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Chapter One

ENGLAND, 1855

Lady Grace Ashworth, the dowager countess of Blackbourne, ascended the steps of Blackbourne Manor.

She lifted the doorknocker and let it fall, proud that her hands did not tremble too awfully much. She waited several moments before the door was opened by a dear, familiar face that she hadn’t seen in nearly a year. Despite her trepidation and trembling, she couldn’t help but grin. “Alfred, it’s so good to see you.”

The old butler’s lips twitched in what she knew was his way of smiling. “Likewise, my lady.”

She stepped in and handed her parasol to Alfred. “As I’m sure you know, I have an appointment with the earl.” She’d practiced saying the words all the way here just so she wouldn’t choke on them.

“This way, my lady.” With his back straight, Alfred shuffled past the grand soaring staircase that she knew led to the earl and countess’s private chambers, and down the hall toward the study. Against her better judgment and the firm lecture she’d given herself, she surreptiti[image: ]ously glanced around and was surprised to see that very little had changed since she had been removed from the house. She’d been so certain that the new countess would have overhauled the entire manor, putting her own stamp on the stately home. Grace had been saddened to think of the lovely wainscoting gone, replaced with something garishly new. Alas, none of that had happened. At least not in the public rooms. She very much doubted she would be invited to view the private rooms.

Alfred shuffled to a stop and pushed open the door to the study, stepping back to let her in. “His lordship will be with you shortly.”

“Thank you, Alfred.” She settled into the chair opposite the current earl of Blackbourne’s desk.

“My lady?” Alfred moved farther into the room after a quick glance down the hall. “The cook wanted me to tell you that you are missed.” He leaned forward to whisper, “The entire staff wanted me to convey that as well.”

Grace smiled through an unexpected stab of sorrow. She missed these people so much. “Thank you, Alfred. They are well?”

“Best as can be expected.”

“And Cook’s rheumatism? How is that faring?”

Alfred shook his head. “She’s in pain most of the time, I’m afraid. Not enough time in the day to put one’s feet up.”

Her smile faded. “No, I suppose not.” Did Clara, the current countess, know of Cook’s arthritis? Did she allow Cook time to put her feet up? From Alfred’s expression, Grace guessed not.

“Her ladyship—” Alfred’s back snapped taut, and he closed his mouth.

Nigel Ashworth, the earl of Blackbourne, also known as Grace’s brother-in-law, entered with a wave of his hand. “That is all, Alfred.”

The butler stepped into the hall and quietly closed the door, but not without a final sympathetic look at Grace that set her heart to thundering once again.

“Grace.” Nigel sank into the desk chair with a loud sigh. He wasn’t an ugly man, but Grace’s opinion of him colored her perception. He was ugly within, and for her, that tainted the outside. Though he had the black hair and green eyes of the Ashworths, unfortunately, Nigel had not inherited the regal bearing of his brothers. Nor the common sense. Or, for that matter, the business acumen. He was the youngest of three and had not been raised to take on the earldom, although one had to admit, he had done so with enthusiasm. He definitely enjoyed the prestige, if the rumors Grace had heard were true.

“So.” He folded his hands on his desk and looked at her. He was the shortest of the Ashworth brothers, and since his ascension to the earldom, he’d gained some weight that made him appear paunchy and fleshy.

But the eyes. It hurt to look into his eyes. They reminded her of Michael.

“I have heard that you and Sir Clayton Timmons have been spending some time together,” he said.

The tremors Grace had managed to quell returned tenfold. When she had been summoned to the manor house, she’d had no idea why. Out of the dozens of scenarios she’d considered, this was not one of them. “We’ve taken a few strolls through town, and he’s called to convey his condolences. Nothing serious, I assure you.”

“I had the opportunity to speak to Sir Timmons just yesterday. He is quite fond of you.”

Grace found it hard to catch her breath, unsure where this conversation was heading but knowing it wasn’t going to end well. None of her conversations with Nigel ended well. “He told you this?”

“But of course.” Nigel sounded entirely delighted. “He has offered for your hand.”

Grace blinked, her power of speech deserting her. Offered for her hand? As in marriage?

She curled her fingers into her palm and concentrated on breathing, on not showing her distress, and on digesting this shocking bit of news. When Sir Timmons first called on her, it had been to express his condolences upon learning of Michael’s death. He’d walked with her once or twice after her committee meetings, and she’d found it easy to talk to him. He was a good listener, quiet, unassuming, and a calming presence. Never had she imagined that their innocent friendship would lead to a marriage proposal.

“Of course I accepted on your behalf,” Nigel said.

Grace took a few moments to breathe deeply and form her thoughts. Don’t panic. Keep calm. Speak rationally. “That is very kind of Sir Timmons to offer, and of course, I appreciate that you have nothing but the best intentions toward my welfare.” She was proud that she didn’t choke on those false words. Nigel had never given a second thought to her welfare. “But I do not wish to remarry.”

Nigel looked at her with pity. “You cannot possibly live the rest of your life as the dowager countess of Blackbourne. You are far too young to molder away in the dower house. Eventually you will want to find someone to spend the rest of your life with. Sir Clayton Timmons is an excellent match.”

She had to grit her teeth and count to three before speaking. First of all, she hated the term “dowager.” It implied that she was old, and while there certainly were times when she felt old, Nigel was correct: She wasn’t too far gone. Second, the term reminded her that Michael was dead, and that thought always brought with it a fresh wave of grief. Third, she knew Nigel would like nothing more than to pawn her off on Sir Timmons. If not Timmons, then the next poor sap who came along, because Nigel was the definition of greedy, and it ate at him that he had to pay her a third of the estate’s income, as befitting her dowager status.

“I have no intention of living the rest of my life with someone else, Nigel, and every intention of remaining the dowager countess of Blackbourne.”

His eyes narrowed, and two dark spots of color tinged his cheeks. “I believe you’ve mistaken the purpose of this meeting, Grace. I did not call you here to ask your opinion. I’ve called you here to tell you that I’ve already accepted Sir Timmons’s proposal on your behalf.”

For so long Grace had lived in a vacuum of nearly debilitating grief that to feel such intense anger was surprising and somewhat welcoming. “It’s only been ten months since Michael’s death.”

“While it isn’t done often, it is entirely acceptable for a widow to marry after ten months. Besides, Michael left for war over thirteen months ago. We are all quite certain that there is no issue from your marriage to my brother.”

No issue from your marriage. No, there was no issue. No child to pass the earldom on to from Michael, and wasn’t Nigel pleased about that.

“However…” Here Nigel appeared pained. “Timmons expressed the same sentiment and insisted that we wait out the remaining two months. The first of the banns will be read in three weeks. Three weeks after the last bann is read, you will be wed. That puts your mourning at exactly one year.”

Well. It seemed they had it all planned out. And what about her feelings? Why hadn’t she been consulted? Her anger stretched to encompass Sir Timmons. He should have discussed it with her before going to Nigel.

“My lord,” she implored, “I need more time.” She hated having to lower herself to pleading. For nearly ten months, she’d stayed away from Blackbourne Manor and the new earl and countess. As soon as the news of Michael’s death had reached Nigel, he’d wasted no time in traveling to the family seat and moving into the manor house, hustling Grace to the dower house, not even waiting for the servants to air it out and make it presentable.

Grace struggled for breath. Her fingers had become numb from clutching them so hard.

“Timmons will make an excellent husband and will see to all of your needs,” Nigel said. “His status as a new baron is quite proper, as well as his annual income from his investments.”

Grace couldn’t care less about Timmons’s income. What bothered her was that she was being pushed off on a man for whom she held no feelings other than mild friendship. And that she would spend the rest of her life living with one man while mourning another.

—

“It’s a disgrace, I say.” Ida Fisher, Grace’s lady’s maid, cook, housekeeper, and companion all rolled into one, followed Grace around the sitting room of the dower house, her anger taking up all the air. Grace couldn’t blame Ida; she was just as furious. But really, she wished Ida would stop her indignation for just a moment so Grace could think in peace.

“There’s nothing to be done, then?” Ida asked. “Nothing?”

“I don’t believe so. Nigel has everything tied up in a neat bow, right down to the reading of the banns and the date of the wedding.”

Ida harrumphed. “I don’t like this. You have no family to turn to, and he knows that.”

Grace didn’t like it, either. Ida was right. Grace had no family to turn to, since both her parents had died in an influenza epidemic four years ago. She’d had only Michael for family.

“Seems the least he could do was let a lady decide her own wedding date,” Ida said.

Yes, it seemed.

“So what are you to do?” Ida picked up an antimacassar from the back of a chair to twist the lace.

Grace gently took the mutilated lace and smoothed it back into place on the chair. “What am I going to do? I’m going to attend the festival committee meeting, like I had been planning, that’s what I’m going to do.”

“But my lady, how can you even think of festivals at a time like this?”

“Because, Ida, I can’t think of Nigel or marriage or anything else right now.” Because going to the festival planning committee was the most she could do at the moment without falling apart. And she knew if she stayed within these walls and thought about what had happened up at the manor house, she would fall apart.

So she gathered her parasol, adjusted her hat in the mirror, and set off for Prudence Davison’s home. Prudence was the chair of the festival committee and the wife of the local solicitor, a very nice woman who managed to pull together the festival every year with her long lists and her ability to corral everyone together and browbeat those who tended toward laziness. No one dared to take her place; neither did anyone want the position of committee chair; so everyone deferred to Prudence and was happy to do so.

Grace had her driver and all-around handyman, George—also known as Ida’s husband—drop her off a few blocks from Mrs. Davison’s home, situated just off the main street. Grace enjoyed the exercise and nodded to the people she knew as she passed them. Hadley Springs wasn’t London, and that had been just fine with her and Michael. William, Michael’s older brother and the earl at the time, had allowed them the use of Blackbourne Manor because he preferred the excitement of London, while Grace and Michael were much more suited to country living. The arrangement had been simple and convenient for all parties involved. When he’d been home from his duties as an officer in the First Royal Dragoons, Michael would see to the vast expanse of lands and the income Blackbourne Manor generated, and William would see to all the other estates and investments.

The memories of Michael were sharp today and her grief fresh. Some days she missed Michael so much it took everything she had to get through the day. There were still moments when she made mental notes of things to tell him before she remembered that he would never walk through the front door again or laugh at a funny story she’d told.

The other committee members were already there when Grace arrived. She pasted on a smile and shored up her defenses—s[image: ]omething she’d become somewhat of an expert at since she was widowed.

Prudence was pouring tea, and everyone was talking to one another before the serious business of planning the festival commenced. Grace sat next to her best friend, Lady Sara Emerson. Lady Sara was the daughter of the marquess of Grandview, a quiet person but reliable: hence the reason she was a committee member. Sara would accomplish any task given to her, even the menial ones, without a word of protest. Grace and Sara had become fast friends when Grace moved to Hadley Springs after her marriage to Michael. Sara tended to disappear into the shadows, especially during social situations, but once Grace had broken through Sara’s shyness, she’d discovered a gem in the soft-spoken woman.

Sara smiled at Grace and moved to make room for her on the settee, but as soon as Grace sat, Sara’s smile faltered. “What is wrong?” she whispered in her soft way.

Grace shook her head, not wanting to get into the story here, where many ears were listening even though they pretended not to be. Sara’s concerned gaze took in Grace’s.

“Not now,” Grace murmured, then smiled up at Violet, Prudence’s daughter, as the girl handed Grace her tea.

Just as Prudence was about to start the meeting, Clara Ashworth, the current countess of Blackbourne, swept in and Grace’s heart sank. Of course Clara would be here. She would not miss this opportunity to gloat and spread the news that Grace was to marry.

Clara’s attendance at the church meetings were sporadic. Usually, she attended only when she had some important piece of gossip or when she felt in a particularly gloating mood. Today would fulfill both of those intents.

The other women tittered, for it was a coup to have the countess at their humble meetings. Never mind that Grace, the dower countess, attended every meeting. Moods shifted. Alliances came and went. She understood that. What she didn’t understand was why these women simpered over the likes of Clara. She was sometimes cruel, often insensitive, and always self-involved.

“I apologize for my tardiness,” Clara said breathlessly as she settled on the other settee. After she made two women move.

She was a pretty woman with light brown hair and dark brown eyes. She was short but round in all the right places. She came from money but not nobility. Her father was a merchant, having earned his wealth in shipping and textiles. She had been thrilled at Michael’s death, for it elevated her to the lofty title of countess. And like her husband, she took to the title with relish and vehemence and never for a moment let anyone forget who she was. For the most part, Grace had little to do with her except for her periodic appearances at their biweekly festival meetings, in which Grace suffered Clara’s superiority in silence and with a smile.

“I know the meeting is about to be under way,” Clara said. “But I just have to ask if the dowager countess told you her wonderful news.”

Everyone’s heads swiveled to look at Grace, their gazes alight with not only interest but also the expectation that they would be the first to learn a very interesting on-dit. Sara shifted and cast a quick look at Grace.

“Do tell, my lady,” Violet said. Prudence, sitting next to her daughter, nodded vigorously.

Grace cleared her throat, despising Clara at the moment. She did not want anyone knowing until she could sort it all out in her mind. Curse Nigel. She would not put it past him to tell Clara to announce it at their meeting, thus boxing Grace in and forcing her acquiescence.

“Yes, well. I just recently found out myself.” She shot Clara a glare, but the woman merely smiled back.

“Well, you can’t leave us wondering, my lady. What is this wonderful news?” Prudence asked, nearly vibrating with interest. There were few occasions when Prudence allowed her meetings to be delayed or interrupted. Apparently, this was one of them.

“The dowager countess is to wed Sir Clayton Timmons,” Clara blurted out with a clap of her hands.


Chapter Two

Violet’s teacup clattered in the saucer, and a bit of tea sloshed over the side. “Oh, I’m so clumsy,” she said, grabbing a napkin and wiping the small spill while she blinked rapidly.

The others exclaimed in delight and wished Grace congratula[image: ]tions. Sara sat quietly and looked at her in sadness. Grace watched Prudence put her hand on her daughter’s arm and squeeze. Violet shot her mother a tremulous smile and surreptiti[image: ]ously swiped at her eye. Had Violet had an interest in Sir Timmons? It would make sense, since he was a wealthy eligible bachelor and Violet was on the marriage mart. If that were the case, then Grace felt even worse. Nigel, it seemed, was ruining everyone’s life.

Grace pulled her attention from Violet to accept the women’s good wishes and tried her best to deflect the most important questions of when the wedding would take place and when exactly she’d been spending time with Sir Timmons that he’d offered for her hand. Clara was more than happy to answer all the questions, launching into the story of how Timmons had approached the earl with his request for Grace’s hand and how thrilled the earl had been to give it to him. Clara did like throwing around her titles.

Violet and Prudence sat in silence, Prudence with a pained expression. Grace felt their tension and shock from across the room. She wished a hole would open up and she would fall through it. She wasn’t one for cursing but felt now would be an appropriate time to utter a few silent curses at Clara and Nigel and Sir Timmons. And yes, even Michael, for leaving her in this situation. It wasn’t the first time she’d been angry at him for abandoning her.

“It’s so soon,” Sara said quietly, effectively cutting through everyone’s joy.

The chatter abruptly stopped, as everyone stared at Clara, waiting for her response.

“Sir Timmons said he was fine with waiting out the dowager countess’s mourning period,” Clara said with a bite to her words, apparently miffed that Sara wanted to take away her moment. “Meanwhile, she can plan the wedding. Besides, Michael has been gone much longer than ten months and, well, we all know there is no threat to the earldom in the form of an heir.”

Sara turned wide, accusing eyes on Clara. Rarely did she allow anger to show. In fact, Grace wasn’t certain she’d ever seen Sara angry. “There is more to mourning than waiting to see if a child is born,” she said in that soft way. But this time it put Clara in her place, and everyone knew it.

Heads swiveled to Clara, waiting for her response. Grace was convinced everyone was holding their breaths for fear of missing one word of the discussion. She should have heeded Ida’s advice and stayed home. That would have taken the wind out of Clara’s sails.

Clara’s chest and neck turned pink, and she appeared chagrined before indignation took over. “Well, of course there is, but it wasn’t as if Michael’s death was a surprise. He was fighting in a war, after all.”

Sara shot Grace a look as if to say, Can you believe the nerve of this woman? While Grace silently implored Clara to be quiet. Didn’t she see she was making things worse? Not just for Grace. Clara’s insensitive comments were putting her in a bad light, and Violet and her mother were becoming visibly uncomfortable.

“Sir Timmons is greatly enamored of our Grace,” Clara rushed on, maybe sensing that she was losing the good graces of her audience. “And I’ve been assured that she is equally enamored. Isn’t that right, my lady?”

And what should she say? That, no, she wasn’t enamored of Sir Timmons? That would be cruel, because word would surely get back to him. And yet she couldn’t lie. She shot Violet a quick glance, but the poor girl was looking down at her hands.

“I’ve just recently learned of these events,” Grace said carefully. “I’ve yet to form an opinion one way or another.”

“Sir Timmons is handsome and a very nice man,” Violet said quietly. “Besides, living in that drafty old dower house has to be such a hardship after living so long in the manor house.”

Clara stiffened. She despised any reference to the time when Grace lived in Blackbourne Manor. She would much prefer to pretend that Grace had never been countess at all. Grace wasn’t certain what she had done to elicit such animosity in Clara. They’d never had much in common, but they’d always been civil to each other. Until Nigel had assumed the earldom. After that, Clara’s claws had come out.

Her mother squeezed Violet’s hand, and Grace had to commend the girl for overcoming her shock to be so gracious.

“The dower house is not drafty,” Clara said, all quivering indignation. “The earl is very aware that he has a responsibility to the dowager countess.”

Grace closed her eyes in mortification and anger. The earl might be aware of his responsibi[image: ]lity, but he in no way acted on it other than to get her off his hands at his earliest convenience.

“Yes, well.” Prudence clapped her hands together, and even if her smile was strained, she took control of the meeting. “It’s time we got started, or it will be close to dinner before we’re finished.”

The meeting didn’t last as long as dinnertime, and as it wound down, the ladies gathered their shawls and parasols. Clara, likely sensing that she would be the topic of conversation afterward, hung about later than usual but soon ran out of excuses and had to say her goodbyes.

Sara and Grace left the house together, and when they were standing at the street, Sara hugged Grace hard. It was all Grace could do to keep the tears that had been threatening from falling.

“I’m so sorry, Grace.” Sara pulled away and looked into Grace’s eyes. “I had no idea.”

“That makes two of us.” Grace tried to laugh but failed.

“What will you do?”

“I have no idea.”

“Well, you can’t marry him.”

“Can’t I?”

Sara reared back and stared at Grace in shock. “Tell me you aren’t seriously considering his proposal.”

“There was no proposal. There was an agreement between Nigel and Timmons. My wishes or thoughts were not considered. According to Nigel, the deal is finished, and all that is left is the ceremony.”

“You have a choice. Talk to Sir Timmons and tell him you don’t have feelings for him.”

Grace began walking in the direction of town. Sara walked beside her and the burly footman followed as discreetly as an enormous man could.

“Tell him you’re still mourning Michael,” Sara said.

Grace could do that, and she had every right to do that, but something stopped her. Something Nigel said had been nagging at her. He’d been convinced that Grace wouldn’t want to spend the rest of her life alone, while up until that moment she had wanted to do just that. Or she’d thought she had, only because she’d never considered a second marriage. But after returning to the dower house, after visiting the manor, something had shifted inside of her.

The dower house was old and rotting and hadn’t had a dowager living in it for a few decades. Michael’s older brother had not married before his death, and their mother had died while giving birth to Nigel. For the past ten months, Grace had not minded living there. It had been the only place that held no memories of Michael, and that had been a blessing for a time. But after her short visit to the manor house, she realized she missed living in a home where the fireplaces worked and the damp didn’t seep into her bones.

How horrible was it that she was considering marrying Sir Timmons for warmth and a solid roof over her head.

“Grace, are you seriously considering this marriage?”

Grace’s hands shook so hard that she hid them in the folds of her gown. “No. Yes. I don’t know, Sara. It never occurred to me that Sir Timmons would offer for my hand, but now he has me thinking of my future.” It was more than the house. It was the loneliness that weighed her down. She wanted someone to talk to in the evening. Someone to sit with by a fire.

Oh, bother. She should just get a dog. Dogs were good listeners, and they loved sleeping by fires.

“Nigel wants to be rid of me,” she said.

“Why? You keep to yourself. You live in a house he wouldn’t ever step foot in. You don’t ask him for anything.”

All very true, but…She wouldn’t be so crass as to mention money, but there was that. Nigel hated giving her the one third owed to her from the estate’s profit—the one third he’d yet to pay her. By marrying her off, he wouldn’t have to.

“Well, you can’t marry Sir Timmons,” Sara said matter-of-factly. “You’re still in your widow’s weeds, and you’re still mourning your husband.”

Therein lay the problem. The one thing that trumped any argument Grace had to remarrying. She was still in love with Michael and would be forever.

Grace stopped suddenly, causing Sara to walk a few paces without her before realizing that her friend wasn’t beside her.

Sir Timmons was striding toward them. Grace’s heart thundered, but not in the way it had thundered when Michael walked toward her. This had more to do with apprehension and a permeating feeling of doom.

“Oh, dear,” Sara murmured. She touched Grace’s arm. “I can stay.”

“No. This conversation has to happen at some point. But thank you for your loyalty.”

“Are you certain?” Sara’s eyes were full of concern.

Grace wasn’t at all certain. “Yes.”

“I will call on you tomorrow, and we will discuss this in greater detail without half of Hadley Springs watching.”

It was only then that Grace noticed that they were on the main street and people were pretending not to watch; there was movement at the windows of the milliner’s shop and the local pub.

“My lady.” Sir Clayton stopped in front of them and bowed. He smiled at Grace, then nodded to Sara. “Lady Sara.”

“Sir Timmons.” Sara appeared to shrink inside of herself. She was so painfully shy around others. She turned to Grace. “I will leave you two. Good day, Grace. Sir Timmons.”

Sara and her guard hurried away, leaving Grace and Sir Timmons alone among the townspeople who were watching but pretending not to watch.

“How was your meeting?” Timmons asked.

“My meeting with the festival committee or my meeting with Nigel?”

He seemed taken aback by her abruptness and her direct question. She knew she shouldn’t take her pique out on Timmons, but at the moment he was the object of her ire.

He was an attractive man. Tall, wide shoulders, crisp blue eyes, and brown hair flecked with red. He dressed well, if conservati[image: ]vely. He was mild-mannered, polite, and nice to be around. Rumor had it he had a sharp mind, and it was his business acumen and massive wealth that had earned him the title of baron.

He’d moved into Hadley Springs two years ago after commissioning the popular architect Sir Charles Barry to build him a country home. Grace met Timmons on a few social occasions around that time but hadn’t befriended him until after Michael’s death, when Timmons had called to offer his condolences.

For any other woman, Timmons would be a very desirable catch; she could see why Violet might set her sights on him. But he was not for Grace. He didn’t make her laugh with abandon or cause her stomach to twist when he was near.

Not like Michael had.

He wasn’t Michael.

No one but Michael was Michael. A man like that came along once in a lifetime.

“I was taken aback by Nigel’s announcement.” For that was exactly what it had been. An announcement.

“It all came about rather suddenly,” Timmons said. “Lord Blackbourne and I ran into each other at the pub, and over drinks, he asked me of my intentions toward you. He seemed concerned.”

Grace turned cold, and it was all she could do to concentrate on breathing and not give in to her fury. Nigel and Clara had painted an entirely different picture than Timmons was telling. The earl and countess had made it seem as if Timmons had approached Nigel when in fact Nigel probably had plotted the entire scene. Grace had no doubt that Timmons was telling the truth, but that did not make her feel any better.

“I told him I was enamored of you.” Timmons stopped and put a hand on Grace’s arm, forcing her to stop. “I swear to you, Grace, I wanted you to be the first to know. I’m aware that you still have feelings for your deceased husband, and I thought it improper to announce such a thing to you while you were in mourning. My hope had been that Lord Blackbourne would wait.”

Grace was trembling in outrage at Nigel’s behavior. He’d taken her friendship with Timmons, something innocent, something that might have been good in Grace’s life if it had been given the opportunity to grow on its own, and twisted it to his advantage.

“I apologize for Lord Blackbourn[image: ]e’s…” What would she call this? Manipulation? No, she would be polite even if it killed her. “Enthusiasm. He had no business approaching me without your consent.”

“He assured me you had similar feelings.”

Grace sighed. Of course he had. She’d never spoken to Nigel about Timmons, but that would not deter Nigel in the least. She couldn’t stay angry at Timmons, because none of this was his fault. He was just as caught up in it as she was. Except it was obvious now that he did have feelings for her.

“Did I misread our relationship, my lady? Do you not want to marry me?” His expression was stoic, but she saw the hurt in his eyes. He had been so kind after Michael’s death, but she’d thought of him as nothing more than a good friend—when she could think at all, that is.

“I’m still in mourning, Clayton.”

“I understand that. We don’t need to tell anyone until after your mourning has ended if you wish.”

Too late. Clara had spread the word already.

How did she tell him that she could never love him the way she loved Michael? That she didn’t have it in her to love another with her whole heart and her whole being? That loving that completely scared her to death?

—

Michael was dead.

He wasn’t coming back.

Grace didn’t have to continue to live in the dower house, fighting Nigel for her dower rights, shivering in the cold, drafty house.

Alone.

These were the thoughts that ran through Grace’s mind after she left Sir Timmons. She roamed through the few rooms open in the dower house, too agitated to sit still.

It was the loneliness that wore on her. Timmons was easy to talk to, and while there would be no passionate love, nothing other than mutual respect and maybe friendship, it was the companionship she craved.

He would take care of her. House her, feed her, clothe her. Maybe even give her children.

Oh, to have children. She’d been denied not only a life with Michael, but also the exquisite pleasure of becoming a mother, and she wanted that so much.

She wandered out of the kitchen and into the sitting room. She’d kept most of the rooms closed off. There was no need for them with only her and the Fishers here. Besides, most of the rooms needed new wallpaper and new furniture at best. At worst, some needed flooring replaced, and she couldn’t even think about the chimneys and fireplaces. Fire traps, almost all of them. The one in the sitting room was the best, but she worried that it wasn’t safe.

When she’d moved in, she hadn’t had the energy to worry about any of that. She’d taken the bedroom closest to the stairs and closed off the unnecessary rooms. Now, with the possibility of an upcoming marriage, she could put all those worries behind her. Sir Timmons’s home was brand-new and wouldn’t have any of the problems the old dower house had.

The clatter of carriage wheels had her peeking out the front window. The dower house was located at the end of a long lane on the edge of Blackbourne land. Not including her own, she could count on one hand the number of carriages that traveled the road. She had two frequent visitors. Sir Timmons and Sara. She’d just left Timmons, and the large black carriage was not the usual one Sara arrived in.

The conveyance bumped along the pock-ridden lane, kicking up a cloud of dust behind it. Grace opened the front door and stood in the doorway, watching the well-appointed carriage make its way toward her. She knew no one other than Nigel who owned such a fine carriage, and that wasn’t Nigel arriving at her doorstep. If he wanted to speak to her, he sent for her, and she had to find her own way to the manor house.

The coach pulled up, the beautiful matching gray horses snorting and pawing the ground, their harnesses jingling in the sudden quiet. The driver tipped his head toward her, then looked straight ahead. The curtains on the carriage were drawn, allowing her nary a glimpse of the occupants inside.

Grace stood quietly and folded her hands in front of her even though she was nervous. She was acutely aware that she was alone at the end of a lane that no one traveled. She wasn’t certain George was on the premises, and Ida was in town doing the shopping. If someone had come to do her harm, surely he would have arrived in a less ostentatious vehicle and in a much more duplicitous manner.

After long moments when she was beginning to think that no one at all was inside, the carriage door finally opened. A man hopped out, making her blink. Not the fact that it was a man but the type of man he was. Dark-skinned and so very tall. She’d never seen anyone as tall as this gentleman. Although “gentleman” might not be the appropriate term for him. He seemed…well, to put it bluntly, uncivilized. A long saber hung from a scabbard at his waist. He was dressed in the height of fashion, and his top hat was perfectly placed over his dark hair, but there was something about him that made her want to step back, slam the door closed, and bar it. It was probably the long mustache and the hard look in his eyes.

He lowered the carriage steps and reached inside.

A head emerged, bent low so that all she could see was the top of a black top hat. The shoulders came next, encased in a light gray frock coat, and then a leg, dressed in black, extended to the step below. The person unfolded himself and looked about.

Grace caught her breath and pressed a hand to her hammering heart.

The gentleman’s green gaze landed on her. “Grace.”

It couldn’t be. She was seeing things. Had she fallen asleep? Was she dreaming? Oh, what a cruel, cruel joke that would be.

“Michael?”


Chapter Three

The man who looked so much like Michael grabbed the cane that the other gentleman offered him and leaned upon it. He took in the surroundings. The house behind her, the dusty road they’d just ridden down, and the trees to his right.

All while Grace struggled to breathe.

He sounded like Michael. Oh, that voice. How she’d longed to hear it one more time. She’d prayed and railed and pleaded to God to let her speak to her Michael one last time. But this wasn’t possible. Michael was dead. She had the letter from his commander of the First Royal Dragoons to prove it.

She straightened her shoulders and stared down this man who dared to pretend he was her Michael. “Is this a jest, sir?”

He took a step closer, the tap of his cane on the gravel drive unusually loud in the silence. It took everything she had not to take a hurried step back into the house and slam the door in his face. How dare he? How dare he play such a cruel joke?

“Who are you?” she demanded, her voice cracking on the last word.

“Michael John Ashworth, the seventeenth earl of Blackbourne.”

Her breath rushed out of her. He sounded so much like her Michael that she wanted to believe him with her whole heart. But anyone could know Michael’s full name. She blinked tears away. Tears of hope and tears of disbelief and outrage. If George were here, she would have him run this man off her property.

“Lord Nigel is the earl of Blackbourne,” she said, attempting to sound authoritative but failing miserably.

“Not anymore.”

Her Michael had been a softer version of this man. He was the same height, and the eyes were the same forest green, the hair black as black. But there were differences. This man weighed much less, his body whip-thin, lean and hard. The midnight-black hair had patches of gray at the temples. His eyes held deep creases on either side.

His stern expression softened, causing her to pull in a breath, because this new expression was so quintessen[image: ]tially her dead husband’s that it hurt to look at him.

“I’ve shocked you,” he said. “I didn’t send word, but I see I should have.”

He was close now. Close enough to touch, but Grace refrained. She feared if she moved, she would shatter into a thousand tiny bits. Had she gone over the edge? Had her mind, so filled with grief over the loss of her one and only love, finally snapped? Was she dreaming? If this were a dream, then she never wanted to awaken. But the birds were chirping in the trees, and the horses occasionally snorted and pawed the ground, and she was quite positive that she wouldn’t smell horse dung in her dreams.

Without taking his eyes off her, the man who looked so much like Michael raised his arm and slid up his coat sleeve. Grace pulled her gaze from his eyes to look at his wrist. She made a small sound before clapping a hand over her mouth.

Sixteen-year-old Grace scurried over the fence with ease. It was not a ladylike thing to do and her mother would have her head if she saw it, but her mother wasn’t here, and it was a beautiful day, and Michael was with her.

“You’re like a cat,” he called from the other side of the fence.

She waved her arm, beckoning him. “Hurry.”

She picked up her skirts and ran, laughing into the spring breeze. Today was a glorious day. She was free from her mother’s watchful gaze. She was outside. And best of all, she was with Michael.

Michael called her name, and she looked over her shoulder, still laughing, then stopped.

Michael had scaled the fence, but he bent over, holding his arm.

