’d arranged, placing it onto the sitting room’s nearest side table.
Astra was certain her late husband’s cousin and her own dear friend from
childhood would hate for her to witness his despair, especially since he’d done
his best to cheer her over his change in fortune.


Still, with the new lord’s arrival imminent, Wesley’s
banishment here to Eastlan’s guest wing must truly be excruciating for him. The
sound of a sharp intake of breath followed by a throaty moan halted her escape.
Was Wesley crying?


Perhaps the shock of discovering an unexpected heir, a
stranger to all of them, had all been too much. Once again he was merely the
steward and no longer the acting lord, now just a distant relative who would
have to ingratiate himself to their new master. Currently, they were all simply
guests of James Keane, former American privateer and the new baron of Eastlan.


Astra crept toward the bedchamber to check on Wesley.
Despite their ardent respect for one another’s privacy, she felt compelled to
let him know he had a friend, a kindred spirit, someone who understood the
cruelty of fate and English entailment. She nudged the dark paneled door and it
silently swung open.


A couple—standing exposed in the middle of a sunlit
bedroom—locked in a lewd embrace. Astra swallowed her shocked gasp. Wesley had
a lover! She jerked back, almost stumbling.


The wave of shock subsided in an instant with her
realization that Wesley was not the man hungrily sucking the breast of the
newest addition to their staff. Melva’s fiery red curls piled atop her head and
her bare pale shoulders sprinkled with freckles were hard to mistake.


The man gripped the maid’s waist with large hands Astra
noticed were tanned from too much time outdoors. Melva held him to her with
fingers tangled in his hair. His booted feet were spread. He was much taller
than he first appeared. Most definitely not Wesley. As she watched, Astra
reached for the door handle, torn between running from the sitting room and
confronting the couple as she knew she should. 


Though she was relieved to confirm Wesley’s character
remained untarnished, the carnal exchange set Astra’s heart racing. Once she
identified the man, Astra would report them both to the housekeeper. A
situation such as this had never occurred while she’d resided as Eastlan’s
baroness. Her tenure had been marked by sickbeds and sadness, but never lusty
couples throwing caution to the wind.


After another look at the man, Astra was certain she did
not recognize the maid’s strapping companion. The breadth of his shoulders stretching
his worn linen shirt marked him as a laborer, perhaps a stranger making a
delivery. His sun-streaked hair tied with a leather thong had come loose at
Melva’s greedy fingers. Though fair-haired, his coloring was his only
resemblance to Wesley who had always struck her as slight. A glance lower
proved the stranger wore scuffed leather boots. Strong thighs flexed through
the faded material of his black wool breeches as he sucked the maid with enough
enthusiasm to hollow his cheeks.


Astra’s face heated. When was the last time she’d noticed
any part of a man’s anatomy much less his thighs? A very long time…and the only
reason why she could imagine she felt compelled to linger on such a shocking
interlude. 


The man pulled his head away from Melva’s grip, though she
tugged on his freed hair to keep him from escaping entirely. He reached up and
caught her wrists, pinning them to her sides before returning his mouth to
Melva’s aroused and exposed nipples. She gasped as he sucked her hard once
more, the sound of his mouth pulling away from her loud and wet. 


Astra pursed her lips to stop her own harsh breath from
escaping. She should leave, feared she would be caught staring at the couple.
No, it would be best to wait for the moment she could slip away unnoticed.


“Greedy, aren’t you?” he murmured in a deep voice that
contrasted her impression that he was a randy villager. His accent was odd. The
confident timbre sent a shiver down the nape of Astra’s neck. Then, all the
heat that had been building in her stomach plummeted when she realized the stranger’s
identity.


“Only for you, my lord,” the maid crooned. “Welcome to
Eastlan. It’s my pleasure to be at your disposal.”


Astra nearly swallowed her tongue in her need to squelch
her shocked gasp. She watched as James Keane, the man whose anticipated arrival
promised to destroy her peaceful existence, straightened and grinned down at
Melva with a searing blue-eyed gaze. The family resemblance in his features
proved he was indeed a Keane by birth, though his size must have come from his
mother’s side. Or perhaps his innate ruggedness sprang from the life he had
lived in America, so different from that of his English relatives. The planes
of his face were hard, yet artfully arranged with high cheekbones and
almond-shaped eyes. His tanned face made his eyes appear bright, like sun
hitting water. A cocky grin tugged at his lips, the only hint that he was
younger than he appeared. 


Astra was certain this man was going to make her life
torture from this moment forward. After releasing his hold on Melva’s wrists, he
took a step back and braced his hands on either side of the bureau behind him. Undeterred,
Melva followed and slipped one hand below his waistband. Astra immediately knew
what she was about. She needed to leave at once, but suddenly her late
husband’s American cousin raised his gaze, his muscular frame stiff and alert.
Astra froze, waiting, now afraid her movement might cause him to see her before
she could escape.


“Perhaps I should meet the rest of the household before we
become any better acquainted.” Though his voice sounded roughened by lust,
James Keane moved one hand to grip the maid’s wrist, then eased her hand from
the front of his breeches. Melva stepped back, her lips curled into a pout. 


“You said you wished to change from your riding clothes,
my lord.” Melva used her free hand to reach for his white shirt that had
already been partially undone. “I’m merely here to assist you.”


“Oh, you’ve been quite helpful.” The sudden humor in his
words lashed Astra with the same sexual intensity of his earlier husky tone. He
dropped his hold on Melva and yanked the shirt over his head, then let the worn
linen fall to the floor. “Anymore so and I’ll have to change more than just my
shirt.” He glanced down and grinned. The maid laughed and reached for him
again. This time he didn’t stop her. Astra could only stare at his heavily
muscled shoulders and thickly corded arms. Her mouth went dry and she found it
hard to swallow. 


“You should take the rest off then.” Melva smiled and slid
against him, her hands roaming over his bared skin. “Don’t worry, my lord, Mr.
Hutton won’t mind waiting a bit longer.”


Melva licked her lips suggestively. When that didn’t
attract his full attention, his gaze still fixed above her head, she used her
tongue to toy with his nipple. He jolted then leaned his head back a little,
his heavy lids half-closed. To Astra’s shock, he seemed to enjoy the
stimulation as much as the maid had earlier. Instantly Astra’s own body heated,
responding to his increasing passion. Thankfully, he kept his unfocused gaze
staring straight ahead, though she still feared if she moved he would surely
see her. Then what? Astra flattened both palms over the flutter in her stomach,
desperate to keep her own spiraling anxiety in check because that’s all it was.
Wasn’t it? 


As she watched the maid press her teeth against his
nipple, the urge to slide her hands over the swell of her own breasts grew
almost impossible to resist. But surely it was only a protective measure. The
man was a menace, she reminded herself. Still, in such a state as she was at
the moment, she feared more than ever attempting to flee. Her legs felt too
weak to even move.


Liquid heat pooled between her thighs as she watched the
maid’s tongue. Uncontrollably drawn to the carnal scene, Astra’s wits had
completely betrayed her but she didn’t care. Unable to stop herself, her hand
drifted up to cup her own breast, her thumb gently rubbing her nipple through
her dress.


She stared, her tongue wetting her lips as she squeezed
her nipple while she watched Melva briefly tease her new lord’s other nipple
with the tip of her tongue then trail kisses down his ribs. He gripped the
marble-topped bureau behind him with both hands, rattling the figurines on top
as he stared straight ahead, his pleasure visibly spiraling upward. A vivid
sheen glistened over his taut skin. His haggard breathing mysteriously snatched
Astra’s breath as well.


Forcing herself to come to her senses, she dropped her
hand from her breast then pivoted to slip completely behind the doorframe.
Still weak-kneed, she paused, needing to steady herself before she could safely
dash from the outer room. 


“Perhaps…we should…Jesus!” he cried out. He seemed
to struggle with his words as desperately as Astra struggled with her sanity. What
was Melva doing to him? The voluptuous maid had obviously added another
seductive weapon to her arsenal, one that aroused her captive beyond reason.
One more glimpse, just one, Astra told herself, and she would leave, and with
any luck banish this episode from her mind forever.


She peeked around the doorframe to see that Melva had
dropped to her knees in front of him and had efficiently opened the man’s
breeches, his engorged sex in full view.


Astra cupped her mouth to keep from audibly gasping. 


Melva did gasp, but the hum in her voice sounded pleased
rather than shocked. She petted him, stroking his length then firmly wrapping
her fist around his girth. She kissed the swollen tip, teasing it with her
tongue until he moaned again, then took him into her mouth. His knuckles were
white from gripping the chest behind him, as if it was the only thing keeping
him upright. Still he only stared forward, as though unable to move his gaze.


Astra allowed herself to look lower, to see exactly what the
maid was doing, watching her take him inside her mouth, in and out, then sucking
him, pleasuring him with her tongue. Melva used long, slow strokes,
occasionally glancing up as if for instruction or to confirm he was enjoying
her attention. Still he only looked straight ahead.  


Astra had no idea such things were done between a man and
woman. Melva seemed to give him the most crippling ecstasy with each stroke of
her mouth. Astra felt his pleasure from across the room.    


Long seconds passed as Astra watched, moistening then
parting her lips and imagining what the maid was feeling, tasting… Unable to
look away, not really wanting to now, she felt a quiver growing between her
thighs and wished she were…oh, lord, she did wish she were in the maid’s
place no matter how improper…then she felt herself swaying. She abruptly closed
her eyes. But it was no use. The scene was still vivid in her mind, and she
felt a delicious rush of liquid heat between her legs. She clenched inside,
then squeezed her thighs together as hard as she could. Holding her breath, she
fought the moan that threatened to escape her lips. She forced her rapidly
beating heart to calm, concentrating on breathing slow long breaths.


She must leave. Now. As soon as it was safe. One more
quick glance at Lord Keane—as she kept her gaze carefully averted from Melva
and what she was doing below his waist—proved the wall in front of him still
held his fascination. Thankfully he hadn’t turned his head toward the door.


Astra gathered her skirts and backed from the doorway, her
legs slowly regaining strength. Once her feet reached the thick Persian rug,
she ran on her tiptoes, her slippers barely skimming the floor. She didn’t slow
her pace until she rounded the corner leading to another arm of the estate.


The latest Lord Keane promised to live up to the
reputation of his cousin. Her thoughts raced, but the prominent one sobered
her: once again, her future lay in the hands of a careless reprobate destined
to destroy it. 


 


***


James Keane added the numbers that lined the right side of
the ledger a second time. The dismal total evaporated any lingering pleasure
left from his short but sweet encounter with the chambermaid. Thus far, the
illicit interlude had been the only promising thing about his unexpected rise
in stature. That, and the mysterious woman in black.


“It’s growing rather late, my lord.” Wesley Hutton,
Eastlan’s estate manager and one of several relatives that James discovered he
now supported, suppressed a yawn. “Perhaps we should retire for the evening.
Are you sure you are more comfortable in the guest wing?”


“My apologies for displacing you, but I prefer my privacy.
If you’re tired, feel free to call it a night.”


Though James had been poring over Eastlan’s accounts since
early afternoon, he still didn’t have a solid plan to make the estate solvent.
Discovering he couldn’t just sell the place had been a disappointment.  Though
he inherited the land with the title, they weren’t his to dispose of as he
wished thanks to English law.


With that quick solution out of the picture, he needed to
concentrate, apply his intellect to the problems at hand. He definitely felt
the weight of his unexpected appointment as lord of Eastlan, but also an almost
attractive challenge. And a way to at last prove his own worth. Too late to
prove it to his father, but perhaps it would be enough to prove it himself.


Could he do it? The accounts were in shambles, but he
intended to try. Once again he stared at the figures in the ledger, convinced
there must be a solution hidden among the numbers.


A knock at the door provided a welcome distraction.


“Come in,” he called and took a healthy sip of brandy from
the cut crystal goblet. He eyed the hand-painted china plate that had held his
dinner of roasted pork and baked apples and wondered if it would be rude to ask
for seconds. Though his English relatives’ taste for the finer things had
obviously contributed to their downfall, James saw no benefit in allowing an
immediate surplus to spoil. 


The pinched-faced butler stood at the door, appearing more
superior than subservient in his crisp gray suit and white wig. “Lady Keane is
here to see you as you requested, my lord.”


James rubbed his bleary eyes, regretting the interruption
after all. He no longer had the energy to face his predecessor’s widow,
especially considering the blow he must deliver. “I asked to see Lady Keane
hours ago. It’s late.”


“My apologies, Lord Keane.” A feminine voice followed by a
rustle of starched skirts warned him that the lady in question had already
stepped into the study. “My daughter takes up much of my day. She has become
understandably more dependent since her father’s passing. I had expected to
make your acquaintance at dinner, but you failed to join us.”


James studied the papers on the black lacquered, gold-trimmed
desk instead of Lady Astra Keane. His plans to stave off bankruptcy would be
easier in theory than practice, a realization that suddenly ruined his
appetite. And exactly the reason he’d chosen to take dinner at the large ornate
desk in his predecessor’s office. Besides that, he honestly didn’t think he
could face the inhabitants of Eastlan until he’d had time to think about all
his options.


“I am sorry for both your loss.” James stood and gestured
toward a chair in front of the desk. “I asked to see you because I thought
you’d be anxious to discuss the terms of your husband’s will as soon as
possible.”


“Thank you for your consideration.” He watched as Lady
Keane crossed the study with some hesitation, her head deeply bowed, then eased
herself into the embroidered seat in front of the desk.


When she finally tipped up her chin, recognition froze
James with a mixture of hot and cold. He’d thought the black dress a uniform,
but he could plainly see the woman who had raptly watched his encounter with the
maid was no servant, but rather his cousin’s widow. The mirror on the far wall
had reflected her from trim waist to lace-capped head and he’d been transfixed
by the perfect oval of her pretty face. She was indeed the same woman, though
then her wide hazel eyes had been sensuously hooded, her mouth red and wet
instead of pinched and pale as it was now. Good God! James struggled
with something appropriate to say while praying that his neck had not turned as
red as it felt. 


Lady Keane returned her gaze on the hands she rested in
her lap. James slowly lowered himself to his chair and tried in vain to find a
glimpse of the smoldering seductress he had imagined her to be as she’d
hungrily watched him with the chambermaid, something that had made his encounter
that much more enjoyable. 


He noticed she had lost the lace cap sometime during the
day, her sand-colored hair now severely restrained with an elaborate rigging of
braids. Her pale face appeared small against the black high-necked dress,
reminding him that she was still in mourning. 


He had done quite a lot of vivid speculating on their next
meeting, hoping it might be one similar to his tryst with the red-headed maid,
but this particular situation had not once come to mind. Up until this moment,
he would have sworn that his mystery woman had been as fully aroused as he by
their voyeuristic exchange. The woman before him could not possibly be the same
woman he’d been fantasizing about.


And then it occurred to him she must have no idea he’d
seen her in the mirror watching him. At his extended scrutiny, she flushed and
glanced to Wesley.


Wesley Hutton jumped to his feet, probably sensing the
widow’s distress. “You two have not been formerly introduced. Forgive me.”


“Please, Wesley, we shouldn’t expect Lord Keane to know
our customs. His forwardness is quite appropriate considering the
circumstances,” she said, obviously dismissing some major blunder on James’s
part. There was so much to learn about this country and how its people acted,
and what was expected of him. For an instant he wondered if he was truly up to
the challenge. He took a deep breath, hoping for inspiration and perseverance.
Perhaps his father left his mercantile business to his sisters, with his
brother-in-law to run it, instead of James, for a good reason.  


“Be that as it may,” Wesley cleared his throat. “Lord
Keane, may I present the lovely Lady Astra Seabrook Keane. Like her name
implies, Astra is the shining star at Eastlan Manor.”


“Pleased to meet you, Lady Keane.” He extended his hand
across the desk and she gently took it. In contrast to her prudish demeanor the
warmth of her soft skin made James imagine her as an additional challenge, one
that could be sweet or impossible. Though her identity was no longer a
question, he had a feeling this woman had plenty of mysteries about her.


“We are cousins by marriage, after all,” she said with
what he perceived as a somewhat false injection of warmth. “Perhaps we can
dispense with the strictest formality.”


“Whatever makes you most comfortable.”


“Welcome to Eastlan. Again, forgive me for not doing so
earlier, but you seemed to be indisposed for most of the day.” He was happy to
see her blush at that. At least he was not the only one aware of the extreme
awkwardness of the situation. “If I may be of assistance in making your
transition as Eastlan’s new master more agreeable, it would be my honor.”


“I am sure you’re aware there will be changes in your
situation,” James said a little too abruptly. Her sudden hospitality seemed
worse than feeling like the crude American who’d soiled her pristine life with
his vulgar ways. Better that she found him a little distasteful. 


“Indeed, Cousin. How soon would you like us to vacate your
home?” She glared at him with a surprising amount of anger that colored her cheeks
and brought out the green in her eyes.


He searched for the right mix of denial and encouragement,
but wasn’t quick enough. His heavy pause gave him away. The fact that he found
her desirable as hell would not benefit either of them. Better for her to leave
sooner than later. Better for both of them.


“Eastlan would fall into chaos if not for Astra.” Wesley
turned toward Astra. “Our new lord is sure to be taken aback by the magnitude
of orchestrating such a grand estate. I’m certain he will be in need of your
counsel on the intricacies of directing the household staff.”


“Thank you, Wesley, but I am quite capable of speaking for
myself.” James directed a warning stare at the steward. Wesley’s assumption
that James was completely incompetent was beginning to seriously annoy him.
After all, Wesley was the one who had personally directed the maid in question
to show James to a room where he could change out of his traveling clothes, and
that particular member of the staff had needed no instruction whatsoever. In
fact, James had learned a thing or two.


“I am sure Lord Keane will have no trouble familiarizing
himself with the staff.” Astra Keane lifted her chin with a show of haughty
superiority. Was she also thinking of the chambermaid?


“If there is something you’d like to say, Lady Keane,
please feel free to speak your mind.” There was something in her defiance that
made her even more appealing. He met her direct gaze, and to his surprise, she
didn’t flinch, just directed more of her hot anger his way. Why was she so
damned mad? Yes, his behavior had been questionable, but she’d walked into a
situation where she hadn’t been invited. He hadn’t ravished the maid, rather it
was the other way around. Before he’d barely walked into the room she had him
backed against a bureau and he’d found it impossible not to indulge in what she
so generously offered. And perhaps that was the problem. Had the sweet little
maid provided the same services for Astra’s late husband? James studied her,
looking for a clue. 


He watched as Wesley glanced between them. By the
wide-eyed look on his face the man was obviously feeling a little panicked.


“Lady Keane is of gentle breeding, my lord,” Wesley
sputtered. “She is unaccustomed to unschooled manners. Please have a care for
her delicate nature.” 


Instead of correcting Wesley, she lowered her gaze and
pressed her fingertips to her mouth. Apparently not everyone had been privy to
the living, breathing woman under her touch-me-not exterior, but James had, and
he was tired of pretending not to know otherwise. 


“Would you mind excusing us, Mr. Hutton? I think it would
be best if I speak to Lady Keane alone. I’ll do my best to rein in my
uncivilized nature.”


Astra Keane jerked her gaze to his, but pressed her lips
together, silencing the alarm James glimpsed in her eyes.


“I did not intend to imply such.” Wesley stood. “Forgive
me, Lord Keane.” He bowed then strode toward the door. With his hand on the
knob he paused and said, “All will be well, Astra. I promise.” He cast a
half-guilty, half-apologetic glance at James, then silently slipped from the
room.


Interesting. One overly friendly housemaid. One covetous
steward. One under-sexed and voyeuristic mistress he longed to know more about,
even though he knew he shouldn’t go down that path considering the
circumstances. 


James tried to ignore the tightening in his groin at that
last thought. He glanced up at Astra, keenly aware that they were now alone.
The sordid implication proved better than the bawdy novels he’d read the last
time he’d been detained in England. Now he had an inkling where Defoe and
Fielding got their inspiration.


“I’m sure Wesley didn’t intend to offend you, my lord” she
said. “He is only trying to protect me. My husband’s illness has made these
last few years difficult.” She had bowed her head, speaking the words to her
once again clasped hands, then suddenly lifted her chin as if mustering her
courage. “My daughter has not adjusted well to the loss of her father. She has
nightmares and—”


As if realizing she was speaking with the enemy instead of
her compatriot Wesley, she squared her shoulders. “Of course, this is none of
your concern. I appreciate your directness and shall face whatever changes must
be undertaken. I am quite ready to be settled.”


“Again, I am sorry for both your loss.” James plunged ahead
to stop himself from contemplating the shadows under her eyes. If she’d been
awakened at night with a crying child, well, that would certainly explain it.
He really was the villain here, he reminded himself, not Astra. Pushing aside
any other distracting thoughts, he also reminded himself he had a task at hand
to complete.


“In his will, your husband spoke of you both with great
affection.”


Her shoulders slumped in obvious relief, her reaction raising
James’s suspicions once again. Even so, it would be unfair to let her become
too relaxed, even though it might work to his advantage. No, he needed and
wanted to be fair. It was the kind of lord he imagined he could be once he got
the hang of things. But now, now he had an obligation to just tell her the
truth she deserved.


“However,” he began, “he failed to purchase the bonds for
the generous income he wished for you.” James picked up the paper that outlined
the legal ramblings and held it out to her hoping to soften the blow. The naked
truth about her situation was not his invention or doing. 


She stared at the offering before slowly reaching for the
document. A slice of grief tightened her pretty features. Instead of
discovering the details of her fortune, she carefully folded the pages, her
left hand resting gently atop them on her lap.


“Is this the only copy of the document?” she said quietly.


“No, there is a duplicate. Also written by your late
husband.”


“He was…quite weak at the end. I had no idea he had the
strength to inscribe such a detailed letter. It must have taken him days.” She
spoke to her lap, and James toyed with the idea that he should offer her some
sherry, some kind of appropriate condolences even though it would not help his
argument. Abruptly, she lifted her head. “Surely you don’t intend to withhold
what is due me because an ill man was unable to execute the final arrangements
of his last wishes?”


“Things are more complicated than that. I’d be more than
willing to provide for your inheritance from Eastlan’s surplus, if there were
such a thing.” James paused, stopping himself from blaming the sickly Lowell
for the ruin of the estate, though if he’d interpreted properly, the books
certainly pointed to that. He wondered if some part of her knew. Perhaps that
was the mystery she exuded. “Eastlan is in serious danger of collapsing under
its own debt.” If she didn’t know, now she did and part of him winced at the
fact that the bad news had to come from him.


For a moment, she stared at him in wide-eyed silence. “My
lord,” she finally said with a touch of crisp contempt, “I have lived in the
shadow of Eastlan’s grandeur my entire life. That I’ve had the honor to be her
mistress for these last years is a sacred trust, not only to the Keane family,
but to the people who live from her bounty.”


She took a shaky breath. “Perhaps you should lift your
head from the balance sheets and look around you. Stroll the grounds. Visit the
holdings. Eastlan is thriving.” She abruptly stood, clutching the folded papers
to her chest. “If you think for a moment I’ll let you disregard Lowell’s last
wishes and deprive Lark and I, as many a new lord is wont to do, you are
mistaken.” Her whole body trembled, but she raised her chin and met his gaze.


This woman was indeed an unexpected element in the challenge
being presented to him, and he admired her mustered strength. Still, he needed
to keep his focus on what must be done to prevent bankruptcy, somehow manage to
care for everyone at the estate, then decide how he might secure the future of
Eastlan. He hoped he could gather his own strength, and a resistance to her
appeal. Surely it would only distract him from the duty and decisions that lay
ahead.


The one thing she did need from him was the truth. By her
demeanor, he decided she could handle it. Though part of him hated the fact
that he was the one to bring her the sad truth of the state of affairs.


He took a deep breath, hoping he could deliver the facts
in the best possible way. “Maybe if someone had looked at the balance
sheets, Eastlan wouldn’t have thirty thousand pounds in unpaid bills. And
that’s just from this year.”  


“That’s not possible.” She gripped the back of the red
brocade chair with one hand. James couldn’t help wondering how much he could
get for the intricately carved piece of furniture.


“Perhaps you should take a look around you, Lady Keane.”
James picked up the crystal goblet, glanced at the red velvet drapes that
perfectly matched the color of the chairs. Perhaps she didn’t understand how
different her world was from his. “I’ve never seen such luxury. A single bill
from your dressmaker for that dress is probably more than many men earn in a
year in America.”


“We have been in mourning. The cost of new gowns was
hardly a luxury but a show of respect.” Her tone was part defiance, part surprise.


“And what of the beeswax candles?” James blew out all but
one of the candles on his desk just to make his point. He then went around the
room extinguishing the candles on the mantle and the standing candelabrum that
dripped with sparkling hand-cut crystals in the corner. “If you love Eastlan as
much as you say, you’ll have no problem actually living off her fruit, and
lessening the opulence in order to do so. Or are mutton, wool and tallow not to
your liking?”


“Do you expect Lady Phillina, the daughter of a duke, a
woman who has buried a husband and two sons, to end her days living like a
pauper so you can fatten your purse? Are you that much of a selfish miser, my
American cousin? And what of Lark, Lowell’s only offspring?”


“There is no money to fatten anyone’s purse. Eastlan is
broke.” He ground his jaw at her insults but didn’t blame her for her
conclusion. Apparently she’d been sheltered from the state of Eastlan’s
affairs. He meant to change that. “Ask Wesley if you don’t believe me.”    


The shadows cast by the lone candle intensified the
hollows under her eyes, draining the spark from her fierce gaze. He expected a
great deal from her and of course she was empathetic about the others who would
be affected by his decisions.


“I have no wish for you or your daughter to suffer,” he
said, deliberately softening his tone, “but the truth is that there are no
funds for your settlement. And that is a fact I can’t change.” James stared
into her eyes, watching for the recognition she understood the dire straits
they all were in, then strode back to his chair.


“I cannot imagine what the wilds of America must be like,
but here in England, we have laws. You may not withhold my inheritance and toss
your predecessor’s family to the wolves.”


“I never said I was tossing anyone out.” James sank into
his chair weary from the strain of the conversation.


“No, you just intend to treat us all like indentured
servants, prisoners to your will, starve us of our creature comforts, humiliate
us until we flee for our lives.” She remained standing, stiff as a statue, but
her face had paled considerably. He wondered if she were in shock. 


Clearly, her fear was winning out. Perhaps he’d said too
much. “The hour is late.” Her reference to prisons, starvation and humiliation returned
him to cool yet polite detachment, a skill he had mastered to survive the
harshest of circumstances when no more than a teen. Perhaps those lessons would
serve him well with the challenges before him. Especially Astra. He’d grown
very used to wanting things he couldn’t have and biding his time.


“We can discuss this further another day,” he said. “I
just thought you should know the particulars of your situation as soon as
possible so you may make decisions regarding your future.”


“You won’t be allowed to deprive Lark her due.” She said
the words with a breathy determination that even seemed to surprise herself. “I
will retain an attorney and we will let the courts decide my fate. I have no
doubt I’ll fare far better with a jury of my peers than I ever would with you.
Good evening, Lord Keane.” She strode to the door without a backwards glance.


“Astra! Lady Keane, please let’s—” He jumped to his feet,
not liking how the exchange had ended. He’d only made her angry with the truth.
In hindsight, he probably should have waited, or at least not told her
everything at once.


The door slammed on his plea for reason. James hung his
head between his braced arms and considered her threat. Her peers, no doubt,
were the House of Lords. He’d been warned that any dispute involving his inheritance
would be heard by them. James sank in his chair and reached for the brandy he’d
kept on the desk once he’d done his first assessment of Eastlan’s ledgers. An
image of the wronged widow railing in front of a stuffy, white-wigged tribunal
blurred his vision. 


He filled his glass with brandy and took a swallow,
focusing on the burn it trailed down his throat. At least discovering the
mysterious woman in black’s identity cooled his lust so he could better focus
on the financial recovery of his estate. James rubbed his eyes.


Unfortunately, in this case, fact proved so much more
fascinating than mere fantasy. He had to admit she intrigued him. Telling her
the truth had been difficult, but learning of her dire financial situation had
to be devastating. If only she wasn’t who she was…the bereaved widow. If only
she was an ally, someone who could collaborate with him, rather than oppose
him.


Lady Astra Keane was a complicated mix, shrouded in
secrets that he would dearly love to unveil. Or undress. The very image he
wished to banish only increased his lust with bold detail.
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Astra tugged on the oleander’s thick trunk with both
hands. Despite the poorly drained soil that had turned the sapling leaves a
sickly yellow, the roots had wrapped around the stone border, holding onto a
home that would surely kill it. The prospects for her own future hardly proved
better. 


She needed to consider the worst case. Her empty threat of
legal action had been just that. She needed to face the truth, and the truth
was that leaving Eastlan would be painful enough for both her and Lark, but
with no funds, how would they survive? She certainly couldn’t rely on her
mother for help. Her mother hadn’t had a permanent residence in years,
preferring to exist as social flotsam and jetsam. Always eager for the next
entertainment or invitation. Astra had hated being forced to live in constant
insecurity after her father had passed away, always waiting for a distant
relative to invite them for an extended stay. The very idea that Lark would
have to grow up so unmoored squeezed Astra’s heart painfully.


No, she must think of something, anything to prevent it.


“The estate’s records show that we employ a gardener by
the name of Jack Morton, if I remember correctly. Is Mr. Morton not doing his
job?”


Astra jolted at James’s voice, landing her squarely on her
behind as she let go of the plant’s trunk. The chill from the stone path seeped
through her threadbare gown, reminding her that she was dressed in her worst.
She stared at James Keane in stunned silence. 


His coarse wool jacket and tan breeches tucked into
scuffed riding boots were better suited to a common laborer. Unfortunately, his
distressed attire did little to put them on any kind of equal footing. He was
still the new lord of Eastlan, and she needed to remember that.


He offered his hand to help her to her feet, saying, “I
didn’t expect you to start digging around in the dirt after our disagreement last
night. I wasn’t at my best.  Maybe I said some things I shouldn’t have.” 


“Forgive me, but I’m a mess,” Astra said, completely taken
aback by what she suspected might be his uncivilized version of an apology.
“Usually, I am quite alone here.” She peeled off her mud-caked gloves and
discarded her wide-brimmed straw hat that had long ago begun to unravel.
Finally, she had no choice but to place her hand in his since he still extended
it to her.


His warm grip closed around hers and he pulled her to her
feet in one easy tug, his physical strength serving to unnerve her along with
his touch. The skin to skin contact sent her heart racing. His hand was rough
yet invitingly warm. Even though the early spring morning had left the tip of
her nose chilled, she suddenly found herself uncomfortably hot. The fact he had
such an effect on her unnerved her even more.


He released her hand and stepped back. She immediately
missed his warmth.


“I assure you Eastlan’s gardener earns his keep,” she said
as she brushed back a loose tendril, damp from her exertion. Hopefully he would
attribute the flush in her cheeks to the same end.


He waited, perhaps for more explanation, holding her gaze
with his own interested stare.


“Most of these plants were imported from abroad,” she
began. “Lowell’s father, your uncle”—she dropped her gaze, suddenly feeling as
if the simple exchange was too intimate, somehow—“commissioned the garden for
Lady Phillina. This one’s Mediterranean.” A simple glance at the yellowing
plant reminded Astra of her own withering predicament. She caught herself
before she said more. How could this money-hungry young American understand the
value of a romantic token beyond the monetary? “I enjoy tending them, though
they are often more trouble than they’re worth.” She lifted her gaze back to
his face, noting how the bright sunlight made his hair even more fair-colored.


“Perhaps I should feed them to the sheep then.” He shifted
his stance, appearing so casual and relaxed, his thumbs caught in the pockets
of his worn breeches. 


“Oh, no! The oleander is quite poisonous and the azaleas as
well. I forbid Lark to even play…” His grin alerted her that he was teasing.
That he understood her underhanded insult unnerved her at the same time it
earned her grudging respect. She clasped her hands in front of her. “It’s quiet
in this part of the garden. I find it relaxing. It would make me sad to see it
die of neglect. Mr. Morton has far too much to do keeping up with the roses and
rhododendrons.”


“I noticed the bouquets in the hall, and the dining room.
The butler claimed they were your doing.” Thankfully, he didn’t specifically
mention the one in his sitting room she’d dropped off the day before. “I am
impressed.”


“Lady Phillina enjoys the flowers. She’s been unable to
venture into the garden for some time.” Astra was not sure what to make of his compliment
and even more surprised that he even noticed her wild arrangements spilling
over Eastlan’s numerous urns. Was he trying to flatter her into submission, to
see if she was going to simply stand by and allow him to do whatever he felt
right? 


“Lady Phillina is bedridden, isn’t she? I’ve yet to meet
her. Perhaps you could do the honors and make…the proper introductions.”


Her heart fell. Based on her own encounter with James, she
wondered if Lady Phillina would even survive meeting the new lord. She lifted
her chin, her intention to do her best to keep the two apart as long as
possible.


“I pray you don’t wish to send Lady Phillina away from the
home she has known for most of her adult life.” Astra’s stomach clenched with
the growing dread that his foray into the far reaches of the garden was by no
means an accident. Perhaps he’d sought her out to find out what might help him
in his own pursuits. “The dowager house has not been inhabited for the last two
generations. It’s in dire need of repair.” 


In her concern for her own future and that of her
daughter’s, Astra hadn’t specifically thought of what a change in residence
would do to Lady Phillina. She feared it could be her death sentence. Did this
American, with his different ways, truly understand the effect his decisions
would have on them all? She feared he didn’t.


“I have no intention of asking anyone to leave Eastlan.
And if you would have let me finish last night, I would have assured you of
that. It’s all been rather a surprise for me, but now that I’m here I have to
admit I had been expecting more from my inheritance.”


“More?” Astra stopped herself from lashing out at him, and
did her best to hide her shock. She realized he had no idea what he had
inherited, what a fine estate Eastlan was. Astra’s sweeping gaze took in the
lush green landscape, the stately grey mansion solid in the background.
“Forgive me, but I love Eastlan. Every bit of it.”


“I can see that. I find the openness of the sea more to my
liking. It’s more what I’m used to.” His gaze followed hers, but it seemed to
bounce over the landscape.  She noted a hint of bewilderment when she glanced
at his face. That would explain at least some of his demeanor. He didn’t have
the love of land like she did.


“But, before I forget,” he said, “the cook needs a menu
for next week. Apparently she goes to market in the village today.” He
shrugged. “She was very insistent. The other reason I was looking for you this
morning.”


Astra squelched a smug grin, but she relished this little
victory. He had revealed quite clearly that he needed her, which she intended
to use to her advantage. “Our cook is excellent and she knows it. She just
needs a bit of direction. She will become perturbed if you don’t tell her your
preferences, I assure you.”


“I got that impression,” he said, grinning. “Well, I
definitely want to keep her happy. I don’t know anything about meal preparation
beyond sea rations. I’ve eaten enough brined beef and hard tack in my lifetime.
I assume planning the menu is a role you had?”


“I used to,” she said, adding, “before your arrival.” She
paused a moment, studying him. “The staff knows as well as we all do that
things have changed, but I would be glad to be of assistance.” In her desire to
distract herself with the gardening, Astra had completely forgotten that this
was Cook’s day at market. Still, she had not even considered that ignoring
their menu would trouble him when he could have simply waved off the cook.


What she had considered was the fact she most
definitely did not want to contemplate him bringing another woman in to take
over the duties of lady of the house. No, she needed to swallow her pride and
help him master this simple task. “I suppose you will need to learn how to
handle these details yourself.”


He nodded, then spread his mouth into a thin line as
though thinking about what he was next going to say. His blue eyes grew
troubled, then relaxed as though he’d made a difficult decision.


“Astra, I will be honest and say that I didn’t try to find
you this morning to only talk about menus and flowers.” His use of her given
name caused her to catch her breath though she wished she felt some sense of
ire instead of an unwanted thrill of pleasure. “I’ve been thinking throughout
the night and I hope there might be a mutually satisfying way we can reconcile
our differences without you having to vacate your home.”


His direct stare caught her off guard as much as his
words. She searched his gaze, wanting to believe his offer genuine. Something
significant sparked between them and her heart raced. She licked her lips
before she could stop herself. Nor could she look away from him. 


“I don’t honestly see how that will be possible. I
imagined you would wish to set up your own household and, in time, I would have
no proper place in it. I am no longer the lady of the estate, nor is it
appropriate for me to become a…servant.” The heat in his scrutiny caused a
flutter in her stomach. Her traitorous body began to hum with the memory of a
more erotic encounter, the vision of which had kept her awake most of
the night. His tryst with the maid had garnered her attention far more than
their rather heated verbal encounter of the evening before. What must he truly
think of her? Especially after her threat of legal action.


“As far as I’m concerned, your place need not change at
all.” His gaze didn’t waver, but held hers with a spark of what she could only
describe as banked desire. Her heart seized at the idea, then fluttered back to
life with a giddiness that disturbed her.


She toyed with the neckline of her gown, sure she had
misinterpreted his interest. “Though I am a widow, I am of an age…well, it is
not unreasonable that I could remarry. And you are what one might call
eligible.” She stopped herself from adding handsome. “I am sure your intentions
are noble, but others might think differently with both of us here.” 


“I don’t intend to stay at Eastlan. We won’t be under the
same roof for long,” he said perhaps a little too quickly. 


“But where would you live? Certainly not London.” As
desperately as she wished him gone, the idea that he would take up the public
debauchery of his cousin, Trent, deflated her. The Keanes needed no more
scandal to ruin their once-respected name, but, to her, the new lord had proven
himself worthy of it in the first hour of his arrival. Given the fact he was a
young American with a war record—against Great Britain—and frighteningly
handsome on top of all that, there was bound to be brutal scrutiny. And along
with it, whispers of scandal wouldn’t be far behind.


“I don’t intend to stay in England at all. I need to
return to America by early summer. I have other obligations.”


“Oh.” She didn’t know what to say. It never occurred to
her that he had a life outside of ruining her own.


“You’d be doing me a service by remaining at Eastlan and
seeing to things while I’m away, which will be a majority of the time. Eastlan
is your home, not mine. And since we have a mutual interest in her success, I
couldn’t imagine a better caretaker on my behalf.”


“Until you find a wife and settle down.” Could all her
worry have been for naught? She could remain to raise her daughter, nurse the
frail Lady Phillina and tend her dying garden for years on end. Suddenly her
fondest dream made her unbearably sad.


“There’s no danger of that,” he said with a cocky chuckle that
reminded Astra that he fancied himself quite the libertine.


“I am quite sure you are a man of the world, but you are
still rather young. A bit of maturity might lead you to a change of heart.”
Surely he didn’t intend to remain a bachelor all his life.


He eyed her rudely at that comment before he seemed to
catch himself. He changed his stance, coming to his full height. Astra’s gaze
bounced from the flex of his thighs to the broadness of his now squared
shoulders. 


“I can assure you that I’ve experienced circumstances
beyond my years and am sure of my own mind. But since I’m a stranger and you
have no reason to trust me, I’ll let practicality persuade you on my behalf.
Neither of us wants a costly lawsuit. If we could agree not to be enemies, I’m
sure we could reach an arrangement that would benefit us both.”


She studied him, not wanting to agree too quickly. Despite
her outburst and threat of bringing a lawsuit against him, she had realized
that public exposure of their dispute would be far more damaging for her than
him. The scandal alone might ruin Lark’s chances of a decent match and a stable
future. The truth was, an outsider though he might be, he was a man and more
likely to find a jury of his peers in England than she ever would. A lawsuit
would be unpleasant and costly for them both, practicality not passion stood
behind his offer. Astra felt old beyond her twenty-nine years and foolish to
think otherwise.


“Perhaps I would trust you if I hadn’t a greater
responsibility to protect my daughter’s interests.” Astra forced herself to
hold his gaze. She could hardly believe she was bold enough to question his
generosity. This very morning, when she’d finally been honest with herself of
the dire straits she and Lark were in, she would have kissed his knuckles not
to be thrown out on the streets.


“If things work as I hope, I can triple Eastlan’s income.
England still refuses to trade with America, though it hurts us both.” James
shrugged as if the rest didn’t matter, but the gleam in his eyes hinted
differently. “If I’m seen by the locals as an Englishman, well, let’s say it
would help both our lots.”


“And you want my help?” Once again, he took Astra
completely by surprise. Still, by the sounds of it, he had some kind of plan.
“I know nothing of commerce, or any such thing.” 


“But you know about appearances, don’t you?” His slow grin
flustered Astra and sent her heart racing anew. When she continued to stare,
waiting for his next blow, he laughed. “Come on. I might be a bit rough around
the edges but I’ll get the knack of it. All you have to do is support my claim
as Eastlan’s baron and do everything in your power to ensure that I’m accepted
as a long lost Keane instead of a stranger.”


“Maintaining the dignity of the Keane name is important to
me,” she said. Which was true despite the fact that she had contributed to its
ruin. She quickly weighed her options. Her mind raced with the few
possibilities open to her and Lark. The conclusion was clear.


“Have we an agreement, Lady Keane?” 


“Indeed we do.” She held out her hand. “And I trust you
understand the meaning of discretion. The walls have ears, and for obvious
reasons I prefer our agreement to remain private.” Would he be able to promise
her that he would be discreet? Could he?


“And eyes as well. Your secrets are safe with me, as I
trust my interests are with you.” He shook her hand in a matter-of-fact fashion
but the mischievous warning in his gaze had her wondering exactly what she had
just agreed to.


 


***


Astra stood in front of James’s rooms that very afternoon.
She supported Lady Phillina on one side while Astra’s mother flanked the other.
Lady Lynette Seabrook made no pretense for her sudden visit to Eastlan, her
curiosity about the American too overwhelming to ignore. The first challenge to
Astra’s secret pact with James had arrived along with luggage for an extended
stay. 


“Give me my bloody boots!” she heard James yell from
behind the closed door. “And what have you done with the rest of my clothes?”


“Oh my! That sounds promising,” Lynette Seabrook crooned.


“Perhaps we should wait for a more appropriate time to
make introductions.” Astra attempted to steer Lady Phillina back down the long
hall to her waiting wheeled chair, but the frail lady remained firmly planted.


“My nephew will assume I am unpardonably rude if I don’t
welcome him at once. I should have been informed the moment he arrived.” 


Lady Phillina’s grip on Astra’s arm tightened. Astra had
not expected the elder Lady Keane to last the length of the walk to Eastlan’s
guest wing, or she would have tried a bit harder to persuade her from her
notion of seeking out James. Surely, he wasn’t having another tryst. She’d
noticed Melva downstairs polishing the silver.


Heavy footfalls followed by a thud hinted at some kind of
struggle. “Get over here right now. If you force me to chase you around my own
damned quarters, I’ll have no mercy once I catch you. I can promise you that.”
James’s angry words caused Astra to stiffen. She’d not suspected him to be
violent as well as lecherous.


“I think we must intervene. Our dear boy might be in
danger.” Her mother reached for the door handle. 


“Mother, do not dare impose upon Lord Keane’s privacy.”
While still supporting Lady Phillina, Astra tried to block her mother’s intent,
but she overcompensated in her desperation, swinging the door open herself.


James stood barefoot and bare-chested, ready to lunge at a
foe. He resembled a Greek contestant in an Olympiad wrestling match, but
thankfully wearing breeches, as low-slung as they were. 


“Excuse us, my lord.” Astra reached for the brass door
handle. “I didn’t realize you were indisposed.” Astra suspected her face was as
red as it felt. So far James was a horrible student of English propriety, with
evidence of it at every turn. Her work was definitely cut out for her.


“James, my dear nephew. Oh, Astra, he not only resembles
Trent, they could be brothers.” Lady Phillina’s breathless voice penetrated
Astra’s perusal of James’s breathtaking physique.


Her mother swished past them, leaving the support of Lady
Phillina to Astra as she sauntered toward James.  “Lynette Seabrook, my lord.
Astra’s mother. I rushed from London the moment I heard word of your arrival. A
sheer delight to finally make your acquaintance in the flesh.” Her mother
curtsied, tipping the mounds of her powdered breasts under James’s nose. “Oh,
yes, a sheer delight.” 


James took her extended hand and bowed slightly, his
questioning gaze on Astra rather than her mother’s prized attributes.


“Mother, please! Is it not obvious Lord Keane is in no
state to receive us?”


James tried to disengage his hand from her mother’s grasp
but she appeared to have no intention of cooperating. She remained in her
extended curtsy, a testament to her life-long devotion to vigorous activity. 


James bowed and kissed the back of Lady Seabrook’s hand.
“How’s that? You’ll have to forgive me because I’m not sure exactly what’s
expected of me.”


“Expected of you?” Her mother artfully unfolded from her
curtsy without releasing her grip on James. “You are the Master of Eastlan.
Your every wish is to be obeyed and relished.”


Astra settled Lady Phillina to a sturdy upholstered chair
striped in gold and cream silk. She must intervene before her mother ruined her
bargain with James. If he suspected that he could behave however he pleased
given his gender and rank, all would be lost. Though he wasn’t aware of it, he
truly didn’t need her to provide the information he sought. He could garner
this from any number of sources. But it was certain she desperately needed him.
And the sooner she could start playing the part he wished, the better.


“James is new to his position and you are giving him the
wrong impression, Mother. He needs our assistance in learning our customs.”
Astra glanced apologetically at James. 


Her mother finally released his hand. “Kissing a lady’s
hand is very Continental. I prefer it.”


“But traditionally, it is not how it’s done here. And
certainly not while a man is disrobed.” In her attempt to avoid gaping at
James, Astra spotted Mr. Rudd, valet to the last three Lord Keanes, standing on
the far side of the room. He clutched James’s boots and shirt tightly to his
chest, a sneer pulling at his permanently down-turned features. A toppled chair
acted as a temporary barricade.


“I can’t seem to make this man understand that I’ve been
dressing myself since I was out of the nursery. I don’t need of a manservant to
assist me.” James folded his arms over his bare chest, flexing muscles in his
biceps. Astra tried not to stare but her mother nodded with an appreciative
smile.


 “Believe me when I say that I don’t usually receive
female visitors half-clothed.” He tucked his hands under his arms as if
shielding himself and lowered his head.


“I do hope you are just being polite, Lord Keane.” Her
mother fanned her face with her hand, pausing to examine James over the curve
of her long fingers. “Please do not feel the need to change your customs.”


“I’ll have no lord of mine dressed like a common seaman.”
Mr. Rudd spat each word in a clipped threat.


James tensed. Astra seriously feared the confrontation would
end in bloodshed. 


“I laid him out a perfectly good shirt and a brand new
pair of boots that Master Trent never even unwrapped.” Mr. Rudd softened his
tone to mildly disrespectful. 


“They’re not my clothes.” James unfolded his arms and
balled his fists. 


“Please, James, consider the clothes Mr. Rudd has
provided.” The plea from Lady Phillina caused both men to startle, then
instantly ease their fighting stances. “I would be honored to have you wear my
son’s clothes. You look so much like a Keane.” 


“Thank you for your generosity, ma’am. Excuse me.” James
bowed and took a step backward. 


Mr. Rudd tried to escape from the suite with James’s
confiscated boots and shirt, but James lunged for him. Lady Phillina’s laugh
stopped James before he could wrestle the goods from Mr. Rudd. 


“He shall return your boots polished and stitched. Is that
not so, Mr. Rudd?”


“They are a disgrace, my lady.” Mr. Rudd stepped out of
James’s reach. “Not fit for a Lord Keane.” 


“But they are his. Notify the local tailor that Lord Keane
shall require a few items to fill out his wardrobe.”


“My clothes are fine,” James said. “But thank you, ma’am.”


“Call me Auntie Phillina. Please.” Her smile wobbled and
tears pooled in the corners of her eyes. “I am so happy to have finally made
your acquaintance, James Keane. Though I was terribly saddened to hear of the
loss of your father.” 


“You knew my father?” James asked, clearly surprised. For
the first time, Astra realized how truly unprepared James had been for his
sudden inheritance. He still appeared baffled by all it entailed and the family
who came with it. James tensed and the muscles in his chest deliciously
tightened. Astra experienced a rush of heat and a similar contraction in a
place she desperately tried to ignore. A sprinkling of golden-brown hair
stretched across his nipples then trailed down his lean stomach, disappearing
beneath his breeches. Astra gripped her hands together, trying and failing to
avoid picturing other parts of his athletic body.


“Perhaps we should allow James to make himself
presentable?” Astra’s voice was unsteady and earned a smirk from her mother.


“It broke all our hearts when your father left for
America,” Lady Phillina continued, ignoring Astra’s plea. “You look so much
like him. All the Keane men share your robust good looks. Except for Lowell. He
took after me, but I like to think he was special in other ways.”


“I must be consulted on the fitting of Lord Keane’s
wardrobe,” her mother said as she strolled in front of James. 


Astra was grateful for the distraction. Talk of Lowell
would always make her heart heavy.


Her mother’s hazel eyes, one of the few features they
shared, sparked with open interest. “I know what is fashionable in London these
days. Tight breeches. That’s the thing for you, Lord Keane.” Her mother raised
her dark eyebrows suggestively, then laughed at James’s horrified expression.
“Oh what a delight you are. Eastlan has been so boring since Trent”—her mother
glanced at Lady Phillina and swallowed her usual complaint about the appeal of West
Country life—“left us.” 


Astra’s mother enjoyed bringing up the fact whenever she
had the chance that Trent was eaten by his pet tiger. Unfortunately, Astra
suspected the Keane name could not be spoken in society without the gruesome
details being retold. Thankfully Astra hadn’t been to London since the accident
and only had to hear such things from her mother.


“Thank you both, but I’m sure my own clothes will
suffice.” James shifted under her mother’s overly familiar regard. “If you’ll
excuse me, I’ll put on the items Mr. Rudd was so thoughtful to provide.” James
gave Mr. Rudd a warning glance before he turned and strode into the adjoining
bedroom. 


Mr. Rudd slipped from the suite while Astra tried in vain
to suppress a scorching image of what she had witnessed behind that particular
door, the one James had this time remembered to close.


“Oh, he is lovely.” Her mother twirled to face them in a
flash of vermillion skirts. “London is in for a treat.”


“I don’t believe he intends to visit London,” said Astra
too quickly. At least she hoped so. The sooner he left Eastlan the better.


“He shall have to appear next season to take his seat in
the House of Lords,” insisted Lady Phillina. “Lowell was never able to make the
journey. The Keanes need to be represented again.” No matter how much the idea
disturbed her, Astra dare not dissuade Phillina of the notion. Meeting James
marked the first occasion the matron Keane had spoken of remaining with the
living for any extended period of time since Lowell’s death. At least James’s
arrival seemed to have perked her up.


James returned wearing a pressed shirt with an abundance
of lace and sleeves too short, exposing his thick wrists. An embroidered
waistcoat topped the ill-fitting garment, sporadically buttoned wherever
James’s bulk would allow. He shrugged on an unadorned dark blue coat that
obviously belonged to his own rustic wardrobe. 


“I suppose these might stretch and be tolerable.” He examined
the highly polished boots, his frown not completely hiding the fact that he
probably recognized their quality. “But I want my own clothes returned.”


He glanced at Astra, and she nodded at the demand he
directed to her. 


“I shall see to it.” Though they had agreed that she would
continue to run the household, the intimacy of the exchange suddenly struck her
as more than just part of their practical bargain. He was already depending on
her.


“Perhaps I wasn’t fair in asking for you to fit into my
son’s wardrobe.” Lady Phillina sighed. “But thank you for accommodating an old
woman’s wishes. Again, forgive my delay in welcoming you properly.”


“Thank you”— James paused—“Aunt Phillina. I heard you
haven’t been well.”


Lady Phillina reached out her hand. “Please, come here,
James. Let me have a better look at you.”


He took Lady Phillina’s hand and dropped to one knee in
front of her chair, bringing them both eye-to-eye.


Lady Phillina grazed her fingertips over James’s cheek. “I
am so glad you have come to carry on our legacy. To think I feared the Keanes
had died out, except for my beautiful Lark of course. I thought I had nothing
left to live for in this life. But now you are here.”


“I hope I’m not going to be a disappointment. I don’t know
much about being a baron.” The sincerity of his words struck Astra with a
softening toward him that she hadn’t expected. He was showing himself to be
vulnerable, which would not help him fit in. She would have to make sure she
broke him of the habit of speaking his mind so openly, even if she found it
terribly endearing.


“We are all here to help you, Lord Keane. And you have
already surpassed our expectations, has he not, Astra?” Her mother directed a
knowing gaze to Astra, lingering long enough to evoke dread, before homing in
again on James. “You will show the world that the Keanes are not dead and
buried. And certainly not cursed.”


Astra strode to her mother’s side and squeezed her arm in
a silent warning to say no more. Her mother had mentioned this nonsense before,
but Astra had ignored it, considering the source. 


“Lady Phillina should be happy to know that many of those
awful gossips forfeited a good deal of their fortunes since James’s safe
arrival in England.” Her mother shook off Astra’s grip with a smug smile. She
leaned on the back of Lady Phillina’s chair and gazed down at James. “I, on the
other hand, made out like a highway robber. For those who wish to recoup their
losses, Whites is already fielding wagers that James won’t last the year.”


“Cursed? I don’t understand,” Lady Phillina said, though
her face grew pale. 


“How could you wager on our misfortune, Mother?” Astra
turned away, unable to watch her examine James like a prize bull at the
Cornwall Royal Faire. “You, no doubt, are the one who started such rumors and
the gaming to make yourself a more interesting house guest.”


“Well, I didn’t bet against you, did I, darling?” Her
mother winked at Astra, but was still leaning over, flashing much too much
cleavage in James’s direction. Her mother’s famous figure was something Astra
hadn’t inherited. And if she had, she hoped she would have been a thousand times
more discreet.


James stood. “So they think an American isn’t up to the
task of being an English aristocrat?”


“Heavens, no. They thought you wouldn’t live to inherit
the title. It seems the Lords Keane inherited a significantly shortened life
along with their barony,” her mother whispered theatrically. 


“How can you be so crass about circumstances that can only
be described as tragic? I lost my husband, Mother, in case you have forgotten.
And Lady Phillina, has mourned two sons, not to mention the man she loved.”
Astra felt James’s curious gaze on her, but could not meet it. Her fate had
also been altered by the deaths, and she sometimes wondered if she herself were
cursed.


“Please, Astra,” intervened Lady Phillina. “Do not argue
with your mother. All that sorrow is in the past. We have James now, and I
think all talk of wagers will end after our ball.”


“We’re having a ball?” James strode toward Astra, and she
could no longer avoid him. He held her gaze with a subtle threat that made her
tingle all over.


“Lady Phillina, we no longer have a townhouse in London,
and I am sure all the fashionable accommodations are already leased,” Astra
said gently, wondering if the older woman even recalled that the Keanes had
been in self-imposed seclusion since their string of misfortunes. 


“This all sounds very expensive.” James went to his desk
and flipped open the leather-bound ledger he had confronted her with the night
before.


“We shall hold our ball at Eastlan, of course,” declared
Lady Phillina, “during Parliament’s Easter break. We must not delay in
introducing James properly.”


“We won’t be able to make arrangements in such short a
time,” Astra argued calmly, counting the weeks in her head. “Easter week is in
little more than a month, and we are hardly out of mourning.”


“And what better way to welcome our friends and peers back
into our lives,” Lady Phillina said, sounding almost giddy with the idea.
“Lynette will help us, won’t you, dear? We should be in debt for the boon of
your guidance.”


“Nothing would please me more. And as it is, I am between
engagements at the moment.” Her mother’s eagerness to stay in the country for
longer than a fortnight boded ill for them all. The smile the two women
exchanged worried Astra even more.


“Oh, I must attend to my correspondence then.” Lady
Phillina pushed herself to a standing position, grabbing Astra’s mother for
balance. “Excuse me, James, for cutting our first visit short but I wish to
make your party spectacular. I have much to do. Astra, be a dear and help me to
my room?”


“We’ve not a single moment to spare.” Her mother wrapped
her arm around Lady Phillina’s shoulders. “Astra, you must stay and discuss
particulars for the ball with James.” Her mother winked at Astra, and she
prayed James had not noticed. “I shall have no problem escorting Lady Phillina
back to her room. The little dear weighs less than a church mouse.”


“I intend to be plump and glowing with health by the time
of our ball.” Lady Phillina waved goodbye over her shoulder.


Her mother escaped with Lady Phillina before Astra could
object. James closed the door behind them, then turned and stared expectantly
at Astra. “Ready to earn your keep?”
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“Excuse me?” Astra stared longingly at the door blocked by
James’s bulk.


“I’ll agree to the ball only because it seems like the
most direct way to be accepted as the new baron, but you need to persuade Lady
Phillina to keep the guest list to a minimum. I’d prefer to put any extra money
I can scrape together into our sheep herd rather than feed a bunch of bloated
aristocrats.”


“Many peers choose to stay in London until the fall.
Hopefully our attendance will consist mainly of the local gentry.” Or so Astra prayed,
but some scandalmongers might make the long trip to Cornwall out of morbid
curiosity. None of the Keanes had been seen in Town since Trent’s grizzly
death. Thankfully, the tiger’s cage had been removed and a large bank of roses
now grew in its place. Astra strode across the room. “You must know it’s not
proper for me to be alone with you.”


James shrugged out of his coat, then peeled off the
embroidered waistcoat. “What’s this about a curse?” James sat down on the chair
Lady Phillina had vacated and pulled off his boots. “I thought bankruptcy was
the extent of my problems.”


“Eastlan is not cursed.” Astra hovered against the far
wall. “What are you doing?”


“Removing these boots. They are cutting off my circulation
and giving me a pounding headache. Of course, Eastlan isn’t cursed, just
mismanaged, but I should know what’s being said about us.” He reached for his
neck cloth.


“I beg you not to go any further. There is not an Us.
There is a You and a Me. I know we have an agreement, but I am a lady and I
expect you to respect my delicate position.” 


“Delicate?” He sighed, pinched the bridge of his nose and
leaned back in the chair. “It’s not like you haven’t seen me undressed before.”


“I beg your pardon?” Astra’s heart leapt to her throat and
she prayed she misunderstood. How could he think, let alone say such a thing?


The direct stare with which she had found camaraderie in
only moments ago, cut through her, unmasked her. Surely, he could not know what
she had witnessed and now remain so casually unaffected. No, he must mean when
they interrupted his confrontation with Mr. Rudd. Of course. She took a breath
and relaxed once again, feeling a bit foolish she had jumped to the wrong
conclusion at first.


“I didn’t intend to barge in on you earlier. It won’t
happen again,” Astra said as formally as possible.


“Forget I said anything. I’m used to a ship full of men
and not accustomed to prancing around in coat and neck cloth all blasted day.
My good manners are rusty.”  He slipped his fingers in the loosened cloth and
tugged, but did not take further steps to remove it. “Would you please see if
you can get my clothes back from Rudd? The thief cleaned out my trunk.” He
returned to his desk, ignoring her as he studied papers spread across its
mahogany surface. 


“I shall speak to Mr. Rudd, but I want your word that you
will not hamper Lady Phillina’s plans for the ball. And please take care with
whom you discuss finances. It will not help you if those around you think you
are a pauper.”


“Anything else?” James studied her with a tight jaw and a
hard glint.


“I thought you wished to be accepted as the Baron of St.
Keynes?  You do know there is a village attached to your title? Your barony is
from feudal times, my lord.  And though your ancestors changed the spelling of
their surname over the years, the village still looks to you as their lord.  
Don’t disappoint them.”  She had to gain some sense of decorum with him for her
own sanity. And he needed to take her advice and not be so defensive.


“I do wish to be accepted and I will be. Did you not hear
my Auntie Phillina? I am the spitting image of a Keane.”


Astra stiffened. “There is more to your position than
filling out the clothes, my lord.”


“Ah yes, a curse, I believe. Why do you look so
distressed? I’m quite a lucky bastard. When you think about it, I survived the
war only to end up an English baron.”


“And for that to happen four men died in short order,
including your father. I hope you do not intend to go back on our truce because
you think Lady Phillina will take your side. I can assure you she will not.”
Astra didn’t understand his manner in the least.


“I can see your mother-in-law is quite taken with you. You
might have Lady Phillina fooled but not me.” He winked at her and Astra went
cold. What had he discovered? Astra had been hiding so many secrets for so
long, she could only imagine what this intruder knew, or at least thought he
knew.


“I have never tried to fool Lady Phillina in any matter
whatsoever. We share a genuine regard.” Astra’s words could not be more
truthful. It was what Lady Phillina overlooked in favor of genuine regard that
tormented Astra. 


“Are your cheeks flushed, Astra?” James laughed. “I think
I’ve discovered a ripple in your placid exterior.”


“I shall not be threatened by your innuendos. Obviously,
you are holding some secret knowledge, real or imagined, against my character.
I demand that you reveal yourself this instant.” Astra’s heart pounded. She
must know what he had discovered and more importantly what he intended to do
with the information.


“Interesting choice of words, but I think you’re right. We
shouldn’t keep secrets from each other, seeing as we are both depending on the
other.” James strode to the door of his bedroom. “Shall we?”


He was trying to unnerve her, but she would not cower. Not
now, perhaps not ever again. She had been given the chance to participate in
her own life instead of being locked behind closed doors and she would not
scamper away like a frightened virgin. 


She militantly stomped into the bedroom.


James repositioned himself in the doorway leaning against
the door frame, his arms folded over his chest. “Look familiar.”


“I have been mistress of Eastlan for several years now.”
She held her shoulder’s stiff. “I would be remiss if I did not know every nook
of its vast interior. Your point?” She studied the room with the bed’s large
carved headboard and the matching mahogany furnishings, keeping her back to one
bureau in particular. What was he getting at?


“Step back a foot.” His grin, lazy and confident, assured
her he enjoyed making her the brunt of his private joke. She followed his
direction, some of her tension easing with the silliness of his game. 


“Good. Stop. Now two small steps to your right. Stop.
Perfect.”


She glanced around the room and discovered nothing
innocuous. What was it? Even the large bed that dominated the room was covered
by a russet-colored spread and littered with laced-edge pillows that bordered
on the effeminate, taking the innuendo out of the forbidden chamber. “I find
nothing out of the ordinary.”


“Look directly in front of you.” 


A wall papered in dark brown flowers and cream stripes
held an artful arrangement of painted landscapes and a single over-sized
mirror. James wiggled his fingers in a cocky wave from his leaning position on
the door jam and she noticed how the angle where she stood perfectly reflected
the doorway…and a bit beyond.


He’d seen her!  


He had not been simply staring at a wall in front of him
while the maid kneeled before him and…he had been staring in the mirror
directly at Astra watching them. She closed her eyes to block out the image of
his fevered gaze both now and then.


“You entered my room not only without invitation, but
without even knocking. Did you enjoy the entertainment, Astra? You certainly
seemed to.” He sounded so pleased with himself. Amusement rang clearly in his
voice while she burned with shame. “If I recall correctly,” he continued, “and
to be honest, things are a bit muddled considering the position I was in, you
returned for a second look.”


She opened her eyes and met his smirk in the mirror. “You
were watching me. The whole time while she was…”  


His smile faded and his amused gaze melted under the same
heat she had glimpsed during his indiscretion with the maid. He relished the
idea of her watching him.


“You enjoyed it. You enjoyed having me watch,” she said in
a scalding whisper that burned her dry throat.


“Yes,” his voice sounded husky and deadly serious. Gone
was the naughty lad of a few moments ago who had orchestrated a mischievous
prank.


She pulled her gaze from the mirror, the distorted
reflection magnifying some sort of physical intimacy that threatened to drag
her under. Praying that the outrage he deserved would soon rescue her, she
turned to face him. The erotic exchange she’d witnessed had involved her as
much as the other woman. The vivid sexual fantasies she could not stop flooding
her senses suddenly seemed impossibly real, as if James had been touching her,
moaning in her ear. She could even taste his skin’s saltiness as though it were
her tongue on his nipple, his skin, his…


“You are without a shred of decency,” she said, mustering
every ounce of courage she could, hoping he would be a gentleman and simply
dismiss the whole incident. “I would rather live on the streets than share the
same roof with a deviant such as you.” 


“I was only enjoying the pleasure so generously offered me
after a long voyage. You, on the other hand, stumbled upon a private moment
between two consenting adults and lingered to appease your own lust.” 


“I wanted to leave.” Astra stopped herself from outright
lying. He had seen everything, after all. “I thought you were a servant.
Someone I should report to—”


“Is that how the upper class gets their jollies? Well
then, I would rather be a servant.” He closed the bedroom door behind him and
took a step toward her.


Astra backed away. He continued to block the doorway or
she would have stormed directly out of it. His stab at the truth stole her
breath. If he knew how far between her jollies, as he so crudely termed
it, it had been, perhaps he would not be so cruel.


“I did not mean to intrude and I assure you it was not
intentional. I was…” She swallowed the word fascinated. “I think I
should leave now.” More than anything she desired to put some distance between
them.


He silently stalked toward her on bare feet like some wild
Indian from his homeland. “Actually, your presence made the whole experience so
much more interesting.” 


“I am surprised you even noticed I was there. You appeared
very entranced with Melva’s talents.” She tried to muster up an indignant tone,
since shock and horror had already been forfeited.


“Who?” he asked without pausing his slow advance. It was
as if he was expecting her to bolt and had every intention of preventing her
escape.


“The maid, Melva. The woman who had her mouth on your…”
Astra glanced away, flushing at her blurting out the obvious details.


He was closing the space between them, forcing Astra to
give him her full attention. With no chance of escape, her new strategy needed
to be one of fortitude. She needed to stand her ground, no matter what. 


“Was she your husband’s mistress?”


“Heavens, no!” Perhaps it was from nerves, but Astra
genuinely laughed. “Lowell didn’t…” Again, Astra was forced to stop herself.
“Melva is new. I have no idea where she came from or what she does.” Astra
almost choked since they both knew what Melva did best. “I was meaning to speak
to the housekeeper about her, but since you two seem to be…friends, I’ll leave
her duties to you.”


“Astra, it was a mistake. I probably would have come to my
senses if you hadn’t been watching.” He disregarded a respectable distance and
stood so close that he stared down into her face.


She met his hungry gaze wanting to hate his words but
found herself relishing them instead. James’s mere closeness was a balm to the
loneliness that she had accepted would be her lot in life. She inhaled deeply,
catching his scent, distilling it in her mind, memorizing it so she could
recall this moment in vivid detail if she wished to someday in the future.


James gripped her arms and drew her closer still. “It’s
your eyes. The slant or maybe the color. When you look at me, I feel like
you’re touching me.”


Astra turned her face from his, thought to leave, but
remained in place. Having him so near forced her to think of desires she had
long buried. Did she actually believe she could live her life without ever
knowing a man’s touch again? And she couldn’t deny her body, at the very least,
wanted this man more than she thought humanly possible. A body that betrayed
her once again, heat pooling between her thighs. Even the living breathing
evidence of such folly seemed a small price to pay for one moment with James.


“This is wrong,” she said, her last grip on logic coming
forth in a meager plea. Her face turned up to his, her lips parted, her body
winning once again.


“Very,” he said with a seductive grin.


She knew he was going to kiss her. He lowered his head
slowly, as though allowing her time to turn away, rebuke him if she chose. Her
mind pleaded with her to say something to stop him, but something deeper, more
desperate, held her still.


His lips brushed hers and a sigh of pleasure slipped past
her defenses. She gingerly touched his waist, feeling the firm muscles, the
male heat beneath his thin shirt. His kiss was gentle and she responded by
parting her lips, inviting him to use his tongue. He did with a tempered hunger
that almost instantly drove her mad. She met his probing caress with her own,
sending a flare of heat across her breasts and down her torso. Needing to feel
him against her, she arched her back slightly and he responded by stepping into
her. He slid one arm behind the small of her back and pressed her hips against
his. She felt his arousal and her body responded with a rush of wet heat. A
primal need to feel him inside her defied all reason.


A knock sounded on the bedroom door. “James, sorry to
disturb you, but we had agreed to meet in the yard at two. The horses are
saddled. Should I tell the groomsman to put them away?”


Wesley’s voice behind the bedroom door slowly penetrated
Astra’s hazy awareness. She hadn’t even fully realized James had closed the
door, trapping them alone together. Had he orchestrated this whole encounter,
easily seducing the lonely widow? Good Lord, what had they done? Astra
stiffened but James held her tighter, holding her head in place with a firm
grip, deepening the kiss for one desperate moment longer. He poured so much
lust into the last, rough press of his lips that Astra had trouble keeping her
balance when he loosened his embrace.


“No, I’ll be there in a moment,” he called to the closed
door. “My valet insisted on redressing me.”


“Our Mr. Rudd doesn’t tolerate an unpressed crease. I’ll
meet you outside,” Wesley said good-naturedly, then loudly tromped across the
outer room.


Astra pressed a hand to her swollen lips, sure their
mutual ravaging had left her bruised. She made an attempt to flee, but James
caught her arm and held her.


“I must go before anyone else stumbles upon us. James, to
be discovered would ruin me.”


“Wait. Let me leave first so I can occupy Wesley. He’s
much too interested in your every move for my tastes.”


“And well he should be. Look how I have behaved.” Shame
scalded her face with a fiery wash. She had already ruined herself once, but
now she had Lark to consider. There was much more at stake.


“I much prefer the wanton Astra to the righteous Lady
Keane.” He tried to caress her hair, leaning his head toward her as if he meant
to kiss her again.


She jerked from his grip. “What are you thinking?” Her
voice was a shrill whisper. “If Wesley were to have caught us, he would be
horrified.” Astra swallowed, and tried to stop her racing heart. The
humiliation would have been unbearable. Wesley would surely regret his loyal
friendship, rightfully branding her as the title-chasing social-climber she had
often been rumored to be in the past.


She paced to the far side of the room, distancing herself
from James and the temptation she had little will to resist even now, missing
the comfort and excitement of feeling his body so close against hers.


“You should go before he returns.” She glanced at James to
find him tugging at his shirt. Unfortunately, the ill-fitting garment failed to
hang far enough to cover the obvious bulge in his buff-colored breeches. 


“I have to give it a moment.” He met her gaze and grinned.
“The coat will help but it’s in the other room.”


Astra covered her eyes and turned her face away. His
casual manner proved he most likely did this sort of thing all the time. Had
she so quickly forgotten his recent liaison with the maid?


“Please, James. Never try to kiss me again. You are
correct. I am not the prim and proper widow I claim to be. You win. Let us
never speak of it again.”


He took a step nearer. “I didn’t kiss you to win
anything.”


“Whatever the reason, please understand that you could
ruin me. Not only socially, but in every way.” She paused, her throat tightened
and she struggled to compose herself. She wasn’t sure if the rush of emotion
sprung from a pain that should have been long buried or from a new wound—the
loss of the woman she must forever forfeit for the sake of propriety—for the
sake of her daughter.


“I didn’t bring you in here to seduce you, Astra.” All
traces of humor had left his voice but she refused to believe he cared a wit
that she was near hysterics.


“You didn’t have to, did you? I was quite willing without
the least bit of encouragement.” Apparently she had not learned a thing from
her first love. “Perhaps it best for me to find other living arrangements until
your departure.”


“It was only a kiss. Please don’t think you must leave. We
have an arrangement that suits us both and there’s no need for that to change.
Let’s talk of this later.” James headed for the door.


He gripped the door handle, then glanced over his
shoulder. “I won’t say I’m sorry, because I’m not, but I can promise you that I
won’t touch you again if that’s your wish.”


Astra nodded and turned away, unable to lie and say that
was exactly what she wanted. 
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“Astra, why ruin the lovely lavender with that black
shawl? You have the jet necklace.” Her mother sauntered to where Astra stood
before the cherry wood cheval mirror, admiring the fit of her current favorite
gown. She had to admit, she was glad to see herself in something other than
solid black, though Lady Phillina’s gentle suggestion that it was past time to
abandon her severe mourning clothes at first stirred panic.


“It would hardly be considered half-mourning without a bit
of black. And the bodice is too low without the scarf.” The lavender bodice
with a matching white and lavender striped skirt was as festive as she dare be.
Knowing she would face James again soon, she needed something to hide the blush
that would surely erupt over every ounce of skin the moment they made eye
contact.


“I’d wager James wouldn’t think the dip in your neckline
inappropriate.” Her mother’s vibrant gown in shimmering aquamarine and
feathered coiffure looked more appropriate for a night at the opera rather than
a quiet dinner at home. 


“James has much to learn about English propriety.” And so
did Astra. She took a cleansing breath to quell her flush of guilt. She should
never have let him kiss her. What sins she’d committed by watching him with the
maid were too disturbing to even consider. 


“He’s a man, darling. A real man. They do things
differently. English or not.”


Astra turned away from the tall oval mirror before her
mother could register her distress. “So, what plans did you two make for the
ball? You never said.” Her mother’s curious tone warned that she may already
suspect their mutual breach of propriety. Her mother was never interested in
anything mundane and socially acceptable.


“Our meeting was postponed. Lord Keane had another
appointment.” Astra managed to keep her tone crisp and cool. Hopefully she
could maintain the façade for the rest of the evening.


“Oh, I bet he hated that. Wait until he sees you tonight.
Even with that dreary black cloth you’re using to disguise your pretty dress.
You are absolutely glowing this evening. You know, Astra, if you can pretend to
be anything other than dour, you’ll have no problem getting James on his knees
within the week.”


Astra strolled to her dressing mirror and dusted some
powder over her flushed cheeks. The reverse was more likely if she didn’t keep
her distance. “As usual, you have no idea what you speak of, Mother. There is
nothing between James and I. We are cousins by marriage and he is several years
younger than me.”


“Don’t be silly, Astra. Three years does not make several.
And it’s obvious that he’s not been sheltered those years as have you. James
Keane is ripe for plucking. He doesn’t seem like a patient man. You’re a grown
woman now with no time to waste in playing coy.”


“He hasn’t proposed, and I assure you, he has no intention
of doing so.” Astra tucked a stray strand of hair back into its proper place.
As if her mother ever thought there was a time for coquettish restraint. 


“You need some rouge.” Her mother’s reflection appeared
beside Astra’s in the mirror. The older woman’s dark hair was piled artfully
atop her head and her lips artificially red. In comparison, Astra did appear a
bit wan. “A formal proposal isn’t what I’m referring to and you know it.”


Astra closed her eyes so she wouldn’t have to look into
her mother’s penetrating stare. 


“Lure him alone,” she said near Astra’s ear. Her mother
tugged at the blond strand she had recently replaced and whisked away the scarf
Astra had draped around her neckline. 


Astra opened her eyes, instantly taken by the
transformation. The jet-black necklace hung seductively against her pale skin,
her lavender neckline softly outlining her round breasts pushed up by her
corset. Astra recognized the young woman, one full of hope and possibilities,
the woman she had once been before betrayal and heartache wore her down. James
had done this by his stolen kiss and honest desire. Astra had not thought of
herself as pretty since Lark had been conceived. No, it was after that. The
morning after to be precise.


“Nature will do the rest,” her mother squeezed her bared
shoulders. “Trust me.”


Astra slid away from the mirror and her mother’s cloying
attention. “I trusted you before and the results were disastrous.”


“I would say it all worked out for the best. And here you
are, in a fine position again and with the prospect of such a man as James
warming your bed. Perhaps he’s not ready to propose but you should become his
mistress with all haste.”


Astra sucked in a hot, painful breath, and turned around
to glare at her mother. “Are you mad?”


A knock on the door cut short her mother’s dangerous
diatribe. Astra turned to the window to compose herself, allowing her mother to
glide across the carpet to the chorus of her stiff skirts. If her mother had
any notion of the precarious state of her inheritance, her arguments might
easily persuade Astra to abandon reason.


“James! Speak of the devil. How wonderful to see you. Have
you come to escort Astra to dinner?” Her mother’s delighted voice sliced
through Astra’s fragile composure.


Astra clenched her fist against her rebellious stomach.
The person she wanted to see least in this world stood at the door. 


 


***


James cleared his throat to keep from gaping at Astra. The
curve-hugging gown she wore must have been specifically designed to disconcert
the male population. He had no idea her shoulders would be so pale, so smooth.
Perhaps he really was the lecherous oaf he’d portrayed this afternoon. Just the
curve of her neck was making him randy as hell. What happened to the black
concoction that covered her from chin to toe?


“I’d be honored to escort Astra to dinner, if she’ll allow
me the pleasure.” He bowed, trying to appear humble and tame.


Astra’s mother, Lady Seabrook, laughed too loudly. “Of
course she’ll allow you, you silly boy. Who could she say no to you? Come in,
for goodness sakes. You don’t have to linger on the threshold like a beggar.
After all, this is your house and you have a right to anything and everything
in it.”


James had a sinking feeling that Astra had recounted what
had gone on between them this afternoon. Not that he understood it so well
himself. He was so sure what he’d witnessed in the mirror was pure lust. All
her blushes and hot looks since then had only confirmed his assumptions, not to
mention become a crazy distraction. He glanced around the simple room only to
discover he had probably misread Astra completely. The room was almost sparse,
a cream spread and sheer yellow hangings from the plain cherry wood bed proved
the most elaborate adornments. The papered walls in faded pink roses needed
replacing. All very innocent, maidenly and understated. Her panic at his kiss already
had James questioning everything he’d assumed about Astra. Her bedroom
confirmed his error.


“Thank you, Mother. Shall we go to dinner?” Astra marched
to the door, refusing to even glance in James’s direction while she tried to
slip past him. “I’m sure Wesley is famished. I think he grew accustomed to the
meals at an earlier hour. No doubt the change has vexed him.”


James rooted in the doorway, blocking her escape. “I’d
like to speak with you alone for a moment, Lady Keane. Please,” he added,
determined to clear matters up between them once and for all. 


“Of course, James. And by all means, call her Astra. No
need to be so formal. I shall wait with Wesley below stairs. Take your time.”
Lady Seabrook danced from the room loudly closing the door behind her. 


“I don’t wish to be alone with you.” The tremble in
Astra’s voice hit him like a blow. 


“I’m not going to do anything to offend you. I promise,”
James said. “After time for consideration, I suppose I do owe you an apology
for my behavior. All of it.” James hoped to avoid specifics and slide by with a
general acknowledgement of blame.


“Are those the clothes the tailor brought?” A grin relaxed
her tight features and James had the slightest softening for Mr. Rudd. “I’m
certainly not an expert on the latest fashion, but I think the cut a bit out of
date.”


“I missed the tailor. And I tore my other clothes.” James
shrugged, glad to look ridiculous if it made her smile. 


Astra’s shocked blink forced him to explain further. “My
saddle broke and I had to walk home in the rain for several miles.” 


“You could have been seriously injured.” A frown once
again marred her pretty face. 


“I wasn’t unless you count my pride. It was my own fault
for jumping a stone fence. I’m lucky the horse wasn’t hurt. Mr. Rudd squeezed
me into this. I feel like I’m wearing the drapes, but it’s no more than I
deserve.” James shoved his hands into the large pockets of the skirt attached
to his satin coat. 


Astra approached him to examine the cream and pink swirls
at the lapels and pockets. She fingered an outlandishly large and ornate
button. He lifted his arms so she could better ridicule the snug fitting vest
crawling with pink and red flowers. His body tightened at her light touch but
he scolded himself not to react to it. He’d better get used to wanting her
without relief if he wanted to sail away from England without complications. He
lowered his arms abruptly and stepped back. 


“Mr. Rudd picked this out for you? He must have unearthed
these clothes from Lowell’s grandfather’s wardrobe.” She clasped her hands in
front of her and appeared embarrassed by her forwardness. Though a no-touching
rule for her, as well as him, was in both their best interest, he didn’t want
that at all. 


“He said the second baron’s clothes would be the best
fit.” He spread his arms again, opening the coat, examining the fit, stupidly
inviting her to do the same. “I didn’t have the strength to argue when he
dragged this atrocity out of a dusty trunk.” 


“It suits you.” The hint of laughter that rang through her
voice was worth the ruffles poking from his vest. Though she didn’t touch him
again, it was enough for now. 


“I shouldn’t have kissed you,” he said quickly. “I’ve
proved myself the brute you expected me to be.” 


“Don’t feel you need to placate me, James.” She turned
away, but not before her smile collapsed. “I’d prefer it if we acted like what
happened this afternoon never occurred.”


“I’m not placating.” James fought the urge to reach out
and grip her shoulders, knowing that would only lead him into trouble. He
stuffed his hands in his pockets once again. I just want you to know that I
understand your position and I know I need your help. I have sisters. I
wouldn’t want some stranger barging into their home assuming he owned the place
and acting as I did.”


“Please, James.”


He tried not to become aroused by the mere fact she used
his given name. 


She sighed. “You are entirely too honest. Though I’m glad
you told me the truth about the mirror,” she said with an authority he had not
expected. “I think we should both know where we stand with each other. And as
for the other, the kiss, well, I am only human as are you.” 


He stared at her for a moment, his gaze on her pink lips
she had recently wet, and tried to stamp down his heated interest in favor of
cool practicality. “But as a gentleman, something we both know I haven’t quite
gotten the hang of yet, I shouldn’t have taken advantage of the situation. I’ll
not do it again. I don’t want you to leave Eastlan.”


“Perhaps if we were at different times in our lives,
different positions, your actions would not be so inappropriate.” She gazed up
at him and parted her lips. His body instantly argued with his vow to not react
to her, touch her.


“If you were not a dependent in my household, nothing
would stop me from pursuing you—not time, nor position.” James realized he’d
gone too far when she dropped her brave gaze. “But I have asked you to help me
and to make personal sacrifices to do so. I won’t let my interest in you
interfere again.”


“James, I’m not helping you out of kindness. We both know
that. I have something to gain as well.”


“Your inheritance?” he said, suddenly back on solid ground
with her. He balled his fists and turned toward the door.


“The family name, though an obscenely large dowry for Lark
would serve better, we shall work with what we have.”


“Meaning me?” he said, straightening his shoulders. That
he couldn’t touch her, he understood, but that she was somehow above him made
him want to prove her wrong in the most primal way. He turned and met her gaze.



“I’m a widow with a child to raise. I can ill afford light
flirtations.” She quickly lowered her gaze at his hot stare.


“On reflection, I came to the same conclusion.” James
hardened his tone and tried to forget the mutual spark he thought had erupted
between them. “I won’t to do anything further to jeopardize our agreement.”


“Very well, then.” She straightened and squared her
shoulders. “Shall we go to dinner? We are keeping the others waiting.”


James bowed to keep from staring at the small white mounds
at her neckline and took her offered arm as if he were escorting his grandmother.
Though that didn’t stop him from stealing a tortuous glimpse at her forbidden
fruit. The sooner they completed their business of turning Eastlan around the
better. The longer he stayed, the harder it would be for him to keep his
word…and his hands off Astra.
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Astra paused on the stone step and turned her bare face to
the sun. Two springs had passed since she’d walked through the village without
her black veil. She shielded her eyes from the unusually bright day to marvel
at the fat buds of the ash tree that shaded the church’s ancient slate roof. 


The arched front door swung open and Astra teetered,
almost losing her balance on the granite step. Reverend Fitzgerald darted the
short distance to right her. Astra smiled at the young parish priest. “Thank
you, Reverend Fitzgerald. I was just admiring the trees. The flowers should be
in full bloom for Easter.”


A flash of deep purple caught Astra’s attention and she
spotted Ivy Templeton as she slipped past the weathered front door. Not that
Astra should be so taken aback. Despite her reputation, Ivy attended services
more faithfully than many parishioners, Astra included. Astra straightened and
met her old friend’s gaze. The hint of warm recognition that briefly softened
Ivy’s full mouth soon vanished. Ivy turned her face away from Astra as if she
had not been the one to stay up all night comforting her when Astra’s father
had passed away on her thirteenth birthday. Astra dropped her gaze to the
ancient church’s worn steps, unsure of how to delicately handle the
confrontation. Astra had turned away from Ivy in the village before but never
in such tight quarters.


“Lady Keane, what a pleasure to receive a visit from you
during the week.”


She glanced at Reverend Fitzgerald who brushed a thick chunk
of brown hair out of his eyes. He snuck a glance at Ivy before returning his
gaze to Astra. Reverend Fitzgerald could not have been but a few years younger
than Astra, but his sincere brown eyes always made Astra feel twice his age. 


Ivy descended the steps, her shoulders high. Astra turned
toward the ash tree, studying it as before, but this time no longer finding the
joy in the hundreds of pink-tinged buds. 


“Miss Templeton,” Reverend Fitzgerald said, foiling Ivy’s
escape, “thank you for stopping by. I realize you have no wish to reap earthly
reward for your good deeds, but you have done our parish a great service. I
will compose a letter to the artist you suggested without haste.”


Astra’s curiosity won out over common sense and she
glanced in Ivy’s direction. Ivy nodded a curt acknowledgement. “No thanks are
necessary. Art is its own reward. Good day, Reverend.” Not realizing Astra had
chosen that moment to stop ignoring Ivy, her gaze collided with Astra’s and
they made intimate eye contact. An unguarded flash of regret shone in Ivy’s
eyes. Astra had almost forgotten the unique emerald color, but more
importantly, she had forgotten the kindness that had always lurked there.


As if unable to give Astra the cut direct, something Ivy
had no doubt received many times since purchasing a house on the outskirts of
St. Keynes village, Ivy gave a tentative nod of greeting. She quickly turned
away, as if fully expecting Astra not to acknowledge her even while standing
less than two feet away.


“Miss Templeton,” Astra called as if it were no more than
natural. Her confrontations with James must have emboldened her. Ivy stopped
then slowly turned to face Astra. “You have always had a keen eye for art and I
must wonder what suggestions you have made for the church.” Astra glanced at
Reverend Fitzgerald for support, his pleasure at her words undisguised. Really,
he must learn to be sterner if he hoped to make bishop. “I gather you wished to
keep this good deed a secret, but since I seemed to have stumbled upon it, I
don’t think the benevolent nature of the act would be spoiled if told.”


“I am replacing the stained glass in the nave. Thank you
for your interest.” Ivy nodded, her face tight. The simple exchange seemed to
pain her. 


“Miss Templeton wishes her gift to remain anonymous, but
I’m sure our parishioners would welcome the knowledge and be as grateful as I
for her generosity,” said Reverend Fitzgerald.


Astra met Ivy’s gaze once more and between them passed the
knowledge that their passionate reverend had entirely too much confidence in
the godliness of his congregation. In fact, Astra would not be surprised if
rumors already abounded about the relationship between the notorious beauty and
their unmarried young vicar. 


“Perhaps it should be revealed in time, after the people
of St. Keynes have learned to love the addition. Change can be slow moving in
the West Country.” Astra smiled at Ivy. 


“Very perceptive, Lady Keane. Good day.” Ivy nodded curtly
once again, but Astra caught a glimpse of a smile before she turned away.


Astra watched Ivy descend the steps and slip into her
waiting carriage. 


The bundle of Lark’s outgrown dresses, Astra’s donation
for the poor and the reason for her outing, remained in her own carriage. She
thought the noble mission would be a good antidote for her wicked thoughts
about James. In light of Ivy’s anonymous contribution, it paled in comparison.
Of course, Astra had not been that wicked—yet.


“This is not the first thing she has done for this
community, Lady Keane,” Reverend Fitzgerald said beside her. “I don’t like
seeing Miss Templeton sit in the back of the church, shunned and forgotten
every Sunday.”


“At least the whispering and the complaints have stopped,”
Astra said, but the fire in Reverend Fitzgerald’s eyes told her that was hardly
enough. As a member of The Ladies of St. Keynes Servants of Our Blessed Lady of
the Holy Well, she had heard some of the matrons wish to ban Ivy from attending
services. Fortunately, one of the ladies had seen the unchristian like
character in such a request and persuaded the other women not to behave in such
a petty manner. Astra just wished she had been the one to speak up on Ivy’s
behalf. Would she end her days as one of those judgmental old crows, quick to
harshly judge others for fear her own shortcomings would be revealed?


“She does not deserve such treatment. No one does.”
Reverend Fitzgerald composed himself. “So what may I do for you today, Lady
Keane?”


Astra had to drag her attention away from Ivy’s carriage
that lingered at the bottom of the steps while her driver fiddled with one of
the horse’s harness. “I have some things to donate to the poor. I’ll have my
driver deliver them.”


Astra raced down the steps before Ivy’s man could climb
back into his seat. “Miss Templeton, would you care to join me for tea in the
village?”


Ivy leaned forward and poked her head out of the window.
She placed her gloved hand over the one that Astra had unconsciously rested on
the carriage. “Thank you, Astra. Your offer is too kind, but I do not wish to
sully your spotless reputation.”


The sadness in her words removed all hint of sarcasm,
though only Astra understood the irony. How easily she could have been the one
cast out from polite society.


“Then perhaps you would receive me in your home,” Astra
insisted. “Carter House is not far from here.”


Only a hint of surprise snuck past Ivy’s ever placid
demeanor. “I would be honored. Follow in your carriage. My staff is loyal and
discreet.”


Astra paused to watch Ivy’s polished carriage roll down
the winding lane, past fields of weathered gravestones littered with ancient
Celtic Crosses. No doubt Ivy expected Astra to change her mind. Even as a girl
she was timid and found it difficult to make friends during her short-lived
stay at a girls’ finishing school. Astra often listened to the headmistress
while the other girls participated in some mischief that would land them in
trouble. And perhaps Astra would have changed her mind if she didn’t have the
guise of a charitable hand reaching out to a fallen sister, encouraged by
Reverend Fitzgerald no less. Astra strolled to her carriage, not quite ready to
abandon the straight and narrow path, but part of her more than ever intrigued
to discover what delights she might have missed along the way. 


 


***


Astra sat in Ivy’s lush garden sipping tea, only slightly
disappointed to find nothing more exotic than Ivy’s purple velvet gown and
plumed hat. On an arbor a riot of English roses snaked around her head,
creeping vines full of tight white buds. Rhododendron already in bloom grew in
a thicket around their feet, attracting fat bees that lazily sipped their
nectar. A classically designed three tiered fountain gurgled in the distance.
Astra was not sure what she had expected behind Ivy’s ornate iron gates,
perhaps a replica of the statue of David or frolicking Greek nymphs locked in
carnal poses. 


“A shame the weather will not last. Surely we’ll have
another cold spell before spring actually arrives to stay.”


“Yes,” Astra agreed. They had been going this way, talking
of the weather, the church, for half an hour. “My daughter enjoys the out of
doors. She’ll not understand why I keep her in again.”


Astra met Ivy’s knowing gaze and blushed. Her former
friend had only ever seen Lark from a distance, but she had no doubt figured
out the truth long ago. 


“Your child must be a comfort since your husband passed
away.”


Astra studied the rich china, gold rimmed and painted with
red and yellow roses in a typical English fashion. At the very least, Astra
would have expected Ivy’s China to have been brought over from the Continent.
“Lark is the joy of my life, though, I feel at a loss to raise her alone.
Lowell was so kind.”


“I recall that you two were childhood friends. Surely, he
provided well for you.” Ivy tilted her head and studied Astra with clear green
eyes. 


Though things had been settled with James, the idea of her
future as a widow, even a wealthy one, still left Astra a bit queasy. “Your
home is lovely. Do you miss London?”


“My circumstances have recently changed. So no, I don’t
miss London at the present. I’m content here. Will you take a house in London?”
Ivy sipped her tea once again. The kinship in her open gaze closed once more by
Astra’s evasion regarding her late husband. Astra had longed for a confident,
but some secrets were too damaging to ever reveal. Though if anyone could be
sympathetic to Astra’s plight, it would be Ivy.  


Rumor had abounded that Ivy had parted company with her
most recent benefactor, a duke no less. Supposedly he intended to take a bride
and needed his notorious mistress tossed to the country. Astra would prefer it
if her mother didn’t spread such gossip, but she could not stop herself from
listening. 


“I will be staying on at Eastlan for now. The new baron is
from America and needs assistance adjusting to his position.”


Ivy grinned wickedly, that same enticing half-smile that
no doubt landed her in trouble in the first place. “Oh, I’ve heard James Keane
is quite handsome. I’m anxious to catch a glimpse of him. Will you bring him to
church this Sunday?”


“He’s my deceased husband’s cousin.” Astra stiffened. The
thought of Ivy and James making an acquaintance evoked a sense of panic. “I
have not taken undue notice of his appearance.”


“I see.” Ivy laughed. “Well, I’m sure others will. I don’t
doubt you caught his notice.”


Astra’s pale features never competed with Ivy’s dramatic
looks when they were girls and little had changed, but Ivy was always kind and
complimentary. 


“I’m hardly out of mourning.” Astra smoothed her dove grey
skirt. “But Lord Keane has agreed to allow Lady Phillina to remain at Eastlan.
She hasn’t been well for some years and Lowell’s passing added to the strain. I
feel I must stay on for her sake as well as the integrity of the Keane family
name.”


Ivy nodded. “You were always the smart one, Astra. I wish
a bit of your caution had rubbed off on me. You are wise to keep your eyes on
the family reputation. A young scoundrel like the new lord could cause quite a
scandal which might harm Lark’s prospects for a smart match. Even London is
becoming puritanical again.”


“James is not a scoundrel.” Astra glanced up to find Ivy’s
curious gaze and astute smirk leveled upon her. Though Astra had thought James
a reprobate a mere few days ago, her attitude had softened considerably. “He
has been quite unexpected in every way. And yes, I’ll admit he is terribly
attractive.”


“Do I see a love match afoot?”


Astra’s smile faded. In all her secret desires for James,
love never came into it. “No, I would not fall into such a folly twice. I have
a daughter whose future I must ensure.”


Ivy set her cup down. “We were both full of foolish dreams
back then. I’m sorry yours did not work the way you intended.”


“Or yours.” Astra found the courage to meet Ivy’s wistful
gaze. 


Ivy waved her hand in dismissal. “I made my choice and
received all that was promised to me. I have no regrets.”


“Not even that your duke intends to marry another?” Though
Ivy didn’t seem the least bit offended, Astra felt her face heat. “I’m sorry
but I should not listen to gossip. My mother hasn’t changed. Even with my being
secluded in the country, I can’t escape her.”


“Rumor rarely encompasses the whole story.” Ivy picked up
the tea pot and refilled her cup. “But I am glad that you asked outright
instead of whispering behind my back.” 


“I’d never! I only asked because…” Astra stopped herself
from confessing her growing obsession with James. When Ivy gestured with the
tea pot, Astra shook her head though she held her cup and saucer tightly, a
barrier to the direction of their conversation. 


“You are considering becoming his mistress?” Ivy sat up
straighter, appearing a bit stunned for the first time in their acquaintance.


Astra thought to deny that she would consider such a thing,
but she had come here for information and she would not find a better
opportunity to secure it. “My mother suggested I might.”


Ivy shook her head. “When did you begin to honor Lady
Seabrook’s advice?”


“When it suits my own desires. I am intrigued by James.
Actually, the feeling is mutual.” Astra’s heart raced, but the accompanying
tightness in her throat eased with her confession.


“If you are saying you have developed an attachment for
him, I highly recommend that you do not become his mistress.” Ivy sat forward,
her serious direct gaze unnerving. “What could you possible gain by
compromising yourself so?”


Astra settled cup to saucer without a single rattle. If
she could ever be honest about her interest in James, it would be with Ivy. “As
you said, he is very handsome. And my husband Lowell, well, he was all one
would want in a provider and devoted husband, but I do not intend to marry
again. The idea of spending all one’s nights alone seems unbearable.”


“I understand. A healthy bank account does not meet all of
one’s needs. But it helps. And James has suggested you share his bed? How
convenient.” Ivy sat back in her wicker chair and huffed. “What does he intend
to give you in return?”


“It was my idea. I mean, it is not an idea really. He has
no knowledge of my secret wish to share his bed.” Astra almost stumbled on her
last word, but Ivy’s frank regard stopped her from behaving like a silly
schoolgirl. “In fact, he has promised to control his urges toward me.”


Ivy tapped her chin. “So there is a strong attraction
between you two?”


“Unbearable, really.” Astra had to abandon her saucer to
the table. Her hands had begun to tremble and a flush spread across her chest.


“Then do not become intimately involved. Move out of
Eastlan, set up your own life and find a discreet lover who does not stir you
as this man does. Immediately.”


Astra straightened in her chair, stunned by Ivy’s advice
and shocked that she was so inwardly deflated by it. Belatedly, Astra realized
she had wanted nothing but encouragement for her wicked desire and Ivy would be
the only source from which she would likely receive it. Except for her mother,
of course, but Astra wanted support from someone she could trust. “So you
regret your choice. Are you so miserable?”


Ivy shook her head. “I had no choice, Astra. You do.
Forget James Keane. Collect your inheritance and build your own household. Take
Lady Phillina with you if you do not wish to leave her. And find a generous
lover immediately. Do not become involved foolishly with a man who you not only
share a residence with but a surname. It will be too complicated. The
relationship of a mistress and her paramour is a contractual affair where both
parties know what they are to gain from the union in advance. The heart should
never be involved.”


“Thank you for your honesty.” Astra stood. “I should be on
my way. Lark and I visit Lady Phillina in the afternoons. May I come again?”


Ivy also stood. “I don’t think that would be wise.”


Astra nodded, knowing Ivy was correct on both counts. Not
only must she give up a true friend for respectability and the bitter old
matrons of the church, she must relinquish all thoughts of James Keane. She’d
been right to visit her friend and she’d be right to heed her advice.


 


***


Astra arrived home to find both Lark and Lady Phillina
napping. Apparently Lark had spent the morning frolicking in the garden until
she’d nearly collapsed with exhaustion and Lady Phillina had similarly fallen
asleep amongst a pile of her neglected correspondence. Still troubled by her
conversation with Ivy, she wandered into the parlor, searching for a book she
had been reading a few days ago. In years to come, as Lark developed more of
her own interests, Astra would have longer stretches of empty time without even
the memories of an illicit affair to keep her company. She shook off the
thought, hating how much her self-pitying musing reminded her of her mother’s
logic.


She blinked away the halo of light created by a bank of
windows to notice a man with his back to her, apparently lost in admiring the
manicured lawn.


“May I be of assistance, sir?” She feared the man might be
another creditor. Perhaps it was merely curiosity, but they had been inundated
with craftsman and merchants as of late. For years, most had served Eastlan’s
needs without ever coming to the estate and humbly inquiring to speak with
Wesley or James.


The man turned abruptly, as if he’d been caught in
something. He must have recognized Astra because he blushed and bowed. “Oh,
pardon me, Lady Keane. I just came to welcome the new lord of Eastlan. Mr.
Alister Bainbridge, at your service, madam. Hope I’m not intruding on your
privacy. The butler directed me to this fine parlor while he went to see if the
baron would receive the likes of me. Told me to wait here, though I said I’d be
fine outside.” The man bowed again. 


A quick survey showed his clothing to be as well cut as
any from the finest tailor in London. He sported a waistcoat in spring green
satin embroidered with a maroon thread, complimented by a suit of forest-green
wool. His well-crafted boots would be the envy of any of the local gentry.


“We certainly could not leave you on the steps, Mr.
Bainbridge. Forgive me. Have we met? I have been in mourning for so long, I
fear I have forgotten half of my acquaintances.” Astra stepped forward,
desperately hoping Mr. Bainbridge had not come to collect a bill, for, by the
looks of him, she feared it would be an expensive one. Charming him definitely
fell into her area of expertise and part of her purpose for staying on at
Eastlan.


Mr. Bainbridge took her offered hand. The heavy gold
signet ring on his finger was hard not to notice. A cursory observation showed
the ring to be Mr. Bainbridge’s initials rather than a family crest. 


“We have never had the pleasure of an introduction, Lady
Keane, though I have seen you about the village a time or two. I always point
you out to my daughters so they know to recognize a true lady when they see
one, if you don’t mind me saying so. They will be so excited when I recount my
lucky happenstance in making your acquaintance today.”


“You are too kind, Mr. Bainbridge. Lord Keane will be
disappointed that he missed you. I shall tell him of your visit along with your
regard.”


“That would be very kind of you indeed, Lady Keane. Very
kind.” Mr. Bainbridge seemed as pleased with her hospitality as he would a
reception from the new lord himself. Not that James would refuse this man.
Quite the contrary, his good-natured welcome would no doubt be music to James’s
ears. She wondered if perhaps Mr. Bainbridge knew this, and it was the reason
for his visit to a man far above his social status.


Mr. Bainbridge reached in his pocket and retrieved a
silver engraved case, producing a crisp linen card with black lettering.
Instead of presenting it to Astra, he laid it on a polished table next to a
porcelain vase of daffodils. He patted the card, almost superstitiously, then turned
to Astra. “Perhaps our meeting will save me from making a blunder, Lady Keane.
I thought to invite Lord Keane to my home at Rosemound.”


Astra nodded, suddenly knowing exactly who Mr. Bainbridge
was. A year or so ago she had heard some talk about an obscenely wealthy tin
merchant who had bought an estate two villages over. Astra had been too
consumed with Lowell’s recent death to pay much attention to her mother’s
rambling outrage. A social climber herself, Lady Seabrook did not care for
other commoners scaling to her heights.


“Rosemound, how lovely. I used to visit there as a girl
when Lady Piedmont owned the estate. Did you keep the gardens?”


“I’m proud to say I have and I have added a few
antiquities of my own. If dinner is too forward, I would be honored if you or
Lord Keane would care to visit the collection or stroll the hedge maze one
sunny afternoon.” 


“I will most definitely extend the invitation, Mr.
Bainbridge.”


Mr. Bainbridge nodded. “I’ll be on my way, then. It has
been an honor, Lady Keane.” He strode to the door then paused. “I would also
like to extend my support to Lord Keane should he need it. Perhaps I assume too
much for a lowly merchant to think he may be of service to one of Cornwall’s
greatest nobility, but I have done quite well in the tin industry. I don’t pay
attention to gossip for the most part, though the wife does, and she hears that
the new lord, being from America and all, perhaps could use support from the
local tradesmen.”


“I think Lord Keane will be quite pleased to hear of your
support.” Astra paused, reconsidered her initial reaction, then decided she
liked Mr. Bainbridge and that he could indeed lend James credibility with the
local merchants, which could be helpful. “He so wants to do what is best for
Eastlan and the community. And though I admire your discretion when it comes to
any spreading rumors, I think it would not be out of place for you to say a
kind word for Lord Keane now and again.”


“I would be honored, madam. I hope to have the chance to
tell his lordship so in person. Oh, and you might want to tell him I have three
lovely daughters who sing and play music like angels. And all of marriageable
age with considerable dowries.” Mr. Bainbridge put his hand over his heart. “Of
course, I don’t assume to make a match with such an esteemed family, but my
wife is a dreamer. Thank you so much for your time, Lady Keane. Good day. I’ll
show myself out.”


Mr. Bainbridge hurriedly put on his hat that sat askew due
to his nervous mishandling and exited the parlor, perhaps suddenly realizing he
had said too much. Or more likely, realizing he had said just enough. 


Whatever the reason for his hasty departure, Astra was
grateful. Mr. Bainbridge held the solution to James’s financial problems. Many
nobles married commoners for their dowries. She prayed Mr. Bainbridge had no
idea of James’s dilemma or he could start planning the nuptials immediately.
James claimed he didn’t intend to marry, but he had already proven himself to
be quite practical.  The very idea of James bringing a bride to Eastlan speared
Astra with anguish.


She wandered back to the chair that held her book. Only
one rational plan came to mind as how to distract James from making another
alliance.  Though there was nothing rational about the heat that flushed her
skin.  Or the ache between her legs that forced her to shift, crossing her legs
to quell a rush of forbidden lust.      


Unfortunately, Astra Keane had no idea how to seduce a
man.
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Astra stood outside James’s lit study. He had missed
dinner and she imagined all kinds of things that kept him away besides the
estate’s business. Perhaps he had stumbled across Mr. Bainbridge and had spent
the evening being mesmerized by his charming daughters. Astra firmly knocked on
the closed door before she lost her nerve. 


James abruptly opened it, forcing a gasp from Astra. He
balanced a tray of dirty dishes in one hand and appeared just as startled as
Astra at finding her in the doorway.


“I thought you might be O’Donald. I told him I’d bring the
dishes to the kitchen myself. He didn’t seem taken with the idea.” He set the
tray on a nearby table. “Is something wrong? It’s late.”


Oh, my. Astra had not planned this well. Seduction always
seemed something to guard against. Now that she had decided to embrace the role
of seducer, she had not a clue on how to proceed. She certainly couldn’t blurt
out her intentions. Not that she knew exactly what they were. She would make a
fool of herself if he rejected her. A fear that suddenly seemed a very real
possibility.


He’d removed his coat and rolled up the sleeves of his
linen shirt. The well-used fabric was open at the throat. Though he still wore
a navy wool waistcoat, the garment only emphasized the broadness of his chest.
He seemed to be examining her with the same attention to detail and Astra
cringed on what he might be thinking. Her modest brown gown printed with pale
pink flowers gripped her waist, making the most of her small breasts though the
neckline was not nearly as low cut as the current style. The pearls she chose
with the small gold cross now seemed entirely too prudish. Not that she
imagined anything in her wardrobe suited her purpose tonight. 


“I noticed you missed dinner, though now I see you were
provided a meal.” Astra forced the awkward words past her dry throat.


“Yes. Cold beef and cheese. I didn’t wake you, did I?” His
tone was not rude but far from welcoming. He shoved his hands in the pockets of
his tan breeches and shifted, almost defensively.


Astra anxiously waited at the threshold, fearing he would
not ask her in. “No, I was awake. I couldn’t sleep. I wondered if you’d made
any progress with the estate.”


She stopped congratulating herself on her leading question
when James’s face fell. He brushed his hand through his already mussed hair and
turned away. “Things could be better. I’m going to have a drink. Can I offer
you something?”


“A sherry would be wonderful. Perhaps that will make me
drowsy.” Astra strolled into his study and she quietly closed the door behind
her. She’d passed her first obstacle. They were alone together and she prayed
nature would take its course.


“I rode to Devon this morning to meet with another
landowner about innovations he’s made to his holdings.” He strode to a
sideboard and rummaged through the bottles.


“That sounds promising.” Astra forced herself to sit in
the same chair where she’d sat at their first meeting, but this time arranging
her skirts and trying to appear relaxed. She wet her lips and attempted a
seductive look.


“The man would not receive me. Though Lord Blackmore is a
baron as well, he is also the heir to an earldom which apparently outranks me
by quite a bit. It was a wasted day and a long ride.” He poured a thimbleful of
sherry in a cut crystal glass, a much larger goblet of brandy for himself.


“James, you should have consulted me first. We could have
sent a note ahead. Lord Blackmore is known to be eccentric.” 


He handed Astra her drink, sinking down in the chair
beside her. His choice of seating arrangements, intimately snuggled beside her
instead of seated behind his desk, showed promise, yet Astra felt as
high-strung as her mother’s corset.


“We can still right the situation. We will send notice and
call on him formally.”


James took a big slug of his brandy. “Don’t send a note. I
don’t need his help if he doesn’t want to give it. I’ll find another way.”


His voice held a little too much passion for the
circumstance at hand. Her James had a fierce streak of pride. Her James.
The possessive endearment sent a shiver of thrill across Astra’s skin that Ivy
would no doubt frown upon. Though Astra had thoroughly convinced herself of the
absolute necessity of becoming James’s mistress, a sensation that had nothing
to do with logic sped her pulse.


Astra toyed with her necklace to avoid fanning the heat
that had suffused her breasts and neck. “As you like, but perhaps you should
consult me on people you wish to meet. The proper introductions are of the
utmost importance.”


“I’ve ordered some books from London. I’ll teach myself
and then Lord Blackmore will come asking me for advice.”


“But you shall not refuse him, as he did you?”


James’s gaze softened as if she had just discovered
something secret about him. Astra suspected the mischievous grin that quickly
followed was a ploy to cover a flash of vulnerability. 


“No. I wouldn’t turn him away. Then I would not be able to
gloat properly.”


“Not everyone in England is quick to shun you.” Astra
spoke before she could stop herself. Although it worked to her advantage for
James to believe he was an outsider, Astra found she had no desire to deceive
him. “You had a visitor today by the name of Mr. Bainbridge.”


“Did he want me to pay a bill?”


“Not at all.” Astra’s laugh sounded a bit high pitched
even to her own ears. “He came to lend you support, no less. Even invited you
to dinner. Mr. Bainbridge is a wealthy tin merchant. He has quite the influence
in Cornwall and I’d wager his prestige even extends to London.”


James raised a skeptical eyebrow and took a swig of his
brandy. “Then why did he come to me?”


“Because you are an aristocrat and he hopes to get ahead.
Noble influence is always valued.”


James shrugged. “I suppose he’s worth meeting.” He stared
into his glass, not seeming all that pleased by her revelation.


“He also said he had three eligible daughters.” Astra
could not stop her outburst, though she had already said enough to ease her
conscious. But erasing James’s frown suddenly seemed more important than
anything else. “I think he means to create a union with someone who knows what
it’s like to be an outsider. I found him very charming, actually. Making his
acquaintance could prove a valuable asset.”


“He’s a friend of yours?”


“No. I had never met him before today. Though, I’ve heard
of him.”


“He doesn’t travel in your circles, I suppose?” James’s
tone revealed that he lumped himself into that category as well.


“Until recently, I have been in mourning which did not
include socializing. Mr. Bainbridge bought an estate near here shortly after
Lowell’s death. I would be happy to accompany you to meet him at any time.”
Astra leaned toward him, and set her hand on the arm of his chair.


He downed the rest of his brandy, taking no notice of her
intimate gesture. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t take my frustration out on you. Thank
you for your offer. I know you’re not used to peddling the family business.”


“I don’t mind.” Astra studied his downcast gaze in the
candlelight. The lines of his face were tense and she gripped the arm of his
chair. She thought to touch his cheek but couldn’t find the courage. “In fact,
I enjoyed making Mr. Bainbridge’s acquaintance. And even more knowing that I
was helping you. I fear I have not done much to hold up my end of our agreement.”



“Oh, you are going to change your mind the night of Lady
Phillina’s ball. I plan to stay in the corner and drink heavily.” He suddenly
found his empty glass fascinating.


She shook her head. “That is the real reason I came to
speak with you. I want to discuss our relationship.”


“I’m sorry.” James lowered his head and did not ask for
clarification which was very encouraging. “You look lovely in that dress.
Perhaps you should retire. It’s late and I’m going to get drunk.” James stood
and strolled to the sideboard that held the brandy.


Astra followed with her glass in hand. “I would rather
stay and keep you company. Of course, a lady never gets drunk.”


James glanced suspiciously over his shoulder. If he
happened to miss the mischievous tone in her voice, her smirk would assure him
she meant to tease him. Not that she’d ever teased anyone before.


He took her glass and gave her a larger portion of sherry
while he refilled his glass. He slowly turned, then clicked his glass with
hers. “Cheers.”


“Cheers,” she said, and mimicked his healthy gulp.


“I think you better tell me what’s on your mind before I
manage to scandalize you again,” James’s gaze dropped to her neckline, then
lingered on her mouth.


“I propose to scandalize you.” 


James flicked his gaze to hers. She licked her lips,
hoping he might take the hint to kiss her. He did not move. The flare in his
pupils revealed that he sensed her invitation but he remained still and
waiting. 


Astra longed to touch his face covered in dark blond
stubble, run her fingers over his lower lip but she could not find the
boldness. “I know I implored your restraint, but I find myself regretting my
words.” The sherry loosened her tongue, though her heart beat wildly at her own
audacity.   


He straightened. “Astra, I’m not someone who appreciates
being toyed with.” His jaw was tight as if he were angry. “We’re two healthy
adults living under the same roof. Any intentions I have toward you
romantically are not honorable, I assure you.”


“Nor are mine, James.” Astra took a gulp of her sherry and
returned to the chair she had vacated. She did not think she would have to
articulate her intentions with so much detail.


James followed her and sat in the chair next to her again.
He took her free hand in his and rubbed her knuckles. “Now, I am confused.”


Astra let him hold her hand, realizing perhaps he was much
more intrigued by an improper relationship than he wanted to admit. That he
tried to resist an obviously scandalous situation endeared him to her in a way
she didn’t need.


“I propose to be your mistress,” she blurted out, wanting
to put a more businesslike tint on the intimacy growing between them.


James dropped her hand. “As in mistress you mean—”


“Lover. I want to be your lover. There I’ve said it,
haven’t I?”


James stood and strode to the far side of the room. He
stared at the wall a minute with his hands clasped atop his head. He turned to
study Astra. His gaze grew more intense with each tick of the clock on the far
shelf. 


“And if I said yes?”


Astra abruptly stood. Her throat felt dangerously tight. Ivy
would tell her this was not the proper way one should obtain a paramour. “It
was not a question.”


She strode to the door but James beat her to it. 


“Please, Astra.” He gripped her arms, stared into her
face, forced her to meet his probing gaze. “I want you. And if you don’t tell
me what this is all about, I’ll take you up on your offer. Right here. Right
now.”


“Then why don’t you?” The words came from a place inside
herself that Astra did not recognize. A deep need to be his lover roared to
life, overtaking everything else, including her protective reserve. 


James answer was to lower his mouth to hers. He tightened
his hold on her upper arms, pulling her against him. His kiss was forceful and
demanding. Astra welcomed the thrust of his tongue, his firm grip that held her
upright as she sank into the swirling need that weakened her knees and dampened
her sex. 


James abruptly pulled his mouth from hers and released
her. Astra stumbled backwards, but James made no move to help her. 


“What the hell has gotten into you?” demanded James.


Astra studied his tense features. “I told you. Refuse me
if you wish, but don’t drag this out, James. It’s cruel.”


“Drag this out?” He raised his hands as if he either meant
to grab her or strangle her. Instead of doing either, he ran them through his
hair. “What happened to the woman I made hysterical by a much tamer kiss than
that a few days ago?”


“She could not forget about that kiss and it was driving
her mad. Haunting her dreams. Even invading her waking moments.” Astra sucked
in a hot breath and tried to remember all her rational, detached reasons for
soliciting James. Oh, Ivy was right. She could not do this with James. He was
like a raging fever that fed upon itself. Making love to him would no doubt
destroy her.


“I’ll wager I’ve thought of that kiss more than you.” His
voice lowered and his gaze lingered on her mouth once again. 