“Michael?” She raced back and fell to her knees in front of him. She would have grass stains on her skirt, and her mother would have a fit, but that thought quickly fled when she saw blood dripping from between his fingers. “Let me see,” she said, prying his fingers away. She looked up to find that his face had gone white, his lips bloodless. “Don’t you pass out on me,” she said sternly, borrowing her tone from her mother.

He licked his lips.

She managed to pull his fingers away and then laughed. “Why, it’s nothing but a small scratch.”

“It’s bleeding,” he managed to say in a strained voice.

She looked up at him again. “It’s only blood.”

“Only blood?”

Sara pulled her skirt up and ripped off a length of the bottom of her petticoat to use to wrap his wrist. “It will leave a scar, I’m sure. But only a small one.”

She stood and patted his wrist. When he didn’t respond, she looked at him and he suddenly kissed her.

“Do you believe me now?” he asked.

Pulled from her memory, Grace looked at the small scar that she had patched up years ago. The scar that had led to their second kiss. She nodded, barely able to see him through the fresh tears in her eyes. It was Michael. It truly was Michael. The scar didn’t lie. She sank to her heels, her legs too weak to hold her up. Tears fell unheeded down her cheeks. Michael was alive.

Alive.

“H-how?” she managed to ask, looking up at him but barely seeing him through the tears.

He reached down and grasped her arm, helping her to stand. His touch. Oh, Lord, his touch. She wanted to crumple against him, to sob and clutch him, to never let him go.

“Ah, Gracie.”

He’d called her that for as long as she could remember.

Sniffing, trying to hold back her sobs but failing miserably, she held out her arms to him. He hesitated, then stepped into her embrace, and for the first time in almost a year Grace held her husband. His shoulders were thin and bony beneath his coat. She could feel clearly the ravages of war on him, but at that moment it mattered not. She pressed her cheek to his shoulder and closed her eyes and breathed in the scent of Michael.

The man with the saber appeared and handed Michael the dropped cane. Grace stepped back as Michael took it. The cane was new, and she wanted to know why he had it, but there was time enough for such questions.

Michael tilted his head toward the house. “Shall we go inside?”

“Yes. Yes, of course.” Wiping the tears from her cheeks, she entered first, and Michael and the other man followed.

Grace led them through the entryway and into the drawing room. The fire had died down and the cold had seeped in. She stirred the embers, building the fire up again and praying that the chimney would draw properly and not fill the room with smoke, as it sometimes was wont to do.

Michael stood in the middle of the room and took in the furniture, the flower-flocked wallpaper that was peeling at the corners, the wainscoting she’d patiently painted white in a vain attempt to brighten the room.

He made his way to the settee and stood awkwardly. Grace realized he was waiting for her to sit so she hurriedly sat in the closest chair. Michael lowered himself onto the settee, leaning on his cane as he did so. Grace hesitated, unsure if she should offer the other man a seat.

“This is Tarik,” Michael said, waving a hand toward the large man, who had stationed himself at the door and crossed his hands in front of him. “He is my manservant.”

Manservant? Where did one acquire a manservant who looked like that? “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Tarik.”

“Just Tarik, my lady.” His voice rumbled through the room like rolling thunder. He had a slight accent but nothing she could place. He glanced at her once, then stared straight ahead.

“Tarik,” she said, testing the unusual name.

Michael closed his eyes, and a pained expression crossed his face. Tarik shifted his attention to Michael.

Unsure what to do or say, Grace folded her hands in front of her, then unfolded them and fiddled with the pleats of her gown. The silence was like a wet shawl covering them, stifling and uncomfortable. “Are you well?” Grace finally asked.

Michael’s lips thinned in what could have been a smile. “Simply tired. It’s been a long voyage.”

Grace clutched her fingers, twisting them together. She had a dozen and one questions she wanted to ask but didn’t know where to start.

He didn’t look well. His skin was pale, and there were dark circles under his eyes, not to mention that he needed to gain a significant amount of weight to even begin to look healthy.

“Where did you travel from?” she asked.

“France, via Italy, via Turkey.”

Via Turkey?

“That’s quite an adventure.”

“Believe me, it was no adventure.”

“What happened? Where have you been all this time? Why didn’t you send word that you were alive?” All of the questions tumbled out of her despite the fact that she told herself to go slow.

“War happened,” he said.

She waited for more, but none was forthcoming. Besides the physical aspect, this Michael was vastly different from the man she sent off to war. The Michael she had waved goodbye to had been warm and welcoming to every person he encountered. He’d laughed quickly and hated silence. What happened to that man?

War.

War changed everything.

“And you’ve been in…Turkey?”

“And France and Spain.”

She nodded, but she did not understand at all. “Why didn’t you send word?” she whispered.

Michael stared at her blankly. Tarik shifted, drawing Grace’s gaze to him.

“I only learned of William’s death a few months ago,” Michael said. He tapped his cane on the ground, his eyes downcast. “How did it happen?”

Michael and William had always been close, so she imagined learning of William’s death would have been difficult for Michael, yet he spoke with little emotion other than mild curiosity.

“A carriage accident,” she said. “The carriage he was riding in lost a wheel and tipped over. William was crushed. We were told he didn’t suffer.”

Michael nodded as if digesting the information. “I’m relieved to hear there was no suffering.”

For so many nights, she had prayed Michael’s death had been a mistake, that he was really alive and in some hospital and there had been a failure in communication. Or maybe someone had misidentified the body. She used to dream of their reunion, but nothing in her dreams had prepared her for this awkwardness or the stilted conversation.

Michael pinched the bridge of his nose and drew in a deep breath. Tarik said something to him in a language that Grace didn’t understand. Michael answered in the same language. He was fluent in French and knew more than a bit of Spanish and Italian, but she’d never heard him speak this language. Was it something he’d learned while in Crimea?

The back door opened and then closed. Grace heard Ida humming as she moved down the hallway toward the drawing room.

“I’m home, my lady,” Ida called out.

Grace cleared her throat and shot Michael a glance. “I’m in the drawing room, Ida.”

“I swear to heavens,” Ida called out. “That butcher will bleed the last penny from an unsuspecting customer. I’m glad I know my way around the meat. He wanted to sell me—” Ida stepped into the room, looked at Michael, and froze. Then she screamed. Such an ear-splitting sound, Grace had never heard. Michael winced.

“Ida,” Grace said calmly. “Michael has returned.”

Ida closed her mouth, abruptly cutting off the scream, and stared at Michael with wide eyes, her hand over her heart. “From the dead?” She looked at Grace, then dragged her gaze back to Michael.

“Not from the dead,” Michael said.

Again Grace waited for him to elaborate, but he said nothing more.

“How—”

“We haven’t discussed that yet, Ida. Maybe you could make us some tea,” Grace said.

Ida’s mouth opened, then closed as her gaze jumped from Grace to Michael then back.

Michael stood and smiled faintly. “Ida, it’s good to see you again.”

“I…What…”

“Tea, Ida,” Grace said, tipping her head toward the kitchen.

“Tea,” Ida repeated. “And scones. I made scones just this morning.” She looked over at Tarik and jumped. If possible, her eyes widened more.

“Scones would be lovely,” Grace said.

“Yes. Scones.” Ida backed out of the room, not taking her eyes off Tarik.

The door slapped shut behind her and Grace smiled at Michael. “We’re all a bit shocked.”

Michael’s lips twitched and for a moment she glimpsed the humor in his eyes that once were so much a part of him. “Of course. Like I said, I should have sent notice, but I was unsure how to word such a letter. It seemed easier to just come home.”

“I’ve missed you.” She blurted out the words, unable to keep them in any longer. Oh, how she had missed him.

“And I you, Grace.” But there was no emotion behind the sentiment. It seemed he said it because it was expected of him.

She supposed war did that to a person. She could only imagine what he’d seen and what he’d endured. Obviously some sort of injury, for he carried a cane. But she couldn’t help wanting more. More excitement from him. More emotion. There was a barrier between them that surprised and hurt her. Each foot that separated them seemed a stab in the heart, the distance all but insurmount[image: ]able. Yet she feared to approach, to touch, to hug, and to hold. She feared rejection and the cold indifference that seemed to permeate him.

She tilted her head toward his cane, opting for practical instead of fanciful and hoping for comfort when the shock for both of them wore off. “Does it pain you much?”

He looked down at his cane as if he’d forgotten he was holding it. “My leg? Hardly at all.”

“Yet you carry a cane.”

He moved his fingers across the silver knob of the cane and frowned. “Yes.”

Canes, of course, could be a fashion statement, but she doubted he carried it for vanity. It was the first thing Tarik had handed him once he exited the carriage, and he did seem to lean upon it when he walked.

“Tea!” Ida called out as she pushed through the door with a tray in her hands. She set the service on the table closest to Grace then stood back staring at Michael.

“Thank you, Ida. It looks lovely,” Grace said.

Ida switched her avid attention to Tarik, who continued to stand there as if he were a shadow, unmoving, nearly unblinking.

“That will be all, Ida. I can pour.”

Ida yanked her attention back to Grace. “Oh. Yes. I’ll see to dinner, then. Will, uh…How many should I expect for dinner?”

Grace looked at Michael. Was he staying? She’d assumed he was, but now she doubted her assumption. What if he left? What if this was merely a visit and he was to leave again? As much as she hated his indifference and lack of emotion, she would hate even more if he arrived only to leave again.

“Just Tarik, Grace, and me,” he said to Ida.

Ida nodded, then hustled out, and Grace poured the tea. Without thought, she began to prepare Michael’s as she had for so many years before stopping herself. “I assume you like your tea the same.”

“I do, thank you.”

“And Tarik? How do you like yours?” It seemed silly to ignore the rather large man standing off to the side when he obviously meant more to Michael than a manservant.

“None for me. Thank you, my lady.”

Grace smiled at him, wanting to ask so many questions. But it would be rude to talk about him as if he weren’t in the room.

“I see Ida is still with you,” Michael said, reaching for his teacup.

Grace took a fortifying sip, letting the warmth seep through her. “As well as George. I would be lost without them.” She surely would have been lost without them during the first dark weeks after Michael’s death.

“Nigel didn’t keep them?”

“Ida preferred to stay with me.” Nigel had ordered Ida to remain as the housekeeper at the manor house, but she and George had left with Grace, amid Clara’s threats that Ida would never receive a character from her, the all-important written reference that was vital for domestic help to find another position. “I’d rather have no character than one from her,” Ida had told Grace, and marched out of that house with her.

Ida banging pots in the kitchen was the only noise that broke the silence in the sitting room. Grace looked over at Tarik. She wished he would go away so she could talk to Michael in private. She had so many questions but felt awkward asking them in front of a stranger—even though it seemed Tarik was no stranger to Michael.

Michael put down his teacup. “My apologies, Grace. I know this wasn’t the homecoming you expected.”

Finally, she glimpsed some sort of emotion from him, even though it wasn’t the emotion she wanted. Obviously her dreams of Michael swooping her up into his arms, kissing her passionately, and alternately laughing and crying at such a joyous homecoming had been naive fantasies more suited to a young girl than a married woman.

“We thought you were dead,” she said, her voice shaking. “I wasn’t expecting any homecoming, so to have this one is beyond any expectations.” She pushed away her childish imaginings, closing them off forever.

Michael tapped his cane on the ground and looked down at his feet. It seemed he looked everywhere but at her. “I wanted it to be special, but that seems out of my…” He frowned. “Out of my…I just can’t…” A long pause followed. He shook his head and waved his hand in the air. “There’s much we need to discuss, but I’m weary from traveling, and find I need to rest. Is there a room for me to use?”

“This is your home, Michael. I know it’s quite a step down from the manor house, but you are more than welcome here. I can show you to my bedroom.”

He stood. “I appreciate your kindness, but if you don’t mind, I’ll take a room to myself.”

It took all of her immense social training not to show how much he’d just hurt her. She knew she should be relieved that he was planning to stay, but he clearly had no plans to stay with her. It was common for a husband and wife of nobility to occupy separate bedrooms, but she and Michael had never followed that protocol. They had their own chambers and set of rooms, but at night they always slept together.

“Of course,” she said. “I can have a room prepared for Tarik as well.”

“Tarik will stay with me. He has a gift for being able to sleep anywhere. If you have extra blankets, he can make his bed on the floor.”

Grace looked over at Tarik, who appeared not to be listening. Expecting a guest to sleep on the floor was unheard of, but there was nothing she could say, and Michael had made it quite clear that he did not wish her presence in his bed.

She walked up the stairs with as much dignity as she could muster, while inside she felt as if someone had punched her in the stomach. She wanted to turn around and fold herself into Michael’s embrace. She wanted to feel her husband’s arms around her again. She wanted to put her head against his chest and listen to him breathe. She wanted to sleep next to her husband again. Michael apparently did not want any of that. She had not thought that her heart could be any more broken.

She had been wrong.

“It’s not much,” she said, opening the door and wincing inwardly. Thank goodness Ida periodically aired out the guest rooms and changed the linens. In fact, this week was linen changing week, so the room was fit for company. Michael probably would be appalled, considering the fine appointments at the manor house. This room was clean and bright, but the carpet was threadbare in places and too small for the room. The bed at least would be big enough, but the only other pieces of furniture were a chest of drawers, a washstand, and an old upholstered chair. She should be relieved that the floor was sound. And the fireplace worked. Somewhat.

“This will do,” Michael said, stepping inside without even looking at the appointments. “Compared to where I came from, this is luxury.”

Tarik swept past her, carrying a piece of luggage that he must have taken off the carriage. He placed the luggage on the bed and began removing clothing from it.

“I will find some blankets,” Grace said.

Michael grunted as he untied his cravat.

“When dinner is prepared, I will bring it up.”

“No need,” he said. “I don’t have much of an appetite lately.”

Grace quickly took in his gaunt appearance. “Surely you must be starving. I will be happy to do it.”

“No. But thank you anyway.”

She looked around the room with a sense that she wasn’t needed, and yet she could not leave quite yet. “You need water in your pitcher if you want to clean up.” She grabbed the empty water jug off the washstand.

“Leave it, Grace. If I need something, I will send Tarik for it.”

She paused, the empty water pitcher in her hand, and looked at Tarik, unpacking Michael’s clothing. Michael couldn’t have made it any clearer that he did not want her; nor did he require her services. It seemed that she had been replaced by an efficient servant.

Quietly, she replaced the water jug as she fought unexpected tears. “Very well. If you should need anything, you have only to ask.”

“I won’t need anything.”

Tarik quickly looked up at her, then just as quickly looked away, but Grace swore she saw sympathy in his gaze.

She walked out of the room but turned before shutting the door. Michael was speaking to Tarik in a language she did not know. It was as if he had already dismissed her from his mind. Feeling useless, she closed the door behind her.


Chapter Four

Somehow Grace managed to descend the stairs, even though she was shaking so hard she could barely walk. She made it to the kitchen and sank onto the bench at the table.

Ida turned from chopping vegetables, took one look at her, and reached for the brandy on the upper shelf. She poured a goodly amount in a glass and handed it to Grace.

“Thank you, Ida.”

Ida and Grace had been together so long they had become far more than domestic help and mistress. So it wasn’t out of the ordinary for Ida to sit across from Grace and take her shaking hand. “Well, this is a surprise,” she said.

Grace took a fortifying breath, the first she’d been able to take since Michael stepped out of the carriage. “It certainly is, isn’t it?”

“Not the reunion I’d expect.” Leave it to Ida to cut right to the point.

“He’s changed.”

“He fought in a war. There’s not a man who would be the same.”

“I suppose.”

“What are you going to do now?”

Grace took a sip of brandy, but rather than fortifying her, it sat in her stomach like a lead ball. “That’s up to Michael. He’ll have to inform Nigel of his…” Sudden resurrection? Rising from the dead? What was she to call this? And how would Nigel take the news? Not that she was overly concerned with Michael’s brother. He’d never given two thoughts to her other than what an inconvenience she was to him.

Ida patted her hand. “That’s not what I meant. I meant what are you to do about Sir Timmons?”

Grace stared at Ida. She put her suddenly aching head in her hands and fought the urge to cry. “I’d forgotten all about him.”

“He needs to know as soon as possible, I would think. One can’t be betrothed while one is married.”

“Yes. Yes, of course. Tomorrow.” Oh, Lord, how was she to tell Clayton?

“Where is Lord Ashworth?”

For a moment Grace thought Ida was speaking of Nigel, then realized she was referring to Michael. “He retired for the night.”

“Already? Without dinner?”

“He appeared exhausted.”

“Oh, dear. Oh, Miss Grace. I don’t know whether to be thrilled for you or worried about you. A little of both, I guess.”

Grace should have been thrilled. She wanted to be, and she supposed a part of her was thrilled that her husband was home, asleep upstairs. He’s simply tired, Grace. He needs to readjust. As soon as he becomes accustomed to being back, then you can have the reunion you hoped for.

She rubbed her eyes and fought the urge to laugh and cry at the same time. Right now she had to get through tonight, then tomorrow, then the day after that.

She and Ida ate dinner together. George had gone off to the local pub, which he was prone to do on a Tuesday night, leaving the women to themselves. After Grace helped Ida wash the dishes, a task she enjoyed because it meant company for a bit longer, Ida walked to the small two-room cottage where she and George lived at the edge of the woods. There had been a time when they all lived under one roof, but when Ida was convinced that Grace was recovering from her grief, she’d moved herself and George to the smaller cottage. Grace had refused to admit how much she hated being alone in the house because she didn’t want to intrude on Ida and George’s time alone. Now, even though Michael and Tarik were in the house with her, she felt just as alone. Not for the first time, she thought she needed a dog. At first she hadn’t wanted one because the thought of another being relying on her had been too much to bear. She could barely take care of herself.

She slowly made her way up the stairs, exhausted even though she hadn’t done much that day except meet with Nigel and attend the festival committee meeting. Oh, and welcome her husband home from war.

She paused at his door and listened. The men were talking to each other in low voices in that language she’d never heard. She moved on to her room and prepared for bed, feeling more alone than she ever had before.

She curled onto her side and lay with her eyes wide open. As she had done every night for the past year, she lost herself in the good times. Tonight she remembered the first night that she’d looked upon Michael and felt something other than friendship.

Her parents were hosting a small dinner party before a big ball. Michael attended with his father. His mother had died some years before, and his father had never remarried. Grace was fifteen, Michael eighteen. He looked so dashing in his scarlet military jacket, with the white sash, and white trousers, and his black hair and flashing green eyes. She’d met him before, of course, but that had been the year before, when she was just fourteen and he seventeen, and she had given him barely a thought. Now…now she was definitely thinking of him. Oh, how her heart was beating uncontroll[image: ]ably. Her parents allowed her to eat with them, but Michael said barely a word to her, much to her disappoint[image: ]ment. Then they all left to go to the ball together. Except Grace. Before walking out the door, Michael looked at her over his shoulder with those beautiful green eyes and winked at her. She took the memory of that wink to bed with her that night and many more after, her schoolgirl heart inventing so many reasons for it.

Late into the night, Grace was still awake, lost in memories of better times, when she heard Michael’s door open. Breath held, she waited, certain he would come to her. Maybe he hadn’t known how to express himself with Tarik there. Maybe, when they were alone, the real Michael would emerge. Sleeping with his arms around her would be her wish come true. Her body yearned for his touch. But the footsteps receded down the stairs, and she slumped back into her pillow, fighting tears of frustration and anger.

—

The next morning Michael found his wife in the glass conservatory. It was a new addition. There had never been a conservatory at the dower house. That, he remembered. Funny that long-ago memories were clearer than memories of yesterday or a week ago.

She hadn’t heard him open the door, so he had the advantage of being able to study her discreetly. She was just as beautiful as ever, with her yellow hair. No, not yellow, but for the life of him, he couldn’t remember what yellow hair was called. That was the way his mind worked now. He remembered some things, while others were lost.

She had blue eyes, but not just an ordinary blue. Hers were the light blue of a spring sky. She’d always been thin, and the last year she’d grown even more so until he was certain he could span her waist with his hands. He so desperately wanted to span her waist with his hands. He wanted to hold her close and breathe in the scent of her. And that would never, ever happen, because along with everything else he had lost in his life, he had lost his sense of smell. He would never be able to smell his wife again.

He’d shocked her yesterday. For some reason, he hadn’t expected her not to believe it was him, and he’d been stumped by how to prove his identity. Showing her the old scar had worked, but there had been an awkwardness to their reunion. He’d been tongue-tied, knowing he had to tell her what had happened but not willing to yet.

The words hadn’t come to him. To his disgust and frustration, that happened far more than he liked. Soon she would notice and wonder, and he would have to tell her that he had changed so drastically that even he did not recognize himself.

His head hurt from all of his thoughts, but that was nothing new. His head hurt constantly, and there was very little to relieve it.

Thinking about all he had to do made it ache worse. At some point he would have to confront Nigel, but for now he was content to stay in the old dower house and readjust to living a life he never thought he would have to live.

In his heart, he knew he was procrastin[image: ]ating because he was frightened. It seemed he’d been frightened for a long while now. Taking over the duties of the earldom was a daunting task for anyone with full mental capacities. And he…He was not that.

Grace glanced over her shoulder and straightened quickly in surprise. “Michael. I didn’t hear you enter.”

“I was enjoying watching you work on your plants.” He knew he should smell flowers and fresh dirt. He imagined the smell, tried to recall it from memory.

She looked around at the pots with various green things growing out of them. He would have been hard pressed to know their names before, so he wasn’t too concerned that he didn’t know them now.

“This is new,” he said, indicating the conservatory with a sweep of his hand.

“I had it built not long after I moved here.”

An uncomfortable silence settled between them. The air was stifling, and his head was beginning to pound, but he didn’t want to move.

“Where is Tarik?” she asked.

“Inside.” She would want to know about Tarik, but he couldn’t explain him without explaining everything, and at the moment explanations were beyond him. He would have to lie down soon, before the headache overtook him. If Tarik were here, he would see Michael’s pain and demand that he retire.

Grace brushed the dirt off her hands.

“Don’t stop because of me,” he said.

“I was finished anyway.” She put away her implements. The digging one—what was it called? Shovel. That was it. Then a few others before she slid past him and out of the conservatory. It wasn’t nearly as hot outside, and the breeze was pleasant.

“Do you spend a lot of time in your—” The word escaped him, even though it had been in his mind not a moment ago, so he motioned to the glass house with another sweep of his hand, hoping she wouldn’t notice his lapse.

“A fair amount.”

They walked together to the back door of the house. He’d always liked being with Grace. She was different from the other women he’d known. She wasn’t silly or flighty. She cared about others and was soft-spoken, but woe to the person who thought her weak. He remembered the time he’d cut his wrist on the fence and how she had quickly taken control and patched him up. She’d been calm when he’d feared he would pass out.

She would need to be strong in the weeks to come. For a moment he doubted his decision to return. The decision had been difficult. He thought it might be easier for her to believe he was dead. Easier than what he would lay upon her shoulders in the coming weeks and months. She had no doubt settled into a comfortable life here. She’d probably recovered from her grief. She had friends, he knew, because she’d always had friends. By returning, he would upset her life once again and saddle her with a husband who was not whole, who could not remember the simplest things, and who needed more care than a husband ought to need. In other words, he was a burden, and he loathed being a burden to anyone. But he especially loathed that he would be a burden to his wife. It was the husband who was supposed to take care of everyone, not the other way around. However, it was far too late to turn back now.

She slowed her steps and he followed suit, leaning a bit more on the cane than he needed to.

“Michael, can I ask you a question?”

“Of course.” And yet he tensed, waiting for the inevitable, knowing he couldn’t avoid it forever.

Grace glanced at the house. “When are you planning on telling Nigel that you’re…”

“Alive?”

She smiled. He’d always loved her smile because it reached her eyes. She smiled with her entire body. “Yes. Alive.”

He blew out a breath. “I was hoping for a little more time. I know he needs to know, but I’d like a few more days.”

Grace hesitated, and he still knew her enough to know there was something she wasn’t telling him.

“Why?” he asked.

“It’s just that—”

Tarik stepped out of the house. “Have you eaten?” he asked in Russian.

“Nyet.” Michael was short with Tarik because he wanted to hear the rest of what Grace had been about to say.

Tarik was unfazed, having endured Michael’s wrath too many times in the past. “The servant has prepared your food. You must eat.”

“The servant is named Ida,” Michael snapped.

Grace was watching the exchange with wide eyes. Michael knew it was rude to hold a conversation in front of her in a language she didn’t understand, but for him it was easier this way.

“Ida has food prepared,” Tarik said, unperturbed.

“Very well.” Michael turned to Grace. “If you’ll excuse me, it’s time for me to eat.”

Grace nodded, still looking wide-eyed. Tarik was accustomed to watching out for him, and for the most part Michael allowed it because it was easier. In the beginning he’d had only Tarik and couldn’t rely on himself to get dressed, let alone eat. Things would have to change soon, and that scared the hell out of him.

“May I join you?” she asked.

“Pardon?” Join him? What the hell had they been talking about? Grace was looking at him with her brows furrowed, waiting for his answer, but he didn’t know what to answer because he couldn’t remember what they had been talking about.

Her flowers.

The conservatory. He could remember the damn name of the damn glass building but not what a shovel was called or what they’d been discussing before Tarik interrupted them.

“May I join you for breakfast?” Grace asked slowly. “I haven’t eaten yet, either.”

Breakfast. She wanted to eat with him.

“Of course,” he said, relieved that he’d remembered and frustrated that he hadn’t remembered. How the hell was he supposed to take over the earldom if he couldn’t remember a simple conversation that took place just minutes before?

He followed Grace into the kitchen, surprised that the table had been set there instead of the dining room. Grace settled onto the bench and Michael sat opposite her.

“We are very informal here,” Grace said. “I’ve never opened the dining room. I thought it a waste to sit all alone in there when I could just as easily eat in here with Ida and George. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Nyet—ah, no. Not at all.” After all, he and Tarik were much the same way. He called Tarik his manservant, but their relationship was so much more and far more complicated.

Michael looked down at his plate, filled with so much food that he was positive he couldn’t eat it all. He mentally assigned each food a name—something he did automatically now so he could put it to memory, although that often didn’t work well.

Eggs, bacon, toast.

Ida poured coffee. Grace picked up her utensil and began eating. Michael stared at the utensils lying next to his plate. He couldn’t remember what each was used for, nor what they were named. He knew that was due to the panic rising in him and the need to hide his deficiencies from Grace. Normally, he would have no problem with the utensils, but the pressure he was putting on himself was affecting what little memory he had left.

He looked up at Grace and noted she was spearing her eggs with the pronged instrument. He picked his up and did the same, as he and Tarik exchanged a quick look. Tarik seemed to know what had happened, but luckily, Grace had not noticed.

Though the food tasted excellent, Michael had little to no appetite and was soon full, pushing his plate away.

“Was it not to your liking, my lord?” Ida asked in concern.

“It was wonderful, Ida. I’m not hungry.”

“If I may, my lord, you need to eat. Get some meat on those bones. Too skinny by half, you are.”

“Ida,” Grace said in warning.

Michael smiled up at Ida. “I know, Ida. I’ll leave it to you to fatten me up.”

Ida harrumphed, but her lips twitched in a smile as she turned away.

“My apologies,” Grace said. “Ida and George and I have been living together for so long that we’re more like family. Ida likes to speak her mind.”

“I understand. Tarik and I are similar.”

A shadow passed across her face, and she put her coffee cup down. Michael couldn’t imagine what Grace had been through the past year. She was thin as well, and the sparkle was gone from her eyes. The laughing, loving Grace he had known was buried somewhere in the somber woman before him.

For so long, all he’d thought about was coming home to his Gracie. He’d just known that if he could be with her, everything would be fine. That thought kept him company through horrendous pain, nights when he was positive he wouldn’t see the sun again and had so many doubts that he couldn’t count them.

“Was it terrible?” he asked. “When you discovered I had died?”

Her beautiful blue eyes filled with tears, and he instantly regretted the rash question.

“It was beyond terrible,” she whispered. “It was hell. I missed you so much.”

He reached across the table and took her hand. Her hands were rough and calloused, as if she worked hard, but they were Grace’s hands. His wife’s hands. Her nails had dirt underneath them, and he was positive that she would smell of the flowers she fiddled with.

“I’m sorry,” he said softly.

The tears traveled down her cheeks one after the other, each one breaking his heart into a thousand shards of regret.

“What happened? How did they think you were dead when you really weren’t?” she asked.

He took a long time to think about that, to form the words. “I was wounded in battle. Severely wounded. Tarik found me, brought me to his camp, and nursed me back to health. I believe that when they didn’t find my body, or when I didn’t return from battle, they assumed I was dead.”

It was such a short explanation for something so complicated that even he couldn’t grasp it. But it was all he could give her at the moment.

Grace looked up at Tarik, but as usual, the man was stoic, appearing as if he weren’t listening, although Michael knew he was.

“Why were you gone for so long?” she asked.

He wasn’t ready for this yet. The questions. The answers he had to give. For a little bit longer, he wanted Grace to believe that his injuries were healed and that he was whole.

“You should tell her,” Tarik said in Russian.

“Not yet,” Michael snapped back, irritated that he was being pressured. Even more irritated that Tarik was correct. He should tell her. Tarik raised a brow, but Michael ignored him.

“What language are you speaking?” Grace asked.

“My apologies. I know it’s rude to speak in a different language, but sometimes it’s easier. We’re speaking Russian.”

“I wasn’t aware you knew Russian.”

There was a lot she didn’t know about him. “After living with Tarik for almost a year, I’ve become quite fluent.”

“I see.” Grace pulled her hand away and picked up the bowl-shaped utensil.

“Grace, I know you want explanations.”

“That would be nice.”

“And I will explain—”

“Grace, I think I’ve discovered a solution to—” The back door flew open, and a brown-haired woman swept in, her cheeks rosy, her eyes bright. Grace stood quickly, as did Michael. The woman stopped short when she saw Michael. Her mouth opened in an O before she slapped a hand over it.

“Sara.” Grace moved toward the woman named Sara, but she didn’t move fast enough. Sara’s eyes rolled into the back of her head, and she collapsed before Grace could get to her.


Chapter Five

“Oh, dear.” Grace knelt next to Sara and gently cradled her friend’s head in her lap.

Tarik appeared at her side and effortlessly lifted Sara into his arms. He looked at Grace calmly, waiting for direction.

“The sitting room,” Grace said, taking charge of the situation. “We’ll put her there.”

Once Tarik had settled Sara on the settee, they all gathered around the unconscious woman and stared down at her.

“Lady Sara Emerson?” Michael asked, pulling from his memory the woman who had been one of Grace’s good friends. It happened that way. He couldn’t remember what he’d had for breakfast, but past memories came easily to him.

“Yes.” Grace tenderly brushed a stray hair off Sara’s forehead and looked up at Michael. “I fear this will be the reaction of everyone who comes to visit if we don’t announce your arrival soon.”

The stab of panic that Michael felt was unwarranted and unwanted. Of course he would need to announce his arrival. It was, after all, one of the reasons he returned home.

“It might be best if you two left the room for a bit,” Grace said. “She probably thinks she saw a ghost.”

Michael and Tarik left Grace with Sara and stepped out into the hall.

“What are you waiting for?” Tarik asked.

“The right time.”

Tarik rolled his eyes. “There is no right time. She needs to know.”

“I know that, damn it.” Michael pressed his fingers into his aching temples and closed his eyes.

“If you weren’t ready to return, you should have stayed away,” Tarik said.

—

Sara’s eyes fluttered open and she looked at Grace, who was seated next to her friend on the edge of the settee.

“What happened?” Sara sat up and put a finger to her head. “Why am I lying here?”

Grace smiled at her friend and patted her hand. “You fainted.”

“I did not.” Sara sounded highly affronted. “I never faint.” She swung her legs off the settee and smoothed her skirts. She stared at Grace with narrowed eyes that suddenly widened. “I remember now. I saw…At least I thought I saw…”

“Michael.”