Astra caught her breath with the realization that he might
want her as much as she wanted him. “Have you thought of what could have come
after?”


“That I have. Every damned night. I’ve already made love
to you ten thousand ways, Astra. You should run lest I show you one of my
favorite fantasies that involves that desk over there.”


Astra felt a blush creep up her neck and into her cheeks
but she would not allow herself to turn away from James. “Then the idea of
taking me as your mistress is not unwelcome to you.”


“Plain taking you is more what I have in mind.” He took a
swift step toward her, his long legs tangling in the swirl of her skirts.
Instinct and nerves forced her to stiffen, halting him. He didn’t touch her
though his hands balled at his side warned he wanted to. “What is it exactly
that you are offering, Astra? And what do you want in return?”


Suspicion had returned to his gaze, and it left her on
more solid ground. “I only ask that you do not take another woman into your bed
during the term of our affair or become engaged.”


“I had no immediate plans of doing either.”


“But you are a very desirable man, James. I fear someone
else might already have plans for you. Yes, the idea makes me jealous.” He
continued to scrutinize her. “I want you, James, and perhaps I stumbled upon a
rational reason that will allow me to have my needs met for once.”


James nodded, pressing into her until her back hit the
solid door behind her. He braced his hands on the wood near her head. “Are you
sure? I’ve never had a mistress. I fear I might be rather demanding.”


“I’m very sure.” She turned her face up to his, surrounded
by his heat, his unyielding form.


He slid his arms around the small of her back and
maneuvered her back into the study, almost as if they were dancing. When she
bumped the edge of the desk, her heart raced. Suddenly, she was slightly unsure
of what he would demand of her and more than a little afraid. He gripped her
waist, lifted her effortlessly and set her on the desk.


“So what are my limitations? Are you to meet my every
demand, my every desire, morning, noon and night?” He stood in the folds of her
dress, his hard thighs brushing her trembling knees.


“Within reason,” Astra heard her own breathlessness. “I
think mutual satisfaction should be our goal.”


“I like the sounds of that.” He reached for a tendril of
her hair. “Could I see your hair down?”


“Are you examining me as you would livestock?”


“Do you mind? This is all rather sudden for me.”


She met his gaze and thought to refuse but could see he
was testing her, expecting her to balk and flee in a huff. She had begun this
course and she would not hold herself back now. Slowly, she tugged on the combs
and unwound her waist length hair. As James grabbed a lock of hair he brushed
the skin on her collar bone with his knuckles. Astra tried not to tremble at
the contact.


“It’s the color of sand, your hair. And your eyes a stormy
ocean. I like that,” he said matter-of-factly. He draped the chunk over the
curve of her breast, drawing the length between his fingers as he brushed her
swollen nipple through her clothes with the back of his hand. If his skin were
touching hers, she was certain she would combust. 


“I like the way your pale hair looks against your skin.”
He brushed her hair away while tracing the outline of her bodice with a single
finger, lingering over the exposed flesh pushed up by her corset. 


Astra had never been voluptuous, but James made her feel
lush and desirable. When she opened her eyes, his gaze was on her face. His
eyelids grew heavy and he let his stare tumble unapologetically to her breasts.
He slipped his finger inside the neckline. Astra took a deep, involuntary
breath. At his urging, her nipples slipped from her bodice. James lowered his
head, licking each nipple lightly, before taking one into his mouth. 


Astra gripped his shoulders to keep her balance. Lost in
the sensation, she did not even realize James had begun to lift her skirt until
his hands skimmed the back of her knees. Reflexively, she stiffened and he
lifted his head from a very persuasive ravaging of her other nipple.


“Please, don’t stop.” She sensed that he would put an end
to this whole crazy matter if she showed the slightest reservation. 


“You don’t have to do this, you know. I’ll agree to the
terms you asked for without you having to serve yourself up as a sacrificial
lamb. I have no intention of becoming engaged.”


The very notion of turning back now sank Astra’s spirits.
His hands remained behind her knees. She arched her back and spread her legs in
unmistakable invitation. “Then I would never again know your touch. Never know
the feel of your skin against mine.”


He lowered his head and grazed kisses along her neck. His
breath fanned hot and heavy against her wet skin. 


“I’ve imagined you slipping into my bedroom in the dark.” She
was surely drunk from too much sherry to be telling him such things, as true as
they were. “I imagine you crawling into my bed, your hands brushing my skin,
raising my nightgown.”


James slipped his rough, warm palms to the back of her thighs,
easing her legs a little further apart. His face poised above hers. His
breathing had quickened, his gaze heavy. 


“I never resist in my dreams. Never think of it. You
easily lift my gown over my head. You’re naked. You must have had a robe you
discarded before you slipped under the sheets.”


James slid his hands up her thighs, stopping just above
her garters, his hot palms resting on her bare skin.


He touched his forehead to hers. “No more, Astra.”


He seemed to be struggling with something and she prayed
it wasn’t his senses.


“I want you so desperately. My imagination tortures me
until I have to reach beneath my gown, touch the ache left there by wanting
you. Touch me, James. Please,” she whispered into his ear.


He rubbed his thumbs over the rosettes sewn onto her garter.
He lifted his head to look into her face again. Astra was not sure if she
leaned up and kissed him or he lowered his head to her. Their lips met with
mutual hunger, their tongues entwining in their desperation to get closer.
Astra shifted on the desk, urging James to move his touch up her thighs. His
hands slid slightly over her skin, gripping her tightly but making no move to
touch her aching center. 


God, if he did not slip his fingers inside her, she feared
she might do it herself. She gathered her skirts with one hand and deepened the
kiss, feral in her hunger. He matched her intensity, yet he only tightened his
grip on her thighs, not moving them higher.


He broke the deep kiss in favor of soft, closed mouth
kisses on her lips that drifted to her neck. He eased his hands from beneath
her skirt, draping it to her ankles in the process.


Astra heart constricted. What had she done wrong? No. She
absolutely would not believe Lark’s father had been right, but his words
haunted her anyway. Like Lark’s father, James found her cold and undesirable.


“James, my experience with men is limited, but if you
teach me, I’m sure I can please you.” She hated the pleading tone in her voice.


“That is not in dispute.” He gripped her waist and easily
lifted her off the desk, gently placing her on her feet. His face was flushed
and his breath came fast. He seemed as unsteady as she by their sudden
separation. Her body still trembled from her unfulfilled lust.


“Then what did I do wrong?” She mumbled into his shirt
front. How could she fail at this? Perhaps she should have asked her mother how
to seduce a man after all.


His heartbeat thudded in her ears, and his breathing
remained ragged. “You did nothing wrong, Astra. Nothing. And the extent of my
desire rather than lack is more of the problem. I think we both need to
consider this overnight. What you propose could complicate both our lives
greatly.”


She pulled away to stare into his face. “On the contrary,
it will simplify things greatly. How long do you think it would take us to give
in to our mutual attraction? At least we will have an arrangement, know what
both expects of the other.”


“Astra, it sounds too good to be true and those things
usually are. I would never forgive myself if I hurt you.” He gave her shoulders
a quick squeeze and set her farther away from him, his gaze averted. She took
the moment to right her bodice realizing her breasts were exposed, swollen and
wet from his attention.


Astra laughed, a little too giddy perhaps. “I have already
been hurt, James. What you will give me is the pleasure that I missed.” 


“You’re very persuasive.” He turned away and retreated
behind his desk. The one he claimed to imagine her on, but instead he had his
ledgers. They seemed to be piled high, some looking dusty and old. He quickly
shut the one open in front of him at her perusal. “Let’s sleep on this.
Separately,” he added with a grin. “Things might look very differently to you
tomorrow.”


Astra composed herself to the best of her abilities. Her
seduction was not even interesting enough to compete with bookkeeping. She
grabbed the combs off his desk, but knew rearranging her hair would be
pointless. Hopefully she could sneak to her room undetected. Eastlan’s servants
were loyal, but they were human and gossip was the local sport in a small
village. And the last thing she wanted was for the world to know she’d been
rejected again. She stiffly marched toward the door.


“Goodnight, my lord. There will be no need to speak of
this again.”


“The hell we won’t.” James strode up behind her. He
gripped the door handle before she could reach for it. “Just because I’m being
cautious, doesn’t mean we have terminated any of our agreements.” He crowded
her against the closed door. The heat from his body penetrated the fabric of
her dress. He braced his hand on the door just above her head, angling his hips
and pushing against her until she could feel the hard ridge of his erection
through her full skirts. His arm slipped around her waist and drew her against
him, tight and hard. Just as abruptly he moved her to the side and released
her. 


He opened the door, sweeping her into the hall. His hand
still at her waist, he glanced down the long corridors, looking for something.
Astra dare not think it was other entertainment for the evening. She felt wretched
enough as it was.


“Sweet dreams, Lady Keane.” He released her and stepped
back into the study. “Until tomorrow.”
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James leaned against the cool outer stone wall of a
building. When his tender flank met hard rock, he winced. The bloody tailor
must have poked him with his lethal needle half a dozen times in their fitting
this morning. But the man had lost a son in America during the war. To him,
James knew, he represented the enemy. 


The men inside The Blue Anchor hadn’t seemed any more
receptive to the new lord than the tailor. James had insisted that he accompany
Wesley to hire the sheep shearers they would need for the May shearing.
Apparently, it was a specialized skill and Wesley hired the group to service
all of Eastlan’s tenant farmers. This year they had accepted another offer to
shear for an estate in Somerset. Wesley had persuaded James to step outside the
pub so he could talk to the men with whom he claimed to have developed a
relationship over the years. Catching their guarded glances, James had agreed. 


Not that he could blame the men, who still held traces of
the field on their clothes and weathered skin, for finding him suspect.
Squeezed into his dandy red riding suit, James would have sneered at himself
too. James understood it would take time for the locals to accept him, but he
didn’t have that luxury. The longer he stayed the more difficult his lust for
Astra would become. Before last night, he had compartmentalized his infatuation
as inappropriate and something that wasn’t going to happen anywhere but in his
overactive imagination. He had been accepting of that. But now… If he hadn’t
been studying the accounts for the years of her marriage and her daughter’s
birth, he might not have hesitated. Never mind that he’d been going over old
ledgers that had nothing to do with their current problems but held secrets to
Astra’s past. 


A gaggle of women in coarse wool in varying shades of mud
hid their whispers behind their loaded baskets as they walked past. A peel of
high pitched laughter drifted behind them. Once he would have assumed his viral
charm had melted the matronly group into girlish giggles. He kicked at a loose
stone in the road and longed to return to Eastlan. He should have consulted
Astra before he’d left the house. But he’d purposely avoided her, sneaking past
the breakfast room where he heard her conversing with a laughing child, no
doubt her daughter. Though he’d thought of little else last night, James still
was not sure how he should react to her offer to be his mistress.


Of course, he knew what he wanted to do. He ached to
accept Astra’s offer. 


Really, why shouldn’t he take her as his mistress?


Because she was a decent woman. A widow with a child. A
respectable woman whom he had no plans to marry. Though he thought his
inheritance his just due for the hell he’d spent as a prisoner of war, his
fight with the British didn’t extend to its people, most especially Astra. 


Where was Wesley? James was finished with standing around,
the object of everyone’s curiosity, and took off up the street.


A group of children gathered across the alley and openly
stared. James turned to walk the other way, then quickly swiveled and yelled,
“Boo!” in his loudest booming voice. A chorus of high-pitched squeals rained
down on the sleepy village as the children scattered like leaves in a storm. 


He reached his destination at the top of the cobblestone
hill and there met a red-faced and flustered Wesley. 


“There you are,” Wesley said as he pulled a white lace
handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed at his brow. “Well, I did it. I
convinced the men too shear our wool at the end of July, mid-August at the
latest.”


James stopped. “Even I know that’s too late. Not only will
the wool be molted, but the market will be glutted. No, we must harvest our
wool sooner than later. We will hire another group of shearers.”


“But they will want to be paid up front, won’t they?”
Wesley pressed two fingers to his lips, cutting off his outburst. “I am sorry.
I am a bit frazzled. They wanted more money than usual.” 


James studied his distant cousin. Wesley’s incompetence
had seemed innocent enough up until now. For the first time, James suspected
that Wesley was purposely misleading him.


“I’ll find a way to pay the men. The wool harvest is
imperative.” James thought of borrowing money from his sister’s husband, but it
would have to be money that could not be lost. He would not gamble with his
sisters’ security. Of course, he could sell his ship but the idea of not having
his escape at the ready caused a cold sweat beneath his wool riding jacket.


“Waiting and paying less will serve us better. A good
shearer is worth his weight in gold. These men will give us a more productive
harvest than a less skilled crew. Besides, it has been lean years in St.
Keynes. These men have mouths to feed and I fear they have already been given a
hefty advance to shear someone’s sheep before ours. We will be fine shearing in
July.”


“How much do we charge in rent?” The village that
supported his estate seemed far less affluent than her betters. The
white-washed houses and thatched roofs had seen better days. Even the
cobblestone beneath his feet appeared to be crumbling. 


“A pittance. It barely covers the upkeep of Eastlan.”


James shook his head. “Something has to change, Wesley.”
At this point, James was pretty sure it would be his steward.


“I am doing my best, James. Not to speak ill of the dead,
but Lowell did not have his mind on the estate. And with the search for your
father and then you, who had been trading abroad at his death, Eastlan was left
without a master for almost two years.” Wesley seemed to shrug off his
annoyance, leaving James to wonder if he had any idea he’d struck a nerve with
his offhand comment. “But not to worry. We shall turn Eastlan around even if we
must shear late in the season.”


“I wish to visit the rest of the tenants as soon as
possible.” The harshness in his voice was directed at himself instead of
Wesley. James and his father had disagreed on America’s independence, along
with about everything else. That he hadn’t returned home when he got word that
his father was ill still ate at James. Even so, he doubted they would have
reconciled even if he had. Hell, James didn’t know anything about the man,
including the fact he was in line for an English title. James shook off the
unwanted realization and focused on the matter at hand. He knew how to handle a
ship’s finances with a crew to pay and feed, storms to battle and shipments
that spoil if not delivered on time. Eastlan couldn’t be that much different.
He’d had his head buried in old accounts for too long. Better to get a feel for
the place and replace Wesley as soon as possible. 


“Of course. As I told you before, I was just giving them
time to ready for your visit. An appearance by their master is quite an honor.
They want to be at their best.”


Hating how little progress he’d made since his arrival,
James studied the familiar ocean in the distance for comfort. Things were
entirely too complicated with his supposed boon. But instead of Eastlan, the
first thing that popped into his mind was Astra. He took a deep calming breath,
and then another. The mere thought of last night stirred his groin and if he
got hard in his tailored breeches it would be a disaster. 


“I want to return to Eastlan.” If nothing else, he could
read Astra. Her delicate features showed her every emotion. He needed to settle
things between them so at least he could focus. 


“As you wish. I thought we would visit a tavern with
excellent local cuisine. But, you’re the baron.”


James dragged his gaze away from the weak ray of sun
playing on the water and studied Wesley. Was that hostility in his voice? The
curl of Wesley’s lips showed he was definitely put out. 


“An ale and a piece of kidney pie on our way to the
stables might be in order,” James conceded. He was famished and wouldn’t mind
taking in more of the village. And perhaps he had better cool down a bit before
confronting Astra.


Wesley seemed to brighten. “I know just the pub.”


They headed off down the street at a much slower pace than
they’d arrived. James heard a faint snicker and glanced over his shoulder to
see that the children he’d frightened had regrouped, but in greater number.


“Did you and Astra grow up together?” ventured James as
casually as possible.


“We were inseparable—Lowell, Astra and I. Her father was
our school master and your father’s, too, by the way. ”


“I thought Astra’s father was a baron.”


“That’s true, but before that, he was a school master, and
again at the end of his life. He loved to teach. Even after he retired from the
House of Commons.”


James rubbed his jaw. “I’m confused.”


“Astra’s father was given his barony for his service to
the crown. The title died out with him, which was no surprise. Your barony’s
different. Much better.”


“So Astra didn’t grow up on some big estate with a house
full of servants?”


“No, Lord Seabrook was a simple man. He rented a manor
house on the edge of the village and tutored local students until he married.
But as it was, old Master Seabrook was lucky to have Astra. He must have been
into his sixties when Lady Seabrook married him.”


“That’s surprising.” Of what James thought he knew of
Astra’s mother, she didn’t seem content to live on the outskirts of anything.


“Is it? He had just received his barony when the lady set
her hooks on him. Pardon the pun. Her family are fishermen, but she cast her
nets out for bigger fish. She was the village beauty after all.”


“And Astra? Did she do the same?” James recalled the entry
in the ledgers about Astra’s marriage to Lowell shortly after his inheritance of
the barony, not even a month after his brother’s death. The receipt from the
wedding breakfast had proved it was a small affair, but the doctors brought up
from Bath to attend to Lowell’s health had cost a small fortune.


“Astra doesn’t like her precarious situation any more than
I do.” Wesley’s gaze drifted somewhere over James’s shoulder. “Scat. Be gone
with you. Don’t you have chores to attend to?”


James heard the chorus of giggles, but no scampering of
feet. “I think I’ve become their entertainment. I’m pretty good at a making a
spectacle of myself. Watch.” 


James slowly bent his knees, then abruptly whirled and
lunged at the children with his arms spread wide. Instead of saying boo, he
just growled. Their shrieks resulted in a ringing in his ears but the laughter
that welled up in his chest was worth it.


When he turned back to Wesley, the man stood slack-jawed.
“Oh, we’re going to hear about this.”


“I’ll make it up to them, don’t worry.” James strode down
the street forcing Wesley to break into a trot to catch up.


“So tell me, does anyone marry for love in this country?”
he asked.


“Only the foolish and usually those unions are
disastrous.” Wesley slowed his pace and James hung back unable to continue to
feign disinterest in their conversation.


“Well, let it be known I’ll only marry a woman who truly
cares for me,” James said with a fierceness that surprised even him. Not having
the means or the inclination, James hadn’t really considered that anyone would
ever want him for anything other than his charming self. His father had married
his mother for his grandfather’s mercantile business and the fact had always
been painfully obvious.


Wesley pressed his handkerchief to his lips before he
spoke. “Then I’m sorry for you because now that you’re a peer, you’re not
likely get what you want. Or at least you’ll never know for sure.”


“I see. So I am now the county’s most eligible bachelor.
Thank you for the warning.” James turned and headed back down the street. Once
he came to a shop he had passed earlier, he ducked inside. He took his time
with his purchases, including one of every flavor and color. He popped one of
the sweets into his mouth. The red ones tasted of berries. Not bad.


He returned to the street to find Wesley had sunk onto a
wooden bench outside the store. James’s band of young followers gathered across
the way. A couple of tall boys and a cherubic-face girl half their size broke
away from the rest and stood in the middle of the cobblestone street. They were
getting braver. James was about to see how brave they really were. So far, he
hadn’t found English children any different from their American counterparts.
At least he didn’t have to be concerned about changing his behavior around
them.


He stalked toward them and the boys stepped back. The girl
held her ground. Maybe English females weren’t that different from American
ones after all.


He held out his hand, palm open. “Who wants a sweet?”


The children descended on him like a hoard of swine at
feeding time. Some things were universal. His next thought included matters of
the flesh also being one of them. 


He nodded to himself. If Astra still wanted to be his
mistress, James knew he could not say no, no matter that he suspected it might
lead to complications. He’d find a way to deal with them. As long as she knew
that marriage was not in the cards for them and that he had a ship waiting to
take him home the moment his work at Eastlan was complete, he would enjoy her
offer. 


With that settled, at least in his own mind, James laughed
at the children’s groans of pleasure. Perhaps he just might miss this place a
little bit after all.


 


***


James!” Astra rushed toward him the moment he strode past
the large double doors leading into the marble entryway. Her face glowed with
the same enthusiasm as the children who had taken all his candy and his breath
hitched, surprised that he could be the cause of her joy.


“Is that from the village tailor?” Her eyes widened
slightly at his appearance.


“What’s wrong?” He glanced down at himself to see what she
saw. The breeches were entirely too tight, he knew. Perhaps that was it. “I
should have known better than to let another man dress me.”


“No. You look wonderful. Both the cut and cloth is
exceptional.”


He studied her, trying to detect a hint of a smirk. She
appeared scandalized more than amused. “Then why are you looking at me like
you’ve never seen a man dressed like this before? Is it the color?”


She pressed both her palms to her chest. “The color suits
you.”


“Then what? I’m going to wear my old clothes if you don’t
tell me why you’re looking at me like that.”


“I just didn’t realize you were so, so…stout.”


James shrugged out of the coat and held it out to Astra.
“The damn thing has shoulder pads.”


She pushed the garment back toward him. “Put your coat
back on. A gentleman doesn’t undress in the foyer.”


James did as she asked, not liking the fact that she
seemed so lighthearted when he could hardly look at her without vivid images of
last night. How she’d looked panting up at him while he had his hands under her
gown. Didn’t she have any idea how close he’d been to flipping up her skirts,
ripping open his fly and plunging inside her without preamble? 


“I thought you were counting on the fact that I’m not a
gentleman,” he said more briskly than he intended.


Astra’s smile faltered and she clasped her hands in front
of her. “It wasn’t my intention to make you angry. You wear your clothes well.
The jacket suits you. It’s that simple.”


He inched closer to her and lowered his voice to a husky
whisper. “You like my body, do you, Astra? There’s more to see.”


She lifted her gaze to his. “Does that mean you are ready
to accept my proposal?”


She stared directly into his eyes and his muscles
tightened in dangerous anticipation. “How could I refuse?”


“Excellent.” The tremor in her voice belied her words. She
glanced at the footman standing by the front door. “Then we shall discuss it
further at our first available opportunity.”


“A discussion is not what I had in mind.” James wanted to
whisk her away to his study this instant. Astra wore a high-necked gown with a
brown sheen and black ribbons woven into her prudishly restrained hair. After
last night, her appearance seemed purposely punishing, her oval face pale
amongst the severe colors. And still, all he could think about was peeling off
her layers and undoing her confined hair to get to the lusty creature who’d sat
on his desk with her legs spread, the green in her hazel eyes flashing. They
could go a little further this afternoon, he thought, and he would touch her,
taste her. He didn’t have to fully commit his body, or hers, just yet.


“Then perhaps you’ll enjoy your lesson after all. The
reason I’ve been waiting for your return is that Lady Phillina wants to come
downstairs and watch me teach you to dance.”


“Today? I have work to attend to. In my study. My desk
awaits.” He raised his eyebrows suggestively and was rewarded with a shy smile
from Astra. 


“I don’t wish Lady Phillina to change her mind and she
insists that you be the one to carry her down to the ballroom. I don’t think
she’s been downstairs in over a year. James, you don’t know what a step this is
for her.”


“Yes, I think I do.” He nodded, understanding how
momentous it must be that Lady Phillina was eager to leave her room. “A dancing
lesson it is.” The gratitude in Astra’s gaze was worth an afternoon of lessons.
Making her happy gave him the strangest sensation in his chest. It made him
happy. He headed for the stairs, but glanced at her again over his shoulder. 


She stood rooted in the center of the hall. That odd
feeling in his chest mirrored the secret smile on her face. “Go on. I’ll finish
readying the ballroom. Perhaps we can find a moment alone afterwards.”


James took the stairs two at a time. Something was
happening between him and Astra. Something he no longer had the will to stop.
He rapped on Lady Phillina’s door, anxious to return to Astra before all the
logical reasons why he should snuff their potential affair rose to ruin his
good mood. 


“My lord.” The maid who opened the door dropped to a
curtsy. James resisted the urge to bow in return. He’d been told by the butler
it was not done. 


“Oh, James!” Lady Phillina called from her chair. “You
look like a proper English gentleman.” She suddenly pressed a lace handkerchief
to her mouth and closed her eyes against tears.


James rushed to her side. “What is it?”


“Please forgive me.” She dabbed at her eyes and smiled.
“You bring back memories. You resemble my eldest son at times. It takes me by
surprise.”


Lady Phillina was dressed in a royal blue gown with the
slightest sheen in the material. Her grey hair was piled on her head in an
artful arrangement. A blush tinted her cheeks and lips that looked
distinctively like rouge.


“See? You should have let me remain in my own clothes. I
don’t want to upset you.” He definitely didn’t want to tell her he’d just be
leaving all their purchases here when he returned home, and he didn’t relish
the moment when he would have to inform her. “Should I come back later?”


“No, you must stay.” Lady Phillina took a ragged breath in
an effort to compose herself. “Mary, could you leave us for one moment. I need
to talk to James about something in private.”


Once the maid left the room, Phillina gestured for James
to sit on the sofa. That they were about to talk about something personal and
private suddenly tightened the neck of James’s collar. Good God, but he hoped
she hadn’t found out about the red-haired maid. Or worse, Astra’s plans. 


“What I’m about to ask you is totally inappropriate,
James. And the lady in question would be horrified if she knew I was being so
bold, but something in your eyes makes me believe that you’re the kind of man
who can handle such a delicate subject.” She winked and James felt sick. 


Obviously, she didn’t know about the maid or she most
definitely wouldn’t have winked, he decided. “I’ll do what I can. I pride
myself on keeping private matters private.” Of course, if Phillina knew how
many private matters he’d had to keep private, she’d probably not be asking him
to help a lady with a delicate matter.


“The matter concerns Astra.”


“What about Astra?” He sat up abruptly, showing his
interest before he could stop himself. 


“No, nothing shameful.”


James studied his callused palms. Lady Phillina could read
him too well. He’d have to remember that.


“You must promise that you’ll not mention this to Astra.
Though she is my daughter-in-law, my regard for her goes beyond that. I think
of her as my own daughter. And her own mother…well, you’ve met Lynette…” 


“Go on, Lady Phillina.” James stopped feigning disinterest
and met her suddenly direct brown gaze. “You can trust me. I give you my word I
won’t mention our conversation to Astra.” 


“Well, the truth of the matter is Astra is fearful of
men.”


James blinked, unable to answer. The Astra that came to
his study last night had definitely had her wits about her. Or had she? His
suspicions that there might be more going on with Astra’s offer to be his
mistress was beginning to take shape, but not as he’d expected. The mystery of
Astra’s hasty marriage and daughter’s somewhat early birth became suddenly
less  mysterious and more sinister.


Lady Phillina shrugged at his stunned expression,
hopefully taking it for surprise rather than anything having to do with his
interest in Astra. “Not that she has told me as much, but I’ve known Astra
since she was a girl. She can be a little cautious in mixed company. Not that I
can blame her after everything she has endured.”


“What exactly has she endured?” He suddenly recalled
Astra’s desperation in the study when he had hesitated in accepting her
proposition. He thought her reaction had more to do with her need to hold on to
her position at Eastlan rather than actual rejection. And, yes, pompous as he
was, he assumed she’d been upset at his withdrawal because she had been swept
off her feet by his amorous expertise. 


The glow faded from Lady Phillina’s face. “She lost her
father in her early teens. Lynette didn’t bother with a coming out because,
well, we assumed she would marry someone local. When Astra finally married
Lowell, I was not completely surprised theirs was more a comfortable friendship
than a love affair.”


“Was Lowell not the man you expected Astra to marry?” James
definitely did not like the idea that Astra had a living, breathing love match
in the vicinity even if it were in the past. “It wasn’t Wesley, was it?” 


“No, though Wesley no doubt was smitten with Astra early
on. They all grew up together, you see. Lowell and Astra were more like brother
and sister than sweethearts, in my observation. I had hoped that would change
once Lowell regained his strength, but it never happened.”


As Lady Phillina clenched her hands together, James felt
guilty forcing her to speak of things that obviously upset her. He gripped Lady
Phillina’s shoulder and she instantly brightened.


“That’s why I think her teaching you how to act at the
ball will be good for her too. She hasn’t been to a dance in years herself.”


“I promise I won’t be a difficult pupil.” 


“Of course, you won’t. But I was thinking that you should
treat Astra more like a suitor.”


James sat back. He needed to keep his affair with Astra
free of that sort of thing at all cost, and now Lady Phillina was suggesting
otherwise. “She might think I was being too forward.”


Lady Phillina waved his objections away. “I don’t think a
woman alive would be insulted by your attentions.”


“What if she gets the wrong idea? Lady Phillina, I am not
ready for a wife and—” He stopped himself from telling Lady Phillina that he
intended to return to the sea and America the moment he could. No, he’d let her
get her health back before he gave her another reason to be sad.


“If anyone knows her place, it’s Astra. At her age, I
don’t doubt she’s aware of her need to find an older husband. Of course, at
almost thirty she could still have children, but a man who needed an heir would
wish for a younger wife. But, not to worry. I’m loading the deck with more
eligible men than women. And I want Astra to glow at the ball. What better way
to accomplish that than to be a woman who knows her appeal? She’ll be that much
more attractive to the older men, don’t you see? A conquest always seems to
bring out the competitive nature. I think it’s a grand plan!”


James found himself absurdly disturbed by the idea of the
need for Astra to find an older, suitable man to wed. “I wasn’t aware that
Astra…intended to remarry.”


“Oh, she is still resistant, but she shouldn’t remain a
widow. She was a wonderful wife to my son, but she deserves a husband who is
healthy and robust. Though no longer the cream of the crop, she is still young
and beautiful. I certainly don’t wish for her to live the rest of her life
alone.” 


James realized Astra had the same idea, but she planned to
accomplish it in a much different manner than Phillina imagined.


Lady Phillina’s silence forced James from his troubled
thoughts, but not before the older woman had plenty of time to register his
obvious turmoil. James shrugged, hoping she’d take his reticence for confusion.
“As you know, I don’t know the proper etiquette for courting an English lady.
What would you have me do exactly?”


This time, Lady Phillina patted his hand. “Oh James, I
already know you are a consummate flirt. When you’re dancing, hold her the way
a man holds a woman he’s interested in. Maybe a little too close, hmmm?”


James felt himself blush slightly. It was embarrassing
getting romantic instruction from Lady Phillina. But he supposed he needed it.
If Astra actually wanted a man in her life, perhaps he should not take her up
on her offer. Damn it, he’d hoped to not come to his senses so quickly. In
light of calling off their arrangement before it had begun, their encounter
last night was now to be mere torture rather than a prelude to something
ultimately more satisfying.


“And perhaps escort her for a stroll in the garden after
dinner. Steal a kiss?”


James adamantly shook his head at Lady Phillina’s last
comment. If he kissed Astra again, he knew what he would do next. “I fear then I
would get the wrong idea. Lady Phillina, you have entirely too much faith
in me. I’m no lad.”


“Oh dear, I’ve said too much.” Lady Phillina pressed her
fingers to her lips and her cheeks reddened. “I apologize if I’ve offended you.
Of course, you are a grown man with a grown man’s needs. Say no more.”


James wished he had said less. Talking about his “needs”
with Lady Phillina was appalling. “You haven’t offended me. It’s just that I’m
afraid I’ll offend Astra.” 


“Perhaps, but she needs to accept the idea of being
courted if she’s to find a husband. You, being so young, seem a safe choice,
that’s all.”


“I’ll do what I can,” he finally said to lure Lady Phillina
off the subject of a romantic liaison between him and Astra. Though, their
conversation gave him much to take up with Astra at their next meeting. Last
night, Astra mentioned she’d been hurt before.  He thought she alluded to the
loss of her husband. Now he wasn’t sure. If he said yes to her proposal, he
might be taking advantage of her and if he said no, he feared he would be doing
irreparable damage to her pride with his rejection. Because, he suddenly concluded
that someone in her past had likely rejected her.


“Wonderful. I know you’d not refuse a lady in distress.
Let’s go down. Astra’s been waiting all day.”


James stood and scooped Phillina into his arms without further
invitation. Her squeal of delight warned him she knew exactly what tangled web
she weaved between he and Astra.
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Astra didn’t try to hide her admiration for James as he
settled Lady Phillina gently on a padded arm chair brought into the ballroom.
Though she never voiced her fears, she wondered if Lady Phillina might never
leave her room again. And that she would do so in preparation for a ball was
nothing short of a miracle. 


Her mother rushed into the large saloon cleared of
furniture, skirts billowing in her wake like a deep mauve wind. Apparently, the
idea of being left out altogether overcame her mother’s anger that she couldn’t
be one of the dancers. “I guess you’re right, Astra. No one has mastered the
pianoforte as I have.”


Her mother’s pout was transformed into a slight grin when
she spotted James. “Well, well.” And to James’s growing discomfort and Astra’s
fury, her mother examined James like he was a prized piece of horse flesh. 


“Yes, oh yes, I’d say that tailor did an excellent job.
How nice it is to see a man who can fill out a snugly cut riding suit,” said
her mother as she sauntered a circle around James.


James shrugged and Astra thought the heightened color
under his tanned skin might be a blush. 


Astra clapped her hands and burst into motion. “All right
everyone. We need to start. We have much to cover. Mother, you shall take your
place at the pianoforte.”


Her mother paused to look over James one more time. “Pity
we shall not have the pleasure of a dance. Save me one for the ball, won’t you?”
She strolled over to the pianoforte and plopped herself onto the bench in a
flourish.


“All right, we’ll begin with a simple English Country
dance.” Astra sighed with relief when her mother started with some scales to
warm up. “If that meets with your approval, Lady Phillina?” 


“That’s exactly what I’d start with. Go on, dear.”


Astra scanned the room to find the rest of the couples
she’d enlisted for the lesson. Mr. Rudd and O’Donald, the butler, stood beside
the far wall with the look that they meant to sneak out at their first chance.


“All right you two, over here. And where did Cook go?”


O’Donald stepped forward and bowed. “She said she had a
pastry she needed to attend. And though, I’m delighted to be of assistance, Mr.
Rudd asked me to reiterate that he’s never danced a day in his life and would
prefer to keep it that way.”


Mr. Rudd’s scowl spoke his displeasure quite articulately.


“I’m sorry, Mr. Rudd. Just follow along while I teach
James. We need three couples at the minimum and it seems Wesley has forgotten
my request for his presence this afternoon.”


Astra turned to James, whom, she realized, had been
watching her with rapt interest. He glanced away when she caught his gaze.
Astra shook off the tingling sensation James’s direct stare had given her and
focused on the task at hand. 


“All right, Lord Keane, you stand here. I’ll be your
partner and Mary, you and Mr. Rudd will be next in line.” After she waved him
over a second time, Mr. Rudd dragged himself into position. “Just follow,
Mary,” she said, but despite his blank features, she suspected he inwardly groaned.


“O’Donald, you’re at the end. I’m afraid you’ll have to
pretend to have a partner until the cook can free herself from the kitchen.”


“Very good, Lady Keane.” 


“No need for that,” Wesley’s voice and the sound of his
hurried stride brought a smile to Astra’s face until she turned to find him
closely followed by Melva, the maid she had caught with James.


“So sorry I’m late, but I brought Melva here to serve as
an apology.” Wesley strode to take Mr. Rudd’s place who vacated the room as
quickly as possible. “We were short a couple, were we not?” 


Melva sauntered into position, her eyes leisurely brushing
over James as she took her place in front of Wesley. The bodice of her uniform
was inappropriately low and too tight by half. 


Astra tugged at the long sleeves of her brown silk day
dress, and readjusted the high collar. Despite the slight sheen in the
chocolate-colored material, a shade of which Astra admired this very morning,
she felt frumpish compared to Melva in her coarse uniform. Even Melva’s rumpled
hair, with bright red tendrils sticking from her white cap, appeared immensely
more festive than Astra’s tightly braided twist. 


Astra pulled her gaze away from Melva. This elaborate
dancing lesson was primarily orchestrated for Lady Phillina. Astra would not
let her own insecurities ruin it. “All right, Mother. Begin.”


Finally, Astra had no choice but to glance up at James. He
stared directly into her eyes as if his gaze had been on her the entire time,
never once straying to Melva’s bountiful cleavage and vibrant red hair. 


James’s bright blue gaze was soft, almost apologetic. He
bowed to her. “May I have the honor of this dance, Lady Keane?”


She nodded and gave him a small smile. “Now, move forward,
we meet in the middle.” He followed her lead, his step jaunty rather than
stiff. No surprise there. 


“We hook arms.” And the moment his solid arm possessively
linked with hers, the little flutter in her stomach spread its wings and took
flight.


Astra suddenly had trouble breathing. James orchestrated
her into a twirl, then sailed her down to the end of dancers. While Astra stood
open-mouthed in the center of the aisle, James bowed again, then returned to
his spot.


“I say, Astra, James is a quick study.” Phillina clapped
her hands. “Very good, James.”


Astra put her hands on her hips. “I didn’t teach you that.
You already know how to dance.”


James slyly grinned. “I know that one, but we don’t call
it an English Country dance back home. Let’s try another.”


Astra studied him from the corner of her eye. “What other
dances do you know?”


He shrugged. “A few Scottish reels. The quadrille. The
minuet.”


Her mother had long quit playing and stood beside the
dancers, staring at James as if he had sprouted another head.


“The minuet? Her mother shoved Astra aside and stood in front
of James. “Show me.”


James glanced at Astra. She moved away, allowing her
mother the floor. James took a step back. “There’s no music. Let me give it a
try with Astra. It’s been years since I went to a formal dance.”


Her mother grabbed James’s hands. “I’m not sure that Astra
knows the steps herself. She’s not been to a formal dance in years either. At
least not one in London, which are the only kind there are.”


“I’ve been to few a balls in London,” Astra said in her
defense, though her one and only trip to London had been a royal disaster. That
was the night all her girlish dreams had been brutally crushed.


“Yes, and you were so traumatized you stayed in your room
for a week afterwards. Ready, James. One, two, three.” Her mother picked up the
flounce of her skirt and dipped towards James. James made a clumsy lurch and
her mother shrieked and jumped back.


“My apologies, Lady Seabrook. I can’t seem to keep my step
without music.”


“I don’t think we’ll bother with the minuet,” Lady
Phillina called from her seat. “It’s not as if the ton will be attending. Just
a few neighbors and the country gentry. The country dances will be fine.”


“Oh, don’t be ridiculous, Phillina. You can’t have a ball
without a minuet,” insisted her mother.


“Then we’ll call our little fete a dance rather than a
ball,” said Phillina without losing an ounce of her enthusiasm. “A country
dance.”


“As you wish, I’ll just play.” With as much grace as she
could muster, her mother limped back to the piano. 


Astra studied James, noting that a hint of satisfaction
played around his lips. Even with James’s blunder regarding the minuet, Astra
had lost the zest for her task. Who was she to instruct James on how to dance? He’d
probably attended more dances than she’d ever hoped to. And his natural charm would
easily overpower even the snootiest critic. And he was a baron. 


She, on the other hand, was a financially-dependent,
past-her-prime, bloom-off-the-rose widow who was a cold fish on top of that.
Lark’s father’s exact words. The cold fish part, not the other. Of course, she
hadn’t been those other things yet. 


Astra massaged her brow. “I think that’s enough for one
day.” Belatedly, she remembered her silent vow not to disappoint Lady Phillina,
but she was entirely too distraught to continue.


James stopped her immediate exit by standing directly in
front of her and gripping her upper arms.


“We’ve just started. Why don’t we have everyone else leave
and you and I can go over the steps, then we’ll practice with the others? I
just got lucky on that first one.”


She gazed up into his sincere blue eyes that appeared darker
than normal. “If you really wish it, but I’m afraid my mother is right. I’m not
exactly an expert on dances.”


“That settles it then. Everyone out. Except Lady Phillina,
of course.”


As lord of the manor, James’s word was immediately obeyed.
Astra started to breathe again as the others filed out of the room. That is
until she spotted Melva pausing by the door long enough to make eye-contact
with James. When she thought no one else was looking, she squeezed her breast
and leered a silent promise. Astra immediately turned away before she was
forced to witness James’s response. 


 


***


James flawlessly completed the last step of the “Sir Roger
de Coverley,” the same dance he knew back home as the “Virginia reel” before he
remembered he was supposed to misstep. The smile on Astra’s face as she gasped
for breath showed she didn’t find him catching on to the dance so quickly
grounds for suspicion. She seemed to relax around him as long as she had the
upper hand. 


“A little fast, but very good. You’ve done that one
before.”


He shrugged. “Believe it or not we used to dance on the
ship. I never had to play the part of the lady because I was the captain. Even
if the others had to alternate leading, that dance was everyone’s favorite.”


“Can’t imagine you being led. You dragged me around like a
rag doll.”


“And I can’t imagine that’s a compliment.”


“Actually, it is. I felt like I was flying. You’re very
good. Even if you don’t know all the steps, you take command with grace.” When
she finished her last sentence, she grew suddenly quiet and turned away,
fanning her face.


He rested his hands on his hips, parting his snug coat.
Even with the chill that perpetually seeped through the stone walls, sweat
rolled down the curve of his back and dampened his temples. Astra’s cheeks were
flushed. Tendrils of hair clung to her neck. No doubt, she needed  a breath of
fresh air as badly as he did. 


And once he whisked her away to the garden, maybe he could
tell her in words as well as in deed that he had no interest in the
overly-solicitous Melva. Her initial advances had caught him off guard after a
long, lonely voyage. And, more importantly, before he had ever laid eyes on
Astra. 


“I need some air,” he said as casually as he could. “Would
you care to join me in the garden?”


“Fabulous idea. I’ll have some refreshments brought to the
sitting room while you two cool down.” The gleam in Phillina’s eye told James
she had the wrong notion. After the evil eye he received from Astra the moment
Melva slipped into the ballroom, he fully expected her to withdraw her offer to
be his mistress. Though no doubt that would be the wisest course for both of
them, he worried damage had already been done. If he did not show Astra
otherwise, he feared she would take his hesitancy last night for rejection.
After all, he hadn’t exactly hesitated with Melva. Oh, the hell with reason. He
wanted Astra and he needed to show her how he felt. They’d bantered this thing
about too long already.


“Shall we?” James said, tempering his agenda with
exaggerated civility. He guided Astra past the French doors off the ballroom
onto the terrace that led to the back gardens. The roses that fanned out from a
Greek statue showed signs of blooming. Unlike much of the rest of the property,
the gardens had been well tended over the years and one area of the estate he’d
yet to explore.


The leaden sky provided no hints of the sunset James knew
was eminent. Thick grey clouds growing darker was the only sign that day was
leaving them. 


He turned to Astra who had placed her palms on the stone
railing and stared ahead of her. 


“Show me the gardens.”


She blinked at him as if he had just asked her to show him
her breasts. Not to mention that she clutched the front of her dress as if that
was exactly what she was thinking he intended once he got her in the seclusion
of the gardens. “Please, my lord. Say what you have to say here.”


James glanced around and saw Phillina’s face pressed
against the window. He intended to kiss Astra as he had last night to set
things straight once and for all, alleviating any doubts she might have about
her desirability.


“Come on. I promise to be an imperfect gentleman.” He gave
her a lecherous wink that she didn’t seem to find amusing.


“You don’t have to humor me.”


“Don’t worry, I won’t, but don’t you think you should
humor me? Isn’t that part of our bargain?” 


“We don’t have a bargain.” She turned away from the
gardens, her back to the stone railing. “Do be sure to have someone cut
bouquets for Phillina’s room and the foyer.”


“Hold on. I thought we had stopped discussing your leaving.”
He had not expected this. A railing at his lack of amorous restraint, or a slap
on the face perhaps, but not this.


She turned back to the lawn and stared as if she were
memorizing it. “I hope I didn’t make too much of a fool of myself by making
such an outrageous offer last night. I do so love Eastlan.”


“Eastlan, is it? I thought it had a little to do with your
overwhelming attraction for me.”


She glanced at him, but it was more of a stabbing glare.
“I’m trying to make this easier on both of us.” 


James had to restrain himself from grabbing her and
dragging her along with him. He’d passed his threshold with their dancing
around such a basic subject. Whom one chose to share carnal knowledge with
shouldn’t be so complicated. He was sure of it. “Show me the gardens. Please,”
he added, before he headed down the steps. He paused halfway to find her
remaining where she was. “We have an audience,” he said through clenched teeth.


She responded with a brief nod of understanding instead of
glancing behind her, and giving away his ploy to lure her away from prying
eyes. She silently followed him down the steps. Her cunning disturbed him as
much as it pleased him.


When they reached the grass, he grasped her hand in his.
From the distance, Lady Phillina still might be able to detect his action, but
not his intent. Theirs would be no friendly stroll.


James dragged her toward the fountain in the center of the
manicured yard, riddled with pathways of roses and other flowering shrub James
couldn’t name. “I think we talked about being alone.”


She tried to tug her hand away, but he continued to pull
her forward. “Slow down. You are not wearing a corset.” 


He nodded in acknowledgement of her restrictive dress and
honored her request. “I didn’t know Melva would be there today.”


“Obviously.” She grabbed her skirts with her free hand,
strolling along beside him now that he slowed his pace. 


“No. It’s not like that.”


“I understand, James. Believe me. Becoming involved with
me would be much more complicated.”


And ultimately more fulfilling. James would have to make
love to Astra a thousand different ways before discovering the depths behind
her complicated persona. If there had not been thought to her motive, he would
have accepted Astra’s offer to be his mistress immediately and taken her on the
desk without hesitation. He wanted her, and frankly, he should have her. After
all, it was her idea. “I am not involved with Melva. I have not even seen her
since…” James let his words trail off. “I’m going to dismiss her.” 


“Her father passed away last spring and the family needs
the money. I discovered she’s the cook’s cousin. I don’t want her dismissed.” 


James remained silent, though he was cursing himself for
always playing the role of the bastard in this particular drama. Rightfully so,
perhaps. He came to the end of the long lawn and noticed a grove of trees that
hid the murky pond he’d earlier dismissed as a mosquito breeding ground. A
shaded trail wrapped around the pond. A hint of sun seeped past the clouds,
lending the pond a dull but inviting sheen to its dark green surface.


Astra lifted the hem of her skirt and revealed
surprisingly flimsy slippers. “My shoes are getting muddy.”


James stared at the distant grey mansion that seemed to
almost be swallowed by the gloom. Perhaps if he separated Astra from her
precious Eastlan, he could discover what lay at the heart of her offer to be
his mistress. Last night, he could have sworn it had much to do with mutual
lust, but today he was far from sure. He turned his gaze and spotted a marble
gazebo nestled amongst the trees along the pond’s edge. “I would like to settle
this thing between us, if I may?”


“Please do.”


James glanced at the thick mud that coated his own boots.
The path to the gazebo was laden with puddles and not much dry ground
in-between. James lifted Astra into his arms without asking, suspecting she
would have said no to his wish to keep her feet dry.


Her shriek proved he was right.


“I’m not dragging you into the woods to ravage you.” That
wasn’t exactly true, but he certainly wouldn’t do so without her permission.
“I’m just saving your shoes on our way to the gazebo.”


“James.” She started to protest, then wrapped her arms
around his neck and snuggled more solidly against him. “The gazebo is
overgrown. It is no doubt infested with rats and badgers.”


“I’ll protect you.” He held her tighter, enjoying the feel
of her curves against his chest. 


She turned her nose up, but he suspected he saw a hint of
a smile.


He trudged through ankle deep mud and found the entrance
to the columned structure. Vines had overrun the entrance. He pushed them
aside, forced to set Astra on her feet as he tore them away with both hands. 


Instead of telling him she told him so, she glanced around
his shoulder looking eager to crawl past the green tunnel and investigate the
mysteries inside. James stepped on a large leafed vine with thorns and lifted a
curtain of ivy that fell from overhead. Astra glanced at him suspiciously, then
stepped past his makeshift doorway.


He ducked his head and followed. The green veil closed
behind him. A flutter sounded from above accompanied by frightened squeaks. Astra
covered her head with her hands. “Bats,” she said.


Perhaps this wasn’t such a good idea after all. James drew
Astra behind him. He clapped his hands and stomped his feet to the sound of
more scurrying. Thankfully, only a few squirrels beat a hasty retreat before
the gazebo fell silent. They were surrounded by a living curtain that left the
shelter in green shadows. The opening onto the lake was less overgrown and
provided a nice view of the water. On a sunny day, this place would be magical.
But at the moment, it was damp and James suspected, as Astra guessed, probably
rat infested.


He turned to her, ready to offer an alternate location for
their talk, but noticed how she studied the pond and then the vines overhead in
wonder. “We used to play in the gazebo as children. I had forgotten it even
existed. After our begging, Father would give lessons here on summer days. It
was so lovely. I pretended I was queen of an ancient civilization and this was
my palace.”


James pulled her into his arms. She glanced up at him, but
he didn’t give her time to protest. He kissed her gently on the mouth.


She wrapped her arms around his neck and returned his kiss
like a familiar lover. He slipped his tongue inside her mouth, discovering her
mouth’s warm contours, deepening the kiss and tasting her before he forced
himself to pull away.


“I’ve wanted to do that since I saw you in the foyer this
afternoon.” His breath came hard and his heart raced, unexpected from such a
brief kiss.


Astra sighed. “You make me forget all reason when you do.”


He stared down into her face. “And your desire to become
my mistress is reasonable?”


“It has to be.” She met his gaze with a seriousness that
pulled down the corners of her hazel eyes. “Certainly the heart cannot be
involved.”


Understanding dawned on him. “You don’t fancy yourself in
love with me?”


She shook her head, but her smile was a little wistful and
a little sad. “No. Nor do I want to fall into such folly. You are very
charming, James. I think if we put our mutual attraction in the proper terms,
it would be better for both of us.”


James suppressed a chill at her declaration that falling
for him would be folly. Though, he whole heartedly agreed. “So a marriage is
definitely not on your agenda, secret or otherwise?”


A flash of pain shown in her eyes, but it was quickly
replaced by anger. “I am not that obtuse. I realize I am not what you would
look for in a wife.”


“How do you know? I have not even considered what I want
in a wife. Not that I’m in the market for a wife.” He added the last a little
too adamantly. He just should have dropped the subject, but after his
conversation with Phillina and the fiasco with Melva ruining her dancing
lesson, he wanted Astra to know she was desirable in any capacity.


“I’m not a virgin. I have a child and I’m no longer in the
bloom of youth.”


James realized he found the last part more appealing than
not. He didn’t want a silly girl for a bride, but, truth be told, he had
expected to marry a virgin if he married. Not that it truly mattered, he
supposed. James decided it would be best to get the subject off of marriage all
together. “I am not ready to have children. I plan to return to the sea for a
few more years. I know other sailors go for years without seeing their
offspring but I don’t intend to do so. I would want to know my children from
conception.”


He stared at her and it only took a moment for understanding
to dawn on her.


“I don’t intend to have your child, James. In fact, I was
hoping since you are a man of the world, we can find a way to avoid that
predicament. Don’t tell me you’ve not had lovers before.  I know better.”


James didn’t bother to explain he had not done anything
with Melva that could lead to pregnancy or would constitute her as one of his
lovers, though, she was still correct. He had had more than a few lovers. Most
more experienced, but always brief, impersonal encounters. However, he reminded
himself, she was not without her own experiences. “As have you.”


She straightened, clearly annoyed. “I would not call it
that. My circumstances are quite different than yours, but I think I see what
you are getting at. Neither of us are fools. Would you agree to that?”


“I would.” James grinned, liking this version of Astra the
best. Sharp, calculating and brutally honest. 


“Then please don’t insult me by thinking I have concocted
this scheme to trap you into marrying me for either my own selfish means or to
hide an unwanted child. I would not do that to Lark. Lowell will be the only
father Lark will ever know. Better to have a deceased father that loved her
than a live one who does not.”


Again, James felt like a bastard. “Touché, Lady Keane. Of
all the things that I might ponder in regards to your motivations, your
devotion to your daughter is without question. I know you’d do anything to
ensure her happiness.”


Astra took a deep breath. “Thank you. And perhaps to that
end, I have made a mistake in thinking you would want me for a mistress. It all
seemed so simple. Or perhaps, I just wanted it to be. You would have no trouble
procuring whomever you choose to share your bed and without all my demanding
stipulations.”


James strolled over to her. “But you are the one I want to
share my bed and your stipulations are no more than your due.”


“I fear I don’t know much about seduction, as you might
have guessed.”


“Ah, but then you give me the pleasure of teaching you.”


She blinked and smiled. “You would enjoy that?”


“More than you know.” James kissed Astra on the lips
lightly, his hands cupping her chin. He rubbed his palms down her shoulders,
over her breasts and circled them to the back of her waist. He had intended to
do much more than that but the afternoon grew dark and damp. And, something
held him back. Perhaps his sudden realization that his sexual relationship with
Astra would be different than anything else he’d yet to experience. No matter
what came of their affair, Astra would gain the secret knowledge of a woman
well pleasured, or at least James would give it his best effort. And James
would learn all the lush nuances of a woman who was the first he could think of
as his own. James held Astra against him and felt her shiver. “Tonight, then?”
he said near her ear.


“Yes, tonight.”
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Astra discarded the robe to her silk nightgown. The pure
white confection had been a gift intended for her wedding night but had never
been worn. She studied her reflection in the cheval mirror. The candles’ glow
rendered the gown translucent. Astra squared her shoulders and sucked in the
slight roundness of her post-childbirth belly. She slid her hands over her
hips, triggering a tingling in her sex and a tightening of her nipples. The
flutter in her throat warned her she could no longer distinguished her fear
from her fierce longings. Astra took that as a good sign. 


After blowing out the candles around the room, she slipped
into her bed. She left the candle burning on her nightstand and smoothed the
wrinkles from the quilt. James had managed a quiet word with her after dinner.
She had been reading by the fire while her mother tried to teach Wesley and
James London’s latest game of chance. James used the pretense of stoking the
coals to whisper to her that he would visit her room just as he had in her
fantasy. Astra could only nod, a thousand questions singing in her mind. Would
he come in the middle of the night? Should she go to sleep? As if that were
possible. James had left the group shortly after, claiming he had some work to
do. That had been hours ago and Astra could hardly stand the anticipation.


On second thought, Astra blew out the candle and lay on
her back, staring at the ceiling that clearly needed painting even in the muted
light cast by the fireplace. The spare bedroom, close to Lowell’s room, seemed
too plain to accept a paramour. A grander suite that attached to Lowell’s rooms
had been used by his doctors and Astra never once thought of moving there, not
even when Lowell was alive. Pleasant, practical, and unassuming described her
room and her life for as long as she could remember. Lord, she hoped James
would not find her as such as a lover. She shuddered at the change she brought
upon herself, wreaking havoc to her world as she knew it. Astra Seabrook Keane,
sensible to sultry. 


A slight click of the door sounded and Astra barely
stopped herself from bolting to a sitting position. She was supposed to be
asleep. That’s how she had described her fantasy to James. And those had been
the words that had swayed him to give into her madness. Astra closed her eyes
and tried to relax her limbs. 


A fire still glowed in the fireplace, making her acutely
aware of the light in the room. James would be able to see her clearly, but she
could only sense him in sound and vague shape behind her closed eyelids. 


He padded to the bed in what sounded like bare feet. Astra
suspected that he only wore a robe and was naked beneath it, just like in her
fantasy. As she had guessed, James was proving to be a man of his word. His
weight settled on the bed beside her and a riot of nerves welled up in her but
she forced herself to remain still, sleeping. Oh touching him in reality would
be so much better than her fantasy, yet she sensed she must play her part to
the end.


Even with her eyes closed, she knew he hovered above her,
studying her. Her eyelids fluttered and her uneven breathing no doubt gave her
away. Still, James remained silent. His weight lifted from the bed and she
heard his footfalls heading away from her. Perhaps he had changed his mind.
Should she call to him? Astra remained feigning sleep. If he had changed his
mind, this would be easier, and if he hadn’t, well, this was the fantasy,
wasn’t it?


When she felt the covers move, she shifted, lifting a
knee, slightly parting her legs as she would in restless sleep. He crawled in
beside her on the opposite side of the bed. His hip brushed hers and the
intense heat of his body assured her he was naked. Before she could tame the
fluttering in her stomach of having a large naked man in her bed, he gathered
her in his arms. His erection nestled at the apex of her thighs. Her breasts
pressed against his ungiving chest. She gasped and opened her eyes.


James’s face hovered near hers, his blue eyes dark and
hungry in the shadowed light. He buried his fingers in her loose hair, holding
her still for the hard press of his mouth. Astra parted her lips, inviting his
tongue and welcoming his purely carnal assault. James slid an arm beneath her,
slipping his hand to cup her bottom while he pulled her more snuggly against
his erection. The thin silk gown provided little barrier, in fact, was
intoxicating as it magnified the urgency of his arousal. He forcefully thrust
against the silk fabric as his fingers kneaded her backside with a rhythmic
coaxing. Astra draped an ankle over his bare calf and arched her hips into his.
Her sex pulsed liquid hot pleasure, but she wanted more. Needed more.


He moaned into her mouth and matched her body’s desperate
plea with a powerful answering thrust. Not breaking the maddening kiss, he
rolled her over on to her back. He shoved the thin gown to her waist and slid
his hard cock against her slick female folds. The movement bumped the sensitive
spot hidden at the top of her sex. She gasped and gripped his shoulders. Her
feet braced on the bed. Never had she been so controlled by her body. Her mind
could not keep up. She bucked against him, angling her hips to force his entry.
He pulled back from her reach. Astra heard her own desperate pants and his soft
husky laughter. In his own sweet time, he coated his length with her wet heat,
once again massaging the tangle of nerves that sent waves of lust rippling
through body.