“Yes. Yes, I thought I saw Lord Blackbourne—or at least the former Lord Blackbourne. Not Lord Nigel. But that can’t be right—”

“He’s alive, Sara.”

Sara’s mouth snapped closed, and she stared at Grace for several long beats of silence. “What did you say?”

“Michael is alive.”

“But…how?”

“I don’t know. He hasn’t told me much, just that he was so severely injured that he couldn’t return home until now.”

“He stayed away an entire year? Grace—”

“He’s not even been home a day. I haven’t pushed him for answers. Yet.”

“But Grace—”

“Not yet, Sara. In time.”

“Very well. But what about Sir Timmons?”

“I haven’t told Michael about Sir Timmons yet.”

“Have you told Sir Timmons about Michael?”

Grace sighed. “Not yet.”

“Oh, Grace.” Sara squeezed Grace’s hand.

“He has a man with him. A Russian. I don’t know, Sara. I don’t have a good feeling about any of this. For so long, I didn’t want to believe he was dead. And now that he’s not, now that he’s alive, it’s nothing like I imagined. It’s like we have to start over, getting to know each other. And there’s a barrier inside of him that wasn’t there before.”

“He’s been gone a long time. War changes people. And we don’t know what his injury is. Maybe when you discover that, the rest will follow.”

“Maybe. Please don’t tell anyone, Sara.”

“You can’t keep his presence here a secret. He’s the earl. People need to know. Especially the current earl. Oh, Lord Nigel will have a fit. And Clara!” Sara put her hand over her mouth, though her eyes danced in merriment. She sat forward, suddenly very serious. “This is not good, Grace. Lord and Lady Blackbourne will not take it lightly.”

“I’m aware.” Grace stood and paced to the other end of the room, her stomach a knot of dread. Nigel wasn’t nice when backed into a corner, and he would not welcome Michael with open arms when he realized he was going to lose the earldom to his older brother. “Michael has asked for more time. Just a few days. That’s all. I must honor his wish.”

Sara looked at her sadly. “None of this makes sense. Why would he come home after a year away and not want anyone to know?”

“He needs time to adjust.” That was what Grace kept telling herself. She was pushing him too hard, too fast, when Michael surely was reeling from everything that had happened. Despite Sara’s warning, Grace wanted to hold off on informing people that Michael had returned. She had a need to protect him from all of that, to hold him to her just a little while longer. With time, they would rediscover their relationship, but it would become much more complicated once the mantel of the earldom settled on his shoulders.

“You have to tell Sir Timmons. This isn’t fair to him.”

“I will. I promise. Just…let me get used to Michael being back and let him get used to being back.”

—

After Sara left, Grace remained in the sitting room, reluctant to search out Michael. She needed a moment to think about the events of the morning. She really did need to tell Michael about Clayton before he discovered her betrothal himself, but that would be a difficult conversation, and she was not quite ready for it. She would wait and would nurture Michael, help him gain some weight, help him readjust to being back.

Determined to do the right thing, she marched out of the sitting room and into the kitchen, but the kitchen was empty, the breakfast dishes already cleaned up. Ida wasn’t there; neither was Michael or Tarik. Hearing movement above, Grace made her way up the stairs and stopped before Michael’s closed door.

She hesitated, reluctant to knock. She could hear the rough rumble of Tarik’s voice speaking in Russian, and that made her feel disconnected from her husband. He’d been gone so long, he’d learned an entirely different language. It seemed he was more comfortable speaking to Tarik in Russian than he was speaking to Grace in English.

She knocked before she allowed her mind to talk her out of it. Tarik opened the door just wide enough to peer out. The inside of the room was dark, the curtains pulled tight.

“Yes?”

She was taken aback by how curt he was. Michael claimed Tarik was his manservant, but Tarik acted far more familiar than servant to master. She felt a moment of resentment that this man had such a hold over her husband.

“I’d like to speak to Michael. Please.” She added the “please” but didn’t feel she should have to. She was the mistress of this house, and he was a servant. She should not have to beg Tarik for anything. But he seemed to expect it, and he was just frightening enough that she said it.

“He is resting.”

She raised her chin and stared Tarik down, but the man never flinched, never wavered, never looked away.

“Is he not feeling well?” she asked.

“He will be fine after he rests.”

He’d neatly sidestepped her question, and that infuriated her. “Can I help?”

“No.”

“Listen, Mr. Tarik—”

The man shut the door in her face.

Shut the door.

In her face.

She stood there staring at the closed door, stunned, humiliated, and beyond angry. She wanted to pound on it, to demand to see her husband. Instead, she stood there with her hands fisted at her sides. When it became obvious that Tarik was not going to open the door again, she walked away, furious with herself for being so weak.

—

“May I have this dance?”

Grace looked up into the beautiful green eyes of Michael Ashworth and her breath left her. Just like that. One minute she was breathing and the next she was not.

Slowly she stood and took the gloved hand that he was offering her. His eyes twinkled, and there was a lift to his lips that told her he was perpetually on the verge of smiling.

They danced that night. The night of her first ball. It happened so fast that she almost didn’t believe it had happened at all. There were some boys she’d danced with and thought the music would never end, but with Michael, it seemed to have barely started before it ended.

He seemed reluctant to stop as well, for he held his hand over hers on his arm and strolled through the ballroom with her.

“Do you remember the night you had dinner at my house?” she asked. She had never forgotten that night. The wink had stayed with her.

“I do,” he admitted. “I remember eating dinner with a precocious girl.”

“I was not precocious,” she said, affronted.

He laughed, and her heart nearly stopped at the wonderful sound. She could listen to him laugh forever.

“You were,” he said with such conviction that she doubted herself.

“Was not.”

“Now you’re arguing for argument’s sake.”

Her mother would die if she heard him. Ladies were not to argue. “Maybe,” she said with a grin.

He chuckled. Not the full-throated laugh from before, but she would take it. “I like it,” he said.

“You like what?”

“I like that you like to argue. It’s invigorating.”

“My mother would say it’s annoying.”

“That, too.”

She playfully punched him on the shoulder, and when he laughed, this time she joined him.

Grace opened her eyes, jolted out of a fitful sleep. The fire had died to glowing embers that did nothing to warm her room, and she shivered despite the pile of blankets she was huddled beneath. A pervasive feeling of helplessness weighed her down.

When she’d gone to bed, Michael’s door was still closed. She’d crawled beneath the cold covers alone and tossed and turned for hours before eventually drifting off to dream of their first dance and how instantly her connection to him had happened. But now she was awake, torn from the comfort of her memories, and she didn’t know why.

There. A noise.

It sounded like someone was moaning.

She scrambled out of bed and slipped her arms into her robe, tying the sash as she made her way to her door and then down the hall.

Once again she found herself in the humiliating position of having to listen at Michael’s door. Another moan. Without thinking, propelled by anger and fear, she opened the door and stepped in. Even though the house had been equipped with gas lighting, the room was dim, the light turned down as low as possible and casting soft shadows on the walls.

Tarik stood beside the bed, a cup in his hand, dressed as he had been earlier that day in trousers, a waistcoat, and a necktie. He’d forgone the coat, and his sleeves were rolled up, displaying heavily muscled arms. She supposed she should not be surprised to see a man’s bare arms when she was the one who had burst into their room uninvited.

Michael lay in the bed, curled into a ball, moaning.

“What is happening here?” Grace hurried to Michael’s side, shocked at how pale he was. She looked up at Tarik. “Explain yourself. What are you doing to him?”

“He’s in pain,” Tarik said, clearly exasperated. She didn’t care. This was her house. She was the mistress and he was the servant. He answered to her.

“I can see that,” she snapped.

Michael moaned again, and Tarik set the cup he’d been holding on the bedside table. “It’s best if we speak outside.”

“No. We will speak here, and you will tell me what this is about. So help me, if you are hurting him—”

“I am not hurting him.”

She looked down at Michael as fear curled through her. He was in quite a bit of pain. Excruciating pain. She dropped to her knees beside the bed and reached for him but stopped before she actually touched him. “Michael?”

“Grace.” His voice was weak, rough. He licked his lips.

“What can I do? Should I call for the doctor?”

His face twisted in pain and he clenched his teeth. Muscles bunched in his jaw and tendons stood out on his neck.

She looked up at Tarik, panic pushing away her anger. “We need to send for a doctor.”

“No doctor,” Michael said. “Tarik.”

“But Michael—”

Tarik rounded the bed to stand next to Grace.

“Grace.” Michael’s hands moved as if to reach for her but stopped, as though the motion was too much to handle.

“What do you need, Michael? Tell me. I’m here for you.” She leaned close in order to hear him.

“Go. Away.”

She froze. Tarik took her upper arm and helped her stand. She looked down at her husband, this man whom she barely recognized, feeling as if someone had hollowed out her stomach.

“He has seen doctors,” Tarik said as he ushered her out of the room. “Many doctors. They can’t help.”

The door closed behind her. Once again she was locked out of Michael’s room and his life.

Stunned and scared she slid down the wall and sat with her knees bunched up to her chest and tried to control her frantic breathing.


Chapter Six

Grace lay on her side and memorized her husband’s face. The green eyes so full of love, the black hair, the noble nose and sharp cheekbones. She pressed her hand against his chest to feel the beat of his heart.

“Promise to come back to me,” she said. There had been two other times he had left her to attend to his duties as an officer in the First Royal Dragoons, but this was different. Tomorrow he would be heading off to war.

War.

Grace could not even fathom what that meant. Oh, she knew about war, had read about it in the newspapers, but it had never affected her this closely, and it scared her.

With the same devastating smile that had melted her heart all those years ago, Michael lifted her hand from his heart and kissed her fingers. “I promise.”

She wasn’t naive. She knew he could never promise such a thing, but it still made her feel better to hear it from him. “I don’t know what I’m going to do without you.”

“You will attend your committee meetings and you will have tea with Sara and you will dig in your flower beds.”

“And I will miss you terribly.” Her heart clenched. They had never been apart for this long.

“And I will miss you as well.” He kissed her, a soft kiss that led to a deeper kiss. Michael groaned in the way that told her he wanted her. He rolled her beneath him, his body weighing hers down. It made her feel loved and cherished and wanted. They had just made love not an hour before, but she was ready for him, her body arching toward his in anticipation of the invasion. It was always like this between them, an insatiable need that consumed them both. He entered her and she cried out, her body opening up, accepting him. It brought shivers up her spine. He looked down upon her as he moved inside her, his laughing eyes serious as he stared at her. It was as if he were memorizing her for the time when they would be apart.

She tried not to think about that. Instead, she immersed herself in the moment, allowing her body to take over, the emotions to seep into her, and the blissful feeling to take her to a place where she soared. She clutched him tightly, her body moving with his in a synchroniz[image: ]ation that told her they were made for each other. Her release came too quickly and she was arching her back, crying out, at the same time Michael thrust more deeply. She felt the warm wetness inside her and hoped and prayed that, with any luck, she would surprise him with a son when he returned.

Grace rested her chin on her drawn-up knees and stared at Michael’s door. She had not moved all night and the sun was rising. Fear kept her immobile. A terror that far outweighed her shattered hopes of a child that never was. She had been so naive, believing that her life was over if she could not become a mother. And she had been so selfish, wondering what she would do with her time, when Michael had been facing far more terrifying things.

All of that was nothing compared to being told that her husband had been killed.

Nothing compared to having your dead husband return only to tell you he did not want you.

And that was definitely nothing compared to the paralyzing fear of sitting outside your husband’s door, convinced he was dying and not being allowed entrance.

Michael is dying.

She breathed deep, her eyes dry. Tears could not even begin to touch her rampant fear.

It had been quiet on the other side of the door for a few hours. She pulled her legs closer so that she was sitting in a tight ball, holding herself together by sheer force of will.

When the door creaked open, Grace simply stared at it, too numb to comprehend that Tarik was stepping out. He paused when he saw her sitting there. She had no feeling in her legs to rise; nor did she care. She looked up at this man Michael had brought home with him who knew more about her husband than she did.

The question she wanted to ask refused to be voiced. It was far too terrifying.

“He is resting,” Tarik said.

She leaned her head against the wall and closed her eyes. Her body felt heavy, cumbersome.

He’s alive.

Tarik surprised her by sliding down the wall and sitting next to her. He looked as exhausted as she felt.

“Is he dying?” Somewhere she found the courage to voice her fear.

For a long moment Tarik didn’t answer, and in those many beats of silence, Grace lived and died a thousand times.

“No,” he finally said.

No. She let the fear seep out of her, but it wouldn’t fully release its grip.

“Tell me what is wrong with him,” she whispered up at the ceiling she was staring at.

“His story is not mine to tell.”

She rubbed her eyes with the pads of her thumbs, too weary to argue with this man. “Give me your word that he is not dying.”

“I give you my word. He is not dying.”

“Does he suffer like this often?”

Again he hesitated, seeming to weigh his words before he spoke. “Often enough.”

“Is this the result of his war injury?”

“I have said enough. It is up to him to tell you more.”

“I want to help him, Tarik, but I don’t know how.”

“You can’t help him unless he wants you to, and right now he doesn’t want you to.”

“Why?”

“It’s not—”

“—your story to tell.”

“Exactly.” He smiled, and for the first time he looked somewhat friendly. At least less frightening.

“Will he ever tell me, do you think?”

Tarik raised his knees and rested his elbows on them. “I think he would be a fool not to.”

She had the feeling that Tarik was on her side. In this, at least. But she wasn’t going to trust that feeling just yet.

“So what happens now? He rests?”

“He will sleep for a few hours, and when he awakens, he will be hungry. It’s how this always works.”

How many times had this happened? “Then I will tell Ida to make a large breakfast.” If she couldn’t do anything else, at least she could feed him.

She stood on wobbly legs. The long hours of sitting on the floor had taken their toll. She hobbled back to her room on feet that felt like they were stuck with pins, but when she shut the door behind her, she simply stood there, looking at her bed and the rumpled bedclothes. She was so exhausted that any sort of thought escaped her. She couldn’t even command her body to move.

Michael wasn’t dying.

She swayed, whether from fatigue or relief, she couldn’t say.

Not dying.

She closed her eyes and let that thought settle within her. She hadn’t realized how much she’d feared that Tarik would walk out of the room and tell her that Michael was dead. Again.

—

Again Michael found himself standing at the door to the conservatory, watching his wife. Tarik had told him that she’d held an all-night vigil for him on the floor outside his room.

A vigil he didn’t deserve.

Michael made his way to her and touched the gardening implement sitting on the workbench. “You always did love your plants,” he said.

She placed more soil in the pot, spreading it until the roots were covered. Her back was tense, her shoulders rigid. He remembered enough to know she was angry right now.

“Gracie—”

“Ida said you ate breakfast.”

He sighed. “I did. She’s an excellent cook.”

“She likes feeding people.”

Grace turned the pot around, inspecting the soil, patting it here and there.

“I’m sorry, Gracie.”

“For what?” She picked up the pot and carried it to an empty space on a shelf, where she carefully put it down.

“I didn’t want you to see me like that.”

She wiped her hands on an old rag, but she wouldn’t look at him. “I’m your wife, Michael. I’m supposed to help you. Not some strange man.”

He touched the implement again, wishing he could remember the name of the tool. Wishing a lot of things. “Tarik has been with me a long time. He understands what I need.”

She slammed her hand down on the workbench, startling him enough that he looked up at her. Her eyes were like blue flames, narrowed at him in a fury he could not remember seeing before. Her color was high, and, God help him, he was pulled toward her. She’d never looked so beautiful to him, and for the first time in a very long time, his body stirred in ways that were entirely inappropriate for the circumstances.

“Why did you come back?” she asked. Her calm tone did not ease his apprehension, but it cooled his ardor, for it belied her fury. “If Tarik understands you better than I do, why did you return to me?” She emphasized the last word by throwing her rag on the workbench.

Michael rested his hands on top of his cane and stared at the crumpled and mud-caked rag. There were so many answers he could choose from, but he chose the best, most honest answer. “Because I missed you.”

Her laugh was laced with disbelief. “You missed me? You barely speak to me. You’re locked in a room with that man most of the time. You tell me you don’t want anyone to know you returned. Last night you were in so much pain, I thought you were dying. I sat outside your door all night, holding my breath and praying that Tarik would not walk out of that room and tell me you were gone.”

He winced at the raw pain in her voice. There was nothing to say in his own defense. She was correct. He didn’t let her in—to his bedroom, his thoughts, his life. There was a reason for that. However, both Grace and Tarik had a very valid point. If he wasn’t willing to be forthcoming with her, then why had he returned?

Because he missed her.

Because he ached for her presence.

Because for an entire year he had single-mindedly, selfishly, thought of nothing but returning home, ignoring the implications of his return and what it would do to Grace and a whole host of other people whose lives he was about to upturn.

“I apologize.”

“I don’t want your apologies, Michael. I want to help you. That’s what loving someone is all about—we help each other. But you push me away, and you refuse to let me help. What in the world is happening?”

In his delirium over the past months, in his quest to regain the portion of himself that he’d lost, he’d foolishly believed that returning home would solve all of his problems. He’d thought that if he returned to the one place where he had been whole, he would become whole again.

“I’m unsure,” he admitted.

She rolled her eyes and turned away from him to grab an empty pot. “Fine. Don’t tell me.”

For one harrowing moment, he feared Grace would chuck the pot at his head. But that wasn’t his Grace. She may be furious, but she was never violent.

“I’m being honest, Grace. I don’t know exactly what is happening, but I can tell you what I do know.”

She put the pot down and faced him. He hated seeing the distrust in her expression, hated the distance between them. A distance he had created and didn’t know how to bridge.

“The last battle was horrific,” he began. “A terrible mess. We never should have attacked that day, but that’s what our orders were. I don’t remember much. Just the orders to attack and then…” He shook his head. Forcing the memories didn’t help and only led to an aching head. Doctors had told him he would probably never remember the events leading up to his injury, so he’d stopped trying. Sometimes he thought that was for the best. “I don’t remember anything after that until I woke up in Tarik’s camp.”

“You were wounded.”

“Yes.”

“Your leg?”

He huffed out a laugh. “No. My leg wasn’t wounded at all. It was my head. I think…I know…” He drew in a deep breath. The moment had arrived, and he wasn’t prepared for it, no matter how many times he’d rehearsed it. “I damaged my brain, Grace.” He let the words fall between them, knowing they would change things forever. Hating himself. Hating his injury. Hating war. Hating everything at the moment. Every moment of every day, he wished this hadn’t happened to him. He wished he could go back to that day and do something different, anything that would have changed the course of his life, even if that act had ended his life.

“When I woke up, Tarik told me I’d been unconscious for days. Neither of us know how many. Things were confusing. The battle was bloody, and Tarik had to go into hiding. He took care of me as best he could while also protecting himself. If he was caught by the English army with an English officer, he would have been killed. We were fighting the Russians and while Tarik is a Cossack and doesn’t claim himself as a Russian, his people do fight for Russia.”

He picked up the digging implement and stared at it because it was much easier to stare at than Grace’s disbelieving blue eyes. “When I awoke, I was in excruciating pain. My head felt as if it had been…” He squeezed his eyes shut. The words escaped him, just as they always did. He had no idea what he had been about to say. Frantically searching for his thoughts didn’t help. The harder he tried, the more they escaped him.

“Michael?”

He opened his eyes to see her looking at him in concern. “I can’t remember things, Grace. The words sometimes won’t come to me. Like the color of your hair. I can’t remember what to call the color of your hair.”

“Blonde?”

Blonde. Her hair was blonde. Such a beautiful blonde, too.

He could see the fear creeping into her eyes, the affirmation that he wasn’t the man she married and that she had no idea who this new man really was.

He didn’t know who he was, either. It was strange, living in the same body he’d lived in for nearly thirty years and yet not knowing himself. Not only had he lost part of his memory, he’d also lost part of himself. The thing that made him Michael John Ashworth. That thing that made him uniquely him. It was so difficult for him to describe and comprehend and nearly impossible to make Grace understand. All he knew was that prior to the battle, he was the same person he’d been for nearly twenty-eight years, and after the battle, he was not that person anymore. And no matter how hard he tried, he would never find that person again.

Now he had to convince Grace to accept this new person. He would never expect her to fall in love with him. That was too much to ask, for he did not even like himself. How could he ask her to love him?

“Yesterday at breakfast I couldn’t remember what a fork was called, but I can vividly remember the day I cut my wrist.” He lifted up his hand to display the scar that had convinced her he was truly her husband. “I remember exactly what we were talking about and the way the sun shone off your yellow hair as you scaled that fence. But some things escape me. Have you ever searched for a word, knowing it was on the tip of your tongue?”

She nodded, her eyes wide, searching his.

“When I search for the word, it’s like it was never in my brain to begin with, as if I’ve never spoken it before. Like the color of your hair.” He raised his fist and spread his fingers wide. “The word has simply disappeared.” His hand dropped to his side and he replaced the digging implement on the workbench. “Multiple conversations are difficult. If there are too many, my mind shuts down. And if you tell me something, don’t expect me to remember it.”

The implications were far-reaching. How was he to run the earldom if he couldn’t remember the simplest things? How was he to attend social occasions if he couldn’t follow conversations? All of this was expected of an earl, and he didn’t know if he could do any of it.

Grace turned her back to him, put her hands on the workbench, and leaned forward, taking deep breaths. “Tarik said you’ve been to doctors.”

“Remember when I said that I came here via Italy and France? We were visiting different doctors, but none of them knew what to do with me. They all treated me as some sort of freak. They either wanted to bleed me or lock me up for fear that I would become a drooling idiot.”

Her head whipped around to look at him. “You let them bleed you? You hate the sight of your own blood.”

He smiled. The first time in a long time that he could remember spontaneously smiling, and not because it was expected of him. “When one goes to war, one becomes accustomed to the sight of blood.” His smile faded. “At the beginning, the headaches were unbearable, endless and excruciating. I was willing to do whatever it took to get rid of them, but even opium didn’t relieve them.” It was a new low, admitting to his wife that he’d tried such drastic measures. “Slowly, they’ve lessened, but I still get them. A dark room and no noise help.”

“Have you tried doctors in London?”

“I’m finished with doctors. Tarik has done more for me than any doctor has, and I will have to be content with that.”

She straightened to face him. “What do you need me to do?”

He wanted to hug her. Just hug her. Take her in his arms and feel her body next to his. They used to hug all the time. It had been one of the greatest joys of his life to hold his wife. He refrained. The old Michael would have done that, but the new Michael was still feeling his way and unsure of everything around him. “There is nothing you can do. My memory has not improved much, and I fear it won’t get any better than this. I return to you a broken man.”

“No.” She shook her head. “Not broken. Just different.”

“Different and broken. Do not believe that you can fix me, because you can’t. Doctors weren’t able to, and neither can you.”

“You are not broken, Michael. You simply have a harder time remembering than others do. We can overcome that.”

He was becoming frustrated, and when he became frustrated, he could not control his emotions as well. She was not understanding, or she was refusing to understand. He’d been like that, too, but time had been his teacher and now he knew that things would always be this way.

“It’s more than not remembering.” He ran a hand through his hair in agitation. “Inside, I’m different. I can’t explain how, but I don’t recognize myself anymore. It’s like I’m living with a stranger.”

Her brows furrowed in confusion, and he knew he wasn’t explaining himself well enough.

“Do you remember our first dance?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Do you remember our conversation after?”

She smiled. “Yes. We laughed a lot.”

“Exactly. The man from back then is not the same man standing before you today. I can’t laugh anymore. There is no laughter inside me.”

“Perhaps because you’ve had little to laugh about.”

“You are being obtuse.”

“I’m being stubborn, because I refuse to give up on you as you have given up on yourself.”

Was that what he had done? Given up on himself? He’d never thought of it in that way. But no matter what she thought, he knew he wasn’t going to change her mind now. In time she would understand.

“What else is there?” she asked, tilting her chin up as if preparing to take another blow. This was what his return had done to her, made her a soldier willing to go to battle.

He wasn’t telling her the rest. About the demons that haunted him in the deep of night, the dark thoughts that plagued him incessantly. That was not something he could tell her.

When he didn’t answer, her chin lowered a notch and wariness entered her eyes.

“Are you…” She licked her lips and he tensed, waiting for whatever she didn’t want to say. “Are your faculties diminished?”

He winced but understood her need to ask. “Do you mean am I simple? No. Whatever intellect I had before seems to be intact, unless I am searching for a word that has escaped me.”

“So, to sum it up, at times your memory fails you, and you are prone to anger.”

Putting it that way made it seem not as serious, but it was serious, and she would soon find out how much. “Running the earldom will be difficult. And Parliament…I do not even want to think about that right now, but soon I will have to take my place in Parliament. Then there are the headaches that come and go irregularly. How am I to have a schedule if there are days when I am incapacita[image: ]ted?”

He could see that she was beginning to understand his predicament. “Grace, I need you to help me hide this from society.”

Her eyes widened. “Hide this from society? Michael—”

“People will talk. They’ll question. They’ll think I’m not fit for the duties of an earl. I can’t let that happen.”

“No they—”

“Yes. They will.”

She pressed her lips together and he could see the truth in her eyes. She agreed. People would question him. “What about the doctor in London?”

“No more doctors.”

“But what if he can heal you?”

He looked her in the eye and forced himself to be brutally honest. “No one can heal me. You need to know that I’ll never be the man I was.”


Chapter Seven

Grace sat on the bench in her garden, staring at a purple and yellow peony. Last night, sitting in the hallway, she’d been numb. That numbness had been a protection from the emotions that threatened to batter her.

This morning the numbness had given way to overpowering fear that had turned to anger. She had been furious at Michael for pushing her away and for preferring Tarik over her.

Now? The numbness had returned. She’d wanted to know what was wrong with Michael, but this…This was far different than anything she had imagined in the cold hours of the morning.

Far different and, in some ways, far worse.

She’d read of the horrible conditions of the Crimean War. Disease had taken more lives than the actual fighting, so she’d imagined Michael with a deadly disease. She’d imagined a hundred other things, but not this.

His brain was injured.

She had no idea what that meant and, worse, no idea how to help him.

A large shadow descended over her, and to her surprise, Tarik sat beside her.

“You were right,” she said. “It’s a story only he could have told me.”

“I’m glad he did.”

“Did he suffer much?”

“Yes.” No pause, no mincing his words. She liked his honesty, even if it pained her. “He still suffers.”

She ran her fingers over the rough stone of the bench. “I don’t know how to help him, Tarik. I don’t know what to do for him. I’m…lost.”

“You will find your way.”

“That’s not the answer I was hoping for.”

Tarik turned to face her. “You are lost? What do you think he feels like?”

She looked away, embarrassed at her selfishness. She’d been thinking about herself, about how she was going to honor his request and keep the news from society. She had not stopped to think about Michael.

“We’re all lost in this,” Tarik said. “Michael most of all.”

“Forgive me,” she whispered.

“There is nothing to forgive. You two have to find your way, and only you and Michael will know what that way is.”

Grace looked at him for a long moment, seeing him in a new light, as an ally rather than an enemy. “Tell me, Tarik. How did you come to be with my husband?”

He grinned. “You are wise, my lady, asking for my story.”

“It is your story to tell.”

“That it is.”

“Are you going to tell it?”

“I was at the same battle as his lordship.”

When Michael was ordered to fight in the Crimean War, Grace had made an effort to learn about the place he would be sent to. She knew that England was siding with France to fight against Russia over land in the Ottoman Empire. She even knew where Crimea was, and she’d followed the reports from the reporters and photographers on the battlefields. With the invention of the electric telegraph, England was receiving updates as little as days after the battles. It was a new world, in which information was more immediate, and Grace had soaked it up.

“I am a Cossack,” Tarik said. “My people fight for the Russians when they need us, but we are not Russian. We were asked to fight in the Crimea, and I went. I found his lordship after his troops had left the area.” He paused and looked into the distance. “He had been left for dead and was lying among the dead.”

Grace’s fingers tightened around the stone bench as she thought of Michael on the ground, alive and left behind to die. “Thank you,” she whispered. “For saving him.”

“I could not let him die, but to bring him to my camp would not have been wise, either. So I made a different camp, and we went into hiding.”

“You left your people for a stranger?”

Tarik shrugged. “I did not enjoy fighting for the Russians.”

“You have no family?”

He looked down at his boots. “My family is dead, killed by the very Russians I was fighting for.”

“I’m so sorry.” She was intimately familiar with the pain that swept across his face, and her heart went out to him. At the same time she knew there was more to his story and that he was reluctant to tell it. She understood that as well. Sometimes it was easier to keep pain inside than to express it in inadequate words.

“When he first awoke, he only remembered his Christian name,” Tarik said. “Later he remembered his last name and his title. But he always remembered you. He would call out for you in the night.”

Grace covered her trembling lips with her hand. Michael had needed her, called out for her, and she hadn’t been there for him. She hadn’t even known he was alive. How was that possible? Her love for him was so deep that she should have known he was not dead. “If I had known, I would have come to him.” She would have moved heaven and earth for him.

“He suffered greatly. Besides the injury to the head, he had a high fever for days. When he finally awoke, he could not walk, could not dress himself or feed himself. His words were jumbled and made no sense. Eventually, he learned to walk again and to take care of himself. The words came easier. He still has problems remembering simple things.”

Grace blinked back tears and concentrated on the blurred outline of the peony. “He wants to hide his injuries from society. I don’t know if that’s possible.”

“I know little about your world. Only what he has told me.”

“How do I do this, Tarik?” The task seemed impossible, helping Michael, keeping this from everyone around them. She was a simple woman who could run a house and its servants and plan a yearly festival. She was no nurse, had taken care of only a small kitten whose mother had abandoned it, and that had been when she was young.

“There is a strength inside all of us,” Tarik said. “You only have to dig deep to find it. Once you find it, you can do almost anything.”

“My lady! My lady!” Ida came hurrying down the path. “You must come at once.”

Grace jumped to her feet. “What is it, Ida? What has happened?”

“It’s his lordship. Hurry, please!” Ida turned around and ran back to the house.

Grace looked at Tarik, then took off after Ida, fear propelling her forward. Tarik’s boots pounded behind her. Did “his lordship” refer to Michael or Nigel? If Nigel were here…

She reached the house and ran through the kitchen after Ida, who hadn’t slowed to explain what was happening. Had Michael suffered another headache? Or something worse?

What she found stopped her in her tracks and nearly stopped her heart as well.

Nigel wasn’t in her drawing room. Michael wasn’t lying on the floor in pain or unconscious. He was standing in the middle of the sitting room, facing Sir Clayton Timmons.

Timmons’s gaze slid from Michael to Grace.

“Sir Timmons,” Grace said, moving into the room. She had not prepared for this. Had not given Timmons much thought at all, and now that she was faced with her two worlds colliding, she had no idea what to do.

The silence was thick with tension.

Grace stepped up beside Michael. “Michael, you remember Sir Clayton Timmons, don’t you?”

A few beats of silence passed before Michael said, “Of course. Sir Timmons. It’s a pleasure to see you again.”

Clayton inclined his head. “My lord. What a surprise.” His accusing gaze flicked to Grace, who flinched.

She turned to Michael. “I know this is unusual, but could you excuse us for a moment? I need to speak to Sir Timmons.”

Michael’s shoulders snapped taut. His expression went from polite indifference to heated anger. He walked out of the room, brushing past Tarik, who was standing in the doorway taking in the scene.

Grace met Tarik’s bland look before hers slid away and Tarik turned on his heel, leaving her alone with Clayton.

He stared at her for a long moment before he spoke. “So when did his lordship return from the dead?”

“Two days ago. Or rather, he returned home two days ago. He was never dead.” Her voice trailed away at the thought that it wasn’t necessary to speak the obvious.

His lips thinned and he nodded. There was no winner in this situation and no easy resolution.

She folded her hands in front of her. “Michael wanted some time to acclimate. He asked me not to tell anyone.” It was a weak excuse, and they both knew it. If she had asked him to, Clayton would not have said anything to anyone.

“Nevertheless, don’t you think I deserved to know?”

“I apologize, Clayton, I truly do. I should have told you right away. It was wrong of me, and I know my apology means little.”

“I feared you had no feelings for me, and this proves it.”

“That’s not true. I admire you and I respect you. We would have had a comfortable life.”

He barked out an incredulous laugh. “Comfortable? That’s what you were looking forward to? Comfortable?”

“Clayton, I love Michael,” she said softly. “I always have.”

“And you never would have loved me.” His tone was flat, leaving no room for denials, even though she would never humiliate him more by denying his accusation.

She shouldn’t have agreed to marry him. She should have fought Nigel harder. She realized that she had been wrong to let Clayton believe her feelings were more than they were and would never be enough. She’d wronged him and almost subjected him to a lifetime of “comfortable” when he deserved far more.

She wanted to tell him everything. That she’d been lonely. That she’d simply wanted someone to talk to in the evening. But that would only make things worse.

“Goodbye, Grace.”

There was no reason to prolong the agony and nothing else she could say would make it better. She wanted to apologize again, but to what end? She’d still hurt him.

“Goodbye, Clayton.”

She stood in the middle of the room, all alone, just like she’d feared she would be, and listened to him walk out of the house. He didn’t slam the door, because Clayton wasn’t that kind of man.

She’d hurt him, but not because Michael had returned. Because she hadn’t held any strong feelings for him. She felt like the worst sort of person, dishonest and disrespectful.

“What was that all about?” Michael stood in the doorway and stared at her in such a cold way that it made her shiver.

Grace ran her hands down her skirts in agitation. “Clayton and I…” She didn’t think it possible, but she felt even worse. As if she had betrayed Michael because she hadn’t waited even the requisite year to mourn his death.

“I see.”

“No. You don’t see. Clayton and I were engaged to be married in a few weeks, but it’s not what it seems.”

“You certainly didn’t waste time, did you, Grace?”

She winced. “I had no choice.”

“This isn’t the Middle Ages. Women aren’t bought and sold anymore.”

“Nigel arranged our marriage.”

He shot her a skeptical look. “And you weren’t allowed to say no?”

She remained silent. How did one explain the crushing loneliness? The bitter grief? How could she explain that it had nothing to do with leaving Michael but escaping herself?

“Damnation, Grace.”

“I don’t love him.”

Michael shook his head and walked out of the room. Grace was rooted to the spot, wanting to go after him but afraid to. She’d hurt two good men with her foolish and selfish actions. She could blame Nigel, but Nigel wasn’t completely to blame.

“He likes to walk.”

Grace jerked her head up to find Tarik standing in the doorway.

“A doctor in France told him to exercise his legs, so he walks. I think he likes to because for a long time he couldn’t and because it’s quiet enough for him to think.”

“I hurt him, Tarik.”

“There will be plenty of hurt all around before all is over and done with.”

“Are you saying I should go to him?”

Tarik turned and walked away. What a strange man, and yet Grace was beginning to appreciate his presence. She took a deep breath and hurried to catch up to Michael, who had made his way surprisingly far down the road.

He didn’t acknowledge her when she fell into step beside him. He kept walking, the tap of his cane and the crunch of his boots on the gravel the only sounds to break the silence.

“Not many people travel this road, but there is a chance someone will see you,” she said.

“I think my secret is soon to be out anyway. Now that Lady Sara and Sir Timmons have seen me.”

“They won’t say anything.”

“It’s time. It was selfish of me to think I could hide here for long.”

“Nigel won’t be happy.”

“It seems Nigel is not the only one.”

“You’re referring to Sir Timmons. I was lonely, Michael. I know that isn’t a good excuse to marry someone, and it wasn’t fair to Clayton, but I don’t love him. I love you.”

She endured about a dozen more taps of the cane as they meandered down the middle of the lane with the birds chirping around them. Grace hated the stretched silence, the uncomfortable waiting, not knowing this new Michael well enough to predict what he would say next. She was learning him all over again.

“In all the time I was recovering and planning to return to you, I never once thought that you had found someone else. My mistake. You’re a vibrant woman, Grace. Of course you would move on.”

She didn’t know if he had intended his words to stab her, but they did. “I didn’t move on. I could never move on. I still love you as much as I ever have, even more so. I didn’t want to live in the dower house anymore. I wanted companions[image: ]hip.” The arguments that she had convinced herself were strong in defense of marrying Clayton seemed foolishly weak now.

“I shouldn’t expect you to put yourself on a shelf and remain all alone for the rest of your life. Yet the thought of you with him, with anyone, makes me furious inside. It’s a strange sensation.”

“I should not have agreed to marry him. I only love you, Michael, and I will only ever love you.”

“Ah, Gracie.” He sighed and slowed down. His shoulders drooped. “You feel guilty when you shouldn’t. It’s my fault for not understanding. And my fault for not returning sooner.”

“Why didn’t you?” It was the question that kept her awake at night. Why wait so long to return?

“I wasn’t ready.”

He wasn’t ready? What about her? What about living almost an entire year, believing he was dead? Grieving for him?

“The first few days after the battle, I was unconscious. The first few weeks, I was like an infant and the first few months like a small child. My thoughts were jumbled and confused. My anger was quick and nearly violent. I didn’t even know who I was for a long time.” He raised his hand and twirled his fingers by his ear. “Half the time I didn’t know my dreams from reality.”

“Tarik said you asked for me by name.”

“I remembered your name. I knew you were important to me, but I couldn’t remember your face, and I didn’t know exactly who you were. If you had walked up to me during that time, I would not have recognized you, though I knew there was someone important in my life.”

What if he had never remembered her? What if he had never remembered his own name? What if he had remembered but not loved her anymore? How horrible that would have been, for him to return but having forgotten or lost his love for her.

“We moved around a lot. Tarik was…I can’t remember the word, but he saved my life.”

“And yet you never wrote to me to tell me you were alive.” If she sounded accusing, it was because she was. Hurt and anger were a coiled ball inside her.

“Because I could not write. I had to relearn my letters and numbers, and when I did, I learned them in Russian. Memories are strange things. The oldest returned to me first. What should have been the freshest memories are still missing, and most of the doctors said they might never return. There are whole months that are gone to me.” He stopped to face her. “I can’t imagine what it was like for you, and you can’t imagine what it was like for me—to lose everything and regain only some of it.”

No, she couldn’t imagine what it was like for him, but she would like to. There was a bond between him and Tarik that she was not a part of. There was a large part of Michael’s life that she didn’t know, may never know about, and yet Tarik did. She could understand Michael’s jealousy when it came to Clayton, because she had her own jealousy when it came to Tarik.

Michael continued walking and Grace hurried to catch up with him.

“You said your leg wasn’t injured, and yet you lean upon your cane. It appears to be more than a fashion accessory.”

“My leg was never injured, but it gives out on me occasionally and I stumble. The cane lets people believe that I was injured, and if I stumble, they mark it up to the injury. It also has helped me not to fall flat on my face on a few occasions. Since the battle, I have had problems with balance.”

“You appear to be doing well now with your balance.”

“I’m getting better.” He headed off the road toward a large boulder, where he sat down and rested his cane against the rock. He was pale, and there was a sheen on his brow.

“Are you feeling ill?” she asked, perching on the rock next to him.

“Just tired. My…” He squeezed his eyes shut. She was beginning to learn that he did that when he was searching for the right word or when his head hurt.

“Your…?”

His eyes opened. “I can’t think of the word I want.” He waved his hand in the air as if dismissing the thought because it took too much effort. “I tire easily. I try to walk to increase my strength.” He looked back at the dower house off in the distance. “At first I wasn’t able to walk a quarter of this distance without feeling as if I would lose consciousn[image: ]ess.”

The breeze was cool, but the sun was warm making it a very comfortable day to be outside.

“You’ve come a long way, then.”

He kept looking at the house. From this distance, it didn’t look so bad. An elegant old lady standing tall and proud against the backdrop of rolling hills and blue skies. It wasn’t until one approached that one noticed the age and the lack of tender loving care.

“You should be well off here, Grace. You receive a third of the income from the estates. The dower house could be a very comfortable place to live. Why is the house not completely opened up?” Michael asked, shooting her a pointed look.

“At first because I didn’t have the energy to do so. It was easier to open the few rooms Ida and George and I would need and worry about the rest later.”

“And when later arrived?”

“I had become comfortable living the way I was. I don’t receive many visitors. Sara and maybe a few women from town.” And Clayton, but she wouldn’t mention him.

“You eat off chipped plates and mismatched flatware. You are the dowager countess of Blackbourne. You should be living well above this.”

“Truly, I do not care. Plates and flatware and scores of rooms that go unused are a waste when it’s just me.”

Michael looked at her closely, the type of look that bore deep into her. He’d always had a quick mind, and it saddened her to think that part of him was gone. “What aren’t you telling me? I know appearances never mattered much as long as you were happy, but there is something not right about this. Has Nigel not treated you well?”

She didn’t answer.

“Grace. Tell me.”

“Nigel is a bit tight-fisted, and the one third due to me as dowager has not been fully paid this year.” Not been paid at all, truth be told.

Michael said something in Russian that Grace was certain was a curse word.

“Michael, it doesn’t matter.”

“It does matter. It matters greatly.”

Grace touched his arm. She missed touching him. The simple things were the hardest. Not being able to touch him. The strained silences. Weighing her words when she’d never had to do so before. She was tired of it. All she wanted was her old life back, to feel like the old Grace and not this haggard woman who felt so much older than she was.

“Will you kiss me?”

He jerked in apparent surprise. “Here? Now?” He looked around as if just now seeing where they were. “We’re sitting on the side of the road.”

She laughed like she hadn’t in well over a year. “Yes. Here. Now. On the side of the road. Kiss me.”

When he didn’t move, she took the initiative by leaning forward and pressing her lips to his. Like their reunion had been from the beginning, the kiss was awkward, a meeting of the lips and nothing more. Grace pressed her body against Michael’s, desperately wanting to feel something, anything. He was her husband, and at one time they’d had a very satisfying physical relationship. She wanted her body to remember that. She wanted Michael to remember that.

She was beginning to despair that even this would not be the same when Michael made a sound low in his throat and grabbed her shoulders, hauling her closer.

And that was when her body remembered. She felt it begin in her toes, a tingling sensation, a warmth that traveled up her legs, pooled in the most sensitive areas between her legs, making her hot and aching, then moving on to her breasts and her neck and her face. It was as if she were awakening from a long winter nap. Where there had been nothing but cold and darkness, there was now light and heat.

Her body was awake and aware. Oh, how aware. How gloriously, wonderfully, exquisitely aware.

She realized now that for the past year, she had not been living. She had been merely existing.


Chapter Eight

Once again Grace found herself walking up the steps to Blackbourne Manor. However, this visit was far different from her visit just days ago. She was nervous, very nervous. But Michael was at her side, and she was ready to take back her life.

Except taking back her life had never seemed so frightening as it did at this moment, because she had no idea what that truly meant. The life she’d had—the person she’d been before Michael left for war—was long gone. The life she’d lived over the past year was also gone, thank the Lord. This was a new life. A different life. A life she was certain would be fraught with peril and obstacles she couldn’t begin to imagine, but facing all of that with Michael would make it less frightening.

After today, everyone would know that Michael was alive, and from here on out, the two of them would be swept away on a tidal wave they would not be able to control.

When Alfred opened the door, the look on his face was priceless. He smiled at Grace, and then he saw Michael and his mouth dropped open. For the first time ever, Grace witnessed their unflappable butler, who always knew what to do in every situation, simply stare. His usually straight shoulders drooped and he leaned against the doorframe, visibly shaking. Grace debated whether she needed to stand beside him to make certain he didn’t fall over.

“My lord? Is it truly you?” He looked at Grace for confirmation, and she smiled at Michael, waiting for him to say something, but the panicked look on his face wiped her smile away.

He had no idea who this man was standing before them. Never mind that Alfred had been with the family since Michael had been a wee lad. To Michael, he was a stranger.

Grace wound her arm through Michael’s and squeezed it in what she hoped was reassurance. “Alfred, it’s good to see you again. I believe Nigel is expecting me.”

Alfred smiled wide and looked at Michael expectantly. Michael cleared his throat. “Alfred.” To Grace, he appeared to be trying the name on for size, giving himself time to connect the name and the person to a memory.

Alfred straightened, flustered. He stepped back and opened the door wider. “It’s a pleasure, my lord. A real pleasure to see you.”

When Alfred tried to lead Grace and Michael to Nigel’s study, Grace said, “I believe I would like to wait in the drawing room, Alfred.”

His steps faltered, and with a wide smile tossed over his shoulder, he said, “My pleasure, my lady.”

Nigel would be furious. He always spoke to Grace in his study, but this time would be different. This time Grace—and Michael—would take control of the situation. No longer was she at Nigel’s mercy, arriving at his beck and call, hoping he would give her even some of the money owed to her.

After Alfred escorted them to the drawing room and withdrew, smiling from ear to ear, Michael took a deep breath. “I couldn’t remember his name,” he said in such a forlorn voice that it broke Grace’s heart. “He didn’t even look familiar to me.”

“It’s all right, Michael.”

He spun around to face her, and the anger in his expression took her aback. His face was twisted into something ugly. “No, it’s not all right, Grace. I can’t remember. Does that mean nothing to you? Do you not understand? This…this…[image: ]injury—this problem—is fickle. I remembered Ida and George, but I could not remember Alfred. I have no idea when my memory will fail me.” He turned and stared at a portrait hanging on the wall, leaving Grace confused and speechless.

Michael had never been prone to anger. He’d always been even-tempered, sometimes to the extent that she wished he’d been a little less affable. But this quick flash of anger was surprising and a bit frightening. Even though he had warned her that he sometimes could not control his anger, she had not truly believed him until now.

“You think you can wave all of this away with ‘It will be fine, Michael.’ ” He mimicked her voice, causing heat to rise in her cheeks, but she checked her own anger. It would do no good for them to get into an argument now.

“Michael—,” she began, but the door was flung open and Nigel stomped in.

“What is the meaning of this, Grace? Why in the world would you insist on meeting me in the drawing room? You know I always conduct all of my business in my study. This is a great inconvenie[image: ]nce.”

Nigel had not yet seen Michael, for Michael was behind the open door, still in front of the portrait.

“Good day to you as well, Nigel,” Grace said, standing taller.

His eyes narrowed. “I don’t recall scheduling a meeting with you.”

“Something has come up that I believe you need to be aware of.”

He drew back. “You aren’t thinking of crying off with Sir Timmons, are you? That would be a grave mistake, I assure you.”

A grave mistake? And why would that be?

“No, I—”

“Nigel. It’s good to see you again.” Michael stepped out from behind the door.

Nigel spun around. He stared at Michael for long moments. Opened his mouth. Closed it. He turned to face Grace. “Is this some sort of jest?” His color was high, suffusing his face and giving him a mottled appearance. He had certainly changed since Michael’s “death.” Before, he had been cool but polite. After, the politeness had dissolved into disdain and very nearly verbal abuse.

“A jest?” she asked, confused. “No.”

Michael folded his hands over the top of his cane and smiled at Nigel. “It’s good to see you too, brother.”

Nigel looked between the two, his head swiveling one way, then the other. “But…you’re…”

“Not dead. It’s a long story, and I’m certain you don’t want all the gory details. I am here, as you can see. And I’m ready to take over my duties as earl. I want to thank you for maintaining the Ashworth estates in my absence. That was very kind of you.”

“But—”

“You have one week to move out of the manor so the countess and I can take our rightful place here.”

“One week?” Nigel nearly squeaked in outrage. “That is not nearly enough time to find somewhere to live.”

“I’m confident that one week is six days longer than you gave Grace.”

Nigel looked chagrined. How Michael had guessed that Nigel had kicked Grace out of the manor house in a matter of hours was beyond her, for she had never said anything.

“You may have the use of the estate in Scotland until you find a place of your own,” Michael was saying.

“I have no income,” Nigel sputtered.

“You are a solicitor, are you not?”

“Not since becoming earl. I’ve given all my clients to other solicitors.”

“Then you will simply have to drum up more. I will settle an amount on you and…” For a small moment, a moment Grace was certain only she witnessed, Michael’s eyes widened in panic. No doubt he could not remember Clara’s name. She was proud of him when he quickly rallied. “Your wife. To get you settled and to give you time to resurrect your business. I daresay that was probably more than you did for my wife.” He pierced Nigel with an accusatory look that had Nigel squirming.

“Lady Grace was given exactly what was owed to her per her dower status.”

“A rundown dower house?” Michael raised an eyebrow. “And what of the one-third income from the estate? Has that been paid to her?”

Grace was becoming uncomfortable with the direction of the conversation and even more uncomfortable with the anger she could see building inside Michael.

Nigel straightened his back. “She spent a large portion of her funds on that silly glass conservatory. If she wanted comfort, then she should have spent her money a little more wisely.”

Michael’s face tightened, and Nigel, being the selfish goose that he was, didn’t see the signs. He peered closely at Michael with a calculating look that made Grace nervous. “You certainly look like my brother, but how do I know you are?”

“Don’t be a fool.”

Nigel stood straighter, his face hard and unyielding. “I have an earldom to protect. I can’t have just anyone waltzing in, claiming to be my deceased brother and duping my grieving sister-in-law. I have proof that you are—or rather he—is dead.”

Grieving sister-in-law? Since when did Nigel ever concern himself with her grief? And what game was he playing?

“Proof?” Michael raised a brow, appearing calm and controlled. “And does this proof consist of a dead body?”

Nigel hesitated. “No, but—”

Michael slapped his gloves against his palm. “That is enough. You have a week.”

“This is preposterous.”

Michael stared his brother down until Nigel looked away. “Good day, Nigel. It was wonderful seeing you, as usual.”

Michael turned and headed to the door as if Nigel hadn’t spoken at all. He exited the drawing room, leaving a quivering Grace alone with Nigel.

“I will protest, of course,” Nigel said into the room. He did not look at her, and she wondered if he remembered she was there.

Could he protest? She was well aware that the title could not pass to Nigel while Michael was alive, but what if Nigel protested? Could someone discover Michael’s true injury? If Nigel got wind that Michael’s mind was not what it used to be then he could petition to take control of the Blackbourne fortune, and that would kill Michael.

“How long have you known he’s alive?” Nigel spun on her, his face twisted in fury, causing Grace to step back. Apparently, he had not forgotten she was there.

“I found out three days ago,” she said.

“You had no idea?”

“That he was alive? None.”

“And you believe this man is your dead husband?”

“I know this man to be my husband and your brother. Are you not somewhat happy to learn that your brother is alive? Does it mean nothing to you, or are you only concerned about losing the title?”

“Of course I’m happy,” he said, rather too quickly. “But I have to protect the interest of the family, and I have to protect you, Grace. You are too grief-stricken to see something other than what you want to see.”

“I see someone ravaged by war and wanting nothing more than to settle into a life he thought he lost. I see you, Nigel, being selfish and greedy.”

“Ravaged by war?” Nigel asked, suddenly interested.

Grace could curse herself for speaking from the heart, and she could curse Nigel for hearing only what he wanted to hear. He didn’t doubt that Michael was his brother. He was just desperately eager to hold on to a title and a fortune.

“The least you could have done was welcome him home,” she said in disgust. “You didn’t even ask if he was well.”

Her anger was nearly overpowering, but she managed to control it. She wasn’t angry for herself. She could have fought easily for what she wanted in the last year, but she had chosen not to because her energy had been spent mourning her husband. Her anger was directed at Nigel and his attitude toward Michael.

“You are despicable.” Grace swept out of the room. She smiled at Alfred as she left, but it was strained. Michael was pacing outside of the carriage. When he spotted her, he wordlessly helped her into the carriage and shut the door behind them, not waiting for George to help them and they immediately rolled away.

Strangely, she understood Nigel’s anger and fear. Her life had been turned upside down once before. She knew what it felt like to be uprooted, to not know what was going to happen next, and to have to leave your home so another could take up residence.

“When did my brother become such a bastard?” Michael asked when he was settled on the opposite seat. “He treated you ill, didn’t he, Grace?”

“I tended to stay away from him as much as possible. But treating me ill? No, I wouldn’t say that. I was too insignificant for him to treat me ill.”

“I apologize for his behavior. If I could, I would evict him from the manor today.”

“I would not like it if you did so. He deserves some time to get his business in order. We aren’t in any hurry, are we?”

Michael looked out the window, growing pensive. “No. No hurry, but it galls me that he is residing in the manor house while you are suffering in the dower house.”

“I’m not suffering.”

He shot her a stern look, making her bite back a smile because she’d been the recipient of such looks before, like she was receiving a peek at the old Michael.

“I think a week is a goodly amount of time,” she said. “And I admire you for giving him a stipend.”

“Believe me, the stipend will be small.”

“Nevertheless, that was kind of you.”

He grimaced. “It was more an effort to buy time for myself.”

“Are you concerned about Nigel’s threats?”

He frowned at her. “Threats?”

“He said he would protest because he does not believe you are you.”

“Nigel is a fool. I can prove I am who I am, and I have no worries.”

But Grace had worries. She would not bring them up now; Michael had enough on his mind with his imminent reintroduction into the world. In two days they would make an appearance at church, and their lives would be irrevocably changed again. So she kept her thoughts and her worries to herself, taking on the burden so his would be lightened.

“When I was in Turkey and then France and Spain, I was obsessed with returning home,” he said while watching the bucolic countryside roll by. “Though I could barely remember home, I was convinced that returning was the answer I was searching for. But nothing has changed. My mind still doesn’t work the way it should.” He shot her a quick smile that made her insides flutter in a way they hadn’t in a long, long while. She was reminded of their kiss on the side of the road. They hadn’t so much as touched since then, and it bothered her greatly. She wanted to feel his touch, to kiss him, to lie in bed with him and feel him inside of her.

Michael had said he foolishly believed that being home would cure him. Grace foolishly believed that if only they could sleep in each other’s arms and hold each other, she could cure him. Both were ridiculous thoughts, and yet they were very real wants and desires.

She wanted their physical relationship back; it didn’t seem that Michael was in any hurry to resume. It hurt to think that your husband did not want you anymore.

“I suppose you think me an imbecile to believe that coming home would cure me,” he said.

Grace studied her husband, mulling over what he’d just said. Slowly, a thought formed and took hold. What an interesting use of the word “imbecile.” Was he afraid that he was an imbecile? Did he fear that others would consider him such?

Everything inside her rebelled at the thought. He was still intelligent. She could see it in his thought process, even when the words would not come to him and the anger robbed him of speech.

“I think we all believe that we will feel better when we are where we’re most comfortable. We keep the good memories close while the bad ones become fuzzy. It’s only natural that you would think being home would be better than not being home.”

“It’s not even that. I truly believed that I would be healed when I came home.” He shook his head and fell silent.

And she truly believed that he would gain confidence and feel better about himself if they were closer physically. It was something she had to ponder for a bit, but in her heart she knew it to be true.

—

He couldn’t remember the name of the butler. How could he have forgotten Alfred? The man had been with the family since Michael was a young boy. And yet when he looked at him, his mind had been a blank, and the familiar panic had set in.

But Grace had been there. Grace had helped him. She had seen his panic and had understood and had smoothly stepped in so that Alfred had not noticed.

Michael rubbed his aching head and closed his eyes. Bloody hell, he hated his life. He hated the fear that dogged his every step. The fear of people realizing that he wasn’t right in his mind. The fear that they would believe he wasn’t capable of running the earldom. His own fear that he would not be able to run the earldom.

So many fears. So many unknowns.

He’d wanted nothing more than to come home, but now that he was here, part of him wanted to run away again. It had been easier to relearn how to walk, to speak, to dress himself than it was to face his family.

All his life he’d been confident in himself, knowing his place, knowing he loved Grace from an early age, and knowing they would spend the rest of their lives together. Knowing he was Michael John Ashworth.

Now the confidence was gone. He didn’t know who he was or what his place was in this new life. Yes, he was the new earl of Blackbourne, but what did that mean? And could he do it? Was he even capable?

He feared that people would label him unsound. But he had already labeled himself as such.

The conversation with his brother had gone well in one perspective. He’d been proud that he hadn’t had too many moments of forgetfulness. Yes, he couldn’t remember Nigel’s wife’s name—hell, he still couldn’t remember it. But he hadn’t faltered when Nigel had fought back. When Nigel blatantly refused to believe Michael’s story. A small niggle of apprehension slithered through him. What if Nigel followed through on his threat? What if he discovered Michael’s deepest secret?

And how will he do that? No one knows what happened to you except Tarik, and Tarik will not tell.

He looked around his room, at the four walls, the faded wallpaper, the prints that meant nothing to him, and tried to calm the raging panic.

There was one thing he was certain of. That when he was alone, all of the doubts and fears were far worse than when he was with Grace. Grace pushed it all away. She made them seem inconseque[image: ]ntial.

So why did he close himself off from her? Why did he push her away?

Because he was afraid. Afraid she would see the real Michael Ashworth.

Knowing that locking himself alone in this room would only give life to his fears, he made his way downstairs. Tarik was sitting in the kitchen listening to Ida prattle. Ida, apparently, had recovered from her fear of Tarik, who smiled as Michael walked through on his way to the conservatory. Grace wasn’t there. He found her on her knees in the outside garden, pulling dead plants from the ground. She was still in the gown she’d worn earlier, but she’d donned an apron. She was yanking on the dead plants with a ferocity that made him want to smile.

“What did those plants ever do to deserve such rough treatment?”

She paused in her pulling and yanking for only a moment.

“Soon it will be time to plant new,” he said.

“I won’t be here then. We’ll be up at the manor house. I’m not sure why I’m doing this now.”

“Because you’re obviously angry about something, if those plants are any indication.”

She continued pulling and yanking, not looking up at him.

“You had a beautiful garden at the manor house.”

“I’m sure Nigel and Clara didn’t keep it up. It’s probably a mess.”

“You will make it beautiful again.”

With no more plants to wrench from the ground, she sat up and stretched her back. Not for the first time, Michael admired his wife. She was still vibrant and beautiful. There were things he didn’t remember, but one thing he did was that they’d always had a very satisfying physical relationship.

The kiss they’d shared yesterday by the roadside had awakened in him a hunger he’d feared he would never feel again. Last night he’d thought of nothing but Grace in the next room over, sleeping all alone. Since they’d married, they had never followed the protocol of sleeping in different rooms. He’d liked to wake up to her in the morning and go to sleep next to her at night.

He feared those days were gone, along with a lot of other things. His recurring headaches kept him awake many nights, and if he didn’t have a headache, he didn’t sleep well. He’d become an expert at roaming the halls at night. No, sleeping next to Grace had become a thing of the past. Something else that was lost to him forever.

He pulled his gaze and his thoughts away from her body to look at the loose dirt at her knees. “I frightened you at the manor when I couldn’t remember Alfred’s name.”

She looked down at her hands.

“I was angry.” He’d actually been furious. Nigel’s comments, his caustic tone, the way he had treated Grace over the past year, all were despicable. Coupled with the fear of not remembering Alfred, it had lit a fire under an anger that was always there, mostly contained, but never far.

He had seen the fear in her eyes, the surprise and shock.

He dropped to his knees, laying his cane on the ground next to them. “I hope you know I would never hurt you, Grace. Please tell me that you know I would never hurt you.”

“I know.”

He put his finger under her chin and tipped her head up until she was forced to look at him. “I love you, and I would never, ever hurt you.”

Those beautiful blue eyes stared at him for a long moment, and then she leaned forward and pressed her lips against his, and he was helpless to remain indifferent. Hell, he didn’t want to remain indifferent. He wanted to kiss his wife, damn it, and so he did. He pulled her closer and wrapped his arms around her shoulders. Anyone could come upon them, but he didn’t care. It seemed their kisses were relegated to public places like the side of the road and the garden.

He liked kissing his wife. He enjoyed being this close to her. It was one of the few joys in his life.

She pulled away and looked down at his chest as she pressed dirty hands to his coat. He didn’t mind that she was getting him dirty, and she didn’t seem to notice. Her lips were rosy and swollen and her color was high. She was simply beautiful to him.

“I know you wouldn’t intentionally hurt me, Michael. But there are many different ways to cause someone pain. You close me out of your life. You only let Tarik take care of you when you’re not feeling well. You keep secrets from me. I so desperately want to help you, but how can I help if you won’t let me?”

He pulled back, the warmth of their kiss cooling. She’d said so many times that she wanted to help him, but he didn’t know how she could; besides, as a man and her husband, he should be the one offering. It stung his pride that he should even need her help. “You don’t want to see me like that. It’s not pretty.”

“I don’t care about pretty. I only care about you.”

“But I do.”

“So that is what marriage is to you? I’m only allowed around you when you’re feeling your best? When you want me around?”

She stood and brushed the dirt from her apron. Her motions were jerky, angry. He wanted to yank her back down and kiss her again both to silence her and to feel her body pressed against his.

“That’s not what marriage is about, Michael, and I’m going to prove it to you.”

There was a light in her eye when she looked down on him, and he was suddenly uneasy. When his wife was determined to do something, not much could stop her, and she was definitely determined right now.


Chapter Nine

Grace fluffed out the skirts of her lavender gown with trembling hands. Since Michael had returned, there was no need for her to wear mourning, but she had no suitable gowns left from before. She would have to rectify that situation soon, but not today.

Today was for other things, such as attending church for the first time as the earl and countess of Blackbourne.

After their visit to Nigel, word had spread that Michael was not only alive but living in the dower house, ready to take over the earldom. It seemed silly to hide when everyone knew Michael was alive, and so, a bit reluctantly, they decided to make their first public appearance at church.

Neither was ready. Grace wished they’d had more time to prepare; then again, she wasn’t certain she would ever be prepared. Though she’d been the countess before, this was an entirely different situation. This time there would be obstacles to navigate that she wasn’t certain how to face.

But there was no time for regrets, else they would be late for church. She snatched up her gloves and was pulling one on when she heard a commotion downstairs and the frantic voice of her husband. “Oh, dear.” She hurried out of her room and down the steps.

Michael passed in a flurry, not even seeing her, as he was mumbling to himself.

“Michael.” She had to repeat his name twice before he stopped and looked at her blankly. “Whatever are you doing?”

He blinked, then stared at her for a long moment. “Searching.”

The absent look in his eyes worried her. “What are you searching for?”

He blinked again. “I can’t remember.”

Grace took a deep breath. She had witnessed his lapse of memory before, but this was different. She had never seen an utter lack of comprehension in his eyes. “We will be late to services if we don’t hurry. I’m sure whatever you’re searching for can wait until we return.”

“No. I need it now.”

“Now?”

“Yes,” he snapped. “Of course now.”

Wonderful. They were going to be late to services because they were searching for something, although neither of them knew what.

“Very well,” she said as calmly as she could. “Where were you when you realized you were missing this item?”

He scowled at her. “I don’t know.”

Where was Tarik? He would know how to help. She debated whether to send Alfred in search of Tarik but didn’t want to alert the entire household and, in doing so, overly agitate Michael.

Michael held up his hands and looked at them. “My gloves. I’ve been searching for my gloves.”

Grace blew out a relieved breath. Gloves she could handle. “We will send for Tarik to bring another pair down.”

“But I had a pair.” He looked at her with tortured eyes, and her heart hurt for him.

“We’ll simply get another pair. Eventually, the others will show up.”

Grace summoned Alfred to fetch Tarik and another pair of gloves. While they waited in pained silence, Grace noticed that Michael was without his cane. Was it where his misplaced gloves were? He couldn’t possibly go out without his cane. Oh, dear.