“Oh, James.” Astra didn’t recognize her voice or the woman
that wantonly pressed against him. Her sex clenched tightly. She ached for him.
“Please.” 


“Do you want me as much as I want you, Astra?” He trailed
wet kisses from under her jaw to the hollow at the base of her neck. The rasp
in his deep voice made her body tighten another painful notch. His large hand
covered her breast through the silk, kneading her roughly. The heat from his
palm and the brush of fabric proved maddening. 


She willed him to take her swiftly, to end her sweet agony.
Instead, he lifted away from her. He was poised above her, looking down at her
face.


“Tell me you want me.” His breathing was heavy, as if he’d
been running fast. Astra could not find the words he wanted. Instead, she
tangled her fingers in his hair and rose up to kiss him on the mouth. He
immediately deepened the kiss, entwining his tongue with hers.


Astra tore her mouth away from his to catch her breath,
but he only kissed the side of her neck with just as much fervor, dragging his
lips along her collar bone. He slipped the strap of her gown off her shoulder, pushed
it down and swirled his tongue around her nipple. He had begun to suck and nip,
sending shards of pleasure straight to her sex. She needed him to fill her,
touch her pulsing center. 


“James.” She said his name again in a desperate plea,
unable to tell him exactly what she wanted. It vaguely occurred to her that she
should be pleasing him, after all that’s what a mistress did, but he switched
to her other nipple and rational thought was lost.


“Tell me you want me,” he repeated in-between ravishing
her breasts. Finally, he slid a single finger inside her feverish body and
Astra gasped at the pleasure. She could not stop herself from riding his
testing probe, desperate for more. He eased another finger inside her, sliding
in and out with purposeful rhythm. Astra’s body took over, thrusting against
his hand. He found her secret spot with his thumb and only a few passes
persuaded her body to tighten, hovering on the brink of release. 


She pushed on his shoulders, shocked and slightly embarrassed
by her quick arousal. She was supposed to be doing this to him, making him the
one to quiver with desire.


“James, please.” 


“Please what?” He quickened his pace, his fingers rocking
her with passionate intent. 


She shoved at his shoulders again. “Stop, James. Please.” 


He instantly pulled away to look at her face.


“Am I hurting you?” He swallowed hard to speak his
strained words. “You seemed to be enjoying it.”


“That’s the problem. I’m supposed to be pleasing you.”


A lopsided grin lit his face. “Oh, you are.”


Astra shifted beneath him, determined to check for
herself. She wrapped her fingers around him, relieved that some things were
impossible to forget, like the solid feel of a man in the palm of her hand.
Yes, he had definitely been enjoying the exchange. His cock was thick and hot. She
tightened her grip and grazed his length.


James closed his eyes, remaining poised above her on his
elbows. His breathing grew ragged and he shuddered. “Astra,” he huskily
whispered. “I’m too wound up for this.” He grabbed her wrist, stilling her
movements. “Though…” The laugh in his voice was like a new caress. “You are
doing a fine job in carrying out your duties as mistress so far.”


Astra released him, determined to become his lover
tonight. “Then, sir, it is time for you to do yours. I want you. Make love to
me.” Though her own words shocked her, her efforts were instantly rewarded when
he swiftly reached for her gown. Astra shifted, helped him pull the white silk
over her head, their movements in harmony. She lay back on the bed, ready to
return to the mindless tug of her own need, and hopefully his. There would be
no mistakes tonight. He would not find her lacking in the harsh light of day. This
time, she’d make sure of it.


He paused above her, his weight on his knees between her
spread legs.


She rested her hands on his hips to encourage him to
continue. Instead, his gaze roamed her body. Astra had the urge to shift. She
was far from voluptuous and his hesitation ignited fears that he might find her
lacking, though nothing in his suddenly serious expression hinted at that.
Astra studied him to keep her own nerves in check. 


His shoulders were broad and in the firelight, she noticed
a few nicks and white scars across his chest. Without clothes, she could see he
was not as heavy as she suspected but deceptively lean and sinewy, but his
broad, heavily muscled shoulders made him appear massive. She dropped her gaze
to his determined arousal that if anything had grown, not slackened. She let
her hands drift over his hips and down his thighs and up the front, inching
closer to stroking him again. Perhaps that was what he was waiting for.


He placed his palms over her hands halting her progress.
He leaned over and kissed her gently on the lips. Astra had the sinking fear he
had changed his mind. Something definitely seemed to be troubling him.


“I have a sheath in the pocket of my robe, to keep you
from conceiving, but I don’t want to use it. It might be uncomfortable for you.
I’ll pull out instead, if that’s all right?”


She smiled at him with relief. “I trust your judgment,
James.” 


He leaned down and kissed her again, slowly, coaxingly,
almost lovingly. She stopped the flutter in her heart at that thought, focusing
on the stirring in her lower belly instead.


He stretched out on top of her, bracing his weight on his
forearms and knees that he planted between her spread legs. He covered her
mouth again. The hard head of his cock tested her wet passage. Swiftly he
changed his position, sliding down until their bodies pressed more fully, using
his powerful legs to spread her own further apart. 


He sunk into her deeper. The fullness bordering on
discomfort surprised her. She was told coupling wasn’t supposed to hurt after
the first time. When he pushed forward with determination, she sucked in her breath
and stiffened. He withdrew slightly, then gently nudged past the tightness of
her body with small teasing thrusts. The light open-mouthed kisses he dropped
on her neck were like a brand of fire. He trembled slightly under her hands on
his slick shoulders. Soon she grew accustomed to his size and the shallow
rhythm became torture. She tried to arch up and take more of him but he pulled
back. She felt his grin in his kisses that were as gentle as his thrusts.


Astra wrapped her arms around his neck, wanting the return
of his unbridled passion. He pulled his mouth from hers and she felt his heavy
breaths against her ear as he quickened his thrusts. His teasing pace wasn’t
easy for him either. Astra slipped her hands along his ribs and across his
tight flank. She tightened her grip, urging him on.


“Wrap your legs around my hips.”


Astra slid her feet around his lower back. The position
forced her to tilt her hips, opening more fully to him. On his next thrust, he
slid all the way inside her, filling her, his body melding with hers in
complete union. 


He stayed nestled against her, arching his hips in a way
that nudged against the highly sensitive spot hidden by the folds of her sex.
He pulled back and surged forward with the same movement. The burst of pleasure
left Astra mindless with each impact, and she arched her hips to meet his next
thrust. James filled her senses and her body, and she was desperate for more of
him.


As if sensing her need, he covered her mouth with his as
his movements became deeper, more powerful. His tongue took control of her
mouth as his cock had her body. She was a single sensation and it was James.


Erotic waves coursed from their connection. Astra forgot
to breathe as every muscle in her body tightened. Her sex clenched in a deluge of
spasms. She could not stop her hoarse cry of pleasure. 


James broke the kiss but remained poised above her
completely still. Before she recovered from the throws of her release, James
fell back on his knees. Astra opened her eyes, gasping at his abrupt withdrawal.
She had made a mistake. Her own pleasure had taken over.


She forced herself up onto her elbows to find James on his
knees between her spread legs. His eyes were closed, his head bent. He gripped
his engorged cock and appeared to be in pain.


“I’m sorry. What did I do wrong?” 


She touched his cheek and he flinched. He shuddered with
his release, spilling his hot seed across her breasts and stomach. He groaned
in the back of his throat, an animal sound that made her shiver. He was
vulnerable, completely unaware of anything but his own crippling orgasm. And in
that moment, Astra felt more powerful than she ever had in her life. She had
brought him to this. She, Astra Seabrook Keane, was sincerely desirable. 


He gasped for breath then opened his eyes, meeting her
gaze. Instantly, he dropped his and crawled on top of her, kissing her neck and
snuggling against her. He used his hand to wipe away the evidence of his
release. She gripped his arm to stop him and she grinned at him as Eve must
have at Adam, silently letting him know she enjoyed sharing his lust. In an act
of pure instinct, she guided his hand to her mouth, kissed his knuckles, licked
his palm. He shuddered then gathered her into his arms and curled around her. 


“Sorry, ‘bout that. I couldn’t hold out. I couldn’t stay
inside you a moment longer.” He nuzzled the side of her neck. “When you came,
you drove me over the edge.”


“Oh, was I not supposed to do that?” Astra felt suddenly
guilty. Had she failed at being a mistress already? Perhaps she was not
supposed to find her release at all, rather only focus on his needs.


His hand drifted to possessively cup her breast, lazily
sliding his thumb over her nipple. Astra tried to stamp down another surge of
desire. He seemed spent.


“You can do anything you like. And I liked that very much.”
He sighed and she could hear his breathing even. She feared he was on the verge
of falling asleep.


Though Lark’s nanny rarely woke Astra in the middle of the
night, she could not take the chance that her daughter might ask for her. Or
worse, and more likely, she too fell asleep and they woke to the light of day
sharing a bed. Astra shifted but James had already become immobile. “James,”
she said, but received no response. “James,” she said again, nudging him to
gain his attention.


“Hmm?” he mumbled.


“Would you like to have relations again?”


He slowly pried his eyes open. “Would you?”


Actually, she did, but the sleepy film covering his gaze
warned that further intimacy seemed unlikely. “I would like to do whatever you
would like to do, but you can’t sleep here.”


He blinked and slowly sat up, all the warmth in the room
instantly leaving. “I see. Well you are certainly efficient in your duties, are
you not?”


“My daughter. She might wake in the middle of the night.” Astra
shrugged and gave him a shy smile which was completely out of place since they
were both naked, sticky with his semen.


“Oh,” he rubbed his heavy eyelids. “Again, I’m an idiot.
The role I seem to play most often with you. I didn’t think.” He slung his arm
around her, drawing her near. He kissed the top of her head. Astra pulled him
close when he tried to pull away. If she had the right to, she would say that
she would love for him to spend the night in her bed, but she knew that would
be a mistake. He was not hers to have and to hold. Theirs was a secret,
improper affair. 


He lifted her chin and kissed her first gently, then with
growing passion. His hands roamed over her curves and he drew her hand down to
press her palm around his unbelievably full erection.


“Oh, so you do want to make love again?” she whispered
near his ear. 


He tightened her grip with his hand covering hers and
guided her to slowly stroke his length. “No, I just want to torture myself so I
can plan for tomorrow. Prepare yourself for my fantasy, woman.” 


“I look forward to it.” Things would be much easier if she
longed for James only in the purely physical. 


He had removed his hand from hers, but she continued to
stroke him, increasing the pressure and the rhythm, sensing his growing desire
by his change in breathing. Abruptly, he gripped her wrist and removed her
hand. “Enough or I’ll change my mind. I want you well rested for tomorrow.”


“I’m intrigued. And a little worried.”


Though the fire in the grate had dimmed, she could clearly
see him stroll around the bed to retrieve his robe. Astra pulled the covers
around her, chilled by his departure from her bed and stunned that she could
have a naked man parading around her room, his cock stiff and fierce against
his flat belly.


“You should be worried.” He slipped into his robe. “I
don’t know what you wear under all those fancy layers, but for tomorrow, less
will be better.”


“So you plan to accost me in the pantry or perhaps the
wine cellar?”


“You’ll see,” he said with a smug smile. Their gazes met and
their shared lust flared. James shook his head. “I need to go. Now.”


He kneeled on the bed and kissed her one last time. “Until
tomorrow.”


He silently left the room and shut the door.


She lay back on the bed, knowing sleep would not come
easily. No doubt she would relive the last hour over and over and over again.
“Until tomorrow.”


 


***


James strolled down the long shadowed hall insanely
pleased with things. He had suspected his encounter with Astra would be like no
other and he was right. Though, he was indeed vastly more experienced, he had
been unexpectedly enlightened as well.


For one, he realized in his previous sexual encounters
with women, mostly the disreputable sort, they had feigned more pleasure than
they likely felt. Perhaps it was merely the tight fit of Astra’s neglected body
that let him experience each spasm of her release like a hard grip on his cock.
Though his decision not to use the sheep skin sheath he still had in the pocket
of his robe was not the most logical, he knew he could not use it with Astra.


An unease he couldn’t shake slowed his pace. Astra was a
widow with a child, not an innocent. He hated that he constantly had to remind
himself of that. 


James rounded the corner that would lead him into the wing
of the house that held his suite of rooms.


Was that smoke? 


He paused at the distinctive smell of something burning,
then strode forward, quickening his pace. The fire that had been lit in his
room before he’d left should be out by now. Long out. The other rooms
surrounding his remained empty, reserved for houseguests he’d been told. His
was the only room that would have had a fire that night.


And he would not have even bothered with a fire at all if
not for Melva’s unscheduled visit that evening. In fact, when he’d arrived in
his rooms after dinner, he had not even noticed that the coals that usually
burned in the grate at night were cold. Sexual anticipation of his scheduled
rendezvous with Astra had kept his body temperature quite high. The bouts of
pacing that interrupted his attempt to focus on a paper about sheep breeding
had not helped his agitated state. 


Melva had shown up at his door with brandy, and her
thoughtfulness was not unwelcome. He had wanted a drink before heading to
Astra’s bedroom, in fact, but had found his own decanter empty. The maid had
hinted at wanting to do more, but she’d finally agreed to leave after she’d lit
the fire, adding more coal before she’d departed. But, instead of merely
relaxing him, the brandy had made him surprisingly drowsy considering how much
he had been anticipating his meeting with Astra. He’d shaken off his surprise,
then roused himself and headed to Astra’s rooms shortly after, assuming the
fire Melva had lit would simply burn out on its own.


James turned another corner and was immediately engulfed
by thick clouds of smoke. He covered his mouth and nose with the lapel of his
robe and sprinted. His first thought was of the servants who lived in the rooms
above his. He’d been told by the butler when he complained that his valet was
sneaking up on him that there were back stairs for speedy access, but hidden so
as not to be intrusive. 


Angry black smoke slithered from beneath the closed door
of his room. He immediately reached for the door handle but didn’t register
heat that he belatedly expected. Perhaps the fire was small and he could
contain it, which might be faster than trying to outrace it to save the
servants upstairs. 


The handle didn’t turn. James was almost sure he hadn’t
locked the door, though he had seriously contemplated it. The thought had
crossed his mind that Melva might return or worse, Mr. Rudd would find him
missing and wake the whole house searching high and low for him during his late
night visit to Astra’s room.


Jesus, Mr. Rudd! Despite his obvious animosity, Mr.
Rudd had appointed himself James’s keeper. James frantically searched his
robe’s pockets though he was sure he had not locked the door after all.


After finding nothing but the tattered sheepskin condom
and no key, James steadied himself and then rammed his shoulder into the door,
but the heavy panel refused to budge. That he still didn’t feel any waves of heat
did not hinder thick smoke from pouring around the door’s edges. Regretting he
didn’t have on boots to kick in the door, James heaved his shoulder against the
wood three times before the hinges gave way, then two more before the door opened
against the force. James had to fall back as a solid wall of smoke made
breathing impossible. He gulped as much clean air as he could and ran into the
room. Once inside, James dropped to his knees, the smoke so thick above him
that he would surely collapse in short order. 


“Mr. Rudd?” James called but no one answered. He crawled
on his hands and knees toward the large windows. His progress was halted by
something warm and solid. Instantly he knew he’d found a body. Some of the
smoke began to clear through the open door and James waved his hands to help it
along so he could access the victim. Mr. Rudd’s lifeless features were pale but
he didn’t seem to be burned. A quick glance toward the sitting room’s fireplace
revealed not even a hint of a flame. James coughed, then held his breath as he
hauled Mr. Rudd up and over his shoulder then lumbered from the room.


James stumbled down the hall, desperate for fresh air. He
laid Mr. Rudd on the ground, picked up a chair that was much heavier than it
looked and bashed out a window. James dropped to his knees beside Mr. Rudd but
could do little more than cough. 


“My God, James, are you all right?” asked Wesley. 


James pointed to Mr. Rudd but found he could not speak.
The housekeeper stepped from behind, dropped to her knees and began to open Mr.
Rudd’s starched neck cloth. James collapsed to the floor, apparently taking in
more smoke than he realized. 


“Water,” he croaked. James rubbed his bleary eyes and
focused on getting air past his burning nose and throat. 


Before anyone could answer his request, James heard the
sound of running footsteps. 


“I brought water. Where is the fire? Where is…?”


James heard Astra’s voice and turned so he could see her
dashing toward him followed by three groomsman carrying buckets. 


“I think the fire might have started in James’s room,” he
heard Wesley as he directed the groomsman. 


“No,” croaked James. “No,” he tried again, his voice more
forceful. “Just smoke. Water here.” As much as James needed the water, he knew
Mr. Rudd needed it more. That is if he were alive at all. He pointed to Mr.
Rudd again. “Water.”


James met Astra’s gaze through the waning smoke that
filtered through the shadowed hall. Panic shone clearly in her eyes, but her
outside demeanor was calm and in control. She took a heavy bucket from the
groomsman, not noticing the water that spilled on her gown as she tried to
balance the weight. “Check to make sure the fire is out in Lord Keane’s room.”


James closed his eyes, relieved that Astra had arrived.
She would know what to do. He heard splashing and a violent round of coughing.
Mr. Rudd sounded to be alive.


The first cold compress to his cheek made James jerk. He
opened his eyes to find Astra kneeling beside him. She had dipped the hem of
her robe in water and dabbed soot from his face. 


“Are you burned?” 


He shook his head slightly, trying to remain still so she
could tend to him. “Just smoke. Hard to breathe. Mr. Rudd?”


“He’s coming around.” She scooped water into her hands and
dribbled the cool liquid over his lips. Grateful, James opened his mouth to let
the water slide down his throat. “What happened?”


James had the sudden urge to grab her hand and hold it,
then noticed Wesley stood over them. Astra wore the silk gown he only vaguely
remembered removing. Well, actually, he remembered taking it off in vivid
detail but what lay beneath had interested him more than the garment. Wesley on
the other hand, seemed to find enormous interest in Astra’s flimsy gown that
would no doubt be translucent if not for the layer of the equally flimsy robe. 


James forced himself to sit up. What could he say to
explain what had taken place? He feared he might give away an erroneous detail.
If he said he was in the library, perhaps someone else had been in that part of
the house and would dispute his story. And then there was the locked door. He
glanced at Mr. Rudd, who was a man of few words anyway, but right now, he
didn’t appear capable of any. His violent coughing had turned his face redder
than usual.


One of the groomsmen who had gone into the room, returned
rubbing bloodshot eyes. “There wasn’t much of a fire but lots of smoke. We put
out what was still smoldering and opened the windows, my lady.” 


James suddenly felt the chill from all the open windows
and secured his loose robe. He caught Wesley’s gaze and his cousin hardly had
time to soften his glare. Wesley immediately turned away. “Very good, then. Everyone
off to bed. We shall deal with the mess tomorrow.”


“You could have been killed.” Astra glanced at the door
and the broken window. Her troubled gaze showed clearly she was thinking that
he would have been if he had not been with her.


“But I wasn’t,” he said, fighting his urge to reach for
her. When she turned back to him, his words only seemed to upset her more. She
appeared to be trembling.


“But you almost were,” she whispered, her voice on the
verge of breaking.


“Mr. Rudd saved my life. I must have fallen asleep. He
came in to rescue me,” James said before any speculations arose as to why the
door was knocked in from the outside. 


“Wesley,” Astra said as she turned away from him and
stood. “Please alert the others that it is safe to return to the house. Lady
Phillina will catch a chill outside.”


Wesley bowed, and James noted how alert he was for having
been awakened in the middle of the night. His thick robe was neatly tied and
his light brown hair perfectly groomed. “O’Donald, would you be so kind to do
as Lady Keane wishes. I’ll stay and see to his lordship.”


James felt Astra’s troubled gaze on him and he managed a smile.
“You think quickly, sending half the house to safety while I almost slept
through it all.”


She shrugged but almost smiled at his coded reference to
what he’d actually been doing while the fire broke out. “With a small child,
you have to be alert to every danger. And I always worry about Lady Phillina
being bedridden. I’m glad my actions were overly cautious in this case.”


“I think you’re actions were prudent and correct. Again, I
am in your debt.” James stopped himself from saying more. A quick glance to
Wesley’s stiff jaw and averted profile hinted his tone had perhaps given too
much away.


Wesley studied the broken window. “I hate to inform you
that this will be very expensive to replace, James. And the door as well.”


For once, Eastlan’s upkeep was the last thing on James’s
mind. “Well, we’re going to have to find the money for the window as well as
other repairs. When was the last time the chimneys were swept?”


“It wasn’t an accident.” 


James turned to find Mr. Rudd sitting up. He used his
sopping neck cloth to wipe his sooty face.


“I don’t recall, James. It must have been before I arrived
and that has been at least five years.” Astra wrapped her arms around herself,
shivering from more than the open window. “The whole house could have been
burned to the ground.” 


“Eastlan’s built of solid stone.” James rolled to his feet
with as much grace as possible considering the movement made him seriously
lightheaded. The wood flooring and roof could have killed them all, but he
wanted to erase Astra’s fears. He could no longer help himself. He wrapped a
solid, comforting arm around Astra. “It’s just a bit of smoke. I fear Mr. Rudd
got the worst of it.” 


“Yes, but if Rudd came to your rescue, James, why did you
carry him out?” Wesley strolled to the door and examined it with too much
enthusiasm for James’s liking.


Mr. Rudd was sitting up and looking not much worse for his
experience. Thankfully, his surly silence worked in James’s favor.


Astra too quickly pulled from his embrace. He thought it
was innocent enough considering the circumstances, but he was mistaken.


Not liking the surprise jab of her quick withdrawal, James
leaned over to examine Mr. Rudd. “Mr. Rudd must have collapsed while trying to
drag me out. I’m a heavy fellow. I was roused by the fall and finished the job,
aye, Rudd?”


Mr. Rudd met James’s gaze and struggled to his feet. “All
your bleeding new clothes will be ruined. We’ll have to start all over
again.”Mr. Rudd’s voice sounded painfully hoarse but then again, it always did.



“I won’t give you any trouble this time. I promise. After
all, you saved my life.” James offered his hand to Rudd in confirmation of
their secret pact. Mr. Rudd no doubt knew James was not in his room as he claimed.


Mr. Rudd clasped James’s hand in a bone-crushing grip.
“You were the one who saved my life and don’t you think I’ll be forgetting it.”
Mr. Rudd’s statement sounded more like a threat than a declaration of
friendship. He was obviously not pleased with the turn of events.


James had an odd sensation. Perhaps it wasn’t an accident.
Mr. Rudd would be the most likely candidate to wish James foul play. But a
staged accident was not Rudd’s style. The man was too confrontational. 


“If you’ll excuse me, my lord. I’m in need of a wash.
Unless you would like me to fetch you one first?” Mr. Rudd asked, though he
appeared slightly wobbly on his feet.


James knew better than to mention any perceived weakness
in his valet. “All I want is a bed. I have a splitting headache.” James rubbed
his brows, realizing that he did indeed have a horrible headache. Though it must
be from the smoke, it actually felt more like the beginning of a raging
hangover. 


“If all is fine here, I’ll see to Lark and Lady Phillina,”
Astra gazed at him cautiously. He sensed she did not want to leave his side,
but to linger might cause undue speculation.


“I hope your daughter wasn’t frightened.” James suddenly
felt fiercely protective of the residents of his household. “Perhaps I should
help you reassure the others. We’ll have a chimney sweep out here tomorrow. I
promise you that.”


Wesley brushed past James and took Astra’s arm. His
gesture was politely formal but it still smacked James as a little too
assuming. “I shall accompany you, Astra. I’m sure James is frazzled by his
experience. Mr. Rudd, could you show James to the blue room. It should be far enough
away from the smoke.”


“But that’s still in the guest wing. I’m sure the bedding
has been permeated by the smoke. James should sleep in the family wing,” Astra said,
then appeared thoughtful for a moment. “Put him in the room next to Mother’s.
It’s a little small, but it will be comfortable for tonight. Perhaps I should
show him myself, Mr. Rudd, you seem a bit pale.”


“Not at all, Lady Keane.” Mr. Rudd stood at attention.
“I’m quite fit to direct Lord Keane to the pink room.”


With a last glance back at James, Astra allowed Wesley to
escort her down the steps to the first floor. James followed Mr. Rudd in the
direction of Astra’s room. Family wing? Wesley had not mentioned that fact when
he had offered to move from the master suite back to his old room. At the time,
James had not exactly been planning on settling in and had chosen to take the
empty room. James had liked the fact that the room was in a separate wing of
the house but he did not realize what that meant until now. Things were going
to change. James would have been the last to anticipate that his role as lord
and protector of Eastlan would so abruptly take on greater meaning.


Suddenly, he found it not only imperative that he reside
in the family wing, but quite appealing.
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Mr. Rudd slapped a pile of singed twigs on James’s desk.
“It wasn’t an accident. Found this stuck in the flue.”


“Could be a bird’s nest.” James picked up Mr. Rudd’s
evidence and it shed black ash all over his clean ledger. “I understand that
room had been unoccupied for some time.”


Mr. Rudd shook his head. “A bird didn’t lock the door.
Explain that, I dare you. I opened it just fine when I entered your sitting
room.  The bedroom door was locked too.”


“I have a right to lock my door if I choose to, Mr. Rudd.”
James tried to stare down Mr. Rudd who only stared back.


“Bah,” Mr. Rudd straightened. His raspier than normal
voice shamed James for trying to dismiss Rudd with such transparent lies. He’d
be honest with him if he could but he wouldn’t risk exposing Astra. Besides, he
was sure the whole event was an accident brought on by a sorely neglected
household. The long unused lock could stick and all the chimneys no doubt
needed cleaning.


“I don’t care where you were, Lord Keane.” Mr. Rudd
studied James as if reading his thoughts. “But I do know you escaped certain
danger. Somebody walked over your bloody grave last night and I mean to see it
don’t happen again. Someone wants you dead.”


“Perhaps that someone is you. We certainly didn’t get off
to a good start.” James tried to look at Mr. Rudd suspiciously, hoping he’d
drop the subject. “And how did you get past that locked door?”


“Alright then.” Rudd nodded. “I suspect I know who you’re
protecting. Smelled the smoke from the floor above. Could hardly make it
through the sitting room. Your bedroom door was locked, but I always carry a
key. As we both know, you weren’t in your bed, but the smoke was even thicker
in there. I stumbled back out to the sitting room, searching for you but I
succumbed to the smoke myself. Never made it to the other door, but we both
know someone locked it behind me, hoping I wouldn’t be able to drag you out.”


“Maybe I was on the floor and you tripped over me,” James
suggested. The only person James blamed for the fire was himself. After all, he’d
been expecting to loot his inheritance like the privateer he’d once been and
promptly return to America a wealthy man. In hindsight, he should have viewed
Eastlan as he would have a ship he’d purchased, having the thing inspected to
ensure it was seaworthy. He should have done the same with Eastlan.  “And in
old houses like this, doors swell in the heat, as well as locks.”


A knock on the door rescued James from further
explanation. “Come in,” James called.


Astra peered around the door. “Excuse me, Lord Keane, but
I thought you wanted to see me. I shall return when you’re free.”


“Mr. Rudd and I are finished, I believe.” The incident
with the smoke last night had plagued James far less than what had come before
it. “Again, Mr. Rudd, thank you for saving my life. As long as I’m the baron,
you will always find employment with me.”


“And you, my lord, better get used to my mug. I plan to
see you as baron until you’re old and gray or I’m dead. Not losing another
baron on my watch.”


Mr. Rudd turned to leave, pausing only to bow to Astra who
lingered on the other side of the study. Once Mr. Rudd firmly closed the door
behind him, Astra made no move to lessen the gap between them. 


“I see you two still aren’t getting on well. I know he
saved your life, but you should not let him speak to you so disrespectfully.” She
wrapped her arms protectively around her trim waist and practically hugged the
far wall.


James stood, came around the desk, and breeched the space she’d
tried to insert between them. The moment he gathered her into his arms, she
clung to him and buried her face in his shirt front. Thankfully some of his
clothes had been in the laundry and had not been ruined by the smoke. His old
clothes. So, though he got what he wanted, he’d have to endure the fittings
again.


“You could have been killed, James.”


“But you saved me with your wanton ways.” He kissed the
top of her head. Fumbled to feel her beneath the bunched material padding the
back of her dress. Her waist was similarly barred by her stiff corset. “Now how
am I going to get you out of this contraption?” 


She tried to push him away. “You are terrible. I’m
serious.”


“I was never in the room, Astra. Well, at least not until
after the fact. And if I had been, I would have smelled the smoke and the whole
incident would have been avoided.” The fact that he’d been drowsy as hell
before he’d left the room and not sure he would have noticed the smoke at all,
he kept to himself. 


Instead of being pacified, she stiffened and pushed harder
against his chest until he released her. “We could have been caught together.”


“But we weren’t.” James watched her escape to stand at a
window, staring out on Eastlan’s lawn instead of facing him. He came up behind
her and placed his hands on her shoulders. “Was your daughter frightened?”


She leaned against him and James was startled by a surge
of relief. He feared she intended to call the whole thing off. Their brief
encounter only fueled his longing for her. James found the idea of not having
her again unbearable.


“Lark was disappointed that flames didn’t shoot from the
roof like fireworks. She thinks the whole thing was begun by mischievous little
people. Lady Phillina was deeply concerned about you. You need to visit her
later. She’s abed today due to all the excitement.”


“I’ll see her and assure her that I’m in fine shape.”
James wrapped his arms under her breasts, feeling their weight on his forearm,
still not fully believing his luck to be able to take such liberties. “And what
do I have to do to reassure you?” He nuzzled her neck. 


“You make me forget everything when you do that.” She
sighed.


“Good because there’s nothing to think about. Nothing to
worry about.” He cupped her breast, lightly grazing it through her dress. A
hardened nipple strained against the rose-hued fabric. He flattened his palm
against the proof of her arousal, the sensation shooting straight to his groin.
“Ensuring Eastlan is in good repair has become my top priority. Making love to
you my second.”


Her breathing grew ragged and she pressed her hand over
his where he covered her breast. He moved in closer behind her, maneuvering his
hips into her skirts until he found the hidden swell of her backside. He drifted
his free hand down stiff, silk-covered armor binding her stomach until he
discovered the dip between her legs. There he could feel her heat. He pressed
his palm on her mound, guiding her soundly against his unsubtle erection.


He was entirely too randy to be going so fast. In fact, if
he had any tact he would delay his plans to take her in his study with broad
daylight streaming through the windows and servants milling around behind the
door. Just the thought made him want to explode. He had planned to be more
sophisticated in his performance the second time with Astra. 


And despite the anxiety she carried into the room, she now
seemed to be just as aroused as he. He rocked against her and she angled her
back to meet his teasing caress. He imagined if he reached beneath her skirt
she would be wet, swollen and welcoming.


That is if he could reach beneath her skirt. She had so
much flouncing and padding disguising her lithe figure, he doubted he could
maneuver all the layers of material. James rotated his palm, grinding into
Astra’s sweet flesh, his attention only hindered by layers of cloth. Her
pleasured gasp urged James to be creative. Fortunately, James’s fantasy offered
insight to his quickest way to get under Astra’s skirts.


“Would you sit on the desk for me?”


She stiffened.


“I need to touch your skin. Today is my fantasy or have
you changed your mind?” 


“No. I haven’t changed my mind.” She slid away from him,
glanced at him over her shoulder, seductively he’d have to say, then sauntered
over to the desk.


He walked quickly to the door, locked it, then strode to
her side before she could reconsider. With gentle restraint, he slid his palm
across her cheek, cupping the back of her head while he kissed her, infusing
all the urgency from a moment ago. She clung to him, parting her mouth. He
licked her lips and he wasn’t sure how their tongues entwined after that, only
that he needed to take her swiftly. 


He gripped her slight, corseted-waist and set her on the
desk. The skirts he thought insurmountable, hardly registered annoyance when he
slipped his arms under the hem to grip her stocking-covered knees, spreading
them. He stepped between her legs, then reached for her and slid her to him,
the silk of her skirt being very cooperative. Even through the material of his
breeches, her wet heat seared him. Above the waist, she was quite secure. Below
the waist she was naked, and waiting.


His penetrating kiss captured her shocked gasp at his
swift maneuver. 


 


***


Astra strained to listen for any sounds of movement outside
the door before James’s kiss burned away the last of her common sense. James
slipped his hands up to her thighs, finding her bare skin. In the light of last
night’s events, she had ignored his request to wear less rigid undergarments,
at least from the waist up. She knew she would have needed medieval armor to
resist his sensual assault below her waist.


The restraints of her corset and stiff stomacher kept her
back properly straight, a sharp contrast to her spread legs and raised skirt.
James slipped a finger inside her and Astra braced her hands on the desk. Her
need to rock against him was only intensified by her hampered state. The
sensation proved wildly erotic, embodying all the wicked ecstasy Astra
associated with being a mistress. Perhaps it was the anticipation after last
night, or the carnal knowledge of how thoroughly James could pleasure her, but
Astra’s lust surged with a force that left her mindless to everything but her
own need.


James must have felt it too because he suddenly tore at
the buttons on his breeches. “Hold up your skirts,” he said on a ragged breath.



She gathered the layers of material, compressing the fine
silk at her waist and exposing herself to James’s hungry stare. He moistened
his lips and she watched as he dropped to his knees. Astra jolted with the
sensation of his mouth on her most sensitive flesh. Her fingers gripped the
sides of the desk as she steadied herself. He used his tongue in ways she
couldn’t have imagined, finding her sensitive button, sucking and nipping and
stroking with his tongue until she thought she might die of sheer pleasure.
Waves of liquid heat filled her as she realized she was lost to everything but
the feel of his tongue on her. Growing slick and hot, she felt her face flush,
then closed her eyes, praying he would never stop. 


When she thought she could not stand another delicious
moment, he pulled his mouth away from her and she looked down at him, taking in
a sharp breath.


“You want this as badly as I do.” He flicked his blue gaze
to hers, a cocky half-grin in contrast to his heated stare. 


“More,” she said without thinking, but was rewarded with a
flare in his eyes and the fall of his grin. He stood abruptly. His cock surged
from his unfastened breeches and Astra hardly had time to catch her breath
before he grabbed her thighs, yanked her to the edge of the desk.


“Oh, yes,” she said as he drove deep, lifting her so
nothing would impede his motion. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and
held him to keep from falling.


In her position, she could do little more than receive his
powerful thrust. He filled her so completely that she shuddered at the
fullness. He captured her mouth with his, kissing her with the same abandon
that he took her body. An intense wave of pleasure seized Astra after only a
few deep strokes. Astra moaned into James’s mouth as her body pulsed around
him. She felt his body abruptly stiffened and he pulled his mouth from hers.
Astra was aware he was gazing down at her as her release consumed her and she
threw back her head in rapture, holding in the cry of pleasure she longed to
let go.


“Damn,” he cursed then abruptly pulled out and away from
her, setting her firmly on the desk. 


She had to brace her hands on the black lacquered surface
to keep her balance.


James’s bent shoulders jerked. He gasped hoarsely, his
struggle not to moan aloud apparent. Astra gently touched his flushed face
while he rode out the last tremors of his own orgasm.


“Perhaps if I make you come enough, I’ll get used to the
feel of it.” He glanced up at her, still visibly trying to catch his breath.
“You make me crazy when you do that.”


This time she had no need to question his pleasure in her
finding her own. And suddenly she realized that never again would she doubt her
power as a woman. Lying alone in her bed after the fire, yearning for James and
second-guessing the choices she had made, she had not fully named the anxiety
that had plagued her. Now that it was vanquished, she knew that she still had
been holding onto an old fear that James would reject her after she’d given him
all of herself. 


She reached out to him, and he set aside a handkerchief
she hadn’t noticed before and stepped into her arms. “Thank you,” she whispered
and kissed his cheek.


“You can thank me tonight.” He pulled away and gazed into her
eyes suspiciously, no doubt hearing the touch of emotion in her voice. “I hope
to be able to hold out for more than a few minutes next time.”


Astra’s hazy contentment dissipated with his words. “I
don’t think we should see each other tonight.”


“Are you sore?” James gently traced her lower lip with his
thumb and wiped away moisture from her cheek, rearranged a stray wisp of hair
that had come loose from her braid. “I should have taken a little more time,
not attacked you like a crewman on a short leave.”


“No, after last night we must be more discreet.” And she
could not have him in her bed on a regular basis. More than physical intimacy had
passed between them in the dark. In the light of day their urgent coupling
could be mistaken for nothing but a physical need. It would be best to keep it
at that.


Instead of arguing, as she thought he might, he nodded
thoughtfully. “I’m afraid you’re right.” He stepped back, brushed down her
skirts and set her on her feet. 


His serious tone sent Astra into a panic. “Does someone
know?”


He shrugged but didn’t meet her gaze. “I think it best if
we not create a pattern, that’s all. I’m going to speak to Wesley today about
vacating his rooms. We’ll be closer then.”


“You are taking over Lowell’s apartment?” She pressed her
hand to her chest. Oh, that would never do.


“Taking you on the desk was a novelty. I don’t intend to
do it all the time. I want you in bed so we can take our time.”


Oh no, having him with her in the quiet of the night in
her own bed was far too dangerous for her heart. It would be tempting to fall
in love with him then. Making love in Lowell’s former room was out of the
question. Taking a deep breath, she reminded herself of their pact. 


Astra walked to the window and tried to assess her
appearance in the blurred reflection in the pane. “I think we should find a
spare bedroom to meet. But not always at night and time is something we can’t
take for granted. Lark might need me.”


Astra turned to find James gazing at her with a look of
disappointment that tugged at her already bruised heart.


“I suspect I’m going to be more frustrated in having you
in bits than not at all.” He brushed his fingers through his hair, dislodging
the loose black tie that held it back.


“Ah, but then you won’t stop craving me.” She strode to
his side and reached on her toes to place a closed-mouth kiss on his lips.
Before he could deepen it, she pulled away.


“That’s not likely to happen anytime soon.” He gripped her
shoulders and tried to kiss her again. 


She twirled out of his reach. “Perhaps we can make an
arrangement for later tonight.” Astra strode to the door. “But now I must
discuss the menu for our ball with the cook. The guest list keeps multiplying.”


James groaned. He fumbled with his hair and clothes,
looking just as rumpled and dashing as always. Really, it would be a shame for
her to try to make him into a proper gentleman when he looked so handsome as
the libertine American. Astra slipped past the door before she was tempted to
help him with his attire.


“Thank you for your time, Lord Keane,” she said loudly
from the hallway. “I shall see you at dinner.” 


“My pleasure, Astra.” He remained standing were she had
left him, clearly not enjoying her abrupt ending of their time together.


Astra closed the door, relishing being a fallen woman far
more than she anticipated. The trick was, she told herself as she merrily
strode down the hall, a pleasurable ache humming between her legs, was to keep
James at arm’s length in regards to her personal life. Everything else was fair
game.


 


***


James dashed down the winding staircase, anxious to be on
their way to the Bainbridges for dinner. He’d sent Wesley on an errand to
prevent him from riding in the carriage with him and Astra. They’d managed a
few more stolen moments and midnight couplings since the day in the study, but
every morsel left him wanting more. The gnawing hunger each rushed encounter
brought reminded him of his sparse meals as a prisoner of war at Old Mill in
Plymouth. The more ecstatic he was for the meager ration, the more he obsessed
over the next one, anticipating it every second. 


James slid to an abrupt halt when he reached the grand
marble-tiled foyer. Astra was there, prompt as always, but she knelt in front
of the very thing James had purposely avoided.


“But Nurse’s daughter has visited the maze and she swore
she saw a fairy with lavender wings. I so want to see a fairy. I’ll stay
outside in the garden while you are having your dinner party. No one will know
I’m there. Please, Mama.”


Astra brushed a wisp of whitish-blond hair from her
daughter’s face. James could only see the girl in profile, but she reminded him
of one of the fairies she was so anxious to meet. “Lark, I will take you
another time. I promise.”


“No, it must be today, Mama. Today!” The child jumped up
and down in place to emphasize the urgency.


“Fairies only show themselves at night when the moon is
full,” James said as he marched down the stairs. He would have to meet Astra’s
daughter sometime. Though he and Lark had managed nicely to avoid crossing
paths up until now, his intention to take up more and more of Astra’s time
would force them to meet eventually. “We’ve a new moon tonight so you would be
more likely to run into a troll.”


Astra slowly got to her feet and James registered the same
dread on her face that no doubt showed on his when he’d stumbled upon them. “My
lord, I didn’t realize you were so well versed in fanciful tales from the
nursery.”


He stopped at an appropriate distance from mother and
daughter, much farther than he would if Astra were alone. “I keep track of the
tides. For sailing. The moon affects them. Habit, I guess.”


Lark openly studied him with the bluest eyes he’d ever
seen. Astra squeezed the child’s shoulder. “Curtsy to Lord Keane, Lark.”


“There’s no need for that.” James tried to smile at the
girl, but she remained on high alert. Surely his own guilty conscience was
imagining things. 


Lark glanced at her mother briefly before she turned to
him and did as her mother asked. The child wore an adult-looking gown with a
full skirt and several bows fashioned down the bodice. James noted that one of
the bows had been torn and the yellow skirt held traces of grass stains. Lark’s
braided hair sprouted a twig with leaves still attached. 


James dropped to one knee to look Lark in the eye. “I
suppose you are a professional fairy-hunter.”


“No. We don’t have any fairies here. Only spriggans. They
steal babies and make people sick until they die. But I want a fairy to come
live here instead so the spriggans will go away. Spriggans are afraid of
fairies.”


James studied Lark’s sincere gaze and tried to think of
something comforting to say. Her vibrant blue eyes shone against her golden
skin, a contrast to her mother’s pale features. She reminded him of his younger
sister as a child. And then it suddenly dawned on him that Lark might actually
be his blood relative. His first cousin’s fatherless child. He had done a fair
bit of thinking about it and although James had his suspicions about the timing
of Lark’s birth, it wasn’t fact. What was fact, though, was that this child had
more than enough family resemblance and looked like she could be his. 


“Reverend Fitzgerald would frown if he heard you speak
like that,” Astra’s scolding of her daughter dislodged his unwelcome
realization. “He told you that you have nothing to fear from spriggans or any
other mythical creature.”


Her mother’s words did nothing to erase the troubled
furrow from Lark’s brow.


“I fear it will be dark by the time your mother and I
arrive at Rosemound, but I’ll ask Mr. Bainbridge if he’s seen any fairies in
his maze. Perhaps he’ll be kind enough to let us return on a dewy morning to
search this hedge maze you are so interested in.”


Lark’s eyes widened. “Tomorrow, then?”


“Let’s see…tomorrow?” James rubbed his chin. He’d not
thought this out well. Did he really want to traipse through damp grass with a
four-year-old first thing in the morning? “I fear I have an appointment
tomorrow.”


“Lord Keane is far too occupied, Lark. He must spend a
great deal of his time familiarizing himself with Eastlan.”


Lark assessed him again with a cynical look that James
must have misinterpreted, for her adult expression certainly didn’t fit a child
so young. “Maybe we can all find time to see the maze before the summer is
over,” James said in his defense.


“Will you make us move from Eastlan before then, Lord
Keane?” Lark tilted her head to the side as if she didn’t know what to make of
him. 


“Of course not, why would you say such a thing?” James
stood and shook out a cramp in his thigh.


“Lark! That is rude. You are to show Lord Keane the utmost
respect. You may speak only when addressed. How many times have I told you
that.”


And the reason he’d yet to make little Lark’s acquaintance
became abundantly clear. Lark grabbed a handful of her mother’s skirt and
lowered her head. “Yes, Mama.” After a solemn pause, Lark glanced at James.
“I’ll be good, Lord Keane. You won’t need to send us away. I won’t say anything
to you if you don’t want.”


“Lark, where are you getting this nonsense?” Astra
demanded.


“Nurse said the new lord will send us away and so did
Uncle Wesley and so did you, Mama. I heard you.”


“I can settle this right now,” James interrupted. “I have
no intentions of sending anyone away. Not even Mr. Rudd, who just might be a
spriggan.”


Thankfully, Lark giggled. James dropped again to one knee
and held out his hand to Lark. “And we will see about getting a resident fairy.
What do you think?”


Lark stared at him a moment, glanced to her mother, then
tentatively took his hand. “Don’t worry. Mr. Rudd isn’t a spriggan. They are
smaller and have bigger heads.”


“Well that clears that up.” James stood. “We should be on
our way.”


“I will meet you outside, Lord Keane. I’d like to say
goodnight to Lark since we won’t return until after her bedtime.” Astra had
both hands on her daughter’s shoulders, forcing her protectively into the folds
of her skirt. James couldn’t help but notice that he was the thing she seemed
to be protecting her daughter from.


“Of course.” He winked and bowed to Lark then strolled
through the double-doors that always seemed to magically open at his approach.
With James’s appearance on the stone landing, three footmen jerked to
attention. Mr. Rudd strolled from behind a mahogany carriage emblazoned with
gold cherubs, an oversized crest and quite a few decorative letter K’s. James
vacillated between gaping at the polished mahogany carriage with all its
frills, and a musket-toting Mr. Rudd in a white wig and gold trimmed livery.


“I believe I said I didn’t want an entourage.”


“Got rid of two of the groomsmen that were wet behind the
ears. There’s usually six of ‘em.” Since Mr. Rudd had exchanged his position as
valet for James’s personal guard, his eyes had brightened and his complexion
had cleared. “I’ll be riding atop with the driver and Gordon over here will be
in back. He’s an excellent shot.” The groom in question bowed and opened his
coat to reveal two revolvers strapped to his hips.


“Thank you, Gordon, but keep those out of sight of Lady
Keane,” said James. He supposed one should be armed in the event of highway
robbers, but he knew that wasn’t the reason Rudd was treating their relatively
short journey like a military campaign.


James had happily let Rudd continue in his delusion that
James was under personal siege because he’d found it kept the man too busy to fastidiously
groom him. And perhaps just a small inkling of doubt had crept into his mind
that the clogged chimney had been something more sinister. James suddenly
thought of the open suspicion from Lark. Who else assumed he was an enemy? Or
could it be that his unsavory relationship with her mother had finally roused
James’s rusty sense of morality? 


“So, do you have any leads on who might be our culprit?” James
said to Mr. Rudd. Only Rudd and Lark seemed to say what was on their mind
around here. 


“I’m not letting anyone off the hook just yet.” Mr. Rudd
adjusted a rough leather satchel slung round his neck that ruined his satin
livery. 


“Apparently Lark’s nanny was telling anyone who would
listen that I was going to send the family packing.” James had almost convinced
himself that hadn’t been his initial intention along with selling the entire
estate. Learning enough about English law had put a swift stop to that, though
he hoped his better judgment would have prevailed even if that hadn’t been the
case.


Mr. Rudd gave a dismissive shake of his head. “That’s old
information and besides, such things happen all the time. New lord comes in
with his family and their own staff. ‘Course, murdering the lord happens all
the time, too. But you being an American, well, that broadens our field
considerably. Who knows who’s still holding a grudge from the war?”


The heavy front doors had opened again while Mr. Rudd had
been speaking and one of the groomsman sprinted past James to guide Astra down
the steps. James glanced at Astra’s troubled features then back at Mr. Rudd who
sounded all too gleeful about listing James’s enemies. “I’m still not convinced
that the fire was anything but an accident so please don’t attack any random
travelers we pass on the road,” James said.


Mr. Rudd gave James a short salute. “I have an eye for
these things, Lord Keane. You’ll see.” 


James intercepted the groomsman to help Astra into the
carriage. She wore a modestly cut gown of lilac and white stripes. Her hair had
been piled on her head and decorated with matching ribbons. With her pale,
almost translucent skin and slight frame she could have passed for one of
Lark’s fairies. Queen of the fairies—serene, self-contained. Smoldering. 


“I think we should tell Lark we have found our resident
fairy.” James climbed in behind Astra and sat on the opposite side of the
carriage for now. Later, he hoped that would change. “You look lovely.” 


“James, please understand, when it comes to Lark there is
no We.” Her curt words proved he’d selected his seat wisely. “And don’t
encourage her with her fairies and spriggans and such. Cornwall is very
superstitious country and Lowell loved to recount the legends to Lark. I could
not discourage him or her for believing, but now…” She sighed and James knew he
was in trouble. “Now, fairy tales seem slightly dangerous. For all of us.”


James resisted the urge to defend himself. She’d set the
parameters of their relationship, not him. Of course those boundaries consisted
of a purely sexual nature and suited him perfectly. Still, he didn’t intend any
harm by being kind to a child. Besides, he had a fondness for fanciful tales.
Always had.


“I’m not an ogre, Astra. I am a stranger here and perhaps
I don’t know your customs, but where I’m from, well, we let children be
children.”


“And that is the problem, James. You made it clear that
you are eager to return home. In fact, it seems you remain ready to sail out on
the next tide.”


“That’s not fair,” he said, though that was indeed his
original argument in persuading her not to take legal action against him. “I
have agreed to stay until summer. Late summer,” he amended.


“Lark has already had too many losses.” Astra clasped her
gloved hands in her lap and stared at them instead of meeting his gaze. “I
don’t want her to suffer another in the event she becomes too attached to you.”


James guessed she wasn’t just speaking of Lark. He leaned
back against the cushioned seat, feeling thoroughly defeated.


“I only wanted to make your daughter smile.” James
shrugged. What else could he say? All and all, his relationship with Astra was
indefensible. As was the fact that he had no intention of giving it up. The
least he could do was keep her daughter free of harm.


His pathetic explanation somehow seemed to crumble Astra’s
defenses. She reached across the carriage and took his hand. “And you did make
her smile. Just don’t make her promises you won’t be able to keep. Eventually,
we will need to leave Eastlan.”


He opened his mouth to argue, but she squeezed his hand
and continued. “I know that is not your intention, but some day you will wish
to marry. You say you don’t want children now, and I understand that. However,
I saw how you were with Lark. You will make a wonderful father one day. You are
a kind man, James, and I wish you all the world has to offer.”


“Astra, you’re planning a future for me I’m not sure I
want.”


She smiled, but the sadness in her eyes was worse than if
she had continued to frown. “Perhaps. None of us knows what the future holds
and Lark is impressionable. I would rather you two not create a bond that must
eventually be broken. You are not to be a part of Lark’s life, we have agreed
on that, have we not?”


James nodded. What could he say? Illicit sex in the
carriage was not only out of the question, but a late night rendezvous was
looking doubtful as well. “I did promise to take her to the Bainbridges’s
garden someday. I don’t break my word.”


“I will ask Mr. Bainbridge if I can bring Lark. Her nanny
has an eleven-year-old daughter whom Lark worships. I shall bring her along and
Lark will hardly notice your absence.”


“I’m sorry. I didn’t intend to upset you.” James was
surprised how disappointed he was. Now that he’d been banished from the outing,
chasing fairies in a garden maze with a true believer sounded entertaining. 


“You haven’t.” She offered him another wobbly smile. “We
just needed an understanding before this matter became a problem. And now we
have. Please stay away from Lark.”


Astra stared out the window at the passing scenery that
had turned burnished with the fading afternoon. Suddenly, James wished for Mr.
Rudd’s imagined ambush so he could be Astra’s rescuer instead of just one more
threat she must guard against.
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In a shadowed corner of the Bainbridges’s drawing room, Astra
perched on a Louis XV armchair’s heavily padded seat. Wesley rested his elbow
on a marbled-topped table beside her.  They remained out of the circle of
boisterous activity lighted by over a dozen candles in strategically placed
candelabras. James nestled next to Mr. Bainbridge’s eldest daughter on a narrow
settee and was illuminated as if by the noon day sun.  The youngest Bainbridge,
Cordelia, performed another round of charades. 


If Astra did not feel like such an outsider, she might
find the openly affectionate family charming. Unfortunately, the moment
Rosemound’s latest residents had spilled from the stately front doors, Astra
knew the troubled afternoon had taken a disastrous turn.


Even before official greetings were exchanged, James
beamed at Mr. Bainbridge’s boots. Though James gushed over the style, the
craftsmanship, he never once mentioned that Astra had persuaded him to wear
white stockings and buckled shoes when he passionately argued for riding boots.
Nor did he toss her a smug glance when the Bainbridges graciously and
enthusiastically welcomed him into their grand, yet comfortable home. The dogs
roamed freely across Persian rugs, everyone spoke at once, and all gleefully
agreed to forgo formality, exchanging their Christian names as if they were at
boarding school. Astra would have felt less disturbed if the Bainbridges’s
general merriment did not appear appallingly sincere. Overt happiness had never
come easily to Astra, not even as a child. Games seemed a luxury for a girl
with a frivolous mother and uncertain future. Formality was her only shield. 


“What next, shall they break out batons and juggle while
balancing on a chair? Or perhaps we shall soon be into the passing of the gin
bottle?” Wesley’s words were low, but Astra feared their intent unmistakable.
The Bainbridges pretended not to notice. James’s gaze darted in their
direction.


“Wesley, do not be so unkind. They are a lovely family.
And James seems to be enjoying himself. I think he feels like he’s stepped
across the ocean and is home again.” Astra’s whisper evaporated in a hoarse
squeak. Not that she worried about being overheard. James had dismissed them,
shouting over the Bainbridges to be the first to guess Cordelia’s pantomime.
But the truth in her words caused her the most unbearable slice of pain. How hard
this last month must have been on James, having every natural instinct
suppressed. Well, perhaps Astra did know a bit about that, but her forced
reserve had become a way of life that she no longer noticed. That was until she
met James.


“Yes, he does seem to fit in well doesn’t he?” Wesley
swirled the sherry in his glass but didn’t drink, setting it back down instead.
“James and Kerra make a striking couple.”


Astra glanced in their direction. Kerra whispered
something to James and Emily, the middle daughter, accused them of cheating.
“She’s a bit young for him, I think.”


“She must be at least in her early twenties.” Wesley
shrugged. “Long in the tooth by most standards. She’s got that healthy
country-grown look. Good breeding stock, I’d say.”


“And how does that reflect upon me? You must find me
ancient. I was already twenty-five when I married Lowell.” Astra glared at
Wesley not needing a reminder that she was older than both he and James, not to
mention her late husband.


“And a priceless relic you are.” Wesley laughed as if he
were teasing, but Astra could not deny that Kerra would make a fine pairing for
James even without her hefty dowry. Kerra was quite beautiful with her glossy
golden hair and bright blue eyes. Her unfashionably sun-kissed skin only added
to her appeal.


“James has assured me he is not in the market for a wife
to begin his dynasty.” Astra picked up her saucer and sipped her tea. She
should have requested something stronger but she had been behaving wickedly
enough as things were.


“Not yet anyway, but it’s only a matter of time.” Wesley
sighed. “You and I should run away together before we must witness the fall of
our beloved Eastlan. The weather is marvelous in Greece. You must really travel
abroad someday, Astra.”


Wesley’s wistful tone could be interpreted as merely
musing, except Astra knew him better than that. James’s approach stopped Astra
from having to comment on Wesley’s chilling assessment of their future.


“What are you two whispering about over here?” James gave
them a reproachful look that shamed Astra.


“I’m not much good at games.” Astra found it hard to meet
James’s gaze and hid it with a shrug. She certainly couldn’t admit that she was
jealous. She didn’t have a right to be. “I have not had the opportunity to
socialize much these last few years and I suppose I’m out of practice.” Not
that she ever was in practice, Astra realized. When had she become so solemn?
The answer came in a burst of clarity: when her father died and she was left
with a remaining parent who knew nothing but playing games. Astra hated
her morose thought and tried to wipe it from her face before James noticed.


“Come join us. Cordelia shares Lark’s interest in fairies
and is quite well versed on the subject.” James shoved his hand in his pockets
and held her gaze with entirely too much intensity. He ground his jaw, causing
a telling muscle to jump. To her surprise, Astra guessed he desperately wanted
to touch her with the same ferocity she wished to lay some sort of claim to
him. The lie they were living wasn’t completely without difficulty for him
either.


Astra glanced past him to find the dark-haired and dark-eyed
Cordelia watching them. The girl smiled nervously at the eye contact. Astra
surprised herself by winking in return. “Oh, I must discover what she knows and
report it to Lark or she’ll never forgive me.”


“If there are any fairies in all of England they would be
here, would they not, Da?” Cordelia gushed a little too cheerfully.


Astra stood, regretting she had let her troubled thoughts
make her standoffish and cause the Bainbridges discomfort in their own home.
She joined the group and took a butter cookie from the silver tray Mrs.
Bainbridge had brought in after dinner. Though they seemed to have  plenty of
servants, they hardly used them, preferring to serve their guests themselves.
Something else they had in common with James. 


Astra nibbled on the cookie. “This is delicious,” and it
was. Though not elaborate, the simple pastry was flaky and irresistibly
buttery. “Your cook must give me the recipe to take home to Lady Phillina. She
has a sweet tooth.”


“I’d be glad to send some cookies home to the dear lady.
I’m sorry she has been ill for so long.” Mrs. Bainbridge smiled slyly and sat a
little taller. “But if you’d like the recipe, ask Kerra. She made them. My
daughters might have the finest things now, but they will not forget their
roots. Hmm, girls?”