“I feel a lock of hair falling out of its pins,” she said. “I’ll be right back.” She hurried out of the entryway and into the drawing room, but there were no gloves or cane there. A quick search of the study revealed that the gloves were on top of the mantel and the cane was lying on the floor by the settee. She quickly snatched them up and hurried back to the entryway. “Look what I found,” she said, holding up the items just as Tarik came down with another pair of gloves.

With his lips pressed together and his face white with either anger or embarrassment, Michael snatched the gloves out of Grace’s hands and put them on.

When she silently held out the cane, he merely looked at it before carefully taking it from her and heading out the door to the carriage.

Grace and Tarik exchanged a relieved and yet guarded look. Tarik smiled slightly. “He will have his days,” he said.

Grace was exhausted before she even entered the carriage, and the worst of the day had not even occurred. For the first time, she saw the extent of his injury, and it was frightening. If it continued like this, everyone would know something was not right with the earl of Blackbourne. She wasn’t certain she could hide this from society. Their mission seemed impossible.

They were silent on the ride to the church. Michael sat with his eyes closed, and Grace watched him, replaying the scene in her mind of him frantically searching. Though it saddened her to see her once independent husband brought so low, she had to remember that things could be far worse. If she had to spend the rest of her life following him around and handing him the things he misplaced, that was far better than rattling alone in the dower house, miserable with grief.

The carriage pulled up to the front doors of the church. Townspeople stopped to stare, anxious to get a look at Michael. He took a deep breath and their gazes locked.

“Are you ready?” she asked.

“No.”

“Do you want George to turn the carriage around and return home?”

“No. It must be done sooner than later, and we’re here. They’ve seen us.”

In a moment George would open the door and their life would become chaotic. These were the last minutes they would have alone before the world descended on them.

Grace leaned across the expanse separating them and placed a kiss on Michael’s cheek. She drew back to see his surprised look, and she smiled. “I love you,” she said.

Before Michael could respond, George opened the carriage door and helped Grace exit. She fluffed her skirts so she didn’t have to look at everyone staring at her. Michael exited and offered her his arm with a strained smile. She smiled back, her heart hurting that none of it was real, that it was all a show for the townspeople. Apparently, Michael wanted to give the impression that all was well with the earl and countess. She understood. That had been the plan. Make everything seem normal. Make it seem as if they were happy.

The front of the church was more crowded than usual as people formed lines on either side of the door, creating a path for Michael and Grace to walk down.

With her arm looped through Michael’s, she could feel the tension in his muscles, the quivers of anxiety that raced through him. She could also feel the excitement of the crowd. The expectation. She nodded to them as she passed, her lips stretched in what she hoped was a look of happiness, but her feet felt like they were mired in mud, and the walk to the front door seemed never-ending.

They made their way into the church only to be confronted with the congregation already seated. Everyone turned to watch the earl and countess stop just inside the doors. Grace could have sworn she heard Michael groan, and she wasn’t certain that she didn’t also groan. Their pew was in the front. All the way up the aisle.

Nigel and Clara were not there, and that angered Grace. They could at least put on a show of solidarity, even if they didn’t feel it. Their absence would be noted, especially since they had attended every service since Nigel became the new earl. The gossip would run rampant almost immediately.

Michael lightly tugged on Grace’s arm and they made their way up the aisle. He leaned heavily on his cane and almost as heavily on Grace. To the congregation, it would appear that Michael had suffered a grievous leg injury. He did a marvelous job of holding it together, and with the chaos that had taken place before they left fresh in her mind, Grace was proud of him.

With a sigh of relief, they sat in their pew, and even though she could feel dozens of pairs of eyes drilling into her back, Grace relaxed slightly. This was the worst. From here on out, it would get better. It had to.

Reverend Lawrence took the pulpit, smiling and nodding to Michael and Grace. He welcomed Michael back and then proceeded with the service.

After the service, Grace learned that walking into the church had been only the beginning. When they arrived, the townspeople had kept their distance, but as soon as the reverend ended the service, people were out of their pews and crowding Michael.

“Welcome back, my lord.”

“Pleased to see you in good health, my lord.”

“Looking hale and hearty, my lord.”

Michael reared back, but Grace was behind him, and there was really nowhere for them to go. He shook their hands and smiled. Many of them approached Grace as well, expressing their good wishes.

“When will you move back to the big house?” someone asked.

“As soon as we can,” Grace answered, keeping a keen eye on Michael, who was becoming more and more pale.

They were being mobbed. People were beside and behind them, smiling, chattering. At one time Michael would have spoken to them all, given each of them a moment of his time, remembered their names, their children’s names, but now he was mumbling his thanks and looking cornered.

Grace began to experience her own form of panic. She had no idea what would happen if Michael was pushed too far or if he couldn’t contain his panic. She feared he was on the edge and knew she needed to get him out of there as quickly as possible. She looked around for Tarik before remembering that Michael’s servant had not accompanied them. She felt his loss keenly and didn’t miss the irony, considering there were times when she hated his presence.

She frantically looked around for an escape and somehow snagged Sara’s attention from across the church. Sara seemed to understand what Grace needed. She hurried to the reverend, who extricated himself from a conversation and appeared at Michael’s side.

“I’m certain that everyone wants to wish the earl well and that you all have many questions for him,” Reverend Lawrence said. “But I need to speak to him at this moment.”

Clearly disappointed, the townspeople nevertheless backed away.

Reverend Lawrence, along with Sara, escorted them to the back of the church and into a small room. Lawrence shut the door, and they were surrounded by blessed quiet.

“I apologize for the overexuberance of the parishioners. Obviously, they are delighted that you have returned,” he said to Michael.

Michael didn’t seem to be listening. He had his head in his hands and was rubbing his forehead. He walked to a corner and faced it with his eyes closed.

Sara shot Grace a confused look. Grace smiled at her friend while inside she was trembling so hard, she was surprised Sara and the reverend couldn’t see it. “He’s just overwhelmed by the generosity and enthusiasm,” she said.

“Of course he is,” the reverend said. “It’s a lot to take in, both for his lordship and for everyone else. How are you faring, my lady?”

“I’m doing well.” She smiled again, hoping it covered the lie. She was not doing well. She was barely holding it together. She knew Michael had almost had a breakdown out there, and this was merely the beginning. They still had to get him out of the church.

Sara touched Grace’s arm. “Are you truly well? Do you need anything?”

“You have only to ask, my lady,” the reverend said, shooting a skeptical look at Michael.

Even if Grace wanted help, even if she could ask, she had no idea what to ask for. “It’s an adjustment,” she said softly, looking over at Michael to make sure he couldn’t hear them.

“I’m certain that in a few weeks, it will seem like he wasn’t gone at all,” the reverend said jovially. “He will fall back into his old routine, and this will be nothing but a memory.”

Grace smiled and nodded. How nice it would be to believe that in a few weeks, all would be well, when in actuality it might never be well.

“I’m sure you are correct,” she said. “In the meantime, we need to get home. The church should be cleared out by now.”

And it was. Only a few lingered, and they were either deep in conversations or waiting to speak to Reverend Lawrence, allowing Grace and Michael to escape with no delays.

When they reached the comfort of the carriage, Michael leaned his head back and closed his eyes. “They were all coming at me. I could see they were speaking, but I couldn’t understand what they were saying. Their voices were grating. It hurt my ears. And remembering their names was impossible.” He opened his eyes to look at her. “Thank you, Grace. You always seem to know what to do to make it better.”

“It will take time,” she said.

He grimaced and closed his eyes again. “I wish I could believe that, but I fear it will always be like this.”

Giving false platitudes would do nothing, so she kept her mouth shut. She, too, feared it would always be like this.

—

Hours after retiring for the night, alone and lonely in her bed, Grace lay in bed, staring up at the ceiling. Even though she was exhausted, her mind would not rest. Thoughts battered her brain, screaming to be heard. Problems wanted to be solved, but there was no solution that she could see. Wishing for something different was worthless, so she concentrated on what she could do to help Michael.

When she heard the first moan, she wasn’t surprised. In fact, she had been listening for it. Immediately, she was out of bed, donning her robe, and rushing into the hallway to knock at Michael’s door.

Tarik opened it. She had yet to see the man in sleeping attire. He was always completely dressed, as if on duty at all times. Did he ever sleep?

“What is wrong?” she asked.

“Another headache.”

“I want to see him.”

“I don’t advise that.”

“I don’t care what you advise, Tarik. He is my husband, and I want to see him.”

Tarik blocked the doorway and stared at her with a mutinous expression. Not willing to wait for him to come to a decision that would ultimately ban her from her husband’s room, she slammed her hand on the door, pushed it open, and swept past him into the room.

Michael was curled in a ball on the bed, moaning.

She dropped to her knees next to him.

—

Michael writhed on the bed. His head felt as if someone had hollowed it out and was hammering on it from the inside. Any sort of movement made him want to scream in agony.

His stomach heaved and pitched, and a few times he was so sick, his stomach felt inside out. He barely registered Tarik holding the chamber pot under his head. He thought he heard Grace’s voice but knew that not to be true. Tarik had strict orders to keep Grace out when Michael suffered like this.

A cold cloth was placed on the back of his neck, and he had to admit that as much as he hated to be touched in the throes of a headache, the cold cloth did help a bit.

He dozed. Sleep was his friend in times like this, but falling asleep was always difficult.

What seemed like hours later, he fell into a deeper sleep.

When he awoke, the sun was shining through the cracks of the draperies. His headache had abated, leaving him to deal with the aftermath, which was not pleasant, either. He had the remnants of a headache, though nothing compared to what he’d felt during the night. His mouth was dry, and his body felt as if it had been trampled by a horse. And he was ravenously hungry.

He attempted to turn his head and was pleased that his vision followed with it. A form was slumped in a chair pulled up to the side of the bed. He blinked, tried to focus better, and discovered that Grace was sprawled in the chair, still dressed in her night robe, fast asleep. Her yellow hair was unbound and lying loose around her shoulders. Her mouth was open, and he could hear puffs of air escaping.

When he had imagined Grace’s voice in the night, it might not have been his imagination at all. Had she been the one holding the chamber pot for him? Had she put the cold compresses on the back of his neck?

He closed his eyes in mortification. He hoped to hell not. Where was Tarik, and why had he let her in when he’d been given strict instructions not to?

When Michael opened his eyes, she was awake and looking at him.

“Where is Tarik?” His voice was rough, and his throat hurt from being so violently sick.

“He’s getting breakfast. It was a long night for him.”

“It looks like it was a long night for you, too.”

She sat up and gathered her hair to pull it over her shoulder. He always loved to watch her comb her hair. It had maintained the same color, a pale yellow the color of butter. He recalled that it was soft to the touch and smelled of the rose water she loved to bathe in. Now he could not smell rose water other than in his memories, and he didn’t feel worthy to touch her hair.

“I was happy to do it,” she said.

He grunted, too exhausted for words and not yet possessing the energy to engage in a discussion of why he didn’t want her here. “You can go now,” he said. “I’ll be fine.”

Her eyes clouded and her expression shut down. He’d hurt her. In the back of his mind, he felt bad for doing so, but he was so angry at Tarik and so embarrassed by what she had seen that he couldn’t let himself care. Did the woman not understand? To be seen this way was humiliating.

“You’re dismissing me?” she asked.

He closed his eyes as if he’d not heard the hurt in her words and to keep from looking at the despair in her eyes. He was an ass. He didn’t need her to tell him so.

He heard her rise from the chair and make her way to the door. He heard the door open, and then he felt her searching gaze on him. It took all of his self-control to keep his eyes closed, not to tell her to sit with him while he recovered from one of the worst nights he’d had in a long while.


Chapter Ten

When Grace reached her room, she dressed without thought, pulling on an old gown and tying her hair back in a simple tail so it was out of her face.

She made her way to the kitchen to find Tarik sipping tea from a cup too small for his large hands.

“Why do you stay with him?” she asked, taking a seat opposite him. “You have nothing to gain from staying here. You can return to Russia, to your life there.” She was finished with niceties, tired of tiptoeing around the topic. Michael’s behavior was despicable. Why would someone like Tarik stay with a man as bitter as Michael?

Tarik carefully put his cup down, as if afraid to shatter it. “I have nothing to return to in Russia.”

“So you stay with a man like Michael? Nursing him when you could be with someone much more appreciative?”

Tarik pushed his cup to the side, rested his elbows on the table, and looked her in the eye. “I had a wife and two children. A girl named Nadya and a boy named Stepan. They were my life. Living on the steppes is a harsh existence, and as a Cossack warrior I was called to fight in many battles. My family had to learn to live without a lot of the time.

“There was a group of us warriors called to fight in a minor skirmish for the Russians. We always left a few warriors behind to guard the women and children, but this one time they were not enough. A band of Russian soldiers found our people. The soldiers had been drinking. It was cold. They wanted warmth and they wanted women. When they were finished ravishing the women and young girls, they torched the camp and the people in it.”

Horrified, Grace touched Tarik’s hand. Such atrocities were foreign to her. Such cruelty was not something she had ever experienced, and she had no words for him.

“When I found my family’s charred bodies, I was filled with rage. I vowed never again to have anything to do with the Russians. I am still a Cossack warrior, but I refuse to fight for them. However, leaving is difficult. When we were called to fight in the Crimea, I found my chance to leave. My plan was to slip into Turkey during the battle and disappear. Maybe into a Turkish Cossack camp.” He shrugged. “I had no definite plans. Then the English made the ill-fated decision to attack, and I could do nothing but watch the slaughter.”

She winced at the word “slaughter” in reference to the battle that almost took Michael’s life. The reports from London had not been as harsh; they apparently watered down the truth of the war.

“His lordship is a brave man. I saw him step in front of a young soldier. A moment later, a Russian ran them over with his horse. His lordship was trampled by the horse’s hooves.”

Grace closed her eyes, imagining Michael’s lifeless body under the hooves of a horse. “And the young soldier?” she whispered.

“His lordship’s body protected him. He walked away. The English retreated. I watched for a bit and thought I saw his lordship move. To my surprise I found him alive so I took him to my camp.”

Grace squeezed Tarik’s hand, grateful beyond words to this stranger who had saved Michael’s life. “Thank you, Tarik.”

He quirked an eyebrow at her. “I was not without my own reasons, my lady. I had a captain of the English army in my possession. I knew that if I were caught, I would be killed. But I also knew that if I could save him and bring him back to England, then I could begin a new life.”

Once again Grace was taken aback by the brutal honesty of this warrior. And yet it was a refreshing honesty. “We will do whatever you need. Help you in any way we can.”

Tarik slipped his hand from beneath hers and took up his teacup to sip from it. “I am happy here. I have grown fond of his lordship, and I find that I like serving him. I have food. I have a roof over my head. And he is not so bad to work for.”

Grace sat back. “He is angry with me for nursing him last night. I daresay he is angry with you as well. I’m sorry for that.”

He shrugged again. “So be it.”

An English servant would have been terrified of angering his lord in such a way. A true servant would expect some sort of punishment, maybe even a sacking, but Tarik didn’t seem to care and didn’t appear at all frightened.

“You have experienced his anger before?”

“My lady, he was nothing but angry for the first few months after his injury. He is still angry, but he is learning to control it. Though it is nothing new to me, I can see that it bothers you.”

“He never used to be this way. He was always quick to smile and laugh. Anger came slowly to him, but that isn’t the case anymore.”

“I like hearing how he used to be, because I know only the man he is now.”

“He’s different, Tarik.” Those words held such a wealth of meaning that her voice quivered with the impact of it.

“Yes. He is different, but it is not a bad difference. You were expecting your husband to return to you the same as before, but war is not like that. Even if his head had not been injured, he would be a changed man. War does such things.”

She knew that, of course. She’d heard stories of others returning from war. There were dozens of charities devoted to soldiers who had lost limbs and been grievously injured. And then there were those who didn’t return at all. She’d heard the tales, and she’d felt grief for those families. “You have a way of putting things in perspective, Tarik.”

“I’ve lived a long life in my short years.”

“He will still be angry at the both of us.”

“I daresay it won’t be the last time.”

—

That afternoon Grace found Michael at her dainty writing desk, his large frame scrunched into the chair. There was a look of intense concentration about him as he gripped the pen tightly in his hand. Balls of paper were scattered about his feet and on the desk.

They had spoken little that morning. Grace had worked on her spring seedlings in the conservatory, then had answered correspondence while Michael had puttered about. She noticed that he wasn’t able to settle down easily. He was up and down, sitting for short moments, then wandering around the house before opening a book and closing it. He was outside, inside, talking to Ida, looking for George, then back inside to find the book he’d misplaced. It was exhausting just watching him. And it was surprising to see him actually sitting down and concentrating on something.

“What are you writing?” She stopped to put a hand on his shoulder and look down at the paper he was staring at.

His fingertips were covered in ink. It appeared he had been at it for quite some time. “I am writing a letter to Mr. Roberts, asking him to bring the ledgers around so I can go over them. I don’t want to wait until Nigel moves out, and I need to be prepared when I meet with Roberts.”

Roberts was the steward for the manor. He was young but had been with the family for a few years. Michael had chosen Roberts a little while before he’d been called away to the Crimea.

Michael turned the paper toward her. “Does this sound all right?”

Grace picked up the correspondence and began to read. Her fingers turned cold, and it took great effort not to let her horror show as she tried to decipher the writing on the page. Michael had always been a wonderful letter writer. She had boxes full of his letters from when they were courting and the times he had gone off to his military duties. All were elegantly penned, the words flowing and beautiful. She’d joked that he could have been a celebrated poet or novelist, and he’d always scoffed at her.

What was written on this paper were not words. Well, some of them were, but most of the words were misspelled and out of order.

She swallowed, unsure how to react. He was looking at her closely, almost desperately, and she had no idea what to say. He couldn’t possibly send this letter. Roberts would have no idea what it meant.

“There are a few misspellings,” she said slowly. She put the paper back on the desk and looked around. Spying an upright chair in the corner, she dragged it over to the desk, sat down, and pointed to the salutation. “You’ve spelled Roberts’s name wrong. It’s O-B, not A-B.”

Michael cursed under his breath, grabbed a fresh sheet of paper, and wrote the name again. He was beginning to pen the rest of the letter, but Grace put her hand on his arm to stop him.

“There are other misspellings.”

Painstakingly, one word at a time, she took Michael through the entire letter. Mercifully, it was short and to the point. He knew what he wanted to say, but translating that to paper was nearly beyond him. Grace tried valiantly, and for the most part, she succeeded in keeping the tremor from her voice and the tears from showing.

Before her was a little boy just learning his letters, concentrating so hard and so determined to get it right. His mouth was a slash and his eyes were flat, but he worked hard, and over an hour later, he had a letter that he could proudly send. One that Roberts would understand.

Grace was exhausted from trying to help and from keeping her emotions in check.

Michael signed the letter, folded it, and sealed it. Then threw the pen across the room.

She was so astounded at the outburst that she jumped and stared at the pen as it landed on the carpet, splattering ink. Michael surged off the chair, tipping it backward into the wall behind him. He rubbed his head, muttering to himself.

All sorts of platitudes leaped to Grace’s tongue, from “It will be all right” to “It will take time” to “You did well.” She bit her tongue to keep from saying them, because even to her ears, they were nothing but words with no meaning. For all they knew, time had already done the damage, and it wouldn’t be all right.

“We can hire a secretary to take care of your correspond[image: ]ence,” she said, opting for a practical solution. “You need one anyway, now that you’re the earl.”

He laughed. “I can’t even write a damned note. A simple note, Grace. It’s beyond me. It looked perfect to me. I couldn’t see the mistakes even after you pointed them out. Damnation.”

She felt so badly for him. He used to be such a proud, independent man. The pride was still there but battered and bruised. He desperately clung to it, but the independence was missing, and that had to be unbearable to a soldier such as himself.

“I can contact William’s former secretary. If he’s already employed, he can surely recommend someone.” She didn’t know what else to say. The fact that the jumble of words had looked right to him was alarming.

He rubbed his head.

“Are you in pain?” she asked.

“I’m always in pain.” He dropped his hand. “Hire the bloody secretary.” And he walked out of the room.

—

In his room, Michael took the ball of paper out of his pocket and smoothed it out on the bureau. He read over the letter. He could name each individual letter and could even read the entire correspond[image: ]ence. At least the correspondence he’d wanted to write. But apparently, what he wanted to write and what he had written were two different things.

Tarik entered with a stack of clean shirts. Michael thrust the letter out to him. “Read this.”

Tarik put the shirts down, took the letter, and began to silently read.

“Out loud. Read it out loud.”

Tarik looked up at him with a solemn expression. “I can’t. These aren’t words.”

Michael cursed in Russian, took the paper from Tarik, and tore it into tiny pieces. He left the room and headed outside, where he took a path that wandered through the thick stand of trees that constituted Blackbourne land, toward Blackbourne Lake.

It was spring, the birds were chirping, and the trees beginning to sprout tiny leaves. There would be a scent to the air, a freshness that winter lacked. He couldn’t smell it, but he could remember it. He could remember a lot of things, like the time he proposed to Grace—on a day much like this one and a path very similar to this one.

He was so nervous that his hands were sweating. He didn’t want to touch her for fear she would notice, even through his gloves. He sneaked a look over his shoulder, but her maid was far behind, dawdling and looking at the flowers. No doubt giving them time alone.

He’d already spoken to her father, who had given his permission and a promise to keep quiet until Michael asked her himself. All was in order except his rampant nervousness.

Beside him, Grace was prattling on about something. Plants and flowers, no doubt.

Suddenly, he stopped and looked at her. At the sun streaming through the trees and touching her hair until it glowed golden. She stopped as well and looked up at him, her head tilted, her beautiful blue eyes questioning. She was wearing blue. He would forever remember that she was wearing blue. What an odd thing to want to remember.

“I…Uh…” He licked his lips and resisted the urge to run his hands down the side of his legs in agitation.

“Yes? You what?”

Then his nervousness was gone and his heart resumed its normal functioning and he knew, deep in his soul, that this was the right thing to do. He loved Grace so deeply that it sometimes frightened him. He loved her so passionately that life without her was inconceivable.

He dropped to his knee, right there in the middle of the path, with the birds chirping and the sun shining and her maid just around the bend.

Grace’s eyes widened and her hand went to her throat. “Michael?”

“I love you, Grace. More than life itself. Please say you’ll be my wife.”

Her hand went to her mouth, and tears appeared in her eyes. She nodded. “Yes,” she whispered, then louder, “Yes!” She dropped to her knees in front of him and hugged him so tightly that he swore he heard his back crack, but he didn’t care. They were both laughing, and yes, even he had tears in his eyes.

Almost right away, Michael knew someone was following him. At least his soldier instincts hadn’t failed him. He also knew who it was without having to turn around. Eventually, he stopped to allow Grace to catch up.

She looked at him warily and with sorrow. Quite a bit different than that day five years ago. It seemed so much longer than five years, and yet it seemed like yesterday that he had been that naive boy, a fool to believe that life would always be that good and happy.

Now he saw in her eyes what he knew in his heart. He was half a man. Hell, he couldn’t write a simple sentence. That he needed a secretary grated on him, even if most men of his station employed one. There were times when a man wanted to write his wife a love letter, and a secretary’s hand just wouldn’t do.

“I can’t smell, either.” It wasn’t what he wanted to say, but why not tell her everything.

Her brows came together, and little vertical lines formed on her forehead. She looked that way a lot lately. Frowning. Confused. “You can’t?”

“My sense of smell is gone. Like my writing ability.”

“Maybe it will come back.”

“And maybe it won’t.”

“It doesn’t matter to me, you know. I couldn’t care less if you can smell or write.”

“It matters to me.”

“I know, and I’m sorry.”

“I didn’t even realize the words were spelled wrong. Even when you pointed it out.”

“I’m more than happy to read over your correspondence until you hire a secretary.”

“That’s not the point, Grace.”

“I know it’s not, but it’s the best I can offer. I refuse to tell you that everything will be all right, because I just don’t know, Michael.”

“Your honesty is a breath of fresh air.” It was beyond him to keep the sarcasm from his voice.

“I can’t believe that Tarik has been less than honest with you.”

“I don’t tell Tarik everything, and I don’t employ him to stroke my ego.”

“No. I can’t imagine he would, anyway. I hope you aren’t overly angry with him for letting me into your room last night. It wasn’t his fault. I forced my way in.”

He suppressed a smile, picturing his slight wife standing toe to toe with the Cossack warrior. He’d seen Grace when she became determined, and he couldn’t fault Tarik for folding in the face of her determination. She was a formidable foe when she wanted to be. “Nevertheless, I don’t want you in my room when I’m like that.”

“Nevertheless, I’m afraid you are in no condition to say so. I will be there the next time and the time after that and for however long you need me.”

The sun lit a halo of gold around her head, and her blue eyes flared at him. Clearly, she was just as angry as he. His bright flash of irritation at her impudence and insubordin[image: ]ation burned out as fast as it appeared, and he thought back to that day he’d proposed to her, when life was as perfect as it was going to get.

“I’m not a soldier, and you’re not my captain,” she said.

“I’m your husband, isn’t that the same?”

“Hardly.”

“You are my wife. You are supposed to answer to me and obey me in all things. Isn’t that what our marriage vows stated?”

Her lips twitched, and he found he wanted to see her smile. A true smile. Not the false one she’d bestowed upon him at church. He stretched his mind back and realized the last time he’d witnessed her real smile was days before leaving for the war. That was a tragedy.

He didn’t know when it had happened, but he found they were holding hands as they walked the wooded path. The sneaky woman. Her hand in his felt so natural. How many walks had they taken? With the sun behind them, their hands entwined, talking nonstop about nothing and everything. This was what he thought about in those dark hours when he was in so much pain. This was the bright light he longed for.

He swung her arm so that she twirled in front of him. Before she could react, he cupped her chin in his hand and kissed her. There in the middle of the woods, in the middle of the path, with the birds chirping and the sun filtering through the new leaves.

It was like coming home. It was joy and beauty all rolled into one. And his body responded. There was relief mixed in, for he had worried that his injury had affected more than his brain and his balance. One of his greatest fears had been that he would not be a husband in full to his wife. That didn’t seem to be a worry, for he was so hard it actually hurt. If they hadn’t been in the middle of the woods, he would have swept Grace up to her bedchamber and proved to himself that he was a man in full.

He kissed her more passionately, and she responded by wrapping her arms around his neck and leaning in to him so he could feel her breasts pressed against his frantically beating heart.

When he pulled away, they were breathing hard. Her eyes were glazed, her lips swollen, but there was a smile on her face that lit him from the inside out.

“I love you, Gracie.” He spoke from his heart. All those days he’d said the words to himself when he was in the throes of fever. He’d kept them close to his heart and said them over and over. Even when he couldn’t recall her face, he knew her love and his love for her.

“I love you, too, Michael.”

They walked back to the house hand in hand, and the darkness that dogged his every waking moment and haunted his dreams was pushed away for the moment.


Chapter Eleven

The memory of Grace’s body pressed against his kept Michael awake that night. As he watched the shadows dance across the ceiling, his body burned for her in a way that it hadn’t in a long while.

He surged off the bed and left his room. Tarik, accustomed to Michael’s midnight wanderings, slept on in his makeshift bed.

Michael prowled through the depressing drawing room with its faded wallpaper and old, worn furniture, angry all over again to see how Grace lived. She was—had been—the dowager countess of Blackbourne, and her station called for much more luxury than this. Nigel was an ass. A self-centered ass who deserved far less than what Michael was offering. He was glad that in a few days’ time, he and Grace would be residing in the manor house.

He turned on the gaslight and folded himself into the chair at Grace’s small desk. Every time he sat here, he feared the decrepit thing would fall apart. He pulled over the ledgers that Roberts had delivered promptly that afternoon and stared at the line of numbers marching down the page.

He hated that he was so unsure of himself. Were the numbers he was seeing truly the numbers listed? Was he mixing them up, as he had mixed up his letters?

He’d wanted to call Grace in when he’d first looked at the books, but he hated relying on her and hated for her to see his uncertainty. If he couldn’t read a bloody ledger and decipher some damn numbers, then he didn’t deserve to be the earl of Blackbourne.

He shoved the ledger away and sat back to stare at the window that, in the light of day, overlooked Grace’s gardens. There was a darkness inside him that tainted everything he did and every thought he had. No matter how hard he tried to combat the darkness, it always returned, a formidable foe with weapons he could not fight against. It made him think sinister thoughts. Made him question himself. Made him believe he was less of a man than he used to be. It kept him awake at night, worrying that he had disappointed Grace because he was not the man she had sent off to war.

He surged off the chair and began prowling again. Before he knew what he was about he was climbing the steps to the upper rooms. Most of them were closed off. Only Grace’s and his rooms were open. He hadn’t had the opportunity or the inclination to look into the other ones. Did she keep them closed because it was silly to open so many rooms for just one person, or did they need such major work that she could not open them?

What did it matter now? Nigel was out of his life, out of the earldom, and out of the manor house in a few days, whereupon this house would sit silent once again. However, he vowed that one of the first things he would do would be to renovate the house.

His thoughts brought him to Grace’s closed bedroom door. He placed his hand against it and dropped his head. She was inside. The only thing keeping them apart was the door.

And his mind.

He desperately wanted to go to her, to lie with her, to hold her and kiss her and make love to her. Hell, he was already hard and aching for her. But the darkness kept him rooted. It whispered in his mind that he wasn’t good enough anymore.

His hand slid from the door and he took a step back, then another and another. The darkness drove him away. He hated that darkness, and yet part of him believed the vile voices.

He returned to his bedchamber and climbed into his cold bed to lie awake the rest of the night and stare at the shadows.

—

The day they moved into the manor house was warm, the sun bright, the clouds white puffs that moved lazily across the sky. To Grace, it seemed a good omen. A bright start to the leg of the journey that was the rest of their lives.

Ida and George helped, along with the rest of the staff. There were many smiles and lots of laughter. Alfred was the most jovial as he directed the servants. There was a lightness to his voice and a spring to his step; his enthusiasm was contagious.

Grace brought only a few things from the dower house, for there was little she wanted to bring to this new life. The chipped plates and the mismatched flatware stayed behind. She made a mental note to throw it all away when she had the opportunity. The one thing she oversaw with tender care was the transport of her seedlings from the conservatory at the dower house to the conservatory at the manor house. She employed the help of a footman and rode in the back of the wagon with her precious plants, making sure they stayed upright. When they reached the conservatory at the manor house, she could only stare in horror.

She hadn’t expected Nigel or Clara to take care of the glass enclosure, but she had not expected this. Vines had climbed halfway up, obscuring the structure until you almost couldn’t see it. What broke her heart were the shattered panes of glass.

She hadn’t even realized Michael was near until she heard him curse.

“Who would have done this?” she asked.

“I don’t know, but we’ll get it fixed, Grace. We’ll replace the glass. I’ll send the footman to town right now to bring the glass blower up here and measure. I can get the gardener to pull down the vines and remove the weeds.”

She blinked away the tears that blurred her vision. It was just another thing in her life that was broken and needed to be fixed. For a short moment she let self-pity overtake her; some days it was too much to keep it at bay. Seeing her precious conservatory, the one place she could escape with her thoughts and lose herself in her plants, in such disrepair was almost too overwhelming.

“In the meantime, we can keep your seedlings in the house if you need to,” Michael was saying. He instructed the footman to take the seedlings to the big house and put them in the kitchen. No doubt Cook would not be pleased, but Grace didn’t have any other ideas. The plants would never survive the cool nights.

Shaking off the sadness of the conservatory she had lovingly designed and created, Grace oversaw the seedlings’ transport to the big house. Cook hurriedly cleared out a room just off the kitchen, and Grace carried her plants inside. Once she was finished, she set her mind to instructing the servants and put away the thought of the conservatory. There was nothing she could do now, so she focused on the positive. Michael was alive. They were moving home. It was just a silly glass house.