“It’s just a bit of flour and butter, but I’d be happy to
share the recipe with your cook.”


Kerra glanced at Astra then glanced away. Instantly, Astra
knew Kerra also realized they had a mutual interest in James Keane. Good Lord,
was Astra that obvious?


“You must, Kerra,” James said with real enthusiasm. The
only person at Eastlan who had a more demanding appetite for sweets than the
elder Keane was James himself. “You can give it to her yourself at the ball. You
all will be attending, won’t you?” 


“That would be an honor, would it not, Mr. Bainbridge?” Mrs.
Bainbridge tossed her husband a triumphant look.


Mr. Bainbridge cleared his throat. “That indeed would be
very kind.”


“Oh, we would love to have you,” Astra said. “Lady
Phillina insists on addressing the invitations in her own hand and is horribly
behind. I will send one round immediately.” Astra should have invited the
Bainbridges in the first place since their ball was to introduce James to the
locals more so than the aristocrats who were mostly still in London. However,
Astra’s mother would be horrified. She had curtly refused the Bainbridges’s
invitation for dinner tonight, shocked that James would agree to it. She had
railed at Astra for her failing to convince James it was beneath him.


“Are there gardens?” asked Cordelia, the youngest.


“Yes, but not as nice as yours, I’m afraid.” Astra smiled
at the girl and noticed she too blushed. Perhaps Astra overreacted about
Kerra’s interest in James. Cordelia was barely thirteen if she were a day, and
Emily only a few years older. Apparently Mr. Bainbridge had all his hopes set
on the earthly sensual Kerra. Mr. Bainbridge was indeed a shrewd man. 


James caught Astra’s eye with a lascivious gleam, as if
her unhappy thoughts showed on her face. “Ah, but we have a lovely gazebo
overlooking a pond. I’ll have to attempt to sail upon it this summer with a
small skiff.”


His mention of the gazebo where they had sealed their
agreement gave Astra a pleasurable shiver. The Bainbridges might have designs
on James, but he subtly managed to let Astra know he had no intention of
breaking their bargain.


“You’re a sailor, aren’t you?” Mr. Bainbridge asked,
sitting forward in the green brocade high-backed chair that had almost seemed
to swallow him.


“How exciting! I want to travel on a ship someday, but
Mother is afraid of the water. Do you have a ship of your own?” Emily stood and
came around to sit beside James.


“You can take to the sea when I’m dead and buried, Em, but
not before,” said Mrs. Bainbridge in a huff. “I grew up on the tip of the
peninsula. Too many shipwrecks to count there.” 


“My ship’s anchored in Plymouth, as a matter of fact.” James
glanced at Astra. He had failed to mention that fact and she had never thought
to ask. No wonder he mapped the tides with his ship so near at hand.


“I enjoy the sea as much as Em,” Kerra said belatedly.
“I’ve always dreamed of traveling to the new world.”


“The sea makes me ill,” said Wesley, who had all but faded
into the brocade chair across the room. Astra knew Wesley’s comment was for
her. As children, she could not row across Eastlan’s pond without becoming
overly anxious to get to the other side. 


“I fear it does me as well, Mr. Hutton.” Mr. Bainbridge
shook his head in commiseration, either not picking up on, or ignoring the edge
in Wesley’s comment. Astra guessed the latter. “Still, against Mrs.
Bainbridge’s wishes, I find I must look into the shipping trade. On the advice
of my highly respected solicitor, I need to diversify my investments. One of
the reasons I bought Rosemound. And since Cornwall is my home, the only other
industry is the sea.”


James sat up, his interest piqued. “Well, you will not go
wrong with investing in the shipping trade. Are you planning on purchasing a
ship or perhaps looking to invest in a voyage or two?” 


“Investing might be a nice place to start since I don’t
know much about the trade. ‘Course I didn’t know anything about tin before I
started with that and it’s served me well.”


“I would be glad to be of help in that area,” James said,
not hiding the eagerness in his voice.


“And I would very much appreciate your input. I’d like to
leave something solid to my daughters.  With mining, you never know when a claim
will tap out. The wind never runs out.”


“My thoughts exactly. Might I suggest you start with a
small investment.” James stopped short of asking Mr. Bainbridge to invest in
his own ship, but it rattled around the room like a lost puppy.


“As a matter of fact, James, I was hoping you would do a
little more than make a mere suggestion or two.” Mr. Bainbridge glanced around
the room. “But we are boring the others. Perhaps we can talk more in private.
Maybe you would be so kind as to show me your ship?”


“I would be honored. I’m planning a trip to Plymouth
within the week.”


“Excellent. I would love to accompany you. I have a friend
in wool manufacturing who might be of some use to you,” Bainbridge said
offhandedly, but no doubt knew exactly what his wealthy connections could offer
James.


James glanced at Astra, his gaze brilliant, his face
flushed. She forced herself to smile in return though she felt anything but
jubilant. Astra’s warning to James about developing a friendship with her
daughter returned in a most unpleasant way. Clearly James’s future was not a
“we” but a singular pronoun. Either James would sail away on the ship he
apparently had at the ready, or worse, he would take Mr. Bainbridge up on his
offer. Or offers, she should say. And would not that absolve their initial
agreement? With Mr. Bainbridge’s assistance, James could afford her inheritance
and she could live out her life in comfortable splendor.  


Perhaps she had mistaken everything. And worse yet, she
was not sure she could hold James back from what was in his best interest. No
longer could she deny that she had most definitely and desperately fallen in
love with James Keane. The gnawing in her stomach at a mere glance at him
across the room refused to be ignored.


 


***


Back at Eastlan, James sat on the marble steps that led to
the garden and sucked on the cigar Bainbridge had given him to take home and
marveled at his good fortune. The smoke wafting around his head instantly
brought him back to his life at sea where the scent typically mingled with the
smells of exotic foreign cargo and, best of all, freedom. A moonless night left
Eastlan’s grounds in a blanket of darkness. Gray clouds blocked out all but a
few valiant stars. A chorus of frogs called from the distant pond. He’d not
expected to like the English countryside so much. Still, knowing that this leg
of his journey was only temporary, another port in many, didn’t give him the
rush it usually did. 


“What are you doing out here? There’s a chill in the air.”
Astra’s voice had him turning abruptly with a jolt of excitement. He hadn’t
expected her at all.


“I used to smoke these when in port.” He lifted the cigar
in explanation though he was sure she smelled it the moment she stepped outside.
“I’ve missed them.” James turned and smiled at Astra, pleased beyond reason
that she had sought him out.


Her frown was clearly visible in the weak starlight. 


“I won’t smoke them inside. Promise.” He held the cigar
downwind, hoping it would blow into the garden. Her tight features didn’t relax
in the least. 


“Do as you please, James. It is your home.” She stiffened
and clasped her hands protectively in front of her. 


James decided to ignore the quiet hostility in her words
until he could decipher what he’d done exactly to deserve it. After his misstep
with Lark, he was sure he’d said something thoughtless during the long day. Wesley
had returned with them in the carriage so they’d yet to have a chance to speak
privately. “Did you persuade Lark to go back to sleep?” 


“I blew out the candle, but I suspect she’s still awake.” Astra
sighed loudly. “I must check on her later to make sure she doesn’t slip from
her room and try to find her way to Rosemound on her own.”


“Are you still angry with me?” James snubbed out the
cigar, suspecting her need to check on Lark again more of a ploy to avoid him.
Though he accepted her silence in the carriage as exhaustion, he no longer
could bear it. He stood and faced her. 


She shrugged but the gesture appeared anything but casual.
“I was never angry with you, James.”


“But you didn’t enjoy yourself this evening. Are the
Bainbridges so beneath you?”


Even in the darkness, he could see her recoil at his
words. She blinked as if she held back tears, forcing James to feel like a cad
for directing his sudden burst of frustration onto her. He slipped an arm
around her waist and pulled her against him. 


She tried to push from his embrace but he held her tight.
“Someone might see us.”


Keeping her close to his side, he guided her into a dark
corner of the patio. Most of the candles in the house had been extinguished.
Instead of resisting, she leaned into him. He felt her shiver. 


“Are you cold?” Without waiting for her answer, he
shrugged out of his coat and draped it over her shoulders. He positioned her
with her back against the railing, his body pressed against hers, providing
enough warmth for the both of them. His face hovered above hers. She stared up
at him and even in the shadowed light, he could see the intensity in her gaze.
He intended to tell her he had no interest in the Bainbridge girls but stopped
himself. Did he really have no interest in such a logical match? As soon as the
question formed in his mind, the idea that to have everything he ever wanted he
would have to give up Astra was suddenly unthinkable. Instead, he lowered his
head and kissed her.


She wrapped her arms around his neck and parted her lips
to welcome his kiss. A hunger James had not expected surged inside him. He
crushed her to him and deepened the kiss, possessing her with his tongue. He
was instantly hard. He needed her. Wanted her. Now.


He cupped the back of her neck, caressing the bare skin
there. “Come to my room.”


She turned her face away from his, catching her breath.
“So, you are considering Bainbridge’s offer?”


“I wouldn’t call it that.” That she instantly knew what
lay behind his desperate lust disturbed him. He tried to kiss her again, erase
both their reason to think, but she put her hand on his chest and tried to push
him away. 


“You enjoyed yourself tonight, did you not? More than you
ever have here.”


“That’s not true and you know it,” he whispered near her
ear, using his breath to caress her neck. 


“His daughters’ are lovely. You fit in well with the
family.” Her voice held a cold detachment that sobered James as good as a slap.


“I hardly know them.” James straightened. “But yes, I
enjoyed being able to act freely without correction or instruction.” 


“I have a right to know, James,” she said, meeting the
sudden anger in his voice with her own. “If you recall, part of our agreement
involved your pursuit of other women.”


“I’m not pursuing anyone, but I would be a fool not to
continue my friendship with Mr. Bainbridge. I think we could help each other in
many ways.”


“Oh yes, you are just what Mr. Bainbridge has been
dreaming of. A desperate aristocrat that likes to play loud parlor games,” she
said heatedly.


“Perhaps that’s how you see me, but I happen to know quite
a lot about the shipping industry. I think I’d make Bainbridge an excellent
associate.” James squared his shoulders, wanting to make her see him as more
than just some unaccomplished fool who had stumbled into a barony.


“And an even better son-in-law.” She folded her arms over
her chest, trying to block him out though he towered over her.


James braced his hands on the railing on either side of
Astra. “I thought our priority was Eastlan’s recovery. Which, by the way, is
what will provide your inheritance, not to mention your daughter’s dowry.”


“Don’t you think I know that?” Her trembling become more
noticeable and he realized her state had nothing to do with the night’s chill.


James touched her chin and forced her to face him.
“This—our relationship—is more difficult for you than you anticipated.” 


“Yes.” She met his gaze and he saw her unshed tears. “I’m
sorry. I fear you meet my needs far more expertly than I have met yours.” 


“Another patent untruth.” James rested his hand on the
side of Astra’s neck and caressed his thumb against its smooth curve. He
dropped his gaze to the luminescence of her lightly powdered breasts that rose
and fell above the snug fit of her bodice. All he wanted to do was to take
Astra to his bed and make love to her until they both forgot their
circumstances and, more importantly, the future. “For the record, I have no
intention of agreeing to a betrothal anytime soon.”


“It is torture for me to sit across the room from you,
while other women vie for your attention.” Her voice had lowered and she leaned
against his caresses like a cat that wanted to be rubbed. He lowered his hand
and covered her breast. 


“Not that you didn’t have your faithful lapdog, Wesley, to
attend you.” Neither their argument nor the damp night air cooled his surging
lust. If anything, their spat only enflamed him further. He’d not say another
damn thing to turn her against him. He wasn’t even close to ready to end their
arrangement. 


James braced his hands on the stone railing and pressed
into Astra. “Wrap your hands around my neck. Tightly,” he whispered near her
ear. She did and he gripped her waist, lifting her onto the railing’s ledge.
His coat slipped to the ground below. 


“James!” Her outrage was laced with pleasure.


They were nose to nose, and Astra had to part her legs to
make room for his body. He positioned her so she had to cling to him or tumble
over the rail along with the garment. 


“I wanted to touch you, you know. When you were sitting
across the room, composed and regal. You could have joined the game.”


“I didn’t know how.” She kissed his neck, hiding her face.


“Ah yes, you were an only child.” Her confession slipped a
hook into James’s heart that he didn’t need or want. He stroked her hair,
encouraging the little kisses she’d drifted up to the raging pulse point below
his jaw. “But surely you must have had the chance to play with other children?”


“Yes, there were other children about but I was always the
reserved one.” She punctuated her words with more soft kisses. “My mother was
always so outlandish, I suppose I felt that I must be composed lest something
awful happen.”


James slipped his hands beneath her skirts, and gripped
the back of her knees. “How about doing something outlandish right now? Something
awful won’t happen. In fact, I anticipate just the opposite.”


“I should check on Lark,” she said, but her voice was
breathless, unsure.


“We can be quick.” He captured her mouth with his before
she could speak again.


She clung to his neck, returning his kiss with a hunger
that matched the one that had been gnawing at James since he had caught his
first glimpse of Astra. A hunger that refused to be reasonable. He moved his
hands to her thighs, spreading them while caressing her soft skin with his
thumbs, readjusting her balance. The railing wasn’t the perfect height for what
James had in mind but the less-than-ideal setting only fueled his determination
and imagination.


He slipped his thumb up to the sensitive spot in the folds
of her woman’s flesh. Her shivering intake of breath at his first light press
was more encouragement than he needed. 


“Lower your gown for me. I want to see your breasts. I
have you,” he said in a husky voice. 


He gazed down at her with focused intensity until she let
loose one of her arms to yank at the front of her low cut gown. Her small firm
breasts were freed from their tight binding. Her swollen nipples showed a deep
red in the darkness. The dress’s loosened support thrust her breasts up so he
only had to lower his head slightly to take one into his mouth. She clutched
his head to her, her fingers tangled in his hair.


Her heat and moisture coated her thighs, forcing him to
readjust his hot grip. He braced her on the railing so he could see if she were
as hot and wet as he suspected. He slid a finger insider her, then two. Her
moan and the grip of her inner muscles nearly drove him over the edge. His
breeches were so damn tight he was sure he had already pulled a seam. He’d
never been so driven by his own lust, so hungry. 


“I’m taking you here. Now,” he said roughly, quickly
unfastening his breeches before she objected.


She tightened her grip around his neck which he took as
consent. Her hot breath, damp and heavy near his ear, fueled his heightened
senses. He eased her off the railing and onto his fiercely erect cock. She
gasped but had nothing to hold onto but him and he took full advantage of her
vulnerability. He buried himself to the hilt in her slick, warm body. He pulled
out and thrust again, harder, more desperate. His fingers dug into the soft
flesh of her bottom as he mindlessly drove into her. Her back was pressed
against the railing, providing little support for her but giving him more
leverage, pushing him more forcefully against her.


Too soon he was on the verge of spilling himself inside
her, and he didn’t care. A quick intake of breath, followed by a feminine moan,
exploded in his ear. She stiffened and began to pulse around him. 


Either practiced behavior or a sliver of reason forced
James to abruptly withdraw, his release splattering the paleness of her thighs,
the folds of her fashionable silk dress. Carefully, he lowered her to her feet,
not sure he could still hold her with the hard spasms racking his body.


A window slammed from above cutting through the quiet of
the night and his own heavy breathing. They both startled. James yanked his
breeches up and quickly fastened them while Astra attempted to straighten her
gown. Another quick survey of their surroundings satisfied James that the ledge
above and the hidden corner shielded them from view. 


“We’re safe.” James brushed a loose tendril of Astra’s
hair from her face. “I don’t know what came over me.” Though he did. It was
uncontrollable lust. The kind that had persuaded him once or twice to seek out
the first available port town whore after he’d been at sea for months on end.
But his appetite had been satisfied way too recently and regularly to be so
ravenous. Nor was Astra a back alley doxy.


Her continued silence unnerved him.


“I’ll buy you a new gown,” he blurted, but the quick look
of hurt he saw in her glance told him it was the wrong thing to say. It
emphasized exactly what they had been arguing about. She was his mistress,
something to be tossed away when she was no longer useful. He never thought of
their relationship as completely meaningless, and he didn’t want her to either.


“I must change and see to Lark. Hopefully she will be
asleep.” Astra brushed wrinkles from the folds of her skirt.


James grabbed her hands, stilled them. He pressed kisses
to her knuckles. “You, uh, you didn’t hate it, did you?”


“No, James. I didn’t hate it and you know it.”


He grinned remembering her wetness, her release. Oh, no,
she liked the wildly abandoned, purely physical melding of their bodies as much
as he. Still, she didn’t return his smile. “It was outlandish, was it not?” He
mimicked her proper accent with affection.


“Everything about our relationship is outlandish, James.” She
sighed deeply again and gave him a small smile, but he’d come to recognize the
resigned sadness beneath it.


“Do you want to end it, then? “His words were a bluff. If
she said yes, he would cajole, seduce or do whatever he had to do to convince
her otherwise. Anything but lie, that is.


“No,” she said, softly. He gripped her shoulders, gazed
into her eyes. 


“Astra, you are the only woman in my life, in my thoughts—”
James stopped himself from saying in his heart. Not that it wasn’t true, but he
wasn’t ready to make that kind of statement, nor back it up in deed. These
days, he truly didn’t know what he wanted. His life had been turned upside down
at every turn. An American patriot ending up an English baron had been
disorienting enough. He wanted to hate the twist of fate by principle alone,
but Astra made that impossible. “If that changes, you will be the first to know.”



“Thank you. I’m sorry we fought and for the unfair things
I said. You are an honorable man, James. You have treated your predecessor’s
widow with more care than many in your position would.” She touched his cheek
briefly, then dropped her hand as if the contact burned her. “I really must go.
Lark has sorely vexed her nanny this evening and I fear the woman’s patience
has been tried.” After a half-hearted smile, Astra rushed into the house. 


James stopped himself from going after her, promising her
things he could not. Or at the very least, dispute her statement about his
honor.
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Astra strode around to the back of Ivy’s house, not the
least bit shocked by her own audacity. She could add trespassing to a list of
growing indiscretions. A quick survey of the gardens where she and Ivy had
shared tea proved unrewarding. Very well. Astra would just look in all the
windows until she found her friend. 


Ivy’s face suddenly appeared behind a fogged glass pane.
Draped in a ruby nightgown, her artfully arranged features seemed drained of
their usual joi de vive. Her pallor waned as she stared out into her
backyard with unseeing eyes. Astra paused, suddenly realizing that Ivy’s butler
might have had a valid reason for turning her away at the front door. Before
Astra could retrace her steps and leave Ivy to her requested privacy, Ivy’s
eyes widened and color returned to her bloodless lips. Astra straightened and
waved.


Ivy did not wave back, but an unguarded smile tugged at
her mouth before the drapes fell back in place. A moment later a door Astra had
mistaken for another of the many windows lining the back of Ivy’s manor house
opened. “And to what do I owe this pleasure, Lady Keane?” Though Ivy’s words
were formal, her tone was playful. She was barefoot after all. 


“I came to persuade you to change your mind about
attending our ball.”


Astra reached into her matching silk bag and pulled out
the short note from Ivy. 


Ivy sagged slightly and wrapped her exposed arms across
her chest. Her uncombed hair fell around her shoulders, her toes curled beneath
the hem of her silk nightgown. Though it was nearly ten o’clock, Ivy had
apparently just risen. 


“Astra, don’t dally on the wet grass. You’ll ruin your
slippers. Come inside.” Ivy turned and disappeared through the door. 


Astra lifted her gown and quickly followed, noting that
not only were her slippers damp, but the hem of her gown showed a dark stain. A
flush crept to Astra’s cheek as she recalled another stained gown stuffed at
the bottom of her wardrobe. She had spent a sleepless night contemplating what
had occurred between she and James the night before. Never had she felt more
like his mistress. He was aggressive, determined and unrestrained.
Unfortunately, the heated encounter still left Astra wet and wanting more every
time she thought of the scandalous, open-air coupling. How could she have
ruined herself so thoroughly so quickly?


Darkness enveloped her the moment she passed through the
shuttered French door. She blinked to find Ivy sitting on a large four poster
bed awash in deep plum hangings. A bank of rose-hued pillows propped Ivy up
while she sipped from a tea cup.


Ivy gestured with the cup. “Hot chocolate?”


“No, thank you. I had breakfast.” Astra found a padded
chair at the end of the room, a polite distance away from Ivy’s unmade bed.


“A staunchly English ration of kippers and eggs, I imagine.”
Ivy patted her bed before Astra could arrange her skirts to sit down. “Not
there. Here. 


Astra hesitantly moved to the bed. She noticed the tea
service that sat on a tray atop the richly embroidered bedcovering. Tiger’s and
peacocks danced in exotic colors of Moroccan red and Madras yellow across the
pot that held Ivy’s cocoa. The pattern echoed on the gold-rimmed tea cup from
which Ivy sipped.


“Most mornings I forgo the kippers in favor of broiled
tomatoes.” Astra crawled onto Ivy’s large bed and leaned against a bank of
pillows on the opposite side. 


“Astra, you were foolish to invite me to your soiree and
even more foolish to come here again.” Ivy set her cup in its saucer. 


“Lady Phillina sent me to discover why you declined the
invitation. She was very disappointed. She was quite close to your mother, you
know.”


“The only blessing about my mother’s untimely death was
that she did not live to see what I have become. “The distance Astra had noted
in Ivy’s stare earlier returned, but she quickly shook it off and smiled pleasantly.
“Let us spare the elder Lady Keane as well.”


“I don’t think she suspects…” Astra struggled for the
right words for such a delicate situation. 


The sharp look Ivy tossed Astra encouraged her silence.
“There will be talk. Whispers. There always are. I am not welcome in polite
society. Nor will I ever be again.” Ivy brought her teacup to her lips and
sipped loudly. She directed her fierce green gaze beneath her eyelashes. “Which
works to my favor since I enjoy lying abed all day and chocolate to kippers.”


The Ivy Astra witnessed now was not the same woman who
dutifully went to church every Sunday, nor the sedate lady with whom she had
shared tea with a few weeks ago. This Ivy lounged like a lazy house cat with a
bedroom that put one’s mind to the wicked.


“Perhaps there will be whispers, but I promise you Lady
Phillina would not hear them even if they were spoken directly into her ear.
And there were whispers at church and you bolstered through that. Reverend
Fitzgerald will be in attendance and he will support you. I think you will be
surprised by your welcome.”


“Will Darien be attending?”


Astra could not tell by Ivy’s question if her ex-fiancé’s
attendance would sway her or absolutely guarantee her refusal. “Lord Blackmore
will of course be invited, but he and James had a misunderstanding early on
when James called on him unannounced, and it is unlikely he will attend.” She
didn’t bother adding that Lord Blackmore rarely appeared at social gatherings,
which Ivy no doubt knew being the cause of his celebrated reclusiveness.


Ivy cocked her head and studied her. “Why is my attending
your party so important to you? Guilty conscience?”


Astra studied her hands, knowing perhaps that was part of
her initial reasoning. Why should Ivy be ostracized for her past when Astra was
presently doing the very thing that landed Ivy a pariah? But that was not the
only reason, though her motives were just as selfish. 


Astra glanced up and met Ivy’s cynical gaze. “I need a
friend.”


Ivy’s face fell and for a moment, Astra thought Ivy’s eyes
had dampened. She suddenly reached her hand across the bed to Astra. “You have
become James Keane’s lover, have you not?”


Astra took Ivy’s offered hand and squeezed. “You were
right. I have made a dreadful mistake. I care far too much for him. But heaven
help me, Ivy, I can’t find it in myself to end it, or even regret it.”


“End it?” Color suffused Ivy’s cheeks. “What has he done? I
am not without friends in London who would gladly assist me in any number of
unsavory matters. Shall I have him beaten?”


“No!” Astra withdrew her hand from her friend’s, realizing
she was serious. “He’s done nothing to warrant that.” Ivy continued to
unblinkingly scrutinize Astra. “The problem is that I’m in love with him.”


Ivy relaxed a bit. “I warned you. Does he know?”


Astra shrugged. “I have not said as much, but last night
we argued. Over another woman. I was jealous, perhaps unfairly so.”


“An unforgivable sin in a mistress. And how did he react?”


“He wasn’t exactly angry.” Astra dropped her gaze, her
cheeks flooded with heat. Though James’s ardent response had been confusing, it
was far from any sort of declaration of tender emotion. In fact, there was
little emotion involved at all. “And though he claims he has no interest in
becoming betrothed, he is still young. He vowed to let me know the moment
circumstances change.”


“How thoughtful. But in the meantime the bastard is
already interviewing other women to share his bed? You should tell him that
sort of callousness belongs in London, not on the grounds of his own
household.”


“I fear he’s sizing up a wife. Not intentionally, mind
you, but offers are being dangled before him. Offers that I’m not sure he
should refuse.”


“You knew that would happen eventually.” All the bluster
left Ivy and she returned to her calm, detached self. She picked up her cup and
sipped loudly. “It always does. But that doesn’t necessarily mean you must stop
being his mistress.”


“I would hate him if he even suggested it,” she said too
vehemently. Not that she suspected James would keep a mistress when he had a
wife, though it was done all the time. She had no doubt James Keane would be a
loving, devoted husband. A doting father. The thought brought so much pain,
that Astra was forced to bow her head to hide the surge of agony she
experienced.


Ivy took her hand again. “And the woman in question will
be at the ball?”


Astra nodded. “She is beautiful and young…and fresh.
Everything that I am not. But the worst of it is that she is kind, and her
father is very, very rich.”


“Oh, yes, the worst kind of threat. I hate the nice ones.”
Ivy tapped her full lips. “What do you propose to do?”


“Nothing. What can I do?” 


“If you love him…” Ivy sat up on her knees. Her hair hung
around her shoulders in dark hunks, making her appear a mischievous girl again,
and the purple smudges under her tired eyes grew instantly fainter. “Well then,
you must do something.”


“Though he seems to be quite fond of me, he’s given no
indication that he feels anything deeper. And even if he did return my
affection, it would be a youthful folly, not sound judgment. I am older than
he, past my prime for bearing children and I have no family connections.” Astra
forced her gaze to meet Ivy’s. It was a relief to finally have a confidante.
“Honestly, I cannot offer him what the young Miss Bainbridge can.” 


“Perhaps I will attend this ball to surmise the situation
for myself. But on one condition.” Ivy moved the tea service. 


Astra cheered, willing to agree to anything. For some
reason, she felt the social gathering to introduce James to his peers would
turn the tide of things. Change everything and Astra dearly wanted Ivy there.
Perhaps she needed a friend, or perhaps she just wanted someone near who knew
the truth. Someone to share some tears and some hot chocolate with when James
was forever out of her life. 


“Go on. I did not come here to be denied.” Astra squared
her shoulders.


“You will take a few lessons from me for this ball. Now,
what are you wearing?”


“Well, it’s just a country dance and I am recently out of
mourning. I have a nice lavender gown that might be appropriate.” Astra had not
considered her gown. Attracting attention to herself had been something she’d
avoided for so long, she was not sure how to be anything other than sedate.


“Follow me.” Ivy leaped off the bed. “I’ve a dozen
smashing gowns I’ve yet to remove from their wrappings. We shall find you
something breathtaking to wear to your ball. My seamstress from London is
scheduled to pay me a visit. If we don’t find something that suits you from my
wardrobe, Jenny can conjure a miracle in less time than it takes other
seamstresses to sew a hem.”


Astra stood. “Ivy, please don’t go to so much trouble on
my behalf. My funds are not yet settled and I fear I can’t afford the expense.
In any case, it will not alter the course of the inevitable outcome. I must
learn to live without James. He has his future and I fear I’ve already had
mine. Please, just be my friend.”


Ivy turned. “That, I already am. But you will be the envy
of every woman and man at that party. I promise you, it will be a night
James Keane will not forget for a very long time.” She headed for her wardrobe,
than glanced over her shoulder, a mischievous grin making her beautiful face
glow. “And the expense will be my pleasure. Occasionally, we fallen women do
deserve our petty revenges.”


 


***


Astra returned to Eastlan just in time to meet James in
the garden as his note had requested. The formal missive had been delivered by
an almost smiling Mr. Rudd. Inside, a strong, surprisingly legible script
requested that she meet James in the garden at two o’clock to discuss the
improvements she wished to make to the garden before the ball. Though the note
was detached and formal, the fact that she had not mentioned changes to the
grounds warned that James had something else in mind for the subject of their
meeting.


The day had turned unseasonably warm and the sun burned
away all but a few wispy clouds that lingered in long streaks across the
painfully blue sky. Astra tugged at the brim of her hat and maneuvered the
steps, heading toward the over-sized statue of Euterpe, the muse of music, that
dominated the garden. James strode toward her from the direction of the pond, a
grin that rivaled the grandeur of the cloudless day lighting his face. Astra
let out the breath she had been holding since this morning’s note. She feared
he might end their affair after last night. Thankfully, he had not appeared to
stumble upon good judgment any more than she.


“I am glad you could find the time to meet with me on such
short notice.” He paused a respectful distance from her and bowed a formal
greeting. The tension to touch was palatable. Last night’s shadowy carnal
mating had not cooled his lust any more than it had Astra’s. His gaze glowed
with banked need. 


“I can always find time for your requests, my lord. And
how kind of you to consider my suggestion for improvements to the grounds.”


“I fear I have started without you.” He offered her his
arm. “Shall we?” 


Astra rested her palm on his sleeve, and let him politely
guide her toward the pond and away from the house. “How long are you going to
keep me in suspense?” she said under her breath. “I can tell by that naughty
grin this has nothing to do with gardening.”


“I never said it had anything to do with gardening. I
believe there is a certain gazebo that you are partial to.”


She suddenly noted that he was freshly washed and his hair
was not quite combed. He smelled of lime soap. Usually James was dressed and
out of the house before she had risen. “You did not clean out the gazebo
yourself this morning?”


“I had help. I hope you’re hungry. I can’t recall if we’ve
ever discussed the merit of picnics, but I suspect that they are as popular in
England as America.”


“I adore picnics.” Not that Astra could remember the last
time she had been on one.


James smiled down at her and he no doubt heard the choke
of emotion in her answer. As they neared the shaded turn that led to the
gazebo, she increased the pressure on the arm and drew him closer.


The white of the gazebo peeked through overhanging vines,
still shrouded by a tangled jungle of thorny bushes. If anything, the fine weather
had left the once pristine gazebo appearing more ramshackle than ever.


“If you have brought food in there, I doubt there will be
any left. But, I’m sure Eastlan’s rodents are well pleased.”


James laughed, stepped on a vine and lifted the curtain of
green for her to enter. “Let’s find out. You first.”


Instead of shadows, something glowed from the inside as if
a shaft of sunlight had pierced the canopy overhead. She spared one more glance
for his overly smug grin and crawled inside.


The soft glow of over a dozen candles lit the green-tinged
space. A thick blanket was spread across the clean-swept marble floor topped
with cushions and a large tray containing wine glasses and an open bottle. The
pond shimmered green as sunlight conspired to compete with the illuminated
gazebo. Astra had never seen anything more beautiful in her life.


“You did all this?” Astra turned back to James not
bothering to hide the tears that coated her eyes or the emotion that flooded
her voice. “Today?”


“We started at dawn.” He remained leaning against a column
near the entrance, arms folded in front of him. “Mr. Rudd helped me.”


“Why?” She had to ask, though the answer was obvious. 


He pushed off the column and walked toward her. “To see
that look of pure wonder on your face.”


“No one has ever gone to so much trouble to please me.” He
gathered her in his arms and more than ever, she wanted to tell him that she
loved him. In that moment, she didn’t care if he loved her back or not. “Thank
you. I love it.”


“Then smile.” He wiped the tears from below her eyes with
his thumb. “Since I have sisters, I am going to assume those are tears of joy.”


A bubble of laughter swept away her unwanted melancholy.
“I think this might be one of the best moments of my life.”


He kissed her gently on the lips, almost chastely, then
abruptly pulled away. “Then let’s have some wine to celebrate.”


He sat on the blanket and poured a light colored wine, not
the burgundy that she knew he preferred and held a glass out to her. She lowered
herself, maneuvering her skirt to prop herself on a cushion and took the glass.
She sipped the slightly chilled amber colored madeira and sighed. “Perfect.”


He reached in a basket and brought out a cloth covered
plate of assorted cheese and apples, another of cold beef thinly sliced. The
finale was a loaf of fresh baked bread, its aroma wafting through the gazebo.


“How did you explain this feast to the cook?” 


“I didn’t. In case you haven’t noticed, I am a hardy eater
and Cook’s most ardent admirer. Apparently there has not been a Lord Keane with
my appetite in some years. She whips up a mid-day meal for me on a regular
basis. Securing her position, I suspect.”


“Thank you for sharing your feast.” Astra stared out at
the pond and listened to the call of birds overhead.


James shrugged out of his coat, then loosened his neck
cloth. “Mr. Rudd is guarding the perimeter so feel free to make yourself
comfortable.”


Astra paused in nibbling her cheese. “What did you tell
him?”


“He’s a military man, Astra. He doesn’t ask questions.” He
crawled over to her. “You don’t look comfortable.” Astra pulled off her hat and
allowed James to remove her shoes. He winked. “I’d like for you to remove
everything, but I have promised myself I will behave.”


“Oh, and I thought this was going to be a perfect afternoon.”
Astra giggled, a strange sound even to her ears. The wine was already making
her light-headed. 


“If I have any say in it, and I do,” James winked, “this
will be the perfect afternoon.” He stretched out beside her. “You are queen of
all you survey and I am your humble servant.”


“Then perhaps you should take off your clothes.” She
leered at him and her body hummed in response. Oh she would love to see him
naked, attending to her every whim in broad daylight. Less than a month ago,
such thoughts would not have entered her head, much less seem eminently
plausible.


“Any ill effects from last night?” He gathered her foot in
his hand and rubbed her instep with his thumb. His hand drifted up her skirt
and he massaged her calf through her stocking. 


“I’m feeling rather fit today.” She leaned back on her
elbows and enjoyed his attentions. He ignored her request that he disrobe and
she wondered if she should repeat it. All of a sudden he had become entirely
too serious.


“After you left last night, I thought about our
conversation.” He didn’t meet her gaze but focused on rubbing her feet and
calves. “I don’t like being the cause of your distress.”


“I should not have said anything. It’s not my place.”


He glanced up at her. “I should not have put you in that
place. Not exactly noble, am I?”


Astra tensed even though his actions today were not that
of a man intent on breaking things off. 


“I plan to make it clear to Bainbridge that I’m not in the
market for a wife before we discuss any further business dealings.” His hands
stilled, but he held her as if he had no intention of letting go.


“You can’t do that.” Obviously, she had been lax in the
other part of their agreement. Securing Eastlan’s future at all costs. She
tried to sit up, but he would not release her leg. 


“It’s the truth and something I’m sure he will appreciate
hearing.”


She gripped his hand. “Thank you, but I think it’s unwise.
Mr. Bainbridge knows it will take some courting to persuade you to marry one of
his daughters. It’s too soon for either of you to show your hand.” Besides, now
that she had faced the inevitable, as horrible as it was, at least it brought
her back to reality. She glanced at the candles, the canopy of vines above her
head, and realized how easy it would be to forget that again. “As long as I
don’t suddenly read of your engagement in the Times, you must proceed as you
are. Such a declaration to Mr. Bainbridge would not serve you or us. Mr.
Bainbridge is a sharp man and might consider there is someone else in your life
if you become so adamant in your refusal to even consider another.”


“Are you always so sensible?” he asked, studying her with
a cocked head.


“I am afraid so.”


“I hope to change that.” James reached for the bottle of
wine. “At least for the rest of the afternoon. Today you will think of nothing
but your own enjoyment.”


“I always do when I’m with you.” He refilled her glass
almost to the rim and she had to take a large slurp to keep from spilling it on
her dress. 


“Good.” He stood. “Then you won’t argue with me when I
insist that you take off your dress.” Without waiting for her response, he
began to unbutton his waistcoat. He tossed the garment aside, removed the neck
cloth, then pulled his shirt from the waistline of his breeches. 


“What happened to your promise to behave?” She watched him
with an expectant grin. 


“Is that what you really want?” His heated blue gaze told
her they both knew better. “Will you take off your dress, my queen? I want to
worship at your feet.” He held out his hand.


She let him pull her to standing. “I have other places in
mind for you to worship.”


He came up behind her and worked at her laces. “I plan to
get to those as well.” 


Together, they efficiently removed her clothes and to her
surprise, James produced a hanger to save her gown from wrinkles. 


“You planned well.” She stood in nothing but her chemise,
while he remained almost fully dressed.


He hung the gown on a vine. It sagged a bit but supported
the weight. “I don’t like seeing you unhappy and more so being the cause.”


“It was not your fault. I’m sure the Bainbridges will not
be the only ones who wish to ply you with their daughters. You will be
bombarded at our ball next week, I promise you.”


“And when they do, know that I will only be thinking of
you.” James closed the distance between them, guided her into his arms and
pressed his lips against hers. Not like the chaste kiss when they’d entered the
gazebo but a hard possessive kiss. He gripped her bottom through the chemise
and pulled her against his erection. She leaned into him, entwined her tongue
with his, already yearning for the joining of their bodies. 


With obvious great effort, he broke the kiss. “I wasn’t
going to do that. It’s dangerous.” He reached for a string on the chemise’s
neckline and loosened it. 


She slapped his hands away. “I think it’s your turn to
disrobe, sir.”


“Afraid not, sweet. This is your party.” He grabbed the
edge of her chemise and whisked it off her head, her resistance hardly impeding
the process.


She gasped in exaggerated outrage and clasped her hands
over her chest. Of course, he’d seen her undressed before, but it seemed
strange in the out of doors while he remained fully dressed. She shivered as
the air caressed her bare skin, but instead of becoming chilled, warmth pooled
in her belly and her sex grew wet.


He grabbed her wrists and pried open her arms. “Come lay
on the blanket and I’ll cover you.” He guided her to the pallet he’d made. A
folded throw lay atop the blankets and she reached down to grab the lavender
wool and wrap it around herself.


“What’s that?” he said.


She turned to see him frowning. “What?”


His serious gaze met hers. “You have a scrape on your
back. It’s from the railing.”


She shrugged. “It doesn’t trouble me.”


“Stay still.” He knelt down behind her and gingerly
touched her scraped skin. His lips followed and his touching concern became
instantly erotic. He rested his hands on her hips, then lowered his grip to lightly
trace the contours of her bottom. She trembled, feeling entirely too exposed on
her hands and knees with him behind her. 


“Perhaps you’d be more relaxed lying down?” He said
between kisses that were dipping lower than the scrape on her back.


“I’d be more relaxed if you removed your clothes as well.”
She slipped from beneath him, gripping a blanket to cover herself. 


“I can’t do that. I’m not to be trusted,” his tone was
half teasing, but there was determination behind his words. He easily pulled
the cover away from her. 


“It’s just a scrape.”


Still on his knees, he guided her by the wrist to lie on
her back. Deciding she would feel less exposed lying down and much more
comfortable, she stretched out on the soft blankets. 


“Do you always make it so difficult for someone to lavish
you with their attention?” James loomed above her, studying her with sensual
appreciation and something else. He looked at her as if she were a puzzle he
was trying to decipher. 


His question struck Astra with the realization that no one
had ever tried to lavish her with attention or anything else for that matter.
She gave in to his urging, reclining her head on the pillows he’d wedged under
her head and shoulders, naked to the world. “By all means, do your best…or is
it worst?”


“Somewhere in-between.” His grin gave her cause to pause
at the same time it tightened her damp sex. As if sensing her body’s stirring,
he urged her to lift her hips so he could slide another pillow beneath her. “To
cushion your scraped back,” he said, heaviness in his eyelids suggesting the
support had a more intriguing purpose.


With her hips slightly tilted, her shoulders and head padded,
he knelt at her feet. Again, he massaged her instep and up her ankles. He still
wore his loose white shirt and his breeches. And his boots she suddenly
realized.


Most of his hair remained pulled back in a ribbon, but
hunks had come loose and hung in his eyes, and down his neck. His blue eyes
looked darker than usual but with an intense glow. In the soft light she could
see the darker ring around his glowing iris. He was masculine beauty at its
best. 


“Comfortable?” he said with entirely too much cockiness.


Astra’s breathing quickened. Her chest rose and fell,
acutely reminding her of the whiteness of her breasts and the fiercely erect
state of her reddened nipples. The way he held her ankles, a little loosely,
warned her that he could clearly identify the moisture on her thighs. Her dark
blond curls no doubt accentuated what it should have concealed. Even now she
pulsed at the thought of James’s hot stare. 


He spread her ankles further, then set her feet on the
ground, leaving her knees slightly bent. He used the space he created to crawl
over her. His white shirt fell loosely and brushed her belly. She could not
help but catch her breath, every new sensation overwhelming. 


He sat back on his heels. “On second thought, I think I’ll
remove this. No need to forgo the pleasure of my skin against yours.” He tugged
at his shirt but his gaze had dropped heatedly to what was revealed by Astra’s
spread legs. She arched her back in an exaggerated readjustment of her
position, and let her eyes drift shut, but not enough that she could not see
him beneath her lashes. After all, she was queen for a day, was she not? 


Bare-chested, his muscles bunched and a tendon in his jaw
visibly tightened. His eyes remained transfixed on Astra, unmoving as if under
a spell. Slowly, he dragged his gaze to Astra’s satisfied smirk.


“Why forgo anything, my lord?” she purred.


“Indeed, why?” he said in a horribly mangled imitation of
her proper British accent. He crawled over her until his face hovered above
hers. “Ah yes, I remember. To savor and suck the ripe fruit between your thighs
is the objective of the day.” His shocking statement won their duel of false
bravado. Astra’s eyes widened, and James smirked.


With his knees braced between her thighs, she had no hope
of preventing his parry. He leaned over her and whole-heartedly kissed her
mouth, his tongue and lips making suggestions her female counterparts ached to
know. 


Astra rested her hands on his ribs, then moved to caress
the long muscles in his back. She returned his kiss in kind, even leaning up,
her tongue greedily searching for his when he would pull away. 


“You have a wonderful mouth,” he whispered against her
neck. “You make me think of things that I should not.” His kisses drifted over
her collar bone, passed each nipple, grazing, searching, seeking lower.


Astra gasped and arched against his marauding mouth. His
bravado was definitely not false.


He reached her quivering belly, and nibbled the skin over
her hip bones. His hands came round her thighs, and he spread her, then lowered
himself to his stomach. She jumped at the long fingers he pressed against her
swollen sex. The first quick dart of his tongue caused her to cry out. 


Birds flew overhead in alarm, but her shriek only
encouraged James. He licked her wet center, the bundle of nerves at the top.
His attentions focused, sucking, licking then dropped down again. Astra tilted
her pelvis, shamelessly pressing against him. She needed to writhe, to thrust
her hips. She raised her head and saw a blur of green, a shimmer of pond,
James’s bent head. 


He slipped a second finger inside her while he used his
tongue on her most sensitive spot. Astra gasped and clenched around him, her
body stiffening. The release was so swift, so intense that Astra saw stars
behind her tightly closed eyes. 


When her shuddering subsided, she opened her eyes to find
James poised above her. “Objective secured,” he said and kissed her. His lips
were wet and she could taste her own juices in a tangy erotic flavor that mixed
with wine and James. She rubbed her hand over his back. His kiss was gentle,
and he pulled away and stretched beside her.


“And what of other objectives? You have not even removed
your boots, much less your breeches.”


“This is not my day, it’s yours.”


Confused, she worked her hand to feel between his legs.
His erection strained the material. She ran her hands over the hard ridge. He
leaned his head against her shoulder and remained unmoving. 


She turned to her side to reach him better. Loosening a
few buttons allowed her into the opening of his breeches. She rubbed her palm
over his hard cock. He moaned in her ear, compliant, submissive. His wet heat
coated her palm.


“So you are mine for the day to do what I will with you?” 


His eyes opened, his blue gaze intense. “Anything you
wish, my lady.”


“Stand and remove your clothes. I have need of your
services,” she said in her coolest voice.


But her tone only ignited the heat in his gaze as he
slowly got to his feet. A beautiful animal of taut skin and sinewy muscle. He
held her gaze as he slowly undid the buttons of his breeches. His head was
lowered, but not in a submissive gesture, more like a wild beast that spotted
its prey and was sizing it up for attack. 


His breeches undone, his cock flagrantly jutted through
the opening. He leaned down and pulled off his boots. Taking his time, his
muscles flexed as he peeled off his stockings, then his other boot. A sheen
spread across his skin, a muscle stretched across his ribs jumped, quickly
followed by his straining erection. Astra dropped her gaze and saw how full,
how tight his skin had become, how aroused. He was enjoying exposing himself to
her gaze. Teasing her while feasting on her reaction to his body.


“You’ve taken long enough. Take off your breeches and
mount me.” Astra uttered the shocking words, hoping for his equally stunned
reaction. Hoping to make his eyes widen and return to the teasing banter where
she too held the power, the bravado. Instead, her words only fueled his ever
increasing internal inferno. He straightened, his jaw tightened, his eyes
glowed. 


“As you wish,” he said without any hint of his usual
mischievous smile. He was completely serious, completely enthralled by his
game. “But your back? My weight will aggravate your injury. I have another idea.”
His tone was flat as he reached out his hand to her.


She blinked and took it. He pulled her to her feet. Kissed
her. Molding her to him, pressing his hot erection against her soft stomach. He
deepened the kiss and she was happy to let him lead again.


He broke the contact, then gazed down at her with his
confident blue gaze. “On your stomach, my lady,” he said.


She hesitated, and he gripped her wrist and guided her
down, kneeling beside her. 


“Or on your hands and knees if you wish,” his steady gaze
told her that was the thing to do and what he wished.


Her mind was a little unsure, but her body had begun to
throb. The buzz that still swarmed over her skin from her recent release
intensified and grew, gathering in her saturated womanly folds. A fierce
tightening in her sex urged her to her hands and knees. He knelt behind her.


His hands roamed over her hips, gripped her and adjusted
her. When he bent down and kissed her lower back, she stiffened.


“It appears I have you exactly where I wanted you despite
my best efforts to be selfless. Life is wonderful, isn’t it?” His soft laugh,
deep and lusty, made her shiver. He was like some satyr that had lured her into
the woods under the guise of her own pleasure, only to be his sexual snack.


She let her head drop, her shoulders roll, her back arch wanting
to prove his equal at least in this.


A soft groan escaped his throat and he dragged his finger
across her damp sex. She undulated her hips wanting more from him. He slipped
his finger inside. She bucked against him, rode his small offering. His thick
breathing told her she was driving them both a little mad.


“You know what I want,” she said demandingly. 


He abruptly removed his finger and gripped her hips. He
kneaded her buttocks, spreading her. She braced herself for a forceful entry
but bucked when his lips touched her sex, his thumb pressed against her… 


She gasped. “James,” she said outraged, and her cheeks
reddened, because her sex tightened and gushed at the forbidden, shameful
contact.


“Shh. Don’t object. Just feel.” He lightened the pressure
to a slight caress, but did not forgo the contact. He kissed her, an open-mouth
joining that forced a moan from Astra. Never had she felt more in his
possession, more a purely sexual creature that would allow him every access to
her soul and body.


Astra dropped to her elbows writhing under the unfair
onslaught of his attentions. He grazed, he licked, he kissed but he did not
penetrate or even attempt to ease the growing ache inside her.


“James,” she sobbed. “Please.”


He lifted his head, removed his touch and she braced
herself for what new sexual torture he had in mind. Gripping her hips, he fit
the length of his erection in the wet crease of her body. He covered her,
kissed the side of her neck. He braced a hand near hers and used his other arm
to gather her against him. Once he had her in position, he cupped her breast
and rocked. The move was sexually teasing and surprisingly tender. His long
shaft rubbed against the pleasure point at the apex of her wet center, but the
sensation was agonizing when she needed him to fill her.


“I love—” he said breathlessly, as if the words were
pulled from him. “This. Do you?”


To Astra, he might as well have told her that he loved
her, because in this moment, nothing else mattered. She turned her head and
found his mouth. They kissed for a long, extended moment, Astra’s body
throbbing with need, his fierce erection snugly between her legs. 


With a deep growl, he broke the kiss. He released the arm
he had wrapped under her belly, and gripped her waist. He pulled back his hips,
then slid into her with liquid ease.


A pleasurable sigh, her own, sounded in Astra’s ears. With
each thrust, she met him, surprised with the freedom of movement the new
position offered. At first, he was gentle, testing, but quickly grew faster,
more fierce and rhythmic. She met each of his thrusts, gritting her teeth
against the pure pleasure of him moving over her, inside her. She forced her
eyes to remain open. The hazy afternoon sun gilded the pond, the fat green
leaves on drooping tree limbs, illuminating everything with its powerful
presence. James’s breathing was heavy in her ears. His slick chest pressed
against her back. 


Abruptly, he surged into her, and the tenseness in his
muscles warned her that he teetered on the brink of release, inside her. He dropped
one hand and pressed his palm tightly against the mound of her sex and rotated,
rubbing her. Astra’s response was immediate and fierce. Her pleasure clenched,
forcing her to close her eyes and bite her lip as once again stars exploded
behind her eyelids. 


He was moving again before her wracking spasms ceased. His
thrusts were short and serious, punctuated by breathy moans. He pulled out on
an abrupt gasp, and fell over her, hands braced over hers, entwining their
fingers tightly.


The hot evidence of his release shot across her back and
his chest pressed snuggly against her. He kissed her neck, her hair, as
shudders wracked his body. She wanted to take him in her arms, but remained
poised beneath him. As the intensity of his spasm eased, he wrapped an arm
beneath her breasts and rolled them both over to their sides.


He held her back tightly against his chest and she relaxed
into him. 


“When you see me across the room, listening to some mother
blather on about her virtuous daughter’s attributes, this is what I will be
thinking of. The taste, the scent, the feel of you.” He cupped her breast.
“It’s all I can think about most of the time anyway.”


The resignation in his last statement made her smile. She
wrapped his hand in hers and kissed his knuckles. “Thank you,” she whispered.
And it was for so much more than just his declaration of devotion, or the day,
or his generous giving of his body. It was for making her know what it was like
to be a cherished woman. Allowing her to know what it felt like to be loved. If
not forever after, at least for now, and that was more than she had ever had,
or ever expected to have.
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On the night of the ball, James had no idea how true his
declaration to Astra in the gazebo would be. An endless stream of fresh faces
blushed and curtsied, vying for his attention, while all he could think about
was Astra. Of course, he had cockily anticipated that his sexual musing would
be pleasurable, a forbidden diversion to distract him from the unpleasant task
of being paraded before Cornwall’s elite as some kind of prize-winning stud.
That his secret conquest would be gnawing at his gut with acid-tinged fangs was
a reversal he’d not expected. Astra belonged to him. The fact that he couldn’t
publicly lay claim to her worsened his mood by the minute.


“Ahem, my lord, I don’t mind saying that we are so pleased
to have you in residence at Eastlan,” Sir John Mophett gushed as he rocked back
and forth on his heels. “Bully to see the old girl lift up her skirts and show
some leg.”


James instantly dragged his gaze from across the obscenely
lit room where it lingered on Astra to blink at Sir John in confusion. He
didn’t want to know how many candles they were burning in those elaborate
holders that had been dragged from all over the house to illuminate Eastlan’s
first floor with the brightness of a summer afternoon.


Mrs. Mophett hit her husband on the shoulder with her fan.
“Excuse him, Lord Keane. The colonel cannot seem to remember that he is no
longer on the battlefield but in a ballroom.”


Sir John brushed away his wife’s comments with a wave of
his hand. “Just trying to tell the man it’s good to see the Keanes back on
their feet. And I hope we will still be receiving an appearance by Lady
Phillina. Now I’m not being too forward, as I have known Phillina since she was
a girl and used to call her Lady P cause her sire was a—”


“Please excuse me, Sir John,” James said the moment the
long-winded gentleman gasped for breath. “You have reminded me that I must see
to Lady Phillina’s entrance.” James bowed to Sir John and his wife, even tossed
a smile at the two Miss Mophetts that stood in their parents’ shadow with
sallow resignation. Poor girls. They didn’t enjoy being thrown out for troll
anymore than James enjoyed dodging hooks.


James swung in the direction he’d last seen Astra, Sir
John’s good wishes and invitations to visit their estate raining on his back.
Since Astra was never far from his mind, James paused to scan the crowd and
instantly found her. 


She was speaking with a tall, dark haired man and his
small wife beside a flower lined refreshment table. Once she broke free of the
couple, she was waylaid by a single gentleman. Nothing tawdry could be
deciphered from the exchange, but James noticed how the other man’s gaze lingered.
The music began again in the other room and it was clear the man tried to
persuade Astra in that direction. James was tired of other men monopolizing
Astra. She was supposed to be by his side and at least figuratively, holding
his hand through this damned thing. 


James saw a servant with a silver tray and grabbed a glass
of champagne. He took a large swig, the bubbles going straight up his nose,
forcing him to repress a sneeze. Damn it, but Astra was stopped by another man
on her way through the crowd. James had been introduced to him earlier and
recalled that he had a wife, who at the moment was nowhere to be seen. And
where in the hell had Astra found that dress?


He still remembered the moment he had been below stairs,
adjusting to the stiff material of his tails and snug satin breeches. If Astra
had not been adamant, they never would have persuaded him to dress in such
absurd attire. He glanced up and she descended the garland entwined staircase
in a dream. Her mother, Lady Seabrook, griped at her about something. All James
could do was stare in wonder. He had never before seen Astra in such a vibrant
shade. The green gown reminded him of the vines shading the gazebo washed in
the afternoon sun. And Astra writhing beneath him, her pale skin flushed with
erotic pleasure.


No doubt the man who was holding her up entirely too long,
noticed how the rich color picked up a mossy shade in her eyes. How her
shoulders and the top of her small round breasts gleamed under the candles’
glow. How the excitement of the evening colored her cheeks like she had just
been wildly fucked by a man who was crazy about her. Or just plain crazy. James
took a swig of his champagne. He had to get a hold of himself.


“Lord Keane,” a strong voice bellowed. 


James glanced up to find Mr. Bainbridge extending his hand.
“Lovely bash, James.” Bainbridge enthusiastically pumped James’s arm. “The
girls are having the time of their lives. Been having to beat the lads off
Kerra. I told Mrs. Bainbridge no more Frenchie fashions for my girls. They are
far too healthy to wear so little.”


James glanced in the direction Bainbridge pointed. Indeed,
Kerra was surrounded by admirers and a few had spilled over to hover around
Emily. Only Cordelia hung by her mother, obviously put out at being outshined by
her older sisters.


“Ah, Cordelia must be seething. She’ll have her day,”
James said, then glanced back to where he last saw Astra, but she had again
been swallowed by the throng. Clearly Lady Phillina had sent out far more
invitations than James had been told. 


“Did you get the letter off to your brother-in-law?” Mr.
Bainbridge snagged James with a question of which he could not beg off.


James tried to give Mr. Bainbridge his full attention. “I
did. I penned it the moment I returned from Plymouth. Not that my sister’s husband
won’t be agreeable to the arrangement, mind you, but the advanced notice will
allow him time to make known the incoming shipment.”


“You have a fine ship, my boy. A shame you won’t captain
the voyage yourself, but of course, you have your duties here.”


James nodded but could not halt his gaze from straying
across the room. He spotted Astra speaking to the Reverend Fitzgerald, not as
she had the others but their heads bent together in earnest conversation. In
his mind, the reverend was entirely too young and entirely too good-looking to
be a man of the cloth. 


 “Yes, well . . .” James said trying to remember what they
were talking about. 


“Will you be sending any wool to America with my tin?”


“Mr. Bainbridge, will you excuse me a moment,” James said
abruptly. His urgent desire to stop Astra’s intimate exchange with Fitzgerald
ruined his ability to concentrate on Bainbridge. “I need to see if Lady
Phillina is ready to make her appearance, but I do wish to discuss our plans
further.”


“Of, course,” Mr. Bainbridge said. “But Lady Keane has
disappeared upstairs. She’s no longer talking to Reverend Fitzgerald.”


James gave himself away by glancing in the place he had
seen them and indeed the good reverend was talking to a rotund older woman with
a large feather in her powdered hair. He turned back to Bainbridge not
bothering to hide his sheepish expression. “Lady Keane does look exceptionally
lovely tonight.”


Bainbridge assessed him with his sharp brown eyes. “I have
always found Lady Keane exceptionally lovely. You know, Kerra is a sensible
girl. I have raised all my daughters to know their place and respect their
future husband’s prerogatives.”


James stiffened and tried desperately not to pale. God,
had he been that obvious? “When I take a wife, I plan to be completely
faithful. And Lady Keane is beyond reproach.”


To his credit, Bainbridge looked taken aback. “I have
never doubted nor ever would doubt Lady Keane’s honor. But that doesn’t stop a
man from wishing it were otherwise, aye?”


James forced himself to grin instead of take further offense,
which certainly would give him away. He glanced over to the Bainbridge girls.
“Make sure all three save me a dance. I really do need to assist Lady Phillina
in her grand entrance.”