Only in her dreams had she imagined moving back into the manor house. Late at night as the tears rolled down her cheeks, missing Michael so much it was a physical ache, she dreamed that his death wasn’t real, that he would return and sweep her off her feet and they would live happily ever after.

Part of that was true. Michael had returned, and they were moving back into the house. But the rest? Well, the rest was a bit muddled. She heard Michael prowling the house at night, could feel his nervous energy, and daily she dealt with the confusion that had become his life. She was constantly searching for misplaced items, on edge that he would get angry when he couldn’t find them.

Her hope now was that this move, taking over their life and getting back on track, would be the start of something great. A new beginning. Their life would never be what it used to be, but maybe they could make something better, something stronger.

She walked into the room that had been the bedchamber of every earl before Michael. Tarik was unpacking Michael’s clothes and moving them into the wardrobe while Michael looked out the window.

“May I speak with you, my lord?” she asked. In the connecting room, the same room where many other countesses had resided, Jenny, her maid, was unpacking her clothes and putting them away.

Michael turned from the window. She searched for a smile of greeting, but as always, there was none. He smiled rarely and not since their walk in the woods. She kept that memory close to her heart because it was the closest she’d been to Michael since his return and the closest they’d been as the couple they used to be. It was also the first time that he’d approached her for any sort of physical comfort. It was a step in the right direction. A tiny step, but she would take what she could get.

“Of course, my lady. What can I do for you?”

She looked at Tarik. “Can I speak to you alone?”

Michael frowned. “Of course.”

Tarik quietly slipped out of the room and shut the door behind him.

Suddenly nervous, Grace clutched her hands in front of her and twisted her fingers.

“What’s wrong, Grace?”

“Now that we’re not in the dower house and there are more servants about, we must keep up appearances.”

“I agree.” His expression was wary, as if he was afraid she was going to ask for something he could not give her. Or maybe was not willing to give her.

“Tarik sleeping on your floor every night is highly irregular, and the servants will talk. While I understand why he is here, no one else will.”

“You would like Tarik to have his own room.”

“Yes,” she said on a relieved breath. “I think it would be best.”

“I understand and I will tell him when he returns.”

“Thank you, Michael.” But there was more to her query than keeping up appearances and the fear of the servants taking tales back to the townspeople. Grace was ready to reclaim her husband, and she couldn’t do that if Tarik was sleeping on the floor of his bedchamber.

—

Samuel Roberts, the steward of the estate, arrived early the next morning. Grace watched Michael fidget through breakfast, barely touching his food. Since his return, he’d gained a few pounds, and the gauntness in his face wasn’t as pronounced as when he first arrived, but he still had a few more pounds to gain. Grace got the impression that he ate because he had to and not because he wanted to.

When Alfred announced Roberts’s arrival, Michael placed his napkin on the table and pushed his chair away.

“Roberts can wait a bit if you’d like to finish your breakfast,” Grace said.

“I’m not hungry, and we have a long morning ahead of us.”

Grace watched him in worry as he rounded the table to kiss the top of her head. When they’d reconstructed his letter to Roberts, she’d witnessed Michael’s exhaustion as they worked; his attention had waned and his eyes had grown weary. She feared he was taking on too much too quickly. But what was he supposed to do? He was the earl, newly returned. People expected him to take over his duties forthwith. To wait would have caused questions and raised eyebrows, and Michael didn’t want that.

“I have my festival committee meeting this afternoon at Mrs. Davison’s house,” she said.

“Have a good time with your friends,” he said absently.

She snagged his arm. “Promise me that you’ll take a break for lunch.”

His brows furrowed, and there was a spark of irritation in his eyes. “Whatever for?”

“Just promise me.”

“You worry too much.”

“Of course I worry. You’re my husband.”

“I don’t need a mother hen, Grace. I can take care of myself.”

—

He shouldn’t have snapped at Grace, but he was irked that she was treating him as a child, and he was nervous about his meeting with Roberts. At one time such meetings had been common and even monotonous. But that was when numbers didn’t swim before his eyes and he could actually remember the topic he was conversing about.

Roberts was waiting for him in the study with the papers and ledgers spread out. He stood and smiled when Michael walked in. “My lord, it’s good to see you hale and hearty.”

“Thank you, Roberts. And thank you for delivering the ledgers so I may study them before our meeting,” Michael said as he sat at his desk.

“Not at all, my lord. I would expect no less. I’ve enjoyed working with you in the past. Your quick mind and willingness to try new things were always refreshing.”

“Yes. Well.” Bloody hell. And what was he supposed to say to that? My mind isn’t quick anymore? Beware, Roberts, things aren’t what they seem? Instead, he moved on. “Shall we begin?”

They began by discussing the ledgers—money in and money out. They talked of sheep and crops, of rents and taxes, of irrigation and exportation and so many other things. At one time Michael had been adept at juggling it all effortlessly. He and Roberts had always had the same vision for the estate, and they got along well. But now his mind was taxed and his thoughts were scattered.

He had known this would be a difficult meeting, but he hadn’t realized how difficult. It was disheartening to realize that his lapses of memory were far worse than he had originally thought. Conversing with only Tarik day after day and then holing up in the house with just Grace and a few servants had given him a false sense of security.

“So what you’re saying is that Nigel raised the rents?” He was confused and felt he was missing part of the conversation that would make it all clear to him. On top of that, his head was beginning to ache.

Roberts hesitated. “Yes, my lord. As we discussed, he had claimed to raise the rents so he could improve the land for grazing and such, but he never got around to it.”

As we discussed. So they had already discussed this? Bloody, bloody hell.

“Never got around to it or conveniently forgot?” Just keep going. Push through. Fake it if you have to. Don’t let him see that you’re agitated or confused.

Roberts refused to meet Michael’s eyes. “I can’t rightly say, my lord. The former earl and I did not meet frequently, and when we did, we did not agree on certain aspects of running the estate.”

“I seem to remember, the last we spoke before I left for the Crimea, that we were going to diversify.” It wasn’t odd for Michael to remember the tiniest details from months, even years, before his injury, and he clearly remembered the endless discussions he and Samuel had about diversifying. It was a monumental decision that needed the approval of William. To Michael’s surprise, William had agreed. “Was that done?” he asked.

“No, my lord. The former earl did not feel the need.”

“Of course not.” Michael sighed. “I may have been gone for a year, and I have not been fully apprised of all that has happened in my absence, but I still believe that the future lies less in agriculture and more in industry.” It was the wave of the future, and he knew Roberts agreed with him. Agriculture was dying, replaced by industry, and those estates that did not keep up with the changing times would soon find themselves in financial straits. Michael had not wanted to see that happen to Blackbourne Manor before he left for war, and now that he was earl, he did not want to be the one responsible for losing the family seat that had been in the Ashworth family for centuries.

“I completely agree, my lord. I still have my notes from our meeting over a year ago. Would you like to go over them?”

Michael rubbed his aching head. What he wanted was to lock himself in a quiet room so his mind could settle. “We will leave that for our next meeting. Tell me, what did Nigel do regarding the rents?” They had a few long-standing tenants for whom Michael felt a deep responsibi[image: ]lity.

Roberts hesitated a long moment, his brow furrowed. “We’ve discussed the rents, my lord. Twice now.”

Michael stared at Roberts. He had no recollection of discussing rents, but he remembered that he’d wanted to ask Roberts about numbers in the ledger that indicated rents had been raised. “We have?” he asked.

Roberts appeared ill at ease. He shifted in his seat, cleared his throat, and tapped his papers together. “Yes, my lord.”

“Ah.” Michael stared at the numbers in the ledger. He had no idea what had been discussed. Had Nigel raised the rents? If so, why? “Lower them,” he said, hoping he was making the right decision. Nigel hadn’t already lowered them, had he? The estate relied on them enough that he couldn’t afford to lower them too much. But what if Nigel already had? Had Michael made the right decision?

“Yes, my lord.”

Michael stood, too agitated to sit, his head pounding so hard that he was having difficulty seeing. “I apologize, Roberts. It’s coming on teatime, and I fear hunger is getting the best of me. Perhaps we can finish this tomorrow?”

“Certainly.” Roberts stood and began gathering his papers.

“You can leave them. I would like to go over them again before tomorrow.”

“Of course.” Roberts bowed his way out of the room, and Michael had the impression that the man was beating a hasty retreat, taking his confusion with him. How many times had Michael asked about the rent? Twice? Thrice? Had they been raised or lowered?

Damnation. He rubbed his aching head and closed his eyes. The quiet was such an enormous relief. He dropped back in his chair and kept his eyes closed. He sat there, listening to his own breathing, letting his thoughts float away. But the uncertainty remained. He knew Roberts was aware that something was not quite right with the new earl of Blackbourne.


Chapter Twelve

Before leaving for her festival committee meeting, Grace pressed her ear to the study door. It was unseemly, to be sure, but there weren’t servants around to witness it. She hoped.

It was probably a good thing she had her meeting, else she would pace and fret, and Michael had made it clear that he didn’t want her worrying about him. He also had made it clear that he wasn’t stopping for lunch. The insufferable man.

There wasn’t anything to hear on the other side of the door other than the low rumble of men’s voices. That was good, wasn’t it? She would take that as a good sign. And so she left to attend her meeting.

Of course the talk was of Michael’s return. What a different meeting this was from the last. Clara was not there to stir up trouble, and Violet seemed inordinately happy that Grace was no longer betrothed to Sir Timmons. Silently, Grace wished the girl well and hoped that Sir Timmons would eventually see what was right in front of him. She hadn’t seen Clayton since the awful confrontation in the drawing room of the dower house, but she had thought of him often and wondered how he was doing and if he was still angry.

“And how are you faring, my lady?” Prudence asked.

Grace smiled, although it took effort to constantly pretend everything was well. “Very well, thank you.” Inside, she was a jumble of raw emotions, anxiety being the prevalent one. She worried about everything these days. How Michael’s meeting was going with Roberts. How he was going to run the earldom if he couldn’t write a simple letter. How in the world they were going to hide his condition from society when it was obvious there was something wrong.

It seemed that lately, she walked around with a constant ball of dread in her stomach. She found herself watching Michael closely, wondering what she would discover of her husband next. But to the outside world, she needed to put a smile on her face and pretend that everything was well indeed. Thank you very much.

Only Sara seemed to suspect that not all was as it seemed, for she kept shooting Grace curious looks.

“You must have been so excited when you discovered his lordship was alive,” Violet said with a dreamy look.

Oh, dear. The girl positively had stars in her eyes. It seemed she thought Grace and Michael’s story very romantic. Or maybe the stars were for Sir Timmons, back on her list of potential husbands.

“Excited. Yes,” Grace said. “It was a bit of a surprise.”

“Did you swoon?” Violet asked, her hand on her heart.

Her mother shushed her, but Grace smiled. “No, not quite. I believe I was too shocked to swoon.”

Margaret, the reverend’s wife, leaned forward. “Did he simply walk up to the door? How did it happen?”

Grace drew in a deep breath. She had not anticipated all of these questions. “He arrived in a carriage, and yes, he simply walked up to the door.”

“Oh.” Violet’s hand moved from her heart to her mouth. Did Grace detect tears in the girl’s eyes?

“While we all want to hear his lord and her lady’s story,” Sara said, “we should begin the meeting. We have much to discuss.”

The women settled back, some looking disgruntled that they’d been deprived of a juicy bit of gossip. Grace was thankful. She wasn’t certain how long she would be able to keep up with the inquisition and make it sound romantic and glorious, like these women expected.

“Now that her ladyship is back at the big house, we can hold the annual picnic on the manor’s grounds,” Prudence said, full of excitement.

Grace wanted to groan, while the other ladies exclaimed what a great idea that was. In the past, Blackbourne Manor always hosted the last day of the festival. The earl and countess would provide a picnic, along with games to play throughout the day. Last year, Nigel and Clara had not hosted the picnic, and the townspeople had not been happy.

Grace couldn’t say no in the face of their excitement. But remembering Michael’s behavior at church, she wasn’t sure how he would react to hosting this event. It seemed that they were caught in a large snowball careening downhill at a speed that took her breath away. Nothing was in her control, and that only added to her anxiety.

After the meeting, Sara met up with Grace outside the house and fell into step beside her. Her constant bodyguard followed at a discreet distance. “Do you have time for tea?”

“We just had tea at the meeting.”

“Do you need to go home right away?”

Grace thought about Michael and his meeting with Roberts. She desperately wanted to know how it was going, but those two would likely be locked in the study still, discussing sheep and tenants. Grace looked at the watch attached to her brooch. She had a little time left. “Not right away,” she said.

Sara wound her arm through Grace’s and propelled her toward town. “Lovely. Let’s have tea at Victoria’s Tearoom.”

“How do you do it?” Grace asked, tilting her head to indicate the bodyguard. “Having a bodyguard follow you everywhere?”

“I’m used to it, and it makes my father worry less. It’s no different from your footman following you.” Sara’s father had gone into almost total seclusion since the death of his oldest daughter, Meredith.

They entered the teahouse, ordered their tea and biscuits, and took their seats. After their tea was brought, Sara took a sip and pointedly looked at Grace. “Now tell me how things really are.”

Grace’s hands shook as she put her teacup down without taking a sip. “Things are well.”

“No. They’re not. I know you, Grace. We’ve been friends for a long time.”

Grace looked around the teahouse. Since it wasn’t teatime, the place was nearly empty; the closest person was by the windows, a few tables away, and he was reading a book.

“I can’t…” Grace cleared her throat. “I can’t betray Michael’s confidence, Sara.”

“I would never ask you to do such a thing.” Sara paused and considered Grace. “Who is taking care of you?”

“I don’t need taking care of.”

“Nonsense.”

Grace glanced away and took a fortifying breath. Beneath the table, her hands were clenched. “Michael was gone a long time. We have to relearn how to live together.”

“What happened to him while he was away?”

Grace pressed her lips together.

“I would never betray your trust, Grace.” Sara leaned forward and put her gloved hand on Grace’s arm. “But I feel that you need someone to talk to.” She sat back. “Only a close friend can say that you look awful.”

Grace let out a surprised laugh. “Should I be offended or pleased with that observation?”

“You put on a good show. I don’t believe that anyone but I can see it. You’ve lost weight. You’re pale, and your smile is strained.”

Good breeding didn’t allow Grace to slump in her chair, though she wanted to. She hadn’t realized how heavy the weight was on her shoulders or how much she was holding everything in.

The need to tell Sara everything was so great. She desperately wanted to discuss the situation with someone. Sara wouldn’t go telling tales or spreading gossip.

“He was injured,” Grace began haltingly, still not convinced she was doing the right thing and feeling like she was betraying Michael in some horrible fashion. She fluttered her fingers in the air. “His head…was…hurt. He didn’t return for so long because he couldn’t. There were repercussions from the injury. He’s very forgetful. He has headaches.” The words were inadequate to describe what Michael was like and what their lives were like.

Sara watched her solemnly, not offering condolences or false words of wisdom or hope. She simply waited for Grace to continue, and now that the words had started, they were impossible to stop.

“He’s different. We used to…” Grace cleared her throat and smoothed the tablecloth. “It’s like the caring part of him is missing. He’s back. We’re living together. But it’s as if he’s only going through the motions because he’s expected to. I can’t seem to break through the wall that’s separating us, and the worst part is that I’m not certain the wall is due to his injury. I think he put it there on purpose.”

Sara continued to sip her tea even after Grace stopped talking, but her wise gaze remained on Grace, full of compassion and wisdom. Finally, she put her teacup down and folded her hands on the table. “Men are strange creatures,” she said. “When my sister died, my father went into a deep depression. He blamed himself for what happened.”

“Your sister’s death was not his fault.”

“Of course it wasn’t. Nevertheless, he felt responsible.”

“So you’re saying that Michael blames himself for his injury?”

“Possibly. One thing I’ve learned is that men like to be in charge. They need to feel they’re in control. It sounds as if Michael isn’t in control. Does he rely on you for many things?”

“In some instances, yes. He also has Tarik, the manservant he brought from the Crimea. Michael relies on him as well.”

“He’s not in control and therefore feels out of control. He feels like less of a man.”

Grace stared at Sara, attempting to take all of this in. Some of it she had already speculated, but hearing it said by someone else made it all the more clear. “How did you get so wise, Sara?”

Sara shrugged and looked down at the table as pink climbed up her cheeks. “I’m quiet. People tend to overlook me, and it gives me a chance to observe them. For the most part, they’re very transparent.”

Grace wanted to comfort her friend, for she could see the sorrow on Sara’s face. Because she was so quiet and, well, somewhat plain, people did tend to discount her. What they didn’t realize was that a very intelligent person lay beneath the shyness.

“I feel privileged to call you a friend, Sara.”

Sara looked up in surprise, the blush rising up her cheeks. “And I you, Grace. If there is any time you need to talk, I’m always available to listen.”

—

Grace left the teahouse feeling lighter and with a smile on her face. Talking to Sara had worked. While her problems were by no means resolved, it felt good to know there was someone she could talk to.

She had not realized how alone she felt in this new life. Part of her envied the people she passed on the street. They were going about their lives, just as they had done the day before and just the way they would tomorrow. And it seemed to her that they were moving in slow motion when she was moving at a speed far faster than anything she’d experienced before. She knew that was not so. They weren’t strolling slowly on purpose. It was Grace who was different now. Talking to Sara had brought her back to the life everyone else was living. Even if it was only for an hour.

She was still feeling the lightness in her step when she reached the manor house. She handed her hat, parasol, and pelisse to Alfred. The door to the study was open, but Michael was not in there. She went in search of him, but he found her first as he was coming down the hall from his rooms.

“Where the hell have you been?” he demanded, his expression twisted into anger.


Chapter Thirteen

Grace stopped, stunned. All the good feelings from her time with Sara drained out of her.

“I’ve been looking all over for you,” Michael said, waving his hand in the air as if indicating that he’d been running through the house searching for her. Which he probably had been. “I was frantic. No one knew where you were.”

She could see that he truly was frantic. There was panic in his eyes, and his pinched expression betrayed his fear. But what was he afraid of? “I told you at breakfast this morning that I had the festival committee meeting.”

He stopped abruptly, his anger slowly giving way to confusion. The panic in his eyes clouded with a different kind of fear, one that she had seen too many times to count. Every time she witnessed his bewilderment, it broke her heart.

“You did?” His voice was thin, almost like a child’s voice. His eyes narrowed, and she could see him thinking hard, trying to recall that conversation. “I don’t remember.”

Tea with Sara already seemed a lifetime ago. The good feelings were completely gone. She was right back where she had been since Michael returned. Lost, alone, and scared.

“You had just kissed me,” she said in a gentle voice. “And you were about to leave for your meeting with Roberts. I reminded you that I would be gone for most of the afternoon, and I told you why.”

Her heart went out to her husband as he stood before her, looking confused and embarrassed and so lost. She had no idea what it would be like to lose parts of your day. There were times when she was frustrated by his forgetfulness, but she couldn’t imagine how frustrated he was, especially considering he’d never been that way before.

She had learned a few things in the weeks since Michael’s return. Dwelling on the difficulty only made things worse. So she changed the subject before Michael became more agitated. “How did your meeting with Roberts go?”

He ran a hand through his hair and mumbled something.

Grace leaned forward. “Pardon? I didn’t hear you.”

His expression was so bleak that her stomach dropped. Oh, no. The meeting hadn’t gone well.

“I think I asked him the same question too many times. But I couldn’t remember that I had already asked him.”

Grace looked up and down the hallway. There were no servants about, but that didn’t mean one wouldn’t appear. She motioned for Michael to follow her into her suite of rooms. Mercifully, it was empty, and she closed the door to discourage anyone who might enter.

“What happened?” she asked, facing him.

“I couldn’t remember what he said about the rents, and so I asked. Many times, I fear.”

“Do you remember now?”

“No.”

She wanted to hug him tight, to protect him from everything, but that wasn’t feasible, and neither would he want her to do that, so she tried to be practical. She’d been foolish to think her conversation with Sara would change anything. All it had done was give her a glimpse of normalcy, something that was sadly lacking in her life.

“And what did he say?” she asked.

“He answered my questions, of course, but I could see he was surprised.” He looked at her with tormented eyes. “I can’t do this, Grace.”

“Nonsense. You can do this. We must simply find a way that will help you.” She was becoming very good at faking strength, pretending to be positive when she was anything but. If she didn’t, no one would, and all would be lost.

“I hate this.” He paced away and stood before her bed, running his hands along the sides of his thighs. “I hate that this happened to me. I hate that I brought this to you.”

She stepped up behind him and touched his rigid shoulder. “I know you do, but it did happen, and we have to find a way to live with it.”

He glanced at her over his shoulder. “I keep thinking it will go away, that I will wake up and be better, but that’s not going to happen. My greatest fear is that I will be this way for the rest of my life and that people will pity me.”

Grace gave in to her desire and hugged him from behind, wrapping her arms around him and holding him tight, pressing her cheek to the tight muscles in his back and closing her eyes. She wanted to fix everything. To make it all go away. For Michael’s sake more than hers.

He turned within her embrace and wrapped his arms around her. His hug was nearly crushing, but she didn’t mind. She’d learned not to take moments like these—any moment, really—for granted.

“No matter what happens,” she whispered, “we will make it. I promise you that, Michael.”

He made a sound, and she realized that her once unflappable, happy husband was crying. She’d never, in all the years of knowing him, seen him cry.

She hugged him tighter and let her own tears flow. It felt good to share the anxiety and the fear and the uncertainty, even if they didn’t speak a word of it.

—

The effects of Michael’s day were telling. Grace sat across from him at the dinner table. Once again he picked at his food, toying with it but not eating. He’d barely spoken to her since they sat down. While this was normal behavior, Grace hated it. She thought of her conversation with Sara. Did Michael pull away from her because he was ashamed that he had broken down in front of her? Did he close her out because he felt so out of control?

She would never forget the panic in his eyes or the tremor in his voice. How horrible that he had been roaming the house, frightened because he couldn’t find her. On top of that, he had been dejected because of his meeting with Roberts. He’d probably gone in search of her to tell her about it, and she hadn’t been there for him.

The emotional turmoil of the afternoon had taken its toll on him. He appeared exhausted. Whether he accepted it or not, he was susceptible to weariness. Could a head injury take time to regain strength, like a physical injury to one’s leg or arm?

She had a lot of theories and questions that she’d peppered Tarik with, but he knew little about the workings of the brain. All he could tell her was what seemed to work for Michael. But what if there was something out there that the doctors hadn’t thought of? Some way for him to cope or maybe, God willing, a cure? What if there was a doctor who could give them the answers they needed?

To break the uncomfortable silence and to quiet her overactive thoughts, Grace cleared her throat and broached the subject she’d been nervous about voicing.

“As you know,” she said, a little too loudly. She quieted her voice. “In the past, it’s been tradition to open the grounds and part of the house to the townspeople on the last day of the festival. Last year Nigel did not open the house, and I fear the people were disappointed.”

Michael looked up at her for the first time since they sat down. “Why would Nigel not host the last day of the festival? The festival is one of the strongest memories I have as a small lad.”

“As is the case for most of the townspeople. Now that we are back in residence, the committee…[image: ]Well, they would like us to open the house this year and resume the tradition.”

Michael frowned. “Why wouldn’t we?”

She hesitated to speak her thoughts, especially considering what happened earlier in the day. “I just don’t want to overburden[image: ]…the…um, the staff.”

“Nonsense.” Michael waved his fork in the air. “They love it as much as everyone else. And if I recall, we are the ones who do most of the serving.” He smiled, and it was as if they had gone back two years, to before. Sometimes that was how she thought of her life. Before. And now they were in the after.

“They work hard,” Michael went on, spearing a piece of his potato. “They deserve to make merry. What are you worried about, Grace?”

Grace hesitated. “It will be a much larger crowd than at the church that first Sunday.”

His head jerked up, and he leveled a hard look at her. “Do you not believe I can handle the festival?”

The accusation made her want to squirm in her seat. “I…”

He put down his fork and carefully placed his napkin beside his plate. For a long moment he stared down at the table.

“Michael…” Grace wished she could start this conversation anew. She’d had no intention of questioning his abilities. She’d only been worried about him.

Michael held up his hand, and she stopped. A dreadfully long silence followed in which she could vaguely hear the servants talking in the kitchen.

Finally, Michael met her gaze, his eyes flat. “You are right to question me, of course. I’m…I didn’t react well in church that first Sunday. I was unprepared. But I will be fully prepared for the festival. I can’t hide from them, Grace.”

“I’m not suggesting you hide.”

He raised an eyebrow, clearly not believing her.

“Fine. Maybe I was suggesting that you hide.” She looked away.

“Gracie, look at me. Please, Gracie.”

She pulled her gaze back to his. She’d expected to see anger, but it was conspicuously absent.

“Thank you. I know you worry about me.”

She tried to smile, but it wobbled so that she feared it didn’t resemble a smile at all. “I just want…” She laughed feebly. “I don’t know what I want.”

“Things to be the way they used to?”

She shook her head. “There is no going back, just forward.”

“I wish I had your positive outlook.”

She looked up at the ceiling and blinked a few times. “I just want you to be happy, Michael. You don’t seem happy anymore.”

When the silence stretched, she looked at him. He was studying her pensively. “I try, Grace, but most times it’s beyond me. I’m at my happiest when I’m with you.”

“Are you?” The question had passed her lips before she could stop it. “I feel as if you try to avoid me most of the time.” He averted his gaze, and her heart dropped. “I’m here to help you, Michael.”

“I’m unsure if anyone can help me with this. I’m afraid this is who I am and who I will always be.”

“Then we need to find ways to cope with it, but avoiding me, closing me out, is not a way.”

A corner of his lips lifted in a sad attempt at a smile. “I love you.”

Taken aback, she blinked. His words soaked through her broken and bruised heart, giving her some hope, little though it may be.

“I now know why my soul remembered you when my brain couldn’t. You are my strength, Grace.”

“Oh, Michael. You always know what to say to quiet me.”

He laughed, and it was such a beautiful sound to hear. “We will host the last day of the festival, as is befitting our stations as the earl and countess of Blackbourne. I will not hide from my duties, and neither will you ask me to hide.”

“Of course, my lord.” She couldn’t stop her smile. “I will let the committee know, the next time we meet.”


Chapter Fourteen

Late that night Grace stood in the middle of her bedroom and stared at her reflection in the mirror. She smoothed the white fabric of her nightgown over her slim hips. She’d always wished she had more of a figure. A tinier waist and more rounded hips and bosom would have been nice. Instead, she was cursed with a slim build and smallish breasts. But Michael had never minded. He’d always told her she was perfect just the way she was.

Maybe with childbirth, her hips would have widened just a bit and her breasts would have been a little more plump. But there had been no babies, as much as they had tried and hoped and prayed. It had always been a disappointment for both of them that she had not become pregnant.

Michael had told her that he was happy to spend the rest of his life with just her. He’d joked that it didn’t matter anyway, since William was the one who had to carry on the title.

Well, now it was up to Michael to carry on the title. And he didn’t seem at all interested in resuming the physical side of their marriage. Oh, they’d kissed a few times, and it had stirred her senses. She thought it had stirred more than Michael’s senses. She’d felt his erection and known he was excited. But he never acted on it and always behaved as if nothing had happened after they kissed. And he’d not requested his husbandly rights, much to her disappoint[image: ]ment.

She didn’t just want a child to carry on the Ashworth name and the earldom. She wanted to make love to her husband.

When they moved back to the manor house, she’d decided that if they were to resume that part of their relationship, then it would have to be up to her to instigate it. And yet that first night, as she’d lain awake and told herself to go to him, another part of her had talked her out of it. He was tired. He was still injured. What if he didn’t want her anymore?

What if he didn’t want her? What would she do? She knew enough about men to know that they became excited easily and that kissing could lead to certain physical reactions. Men weren’t as in control of their bodies as they liked to think.

What if the erections she’d felt were nothing but a physical response to kissing a woman? That was the only reason she could think of for him not wanting to come to her at night.

But tonight would be different. She needed an answer, whether it be aye or nay. She needed to know if Michael wanted her.

She drew in a deep breath, took one last look at her reflection, determined that there wasn’t much she could do with things that Mother Nature hadn’t given her, and walked to the connecting door that led to Michael’s room.

She knocked softly but heard no answer, so she pushed the door open slowly. The room was dark, the fire in the grate banked for the night. To her relief, Tarik was not there. Her request that he have his own quarters had been honored.

Michael was lying in bed, but when she stepped into the room, he turned to his back and sat up. “Grace?”

She stopped, suddenly so nervous that she wasn’t sure she could speak. This was silly, being nervous in front of her husband. It wasn’t like this was her wedding night and she was an untried virgin. They’d been married for five years, for heaven’s sake.

“What’s wrong, Grace?”

“Nothing.”

He frowned. “Are you ill?”

“No.”

“Then why are you here?”

The question cut her to the quick, but she refused to back down even though an excuse was on the tip of her tongue. I just wanted to check on you or something equally inane.

“I, um…” Being a siren had never been one of her strengths, but she boldly moved forward. Well, maybe not boldly. Her feet moved her in the right direction, and before she knew it, she was sitting on the side of the bed.

Michael watched her with what she could only determine was wariness.

“I miss you, Michael.”

“I missed you, too, Grace.”

“No. I miss you. I miss sleeping next to you, being with you. I miss us.” Why was this so difficult? He was her husband. They’d talked about this before. And her conversation at dinner had emboldened her. She felt as if she had knocked down a few barriers between them. He’d told her that he loved her. That had to mean something.

“Ah. I see what you’re hinting at.” He gave her an apologetic smile. “I don’t sleep well at night, Grace. I tend to toss and turn and roam the house. I don’t want to disturb your sleep.”

“I don’t care about that. I just want to sleep next to you.”

He stared at her solemnly until she began to doubt herself. Maybe their conversation meant something different to him than it did to her. Maybe she’d misread the entire situation. She began to feel like a fool, standing in the middle of his room in nothing but her nightgown, practically begging her husband to bed her. She was thinking that maybe she should turn around and make a hasty retreat when he threw the sheets back.

“Climb in, Gracie.”

Not a little bit relieved and somewhat cold, she scrambled up the bed like a young girl and slid beneath the sheets, which were already warmed from his body heat. The scent of sandalwood wafted up, as if it had been trapped beneath the blankets. Sandalwood always reminded her of Michael. In the days and weeks and months when he’d been gone, she’d not been able to smell it without crying.

As he adjusted the covers around them, she snuggled in to his side. There was a lump in her throat at this simple act, denied her for over a year. All those months after his “death,” lying alone in bed and reeling from her grief, she used to cry herself to sleep over the thought that never again would she be able to snuggle against his side in sleep.

But those thoughts weren’t for tonight. Tonight was meant for reconnecting and rediscovering.

Her head automatically went to the crook of his shoulder, right where it fitted best. And like it had done a thousand times before, his arm went around her shoulders. He kissed the top of her head, and she hummed in pleasure as her eyes drifted closed. She wanted to savor this moment, commit the memory to her mind.

Michael tilted her head up and placed a short, sweet kiss on her lips. “This is nice,” he said.

Nice. Not the word she would have used, but she would take it. “Yes, it is.”

He kissed her again, this time lingering upon her lips. The kiss changed in tone, becoming much more serious, much less lighthearted. Michael’s arms tightened around her, pulling her closer. “Ah, Gracie,” he sighed. “I don’t deserve you.”

“Of course you do. Now kiss me again.”

“Gladly, my lady.”

She ran her leg up his. Her knee grazed his erection, making him start.

His hand found the edge of her nightgown and inched it up as his other hand cupped her breast, making her groan.