“Of course, my boy. Knowing that she can look forward to a
dance with you might wipe the frown off of Cordelia’s face.” Bainbridge bowed
and strode in the direction of his daughters. James noted that all three girls
and Mrs. Bainbridge anxiously awaited his return. No doubt they were eager to
hear what their father had learned about the weaknesses of their prey.
Unfortunately, it was much more than James wished. Damn it, but he had given
things away horribly. He’d have to keep his distance from Astra for the rest of
the night. If that were not bad enough, he would be leaving her wide open for
other men to pursue. 


The impermanent nature of having a mistress worked both
ways James suddenly discovered. He had to say it was part of the bargain he had
a hard time swallowing at the moment.


 


***


James surveyed the men surrounding him to assure himself
he was not the drunkest among them. Only Darien Blackmore showed signs of
swaying on his feet. To hell with it. James slugged back his brandy and waved
to a servant for another. It was well past midnight and the majority of his
guests showed no signs of departing. The candles still burned bright as hell
and the floral garland draped on every available surface refused to wilt.


Again, he had lost Astra in the throng and his head spun
momentarily as he scanned the swirl of colorful men and women invading his
house.


“Has Lady Keane chosen a new residence?”


The rude question garnered James’s immediate attention and
reminded him that he was having a conversation with an athletic looking man
whose name he couldn’t recall but took an instant dislike to anyway. 


“Lady Phillina enjoys her company,” he mumbled, pleased
with his quick and clever response. Perhaps he wasn’t quite as drunk as he
thought. He closed one eye and the room tilted.


“Yes, jolly good to see her about. I was chums with her
eldest, Trent, the fourth baron. Grizzly business that. Can’t say I’m surprised
though. That tiger had been poorly used and snarled at anything that moved.”


James nodded. The triumph of the evening had been Lady Phillina
strolling about on his arm, greeting her guests. The only one who had beamed
more than Phillina at her accomplishment was Astra. James had felt her gaze
linger upon him. Finally being the object of Astra’s attention had been the
singular highlight of this miserable evening. Lady Phillina had retired early,
the effort not to use her wheelchair had taken much of her strength. James had
hoped the guests would have realized that Lady Phillina’s appearance was the
point of the evening and have the courtesy to leave shortly after. 


“If Astra, Lady Keane, I should say, has need of
assistance in locating a place in London, I might know of a smart town home
that has just become available.” The other man droned on as if he couldn’t tell
he was irritating the hell out of James.


“I bet you do.” James glared at the man who didn’t bother
to hide his lecherous grin.


“She does look quite fetching this evening. Young widows
straight out of mourning are always highly coveted.”


Thankfully a servant arrived with a bottle of cognac
balanced on a tray. James resisted the urge to grab the bottle and allowed the liveried
footman to splash too little of the amber liquid into his empty glass. He
downed it and requested a refill before he allowed the servant to move on. 


“Astra is too much concerned with her daughter’s welfare
to entertain advances from a pack of vultures,” James said, somewhat calmed by
the warm rush from the cognac. 


“So, the competition has already begun. Seems I’m late to
the chase.” The man’s smile didn’t reach the assessing brown gaze he narrowed
on James.


James stared at the well-dressed gentleman and tried to
recall his name. He had a title, James knew that much. “Do you live far from
here? I know some of the country roads are treacherous in the dark.”


“Indeed. You are gracious to accommodate so many of your
guests for the night.” He bowed slightly, the smirk lingering on his mouth.


James forced the look of horror from his features. He had
wondered why the servants had been madly cleaning the guest wing. Jesus, they
must be able to accommodate fifty guests in those rooms.


“Roger,” another man approached them, a feral gleam in his
eyes. “Look who’s arrived.”


Both Roger and James followed the third man’s nod. Astra
strolled into the room with a shapely dark haired woman on her arm. Elegantly
dressed in shades of plum, jewels winking from her artfully arranged mahogany
hair, the woman would have taken James’s breath away if the blond by her side
didn’t do that every time he’d glimpsed her tonight. 


Roger whistled under his breath. “This evening is turning
out to be worth the drive from London. Bravo, Keane.”


“I heard Ivy Templeton retired. I wish I had the blunt to
afford her.” His friend poked Roger in the ribs. “Perhaps Lady Keane’s in
training.”


“Lady Keane is an excellent hostess. She has no need of
instruction. What the hell are you two lathering about anyway? You act like
you’ve never seen a woman before,” James said, though he gawked at the
beautiful women with as much intensity as the other two men. 


“God, here comes Blackmore.” Roger glanced over his
shoulder. “Someone should stop him.”


The other man blocked Roger’s way. “Don’t you dare stop
him. This is the most excitement I’m likely to have until the next season
begins. Oh, this will keep the gossips busy through summer.”


James glanced past Roger’s shoulder and over the head of
his companion to witness Blackmore stumbling away from the wall he’d been
holding up. His dark stare hovered on Astra and the other woman. The burning in
his gaze spurred James into immediate action. 


Earlier in the evening, James had been formerly introduced
to Blackmore. Though Astra had warned James that Blackmore wouldn’t show, James
prepared himself for their confrontation anyway. Proving himself a worthy land
owner was something James had been counting on since his blunder when he’d
first arrived and called on him without announcing his visit. But tonight the
man had barely uttered more than a grunt in response. Despite this second
rebuff, James had hoped to drum up a conversation about sheep, looking for an
opening to compliment Blackmore’s research. But Blackmore had done nothing but
hide in the corner and drink all evening. Now that the man was in motion, James
would have preferred him to stay put. James didn’t like the way he surged in Astra’s
direction with a fierce look in his eyes. 


“Perhaps you would like a room for the night,” James said,
intercepting Blackmore.


The other men had followed, and James could feel them
watching with fascination. 


Blackmore gave James a seething stare. “Hospitable of you.
Would you loan me the use of your whore for the night as well?”


James’s fist connected with Blackmore’s chin before he
could stop himself. The rush of gratification the physical action produced made
James glad he was still capable of acting on animal impulse instead of
restrained by civility. 


Unfortunately, Blackmore didn’t crumble as James
anticipated. Blackmore regained his equilibrium and lunged for him. 


Roger stepped in and shoved Blackmore back. James’s arms
were wrenched behind his back by Roger’s friend. James shook him off but he had
already heard the whispers break in the room. The general buzz of merriment had
abruptly ceased. He was grateful Lady Phillina had already retired.


Roger released Blackmore as well, but he appeared far from
appeased.


James had his fist still clenched and ready. “If you’d
like to step outside, I’ll be glad to give you the beating you deserve.”


Blackmore swiped blood from his lip with a ragged sleeve.
“You think she’s worth it, do you? You poor sod.”


It took all James’s power not to defend Astra openly or
attack Blackmore on the spot. He had learned enough about English ways that a
show of emotion would equal an admission of guilt. “Outside, Blackmore. Now.
You have some dirt to eat along with your lies.”


“Don’t tell me you think she actually cares about you? Trust
me, my grubby colonial friend, she despises sheep-breeders. I should know. If
she weren’t getting long in the tooth, I doubt she’d be taking up with the
likes of you.”


James reared back to plunge his fist in Blackmore’s face a
second time but Roger had expected the move and caught his arm. “Enough, you
two. Ladies are present. Settle this like gentleman.”


“Pistols at dawn, then?” Blackmore smiled. “Do you know
how to shoot, Yank?”


“Don’t take him up on it, Keane.” Roger shook his head in
all seriousness but his friend seemed giddy.


“Do you think you can sober up by then?” James balled his
fists, preferring a brawl and the immediate satisfaction of teaching Blackmkore
some manners.


“I won’t need to be sober to kill you. Dawn. Behind the
Cross Road’s Tavern.” Blackmore turned to leave, but Roger tried to stop him.
Blackmore shook him off. “Let go. I know better than to try and talk to her.” 


Roger let him leave and Blackmore strode across the room.
The guests who had all no doubt witnessed the exchange fell silent as he
passed. Astra and Ivy stood together, both women’s faces had gone extremely
pale. Blackmore never broke his stride but the look he gave them roared like
silent thunder.


James’s skin went clammy. He met Astra’s horror-filled
gaze across the room. James feared he had just accepted a challenge to duel
with Lark’s father. And was damn glad he had.
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Astra opened the door to James’s bedroom without knocking.
That she passed through Lowell’s former suite did not cause the pang of remorse
she had anticipated. In the muted shadows haunting the hours between midnight
and dawn, the once lavish sitting room was unrecognizable. James had stripped
his quarters of all but the essential furnishings. Nor did a house full of
guests deter her from her unscheduled visit to forbidden territory. She needed
to know if the gossip buzzing like a wasps’ nest held any merit. 


James sat up the moment she slipped into the room, letting
her know he was awake. A thin sheet fell to his waist revealing that he was
naked. Moonlight poured through an open window where James had shoved the
damask blue drapes wide. He silently watched her approach. She could not read
the emotions that tightened his features.


Not waiting for an invitation, she crossed the room and
sat beside him on the enormous four-poster bed, laid a hand on his bare chest
and met his intense gaze. “Is it true? You are dueling with Lord Blackmore
tomorrow?”


James took her hand and squeezed. “Do you still love him?”


“Love him? What in the world led you to ask that? Don’t do
this James.” 


He stared in her eyes a moment, waiting for her to say
more. When she only stared back in confusion, he touched her face. “Tell me
what happened between you two. I need to know.”


“Nothing! But I would dearly like to know what happened
between you two.” She gripped his hand and held them in both of hers. “Darien
Blackmore has been trying to get himself killed for years, James.
Unfortunately, he is an excellent shot. Most people have the sense to refuse
his challenges. You must call off the duel.”


He pulled away from her grip, his gaze penetrating even in
the soft shadows. “You still don’t trust me.” He swung his legs off the bed and
stood.


Astra jumped to get out of his way. “It’s not a matter of
trust. Of course, I trust you. I just don’t want to see bloodshed over
something that happened years ago.”


“And he should have been called out for it years ago.” James
found his discarded breeches and yanked them over his hips. “The bastard thinks
he’s gotten away with something and has the nerve to insult you in your own
home. My God, he doesn’t even give a damn—”


Astra approached him where he stood with his back to the
cold fireplace. “James, you must have misunderstood. What did he say?”


“I’ll not repeat it. Nor will he. I’ll make sure of that.”


“I don’t care! He can say whatever he likes, just don’t do
this. Please don’t risk your life. You mean too much to me.” The emotion in her
voice teetered on the verge of hysterical but she would gladly sob to keep him
from making such a foolish mistake.


“I do care what people say about you.” James lit the
candles lining the mantle, then turned to face her. Either her words or the
desperation in her plea softened James’s stern demeanor. He strode toward her
and took her into his arms. “I won’t tolerate Lark’s father spreading lies
about her mother.”


Astra pulled out of his arms. “Lark’s father? What was
said James? I need to know everything.” Lord Blackmore had been part of Trent’s
set but she never thought of him as one to ruin lives for sport. She had been
wrong to flaunt herself at the ball. Bring notice to herself. It was as though Trent
used his friends to ruin her from the grave. 


James must have noticed how pale she’d become. “He’ll
never repeat it, Astra. I promise you that.”


“I must know what he said about Lark? Was he speaking to
you or others?”


James gathered her clenched hands in his and kissed her
knuckles. “He didn’t mention Lark or claim her as his own, if that’s what’s
upsetting you so.”


She pulled her hands from his, not sure whether to be
relieved or horrified. “Lord Blackmore is not Lark’s father. I hardly know the
man.”


James cocked his head. “The way he looked at you…”


“He was watching Ivy. Not me. They were engaged and
needless to say it ended badly.”


James paused, then nodded with an inner understanding that
did not clear the matter up for Astra in the least. “He thought Ivy was my
mistress, I think.” He sighed. “But all I saw was him coveting you, like every
other man in the room and there was not a damn thing I could do about it.”


Apparently Astra’s plan to make herself desirable had
backfired. Again. “Lark’s father is dead, James.”


“Don’t patronize me.”


Tired of all the havoc secrets had wreaked tonight, Astra
smiled sadly. “There was only one man I wanted to look at me tonight. You. I
suppose I went too far.”


“Retribution for Miss Bainbridge I assume.”


“No, I just wanted…I don’t know what I wanted. To be
beautiful and young and have a second chance at a promising future. Or at least
pretend I did for one night.”


“Our arrangement has been a mistake.” That his words were
not a question hurt Astra more than she expected.


“No. Never. You have made me happy. Made me feel beautiful
and treasured, and I suppose there is a price to be paid, but I’ll be damned if
it’s with your life. You must call off the duel.”


“He publicly called a guest in my home a whore. I’m not
going to ignore that.”


Astra gasped at James’s words, as if the insult had been
toward her. She turned and faced the window, not wanting James to know how
personally she took the blow. “Will he never forgive her? Must she live her
life in shame, eternally ostracized from society?”


“I’m not going to let that happen to you.” He came up
behind her, reading her thoughts, her horror.


“I will not let you sacrifice yourself because of my
folly.” She turned to face him, her spine as straight as Ivy’s when she’d left
the ball knowing full well her presence had ruined the evening, just as she’d
feared. “I have put one man in an early grave. I will not do that to you.”


“What are you saying?”


“I’m saying that Trent Keane, Lowell’s brother is Lark’s
father. Lowell married me after his brother’s death to save me from ruin and to
give his niece their family name.”


James stared at her, stunned. The look of disappointment
and shock stabbed her in the heart. “So you were in love with Lark’s father and
he you.”


Astra rushed to him. “No. I suppose I fancied myself in
love with him, but he never returned my feelings. Honestly, he hardly noticed
me. I can see that now. But he was so dashing and I fear I read far too many
romantic novels.”


“Apparently he took some notice of you.” James remained
stiff, on guard, though he wrapped her in his arms and held her against his bare
chest.


“My mother had hopes that I would become mistress of
Eastlan. She had the same goal herself but had failed to lure the heir away
from his arranged marriage to Lady Phillina. She encouraged my girlhood
infatuation with Trent. He was older, bold, handsome. But also, very spoiled
and arrogant. I see that now, I didn’t then.”


James brushed her hair out of her face, relaxed a bit
against her. “And a bastard who lures virgins to their ruin.”


She laid her forehead against his chest. Oh how easy it
would be to paint a different picture from the truth. A much more flattering
version that no one was likely to dispute, but this night of disasters was
caused by lies. She owed James the truth, no matter how it hurt.


She forced herself to meet James’s gaze. “I lured him. My
mother took me to London for a ball. I had never had much of a coming out. She
didn’t handle her funds from my father well but she looked upon this occasion
as an investment in both our futures.”


Astra pulled out of James’s embrace, unable to face him
while she told the rest of her sordid tale. “Lord Keane had recently passed on,
unexpectedly leaving Trent with the title. My mother decked me out in the
finest gown, hired someone to arrange my hair, borrowed jewels from Lord knows
where. The results turned Trent’s head. At first he didn’t even recognize me as
the skinny brat of his former tutor.”


“And he seduced you.” James came up behind her and laid
his hands on her shoulders. “That hardly makes you the culprit. Women are
allowed to be beautiful without being punished for it.”


Astra turned, forcing herself to meet his gaze. “Thank
you. But I did more than let him seduce me. I went alone with him to his
townhouse. Even suggested it. There was a candle by the bedside that I blew out
when the deed was complete. A signal. As arranged, my mother arrived catching
us in the buff, my virgin’s blood on his sheets.”


“And he died before the wedding was complete. You were
lucky.”


“No,” Astra said, feeling a bit lighter and a bit more
miserable. “He refused to marry me. Said I was frigid. Unfit for his bed. He
would not wed himself to a cold fish, he had said. I was afraid I suppose. He
was a little rough.”


“Stop,” James said. “I’ve heard enough.”


“No, I must finish.” Her determination and the steadiness
of her voice spurned her on with a strange sensation of power. The more she
poured out her secrets the more in control she felt. “Not only did he refuse to
marry me, he told his friends of his conquest. I think some of them kept quiet
because it was so unsporting. I was naive and obviously smitten, and worst of
all poor with no family except for my mother to look after me. I retired to the
country, miserable, sick to my stomach with humiliation, or so I thought.”


“You were with child,” James said, keeping his distance.


“A couple of months later, Trent was mauled by his tiger.
By the time I received the news, I realized I was breeding. When Lowell came
home to bury his brother”—she swallowed before she continued, realizing she
could forgive herself for her mistake with Trent, but never for her treatment
of his brother—“he had been taking the waters in Bath for his lung ailment. His
health was improving but instead of staying there he felt he should return
immediately. With no one else to turn to, I confided in him and he hastily
married me. There was talk, but we led a quiet life in the country and the
speculation faded. At worst everyone thought I married Lowell for his title.”


“Why do you blame yourself for ruining his life? Anyone
would have done the same. I’m sure he was happy that he was in a position to
give his brother’s child a name.”


“Yes, he was.” James’s kind words ruined Astra’s brave
demeanor and her eyes filled with tears. A sob broke from her throat, tears she
felt unjustified to cry all those years ago. James pulled her against him. “I’m
sorry.” She pushed away and wiped her face. “I knew Lowell had harbored
romantic feelings for me while I nursed my daydreams about his brother. Lowell
had always been sickly. We spent time together reading, playing cards while
other boys were out riding. We even wrote a play together.”


“Then you made his secret wish a reality.”


Astra shook her head. “I killed him.”


“You are mistaken.”


“He claimed he was happy we married. And I wanted to be
his wife in every way.” She glanced up at James. “He wanted an heir. He never
touched me while I was pregnant with Lark. I was miserable to be around and he
was so kind. Giving me time to adjust. He treated me like the timid virgin I
most definitely was not. After Lark was born, he courted me. Long walks,
dinners alone, gifts. But I could never accept him as a lover. I thought of him
as a brother. Though I would never refuse him, I prayed he would lose interest
in consummating the marriage and, God help me, I was relieved when his health
would take an abrupt turn for the worse from time to time.”


James kissed her forehead. “You can’t blame yourself for a
man’s unstable health.”


“We went on like that for two years, James. Lowell
struggling with miserable bouts of illness. Then slowly getting better,
beginning his courting process all over again and then abruptly another turn
for the worse. And each time I was grateful by the reprieve while cursing
myself for my horrid selfishness. Lowell deserved so much better.”


“Astra,” James kissed her lightly on the lips, the cheek.
“You can’t blame yourself. I’m sure your hesitation had nothing to do with his
bouts of illness.”


Astra wanted to believe James. She had almost convinced
herself of the same, but the consistency of Lowell’s episodes when they were on
the verge of truly becoming man and wife was hard to dismiss as coincidence.


Now that Astra had revealed the worst of it, she felt
drained. She turned and sank into a blue velvet high-backed chair, caught her
breath and remembered her real purpose in coming tonight.


“So, you see why you must call off the duel?”


“That’s impossible.” James padded on bare feet to a highly
polished chest of drawers devoid of clutter except for a silver tray topped
with a cut crystal decanter and goblet. He poured two brandies, handed one to
Astra, then sat in the matching chair across from her. “The man challenged me
in public. And even if he didn’t, his insult deserves to be answered.”


Astra forced herself to sip the strong drink, hoping to
calm her strained nerves. She choked on it instead. James leaned forward to
offer assistance but she waved him away. “Ivy does not wish you to fight the
duel. It will only make things worse for her. She wants the whole incident to
be forgotten.”


“That’s not likely even if I call off the duel.” James
took a gulp of his brandy. “I fear there might be others who misinterpreted
Blackmore’s words and my reaction. Bainbridge suspects…” James rubbed his
forehead. “He suspects we are involved.”


Astra laid her head against the chair, suddenly realizing
that speculation on her relationship with James had been inevitable the moment
she’d decided to stay in residence at Eastlan. “You did not dance with the
Bainbridge girls I noticed. Shame on you.”


“I intended to.” James shrugged. “I was too preoccupied
mooning over you in that damned dress. I fear I gave us away to more than
Bainbridge.”


“It’s only suspicion.” Despite the disaster looming before
them, Astra could not help but smile at James. She must be mad to still yearn
for such scandalous proof of James’s affection. “With two unattached adults of
the opposite sex living under the same roof there was bound to be speculation
of something tawdry.” She dropped her gaze to the warm brown liquid pooled in
her glass. Her whole scheme to maintain her place at Eastlan while remaining
above reproach had been as misguided as her mother’s plan to marry Astra to
Trent. “Lark, Mother and I will pay an extended visit to some friends in Kent.
The rumors about us will be forgotten but I fear Ivy will bear the brunt of
people’s ill will and malicious gossip.”


“What friends?” James jumped to his feet, tensing his
shoulders and balling his fist, ready to do battle with an imaginary rival.
“You never mentioned friends in Kent before. This friend wouldn’t happen to be a
tall, good-looking man by the name of Roger, would it?”


“Roger? Do you mean Lord Chadwick? No, I was speaking of a
cousin on my father’s side. I’m sure you were introduced. I had not seen her
since my father’s funeral. To her good fortune she has recently married well
and generously invited me to visit her estate for a long stay. She claims she’s
quite lonely so far from home. I think it would be best.”


James strode before Astra’s chair. “I’m still fighting the
duel.”


“I pray you do not, but either way, we have put ourselves
under the magnifying glass and I think the only solution is for us to part for
a while.”


He shook his head in denial, his deep frown tugging at her
heart.


“For Lark more than myself.” Though she should not touch
him again, she could not stand the desperate look in his gaze. She reached out
and took his hand. “Lark must not be tainted by scandal if we hope for her to
make a good marriage.” 


“What shall I do without you? I’ll be eating my soup with
my sorbet spoon.” James brought their joined hands to his lips.


“You were smashing tonight. Your rugged charm has beguiled
them all and if you start eating soup with a sorbet spoon I’m sure it will be
the new fashion.”


James pulled her up to stand, guided her against his body
and looked into her face. “Are you ending it?”


She wrapped her arms around him and entwined her fingers
behind his back. “I should, but I cannot. But I think a separation will do us
both good. We have forgotten ourselves and our arrangement too many times.”


James stared down into her upturned hazel eyes and not for
the first time tonight hated the so-called Arrangement. They were much more
than an arrangement. Blackmore’s insults along with Bainbridge’s observation
had forced James to realize the position he had put Astra in. He didn’t want
her to go, though he knew hiding his feelings for Astra was getting nearly
impossible. If they stayed together, it would no doubt lead to more speculation
and rumor. But somehow letting her go away on her own seemed worse. She had
confessed her deepest secret to him, her daughter’s true parentage, and he
didn’t take that trust lightly. 


Of course, there was one way to solve the problem, but he
wasn’t ready to make a lifelong vow in a befuddled state of mind. Not to
mention that he had to fight a bloody duel tomorrow. When he asked her to be
his wife, it would be under better circumstances. And suddenly something he
hadn’t known was in the back of his mind became a certainty. He’d never be able
to walk away from Astra.     


Instead of confessing things he’d yet to come to terms
with, he held her tighter. “Stay with me tonight.” 


She opened her mouth to answer and he could see the denial
in her eyes. He covered her mouth with his, stopping her predicted reasonable
objections. A moan tore from her throat. She returned his kiss with the same
repressed need, turmoil and violent passion James had struggled with all night.
He opened her robe and cupped her breast, massaging her nipple through the thin
silk until she leaned into his palm. Too ready to guide her to the floor and
take her on the carpet, James swooped her into his arms and carried her to the
bed, kissing her senseless all the while. 


He could do this every night. There was no reason they
couldn’t marry. 


James laid her on the bed, shed his breeches and crawled
beside her. She, just as eager, yanked off her nightgown. James paused to stare
at her, her nipples straining, her skin flushed, her blonde hair trailed around
her pale shoulders. In that moment, she was all he ever wanted and all he thought
he might ever want. 


He covered her soft inviting curves with the press of his
body and kissed her again, mating his tongue with hers in a desperate primal
urge to posses every inch of her. Knowing he was probably going too fast, he
grazed his fingers up her inner thigh until he found the welcoming softness of
hot, wet woman. Her arousal made it impossible for him to wait a moment longer.
He rose above her, needing to be inside her and mindlessly thrusting until he
was too spent to think about anything. Sensing his intention, Astra shifted,
and grabbed his cock, easily guiding him into her slick body. 


Her tight warmth wrapped around him, snatching his breath
with a jolt of unbridled pleasure. He rocked against her in a melding of body
and soul. When he made love to Astra, when he took her like this, there was no
conflict, no social moray, just two souls coming together in perfect,
mind-numbing harmony. 


His body took over and he forgot everything but the feel
of Astra wrapped around him, clutching him hard on each withdrawal. The first
serious clench of her body caught him off guard and he moaned at the intense
sensation of Astra’s release. He should pull out, but all he wanted to do was
plunge deeper. His balls tightened and he knew he had to fight the urge to ride
Astra’s orgasm. His mind rebelled against his traitorous body, but he couldn’t
let go of her. As his orgasm unleashed low in his belly, he surged into her
more deeply. She seemed to grip him even harder with her inner muscles. He
shuddered and spilled himself in her tight body with wracking shudders,
groaning like a beast.


A knock sounded on the door. Astra shoved him off her with
more force than he thought her capable of and sat bolt upright, still panting
for breath. 


“James?” said a shaky feminine voice. 


Shit, it was Lady Phillina. 


“James,” she called again. “I am sorry to wake you but we
have a situation that requires your assistance.”


Damnation but Lady Phillina was in his sitting room
directly outside his bedroom door. James swung off the bed, he tossed Astra her
nightgown which she used to wipe evidence of their carnal exchange from her
thighs. Still, her cheeks were flushed, her hair tousled beyond hope. If Lady
Phillina saw her now, they were doomed. “The back stairs,” he said quickly,
sure she would understand that she should use the servants stairs as an escape
as soon as he could drag Lady Phillina into the hall. He found his breeches and
pulled them on.


A louder knock sounded. “Sorry to disturb you Lord Keane
but the ladies insisted we wake you.” The familiar sound of Mr. Rudd clearing
his throat sent a clear warning that James had better scramble.


“Answer the door before they wake the whole house,” hissed
Astra in a loud whisper, dropping her nightgown. She found her robe and quickly
slipped into it.


James didn’t spare her a second glance as he ran toward
the door. He opened it a crack. He was sure he looked a wreck and hoped they
all thought he had been sleeping restlessly instead of ruthlessly fucking
Astra. 


Lady Phillina stood clutching her maid for support.
Astra’s mother, Lady Seabrook, held a tearful Lark, and Mr. Rudd looked
extremely uncomfortable in the background. 


Lady Phillina blushed and glanced away. Apparently James
should have put on a shirt. Or at least button his breeches. He tried to
discreetly do so while her head was turned. 


“Sorry to disturb you James but it seems that Astra is not
in her room and dear little Lark is quite distraught.” Lady Phillina addressed
her comments to a desk in the corner. He was almost positive the maid ogled
him. Unfortunately, Lady Seabrook did not which worried him more than the maid
getting an eyeful. 


Lark tried to wiggle from Lady Seabrook’s arms. “I want
Mama,” she screamed in her grandmother’s ear.


Lady Seabrook rubbed her back, shifting the girl in her
arms. “We will find her, Lark.”


“We won’t. She was kidnapped by the Spriggans when they
couldn’t find any babies.” Lark’s earnestness, as ridiculous as it was, tugged
at James’s heart. The child laid her head on Lady Seabrook’s shoulder and
started to cry.


“I’m here, Lark. It’s all right.” Astra brushed past James
and took her daughter from her mother. 


No one appeared particularly surprised by Astra’s
emergence from his bedroom, except for Lark. The little girl grasped her mother
as if she had been missing for a fortnight. James didn’t blame Astra for
exposing them. He just felt like a selfish bastard for making the child suffer
so he wouldn’t get caught with his pants down. Literally. 


“Let’s go into James’s room and discuss this in private.
The walls have ears.” Lady Phillina who suddenly seemed to be walking just fine
passed James to enter his bedroom without further invitation. James followed
wondering if he could discreetly throw the dark blue bed cover over the rumpled
sheets. Mr. Rudd shrugged as he walked past James. “I could not stop them,
sir,” he said.


After everyone was assembled in James’s bedroom, the maid
shut the door. Lark clung to Astra who caressed her daughter’s hair. As
miserable as this situation was sure to be, James was moved by the scene and
had to stop himself from going to Astra to help her calm her daughter. He’d
done enough comforting for one night. 


“I came to talk James out of the duel. I’m sorry I worried
you all,” Astra said, but it didn’t sound convincing.


“Astra, we have a house full of guests. And you come
unescorted to a man’s room? Oh, the talk!” Lady Seabrook dramatically laid her
hand on her forehead and so many things came into sharp clarity for James.


“Mary. Could you please take Lark to bed?” Astra’s voice
sounded brittle and distant and very far away. 


Lark clung to her mother’s neck. “No, Mama.” Dramatic and
shrill as her cry was, at least it was authentic.


James was almost lightheaded, experiencing two realities
at the same time. In one, he was watching a staged play of himself caught in a
compromising position as old as time and in the other he was hearing the tale
from Astra mere moments ago. Did she think he was so dense not to see the
correlation? Apparently. He tripped into this trap so effortlessly, it would be
hard not to think him as manageable as a newborn lamb.


  With soft coaxing, Astra persuaded Lark to go along with
Mary. After the anteroom door was shut, Lady Phillina closed the bedroom door
as well.


“Though I do appreciate your intentions, perhaps you
should have brought along a chaperone.” Lady Phillina shook her head sadly.
“And I so wanted tonight to liberate the Keane name from the scandalmongers’
tongues, but I suppose it’s not to be.” Her loud sigh proved quite theatrical. 


James narrowed his gaze on Lady Phillina. Was she a party
to his demise as well?


Astra clutched her thin robe which only emphasized the
fact that she had nothing on underneath. “My apologies, Lady Phillina. Under
the circumstances, I pray you can understand what compelled me to disregard
common decorum and seek out James. I had to persuade him not to accept Lord
Blackmore’s challenge at all costs.”


As if the item had been strategically placed as a stage
prop, Astra’s mother strolled to the crumpled nightgown Astra had tossed aside
and scooped it up. “And did part of your persuasion involve removing your
nightgown?” Always a flare for the dramatic, Lady Seabrook held the gown by the
corner so the wet streaks across the thin material were clearly visible in the
candlelight, then dropped it. He shouldn’t be shocked but the display almost
made him gasp in horror as it did Astra and Lady Phillina.


“Oh dear,” Lady Phillina said. “Oh, James.”


“I think there is only one conceivable solution for this
sort of transgression.” Lady Seabrook dropped the gown.


Her mother’s words transported Astra to a day she could
never forget no matter how hard she tried. Amazingly, this moment was worse,
something she could never believe life would be cruel enough to duplicate. Lady
Phillina hobbled to one of the chairs where she and James had shared brandy and
settled into it. Her gaze remained locked on Astra, sympathetic, sad and
knowing all at the same time. Astra dared a glance at James. His eyes were
hooded, his jaw tense, his muscular arms folded over his chest. James stared
into the growing fire someone had started, perhaps Mr. Rudd, as if he intended
to crawl into it just to spite them all.


“I intend to take Lark to Charlotte Spencer’s estate for
an extended visit.” Astra’s voice sounded higher than usual. At least she’d
managed to get something past her tight throat. “I could leave with Charlotte
and her new husband tomorrow.” 


Her mother’s smug smile drooped. Astra’s heart fell when
James gave her declaration no reaction at all. Had she really expected him to
gallantly offer to marry her on the spot? Good God, she had. Tears burned her
eyes but she swallowed them down without choking.


“Leave?” Lady Phillina sank further into the cushions of
the high-backed chair, visibly shrinking under the strain. “I’ve hardly
recovered and I can’t bear to have Lark away in the event I turn for the worse.
If you take her away I might pass on without ever seeing her again. I need some
tea. Mary…I’m feeling lightheaded,” she called out, apparently forgetting Mary
had left the room.


Mr. Rudd emerged from the shadows. “I’ll fetch your tea,
my lady,” he said as he hurried from the room without a backwards glance.


After the door was solidly shut, Astra’s mother picked up
her nightgown once again and sauntered to Astra with the stained garment. “And
what if you begin to grow while visiting Cousin Charlotte, what then?” She
handed Astra her nightgown. “The servants will see this. They’ll know.”


“A baby? Astra, are you with child?” Lady Phillina
straightened at the idea. “If you are with child, you must stay here. I won’t
have a Keane born off the premises.”


“I’m not with child,” she struggled to say. 


“How do you know? Are you sure?” her mother said. “What
have you to say for yourself, Lord Keane?” 


She glanced at James. He knew she had forced one man’s
child on another. Perhaps he was thinking she would do that to him. 


“I want you all to leave so Astra and I can discuss this
in private.”


Her mother laughed. “Oh, I think you have done quite
enough in private. I know you are new to our ways, James, but when a man ruins
a lady—”


“Ruined?” James said, an edge in his voice that was by far
the worst part of this dreadful conversation yet. “Astra bore a child. She’s no
virgin. And since she’s not married to another, no laws have been broken, or
chastity ruined, my dear Lady Seabrook.”


“But there will be talk,” Lady Phillina added. 


“There would not have been if you two had not barged in
here,” James said, his voice growing louder. Oh, but there would be talk. Even
if they could trust their own servants to be silent, some of the guests had
brought their own help. And the help always knew everything.


“Lark was upset,” her mother said, indignant. 


“I’m guessing you’re the one who upset her,” Astra said,
her irate tone suddenly matching James’s. “No doubt you woke her and terrified
her on purpose. I’ll not forgive you for that, Mother.” 


“Enough,” James said. “Astra did come to talk me out of
the duel. Which she failed in doing. And since dawn will arrive sooner than later,
I would like to get some sleep before the big event.”


Astra stared at her feet and tried to stop trembling.
There seemed nothing she could say to James to persuade him to forgive her
before dawn reared its ugly head. Perhaps there was nothing she could say to
persuade him to forgive her ever.


“But this is not settled,” shrieked her mother. She
obviously was determined to wake the whole house.


“It is settled.” Astra tried to keep her voice even,
refusing to slide into hysterics, making this horrible scene worse for James. “James
will fight his duel and Lark and I will leave Eastlan tomorrow. As will you,
Mother.”


“I’m not going to Kent.” Her mother tightened the belt on
her embroidered robe. “Charlotte married a dairy farmer. He’s not even noble.”


“I don’t care where you go,” Astra said, wishing she had
said it years ago.


“I will retire to my bed and never rise again if anyone
goes,” Phillina said. “Where is my tea?”


“No one is going anywhere except back to their own rooms.”
James strolled to the door and opened it. “If I survive the duel, we can
announce Astra’s and my engagement tomorrow. If I die, well, then that will
occupy people’s need for gossip instead.”


“James, you don’t have to do this.” Astra turned to him
but the distance in his gaze made her wish she hadn’t.”


“There is a good chance I’m not going to live past
tomorrow, so it all might be a mute point. Either way, the subject is closed
for discussion.” He remained unnaturally still, his hands crossed over his
chest.


Her mother strode quickly to Lady Phillina and helped her
out of the chair. “Let’s leave these two lovebirds alone.”


“James, I knew you would do the honorable thing. I’m so
proud of you.” Lady Phillina made her way to James and kissed his cheek. He
bent stiffly to accept the contact, but quickly straightened. “Be safe
tomorrow. I have no doubt that your courage will be a tribute to the Keane
name.”


“Thank you, Lady Phillina,” James said but the usual
warmth he showed with the elder Keane was missing.


Astra wanted to escape with her mother and Phillina, but
knew she must stay and face James.


Once the other women were gone, James confronted Astra
with an assessing gaze. “When did you tell your mother about our affair?”


“I didn’t, though it was her suggestion in the first
place. She suspected our attraction before we ever acted upon it.” Astra
clasped her hands in front of her, trying to mimic his placid demeanor.


“So you had me set up from the beginning? Did the duel
shake up your plans? Force you to rush things a bit. I had no idea, you know. I
actually thought I might be falling in love with you entirely of my own
accord.”


Astra briefly closed her eyes and struggled to breathe. He
had been falling in love with her. “Surely you don’t believe I would use
Lark in that way.”


“I don’t know what to believe, Astra.” He strode to the
mantle and consulted the clock. “Except that I have to fight a duel in three
hours.” He blew out the candles. “I’m getting some sleep.”


“You don’t have to marry me.” Astra tried to straighten,
to sound strong instead of breaking into a thousand pieces. The intimate cover
of darkness only made things worse. He had been falling in love with her.



He turned to face her. “You know, I have some moral values
of my own.” He seemed angry now, squaring his shoulders, flexing muscles in his
bare chest she was sure he didn’t mean to. She couldn’t see his gaze but she
certainly could feel the contempt there. “Some sense of right and wrong that
isn’t manufactured by what you call society. Do you?”


“I never intended to trap you like this James.” She
tightened her clasped hands, wanting to touch him but knowing she couldn’t. 


“Then how did you intend to trap me?”


“I love you.”


He stared at her a moment like he wanted to believe her,
but shook his head and laughed instead. “You have ruined your credibility,
Astra. I will do the right, honorable thing, because it is the right and
honorable thing. But if you turn up with child shortly after the wedding, I
won’t accept it lightly.”


Astra covered her mouth, her hurt too deep for words. She
would not cry and plead for his forgiveness. How could she? Even she found it
implausible that she had not been involved in what had occurred tonight. “I’m
sorry, James. Be safe tomorrow.”


She turned and left the room determined to find a way to
call off the duel. James was too true to his word to back out of the fight or
their wedding. And in having her faith in James Keane confirmed, he’d sentenced
Astra to a life of misery. At least if he had refused to marry her, she could
have learned to hate him. Now, she would only be able to love him while knowing
she had destroyed all hope of the sentiment being returned.
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James stood in the damp field, a hazy blue dawn giving way
to the morning sun creeping across a border of trees. Though he tried to focus
on Rudd’s instructions, Astra’s betrayal gnawing at his gut made the idea of
being shot seem not so bad.


He glanced across the mist drifting from the wet grass to
see Blackmore taking another swig from a flask. Blackmore’s second, Reverend Fitzgerald
of all people, apparently Blackmore’s nephew, had tried to talk James into
calling the duel off, and almost succeeded. But Blackmore had opened his mouth
and ruined the reverend’s efforts.


“She makes you forget about honor. Makes you forget everything
but her. You must have been an easy mark for her. Never had a whore with skin
so soft, or so passionate. And even though you know what she is, you like it.
Like being played for a fool.” 


Though James knew Blackmore had been talking about Ivy, he
still wanted to kill him with such intensity it kept him from moving. His words
fit James’s situation too perfectly. James hadn’t slept after Astra left his
room. He was too consumed in trying to find a way that the entrapment wasn’t
her fault and he hated himself for it. Maybe she didn’t know that her mother
would barge into his room, but she certainly knew she had been leading him a
merry chase from the beginning. Had he been actually going to dismiss doing
business with Bainbridge just to make Astra happy? 


“Listen up, lad. This is your life we are talking about
here.”


James turned his attention to Mr. Rudd who’d arrived at
his room well before dawn insisting he be his second. The early morning shadows
began to lift as the sky turned from pink to yellow bringing the scene into
awful clarity. Mr. Rudd didn’t think James was going to survive. He could tell
by the look in his hard eyes.


“Blackmore’s too drunk to shoot,” James glanced at his
opponent who was arguing with Fitzgerald over his flask. Blackmore tried to
swing it from Fitzgerald’s reach and almost fell over his feet, getting tangled
in his long overcoat.


“He’s always drunk. He’s used to it.” Mr. Rudd
straightened his jacket.


Reverend Fitzgerald strode toward their direction and
James feared he finally had succeeded in talking Blackmore out of the duel. The
idea disappointed James because he was not ready to return to Eastlan to face
his battle with Astra. That he wouldn’t just admit to Blackmore that it was
Astra who he thought the man had insulted instead of Ivy, only proved how much
of a dupe James continued to be. Blackmore was too drunk to listen anyway.


“He won’t change his mind and if you won’t. We should
begin before someone finds out we aren’t meeting behind the tavern. They’ll
come looking here once it gets light,” Fitzgerald said.


“I’m ready.” James marched toward Blackmore and the man
did the same, a little too steady and determined for James’s taste. 


Mr. Rudd followed behind. “Now, remember what I said. Aim
higher than you think because—”


“Just makes sure the pistol is loaded properly. I’ll do
the rest.”


Once James faced off Blackmore, he noted that the man
seemed to sober considerably. He looked James straight in the eye.


“Do you love her?”


“Afraid so,” James said, surprised he didn’t even hesitate.


“Then I’m doing you a favor.”


James nodded, knowing that Blackmore was the one who
desperately needed the favor.


“Enough chitty-chat unless you two want to be hauled in
front of the magistrate,” Mr. Rudd said. “Since there is just the four of us,
I’m going to let the reverend do the counting off since he’s a man of the
cloth. All agreed?”


James nodded and he assumed Blackmore did the same. Or
perhaps he spoke because suddenly time had slowed down for James, his focus
inward. 


“Back to back. Pace off on my count. One.”


James took a giant step, wanting to put as much space as
possible between he and Blackmore. The pistols lost much of their aim at a
large distance. James was no marksman and figured Blackmore missing was his
best chance at survival.


“Two.”


James took in a glimpse of the meadow, startled how the
dew reflected the light. He thought of the time in the gazebo with Astra and
wondered if there could be more of those times if he lived through this. Could
he ever trust her again? 


“Five.”


What happened to the other paces? James didn’t dare check
behind him but decided to make the other five paces count. He wanted to live
damn it, even if he had to kill Blackmore to do it. 


“Ten.” James heard the shot before he had turned
completely around.


Blackmore hadn’t moved far. James didn’t think he had
taken a single step. With the growing dawn, James could still see the haunted
look in his eyes that Blackmore couldn’t drink away no matter how hard he
tried.


“Fire,” Rudd shouted. “The bastard tried to shoot you in
the back!”


Reverend Fitzgerald shook his head. “Put him out of his
misery. I can’t watch.” He turned and walked to the horses tied in the
distance.


All the anger left James. Blackmore was ruining his own
life. Whatever Ivy had done, it wasn’t worth this.


James raised his pistol. Blackmore didn’t flinch. James
shot his pistol into the air. “This is done between us.” James turned his back
on Blackmore and walked to his horse. He needed to catch up with Fitzgerald and
arrange a wedding.


 


***


Astra waited in the hall while the sheriff dined on a
feast intended for a house full of overnight guests. A few were still asleep
though most had departed to enjoy the extended round of entertainments provided
by the Keane family. Though the family had stayed out of the limelight since
Trent’s grizzly death, followed by Lowell’s hasty marriage to Astra, they
currently lived up to their reputation for scandal. James’s argument with
Blackmore on the occasion of his introduction to society, punctuated by a duel,
certainly brought the Keanes to the forefront of conversation with a bang.


Bang. What a horridly inappropriate term. Astra
covered her mouth fighting off another wave of nausea. She had to cease begging
the portly sheriff to forget the basted eggs and fresh baked raspberry scones
in order to search for James. He had not found James and Lord Blackmore behind
The Cross Roads Tavern, the place the rumors claimed as the location of the
duel. When she offered to pack him a basket for his search, he told her it was
too late to stop them, and even if he did, aristocratic men had their own way
of settling things. 


To keep from slipping into hysterics, Astra forced herself
to stop picturing James in a puddle of his own blood. Perhaps she should try to
force down a cup of tea and a dry piece of toast to calm her frayed nerves.
Just the thought tumbled her unstable stomach all over again. If anything
happened to James it would be her hands stained with blood. Astra collapsed onto
a padded bench and leaned her head between her knees.


The click of the door forced her upright in time to see
James walking down the hall, looking fit and refreshed.


She stood, their gazes locked. The wary narrowing of his
eyes stopped her from running to him. 


“I’m so relieved to see you,” she said when she wanted to
smother him with kisses and hold him until she was assured disaster had been
avoided.


“Wouldn’t want to lose your groom on your wedding day.” His
tone was light, almost playful but his words cut Astra to the quick. 


“I would not want to lose you under any circumstances. You
mean far too much to me.” Astra could not stop the catch of emotion in her
voice though it didn’t soften his expression one bit. 


“Yes, last night’s escapades made that quite clear.” James’s
gaze drifted over her head studying something behind her. 


The sheriff appeared, a half-eaten scone clutched in his
hand, a napkin still tucked in his collar. “Thought that was you racing down
the drive at a full gallop, my lord. What’s your hurry? Running from something?
Murder perhaps?”


“I wanted to grab some of Cook’s fresh scones before they
were all gone. I see you beat me to them. I don’t believe we’ve met?” James
held his hand out to the other man.


“Sherriff Carter,” he said and switched his scone to the
other hand, wiping his palm on his thigh before shaking hands with James. “So I
guess it’s you I’m arresting and Blackmore that’s being buried.” The sheriff
took another bite of his scone, apparently untroubled by the idea. 


James shrugged, showing no signs of guilt, or even remorse.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


“Well, it seems you’re the only one in the  county who
doesn’t. There is a disappointed crowd at The Crossroads Inn. They decided to
pass the morning drinking instead of watching two fools shoot each other.”


“I’ve been riding since dawn. As for Lord Blackmore, I’m
sure he’s nursing a hangover.”


“And perhaps he’s nursing a pistol wound along with that
hangover. I’ll be riding over there to check and then I’ll be back. Did you
happen to see anyone who could verify your story?”


“Reverend Fitzgerald. He’s marrying Lady Keane and I
today.”


The sheriff turned to Astra, his gaze wide. “She failed to
mention that fact when she dragged me out of a cozy bed this morning. Is this
true, Lady Keane?”


She glanced at James and his warning gaze almost made her
unable to speak. “Well, I didn’t want a crowd at the church.”


Sherriff Carter looked from James to Astra. “If all’s as
you say, then that will be the end of it. For future reference my lord, dueling
is illegal in England. Congratulations on your upcoming nuptials. If you will
excuse me, the cook just brought out some apple smoked ham.” He bowed and
returned to the dining room off the main hall.


“I’m starving, but I suppose we have a few things to
discuss first.” He glanced longingly  at the direction the sheriff took, then
directed her to his study. 


Astra led the way, not sure what to make of James’s casual
manner. Once in the study, he closed the door behind him and came around and
sat at his desk, putting the large black-lacquered barrier between them. 


“You don’t have to marry me,” she blurted, too nervous to
take a seat.


“And look like a bigger ass than I already appear. I don’t
think so.”


Astra forced herself to sit. “Why marry today? Did you
talk to Fitzgerald or was that a ruse? Lord Blackmore is alive, is he not?”


“How kind of you to ask. I would say he’s well, but since
you’ve met the man, you know that’s not the case. I can say, however, that at
the moment he’s intact in body, if not spirit. We both missed.” James clasped
his fingers and rested his chin on his knuckles. His direct blue gaze asked for
something, but, what she couldn’t imagine.


“I would say I’m sorry, but I’m almost sure you would not
believe me.”


“Unfortunately, I want to.” For a moment, James dropped
his placid expression and dragged his fingers through his hair. He had deep
circles under his eyes and hollows under his stubbled cheek. “But I’d be a fool
to do so. Your record with men doesn’t serve you well.” 


“I’m well aware of that and in no need of a reminder.” Astra
clamped her lips, not wanting to cry. She forced a shaky breath. “Is there
nothing I can do, or say?”


James stood and came around the desk. Astra hoped beyond
reason for some softening in him, praying that he would take her in his arms
and make everything all right.


“You can pull yourself together and act like you’re happy
about the nuptials. No doubt we will have quite an audience.” He sat on the
edge of the desk, studying her as if he suspected her theatrics false.


“Why today, James? How did you persuade Reverend
Fitzgerald to agree to it?”


“That was quite easy. He was thrilled. Even rode out to
have the bishop sign the special license. It seems the young reverend’s rather
fond of your friend Ivy Templeton. Did you forget about her? She would have
suffered far worse than anyone because of my very public argument with
Blackmore.”


Astra wiped the tears from her puffy eyes and dabbed her
runny nose with a delicate lace-edged handkerchief, a ridiculous choice
considering the circumstances. 


“Ivy understands. People are cruel.” Astra sniffed, hoping
James took a hint from her last statement. His calm seemed rather cruel. At
least if he yelled at her, she might be able to explain herself.


“Perhaps, but she won’t suffer because of my actions. Fitzgerald,
and no doubt our hungry sheriff, will spread the word that the argument with
Blackmore was a misunderstanding. I’ve been smitten with you, you see. Last
night forced my hand. I was jealous and finally confessed my feelings to you.
And to my vast surprise, you returned my affection.” James pressed his hand
over his heart and made a mocking face that redefined the word callous. “I
couldn’t contain my joy and asked you to marry me on the spot.”


Astra stared into her drenched handkerchief, fighting to
contain her heartache. How could he be so smug and amused by something that was
tearing her apart?


“I do love you, James,” she whispered.


He stood and walked away, leaving no doubt that he
dismissed her confession as not worth addressing. 


“Anyone who heard last night’s fiasco—and I’m sure many
did thanks to your wailing daughter and shrill mother—will understand how a
newly engaged couple living under the same roof could no longer contain their
smoldering passion. And being Godly and all that, we decided we must marry
immediately. Everyone is happy and Ivy is exonerated.” He paced the room, his
agitation finally creeping into his voice. 


“Except for you. You’re not happy.”


James paused at the window, braced his hand on the frame
and stared out at the lawn. “I hope I can be.”


Astra blinked, his words more than she expected. “What can
I do? What do you want from me?”


He turned and leaned on the wall, several feet away from
her. His tired eyes glistened with intense emotion, though his expression was
stoic. “Never lie to me again.”


“I did not. I—”


He raised a hand to stop her. “You kept the truth about
Lark’s father from me for far too long.”


She bowed her head unable to tell him that Lark’s welfare,
protecting her reputation, was more important than Astra’s own happiness. She
would do anything—but James already knew that. Even trapping a man into
marrying her was fair game when it came to securing Lark’s future. She closed
her eyes and nodded.


“Don’t push me. Don’t expect anything from me.” He shoved
away from the window and settled behind his desk. “I’m going to need some time
to put things in perspective. I was blindsided last night and feel the fool
twice over for not seeing it coming.”


“Do you care for me still, at all?”


His gaze turned cold and hard. “Don’t ask me to reveal
myself to you. I’ve done that enough already.” He rubbed his temples. “I have a
splitting headache. I need to eat.” 


Astra stood. “I shall bring you a plate”


“Don’t.” His words were harsh. “I don’t want you to
grovel.”


“Then what do you want, James? I am sorry. I know
you don’t want to hear it, but I am. I had no idea my mother would stoop to
this kind of deplorable manipulation. But I should have, shouldn’t I? But to
use Lark” Astra shook her head, suddenly deflated by her outburst and sheer
exhaustion. “I should have known, though. I did not reveal our affair to my
mother. That she hadn’t continued in her campaign to have me seduce you should
have warned me that she already knew.”


James bowed his head. “Don’t ask for my forgiveness right
now. I’m too confused. Too tired. I don’t want to say all is well in this
moment, when I can’t be sure of it. Or my feelings.”


“As always, thank you for your honesty, James.” She
sniffed, and wiped her dry, swollen eyes for good measure though she suspected
she would not cry again for a very long time. She had no tears left. “Our
guests will be up soon and I need to wash my face before I must face them.”


James followed her to the door. “Invite them all to stay
and celebrate tonight. We are to meet Fitzgerald at the church in a few hours.”


“You can’t be serious.”


He paused at a side table, poured a brandy and slugged it
back. “I’m quite serious.” He motioned to her with the glass. “Care for one to
get your strength up?”


Astra clutched her stomach, eager to leave the room and
either lie down or throw up. “No, thank you. I thought you would be the last
person to want our guests to stay any longer than necessary.”


“That’s why I intend to let everyone know that this is a
love match and I’m eager to spend some time alone with my wife. No one will
have the nerve to stay past tomorrow. The bigger we make this, the quicker talk
will die down. There will be nothing further to talk about.”


“You are a quick study.” She watched him, strong and
confident in his tailored riding suit. The dark blue coat stretched across his
broad shoulders as he poured the brandy in his glass with more force than
necessary.


James tossed back the liquid in one gulp. “Not quick
enough.”


Astra turned to go, almost feeling as if she were his partner
in a lavish charade, but again he reminded her she was merely the villainess in
a sordid drama. “I must check on Lark. She was sleeping when I woke and I want
to make sure she’s calmed down.”


“Don’t look so sad when you tell her the good news.” James
straightened and tugged on his wrinkled waistcoat. “And now, for the
performance of my life. Luckily, you’ve taught me well.”


James held open the door. Astra stepped out of the study
and practically stumbled upon a crowd of guests returning from an early morning
ride, or more likely, a foiled dawn duel.


“Lord Keane, we heard the news. Bravo. You swooped up the
beautiful widow before any of us got a chance at her.”


James grabbed the offered hand of a tall man whom Astra
recognized, but at the moment was at a loss to name. “Couldn’t risk a handsome
fellow like yourself stealing away the woman that I love. I couldn’t afford to
wait another minute to ask Lady Keane to be my wife.” James grabbed Astra’s
hand and kissed it.


Astra almost choked in an effort to find her voice.
“Excuse me. This is all so overwhelming and I must find a gown to wear to my
wedding.” Thankfully the party was entirely male and dismissed her with warm
wishes, understanding the importance of a woman’s wedding day. They probably
all thought she was distraught because she did not have time to order a new
gown. Someone called for champagne and the men jostled a smiling James along to
find food and libation. 


Astra trudged up Eastlan’s grand staircase, her heart as
heavy as her pounding head. Yes, she had taught James well. Too well. She would
gladly trade her sophisticated, polished husband-to-be for the brash colonial
who wore his feelings on his sleeve.
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Astra turned away from the cracked mirror that hung in the
church’s vestibule. The lavender gown she painstakingly chose for her wedding
dress brought out the purple circles under her eyes and tinted her white pallor
an unattractive shade of pale green. Astra shoved away her last thought before
another round of perspiration sprouted on her upper lip. 


“Astra, I understand you are nervous but you must calm
yourself. Your powder is turning to cake.” Her mother approached Astra armed
with a freshly dusted puff. Astra crossed the room to escape the assault.


“Enough powder. Nothing is going to disguise the fact that
I have not slept since the night before last.” Or the fact she had been
throwing up for the last hour.


“Some rouge then,” her mother returned the puff to the
array of beauty aids she had strewn across a rough wood bench, her make-shift
dressing table. “You are entirely too pale.”


“Of course I’m pale. James hates me thanks to your
meddling,” snapped Astra. Her mother’s irritating good cheer broke through
Astra’s numb state.


“He certainly does not hate you,” Lady Phillina said from
a worn leather chair that must have been passed down through generations of
rectors. “I think our James is happy to do the right thing by you, dear. He has
been celebrating all morning with the guests. I’ve never seen him so jovial.”


Or drunk. Astra rested her forehead in her palm. Why she
bothered to wear the dress James had admired all those weeks ago was beyond her.
She’d be lucky if he could even stand for the ceremony.


“I agree with Lady Phillina, Astra.” Her mother gently
patted Astra’s shoulder. “If he hated the idea, he wouldn’t have insisted on
having the wedding today. Even I was shocked by his enthusiasm.”


“He doesn’t want to put off the inevitable, no matter how
painful.” Astra turned, now  grateful for the small comfort of her mother’s
touch. 


Her mother surprised her with a handful of creamy rouge
she smeared across Astra’s cheek with her free hand. “If he thought it painful
I doubt he would have insisted that Lark attend. She is so excited to walk down
the aisle with her bouquet of flowers.”


Astra strode to the mirror, forced to look into her
guilt-ridden eyes once more. She did her best to tame the red streaks across
her cheeks. She kept her gaze above the modest neckline of her simple lavender
gown. If she had any sense of justice, she would wear the low-cut green
confection she had worn the night before, or better yet, borrow another gown
from Ivy. A blood red one this time to suit the occasion. 


Though she longed to, Astra was not brave enough for such
theatrics. Her second and last excursion onto center stage had been more
disastrous than the first. Nor would she make a spectacle of herself in front
of Lark. Astra suspected James might be making such a production about the
ceremony to punish her. And what better way than having Lark in attendance. 


Having her daughter see her commit such a travesty in a
house of God shamed Astra to the core. So many wrongs she had committed had
been motivated by her desire to maintain appearances for her daughter’s sake.
Now that she had succeeded so smashingly, she would take it all back to show
her daughter what a marriage should be, could be. 


For all Astra’s dreams of a stunning, secure marriage for
her daughter, she suddenly realized that Lark would fair far better married to
a man who truly loved her, for herself above everything. Anything else killed
one’s soul day by day, little by little. 


“Astra, dear, you’re frightening me. You look like you do
not know yourself.”


Astra abruptly turned to find Lady Phillina standing by
her side. Phillina pressed a hand against Astra’s cheek. “You are clammy. Are
you ill? Perhaps we should postpone the wedding after all.”


Her mother came to stand in front of the small mirror,
nudging Astra aside. “Postponing the wedding would be a mistake.”


“I am feeling a little faint.” Astra grasped onto
Phillina’s hand with the same enthusiasm as her tossed hope of reprieve. She
guided Phillina back to the leather chair, or perhaps it was the other way
around. In either case, both she and Phillina sank into the lumpy cushions,
Phillina in the chair and Astra on the matching foot rest. 