She rolled on top of him, planting her hands on either side of his head. Her hair fell like a veil, hiding them from reality. She kissed him hard. It had been so long since they’d made love that it seemed like their first time all over again. However, unlike their first time, her desire had roughly shoved away her nervousness until she was acting on instinct and raw need.

She pressed her hips in to him, feeling the hard ridge of his excitement. He gasped, grabbing her hips to hold her still. “It’s been a while, Grace. I’m unsure how long I can last.”

“I don’t care. I don’t need slow and steady. I don’t want that. Not now.”

His eyes darkened, and he roughly yanked up her gown as she reared back to pull up his shirt until they were lying chest to chest, skin to skin. It felt so good, so right, to feel him close to her.

“I can’t wait,” he said between gritted teeth.

“Who’s asking you to?” She was panting, nearly ready to plead with him to hurry up.

He entered her in one violent thrust and they both stilled. She was completely filled, stretched thin, and it felt so good. She wanted to move, fought her body to remain still. Her muscles contracted around him in small pulses, her body’s way of welcoming him home.

Michael gasped, closed his eyes, and began to move in her, slowly at first, as if he were allowing his body to remember the feel of her.

“Grace,” he gasped. “Gracie.” Then he cried out, thrusting up and into her one final time.

Grace ground her hips against him as her world narrowed to a small pinpoint and white noise filled her ears. When her world righted itself and she could see without spots before her eyes, she collapsed on top of him. He was breathing hard and his heart was hammering beneath her ear. His hands moved lazily up and down her sides, from the top of her hips to her shoulders, then back down. Her skin began to cool as she snuggled her head beneath his chin.

This was what she wanted when she’d walked through that door, to make love to her husband, to be close to him. She smiled as she began to doze, the scent of the lovemaking mixing with the scent of sandalwood.


Chapter Fifteen

When Grace awoke, she was disappointed to find herself alone. She’d looked forward to waking up next to Michael, to lying in bed and talking like they used to, maybe even making love again. In the past, they would lie in bed and talk quietly before the house arose and duties called. Sometimes it was serious things, sometimes not so serious, and sometimes they just ambled along with no clear destination.

She vaguely remembered Michael leaving the bed in the middle of the night, apparently on one of his wanderings. What kept him awake at night? Was it a side effect of his brain injury, or did heavy thoughts interrupt his much-needed sleep?

Aching in places that had not ached in a long while, Grace made her way to her room to dress. She held tight to the memory of last night, hoarding it along with other special memories she clung to at moments when life seemed too much to bear.

She found Michael at the dining table, a plate of food in front of him. As usual, he wasn’t eating; he was going through the mail that had been brought in on a silver platter.

Grace didn’t like eating in here. She much preferred the simplicity of the kitchen, with Ida and George, but those days were gone. Ida had taken over as housekeeper, and George was once again in charge of the stables. There were other servants she and Michael had to be mindful of, so they took their meals in the big dining room. But Grace refused to sit all the way at the other end of the table. She sat next to Michael to make it a bit more intimate.

Michael was frowning at something he was reading and hadn’t even wished her a good morning. The warmth from the night before began to wane, and she grabbed on to it, refusing to let it go so easily.

He put the paper down and smiled at her, a loose smile, free of shadows in his eyes. He seemed more relaxed this morning, less worried. She liked to think that she could take credit for at least part of the transforma[image: ]tion.

“Good morning, Gracie,” he said.

She indicated the pile of letters with her fork. “Anything important?”

He pushed the papers away and rested his elbows on the table to regard her solemnly. Her hunger from earlier deserted her, and she put her fork down. “What is it?”

“My London solicitors want to meet with me.”

Their gazes locked. Of course the London solicitors would want to meet with the new earl to go over the vast estate business. Per William’s prompting, Michael had been in charge of Blackbourne Manor and the surrounding estate; William had overseen all of the other enterprises that the earldom controlled. Now Michael would be in charge of everything.

“Well, then,” she said. “We must work quickly to find ways for you to compensate before you meet with them.”

His eyes softened. “Thank you, Grace.”

“For what?”

“For putting up with me. I know I’m not what you expected.”

“Michael, you may not be what I expected but you are everything I need.”

He leaned back. “How do you do it? How do you remain so strong? So sure of everything? I have to say, I admire your ability to do so, but it makes me feel even more of a weakling than I am.”

“Never say you’re weak,” she said vehemently. “You have survived too much to ever be weak. And the least I can do is be strong. You don’t need a weeping, cowardly woman to deal with, along with everything else. Besides, I want to help you.”

Michael’s expression turned grave, and Grace’s stomach gave a little lurch. “We will have to travel to London to meet with the solicitor,” he said.

“I imagine, with the size and income of the earldom, the solicitor could very well visit us here.”

“I want to travel to London.”

She looked at him in surprise. “You do?”

“I can’t avoid it forever.”

“Very well,” she said. “Then we will travel to London. It will give me the opportunity to purchase a new wardrobe.” She pushed away worries of being in a big city, of the noise and the traffic and the distractions that might affect Michael. If he was willing, then so was she, and she had business of her own to conduct that could only be done in town. She would write a few letters to set up a few appointments.

Michael pushed his chair back and rose. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, my dear, I have something I must do.”

Confused, Grace watched him leave. This was the most focused she’d seen him yet.

—

She was penning the last letter she needed to send to London when Michael burst into the room, causing her pen to slip on the paper and her to sigh in frustration. Now she would have to begin with a fresh piece of paper.

Michael grabbed her hand and pulled her up. “I need your presence, my countess.” He was smiling, eyes twinkling, and she could only stare at him in astonishment.

“What is it?”

“It’s a surprise.” He was nearly bouncing on the balls of his feet, he was so excited.

“A surprise? What on earth?”

He pulled her through her private sitting room, down the hall, and down the steps. They walked through the house and exited through the back door.

“Michael. What is this about?”

“You will see.”

He practically dragged her across the grounds, then stopped. Grace put a hand to her throat and could only stare through eyes that were beginning to tear up.

“This was what you had to do earlier?”

“I knew you were upset by the neglect of your…” He waved his hand toward her conservatory, obviously searching for the correct word. “Glass house,” he settled for.

The windows gleamed in the sun, obviously having been vigorously cleaned. New panes had replaced the broken ones, the vines had all been pulled down, and the foliage that had nearly choked the beautiful building had been removed. Not only that, flowerbeds had been tilled beside the conservatory and all around it.

“I thought you might like to plant some flowers around it as well. Do you like it?” he asked eagerly.

“I love it,” she whispered, then threw her arms around him to hug him tight.

Michael laughed. Actually laughed. She hadn’t heard that full-throated laugh in so long that it made her cry harder.

“I love it. I love you. Thank you.”

He took her hand and pulled her inside. The shelves were empty but newly constructed. It smelled of new wood and fresh dirt. Some of the best smells in the world to her.

“I can’t wait to get started,” she said.

Her fingers itched to dig into the soil and to lovingly transfer her seedlings into the ground. She could picture yellow and purple pansies and maybe some hyacinths. Already her mind was whirling with ideas. When they were in London, she would see what plants she could purchase there. Maybe there was something new and interesting she could bring back.

She turned to Michael and kissed him hard on the mouth. Thank goodness there were no servants around, for she feared she could not contain herself.

Michael hummed low in his throat and backed her against one of the new workbenches, his hands roaming over her body. Suddenly, she was hot, and not from the glass trapping the heat from the sun. Michael picked her up easily and sat her on the bench to step between her splayed legs.

Oh, this was sinful. But it felt so wonderful.

He threw her skirts up. In the back of her mind, she thanked heaven that the shelves were clean, or she would have a lot of explaining to do if her skirts were beyond soiled. But that was a fleeting thought, quickly gone in the heat of the moment.

Grace scooted forward, frantically pulling Michael toward her. They should not be doing this here, but she would simply die if they stopped.

“Trousers,” she said against his lips.

He fumbled with the buttons of his trousers, finally releasing his manhood. It stuck straight out, straining toward her, and she mewled in frustration.

Putting his hands on her shoulders, he surged into her, arching his back and gritting his teeth. He pumped into her. They were so frantic for each other that it was as if last night had never happened.

And like last night, it took no time for either of them to find their completion.

Grace came first, sinking her teeth into his shoulder to keep from shattering the new glass panes with her screams. She bucked against him, the rough wood of the benches digging into her bare bottom. Later, she was sure she would feel it, but nothing penetrated the delicious sensations coursing through her.

Michael arched his back, thrusting as far into her as he could go, and bit back his own cry of release.

For long minutes they remained that way, panting, returning to earth from their unexpected high.

Then Michael froze. “Someone’s coming,” he whispered.

Grace shoved at his shoulders. “Hurry.”

He unceremoni[image: ]ously pulled out of her, stuffing himself back in his trousers and buttoning himself up quickly. Grace jumped down from the bench. She fluffed her skirts out, fully aware that her underclothing was uncomfortably askew, but there was no time to right it as Tarik ducked through the doorway of the conservatory.

He stopped and looked between Michael and Grace, who was trying to look innocent, with her hands clasped behind her back. Her inner muscles were clenching and unclenching as if Michael were still inside her. It made her knees weak, and she had to lean against the bench in order to survive the aftereffects.

“Is there something you need, Tarik?” Michael asked calmly.

Tarik looked at Grace, whose face was beginning to heat. Then he looked at Michael’s tousled hair, his coat askew. “Pardon my interruption.”

Was it Grace’s imagination, or did Tarik’s lips twitch? His eyes were certainly sparkling. Beyond mortified, Grace looked down at her toes. She shifted uncomfortably, highly aware of her twisted underclothes and the full sensation between her legs.

“Alfred sent me down here. You have a visitor, my lord.”

Michael frowned. He looked so deliciously mussed, with his hair sticking up and his cravat half untied. She felt a spurt of irritation at Tarik’s interruption. Then again, they couldn’t stay in the conservatory and make love all day long.

“A visitor?”

“Mr. Samuel Roberts.” Tarik tucked his hands behind his back, but it seemed to Grace that his lips still twitched.

“Why the devil is Roberts here?”

“He said you scheduled the remainder of your meeting for today.”

Grace looked at Michael, who appeared to be thinking hard. “I did?”

“Yes, my lord.”

“I don’t remember.”

Grace’s heart fell. It was easy to forget sometimes that Michael had such deficiencies. There were moments when he acted perfectly…[image: ]well, “normal” was not a word she wanted to use, because who was completely normal? But there were moments when she almost forgot that he had problems.

And then there were moments like this that reminded her there was something very wrong with Michael’s brain.

All of the worry and anxiety that had disappeared for a short while returned.

“Maybe Mr. Roberts is mistaken,” Grace said.

Michael shook his head. “No. I probably did reschedule. We hadn’t finished our meeting. I vaguely remember saying something about it. I think.”

His frown deepened, and he walked out of the conservatory, leaving Grace behind. She felt alone and slighted that he could forget about her so quickly. She watched him walk away, Tarik trailing after him. Michael’s head was bent, his shoulders bowed, and it occurred to her that maybe he hadn’t forgotten about her. Maybe his mind could focus on only one thing at a time, and the current subject was Roberts’s unexpected appearance.

Despite her twisted underclothes, Grace hurried after them. “Michael.”

He turned to her with a distracted look.

“Take notes.”

He looked at her blankly. “Whatever do you mean, Grace?”

She refused to be deterred or to take offense at his curt tone. She was beginning to understand him a little better. When he was preoccupied, he tended to be short with her. That might be because he was trying to concentrate on something and she was keeping him from it.

“Take notes. As Roberts tells you something important, jot it down. You can refer to your notes as you talk to him, and then you might not ask him the same question twice.”

“He will think that’s odd.”

“What does it matter? Let him think it’s odd. He doesn’t even have to see what you’re writing. But if you write it down, you will always have your notes as a reminder.”

“I can’t even write all that well.”

Stop throwing up obstacles, she wanted to shout at him. She forced her irritation away. “We will decipher it later. Even if you jot down just a few words as a reminder, that might be enough. Just try it. Please.”

He looked at her. He seemed to be mentally switching subject matters to try to concentrate on what she was saying. “That might work,” he finally said. “I shall try it. Thank you, Gracie.”

She bit her lip as he disappeared into the study. Oh, how she wished she could go in there with him, but that would be too odd. So she hurried up to her room to attend to her attire and discovered that her hair was a frightful mess.

She was mortified all over again that Tarik had seen her like this.


Chapter Sixteen

They boarded the train for London on a very fine spring day. Grace was nervous. She felt this journey was going to change her life in ways that she could not imagine.

She had done something that Michael might not be pleased about, but she knew she had to do it. There was a doctor residing in London who specialized in injuries to the head, and despite Michael’s insistence that he was finished with doctors, she had made an appointment. If he was angry, then so be it, but she was not going to leave any stone unturned.

However, going against Michael’s wishes made her nervous. She just knew she was standing on the precipice of something big, something that would make her dig deep and find a strength that she previously had not been aware she possessed.

Just like Tarik had warned her about.

The train station at Hadley Springs was not overly crowded, and the ride into town was pleasant. It had been a long time since Grace had visited London. While she much preferred living in the country, she did enjoy infrequent trips into the bustling city. And the prospect of a new wardrobe was enticing.

The trip took a few hours, and then they were disgorged upon London, with all of its noise and sights and sounds. The train station was quite a bit busier than the one they’d just come from. She was thankful for Tarik, who cleared a path for them, forcing his way through the crowd who parted before him, surprised to see such a tall, dark-skinned man in their midst.

Michael leaned heavily on his cane. Twice his leg gave out and he stumbled. His face was gray, his lips pressed tightly together. Though Grace stayed close, ready to catch him should he fall, he moved through the crowd. A bit inelegantly, but that was all right.

Tarik took charge of their luggage and hailed two cabs, ushering Grace and Michael into one while Tarik and Jenny, Grace’s maid, rode in the other along with the luggage. Once the door closed behind them and the noise was muffled, Michael let his head fall back and blew out a breath.

“I’d forgotten how loud London is,” he said. “And busy. So many people, and they all seem to be in a hurry.”

When one spends his entire life in the country, she thought, London was a shock to the senses. It was the reason she could take it only so long before she was ready to return to her slower-paced life.

They were scheduled to stay in town for a week. How was Michael to survive an entire week if simply walking across the station drained him? Once people discovered Michael and Grace were in residence, they would come calling. There would be invitations as well. Grace’s anxiety rose with each thought. How in the world were they going to do this?

Traffic was horrific. Carriages clogged the main roads, causing everything to come to a standstill. Michael kept his eyes closed, discouraging any discussion. Grace looked out the window but hardly noted the scenery because she was too worried about the upcoming week.

It took much longer than necessary to reach their townhouse in St. James. Relieved to be out of the confinement of the carriage, Grace fluffed her skirts and looked up at the butler and the housekeeper patiently waiting in the doorway for them. Tarik and Jenny arrived, and Tarik began instructing the servants on what to do with the luggage. They seemed a bit surprised to find the tall man issuing orders, but they jumped to do his bidding.

Together Grace and Michael walked up the steps. They were greeted by the staff, who exclaimed delight at seeing Michael for the first time since his return. Then they were shown to their bedrooms, where Grace helped Jenny unpack.

A knock on the door revealed the butler with a tray full of mail. “These started arriving a few days ago,” he said.

Grace bit back a sigh. Invitations nearly spilled off the tray. There was a mound to go through, and she was so tired that she didn’t even want to think about them, but to ignore them would be rude and definitely noted by the ton. If Michael wanted to keep up appearances, then they were required to appear at one of the events, at the very least.

And so it began.

—

The next afternoon Michael found Grace at her desk in her suite of rooms with her head in her hands, surrounded by stacks of letters.

“What are these?” He pulled a letter toward him and turned it around to see that their names were written on it.

She lifted her head and sighed. “Invitations.”

“Ah.” He tried his best to hide his reaction. When he’d decided to travel to London, he’d given a passing thought to the invitations they would receive, but like he had said to Grace, he couldn’t avoid it forever. At some point in the future, he would have to take his place in Parliament, and that would mean traveling to London. He preferred to take his first trip now, when there were fewer pressures on his shoulders. And Grace could be beside him.

They’d made love a few more times since that time in the glass house, and Michael had discovered something about himself. When he was making love with Grace, he felt more like himself than he had since his injury. She made him feel complete, whole, like a man. In bed, pleasing Grace, he needn’t remember words, he didn’t forget, he simply acted, and it was a wonderfully freeing feeling. So much that he wanted to remain beside her all night long.

She smiled up at him, but he could see her weariness. The last few weeks were taking a toll on her. She worried about him. He could see it in the looks she gave him when she thought he wasn’t aware. She tried to protect him from outside forces, and while there were times he was grateful, there were also times he felt smothered. More often he was just plain angry. He should be the one protecting her. Not the other way around.

“It seems that an earl returning from the dead is very popular,” she said with forced lightheart[image: ]edness. “Our calendar will be quite full if we accept everything. I was thinking that we should attend a few small dinner parties. Maybe a musicale or two.”

He winced. “Not a musicale, I beg of you.” The thought of sitting through the screeching singing, or worse, the obnoxious musical instruments, was torture. High-pitched noises grated on the inside of his brain.

“I thought the smaller musicales would be better. Fewer people. Fewer conversati[image: ]ons.”

She was trying to protect him again, but he couldn’t hide from society forever. When he’d chosen to return home, he’d known what he was getting into. What he hadn’t known was how difficult it would be or that his brain was injured far more than he had assumed.

Of course an earl who had returned from the dead would be popular. His attendance at any social event would be the talk of the season, and the person hosting the event would rise in everyone’s estimation.

“No balls?” he asked.

She hesitated. “I wasn’t certain if you would want to attend a ball.”

“I would rather attend a ball than a musicale or a small dinner party.”

She looked at him in confusion. “I thought it would be the other way around.”

“There are many people at a ball. I can circulate without having to engage in deep conversations. Whereas at a musicale or small dinner party, I will have to know everyone’s name and be able to say it on cue. I’m afraid that might be beyond me.”

She looked down at the invitations. “I never thought of it that way.”

He tapped a stack of invitations. “Accept a few to the biggest balls.” He turned to leave but stopped and turned again. “Grace?”

She lifted her head. He hated to see the pinched look on her face. Knowing he was the cause of it nearly destroyed him.

“Yes?”

“Please stop worrying about me.”

“I can’t.”

—

While Michael met with his solicitors, Grace had her own appointment to keep. She had told her husband that she was meeting with her modiste. Instead, she sat in a surprisingly well-appointed office in Clapham and waited for the man before her to speak.

“I must confess,” said Sir William Montgomery, “that I was afraid you had not given me adequate time to carry out my investigat[image: ]ion.”

He was a handsome man. In his late twenties, with dark blond hair and the deepest blue eyes she’d ever seen. Not at all what she had expected from an investigator.

“Surprisin[image: ]gly,” he continued, “it wasn’t difficult to find the information you requested.”

After Nigel threatened Michael’s claim on the earldom, Grace had not been able to stem the tide of her worries. So she’d taken it upon herself to contact Sir William, an investigator with Scotland Yard and a man known for his discretion. In the weeks since Michael’s return, she had discovered an inner strength that had surprised her—just like Tarik had said she would. She had not forgotten Nigel’s threats, and she was determined to be armed with information, at the very least, should Nigel make any more accusations.

She leaned forward in her chair, eager to learn what Sir William had unearthed about her brother-in-law.

“It seems,” he said, “that Lord Nigel Ashworth has a few blemishes upon his record.”

“Blemishes?” Her heart pounded in excitement. What new lows had she stooped to that she was excited to discover Nigel had blemishes? Whatever that meant.

“It seems he likes to frequent…” Sir William turned red and he coughed into his hand. “Er…well…”

“I assure you, Sir William, you cannot shock me. Please do tell.”

“Lord Nigel likes to frequent bawdy houses.” He dipped his head and stared hard at the papers in his hand.

“Bawdy houses,” Grace repeated. “It’s not unusual for a man to enjoy such…enter[image: ]tainment.”

He swallowed loudly. “True enough, my lady, but these houses aren’t the respectable ones that the nobility frequent. These cater to…the baser…proc[image: ]livities.”

Poor Sir William. Grace feared his reddening face would burst into flames. She had the impression that he wished to be anywhere but here.

“Baser proclivities,” she repeated. What did that mean? She wasn’t about to ask the poor man. Instead, she would unleash her imagination and keep her thoughts to herself. Whatever these proclivities were, they appeared to be bad enough that Sir William thought it important to tell her. “What is the name of this establishm[image: ]ent?” she asked.

His head snapped up in alarm. “My lady, I don’t think—”

“Please, sir, don’t believe that I would actually appear on their doorstep. However, I do need to be armed with the appropriate information.”

He sighed. “Polly’s Palace of Pleasure.”

Grace tried hard not to let her lips twitch in the smile that wanted to form. Polly’s Palace of Pleasure? Was the man serious? “And this place is appropriately inappropriate that it could cause a scandal if it were to become known?”

“Yes, my lady.” He pressed his lips together as if refusing to say more on the matter. Grace was very curious about this place. What went on inside that even Sir William would not speak of it? “It’s not uncommon for a man to step out of his marriage to find…comfort in another woman,” she said, unsure that this bit of information was enough to silence Nigel.

Sir William cleared his throat and mumbled something.

Grace sat forward. “Pardon me? I did not hear what you said.”

“I said that this is a most inappropriate conversation.”

Her lips twitched again. “Please be assured that no one but you and I will be aware of this conversation.”

He let out a frustrated breath. “I refuse to go into sordid detail of that…establishm[image: ]ent’s activities. Not with a woman of quality. Believe me when I say it is unseemly, and that is all I will say on the subject.”

Grace’s brows furrowed. Now she was intensely curious. Sir William said something under his breath that began with “bloody” and ended in “women.” She didn’t ask him to repeat himself but merely waited for an answer.

“Sir William—”

“No, my lady. I will not.” His lips thinned, and a mulish expression settled on his face.

She could point out that she was the one paying for the information, but she had a feeling that mattered little to him. For now she let the matter drop. Maybe she could find out some other way, if just to assuage her curiosity. “Is that all you unearthed?” she asked instead.

“No, my lady. There is more.”

More than Nigel frequenting a house of such ill repute that Sir William would not speak of it?

“It seems he has debt.”

“I believe Lord Blackbourne is aware of Nigel’s debt and is taking care of it.” Michael had mentioned something about Nigel and Clara running up some small debts at the haberdashery and modiste.

“This he may not be aware of.”

“Oh?” Even more intriguing, Sir William was proving to be a wealth of information. Money well spent, in her opinion.

—

Michael’s meeting with his solicitor was not nearly as arduous as the meeting with Roberts had been. Part of it was due to Grace’s brilliant idea for him to take notes as they spoke.

Michael had come up with his own style of shorthand that he could decipher. There were occasions when he read back on his notes and didn’t understand what he’d written, but those were happening less often. He felt so much better about himself now that he could handle a simple business meeting.

With relief, he had left the meeting with the knowledge that his estates were being handled adequately and his attention was not needed here as much as at the Blackbourne estate in Hadley Springs, where decisions sometimes needed to be made on a daily basis.

He was beyond exhausted. He got that way when he had to think too hard and for too long. He’d never known that one’s brain could actually hurt, but his did, and quite frequently, at that. Sometimes the effort of even simple thoughts was almost beyond him. Along with the fatigue, he had lost some of his ability to walk. He had to rely heavily on his cane and on Tarik, who had waited for him, possibly understanding what an ordeal the meeting would be and what it would take out of Michael.

When he entered the townhouse, the butler met him with the news that her ladyship was entertaining in the drawing room and requested his presence.

The last thing he needed was to be paraded in front of a gaggle of women who wanted to take a gander at the back-from-the-dead earl. He wanted to cry off but pictured Grace’s pinched face this morning and knew he wouldn’t. She’d done so much for him that he could not deny her this.

He shot Tarik a long-suffering look. Tarik merely shrugged and wandered off.

Michael pasted on a smile and opened the door. He was confronted not with a group of simpering women but, rather, his brother and sister-in-law. Grace’s smile was strained and her face pale as she stood to greet him. “My lord, look who has come calling.”

Nigel rose as well, but his wife—Cora? Caroline? Damn, he couldn’t remember the woman’s name—looked over the selection of biscuits and chose another one.

Michael nodded to his brother. “Nigel. To what do we owe the honor? I thought you were in Scotland.”

“Clara and I had business to conduct in London and discovered you and Grace were in town as well. We thought we would visit.”

Clara! That was her name, and on the heels of that thought was another: He did not believe for a moment that Nigel and his wife were here as a courtesy. “That was…nice of you.”

Nigel settled back in his chair as Michael sat in the one closest to Grace. Her shoulders were rigid and her smile false. She was on edge, and Michael felt a spurt of annoyance at Nigel for causing Grace discomfort. He wanted to reach over and put his hand over hers, but he kept to himself and offered her a small smile instead.

“Nigel and Clara and I were discussing the festival before you arrived. I told them we were opening the grounds again. As we have always done in the past.”

Michael bit back a smile at Grace’s pointed words. Clara shot Nigel an anxious look as she bit into another scone.

“You were?” He looked blandly at his brother.

“In truth,” Nigel said, “Clara and I came for a reason.”

Michael raised a brow and forced himself to appear calm when he was on alert. His soldier’s instincts were still honed, and he didn’t like what they were telling him now. This was a frontal attack, and Michael was not prepared.

Nigel cleared his throat and sat forward. “I was rash during our last conversation.” He laughed nervously. “In truth, it was a shock to see my brother, who I thought was dead, standing in the middle of my drawing room, and I did not act appropriat[image: ]ely.”

“My apologies for not giving advance notice,” Michael said.

Nigel waved his hand in the air as if it were of no importance. “That is neither here nor there. I wanted to apologize for the things I said.”

Michael considered his brother. It had to be difficult being the third in line to the earldom. Yet Michael had been second in line and had done fine with his choice of career in the military—up until that last battle.

Nigel had had a decent practice as a solicitor. And then he had lost two brothers in the space of a few months and become the earl. He’d been ill equipped for it, as his solicitors and Roberts had pointed out. And just as quickly, the earldom had been taken away from him.

Nigel was his brother, and Michael would like to believe that he was being sincere.

“Apology accepted,” Michael said. Although he was not happy with the way Nigel had treated Grace, but now was not the time to bring that up. Michael’s head ached, he was exhausted, and they had a ball to attend tonight.

Beside him, Grace was so rigid that he feared she would shatter if touched. Clara reached for another biscuit, her gaze darting between Nigel and Michael. Michael wondered if she even dared to breathe.

“We will be leaving for Scotland in a few weeks’ time. We will spend the summer there before I resurrect my career as a solicitor.”

“That sounds like a marvelous idea,” Michael said. “Where will you be staying in the meantime?”

Nigel hesitated. Clara stopped chewing to watch them. Grace didn’t move. Michael got the impression that all of them were waiting for him to extend an invitation for Nigel and Clara to stay with them. And he got the impression that Grace was hoping he wouldn’t. He had no intention of spending his time in London entertaining his brother. He was willing to give Nigel the benefit of the doubt, but he was not equipped to have houseguests even if they were family.

“We have a suite of rooms at the Langham,” Nigel finally said.

“An excellent choice.”

A silence fell between them. Clara continued chewing. All Michael wanted to do was close his eyes and rest his brain.

“We should go,” Nigel said to Clara.

Clara swallowed and stood. The rest of them stood as well. Awkwardly, Nigel and Clara said their goodbyes, and then they were gone.

Grace looked at the closed door. In the entryway, Michael could hear Nigel and Clara preparing to leave the house.

“Excuse me,” Grace said, and she hurried out of the room. By the time she reached the entryway, Nigel was climbing into the carriage in front of the townhouse. She watched as the carriage pulled away.

“My lady?”

Grace spun around to find the butler behind her with a concerned expression. “Yes?”

“If I may.” He looked down at his shoes.

“What is it, Nelson?”

“Lord Nigel. He was here earlier, before you arrived home.”

“Yes?” She had known that, of course. She’d returned from an appointment with her modiste to find Nigel and Clara sitting in the drawing room, Clara eating scones. She had not been happy to see them, although Nigel had been solicitous and Clara strangely quiet. Grace had yet to decide what she would do with the information she’d learned from Sir William; she wasn’t prepared to present it to Nigel. Besides, he hadn’t done or said anything to make her feel threatened. Which was odd to her. And Michael seemed to accept Nigel’s change of heart.

“I put the lord and lady in the drawing room and instructed Katy to serve them refreshments while they waited for you. When I checked in on them, Lord Nigel was questioning Katy.”

“Questioning her?”

“He was asking about his lordship.” Nelson averted his gaze as color tinged his cheeks.

“What about his lordship?” Grace’s throat was tightening with fear.

“About his behavior. Things he’s said and done.”

So Nigel’s appearance was not nearly as innocent as he claimed. Grace was furious. As she had suspected, he was not going to go away easily. “Thank you, Nelson. If I could ask that you please not mention this to his lordship. I will take care of it myself.”

“But my lady—” Nelson looked appropriately horrified that she was asking him to keep something from Michael.

“I will take care of it,” she repeated with a pointed look.

Nelson backed up a step and bowed his head. “As you wish, my lady.”

Grace made her way back to the drawing room, where Michael was still seated, his head laid back, his eyes closed. So Nigel was fishing for information. Who had tipped him off that something was amiss?

She sat in the chair next to Michael. Without opening his eyes, he reached for her hand. She placed hers in his and they sat there in silence. She knew Michael sometimes needed quiet, and she enjoyed sitting next to him in silence. He seemed to take comfort from her touch, and she considered that a major victory. Ever since they began making love, she’d felt the walls of Michael’s resistance crumbling.

“How did your meeting with your solicitors go?” she eventually asked.

“It went well.” He rubbed his temple, a sure sign that he had a headache.

“Does your head hurt?”

“A bit.”

“Do you want to go lie down?”

“No.”

“Was it too much?”

“The meeting took a little longer than I anticipated.”

“You could have asked them to take a break.”

“I was fine. Do we have a ball to attend tonight?”

“We do. The duke and duchess of Varnham. You said the bigger, the better, and that’s about as big as you can get.”

“You are very right, my countess. So, the duke and duchess of Varnham’s ball it is.”


Chapter Seventeen

They arrived at the ball along with a few hundred other people. While they were en route, Michael repeated their hosts’ names in his mind, somewhat confident that he would not forget them. Not nearly as confident that he wouldn’t forget other things.

He exited the carriage first and held out his hand to assist his wife. She was gloriously beautiful. He had no idea how she’d managed to procure a ball gown so quickly, but she had done a wonderful job. The light orange of the gown shimmered as she walked. There was a name for the color, one he couldn’t remember, but it was beautiful on her.

Her hair was piled on top of her head with tendrils brushing her neck and ribbons of the same color woven through it. She looked like the flowers that she lovingly tended, bright and pure. He reached up and brushed a spot on her neck just to feel her soft, warm skin.

She jerked and looked up at him. “What are you doing, my lord?” There was a hint of a smile on her lips that told him she knew exactly what he was doing.

“Touching you, my lady.”

She raised an eyebrow in amusement, and he smiled down on her.

It wasn’t the false smile, like the time in church. This smile was filled with warmth, and it made his heart stumble a bit to see it. Despite his best efforts to keep her at a distance, she had managed to get close, and he couldn’t say he was angry about it. In some ways, he had been correct when he was in Turkey. What he’d needed all along was Grace’s love. It didn’t cure him, but it gave him some peace.

When they were introduced by the butler, a hush fell over the crowd. The once dead, now alive earl was here, and it was causing quite the stir.

Grace stiffened but held her smile in place. Michael was proud of her for holding it together. Then again, she’d been holding it together for weeks. He was amazed at her strength. Nothing seemed to get her down or make her stumble. She pushed her way through obstacles that made him pause, and for that he was grateful and awed and humbled, for she was much stronger than he.