“All that will pass in a few months,” her mother said, not
turning from her reflection.


“No, Mother, it will not. I am the one who will be forced
to live a lie. You do not realize what havoc your schemes cause on—”


“I meant the morning sickness, Astra.” Her mother turned
and met Astra’s gaze. “I think it might be a boy. They are always the most
difficult to carry.”


“Morning sickness? I thought you said you weren’t with
child?” Phillina brushed back hair from what was no doubt Astra’s horrified
expression.


“You can thank me later. A mother always knows best.” Her
mother returned to the mirror and patted her perfectly arranged hair as if she
would be the bride this afternoon.


“But we’ve been careful.” Astra covered her mouth with a hand
before she blurted out more than she cared to reveal in front of Lady Phillina
in the church’s anteroom.


“Did he tell you that? I had no idea you were still so
naive, Astra. There’s no such thing. As much as you two have been sneaking
about, I’m surprised this hadn’t happened sooner. And with your history, I
don’t know why you’re so shocked.” Lady Seabrook draped a long dark curl down
her bodice.


Astra added the days in her head and did not like the
answers she received. She was indeed late. She was never late except… Good
lord, James would never forgive her. 


“Oh Astra, it is true, isn’t it?” Lady Phillina reached
for her cold hand. “This is wonderful.”


“James does not have any idea. I am not even sure. I do
not wish to excite him until I am sure.” Astra gripped the elder Keane’s
surprisingly warm hand.


“I understand, dear.” Lady Phillina gently touched Astra’s
cheek. “I could not agree more. But women know these things. Eastlan will be
ringing with the sound of little laughter by Christmas. What a wonderful gift.”


A knock sounding at the door saved Astra from saying more.
She could not say for certain if James would even be in England for Christmas. 


“Not a word about my condition to James until I am sure
exactly what my condition is. Is that understood?” Astra stood, forcing herself
to composure. She couldn’t be positive she was with child so soon and the
possibility would not help things between she and James in the least.


“Of course, dear. I’d never be so bold as to interfere in
such a delicate situation,” Lady Phillina passionately reassured her.


Astra bent to squeeze Phillina’s hand. “I know you would
not, Lady Phillina. I apologize for my harsh words. They were intended for my
mother.”


The knock sounded again, rattling the door with the force
of impatience and leaving no doubt that the visitor was indeed male. 


Her mother sauntered to the door. “You have always been an
ungrateful little brat.” Her mother blew her a kiss to show she meant her words
to be humorous.


“I am serious, Mother. Not a word to James or I will
follow through with my threat to toss you out of Eastlan.”


Her mother paused at the door, either unbelieving or
undisturbed by the idea that Astra would do such a thing. “I am the height of
discretion.”


Her mother yanked open the door, her smile drooping when
she discovered who stood outside. “Oh, it’s you.”


“I’d like a word with Astra, if I may?” Wesley peeked past
her mother’s retreating form. At first sight, she was thrilled to see a
friendly face, then her spirits sagged with the prospect of facing him. What
must he think of her?


Astra stood, not wanting to explain herself to Wesley in
front of her mother and Lady Phillina. “A breath of fresh air would do me a
world of good. Do you mind walking while we talk, Wesley?” 


Wesley brightened. “I would love to escort you for a
stroll.” 


“The ceremony begins in less than a half-hour,” her mother
said as she marched back to the door. “You should rest.” 


Astra allowed Wesley to take her arm, ignoring her
mother’s not so subtle hint. “I’ll be back shortly.”


Once outside, Astra took a deep breath, surprised at how
truly lovely the day had turned. A warm spring breeze ruffled the wild
lavender, leaving a fragrant wake. The late morning sun draped a gold veil over
the overgrown shrubs. Funny, she had noticed nothing but her own misery since
dawn broke.


“I keep telling myself what I hear—what I now see with my
very own eyes, isn’t true. Could not possibly be true,” Wesley pleaded in a
hoarse whisper.


“I know you must be surprised,” Astra said trying to sound
calm. She had expected Wesley to question her actions, but his passionate
reaction unnerved her.


She led him to an old willow tree several yards away from
the church. 


“Surprise does not describe it by half. Horrified is more
like it.”


Astra directed Wesley behind the shelter of the willow’s
trunk. “I realize you and James had a bad start.”


 James and I…I recall an extremely ugly scene on the day
of his arrival between James and yourself. The man has tried to rob you of your
inheritance. “I—” Wesley suddenly paused and Astra thought he either swallowed
a bug or was having an apoplexy on the spot. 


He dropped his head and she feared it was the latter. “You
did not have to resort to these extreme measures. I would have squeezed the
money for your settlement from that bastard if it took me day and night for the
next year.”


“My involvement with James had nothing to do with my
inheritance.” Well, perhaps it did in the beginning, but everything had
changed. Astra just wished it had been for the better. “I love him, Wesley.”


She almost swore Wesley’s eyes filled with tears at the
broken quality in her voice.


Wesley cupped her chin. “You think you love him because
you are kind and too pure of heart to understand the kind of man James Keane
represents.”


Astra grabbed Wesley’s wrist, uncomfortable with his
forwardness. “I’m not pure of heart. You of all people should know that. Look
what I did to Lowell.” She yanked her chin from his grasp. He easily let her
go, obviously shaken by her words. They had never discussed out loud what lay
underneath her relationship to her late husband.


“You were kind to him. The only thing that made his life
worth living.” Wesley didn’t look at her as he spoke.


“But he deserved better.” Astra choked out her words. As
painful as they were, she was glad to say them to someone who had been witness
to it. “We were not a love match.”


“I know. I always knew.” Wesley shook his head, then glanced
at her briefly before he turned away again, staring into the cemetery away from
the church. “But these things are not always as even as they should be. He was
happy and he was glad to come to your aid. He never expected to live to
adulthood and told me that rescuing you gave him something of which to be
proud. Gave his short life purpose.” Wesley paused heavily. “Don’t destroy his
good deed.”


Astra shook her head. “Did you not hear the rumors? They
are true. Worse than the truth. James and I were caught together in his
bedroom. We have been having an affair almost since his arrival.”


“Don’t. You do not have to explain yourself. You did what
you had to do to keep from being thrown out on the streets.” He gripped her
shoulders tightly, almost painfully.


Astra took a step back, forcing him to release her. Wesley
would find an excuse for anything she told him. “None of that matters because I
do love him. And he might not love me now but I will spend the rest of my life
trying to ensure that he will eventually.” For some reason, the idea gave Astra
strength. 


“I wish I did not have to tell you this, but you leave me
no choice.” Wesley lowered his head. “James has been having carnal relations
with one of the upstairs maids.”


Astra found it hard to take a full breath. Wesley’s words
shocked her more than if she had been oblivious of James’s encounter with
Melva, smacking her hard with what she had so easily forgotten. Thankfully,
Astra caught herself before claiming that was only in the past. Wesley would be
horrified to learn Astra already knew of James’s philandering.


“I’m sure—” Astra stopped herself again. She could not
even claim Wesley was mistaken for fear of what he might reveal.


He grabbed her hands, preventing her from further retreat.
“Come away with me. Right now.”


She tried to pull back her hands, but he held her tight. “I
would never leave Lark.”


“We’ll take her with us, of course.” He kissed their
joined hands.


“I’m marrying James.” And despite everything, she wanted
that more than she had ever wanted anything in her life. She yanked her hands
away with renewed force and Wesley released her. “I must go.” She was not sure
how much time had passed but she feared she was on the verge of being late to
what could be the best or worst day of her life. 


If she wanted the best, she would have to believe in
James. He claimed he wanted to believe in her. He wanted them to be happy
together. Well, if she could trust him, perhaps he could learn to trust her as
well.


She gathered the hem of her silk lavender gown and turned
to head back to the church.


“I’m leaving England, Astra. I wish you would come with
me, but I can no longer stay here considering the circumstances.” Wesley stayed
rooted by the tree.


Astra paused. “Please, Wesley, do not leave because of
me.”


He shook his head. “The situation is intolerable. If I
could bear to see you two together, that would be one thing, but I won’t stand
by while he abuses the staff. Melva has an ailing mother to support, and
sisters who depend upon her. She is desperate to keep her position.”


“Stop. I cannot hear this right now. I have to go. I wish
you would not leave. Wait until after the wedding.” She turned, not waiting for
his answer.


He called after her, but Astra hurried across the grass.
She rounded the hedge that had blocked them from view. Wesley came up behind
her and grabbed her arm, then froze as solidly as she.


From the other side of the lawn, James stared straight at
them. He stood in the church’s long cobbled drive, dressed in one of his new
velvet coats in a rich azure hue that no doubt brought out his eyes. In fact,
she could see the intensity of the blue in his narrowed gaze even from the
great distance.


So, that was that. Today would be the worst day of her
life.
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Fierce sunlight pierced James’s tightly sealed eyelids.
But what woke him was insistent shaking that rattled his brain inside his
skull.


“Up with you, my lord. Here now, let’s get your head out
of that.”


Though Mr. Rudd gentled his usually harsh voice, his words
worked as a chisel against James’s pounding head. He mumbled something
unintelligible that even he didn’t understand. 


The ache in James’s neck came from the angle of his head
he suddenly realized. Awareness returned enough to help Mr. Rudd drag him off
the floor and away from a chamber pot he had mistaken for a pillow. 


“If you don’t mind me saying so lad, this is no way to
spend your wedding night.”


James let Rudd ease him onto the bed so he could remove
his boots. For once, James was grateful to have a well-trained valet. Mr. Rudd
continued to undress him, disturbing the ghastly stench that clung to his
clothes. The mixture of stale cigar smoke, scotch whiskey and his own vomit
turned James’s stomach. God help him. He was dying.


He closed his eyes and memories flooded back, assuring him
that he was, unfortunately, still very much alive.


That he was quite drunk already when he’d left the church
to search for Astra probably had been for the best. Otherwise he would have no
doubt sprinted across the field and punched Wesley in his fine-boned
aristocratic nose. Instead, James had calmly turned and returned to the church,
waited at the altar, too numb to care if Astra actually walked down the aisle
or not. Let her dig her own grave, whichever choice that might have been.


“Mr. Hutton’s waiting for you downstairs, my lord. Said
you two had an appointment to see some tenants.”


James abruptly bolted to a sitting position which was a
huge mistake. 


“Chamber pot!” he choked out. Thanks to Rudd’s sharpened
reflexes, James didn’t ruin the expensive carpet.


Once he recovered enough to sit upright, Rudd handed him a
damp cloth with which to wipe his face. “I’ll have a bath sent up, my lord.”


The cool cloth revived James somewhat. He didn’t remember
making an appointment with Wesley, not that he remembered much about anything.
Seeing the guilty, shocked look on Astra’s face, Wesley’s hand possessively on
her arm, was the last clear thing he could remember. Bits of his wedding
flashed in his mind. Astra walking down the aisle. Her bouquet trembling in her
grip. Her stiffness when he took her into his arms after Fitzgerald pronounced
them man and wife. And that was about as far as his recollection served him. He
was almost positive—something last night’s full attire attested to—that he had
not consummated his marriage.


James stood on unsteady legs. “I don’t have time for a
bath. If Hutton thinks he’s man enough to meet with me the day after my
wedding, then meet we shall. Help me get dressed, would you?”


Mr. Rudd merely shook his head. He set a basin of water
and a bar of soap on the bedside table. “At least bathe. You reek. You’re a
disgrace to my reputation as a manservant.”


James did as instructed, grateful that Rudd did not try to
help. Though the assistance would have probably been helpful, James liked to
think he had a bit of his pride left. 


“Where did you get the black eye?” James asked, noticing
bruising below Rudd’s left eye.


Mr. Rudd glanced over his shoulder where he laid out fresh
clothes for James. “Made the mistake of trying to undress you before we tossed
you into bed last night. You should apologize to the footman with the split lip.”



“I’m sorry. I wasn’t myself yesterday.” James examined his
scuffed and swollen knuckles. As if he didn’t already feel like an ass, he’d
assaulted the staff.


“Weddings are hard on the grooms. Nothing to be sorry
about. Keeps me on my toes.” Mr. Rudd brushed a coat he’d placed on a hanger.


Once James endured the grueling process of getting
properly groomed, he thought he actually might be able to ride a horse without
slipping off. Not that he was sure it would come to that. Perhaps he had made
an appointment with Wesley Hutton to visit the tenants, but James would wager
the weasel had more on his agenda than business.


“Lad, you’re getting yourself worked up again. You need to
relax so I can fix your neck cloth how you like it.” Mr. Rudd undid the knot
and tried again. James resisted the urge to snap since the elixir of bitters
and rum his valet had provided miraculously stopped James’s head from pounding.”



James unballed his fists and rolled his shoulders to relax
the tension in his neck. He would not act like a madman but as Wesley’s
employer and Astra’s husband. No matter what had gone on between those two
behind that tree, Astra had walked down that aisle and said her vows. Not that
clearly however. James suddenly recalled her voice breaking on a few of the
words.


“Have you ever been married, Rudd?”


“Afraid so.”


“What happened?”


“She left me and can’t say I blame her. Don’t you worry
about that, lad. Lady Keane is made of stronger stuff. Got yourself a good one
in that lass. She’ll stand by your side through thick and thin.”


Rudd stepped back and looked at his handy work. “Good as
new.”


James glanced over Rudd’s head and had to look twice to
make sure the haggard, puffy-eyed stranger staring back at him was indeed
himself. God, he looked a wreck. 


“Thank you, Mr. Rudd. I owe you.”


“All in a day’s work. Glad to earn my keep. I’ll be up for
another round of sparring this evening, but we’ll have to find a different
footman. Daniel has asked to be transferred to the stable.”


“No need. I plan to let my wife help me undress tonight.” James
swung open the door, his false bravado fading at the sight of Lark curled up in
the hallway. What a fool he had been to insist that she attend the ceremony. He
had somehow thought having Astra’s daughter be part of the debacle would
sanctify their unholy alliance. Not only force Astra to see what her
manipulations had wrought, but show James as the better person, ready to take
on a wife he didn’t want and a child who needed a father. Looking into Lark’s
pale face, he acknowledged that he had also hoped to punish Astra. Though, he
had convinced himself it would be fun for Lark and she would not notice the
misery of the bride and groom. If anything good came out of his marriage, it
would be his vow to do everything in his power to spare this little girl
anymore pain.


“Lark,” he knelt before her, guilt gripping his gut.
“Where is your mother?” God help him if he’d frightened Astra or his new
daughter with his drunken antics last night.


Lark slowly sat up, rubbing her eyes. She was dressed in a
different gown than the frilly one they had stuffed her in for the wedding, so
he hoped that meant she had not been in front of his door all night.


“You’re sick. Are you going to die?”


“No, why would you think that?” 


“You are my father now and spriggans don’t want me to have
a father.”


James relaxed a bit. Her imaginary trolls again. “I’m not
afraid of the spriggans.”


“Will you fight a duel with one?”


A grin struggled to overcome his miserable mood. “If I
have to. Do you think it will be necessary?”


She nodded enthusiastically, shaking the multitude of
ribbons wound through her blond hair. “I think that might be the only thing
that will work. My mama is sick, too. They don’t want me to have a baby
brother.”


James paused to consider what Lark might have overheard
from the staff. No doubt the entire household knew he and Astra had slept in
separate bedrooms on their wedding night.


“Don’t listen to anyone else but me. If you want a
brother, you’ll have one. Your mother and I intend to be very happy together.”


Lark jumped to her feet. “That’s what makes them mad. I
saw it with my own eyes. I know you don’t believe me, but when my mama and papa
were happy, my papa always got sick. Reverend Fitzgerald promised that Jesus
would protect me because he loves the little children but who will protect
you?”


“I can take care of myself.”


She shook her head and tears filled her eyes. “But you’re
sick now. And my mama is sick too this time. You have to believe me because you
will get worse like my papa.”


James touched her chin and looked squarely into her
serious eyes. “I believe you, Lark. Together we will rid Eastlan of these
spriggans. I’ll search the garden high and low until we discover their hiding
place. What do you think?”


She wiped her tears and nodded. “I want my mama to be
happy and I want to have a brother to play with like other children.”


James stood. “I’ll work on that tonight.” At least, that’s
one promise he could keep. “Wesley is waiting.”


Lark grabbed his hand. “He doesn’t want me to have a
brother. He’s glad the spriggans made my papa sick.”


James turned to study Lark. Her insight did not surprise
him. Wesley had no doubt been in love with Astra long before her husband’s
demise. “I have my eye on Wesley Hutton. No aiding and abetting spriggans while
I’m the baron.”


“I’m glad you came to Eastlan. Everyone is.” Her blue gaze
brightened and a smile broke across her face. Suddenly, James was struck by the
striking resemblance between them. Lark truly would be his daughter in every
way.


“Not everyone. But don’t you worry. I’m going to attend to
him right now. Run along and take care of your mother.” James patted her head,
more like he would a dog then he intended, but it was a start. “Tell her it’s
going to be fine. I said so.”


Lark nodded then did as he asked, literally galloping down
the hall without further explanation. James headed for the stairs, but had to
stop and lean against the wall to catch his breath. He hadn’t been this sick
since his stint in a prison camp, where he had learned that the difference
between death and survival meant a strong stomach. He learned to eat things
that would make most people retch. And being a sailor, he could also drink like
one, so he shouldn’t be this incapacitated. 


James took deep, even breaths to fight off the sharp pain
in his gut. Admittedly, he had drunk quite a bit, but this incident rivaled the
time he’d eaten a rat poisoned with arsenic. It had been at the beginning of
his imprisonment—before the British had decided whether they should treat their
captives as prisoners of war or hang them for treason. A fellow prisoner had
died from their experiments. The prison officials had called in a doctor to
ensure James didn’t have the plague. James had discovered that the prison rats
weren’t safe to eat and the good doctor complained of the prisoner’s inhumane
treatment. After that, the prison officials fed the Americans just enough to
keep them from starving. Thankfully, the locals charitably donated baked goods
to supplement the prisoners' diet and James never contemplated eating vermin
again.


James mustered his strength, stumbled down the stairs, and
swung open the door to his study. Hutton lounged in a chair before James’s
desk, his legs stretched out in front of him, not even bothering to adjust his
position at the sound of the door. He wore an expensive riding suit and a
highly polished pair of knee boots. Wesley’s clothes looked freshly delivered
from a very expensive tailor. No doubt he was sporting his best for a second go
at persuading Astra to run away with him again. Not that James had heard their
conversation, but their guilty expression when he stumbled upon them had spoken
volumes. He wasn’t too stupid to figure out what had happened behind that
willow tree.


“Comfortable?” James slammed the door behind him.
Apparently Wesley had decided to cease his portrayal of the groveling family
friend and retainer.


Wesley slowly turned to stare at James over his shoulder,
his eyes wide with undisguised shock. Apparently, he had been witness to
James’s condition yesterday and must be astonished to see him up and about.
Slowly, Wesley rose from the chair and backed toward the desk as if James
intended to lunge at him.


James pulled down the ends of his vest and strode to his
desk, racking his memory for what he might have done to cause such a reaction.
The effort brought on renewed pounding in James’s skull and a sheen of sweat
under his coat. God, he needed to sit down. He paused at the side table and
poured himself a brandy. Though he almost gagged at the smell, he needed
fortification, or at least something to help kill his misery. Either way, he
needed a drink.


When James returned his attention to Wesley, the man
continued to stare wild-eyed at him.


“I’m not armed so you can relax. If I was going to beat
you, I would have done it yesterday.”


James sat in his chair behind his desk, braced himself and
took a swig of brandy. The fiery liquid hit his stomach like a hard punch.
James gritted his teeth and took another.


Wesley glanced at the door as if he thought to run, then
slowly took his seat. “I wasn’t sure if you still wanted to visit the tenants
today, but I came anyway.”


James wasn’t about to ask him when he had made the
appointment, or admit that he had forgotten all together. Wesley continued to
study him cautiously.


“I don’t look that bad. You look like you’ve seen…” James
stopped himself from saying a ghost. Too many occupied Eastlan. 


“I’ve not seen Lady Keane today. Is she well?” Wesley
asked anxiously.


“When I last saw her, she looked quite lovely. But women
tend to be at their best after an amorous night.” James would be damned if he
let Wesley know he spent his wedding night snuggled against a chamber pot.


Wesley glared, then quickly glanced away, his jaw tight.


“Why the hell are you here?” James said, perturbed that he
had to lie about being with Astra and a little disgusted with himself for what
he’d said. If he’d actually slept with his wife last night, he would have been
too much of a gentleman to say so. 


“You have been insisting that we visit all your holdings.”
Wesley turned and didn’t bother to hide his hate-filled gaze. “I’m just trying
to honor your request, my lord.”


“Honor my request, my ass.” The brandy must have kicked in
because James was suddenly in a fighting mood. “You didn’t expect me to come
down the stairs today, did you? And why is that Hutton?”


Wesley shifted, crossed his legs. “I…” He began, then
paused. “I wanted to ensure Astra was well. She seemed quite upset yesterday.”


“Astra’s well-being is wholly my concern now. You have no
need to trouble yourself with her affairs any further.”


Wesley raised his chin defiantly. “Astra shall always be
my concern.”


“But never your wife. Be warned, Hutton. I don’t take my
marriage to Astra lightly. I won’t tolerate your interference.”


“She doesn’t love you.” Wesley sneered.


“When did sentiment come to play in a proper English
marriage?” James shrugged and sat back in chair, pretending a detachment he
sure as hell didn’t feel. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but I believe you explained
this to me yourself the day we visited the village. Love bears no importance.
But fortunately my land and title does. I’m quite a catch.”


Wesley kept his gaze on his hands that had become
unnaturally still. “I should be on my way.”


“But you never answered my question.” James forced himself
to stay behind his desk, not trusting himself within swinging distance of the
man. “Why are you here? You said your concerns were for Astra, but here you are
in my study. I imagine I would be the last person you would want to see today.”


“My position as Eastlan’s steward is far more important
than my personal preferences.”


“You don’t say? You can hardly tell that by the ledgers.
Perhaps Astra is your real concern.”


“I love Eastlan as much as I love…” He paused and took a
deep breath. His pale skin blotched with red patches on his cheeks and neck.
“Eastlan has been a part of my life since the day I was born. My mother was
raised in this very house. She loved this land as much as her brothers. Unlike,
your father, she would have never left if she’d had a choice.”


“I didn’t ask to inherit Eastlan, but I have. I take my
responsibilities seriously as well. I’m not sure that you are the best man to
handle the estate’s affairs.” James had been intending to remove Wesley from his
position as steward when the time seemed appropriate. And there was no better
time than the present.


Wesley swallowed, apparently momentarily unable to speak.
“But I know more about Eastlan’s workings than anyone.”


“And the estate was near ruin when I arrived. Perhaps
someone with knowledge of the latest agricultural reforms would be better
suited to revive Eastlan.”


“No. No one cares more for Eastlan than I.”


“I care—” 


“You care only for the profit you can squeeze from her
soil.” Wesley charged the desk and pointed a shaking finger, forcing James to
stand. “You don’t care about her beauty, her grace. You’re a disgrace to
everything she stands for.”


“I take back what I said, Hutton. I’m positive you’re not
the man to handle Eastlan’s affairs. It’s time you moved on.” James returned to
his seat and flipped open a ledger. “You’re dismissed.” The man should leave
immediately before James stopped caring that he outweighed him by more than a
little and broke his stupid finger still pointing in the air at him.


“You cannot terminate me.” Wesley blinked several times,
his expression disbelieving. “This land is my life. My home.”


“It’s my home,” James said with a conviction he suddenly
realized to be true. He had a wife, a family. And they all belonged here, at
Eastlan. 


“It should have been mine. Lowell wanted me to inherit.
“Wesley braced his hands on the edge of the desk and James wondered if he would
have to bodily throw him out.


“Well luckily for me, it was not Lowell’s choice. He might
have changed his mind if he knew how you coveted his wife.” James gauged Wesley
reaction and wasn’t disappointed.


“I loved Lowell.” Wesley blinked rapidly and paled. “We
both wanted what was best for Astra.”


“So much so that you helped his death along?” James stood
and slowly came around the desk. “What did you do? Leave his window open at
night? Tamper with his medication?”


Wesley backed toward the door visibly trembling. He
appeared so ashen, James didn’t know if he’d hit upon something or if he had
gravely insulted him. 


“I shall go now, my lord. I see that you have much on your
mind after the turbulent events of the last few days. We can discuss this
further at a later date.” Wesley gripped the door handle, his face now averted
from James. 


“That may well be true, but I am quite clear in the fact
that I’m terminating you.” James rose and walked quickly to the door, bracing
his hand on it, halting Wesley’s escape. “Be glad I’m not charging you with
misappropriation of funds. Or murder. People seem to grow ill at your
convenience.”


“You have no proof to back up your lies.” Wesley abruptly
turned away, putting space between himself and James. “Astra will never believe
you. No one will.”


“Perhaps not, but I think I’ll be a lot healthier with you
out of my life.” James slammed open the door. “My bank account certainly can’t
suffer more. I believe you have already been paid for the rest of the month.
Consider it your severance pay.”


“I won’t be treated like this.” Wesley stiffened.


“You don’t have a choice.” James stepped away from the open
door and slipped back behind his desk.


Wesley calmly met James’s gaze straight on. James’s head
cleared with the knowledge that the man was truly desperate not to take the
clear escape route offered to him. Eastlan and Astra were everything to him.
Desperation made a man dangerous.


“I am sorry you feel this way, James. I hope you will
change your mind.” Wesley bowed before heading for the door.


He paused with his hand on the knob. “Astra begged me not
to leave England as I’d planned when I heard of your impending nuptials. Do
tell her I’m sorry to have to disappoint her. I cannot stay and watch you
destroy everything that I care about.”


Wesley finally left the study and closed the door behind
him. 


James took a deep breath and let the urge to go after him
ebb. Beating Wesley to a pulp would only make matters worse. No doubt Astra
would find it difficult to believe James’s suspicions. James stood from his
desk, and headed for his room before Mr. Rudd cleared away any evidence Wesley
might be stupid enough to leave behind. There was a certain doctor who lived
near an abandoned prison camp on the coast of Plymouth that he intended to
find.
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Astra rattled the locked gate leading to Ivy’s small
estate. The black iron scroll work hardly budged but a large swirl framed the
disheartening sight of boarded windows. Ivy’s brief note had said she intended
to leave Cornwall for London. Astra had hoped for the chance to see her first.
Apparently Ivy posted her written farewell after her departure. The few lines
only claimed that Ivy missed the excitement of London, though she was grateful
for her renewed acquaintance with her childhood friend. Astra knew better.


She rang the bell attached to the gate, feeling more
bereft than ever. The heavy gong sang mournfully through the damp morning but
no one stirred, not even the flock of birds Astra’s first attempt to gain
admittance had scared away. She turned from the gate, completely alone. She
touched the silk-covered stomacher that concealed her cherished secret. Not
completely alone. The pleasurable shock the knowledge of her child brought
still surprised her. Her bouts of nausea had subsided to only the early
mornings, alerting her to the fact that she was indeed carrying James’s child.
Deciding how to tell James became more tortuous the longer he stayed away from
Eastlan. 


He had not returned for dinner two nights in a row, and
had still not been heard from when she left the house in the early afternoon.
Mr. Rudd’s vague explanation of James’s whereabouts left more room for
suspicion than answers. Even Wesley had deserted her.


“Astra, are you alone?”


As if conjured by her deep need for a friend, Wesley
stepped onto the road by way of the dense underbrush surrounding the lane. 


“Wesley! I feared you had left England as you had
threatened.” Astra’s smile faded when she noticed his wrinkled riding suit and
uncombed hair. A faint dark blond stubble darkened his cheek. “What’s wrong?”


He strode toward her. “You don’t know?”


“No. What has happened to you?”


He rushed for her and tightly embraced her. “Your husband
is mad.”


She struggled out of his arms to examine Wesley at arm’s
length. “Did he hurt you? I can’t imagine James doing anything so violent.” Unfortunately,
she could and she worried that James had decided to direct his anger at Wesley.
Astra, James had thoroughly ignored.


“I wish it were that. A physical challenge was to be
expected from a bully such as James Keane. It is far worse. James has
terminated me. Banished me from Eastlan. I am lost Astra. I cannot bear to
leave you to his clutches.”


“He is upset. For the most part, James is quite
reasonable. He will calm down if we allow him time.” At least that was what she
prayed would happen in her own situation. Surely James would forgive her
eventually and things would be as they had been between them. He had to realize
the child she carried was his. Who else’s would it be?


She stared at Wesley and her hopes dimmed. 


“I shall talk to him,” Astra mustered. “Try to talk him
out of this.”


“It will do no good. I must leave England. I beg you to
come with me.” Wesley gripped her elbow.


“I cannot.” Astra easily pulled from his pleading touch.
“There are things…” Astra stopped herself from telling Wesley about her
condition. James should be the first person she told. “I am legally married to
James. I will insist James return you to your position.”


“We had words. Ugly words.” Wesley turned his profile away
from her and studied Ivy’s recently vacated house. “I must leave the country. I
could go to prison if I stay.” He lowered his head. “I’ve done something,
Astra. Something awful and I hope you can forgive me.”


Her first fear was for James. “What have you done? Is
James all right? Where is he?”


Wesley lifted his head, and she saw a flash of hatred that
chilled her. “Oh, Astra, where do you think he is? With his mistress, I’m
sure.”


“But I’m his…” Astra suddenly realized that she was no
longer James’s mistress but his wife. The other position was conveniently
vacant. Or so she hoped.


“Have you seen Melva about lately?” Wesley’s strange laugh
sickened her as much as his words. “I doubt it. At least he had the decency to
set her up elsewhere now that he has a wife underfoot.”


Astra could not believe James would have the foresight to
do something like that, but he had caught on to English custom quicker than she
had expected. And despite not wanting to, she had noticed Melva missing from
Eastlan along with James. 


“What has that to do with you? What have you done,
Wesley?”


“I’m sorry. I don’t wish to upset you, but I have put you
in danger. James insinuated that I mishandled funds from Eastlan and I fear he
is correct.”


“Is that why Eastlan is bankrupt?” Astra covered her mouth
and shook her head. “Why would you do that? You love Eastlan as much as I.”


“I did it for you, Astra. I wanted you to have the
inheritance you and Lark deserve.” He gripped her shoulders and tried to pull
her to him.


“I don’t understand.” Astra shook off his touch though she
felt a bit lightheaded.


“You have an account with over twenty thousand pounds.” He
balled his hands into fists at her rejection of his touch, but wrapped his arm
in front of him instead of reaching for her again. “It would have been more,
but…I wish you would have consulted me before you sacrificed yourself to that
beast.”


“Twenty thousand pounds!” Astra placed a hand over her
racing heart. “Does James know?”


“Not yet, but I’m sure he shall find out.” Wesley studied
the ground, his shoulders slumped. “I have been diverting rent to another
account. I must leave England immediately. He will have me arrested.”


Astra swallowed the thought that James might be vengeful
enough to have her arrested as well. “We will give it back to him. If he
doesn’t know, can we not put it back in Eastlan’s funds before he’s the wiser?”


Wesley laughed. “He has gone over every pound, every
account. He will notice. Frankly, I’m surprised he had not discovered my
handiwork already.”


“Then why did you do it? He will not be happy about this.”
That was quite the understatement. Astra had not seen her husband absolutely
furious yet but she feared that would soon be coming. 


Wesley suddenly gripped her arms painfully. “I did it for
you, Astra. I’ve done everything for you. Do you know how hard it was for me to
watch you marry Lowell? But I stayed by your side because I knew he could give
you so much more than I could. Your marriage to James spit in the face of my
devotion and Lowell’s memory.”


Astra pulled away from him but she had to struggle before
he released her. “James is my one chance at happiness. Can’t you see that?”


Wesley stepped back obviously stunned. “I am your one
chance at happiness. When will you recognize that?”


Astra shook her head. “I am sorry that I’ve hurt you. I
blame myself for relying on you when I should not have, but Wesley, I have
never led you to believe more than friendship existed between us.”


“You are too much of a lady for that.”


Astra laughed, actually truly laughed. “I am no lady.” 


She did not even realize she had rested her hand on her
abdomen until Wesley glanced down. She quickly removed it, suddenly afraid for
him to know she was with child. The reasons why she did not care to ponder. A
chill set upon her and she glanced around, suddenly hoping for a passing farmer
on the deserted road.


“Are you ill?” he said sharply.


“The idea of you being sent to prison upsets me. Yes, I am
ill at the thought.”


He seemed to relax at that. “We must leave.”


“I am returning the money and telling James the truth.”


“Do you want to see me in prison?” Wesley shrieked.


“Of course not, James will have no reason to prosecute you
if we give him back the money.”


“Are you mad? Even you should know James would not let it
go at that. What I did is a serious crime, Astra. You must not tell him.”


“I must. You said he will find out anyway.” Astra needed
to make her way back to Eastlan. She should not have come alone. Long walks in
the country had always been her salvation but now she imagined Lark’s evil
spriggans behind every turn.


“That’s why we must leave immediately.” Wesley took a step
toward her. “Even now it might be too late. Leave with me right now and when we
are safely abroad we will send for Lark.”


“I would never leave Lark.” She took a step back, fighting
the urge to turn and run.


“You would rather see me arrested?” The broken quality in
his voice had her hating herself for even thinking for a moment he might wish
her harm.


“No, but…” Astra rubbed her forehead, ruining the smart
angle of her straw-brimmed hat. “You must go into hiding. I won’t tell James
about the account until you are safely out of the country. It’s the best I can
do.” Astra felt herself sinking deeper into a disaster she could not untangle,
but what else could she do? She felt guilty enough about the trouble Wesley had
landed himself in because of his devotion to her.


“You would rather stay here and be at his mercy, than flee
with me? I will take care of you, Astra. I always will.” He reached out for her
hand, but didn’t try to touch her.


“He is my husband, Wesley.” When she wrapped her arms
protectively around her, he dropped his hand and his hurt gaze. “It will cause
you more grief if I go with you. Let me give James back his money, so you can
escape. It’s the only way.” Astra hated that she was not sure what James would
value more. Having enough money to rescue Eastlan from ruin, or keeping his
wife.


“I see what I have to do. It was my last resort, but there
is no other way.”


“I’m sorry, Wesley. I wish you had not risked so much on
my behalf. I would have begged you not to if you would have asked me.”


“I know you would not have wanted me to risk so much and
that’s why I could not tell you. Will you miss me?” Again he reached his hand
out to her, and she took it this time, comforted by his return to the same old
Wesley.


“More than you know.” She squeezed his fingers briefly
before disengaging his hold. “I am sorry it has come to this, but, Wesley, you
should have a life of your own.”


“I intend to.” He smiled sadly, then kissed her on the
cheek. “Goodbye for now.”


He turned and walked down the dirt lane lined with tufts
of freshly sprouted grass. His direction was toward the village and away from
Eastlan.


Astra watched him go. Instead of solving anything, his
departure would make things infinitely worse. The baby. The money. The
duplicity. How could she expect James to ever trust her again, much less love
her?


 


***


James stumbled into his room, exhausted and frustrated.
Someone had taken a shot at him today. He’d been riding back from Launceston
where he’d instructed his bank to take Wesley off the account, something he
should have done the moment he’d arrived on English soil. The bank’s manager
was more than happy to conduct the audit of James’s account. No deposits had
been made since James’s arrival. All correspondence and receipts Hutton had
given him had been forged. The only account that had been opened was one
containing twenty thousand pounds for Astra Keane. The stray bullet that had
hummed by his ear had been less startling.


James yanked off his jacket, surprised Mr. Rudd wasn’t
around to greet him. A new decanter of brandy sat on the sideboard. Two crystal
goblets accompanied it, gleaming invitingly and possibly deadly.


In the village, the magistrate had thought it most likely Blackmore
who had taken a shot at James on the country lane that cut a swath through the
moor that led to Eastlan. James had immediately formed a different thought. And
when the French chemist, Dr. Montague—referred to him by the retired prison
doctor—could not find traces of arsenic in the brandy decanter from James’s
room, deep inside he knew otherwise. He’d dismissed the man’s insistence to
look to a woman for any kind of poisoning, probably the victim’s widow—as the
culprit. 


No words would alter James’s conviction that Wesley was
trying to kill him, and the man grew more reckless and more daring with each
failed attempt.


But seeking out the chemist had led him to Launceston,
where he’d stumbled upon the bank whose name had appeared often in Eastlan’s
ledgers. James figured it fate or destiny, but changed his mind once he
realized where the trail he was following undeniably led. He didn’t tell the
chemist about Astra’s poisoned garden, but he hadn’t had to. He’d begun to put
the puzzle together in his mind.


Unfortunately, the chemist’s instance that women, the
weaker sex, were most often the ones to use arsenic on a relative, coupled with
the bank account in her name, forced James to rethink his intention to reveal
his suspicions to the magistrate. Astra would be under too much scrutiny.
Actually, the results of both his inquiries would lead a rational man to the same
conclusion. When it came to Astra, James had to admit, he was far from
rational. Never would he believe that she would have in any way harmed her late
husband, willfully or otherwise. And the same held true for her current
husband. Despite everything, he knew Astra cared for him, and damn it, he loved
her.


James’s gaze landed on the brandy. Though he didn’t doubt
Rudd had personally replaced and filled the decanter on the sideboard, James
was not taking any chances. Wesley had to have an accomplice, probably someone
inside the household who had access to his rooms. Again, the most obvious
person was unthinkable. Unfortunately, his heart’s insistence did not stop his
head from rehashing the facts at every turn. If Astra had an account for twenty
thousand pounds, why did she marry him? It turned his gut every time he
recalled sitting in the bank manager’s office and receiving the news. The
account had been open after James had arrived at Eastlan and had been steadily
growing, deposits all by Wesley Hutton.


James discarded his vest and sat on the velvet sofa to
remove his boots. Now that they were married, the account belonged to James.
All Astra’s assets now belonged to James, a fact of which she was brutally
aware. Was it possible she didn’t know about the account? James had to know the
truth. And there was only one way to find out. 


He stood and strode from his room. She was his wife and he
had every right to barge in on her any damn time he wanted, even at this late
hour when she would surely have already retired. It didn’t matter. Right now,
right this minute, he wanted answers because all he had discovered on his
extended journey were more questions.


He found Astra’s room in short order and grabbed the
handle. After a pause caused by unjustified guilt that he quickly shook off, he
abruptly opened the door. The quiet room subdued him with its absolute
darkness. No fire warmed the hearth but that was to be expected. Spring had
given way to summer and the warmth of the days had begun to spread to the
night.


James quietly approached the bed swamped by memories of
the first time he had snuck into Astra’s room. His body tightened at the soft
floral scent filling the space. All his questions and speculations seemed mute
in comparison to the sudden need to hold her, touch her, make love to Astra,
his wife. He would have his answers then. 


He sank onto the mattress already lost in the memory of
the feel of her skin, the warmth of her body closing around him. As his eyes
grew more accustomed to the shadows he slid his hands across the soft cotton
spread, reaching for her. The bed was empty. James grabbed the covers and
violently through them to the floor. Astra was gone and he was a bigger fool
than he’d ever imagined.
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Astra lay in James’s large bed and listened to the sounds
of the empty house. Or so it had seemed as the last few days stretched into a
listless forever without James’s vibrant presence. She refused to believe
Wesley’s claim that James was with Melva. Astra intended to sleep in this bed
every night until she discovered the truth. He might be able to turn her away
in the light of day, but he would not do so behind closed doors. That’s where
she’d discovered the man she had fallen in love with, and here he would
instantly understand everything. If she could still reach him.


Footsteps in the hall urged her to sit up. She had been awakened
by sounds in James’s sitting room moments ago but had convinced herself the
noise was merely the wind stirring the trees and James wouldn’t be returning tonight.
A door swung open in the hall and banged against the wall with a loud crash.
Boots marched so quickly across James’s sitting room that the carpets hardly
cushioned the reverberating echo. 


Astra momentarily froze at the thought that Eastlan was under
siege. When the door to the bedroom crashed open just as violently, she feared
that an intruder had breached Eastlan’s stone fortress. James’s angry
silhouette delivered only the briefest relief. He surged past her and into his
dressing room where after a few more thuds, the glow of a candle edged out the
shadows. Drawers slammed. James cursed.


Astra slipped from the bed, dragging a sheet with her.
Perhaps the reasons for his departure were worse than the ones she had
imagined. She cautiously followed James to his dressing room. 


James had shed his shirt and was rummaging through drawers
of a darkly varnished wardrobe so tall it scraped the ceiling. His breeches
clung to his tense thighs. Muscles in his back bunched and strained under his
efforts though it was hardly necessary. His slick skin hummed with violence.


“James?”


He swung around and stared at her as if she were wearing
the sheet over her head rather than draped around her chest.


He slowly straightened, squaring his shoulders and filling
his chest. He exhaled loudly. 


“Where have you been?” His words might have been more
comforting if he would have screamed his question rather than said them in the
quiet reserve he obviously forced.


“I’ve been here. Where have you been?”


He took a step toward her and she took a step back. Her
unconscious reaction seemed to shake him and he flinched slightly. 


“I had business in Launceston. It kept me longer than
expected.” He seemed to take in her appearance for the first time. His eyes
widened and sensual interest clearly took over. “Why weren’t you in your room?”


She lowered her chin, letting her hair fall over one
shoulder. She readjusted the sheet, gripping it tighter. Now that she realized
he had not been in some sort of trouble, suspicions about Melva resurfaced. But
she had come here for just this reason and she had to be bold. She lifted her
chin. Let the sheet drop. 


“I was in your bed. Waiting for you.”


James took a deep breath and she could almost see his
pulse quicken beneath his flushed skin. He stalked toward her, his eyes roaming
her body, locked on her breasts then dropping lower. Then his gaze shot to her
eyes and he veered away from her, angling his body so as not to brush her as he
left the small room.


Astra hung her head in defeat. Her chest squeezed dry and
hot. She could not muster a tear if she tried. She bent down and grabbed her
sheet, then squared her shoulders to face James. They could not live like this.
Absolute scandal was better. 


For her perhaps, but not for her unborn child. She must make
James talk to her, see her, listen to her.


She retrieved the candle James had lit and followed him
into the other room. He stared at the unmade bed, lifted the covers, then
dropped them. After a visual search of the bedroom, he went into his sitting
room, and she heard the click of the lock. James immediately returned to the
bedroom and shut the door behind him, locking that door as well.


Astra set the candle on the nearest surface she could
find, a pedestal bearing a statue of a Grecian bust, and scanned the room for a
way out, or at least something to hide behind. James’s strange behavior
frightened her.


He strode toward her. “Come here.” 


The softness in his tone urged her to forget reason and do
as he said.


He grabbed her when she was within arm’s length and
fiercely held her against his bare chest. The beat of his heart thudded against
her, urging her to change the rhythm of her breath to match his. He bent his
knees and nudged the hard ridge of his erection between her thighs. Lust and
longing weakened her knees. How she had dreamed of him touching her like this
these long lonely days. His masculine scent, musk, lime and something uniquely
him, enveloped her. She released her grip on the sheet to wrap her arms around
James’s neck. 


She turned her face to his and he covered her mouth. His
kiss was passionate, hard and desperate. His heavy breathing and the press of
his hips warned her he was primed to take her. His hand slipped to her lower
back, holding her in place so he could press his erection more firmly against
her mound. Her inner lips warmed and pulsed at the contact. She was as eager as
he to connect in the only way they seemed to find mutual peace. Lost in the
feel of their tangled bodies.


He pulled his mouth from hers and brushed her hair with
his palm. “I didn’t mean to frighten you. I feared you’d left with Hutton.” 


Astra caught her breath. It never occurred to her that
James would worry over what he might perceive as her reaction to Wesley’s
dismissal. She gazed into his eyes, letting the dampness in her own show
clearly. 


“You are my husband and I love you. You might not believe
the latter, but the first is unarguably true. I would never leave you.” He
studied her and she thought she saw something hopeful in his gaze. Astra rushed
on before he concealed his obvious vulnerability. “You might not have liked the
circumstance but we are bound together for better or worse. I want it to be for
the better. And I will do everything in my power to make that so.”


His eyelids grew heavy. He dipped his head and kissed her
again. The hunger in his kiss and the way he arched against her led her to
expect him to guide her to the floor and take her on the carpet. Instead, he
lifted her into his arms. His actions were more efficient than gallant. He
quickly deposited her onto the bed and went to work on removing his boots.
Astra sat back on her elbows and watched him. 


He tossed aside his stockings, then shucked his breeches.
Astra admired the thick cords of muscles bunched under his skin. The
unrelenting angle of his erection hinted that he had missed her as much as she
him. Her gaze moved to his face and she noticed the tired lines around his eyes
and mouth. Fully nude, he straightened and brushed his fingers through the
tangled hair that had fallen across his face. He looked wild, dangerous and
hungry.


And then his gaze fell on her and she could not turn away
from the intensity in his eyes. Did not want to. In that moment, he made her
feel as if she was the only woman in the world and he’d just discovered her.


He crawled over her, covering her completely with the
length of his lean, well-muscled body. Astra sobbed at the contact, arching
toward him. His knees parted her legs, wedging his heavy cock between her
thighs. 


She gasped at the sensation. Her sensitive nipples that
had begun to ache in the early stages of her pregnancy sent erotic pulses
dancing across her nerves at the brush of James’s hard chest. He groaned at the
contact, his breath against her neck, his masculine scent flooding her senses,
sending liquid heat to her sex. She undulated her hips to rub herself against
James’s length, coating him with her arousal. He gripped the back of her head,
gathering her against him for his spearing kiss. 


Astra’s body coiled at his fierce reaction. She ached to have
him inside her, filling her so all her senses were overtaken by him. She wedged
her hand between them and gripped him in a firm stroke. 


James grabbed her wrists and pulled her arms over her
head, pinning her beneath him.


“Not yet. I need to taste you to know you’re real,” he
said in a husky voice that was another rough caress. 


Astra turned to warm honey at his words. James kissed a
trail down her neck and quickly found her nipple. She cried out when he sucked
her with passionate abandon. Her body tightened and she knew she would tumble
over the edge if he didn’t stop.


“James, please, make love to me.”


He continued his slow torture, ignoring her desperate
plea. His only concession to her obvious need was to slip a finger easily
inside her. Her slick passage clenched at the second finger. She bucked against
him, riding the sweet feel of him. Only a few thrusts of his hand, forced her
to cry out, unable to stop her intense spasms of release. 


James didn’t slow his rhythmic manipulations, instead
increased them, giving her no chance to recover. He removed his hand abruptly. 


“You’re way ahead of me, woman. But not for long.” He
guided himself to her entrance and slid inside her in one fierce stroke. In her
highly-aroused state, her body immediately clenched around his thick shaft,
poised to come immediately undone a second time. Astra gripped his shoulders,
trying to stave off the acute pleasure of his fullness. He panted near her ear
as he rocked against her in short serious thrusts. Not fully recovered from her
first orgasm, Astra’s body tightened and convulsed against her will. He must
have felt it because he gasped. 


“God, you’re killing me.” He rasped, then groaned and
shuddered as he filled her with his seed.


Her own breathing ragged, she held him, comforting them
both, the connection between them solid, hot and unbreakable. He gently kissed
her forehead, her cheek, her eyelids.


“I love you,” he whispered huskily.


Astra tensed beneath him, not sure that she heard him
correctly. He braced himself on his forearms, staring into her face. She
searched his gaze. The flickering candlelight cast deceptive shadows, making
her believe he had said what she thought she had heard.


He grinned. “The appropriate response is “I love you,
too.”


“James,” she began. 


“Admittedly, you were well within your right to remind me
of that a few days ago, but I’ve had a lot to contend with and—”


“There’s an account in my name for twenty thousand pounds.
Wesley funded it with money he stole from Eastlan.” She sighed. “And you.”


James did not flinch. He hardly moved a muscle. “How long
have you known about the account?”


“Wesley told me yesterday. But that’s not the real reason
why you fired him, is it?”


“What do you know, Astra?”


The way he said the words chilled her. She could see a muscle
flex in his jaw. He held her pinned beneath him, his body powerfully pressing
into hers. Though he was still inside her, she felt him soften. The fire
between them cooled with his sated lust. The forearm he braced beside her head
tensed, the motion pulling her hair that he had trapped there.


She swallowed, frightened by the seriousness in his eyes.
“I know that Wesley lost his position because of his affection for me.”


“And do you return that affection?”


“Yes!” she yelled, suddenly finding her voice and her
strength. “I return Wesley’s affection deeply but not in kind. I never meant
for him to become romantically attached to me, though I knew it was there.” She
sucked in a deep breath. “I used Wesley to secure my own ends. To lean on when
I had no one else. I valued his friendship and in return I let him destroy
himself as a sacrifice to his unrequited love. But I did not do that to you,
James, no matter what you believe. In fact, I have betrayed my dearest, oldest
friend. I’ve handed you the evidence you need to send Wesley to prison, maybe
even hang. I have not even allowed him enough time to leave England as he
asked. What he did, he did for me. He took money from your rents to provide my
inheritance, something which is due me, by the way.”


She paused to take a breath and realized James had risen,
allowing her freedom of movement. He hovered over her on his hands and knees. 


“Which you no longer needed once you married me.”


“Yes, exactly.” His making her point for her momentarily
set her off balance. She lifted herself onto her elbows to study him, seeing
what he was up to. His smug smile spurred unexpected anger. “Oh, we aren’t
going to bring that up again, are we? I can only say I’m sorry so many times.”


His grin widened. “I like it when you turn feisty.”


She pressed her hand against her forehead and fell back
onto the pillow, not allowing herself to forget her obligation to Wesley in the
warmth of James’s teasing charm. “James, this is serious. Please don’t
prosecute Wesley. I know you have the right to, and I don’t have the right to
ask you not to. But he did it on my behalf.” She spoke to the shadows on the
ceiling, unable to meet James’s gaze for fear she’d be deterred from what she
must say on Wesley’s behalf.


“Wesley did not tell me of his plans to mislead you
because he knew I would have none of it. You can have the money in my account.
I begged him to give it all back plus anything else he might have taken. He
does not trust you. Let me tell him you agree not to go to the authorities if
he returns everything.” She pushed up on her elbows again to gauge his
response.


“Tell him?” James had sat back on his knees, brushing his
fingers through his loose hair. The hint of his usually light-hearted mood
evaporated. “Do you have plans to see him again?”


“No, but I am sure he will be in touch with me eventually.”



“Come to me immediately if he tries to contact you again.
Do not speak with him.”


She sighed. “James, do you not know that you and only you
have, or have ever had, my love? I am grateful you are my husband. I pray that
someday you will be happy with us.”


“I am happy with us.” He dropped his gaze, obviously
contemplating something weighty before he glanced up at her, his earlier
seriousness returning full force. “I suspect Hutton poisoned me on our wedding
night.”


“James, you can’t be serious. I understand why you dislike
Wesley, but, if anyone poisoned you on our wedding night, it was you. You were
quite intoxicated.”


“No. I mean, I realize I was not the best judge of things
that night and if it were that incident alone I would think nothing of it. But
there have been other accidents.”


“Now you sound like you are talking about the Keane
Curse.”


“I think Wesley Hutton is the Keane Curse.”


“That’s as silly as saying I caused Lowell’s bouts of
sickness by my dread of becoming his wife.”


“Not if someone were poisoning him to ensure that happened.”
His earnest gaze forced Astra to sit up.


“I would never—”


“Not you. Wesley.”


“Lowell was his dearest friend. They were more like
brothers than Trent and Lowell ever were.” She tugged at  the sheet trapped
under his knees to cover herself. 


“Wesley has been fanatically in love with you for years.” James
didn’t budge.


“I cannot listen to this.” Astra covered her eyes with her
hand to block out his serious gaze. “Lowell and Wesley were inseparable. Lowell
wanted Wesley to inherit.”


“So he said.” James shifted, bracing his back against a
thick post of the bed, obviously studying her reaction. “But English law is
hard to change. Believe me, I did my best to work around it when I first
arrived.”


“No, it was possible for Wesley to inherit.” Astra pulled
the sheet over her breasts, piling pillows against the headboard to support her
back. “Your father never responded to any of the inquiries from his family.
They all assumed he had died long ago. We had no idea there were any other
living male heirs. Wesley’s mother was a Keane before she married. Lowell
petitioned the Crown so Wesley could inherit the title through his mother, your
father’s sister. He even agreed to change his name to Keane.”


“Then he had even more reason to kill Lowell.” James
propped one knee up, apparently unconcerned about his state of undress. “Did
you know that a nickname for arsenic is inheritance powder? 


Astra shook her head. The idea that Lowell’s crippling
bouts were not only intentional, but caused by the hands of his most trusted
friend was unbearable. Arsenic? The whole conversation sent a clammy
sweat over Astra’s hot skin. 


“I discovered arsenic’s popularity in eliminating rich
relatives when I recently paid a visit to a French chemist who specializes in
testifying at murder trials for such things. He found my theory not only
plausible but quite probable. He said that arsenic poisoning might explain why
Lowell’s health would take sudden drastic turns every time he made progress in
his recovery.”


“I don’t believe it. Do you have a shred of tangible proof?”
Though, Astra also could not help but be struck by the eerie validity of
James’s story. Perhaps she was not the cause of Lowell’s abrupt declines. 


“Not at the moment, but if we exhumed Lowell’s body—”


“We are not digging up Lowell!” Astra abruptly jumped off
the bed, sure she would be sick. She spied the chamber pot in the corner but
instead strode to the window and opened it. The cool night air and deep breaths
through her nose helped. She didn’t want to be sick in front of James for fear
she would be unable to explain herself. If she only waited, he could not deny
her pregnancy. Surely he realized he had not taken the precaution of pulling out
before his release tonight or the night they were caught in bed together. My
God, had not her schemes gotten her enough trouble? And then there was Wesley.


She turned to face James. “You can’t be serious. Lowell
had weak lungs since childhood. He could have easily succumbed to the slightest
cold. Wesley had virtual control of Eastlan as it were. Why would he do such a
thing?”


James got up from the bed, grabbing an afghan draped
across the chair in front of the fire. He wrapped it around Astra.


“You have goose bumps.” He eased her against his chest,
cuddling her in his arms. “Seeing how Hutton didn’t know about me, he thought
he would only inherit if Lowell never produced an heir. You aren’t the only one
who noticed Lowell’s bouts coincided with his amorous attention toward you.
Lark noticed as well.”


She tried to pull out of his arms. “You discussed this
with Lark?”


“I am not a complete imbecile when it comes to children.”
James kept her anchored against his warmth. “She was the one who came to me.
She feared my obvious illness the day after our wedding had something to do
with her spriggans.”


“She thinks everything has something to do with her
spriggans.”


“I won’t discount her sincerity or her fears.” James
squeezed her tight then loosened his grip to kiss the top of her head. “There
are too many coincidences, Astra. I’m going to summon the French chemist and
have him examine Lowell’s body. I know it will be difficult for you, but I will
support you through it.”


“Please don’t do this.” She squeezed the arm he had
wrapped around her. “Whatever it may have been, and I am positive it did not
include murder, Wesley’s plan failed. He’s a broken man, James. Let him go. Do
not pursue this further.”


“Are you forgetting that I’m the only one standing between
Wesley and his dreams? You might not think him capable of murder, but I know he
is.” James gripped her shoulders, turning her to face him. “This is serious,
Astra. I have to worry about taking a drink from a decanter in my own home for
fear it might be poisoned.” He shook his head. “I can see you still doubt me,
so let me lay out my suspicions for you. Since I’ve been at Eastlan, I have had
a broken saddle strap which resulted in my taking a tumble. Only my agile
balance from spending so much time at sea saved me from breaking my neck. My
bedroom fills with smoke while the door is mysteriously locked, and in light of
other evidence, I think I was drugged first.”


Astra watched him pace around the room, his voice becoming
more enthused. Clearly he was trying to convince himself as much as her. 


 “You are getting yourself overly excited. Perhaps we
should sleep on it and discuss this in the morning. I’m quite tired.” Astra had
begun to feel light-headed even though she had been forcing herself to eat
little bits all day because of the baby. Still, her legs had become like warm
marmalade. 


“Then, there was the duel,” James continued. “I can’t
blame that on Wesley, but I’d like to. My gut tells me otherwise, but I will
give you the fact that my illness after our wedding night might have been
self-induced. I refuse, however, to believe the stray shot that came very close
to my head was a hunter, or Blackmore out for revenge, no matter what Sherriff
Carter claims. I’d fired Wesley a few days earlier and his hatred was palpable.”


James stopped before her. “He’s been trying to kill me all
along. Now he’s desperate. He’s dangerous, Astra.”


Astra stumbled to the closest place she could find and
sank into the chair before she collapsed onto the floor. “Oh, James. I don’t
believe any of this but things have changed. Wesley’s bound to give up when he
hears the news.”


“What news?”


Astra cradled her head in her hand. “I’m carrying your
child. Wesley would never harm me.” She raised her head, needing to look into
his eyes. “Even if something befalls you, our child will now be the heir.
Mother is absolutely positive that the child we conceived is a boy because the
morning sickness came on suddenly and is worse than when I’d conceived with
Lark.”


James stood stark still, stared as if she had cast
lightning from her fingertips, like a god from some Greek legend, his nude
masculine beauty captured in polished marble.


She lowered her head, not willing to see what came after
stunned shock. She pressed her hand to her stomach, welcoming and acknowledging
her child even if his father refused to. She tried to silently suck back the
hot tears that slid across her cheeks.


A large warm hand closed around the one she laid in her
lap. James brushed back her hair and then touched his lips to her cheek, kissing
her sorrow away. “It will all be all right. You just take care of your little
one. Forget everything I said.”


Your little one—not ours. “James,” she began but
had to stop when tears choked her throat. What could she say to absolutely
convince him that the child she carried could only be his? Even she had to
admit that her reputation did not recommend her as one who could be trusted.


James brought her hand to his lips, he kissed her palm,
then entwined their fingers. “I can’t bear to see you so distraught. There is
nothing that can’t wait for another day. You need your rest.”


James helped her to her feet and guided her to his bed
with a protective arm wrapped around her shoulders. He tucked her under the
covers, blew out the candles and crawled in bed beside her. Once settled, he
wrapped his arm around Astra’s waist and fit her snuggly against him. He sighed
deeply, contentedly.


“I think this shall be my favorite part of having a wife.”


Astra closed her eyes tightly, willing her tears to leak
silently from the corners of her eyes. James would misunderstand. She had no
wish to disturb James’s rhythmic breathing, a signal that he’d quickly drifted
off to sleep. Astra swore that this moment was worth all the others, both past
and future. No doubt there would be plenty of opportunities in the days and
weeks to come to consider all the obstacles to their temporary illusion of
wedded bliss.
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Astra paused under a trellis of climbing roses overwhelmed
by the beauty of the fat blossoms. The flower’s yellow center spread into
pink-tinged petals that reminded Astra of a summer sunrise. She tried to ignore
the wonder of such a haphazardly placed miracle, but failed. Tears choked her
throat and streamed down her cheeks before she could check her emotions. Perhaps
her mother was correct in her insistence that Astra carried a boy. Every moment
of the experience seemed so foreign from her time with Lark. Most especially
the support and love from her baby’s father.


“Astra.” She heard her name called on the wind and
immediately stiffened. All the things she had shoved out of her mind confronted
her sooner than she had hoped. And the one that she dreaded the most was the
quickest to arrive. She glanced past the hedge blossoms bending at the weight
of hundreds of white flowers. The grandeur of the early summer spectacle
provided Wesley dozens of places to hide. As if on command, he parted a hedge
and stepped into view, waved her over, then melted back into the shrub.


Astra set down the basket of fresh cut flowers, then
glanced back to the house several yards away. No one was about. James had
barricaded himself in his study, determined to sort through the correspondence
that had been left untouched since Wesley’s departure. 


“Astra.” Wesley stepped out of the bushes again. “Please,
I must speak with you.” 


Astra laid down the shears next to the basket, dismissing
the urge that she should carry them as a weapon. Her devotion to James had
already betrayed her friendship to Wesley. She would not turn him into a villain
to justify her choice. For too many years he had been her friend, her only
companion during her self-imposed exile. Despite James’s request to avoid
Wesley, she cut across the lush grass to meet him at the wild border. She would
warn him that James knew of the secret account and be back to the house with
her fresh cut flowers before anyone was the wiser. She could at least offer
Wesley that small act of support. 


The guilt she hoped to quell intensified with each step
that brought her oldest friend into clarity. Never—not even as a toad-hunting
lad—had she seen Wesley so disheveled. His usually neat hair hung in oily
strands. It looked as though he had not bothered to bathe or shave in several
days. The clothes he wore were the same she had seen him in last, with the
addition of a worn overcoat that was two sizes too big. When she was almost
upon him, he melted back into the thicket of green, knocking several full
blooms to the ground in the process.


“You should not be here. I thought you said you were leaving
Cornwall,” she said to the rhododendrons.


He parted the shrub and motioned for her to step over and
behind it. She glanced back at the house one last time and did as he directed.


He settled a wide-brimmed hat on his head and she realized
he had disguised himself as a common laborer. “I have been waiting for you all
morning. Where have you been?”


She fumbled for an excuse as to why she had not gone into
the garden to cut flowers for the breakfast table and Lady Phillina’s tray as
was her custom. She could not tell Wesley that she and James had lay in bed
together until the sun was decadently high in the sky.


“You should not be here at all,” she finally said in her
defense. “James knows about the account in my name. I don’t know what he will
do if he catches you on Eastlan’s grounds.”


Wesley cocked his head and studied her in a way that made
Astra fidget. “But you don’t seem the worse for it. I assume he did not blame
you.” 


“No, he is quite upset with you, Wesley.” She took a deep
breath and tried not to imagine the accusations James had claimed regarding
Lowell to be true. Nor would she insult Wesley by repeating them.


“You look well. Rested.” Wesley regarded her with too
critical of an eye, causing Astra to blush. “I suppose you think you are happy
with the way things have arranged themselves.”


“I told you before that I married James because I love
him. We have some misunderstandings to settle yet but I think we will indeed be
happy together.” Astra had awakened in James’s bed to the late morning light, tea
and a warm scone on the table beside the bed. After her revelation, James
refused to continue their conversation about Wesley. Nor did he question her on
her child’s parentage and for that she was eternally grateful. 


“I wish I did not have to be the one to shatter your
illusion, but unfortunately, I desperately need your help. Not everyone who has
fallen victim to James Keane has fared as well as you.”


“I shall only help you if you return everything you took
from Eastlan and James. You shall leave the country, perhaps live in Greece for
a bit. You’ve always claimed to love it there.” She reached out her hand to
Wesley. “Not forever, of course, but only until I can smooth things out with
James.”


He squeezed her hand, smiled then released it. “You have
too much faith in his generosity. Things have changed irrevocably. I will never
be able to live in peace as long as James Keane is baron of Eastlan.”


Astra sighed, knowing Wesley was right. “You have been a
constant friend to me, Wesley. I cannot bear the idea of never seeing you
again, but it would hurt me worse to see you thrown into prison.”


“I will always be your loyal servant, Astra. Which is part
of the reason why I have come to Eastlan, despite the jeopardy I have put
myself in. Better you should know this now. Melva is carrying James’s child.”


Astra clutched her stomach. Wesley’s words jolted her with
the same intensity of a physical blow. She instantly wanted to question the
validity of Wesley’s claim, but simultaneously thought her friend would not lie
to her. Her instinct was not to believe the unthinkable, but just as quickly
doubts crept in about her own ability to know and trust others, something she
certainly hadn’t been good at in the past. She had made so many mistakes in her
lifetime, had she made another? 


Her mind spun with the possibilities as she tried her best
to sort things out quickly, but her thoughts grew more jumbled and she felt
even more confused. Her pregnancy seemed to have affected her ability to think
lately. Was that it? Or had she been fooling herself all along?


She rubbed her forehead as one clear thought formed: how
could Melva even be sure the child belonged to James? But, Astra stopped
herself, knowing too well what it felt like to be doubted. A woman knows. And
besides, James had not interrogated her last night though she had anticipated
such. 


Wesley touched her shoulder as if to steady her. “I am
sorry. This must be painful, but I knew you of all people would understand her
desperation.”


“She came to you?” was all Astra could get past her dry
throat.


“She had no one else. I was packing my things to leave
England when she stumbled upon me. She fears she will be forced to leave
Cornwall. She’s threatened to take her own life.”


“Does James know?” Astra suddenly feared the possibility that
his lack of reaction last night could have had something to do with the fact
that he had grown accustomed to women informing him that they carried his
child. Or were her growing doubts simply silly delusions?


“Oh, yes, your husband is well aware that his mistress is
with child, which is why she is so distraught. He wants Melva to go to London
and have someone eliminate the complication. When she refused, she swore he
slipped something in her drink to poison her.”


“James would never do anything like that.” The words came
quickly, but the eerily familiar tale weakened Astra’s knees.


“You know the man better than I.” Wesley shrugged.
“Perhaps her distress is causing her to imagine things, but I do fear she will
do something horrible to herself. I want you to speak to her.”


“Me?” More than anything Astra yearned to escape behind
Eastlan’s walls and for a few more days believe there were fairytale endings
for women like her. Women who had made mistakes, who had been scarred by
tragedy and heartache.


“I am worried for Melva’s well-being, both mentally and
physically, not to mention the health of her innocent child. As you said, I
must leave the country. I can’t look after her and she needs a friend. She is
ashamed to tell her mother or sisters.”


“But surely she does not wish to speak with me of all
people. I am James’s wife.”


“That’s exactly why she must speak with you. Who else will
personally assure her that you will force James to provide for her and see to
it that she is not abandoned in London?”


“I must speak to James about this. Immediately.” Astra had
been for sweeping all that stood between them under the rug when it suited her.
Perhaps James had been just as eager to ignore their differences because he
also had a secret. Ironically, they were both unexpected pregnancies. Even
though it added to her pain, she found she could not help but wonder if James
had invented his wild stories about Wesley last night to discredit him, so as
to cover for James’s own misdeeds. She hated to think so, but she had to
consider the possibility. Astra turned to head for the house, determined to
have her speculations answered by James himself. 


Wesley grabbed her arm, halting her. “Please, Astra. I
can’t leave England in good conscience with Melva in such dire straits. James
no doubt has the sheriff on the hunt for me. I know you think this should not
fall upon you, but in truth, you do have some sway over him. Perhaps as much as
I hate to admit it, he does love you. He certainly seems to.”


Astra paused, relishing Wesley’s words and knowing they
cost him dearly. Much of her anger melted away. Easily, Astra could be the one
in Melva’s situation—and in fact had been the one in Melva’s situation.


“I shall talk to her and assure her that neither she nor
her child will be abandoned.” Unfortunately, arrangements such as Melva’s were
not uncommon. Many aristocrats had their illegitimate children on their
estates. Astra’s fairytale would indeed be tarnished, but childish stories
consisted of wishes and daydreams, did they not? Real life had warts and frogs
that could not be transformed into princes no matter how much kissing had been
done.


“Wonderful.” Wesley’s tug on Astra’s arm snapped her out
of her self-pitying thoughts. “Come with me and you can be back in an hour.”


“I cannot leave now. Tell me where to find her, and I’ll
visit tomorrow.”


“No, I can’t leave the country until I am certain she is
taken care of.”


“Fine, then I will go immediately. Just let me tell Lark’s
nanny that I will be away for awhile.”


Wesley refused to release his grip at her not-so-subtle
yanks to retrieve her arm. “No, come with me now. James will become suspicious
if you reveal you intend to slip away for an undisclosed purpose. The man has
an otherworldly sense of survival. I cannot risk it.”


“No, he is occupied elsewhere at the moment.” Astra
secretly wanted James to stop her, let him deal with this debacle, but she knew
it must be her as Wesley had pointed out. Fate was calling in all her markers.
She had asked for forgiveness many times for earlier mistakes and here was her
chance to earn it. “Just allow me to summon a coach. I don’t intend to walk in
this heat.”


“Oh, it’s not far. Melva is at a place where she and James
met on Eastlan’s grounds. It’s a bit overgrown. You’d miss it if you weren’t
looking for it.”


Astra immediately envisioned the gazebo and her heart
froze.


She nodded, then followed Wesley, fearing she knew exactly
where he was taking her. She felt a crack in her heart and feared the worst. Perhaps
it was indeed time to open her eyes.


 


***


James finally broke the seal on the letter from
Bainbridge, unable to put it off a moment longer. The correspondence
accumulated at his brief absence had taken him all day to go through. At least
Wesley had done something for his pay. He probably sorted through the posts
before he did anything else and snagged any incriminating evidence. 


James figured Wesley could have taken Bainbridge’s letter
as well, apparently penned before James’s signature on the parish books had
dried. James scanned the letter, skipping over the congratulations on his nuptials
and honed in on the passage beginning with: “It is with much regret…” Bainbridge
had suddenly discovered that he had diversified his interests too widely and
would have to withdraw his support from the shipping venture.


James balled the letter and tossed it on top of the rest
of the discarded correspondence. Of course, he could take Astra’s twenty
thousand pounds and start his own shipping venture, but with a baby on the way,
all that seemed too risky. The Americans had yet to have luck in convincing the
British to unrestricted trade with their former colony despite the mutual
benefits. James thought having a foot in both worlds would allow him to bypass
the restrictions. Perhaps his wishful thinking simply proved him to be a fool,
and that he had no head for business. Maybe his father had been right about him
all along.


His plans to establish himself in England had succeeded
too well, it seemed. Now he could not just sail off to America leaving a wife
and child at home. Things were more complicated—for one, he had to make Eastlan
strong for his heir. Astra suspected she carried a boy and the idea both
frightened and awed him. James would do everything in his power to build a
strong holding to hand down to his son. Never could he have imagined that a
plot of dirt, a substantial one mind you, could have so much pull on his
wandering spirit. He had a home now and there was nowhere else to go.


Glancing out the window he was surprised to discover that
the bright afternoon had started to dim. Astra had promised to bring tea and
scones to his study to keep him from drowning in correspondence. In fact, he’d
been looking forward to the encounter all day. What had happened? His heartbeat
began to quicken.


James stood, needing to find Astra. Though he justified
his reasons, he still felt guilty for being so harsh to her these last few
days. If he’d known of her condition—well, if he’d known of her condition he
would have felt even more blindsided and trapped. Now that he had accepted his
fate, he was determined to see that Astra remained calm and rested during the
length of her pregnancy. His eldest sister had miscarried her first child and
almost lost her life. James had been home from a voyage and had been the one to
find her soaked in blood. The idea of discovering Astra in that state terrified
him. 


He paused at the closed door. A folded note blocked his
exit. He had instructed both Mr. Rudd and the butler that he was not to be
disturbed for the entirety of the afternoon, especially by tradesmen delivering
unpaid bills. The note was addressed to Lord Keane in an awkward, almost
childish script he did not recognize. The note was sealed with red wax absent
of a personal insignia. 


“Excuse me, James. Do you have a moment?”


James looked up to see Lady Phillina making her way down
the hall without the use of her cane. James stuffed the note in his pocket.
He’d dealt with enough correspondence for one day.


He rushed to Lady Phillina’s side and took her arm to
support her, saying, “Have you seen Astra? I fear she isn’t feeling well.”


James had the sudden urge to blurt out that he was to be a
father, but he sensed the news should come from Astra. The idea of announcing
that he, James Keane, was to become a father gave him a surprising surge of
pride and joy. The feeling overwhelmed him.


Lady Phillina gasped. “You know about the baby! I can tell
by the look on your face. Oh, James, you seem happy. Are you?”


James shrugged letting his grin break past his recently
forced restraint. His dreams of a fleet of ships had been small in comparison
to what he now possessed. He might not have as much coin as he’d hoped, but he
was richer than he ever expected to be. He had a wife, a child on the way, and
an estate that he had grown to love despite the tremendous amount of care it
needed. He had a family. A home. A safe haven that no one could capture or
destroy.


“How could I not be?” James narrowed his gaze, giving his
aunt a playfully scolding look. “I just wish I wasn’t the last to know.”


“Astra wanted to be sure and… Oh dear, I am intruding
again. Forgive me. Still, I feel I must speak with you in private about a very
delicate matter.” 


“Of course, Aunt Phillina, you may speak with me about
anything.” James guided Lady Phillina to the sitting room to a chair near a
window overlooking Eastlan’s grand front lawn. He wondered how many delicate
matters this woman had. She settled in the overstuffed chair, clasped her hands
in her lap, then bowed her head in serious contemplation of what she intended to
say.


James collapsed in the matching chair opposite the one
where she sat. He was definitely not in the mood for any more complications.
His heavy sigh caught her attention.


“Oh dear, it’s not that bad. I hope my confessions will
set everything right.”


“Confession?” James tensed. Not another one. 


“Well, I’m pleased Astra told you about the baby. I did
not want to be the one to spoil her surprise, but I am no fool. It is clear she
has been upset since the wedding and blaming herself unfairly for things that
were beyond her control. I feared for not only her health but that of the
child’s.”


“I can assure you, she’ll not be further troubled if I
have anything to do with it. I admit I was upset at first, but I wasn’t
expecting to be dragged to the altar.” James cleared his throat, hating that he
sounded defensive.


“You two were having marital relations, were you not? What
did you expect?”


James was sure he blushed. “Point taken. I would have
liked to propose to her by myself in my own good time. Considering the current
circumstance, I can see why that wasn’t possible.”


“And would you have proposed? I was unaware of the
extenuating circumstance when I agreed to Lynette’s scheme, as were you.”


“You were in bed with Lady Seabrook!” James bolted to his
feet, shocked at the manipulation of the two older women. Well, perhaps not
Lady Seabrook… But dear, sweet, Lady Phillina? 


“Well, we would not have been successful if you also were
not in bed with someone you should not have been.” Lady Phillina gripped her
shawl and pulled it snuggly around her.


James slowly sat back down. “Perhaps, but I was not
plotting the downfall—” Lady Phillina’s sharp gaze forced James to swallow his
words and change his course. “I like to think I would have done the right thing
by Astra eventually. I do love her, you know.”


Lady Phillina pressed her hand to her heart and appeared
to almost swoon in her relief. “I did not know, but I so hoped you did. I have
been wrong about these things before.”


“You mean Astra’s relationship with Lowell.” James forged
ahead, hoping he might have an opportunity to discuss what exactly did happen
to Lowell. With Astra’s condition, a murder trial seemed out of the question.
He couldn’t and wouldn’t drag those painful memories up for public consumption
when Astra was so vulnerable.


“No, Lowell and Astra did love each other, though not with
the same passion you two have. I was talking about Astra’s relationship with my
other son, Trent.”


James shifted. Astra would be devastated if he
accidentally revealed her secret to Lady Phillina, but he was interested to
discover what the elder Lady Keane already knew.


“Yes, I think I heard Astra had a girlish infatuation with
him at one time.”


Lady Phillina stared at James, her light brown eyes alight
with a directness that made them clear and bright. “I know Lark is my elder
son’s child. And I could not love my granddaughter more. I fear I always had a
soft spot for Trent. Unfortunately, it took my breaking Astra’s heart to
discover that I also had a blind spot where my first born was concerned as
well.”


“You didn’t break Astra’s heart, that bas—” James shook
his head. “I’m sorry. I don’t wish to speak ill of the dead but Trent was the
one who hurt Astra.”


“Perhaps, but he had a helping hand. I wish I could lay
the blame solely on Lady Seabrook but I was the one who devised the plan to
catch Trent with Astra in his townhouse in London. I even financed her journey
and her wardrobe. I hadn’t an inkling that Trent could be so cruel.” Lady
Phillina gasped and clutched her mouth. She closed her eyes and James could see
tears in the corners. “That is a lie. You see, I cannot even tell the truth
about Trent even when I desperately want to.”


James frantically searched his pockets for a handkerchief
but came up empty. With a household full of women, he’d better ask Mr. Rudd to make
that a part of his daily wardrobe.


“My eldest son was always spoiled.” Lady Phillina sniffed
and clenched her jaw in obvious determination to speak her mind. “When my
husband passed away unexpectedly, I was eager for Trent to settle down and take
the reins of the family holdings. Instead, he just used his title and power to
amuse himself with debauchery in London. Outlandish spending, gambling. The
rumors reached me all the way in Cornwall. I hoped a wife would settle him
down.”


“So you chose Astra.”


“She was in love with him, my dear. Or, she had been as a
child and I so hoped he would live up to her expectations. I was terribly wrong.
Trent is the biggest disappointment in my life.” Her smile wobbled. “And you are
my most treasured surprise. Thank you for rescuing us all from our grief and
loneliness. And most especially for loving Astra. It has eased my guilt
considerably to see her so happy. Rather, was happy. I hope my eagerness and
Lady Seabrook’s determination to see you two together have not spoiled
everything. Please tell me we haven’t.”


“From this day forward, I hope you shall only see Astra
happy for many years to come.” James made it a personal vow. He finally
realized that if Astra wasn’t happy, James wouldn’t be happy. Ever. “Where is
she by the way?”


“She went into the garden earlier but I have not seen her
since. And she did appear to glow. Perhaps, I need not have intruded after all,
but my selfish nature won’t be quelled no matter how much damage it does. I had
to be reassured. So, I did not make the same mistake twice by forcing you two
into wedded bliss?”


“No, you didn’t.”


“You won’t tell Astra what I have done, will you?”


James stared out the window, peering at the lawn, hoping
to catch a glimpse of Astra. “Perhaps you should tell her yourself.”


“No, I think it best if we all keep up our pretenses. Lark
is Lowell’s daughter and I never want that to change. He was so proud of her.
Besides, Astra might never forgive me for what I did to her. I don’t think I
could bear that.”


James leaned on his armrest. Wait. Was that Mr. Rudd
pointing a musket at a man? James stood. Mr. Rudd was indeed pointing a musket
at a dark-haired man that looked a hell of a lot like Darien Blackmore.
Blackmore was walking backwards, his hands in the air while shaking his head.
Apparently, Lord Blackmore had recovered from his suicidal tendencies because
he appeared to be pleading for his life.


“Lady Phillina, I need to see to something outside. I
won’t say a word to Astra, if that’s your wish.” James grabbed Phillina’s arm,
hauled her out of the chair and walked her to the door, not giving her the
chance to witness the drama unfolding on Eastlan’s lawn. “Would you check on
Astra for me? She was feeling a bit weak this morning.”


“Certainly, James.” 


Lady Phillina wandered in the opposite direction while
James ran to the front door. He swung it open without pause, forcing the
waiting footman to jump out of his way.


“Just give me one reason why I shouldn’t shoot you on the
spot. At least I’ll be looking into your face while I do it. What did you think
to do sneaking around the house like that?” Mr. Rudd yelled, then shoved Lord
Blackmore with the barrel of his musket.


“I came down the driveway herding a dozen sheep and two
rams,” said Blackmore, his tone rivaling Rudd’s. “That’s hardly sneaking.
There’s Lord Keane. Just let me speak to him and we shall clear all this up.”


James ran down the steps. “Lower your weapon and let him
speak, Mr. Rudd. I don’t want bloodshed on Eastlan’s grounds.”


“Tell that to the man who tried to shoot you in the back,
and when that didn’t work tried to shoot you off your mount.” 


“I did not do that.” Blackmore kept his hands in the air
and his gaze on Rudd. “I would not ambush a man nor shoot him in the back. I
aimed for the trees. And I sure as bloody hell didn’t try to shoot him while
hiding in the bushes. I’m a surly drunk, not a murderer.”


Rudd didn’t lower his weapon, forcing James to get between
them.


“You shall get no argument from me.” James wedged a forearm
against Rudd’s chest and blocked Blackmore with his shoulder. “I told the
sheriff who I thought tried to ambush me and it wasn’t you.”


“Get back, my lord. He’s dangerous.” Rudd tried to
reposition the musket around James’s superior height and weight.


“I’m not armed.” Blackmore glanced over his shoulder. “The
sheep are eating your flowers.”


James followed the turn of Blackmore’s head and finally
noticed over a dozen shaggy sheep foraging in the front lawn. My God, they were
beautiful. “Are those Devon Longhairs?”


“They are and I brought them for you as a peace offering.
Call him off, would you?”


“Mr. Rudd, the man brought sheep and not just any sheep,
Devon Longhairs,” pleaded James. 


“Search him first,” Rudd insisted. “I told you, I ain’t
losing any more Lord Keanes on my watch.”


“Do you mind?” James asked Blackmore, eager to get a look
at the sheep he had only read about in livestock journals.


Blackmore rested his hands on his head and gazed at the
orange-tinged sky. “If you must.”


James patted the pockets of Blackmore’s overcoat which
wasn’t good enough for Rudd. 


“Who works for whom?” Blackmore asked irritably when James
asked him to take off his boots and turn them upside down. Surprisingly,
Blackmore complied. “I suppose I deserve this,” he said as he yanked his boots
back on. “I heard of your marriage to Lady Keane. Apparently, I misunderstood
your interest.”


James shrugged. “And I misunderstood yours. Mr. Rudd, will
you excuse us. Lord Blackmore and I have some things to straighten out.”


Mr. Rudd narrowed his gaze on Blackmore. “Aye, my lord.
I’ll be within shouting distance.”


“Please forgive him. I have had a series of mishaps since
I’ve been at Eastlan. He’s only doing his job.”


“The Keane Curse?”


“I’ve taken care of that,” or so James hoped. He didn’t
trust Wesley, and though he had no proof of murder, he’d have him arrested on
the spot if he showed his face on Eastlan’s grounds ever again. 


“Yes, I heard you have already started producing
replacements.”


“Who told you about that?” James’s response to Blackmore’s
good humor was quick and intense.


In reply to James’s angry question, Blackmore lifted his
hands in surrender.


“I only meant to congratulate you. I felt like even more
of an ass when a servant told me Lady Keane was carrying your child. If you
haven’t figured this fact out already, the servants know more about us than we
do ourselves.”


James tried to shake off the uneasy feeling that had
plagued him all afternoon. “And there is more to the Keane Curse than mere
rumor. I didn’t intend to snap at you but I’m not used to being the center of
so much scrutiny.”


Blackmore laughed. “I can’t imagine living any other way.
I’m sure you heard that I have my own curse, or rather, I am my own curse.”


“You look somewhat sober at the moment.”


“I intend to change that shortly, but I wanted to
apologize for ruining your party. Ivy Templeton left Cornwall and I don’t
suppose she’ll be back.”


“And that makes you happy?” James strode to a group of
sheep nosing around a hedge dotted with red berries that he remembered might be
poisonous.


“No.” Blackmore shook his shaggy dark head. His long black
hair and eyes made him appear more of a wandering gypsy than an English
aristocrat. “Nothing makes me happy. Not even making her unhappy. But it’s a
long story. One I would never consider telling in my temporary state of
alertness.”


“No need. I understand well enough. Why the sheep?”


“You came to me for help and I turned you away. Not many
nobles take an actual interest in farming their land, and I’m glad to see that
you have. I bred these myself. I would be honored if you worked them into your herd.”


James examined the long curly wool of one of the sheep.
“Amazing. I will indeed work them into my herd. Thank you.”


“And if there is anything else I can do, please do not
hesitate to ask.” Blackmore held out his hand and James shook it.


 Help me round up the rest of the herd and over a glass of
cognac you can give me tips on breeding them with my stock.”


“Make it Irish whiskey and we have a deal.”


James shoved his hands in his pocket inordinately pleased
with this day. The sun slipped behind a stand of trees that marked the entrance
to Eastlan’s long drive, painting everything gold and pink. It seemed all of
his troubles had been solved except one. He curled his hand around the urgent
note he had forgotten about. Perhaps Blackmore could smooth the way with some
of James’s creditors while he recouped what Wesley had stolen. As far as James
could figure, Eastlan cost almost as much to run as he could hope to make. But,
he could be comfortable here.


He pulled the note from his pocket and opened it while
Blackmore urged a stubborn ram away from the hydrangea.


Wesley’s Hutton’s painfully neat script stopped his heart.


He had Astra.
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Astra pressed her face to the dirty window and peered into
the growing darkness. Lark would be beyond reason with worry, believing Astra
had been snatched by her troublesome little people. The first star of the night
struggled through the gloom and Astra found no comfort in the knowledge that
Wesley had likely lied to her about Melva’s condition. Speculation upon his
other misdeeds worried her more. Why had Astra not taken a closer look at her
daughter’s fears, no matter how silly she had thought them to be? Lark had a
better grasp of the dark secrets swirling about Eastlan than did her mother.


Astra banged on the closed door. “I’m hungry, Wesley,
please. I’m feeling faint.” 


Even with her obvious imprisonment in Eastlan’s abandoned
Dowager house, Astra struggled to believe Wesley could have ever hurt Lowell.
But she had underestimated how desperate he had become. If she were not in such
turmoil over her second marriage, maybe she would have realized how out of
character the embezzlement had been. And perhaps if she had been less removed
from her first marriage, Lowell would still be alive. 


When Wesley had led her down the lane to the abandoned
Dowager’s house, she had been so relieved that James had not betrayed their
secret place, the gazebo where she had fallen in love with him, that she had
eagerly followed Wesley into the deserted house and up into a dusty bedroom.


Once inside, Wesley closed and locked the door between
them, with only a curt, “I’m trying to protect you,” muffled through the wood.


That was hours ago and Astra did not know what she feared
more: being left here for days until a search would bring someone to the
abandoned cottage, or Wesley’s prompt return. 


A click of the door startled her and fear squeezed her
throat. What if everything James claimed was true? What if Wesley was a
calculating murder masquerading as her devoted friend? Astra gripped her
stomach, fearing for her unborn child more than herself.


A shadow eased open the door. An obviously pregnant shadow
with flaming red hair that cut through the darkness with its own illumination.


Astra gasped. My God, it was true. The tray rattled
as Melva quickly deposited it on a table covered by a drop cloth. She hurried
to Astra’s side and took her arm. 


“Are you well, ma’am? I wouldn’t have waited so long to
bring your tea and sandwiches but Mr. Hutton wished for me to wait for him
before I fetched you anything. He thought my condition might upset you. Here.
Please sit, my lady.” 


Astra allowed Melva to guide her to a high-backed chair
Astra had uncovered earlier when exhaustion and worry had almost overtaken her.
The large four poster bed in the corner had been stripped of the mattress,
leaving nothing but bare slats.


Melva stood, her hand on her back, balancing the weight of
her swelling belly. She had to be no less than five months along and that was
being generous. No wonder Melva had been missing from Eastlan as of late. Her
uniform’s large white apron could only hide so much. Figuring the time
properly, James could not possibly be the father of Melva’s baby.


Melva noticed Astra’s stare even in the dark. She placed
both her hands protectively over her protruding stomach. 


“Is Wesley the father?” Astra asked calmly. Her relief was
tainted by the confirmation that Wesley had been cruelly manipulating her,
playing on her darkest fears and deepest insecurities. Astra did not know
Wesley Hutton at all.


Melva grinned, almost against her will, and Astra realized
Melva was much younger than she had thought. No more than twenty at the most.
“Don’t you worry, ma’am. Mr. Hutton and I shall be away before the townsfolk
start to whisper that the baron has already fathered a brat on the wrong side
of the sheets.”


Astra squared her shoulders. “Oh, I’m not worried because
your child could not possibly belong to James. Are you five, perhaps six months
along? Your child was conceived at least a solid three months before James set
foot on English soil.”


Melva shrugged, unconcerned. “My kin are all big boned. Or
perhaps it’s twins. The country folk just like something to talk about. They don’t
care if it’s true.”


Astra felt the blood drain from her face and closed her
eyes, not caring if Melva was right. Truly, she just wanted to go home. “I am
supposed to be here to help you, not the other way around. Tell me what you
want of me. My daughter will be worried over my disappearance.”


Melva wiped her hands on the lacey half apron covering her
dark blue dress and poured Astra’s tea. “I don’t wish for your girl to be
troubled my lady, or you. I never thanked you for sending Cook’s bread and
pasties home to me mum. She loves them mightily. It always cheers her to know
you think of her.”


“Your mother was kind.” Astra took the tea from Melva
along with a puffed pastry she was sure she would be unable to eat. “She was
especially good to me in the first year of my marriage. How is it that I can
help you? I just want to return home before my daughter misses me.”


“My mother said kind things of you too.” Melva laughed.
“She’d not forgive me if she knew I had a part in causing you trouble. I didn’t
know you and the lord were special friends till I heard about the row in his
room between him and Lady Phillina.”


“It was not exactly a row.” Astra hated that her worst
fears concerning the household gossip were true. “But James is not the father
of your child, is he? Please tell me the truth, Melva. I love him and I need to
know how much I should guard my heart.” Though Astra already knew the truth, if
she could convince Melva to confide in her, perhaps she could also persuade her
to help her escape.


“You’ll be right enough, my lady.” Melva’s show of
sympathy fell away and she straightened. “You have seemed to land on your
slippered feet better than any serving girl I know.” 


“Yes, I have been quite lucky. I realize other women who
found themselves in my position were not so fortunate.” Astra’s honesty was a
ploy to gain Melva’s trust, but her admission of something the entire village,
if not the entire West Country, suspected brought about an unexpected surge of
relief. Holding her secret, hiding her shame, had taken more effort than Astra
had ever realized. “And that’s why I came when another woman would surely
ignore a cry for help from her husband’s mistress. Please, Melva. I was never
unkind to you despite your relationship with James.”


Melva turned to the dishes. “More tea, my lady? I need to
gather up the crumbs. Wes—I mean Mr. Hutton does not like a mess left about. It
attracts rats.”


“What did he tell you? That he would take you with him?
That he needs money from James? He already has James’s money.” Astra rubbed her
head, answers to all her questions so obvious it began a throbbing behind her
eyes. “I fear he intends to harm James in hopes of inheriting Eastlan.”


“And why shouldn’t he? Lord Keane is only out for himself.
Wesley is the only one who ever took a care for me. Not even your fine husband.
I was no better than something to pass the time.”


Astra swallowed her panic for fear she might start to cry.
“James has always been kind to the servants,” was all she could think to say in
James’s defense.


Melva sauntered over and gathered the tray. “Might be he
preferred the manservants because he didn’t seem too interested in me ‘cept for
the wet kiss any bloke could give him. I believe a gent named Daniel had high
hopes of moving up to valet.”


Astra blinked, shocked at Melva’s assertion. “That’s not
true. I can assure you of that.”


Melva paused by the door. “I hope so for your sake. You
have your own little secret, don’t you, ma’am? Even a lady like yourself is
lucky to have found a gent to claim her second by-blow. A girl like me is
fortunate to get one chance. Two would be asking too much. It’d be bad luck,
you see.”


That Melva knew of the child Astra carried, perhaps
Eastlan’s heir, made Astra even more desperate. She had assumed she’d only been
speaking of Lark. “Please help me, Melva. You know Wesley is in love with me,
don’t you? He will leave you when he inherits Eastlan.”


The tray occupying her hands, Melva pushed open the door
with her hip and stepped out of the room. “I hope you are wrong, my lady. But
you see, folks like me don’t have many choices in life. I just do as I’m told.”


Melva closed the door and Astra knew she was doomed. She
had been a fool to believe Wesley would give up his plans if he discovered
Astra carried James’s child. Her only hope for herself and her baby was to pray
Wesley didn’t know of her condition. And for James, all she could do was pray.


 


***


James tore his gaze from the dilapidated dowager house to
scour the dark woods behind him. A shaft of moonlight fell on Blackmore’s
musket. James motioned him to lower his weapon. Locating Astra was his first
priority, killing Wesley Hutton his second. Wesley was too smart to keep her so
close to Eastlan. Of course, James knew Hutton had plans other than merely an
exchange of funds for Astra. Wesley didn’t want a ransom but to see James dead.
Knowing he was walking into an ambush didn’t frighten him as much as the fact
that Hutton had heard the rumors racing through the county and beyond. James
didn’t abide Astra’s theory that Wesley wouldn’t hurt her if he discovered she
was carrying his child and the potential heir to the St. Keynes barony. In
fact, he was positive the opposite was true. 


James banged on the door of the deserted dowager house,
and was surprised when the heavy barrier swung open of its own accord. Inside,
a dusty gloom settled on what had once been extravagant furnishings. A
chandelier hung from the ceiling and marble tile dully gleamed through a layer
of dirty footprints. James cautiously tread down the hall, weaponless as Wesley
requested. James didn’t need a weapon. If he got his hands on Wesley, Blackmore
wouldn’t need to shoot him. Hutton would already be dead.


“Astra?” he called, unable to stand the silence a moment
longer. Surely Hutton expected James to follow the instructions of his note.
The outside script belonged to another, but the neat request that James deliver
five thousand pounds in notes from the Bank of England was penned by Hutton
himself. The fact that the notes could not be traced to James’s bank had promise
that Wesley was ready to escape, but the paltry sum hinted that he had other
plans. 


“Astra?” James called again. What the hell was Hutton up
to?


“James!” he heard her muffled shriek coming from upstairs.



James bolted up the stairs three at a time. “I’m here.
What room are you in?”


He found her by the sound of her voice before she had a
chance to explain. A swift kick at the door broke the ancient lock. She flew
into his arms, but James quickly set her away from him, ignoring the surge of
relief that threatened to weaken his resolve.


“Do you know where Wesley is?”


She shook her head. “He tricked me into following him.”


“We can talk about it later. We need to leave
immediately.”


“Melva was here,” she whispered near his ear as they
cautiously made their way down the stairs. The ease of their escape urged James
to slow his pace. Something was not right. They reached the bottom floor and
James treaded lightly, his boots creating a haunting echo against the littered
marble. The hair on the back of his neck stood on end. A candle glowed from a
room near the front of the house, seeping into the shadowed hall. James was
sure it had been completely dark before. He’d glanced in the sitting room but
had thought it deserted.


“Going so soon?” They heard Wesley call from the
candle-lit parlor.


James stopped and Astra clutched his sleeve urging him
toward the front door. They would have to pass the side room to escape. The
need to wrap his hands around Wesley’s neck pulsed through James with primal
appeal, but was a mere distraction in comparison to his desire to see Astra and
their unborn child to safety. James would gladly transfer his uncanny ability
for survival, learn to live like other mortal men, if it would secure Astra’s
safety. He no longer needed nine lives when he only wanted one, and it all
depended on the woman clutching his arm so desperately. With any luck, he could
block her with his body and slip past the room.


“I would have thought Astra would wish to say goodbye,”
Wesley called again, his tone chillingly calm. “To Lark.”


Astra froze, glanced at James then bolted for the sitting
room. Fortunately, James was able to stop her before she entered. She struggled
out of his grip and Wesley laughed.


“No!” she screamed. 


The broken sound of her voice unnerved James but all his
attention was on restraining Astra without hurting her. She began to sob and
James was forced to lift his gaze.


Wesley sat across the room, Lark draped across his lap,
unmoving. 


“It hurts, Astra, doesn’t it? Seeing the thing you love
most in the world in the arms of another.”


“What have you done?” she wailed. She tugged against the
restraint on her arm again, but James held her firmly.


Wesley readjusted Lark, her head and limbs flopping at
awkward angles. James noted that Lark was not stiff. And her cheeks looked
flush. He wanted to tell Astra that he thought her alive but was afraid Wesley
would overhear. Wesley was playing them all like marionettes and James didn’t
want to aid him in his cruel scheme.


“You should calm yourself, Astra.” Wesley stroked Lark’s
blond hair. “I heard too much excitement could cause a miscarriage.”


“Let me hold her. Please,” begged Astra. Her voice broke
and she trembled, barely containing herself.


James’s fear cranked a notch higher. Wesley knew about the
baby and causing Astra to miscarry was exactly what Wesley likely desired.


“And she could bleed to death if she does. Is that what
you want?” James hoped Wesley truly did love Astra because he would have no
other reason to keep her alive. 


Lark stirred, moving her head until it rested in the crook
of Wesley’s arm. 


Astra gasped at the sure sign that her daughter was still
alive. “What do you want? Please.”


“Firstly, I wish for you to know what I have done.
Everything that I did for you. Come. Sit. Both of you.”


Astra rushed to do as Wesley bid, sitting on the sofa next
to Wesley’s chair, leaning as close to her daughter as possible. While Astra
kept her gaze on Lark, James watched Wesley. He smiled and let James see the
pistol he clutched loosely in his right hand.


“Wesley, I never asked you to do anything for me.” The
tremble in Astra’s voice belied her calm reasoning. “Please, let me hold Lark
while we talk. I know she’s heavy.”


“I enjoy holding her. Lark’s is the one who gave me hope,
you know. Made me realize that I had a chance to be more than a poor relation.
She never cared for me though. I figured that would change when I became her
father.”


James strode to sit on the sofa beside Astra, but Wesley
directed him to sit in a chair across the room. 


“Just give me, Lark.” Astra reached for her, but Wesley
gave her a warning look that instantly stilled her. “You should leave the
country. James will do nothing to stop you.”


Astra shot James a pleading glance. “I have the notes you
requested.” James reached in the inside pocket of his jacket. Blackmore had
come through with that as well, something James could not have obtained on his
own in so short a period of time. Hutton didn’t try to stop him, fully aware
that he had the upper hand. If James was a better shot, he would have taken the
chance of wiping away Hutton’s smirk. But he was not and another reason he’d
come unarmed.


James waved the bank notes and slowly laid them on a low
table in front of the sofa, then returned to his orchestrated position. 


“That will come in handy. Thank you.” Wesley’s continued
calm was even more unnerving. “So let’s begin at the beginning. I saved you,
Astra. I saved you from ruin. And look how you repaid me.”


“I never asked you to take money from Eastlan.”


“Not that. Trent. I stopped him from ruining your name.
Neither you nor Lark would ever have had a moment’s peace if it weren’t for
me.”


“You killed him.” James ground his teeth to stop the blind
fury that threatened to spiral out of control. That he wasn’t surprised by the
depth of Wesley’s crimes turned James’s anger on himself. James had made a
mistake in not beating Hutton at his own game. He should have killed him when he’d
had the chance. And he would. His live and let live philosophy did not suit his
new position as father and husband. Wesley wouldn’t leave this room alive, even
if James didn’t either. The pistol Wesley held had only one shot. James
intended to make sure he used it on him, and the sooner the better. Rudd and
Blackmore would hear the blast and rescue his family before Wesley could
reload. 


“No, the tiger took care of Trent. I just shut the cage
door. I did not mean to kill him though. I went to talk to him. To ask him to
stop spreading lies about Astra. I waited until he went into the cage to feed
the damn thing, no one else would, you know. I shut the gate in case Trent lost
his temper. He did, of course. The tiger took it personally and no more Trent.
No more problem. I like to think of it as divine intervention.”


And so had Astra. The horror of her secret wishes curled
around her heart and she prayed to God for forgiveness. For being grateful at
the cost of another’s life. Surely God would not hurt Lark, Trent’s daughter,
because of Astra’s selfishness. Astra, her palms itching with the need to hold
her, studied Lark closely. Lark groaned and shifted again. Her right leg
twitched. She suspected Wesley had given her opium. She recognized the effect
from watching Lowell sleep after a particularly horrible bout of illness. 


“And Lowell, what was that?” James asked. “Tell us about
poisoning a man who thought of you as his best friend, all so you could steal
his land and his wife? That’s something to be proud of.” 


Astra glared at James, silently warning him not to provoke
Wesley. 


“That was the hardest thing I have ever done in my life.” Wesley
turned to Astra. “I never wanted to hurt Lowell, but even he knew he was not
the husband you needed, Astra.”


Astra slowly met Wesley’s gaze, his admission still
shocking despite the fact he held her unconscious daughter in his arms. “I never
would have believed you could harm Lowell. Never.”


“And I never wanted you to know.” Wesley’s gaze softened
to his former harmless facade, shocking Astra with the change. “I saw how hard
you tried to be good to him, but I also saw that you were withering from the
inside out. You needed so much more. You needed sun and laughter and fresh air.
We could have had such a wonderful life together. We still can.”


“No!” She stopped herself from telling him she loved
James. She swallowed her need to protect James and tried to think of a reason
Wesley should let the two people she cared for most in the world, her daughter
and James, live. “It’s too late. Someone will suspect—”


 “I’ve already notified the magistrate,” James
interrupted. “If anything happens to me, you will be his first suspect. But I’m
willing to let you walk out this door if you hand Lark over to Astra.”


Wesley tightened his grip on Lark, holding her against his
chest. “When Lark was born, and she was a girl, it struck me that I could
inherit Eastlan. Lowell had not been expected to reach adulthood. Every year
was a struggle. I thought there was no one else. How wrong I was.”


“Wesley, what are you going to do?” Astra said, trying to
find reason in the part of him she had once valued as a friend.


“That depends on you, Astra. Support my story, and you
will have all you’ve ever wanted.”


Except James. She kept her gaze averted from him.
“What do you wish for me to do?” 


Wesley smiled, stood and handed Lark to Astra. She hugged
her so tightly, she was sure she would cry out if she were awake.


“I gave her one of Lowell’s tinctures. Told her it was a
special potion that would make her a fairy so she could protect her new
brother. She is quite taken with the idea.”


“And if I help you, will you not harm the child I carry,
my baby?” She purposely emphasized the word my and avoided looking at
James.


“Don’t trust him, Astra,” she heard James say. She heard
the fear in his voice and suspected he knew what she was about. Not that she
had a clear plan but she would do what she had to in order to protect those she
loved. All of them.


“No, I will allow you that.” He held her gaze so sincerely
she would have believed him only yesterday. Only the hollow tone of Wesley’s
voice revealed that he was lying. But then of course, an infant would be so
easy to dispose of with no questions asked. 


“What of Melva? She will not take lightly to being cast
aside.” Astra raised her voice, praying Melva would come to her senses and find
help. 


“Oh yes, that piece of baggage has outlasted her use. And
that’s why my plan is so brilliant. Melva shall hang herself over James’s
lifeless body. She shoots him when he comes to pay her off with a measly five
thousand pounds.”


Astra gasped, and held her hand over her mouth. 


“Oh, she won’t feel a thing. I’ve already sedated her.
She’s in the kitchen.” Wesley turned to James, a pistol she had not noticed
before in his hand. “And you, James Keane, will be a pleasure to dispense with.
You must be the devil himself because I have never seen a man escape death as
you have.”


James shrugged. “It’s a gift.”


“A gift that’s run out.”


“Wait!” Astra stood. “Not here. What if Lark wakes up?”


“Send Astra outside. I don’t want you to kill me in front
of her.” James’s voice was surprisingly calm.


“You really do love her, don’t you?” Wesley laughed. “That
will give me much pleasure to know when I share her bed every night. I’ll think
of you often.”


“You’re too kind,” James said sarcastically. “But, I don’t
think you can do it. Shoot me in cold blood.”


“I most certainly can.”


“Then do it,” James urged. “But send Astra outside first.
You don’t want her to see you snivel, do you?”


Wesley raised his gun at James. “I’m not going to snivel.
I’m going to laugh.”


“And I’m going to be sick. I think you should poison him
instead.” Astra said, the conversation seemed so absurd, she would say
anything, promise anything, to postpone the inevitable. It was as if James
wanted Wesley to shoot him. 


“I tried arsenic, but it didn’t work. I feared if I used a
stronger dose, he would go into convulsions on the spot, which would make my
handiwork vulgar. I think he got so drunk he vomited much of the poison. You
were a disgrace to the Keane name that night, by the way. He defiled your rose
bushes, Astra. I saw him.”


James stood. “I don’t have to take this sitting down.”


Wesley instinctively backed up a step and the pistol
wavered before Wesley adjusted his aim. He was afraid of shooting James. Or so
she hoped. All of his other victims had been done away with through passive
means. And as far as she knew, Wesley had never shot a living thing before. He
always found an excuse not to join the rest of the men in the hunt.


But she could not take that chance. He did hate James. A
woman and child would be a different matter.


Apparently James noticed Wesley’s hesitancy as well
because he laughed. “You better steady your aim, Wesley. You miss and you’re
going to envy Trent’s run in with the tiger. Your demise won’t be so pleasant.”


Wesley paled but took a step closer, his aim squarely on
James who stood as still as a stone, making himself an easy target. 


Astra intended to change that. Lark in her arms, she
strolled to James. “I’ve changed my mind.” She handed Lark to a startled James.
“I don’t wish for you to shoot James.”


Astra stood in front of James, and blocked them both from
Wesley. James shoved Lark back into her arms. “Get out of here. Now!”


“You are a bloody fool, Astra.” Wesley glared at her, but
he did abruptly lower the pistol. “You know, I have another plan as well. It
involves you. Dead.”


“Go, Astra. Have a care for your children.” James voice
was no longer calm, but quite furious. “Our children!”


Astra clutched her daughter to her. “What of Lark?” she
said to Wesley, ignoring James’s obvious desperation to force her to leave him.


“I don’t give a damn about Lark,” Wesley said. “You really
are a whore, aren’t you? Just like Trent said.”


Astra struggled with what she should do. She did not want
to leave James, nor could she risk Lark’s life as she was doing.


She glanced up and spotted Melva slipping into the room,
an iron skillet in her hand. Their gazes met and held. Astra knew one of her
prayers had been answered. Perhaps even all of them.


“So tell me your plan. How does it involve me? I had no
idea you where so clever,” she said clutching her daughter to her. She
suspected James had spotted Melva as well, because he had begun to inch from
behind her, drawing Wesley’s attention from the woman sneaking up on him. 


“You shall be the one to hang yourself. After you shoot
your husband and his pregnant lover first. Stop right there, James.” Wesley
aimed again but his grip was less steady. 


“I don’t care for that outcome.” Astra stepped away from
James, Lark tightly clutched in her arms. “I suppose you might as well go ahead
and shoot him.”


Melva had neared Wesley and he turned at the same time she
brought the pan down on his head. The pistol exploded and Astra curled around
her daughter, praying the shot went wild. A door banged open and Mr. Rudd
charged in the room, yelling like a banshee and brandishing a sword. Darien
Blackmore planted himself in the entryway and brought a musket to his shoulder.


James wrapped his arms around Astra. “Are you hurt?”


Lark struggled out of her arms and Astra pressed her
daughter’s face into her chest. “Go back to sleep, darling.”


“Mama, I can’t breathe.”


“Take her home, Astra. We shall deal with this.”


“You bloody bastard. You lied to me. And this babe ain’t
even yours,” yelled Melva. “Think I was daft enough to drink anything the likes
of you tried to force down my throat?” 


Mr. Rudd sat on Wesley. Blackmore glanced warily at Melva
who still brandished the skillet. “What shall we do with her?”


“I won’t say a word if you kill him.” She dropped the
skillet with a clang. “He was going to do me in. I didn’t know what he was
about. I swear.”


“Restrain her until I can see my wife home,” James said,
the gravity in his voice warning her he was about to do something neither of
them could live with. 


“No one shall kill anyone. Please, James. Let the courts
punish Wesley,” said Astra. “I do not want you risking yourself any further.
You could be charged with murder.”


“Go ahead and shoot me in cold blood. I would expect
nothing less from you, James,” said Wesley as he roused himself.


His calmness shocked her. Wesley did not want this to
continue any more than James did.


“He’s a bloody murderer,” said Melva. “I didn’t want to
hurt the lady or Lord Keane. Mr. Hutton promised to take me to Italy if I
helped him. Wanted me to claim Lord Keane was my babe’s da so as to get some
traveling money.” Melva dodged Blackmore every time he tried to approach her.
“I would never have tricked poor Lady Keane if I had a choice, I swear.”


“You saved my husband, Melva. No harm will come to you. I
will personally see that you are taken care of. You will get a second chance.”
Astra readjusted Lark who had somehow fallen back to sleep despite all the
yelling. 


James lifted Lark from Astra’s aching arms. “No harm will
come to Melva. This will be easier for everyone if I handle Wesley myself. Let
me take you home so you can rest. The excitement isn’t good for the baby.”


“No, James. That’s what he wants.” She turned to Wesley.
“I want the world to know what you did to Lowell.”


Wesley cocked his head. “Tell them to shoot me, Astra or I
shall tell everyone who fathered Lark at my trial. It’s bound to come out.”


Astra laughed. “I don’t give a bloody damn.”


Wesley’s face crumbled. His lower lip quivered. “Please,
Astra. I will die of shame as will you.”


Astra reached for James’s hand. “I shall be fine.” She
kissed James’s knuckles, tears she had not realized she needed to shed taking
her by surprise. “I have nothing to hide.”


She glanced up at James.


He shook his head in agreement and drew her in closer,
balancing Lark with his other arm. “Have it your way. But you are too honest
for your own good. Will you let me take you home now? I’ll send someone for the
sheriff.”


Astra collapsed against her husband’s side, suddenly too
exhausted to argue. She would be grateful to crawl into their bed, but not to
hide…to live. With her husband by her side, her children safe and cherished by
both their parents, it was all she needed. Their love was stronger than stone
and mortar and would shelter her through anything the world could toss their
way.
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Astra readjusted the blanket around her infant son, not
sure what was more beautiful, his full round face or the late autumn sun
casting a net of gold on Eastlan’s pond.


“I want to hold him, Mama,” Lark stood beside Astra’s
chair and patted her brother’s head.


“Wouldn’t you rather take the boat out with your father? We
will not likely see another day as fine as this until next spring.”


Lark tucked the blanket around Astra. “I want to be with
you in case you need anything. You are not well yet.” Lark laid her head on
Astra’s shoulder.


Astra lifted the edge of the blanket. “Here. Crawl under
with us. Pretend to be my baby girl for a little while.”


“I’m not a baby,” insisted Lark, but she nestled beside
Astra on the fainting couch a servant had carried out to the gazebo.   She claimed
she did not remember anything that happened the night Wesley had drugged her,
but Astra thought differently. Lark still had nightmares, but she no longer
spoke of fairies or trouble-causing spriggans.


“You’re in the Times again,” Astra’s mother yelled, waving
the paper. 


Nothing else but juicy scandal would have persuaded her
mother to traverse the gardens to reach the gazebo. She’d hated it when she and
James had insisted dinner be served there all summer long. Lady Phillina on the
other hand loved the ritual, complaining when the evening chill finally suspended
the practice.


Her mother came around to stand in front of Astra, a twirl
of colorful skirts swishing in her wake.


“A certain Lady K,” she read, “the same Lady who was at the
center of the trial—”


“Mother,” Astra interrupted. “Neither Lark or myself
engage in gossip.”


Her mother glanced up, seeing Lark snuggled in the
blankets. “Oh, hello, lovey.”


“I want to hear what the paper said about Mama.”


“Well…” Astra’s mother cleared her throat. She braced her
hand on the hip of her striped gown of vibrant lime and burnt orange.


Astra gave her a warning look. Wesley had only been tried
for attempted murder and kidnapping, to which there had been numerous
witnesses. The punishment would be the same even if Wesley had been convicted of
murdering Lowell, and since Wesley had no choice but to plead guilty, it seemed
the most efficient avenue for swift justice. Though the circumstances of Lark’s
birth had been kept out of the trial, what was said in the drawing rooms was a
different matter. Luckily, the lurid love triangle painted between she, James
and Wesley proved titillating enough. Astra kissed her son’s forehead, smiling
to herself because she wouldn’t alter a single thing. 


“Well, it just says that…here, I’ll read. Lady K stopped
all tongue-wagging by delivering the heir to the barony, William Lowell Keane,
on the eighteenth of November, exactly eight months and three weeks after her
surprise marriage to her late husband’s American cousin. White’s reports that
wagers leaned heavily toward the Lady’s chastity and have caused quite a bite
in the gaming house’s bank.” 


Astra brushed back her son’s thick pale hair, grateful
William chose to stay in his cozy womb two weeks longer than expected, despite
the fact she thought the extended labor would kill her.


“And that’s all.” Her mother winked, assuring Astra there
was indeed more.


“I hope Lady Phillina did not see it,” said Astra. Astra
had tried to discuss with Lady Phillina the things that were sure to be made
public, but she’d refused to hear it. She’d declared nothing would change her
opinion of Astra.


“Astra?” James’s voice boomed across the garden. He strode
into the gazebo waving a letter of some sorts. “Fifty kegs of Ale!  Thirty
cases of wine!  Are you mad?”


Ah, the libation for the celebration had arrived. “Eastlan
has not thrown a Yuletide feast in over five years. I thought you agreed that
it should be festive.”


Much of his bluster melted when he spied his children. He walked
toward them and touched Lark’s cheek with the pure love of a father, then
lifted his son from Astra’s arms, delight shining in his blue eyes. “Who the
hell are you inviting?”


Lark giggled and covered her mouth. James’s wasn’t
supposed to swear in front of Lark.


“Sorry, Birdie.” James used his nickname for Lark, making
her giggle again. “Let me start again. Who are you inviting exactly who would
drink so much? Blackmore won’t come and he drinks whiskey anyway.”


“Yuletide is for the tenants. The village. To thank them
for all they do for us. To gather together before the dark months give way to
spring.” Astra studied her husband. She saw that he’d clawed at his cravat and his
tied hair, leaving both loose. And ruggedly sexy. His properly tailored
breeches and waistcoat somehow seemed to reform to his spectacular physique,
wrinkling and catching at all the hard planes of his muscular body. Keeping him
pressed and formal was impossible. Which suited Astra since she’d fallen
hopelessly in love with his casual charm.


“Oh, all right, then,” James relented. “Make sure the
Bainbridges are invited. He’s pleased with his profits from the last voyage and
we might double it if we can commission another ship.” James returned their son
to Astra’s arms. “I think the wind’s picking up. Ready for a sail, Lark?”


Lark gave Astra a worried glance but leapt off the lounge
chair when Astra nudged her in the ribs. Her daughter took James’s hand and
Astra choked back the well of emotion that wet her eyes so Lark would be sure
to feel free to enjoy herself. James strode across the lawn to find their small
skiff at the pond’s edge, Lark skipping beside him to keep up.


Astra’s mother plopped down beside her and rested her arm
on the chair’s cushioned back. “I told you he’d be worth the risk of a bit of
improper behavior. Sometimes it’s good to be bad.”


“You know, Mother”—Astra reached out and gripped her
mother’s hand—“for once, you are absolutely right.”
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