They descended the stairs to the ballroom among the open stares of the crowd. Amelia Alexander, the duchess of Varnham, rushed forward, taking both of Grace’s hands in her own. Grace attempted a curtsy, though it was difficult with the duchess holding her hands. Beside her, Michael bowed.

“Oh, how exciting that you came,” the duchess said, taking them both in. “When I received your reply, I was just beside myself. I dared not believe you would actually attend.”

“But of course we would,” Grace said. “We wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

The duchess smiled up at her husband, who had appeared at her side. They were an older couple, at least fifteen years older than he and Grace, but they were handsome and vivacious. And they were genuinely nice people. Grace had picked well for their first ball.

“Blackbourne, it’s good to see you,” said James Alexander, the duke of Varnham.

“Thank you, your grace. It’s good to be back.”

“Awful business that was,” the duke said with a grimace.

“Yes. Awful.” That didn’t begin to describe it, but he dared not contradict a duke.

“Glad it’s all behind you now. Time to take the helm of the Blackbourne title.”

“Of course, your grace.” All behind him. Hardly. He shot a look at Grace, whose smile had gone brittle; the twinkle in her eye had disappeared.

“Lady Blackbourne, you must come with me. It’s been so long since you were in society that I fear I’ll have to introduce you all over again.” The duchess swept Grace away, but not before Grace threw a worried look over her shoulder. Surely she didn’t think that the two of them would be glued at the hip all evening. That would look very strange indeed.

Michael gave her a reassuring wink and turned back to the duke. Two other men had joined them, and Michael suffered a moment of panic because he recognized them but, for the life of him, could not recall either of their names.

“Ah, Douglas, good to see you,” the duke said jovially.

Michael relaxed. Douglas. He repeated the name to himself a few times before he could remember the man’s full name. Viscount Henry Douglas.

The other gentleman nodded to him. “Good to see you, Blackbourne.”

“It’s good to be back.” He didn’t even attempt to search his memory for the man’s name. It would only cause his head to pound, and it was fruitless anyway. There were at least a hundred people here. There was no way he could remember them all.

After a few moments, he developed a plan of action. Most men who came over wished him good tidings on his return, then turned to other topics of conversation. Mostly politics. Michael found if he sipped his champagne and stood back. If he appeared to listen, they left him alone. A few would look at him strangely, as if unsure of this man who had appeared from the dead.

Some asked him his opinion, and if it was a political issue, he would say he hadn’t had the opportunity to read up on it. Which was true, of course. Another truth was that he would soon have to make the time to do so, but this was not the place for such thoughts, so he pushed it away.

Eventually, the music and the dancing began. Grace managed to find him, and they stood off to the side to watch the people dance.

“How are you faring?” she asked, low enough that others wouldn’t hear.

“Better than you, I fear. You look ill.”

“I’m worried about you.”

“There is no need. I’m doing very well. I’ve discovered that I am quite a good listener, and people like to talk about themselves to an extreme. A few nods and humming an agreement is all it takes.”

Grace leaned in to him for a fraction of a moment, a playful smile on her face. “You are incorrigible. But you are correct, and you have discovered the secret of all women who are hoping to catch a husband. Ask pointed questions to get him talking about himself. He will happily oblige, and you won’t have to say another word.”

“Ah, your secret is out.”

“I’m afraid it is.”

“Never fear, Countess, I will never tell.”

“See that you don’t, or I will be kicked out of the club for certain.”

They chuckled, and Michael was pleased to see that Grace was enjoying herself. The worry was gone from her eyes, and her face glowed.

A couple approached a bit hesitantly, but Grace’s encouraging smile brought them closer. She slipped their names into the conversation, which was extremely beneficial. His lovely wife seemed to know exactly when he was confused, and every time she gave helpful clues in a way that no one but he noticed.

Within a few hours, the music became louder and the conversations rose with it. The familiar fog descended on his brain, shrouding him like a barrier. Conversations merged, people’s faces looked the same. The swirling bodies on the dance floor made him dizzy. It was as if the scene were too much for his brain to process, so it created a film over everything.

He found it more and more difficult to keep up with conversations. People looked at him oddly. He had to be asked the same question several times, and even then he couldn’t come up with the right answer.

Grace took his arm, claimed she was overheated, and excused them.

He walked through the crowd in a daze, smiling and nodding because it was expected of him. A few people tried to stop them, but Grace firmly announced that she needed fresh air and pushed through until they were outside. Before he knew it, they were enclosed in the silence of the carriage. He closed his eyes in relief. Silence never sounded so good.

“What happened?” she asked.

Michael cracked one eye open. “The noise. The bodies. The conversations. The music.”

She nodded and looked pensive. “You were doing well at the beginning.”

“False hope, I’m afraid.”

“No. I don’t believe that. You were doing well. Better than either you or I had thought.”

It hurt that she hadn’t believed he could muddle through the entire evening. Then again, she was correct. He’d thought he would do far worse than he had. In fact, he had been extremely pleased with his performance, perhaps a bit overconfident.

“The next time we won’t stay as long. I believe we overextended ourselves.”

“We?”

She looked at him pointedly. “Yes. We. We are a couple, are we not?”

He smiled at the sharpness of her tone. She could be quite forceful when she wanted to be, and for some odd reason, that excited him. He wanted to take her home and make love to her. Already the fog in his brain was dissipating as his thoughts turned to far more inappropriate activities.

Unaware of the direction his mind had taken, she continued, “We will take things slowly. I can always claim a headache or become overheated.”

“They will think you a hothouse flower that is entirely too delicate.”

She snorted. He loved when she did that. “Let them. I care not.” Suddenly, she sat forward. “What if your injury is just like an injury to a leg or an arm? You can’t run miles on a recently mended leg. You have to work your way up to it. Maybe you can’t overuse your brain too much at the beginning. Maybe you have to work your way to full capacity.”

“So you’re saying my brain is like my muscles, and I have to exercise it? What nonsense, Grace. Exercising my brain, indeed.” He laid his head back and thought of all of that shimmering pale orange fabric—he wished to hell he could remember the name of the color—falling into a puddle on the floor of his bedroom and revealing his wife’s perfect breasts.

He shifted uncomfortably while Grace carried on about brains being the same as legs. He wanted to laugh at the picture of him walking his brain down the road like a favorite dog. Nonsense, it was. He listened to the rise and fall of her voice. There had been a time when he’d sincerely doubted he would ever hear her voice again. To sit here in a carriage and hear her speak was every prayer answered. He let it wrap around him and enfold him in a contentment he hadn’t felt in a long while.

The carriage stopped in front of their townhouse. Michael followed his wife inside, entranced by the sway of her hips as she made her way up to her bedchamber. She was still prattling on. Something about the duchess and her modiste. He couldn’t follow the conversation, which had more to do with thoughts of taking that damn gown off than it did with his unexercised brain being tired.

When they reached their respective bedchambers, Michael entered his and immediately dismissed Tarik. The man left with a knowing smirk that Michael chose to ignore. So what if he desired his wife? It was his right, was it not?

He strode through the connecting door and found her standing in the middle of the room, her lady’s maid untying the back of her gown.

“That will be all, Jenny,” he said, pleased he remembered the maid’s name.

The maid curtsied and fled the room.

Michael rubbed the fold of Grace’s gown between his fingers. The fine silk caught on his rough hand. “What is this color?”

“Peach.”

“Peach.” He repeated the word, knowing he would forget it by morning. Hell, he’d probably forget it in a few moments. “It’s beautiful on you. You’re beautiful.”

“Thank you.”

He kissed her neck, unable to resist the warm, silky skin.

“What are you about, my lord?” Her tone was playful, husky.

“I’m exercising my brain.”

“Hmmm. I believe you’re exercising other things as well.”

“Quite possibly.” He made his way around to the back of her neck and reveled in the shiver that coursed through her body. “Will you help me, Grace?”

“Help with what?”

“My exercises.”

“This wasn’t exactly what I meant.”

“Close enough. Now kiss me.”

She turned within his embrace and he captured her lips. She was soft and warm all over. And so damn vibrant and alive. He wanted to soak up her energy more than he wanted anything else at the moment.

He turned her around and loosened her ties.

She dropped her head forward and exposed the back of her neck. He was powerless to resist. He kissed her there, behind her ear, down her neck, and on her shoulder. With each kiss, she shivered.

The gown slid off her shoulders, and he cupped her breasts from behind, drawing her to him until her head lolled on his shoulder. And like he’d imagined it would, the gown fell to the floor in a pool of shimmering[image: ]…peach.

He slowly pulled the string that tied her corset, loosening it as he worked his way down her back.

She turned in his embrace and, with a seductive look the likes of which he’d never seen but which excited him beyond measure, she shimmied her shoulders and the corset fell to the floor. She was clothed in nothing but her chemise, and he made quick work of that until she was completely naked and he was still completely dressed.

His clothes were restricting, stifling. The fine fabric felt like the roughest wool, scouring his oversensitive skin. She stepped up to him until her naked breasts brushed against his clothed chest. He was breathing hard, his heart hammering. He felt like he couldn’t catch his breath. All he could do was watch her wonderfully, beautifully naked body. Firelight shimmered off her, gilding her in gold and making her look like an angel.

Slowly, she pulled on the end of his cravat, unraveling the intricate knot that Tarik had created. She pulled harder, and the cloth slithered off his neck. She ran her hands lightly down the front of his shirt, flicking the buttons as she went. Her smile was all wicked promises that made him catch his breath.

This was not the Grace he remembered, but he sure as hell liked this new Grace.

She looped the cloth around her neck. He grabbed the ends and pulled her toward him to kiss her hungrily. All too soon she pulled back, and with another sinful smile, she pushed his shirt off his shoulders. It fell to the floor in a hiss of cloth as she ran her hands over his chest, his shoulders, his back, tweaking his nipples as she passed them, causing him to groan.

Where did this hoyden come from? Who the hell cared?

She may have appeared to be a skilled courtesan, but he saw the flush in her cheeks, the brightness of her eyes. She was just as aroused as he. It was a wonder that he could hold himself back and not topple her to the bed to impale her. But he wanted to see how this played out. He wanted to finish the game he had started and now seemed to be a pawn in.

Her fingers, still traveling over his skin, dipped down into the waistband of his trousers. He was so aroused that the head of his manhood was right there, straining. Her fingers grazed it, causing him to gasp and close his eyes. Her hands molded around him, measuring him, weighing him, tracing the edges until he could hold back no longer. Grasping the bedpost with one hand, he shoved his hips forward, grinding his manhood into her hand.

She was not in a mood to oblige him and pulled away. He grunted in frustration. Lightning-fast, she unbuttoned his trousers and pushed them down his hips. His boots prevented him from stepping out of the trousers, and he found himself neatly trapped. Immobile.

Stepping closer still, she rubbed her body against his, sending pinpricks of shock everywhere she touched. “What are you doing?” he gasped.

“Exercising.” She winked.

How he did it, he didn’t know, but he was out of his boots, shedding his trousers, and tackling her to the bed. Her eyes widened as he fell on top of her. “My turn to exercise.” He thrust into her and groaned at how smooth and wet she was.

Grace cried out, arching up and digging her nails into his hips to draw him closer. “Gracie,” he bit out between clenched jaws. “Slow down.”

But she was too far gone, too lost in the haze of desire she’d created, and she pumped her hips, clenching her eyes closed.

Michael could no more hold her back than he could remember the damn color of her gown. He was powerless to stop her, defenseless against her sensual onslaught, and far too soon he was rushing toward a completion that nearly blinded him. He’d never felt a release so forceful in his life.

Grace found her own release at the same time and cried out, the tendons in her neck standing out as she arched back. Her muscles contracted around him so hard that he saw stars before his eyes.

Michael collapsed on her, gasping for breath. Beneath him, Grace was boneless, her hand lazily stroking through his hair.

“I will gladly exercise like that any time you wish, my lady.”


Chapter Eighteen

Grace opened her eyes to find Michael lying on his side, watching her. Since they’d begun sleeping in the same bed a week ago, she had been waking up alone. His midnight wanderings didn’t wake her, but it did sadden her that he couldn’t relax enough to sleep through the night.

“You’re here,” she said.

“I am.”

She rolled to her side and tucked her hands under her cheek. “You slept through the night?”

“All night long.”

She ached in places she’d never ached before. She didn’t know what had come over her last night. She’d never acted like that in her life, and in the light of day, she was a little embarrassed.

“You were magnificent last night,” Michael said as if reading her thoughts.

Her face heated in a fierce blush and she lowered her lashes. “I’m unsure what came over me.”

“Whatever it was, I hope it happens again.”

The uncomfortable blush was consuming her entire body.

“What are your plans for the day?” he asked.

“I have nothing planned. What of you?”

“I do have plans.”

“Oh.” She’d hoped they could spend the day together, just the two of them. Even if they didn’t venture outside, she would be happy with curling up in the study with a book and Michael at her side.

Michael rolled over and surged off the bed. He was completely naked, and Grace marveled at the rippling muscles in his back. He may have been injured, but he had kept himself in shape. “I must get going if I’m going to get done what needs to get done,” he said, reaching for his trousers. He looked over his shoulder at her with a slight smile. “You’d best be up as well. No time for sleeping the day away.”

“Me? What do I have to do today?”

“You have to go with me.”

“I do? And where might we be going?”

“That’s a surprise.”

She was suddenly excited, more so because Michael was excited. This was the side of Michael she had missed the most—his playful side. Since returning to London…no, since before that, when she’d broken through his walls after his first meeting with Roberts, she had witnessed a change in him. A return to the old Michael.

Could it be that the worst was over? Was he finally learning to cope with his limitations and realize he could live a full and happy life despite them? Or maybe even because of them?

“What should I wear?” she asked.

“Something beautiful.”

She rolled her eyes. “That could mean anything. I need to know how to dress for where we are going.”

“We will be walking a bit, so wear comfortable shoes.” Then he disappeared through the connecting door to his bedroom.

A moment ago Grace had wanted to do nothing but laze in bed, but she found herself jumping out of it just like Michael had.

Jenny pulled out a deep-rose-colored gown while Grace washed. She had no idea if the gown would be too formal or not formal enough, but Michael was mysteriously tight-lipped.

“Whatever are we about?” she asked him when they met in the entryway. He was wearing gray-striped trousers, a black frock coat, and a gray waistcoat. He looked marvelously handsome. In one hand he held a black top hat and in the other his cane. He’d put back on the weight that he’d lost during the war, and for once the shadows were gone from his eyes.

It seemed the ball from the night before had given him the confidence he’d been lacking, and that confidence made all the difference in the world. His eyes sparkled. He was smiling. He laughed easily. He looked so much like the Michael she’d fallen in love with that her old nemesis, hope, flared in her heart.

“Shall we?” he asked. He put his hat on and held his arm out for her to take.

“You didn’t answer my question.” She took his arm with a smile.

“Nor will I.” He winked at her, and her stomach did a slow roll of contentment.

They climbed into the carriage and headed south out of London. Michael looked out the window and held Grace’s hand but remained stubbornly silent about their destination. They rode for quite some time in companionable silence. Grace was content to remain silent and revel in the fact that she was sitting in a carriage on a clear spring day with her husband, something she’d thought she would never be able to do again. It wasn’t until the carriage drew to the side of the road that Grace saw their destination and gasped. “Oh, Michael.”

“I thought that since you loved your little glass houses so much, you would like to see a large glass house.”

This was more than a large glass house. This was the Crystal Palace, the largest glass and steel building ever made. She’d heard of it, of course—who hadn’t? It was one of the greatest achievements in England’s history. She’d read many articles about the structure designed by the famous Joseph Paxton, head gardener to the duke of Devonshire, but she’d never thought to see it for herself.

She climbed down from the carriage and looked with awe at the massive building. Sunlight reflecting off the hundreds of glass panes caused her to squint.

“No use standing around gawking at it when we can go inside.” Michael took Grace’s hand and placed it on his arm to lead her to the majestic structure. It was bustling with activity. Nobility mixed with the working class, and neither seemed to take much notice. Vendors lined the area, selling various miscellanies, from clothing to household furniture to toys that young children would no doubt beg for. Michael bought tickets and they were inside.

Grace turned in circles, tilting her head so far back she almost lost her balance. Panes of glass soared to dizzying heights, reaching up to the sky and nearly touching the clouds. What a magnificent architectural feat, and to think she was standing inside it.

The attraction was meant to be educational, a sort of lifelike history that encompassed all types of countries. It was difficult to decide where to begin.

“I regret that the fountains and waterworks aren’t working today,” Michael said.

“I don’t mind.” Grace knew she was acting like a child in awe, but that was because she felt like a small child in such a large building with walls that you could see through. It would have been nice to see the massive water display of shooting fountains and dancing water, but this was more than enough. She was so happy that Michael had thought to bring her here that she had to refrain from throwing her arms around him and hugging him right there in the middle of it all.

They strolled through Italian courts and Egyptian temples. There was an abundance of Greek statues that were shockingly anatomically correct. Grace had read that the statues caused a fervor when they were introduced, and she could see why. Even she felt the need to cover her eyes when viewing them.

The exhibit was crowded with visitors and those who came to set up carts and sell their wares. The glass caused an echo effect that increased the volume of hundreds of different conversations.

Almost right away, it became obvious to Grace that Michael’s balance was affected. He leaned heavily on his cane, and his knee seemed to give out on him more than usual. She thought back to other times when his knee had been a problem and determined that on every occasion they had been in a large crowd. Could the noise and the chaos of a crowd affect his ability to walk? Somehow that had to be connected to his injury. It was something she needed to think about.

By the time they made their way through the lower level, Michael’s expression was tight, and the twinkle was gone from his eyes. In the beginning, he’d commented on the items and joked a few times, but as they moved through the exhibition, the comments became fewer and the jokes nonexistent.

“Are you feeling well?” she asked.

He gave her a sharp look. “Of course. Why?”

“You appear tired. We can sit for a time if you’d like. I have no problem with resting for a few minutes and watching the people.”

“No need.”

Grace pressed her lips together. The man was altogether exasperating. He was clearly tired and yet refused to admit it. Taking matters into her own hands, Grace marched over to a recently empty bench and sat down. Michael, not having seen her leave his side, looked around. When he spied her on the bench, his eyes narrowed. He followed and stood before her. “What are you doing?”

“Resting.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m tired.”

“You’re doing this because you think I need to rest.”

“I’m doing this because my feet are aching.”

With a sigh, Michael sat beside her. “I know what you’re about.”

“I have no idea what you mean.”

He shook his head but did not press the issue, which told her more than she needed to know. He was tired.

“What is your favorite exhibit so far?” she asked.

“The Roman.”

“I enjoyed the dinosaurs. Imagine such massive creatures walking in the very spot we are sitting.”

“Thank goodness they are no longer, or they would smash us.”

“Lord Ashworth?”

Both Grace and Michael looked up to find a man coming toward them.


Chapter Nineteen

The man approaching them was shorter than Michael and had thinning light brown hair. He wore an ill-fitting frock coat and his trousers were too short.

“It is you,” he said, stopping in front of them. “I thought it was from afar but couldn’t be certain.”

Michael and Grace both rose. Michael shot her a veiled look, but she saw the panic in his eyes. He had no idea who this person was, and Grace was no help, for she had never met the man.

The man nodded to Grace. “My lady.”

Grace nodded back. Without knowing his name, she had no idea how to address him, and Michael was obviously of no help.

The man looked at Michael expectantly, his smile dimming when the silence grew to uncomfortable proportions. He cleared his throat. “You…you don’t remember me?” he asked.

“I’m terribly sorry,” Michael said, his voice strained.

The man shook his head. “No. I’m sorry. It’s been a while, and we all thought you were dead.” He glanced at Grace, then back at Michael, before straightening his shoulders. “I’m Sergeant Charles Trumbull. I served under you in the Crimea.”

Grace wanted to recoil. She wanted to walk away from this man who had left her husband to die on a battlefield. She wanted to rail at him for being so heartless, but she held her tongue. You can’t pass judgment, Grace. You don’t know what battle is like. Still, it was very difficult not to judge.

Michael narrowed his eyes in thought. “I seem to recall a Trumbull. Yes, yes, I remember now.”

The man’s face brightened. “I’m so pleased you are well. We were all devastated when we learned…when we thought…” He shifted and glanced away.

Another awkward silence descended. What else was there to say? She was certain Michael remembered nothing more than the man’s name, if he even remembered that. And what do you say to someone who escaped unscathed when you were still struggling with your injuries?

“I’m pleased you made it back home, Sergeant,” Michael said.

The man bobbed his head, but his expression was serious. “It was a bloody farce, it was. The battle, that is. We never should have attacked. It was a mistake. I heard that later from some of the men. A miscommuni[image: ]cation from the officers above. We weren’t meant to attack.”

“I hadn’t heard,” Michael said, then shot a pointed glance at Grace.

Realizing that the discussion of war was not appropriate in the presence of a lady, Trumbull looked chagrined. “My pardon, my lady. I’m just so overjoyed to see you, Captain.”

“Are you enjoying the exhibition?” Michael asked.

“Oh, yes. It’s the third time I’ve been. Each time I see something new. Have you seen the Byzantine display? It’s most remarkable.”

“I’m afraid we haven’t made it that far.”

Grace shot Michael a surprised look, for the Byzantine display was one of the first they had visited.

Trumbull stepped back. “Then I’ll leave you to it. Enjoy your visit and…Well, it’s good to see you again, my lord.”

“Thank you, Trumbull.”

It seemed as if Trumbull’s visit had left a shroud of darkness over their afternoon. The playfulness was gone. Grace looked around at the vendors and the people. The magic had disappeared. The glass that allowed the sun to shine in made it unbearably hot, and the echoing voices seemed louder than they had when they first entered.

“Shall we visit the Byzantines?” Michael asked.

“We already have.”

Michael blinked. “Pardon?”

“We already viewed the Byzantine display, Michael.”

He looked off in the distance as if mentally reviewing the displays they’d visited. “I don’t remember it.”

“It was one of the first ones we saw.”

“Describe it to me.”

She described the display as Michael listened with an intent look. “Why don’t I remember? It was only a few hours ago, but it’s as if it never happened at all.”

Grace’s heart felt heavy at the not so gentle reminder that Michael was battling an injury that neither of them could see. It was a silent enemy that stole Michael’s memory and sometimes his ability to speak.

She hated it. She hated Trumbull for walking away from the battle and leaving his captain. She hated the horse that had trampled Michael. She hated the injury that had brought him so low and that he could not fight adequately.

“How about an ice cream?” he asked with forced levity.

They ate their ice cream out of pink and white glasses as they watched the people walk by.

“Do you remember the battle?” She’d never asked him about the event that had almost ended everything, but now, after meeting Trumbull and hearing his part of the story, she was more curious than ever.

“I remember bits of that day. I remember waking up in the morning. I remember waiting for our orders. I remember the soldiers talking among themselves. Tension was high, and they were all nervous.”

“What do you remember next?”

“Fixing my shirt.”

She paused, her spoon of melting ice cream halfway to her mouth. “Pardon?”

“I remember trying to…to…” He looked down at his shirt and tapped his button. “What is this called?”

“A button?”

“Yes, I was attempting to button my shirt. I was so frustrated that I couldn’t do a simple thing such as dress myself, and I couldn’t figure out why.”

“How long after the battle was this?”

“Three weeks.”

She put her spoon down. “You lost three weeks of your memory?”

“Yes.” He’d pushed his own ice cream away and left it to melt in a pool of sunshine.

“Where were you when you were attempting to button your shirt?”

“I was in Tarik’s tent, and he was sitting before me, watching me. I’m afraid I wasn’t gracious.”

“How so?”

“I yelled. At him. At me. At the buttons. At everything. He tried to explain what had happened, but I didn’t believe him. I called him a liar.” He winced. “Like I said, I wasn’t very gracious.”

“You were confused.”

“There was such anger in me that I couldn’t control it. I lashed out at everything. Walking was nearly impossible. I could only walk a few steps at a time. It took a long while to dress myself, but Tarik made me do it every day and refused to help me. Sometimes it took multiple attempts to button my shirt. I could never align the buttons with the correct buttonholes.”

The ice cream in her stomach felt as if it were curdling. She wanted to cry, but her eyes were dry. She’d never thought it possible to weep on the inside.

“And now? Can you button your shirts now?”

He smiled. “Yes. Now I can button my shirts.”

“Then Tarik must have done something right.”

“I don’t deserve him. He was there for me through it all when he didn’t need to be, and he has earned my undying loyalty. Whatever he wants, he just needs to ask.”

“He doesn’t seem to want much. He told me he wanted to come to England. To be free of the Russians.”

“He has that and he knows it.” Michael stood. “Shall we finish looking at the displays?”

They strolled side by side. No one approached them. There were no more soldiers who recognized Michael, although the same couldn’t be said for some of the people strolling through the palace. Grace intercepted a few looks and nodded back to a few acquaintances, but no one attempted to speak to them.

As the sun went down on the Crystal Palace, they were back in their carriage and on their way home. Like the ride there, this one was silent, but the silence wasn’t as easy. Michael had put his head back and fallen asleep almost immediately. Another sign that he had overexerted himself, but she would never tell him that, for he would vehemently deny it.

She thought of their day. Of waking up next to him feeling content and happy. Of strolling through the displays and remarking on one thing or another. Of being comfortable with him and foolishly believing that the old Michael was back, possibly for good.

She had read the newspaper articles on the Crimean War, had followed the war daily, but she had not allowed herself to really think what all of that meant for Michael. Maybe it was a way for her to shield herself from the terror of reality. Even asking Tarik about it had not brought it home to her that the clarity of meeting Trumbull had. Why Trumbull was different, she didn’t know. After all, he hadn’t gone into details of the battle. But he had been there, with Michael, in ways that Tarik had not, and that made all the difference in the world.

She couldn’t erase the image of Michael trying to button his shirt. How devastating it would be to be aware and not know where you were, what had happened to you, or why you couldn’t perform such mundane tasks as buttoning a shirt. He had said he was ungracious, but was he frightened?

She watched him sleep, her gaze going to the even rise and fall of his chest, then to the way his legs were splayed across the length of the carriage, his hands resting loosely over his stomach.

He was injured.

Far more injured than she had originally thought.

There were no more or fewer indications than there had been before, but she was more aware of it.

Last night at the ball, he had been able to mask his injury, but that was all it had been. They had both hoped it was more, but she realized now that Michael was merely learning to hide it.


Chapter Twenty

Grace drew in a deep breath and ran her hands down the skirts of her violet sprigged gown. She smoothed a strand of hair as she peered in the mirror and admitted to herself that she was wasting time, putting off what needed to be done.

But the butterflies in her stomach would not go away. In fact, the longer she waited, the harder their wings beat against her rib cage.

And still she waited, picking off an invisible piece of lint here, adjusting a cuff there, pointing her toe out of the bottom of her skirts to make certain she was wearing the right shoes. She was lucky that her modiste had been able to get her a few gowns on such short notice. It was nice to be able to wear something other than black and gray.

“You have procrastinated long enough,” she scolded her mirrored image.

She turned on her heel and went downstairs. The weather had turned warm, although it was a bit dreary, with heavy clouds moving in.

She knocked on Michael’s door. It was opened by Tarik, who smiled and stepped aside to let her enter.

“You are looking lovely,” Michael said from across the room.

“As are you.” He had also been able to procure some up-to-date clothing from his tailor and was wearing a somber colored frock and trousers.

She smiled nervously at Tarik, who shut the door behind him but first with a warm smile of encouragement.

“To what do I owe the honor of this visit? You look like you’re about to go out,” Michael said.

“I am. Or rather, we are.”

“We are? On another adventure like yesterday?”

“Not precisely.” Those butterflies were making a racket inside her stomach. “Before we left for London, I wrote a letter and made an appointment that I would like for you to attend with me.”

His mild expression of interest turned to a frown of worry. “Is everything all right? This sounds ominous.”

“Everything is fine. I made an appointment with Dr. Ridley.” Michael’s frown became deeper, and she spoke quickly. “He studied under a man named Jean-Pierre Gama. Gama made it his life work to study the brain, and I want to talk to this Ridley.”

“No.”

“Please, Michael. What if he can help us?”

“I’ve been to enough doctors to last me a lifetime, Grace. None of them has anything of interest to say.”

“But what if this one does? I have so many theories and questions that I would like to ask him. For instance, your leg. What if your weakness in your leg has something to do with your head injury? I notice it only gives out in large crowds or when the noise level is high. That has to mean something.”

“And if it does mean something, Grace? Then what? What can he do to fix it?”

“I don’t know, but we can find out.”

Michael sighed and shook his head, but she could see he was weakening. Or maybe she hoped he was weakening. “This is pointless. I’ve been to some of the best doctors on the continent.”

“I know. Just one more.”

“It means that much to you?”

“It means that much to us.”

“I can’t be fixed, Grace.”

“I’m not asking for that. I’m asking for ways in which we can cope and learn about your injury.”

“I suppose I have no choice.”

“Of course you have a choice.”

Michael was silent for several moments during which Grace held her breath. If he did not go, she would go alone in the hope that Dr. Ridley could answer some of her questions.

“Very well,” he finally said. “For you, but only because you asked me to.”

“Oh, thank you, Michael.” She rushed over and hugged him. He was stiff and unbending, but he had agreed to go. That was something, at least.

Dr. Ridley’s office was located in Beckenham, a fashionable area, yet not ostentatious. His office was actually in his home. They were admitted by the housekeeper, who led them to a first-floor room that seemed to be a combination drawing room, sitting room, and office. In one corner sat a large desk strewn with papers. At the other end was a sitting area with a settee and two chairs flanked by small tables covered with books and periodicals. The room was far too small for the amount of furniture crammed into it, and yet it had a cozy, lived-in feel that immediately relaxed Grace.

The housekeeper told them that the doctor would be in momentarily. The doctor. That was what she called him, as if there were no other title, or all other titles were inconseque[image: ]ntial.

Grace settled onto the settee and tried not to fidget. Michael prowled the room like a caged lion. His energy and nervousness were almost too large for the small space. She felt a spark of guilt for coercing him into coming, but she also felt excitement at the prospect of talking to such an esteemed doctor about Michael’s injury.

Dr. Ridley entered. Grace could tell right away that the room reflected the man. He was tall, with broad shoulders and longish blond hair that appeared to have had his fingers through it just recently. His brown eyes were piercing and intelligent. He seemed far too young to be a doctor, but there was a charismatic air about him. He appeared disheveled but also in control, as if more important matters occupied his time than decluttering his home.

“My lord, my lady. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” He referred to them by their title but there was no obsequiousness about it, as if he was very confident and knew who was in charge here. And it wasn’t Grace and Michael. He waved his hand toward the settee Grace was sitting on. “Won’t you sit, my lord?”

Michael obliged, and Dr. Ridley sat in one of the chairs across from them. “I like to chat a bit before we get into the reason why you are here. How are you enjoying your stay in London? From what I understand, you spend most of your time in the country?”

“Yes,” Michael said. “We live in Hadley Springs but occasionally make it to London.”

“For pleasure or business?” Dr. Ridley asked.

“Business, mostly,” Michael said.

Dr. Ridley nodded. Those intelligent eyes missed nothing, and yet with all the intelligence there was also a warmth, as if Michael was not just a patient but a person.

They talked of Blackbourne Manor, answering Dr. Ridley’s questions about the house and the people who lived in the town. He asked about their current visit and, more specifically, about their visit to the Crystal Palace. He quizzed Michael on what exhibits they saw, and Grace felt Michael’s hesitation, but he covered it well, listing off a few exhibits. She noted that he did not mention the Byzantine exhibit.

Dr. Ridley was listening intently, his attention focused on Michael as he spoke. It wouldn’t be until later that Grace would realize the examination had begun the moment Dr. Ridley entered the room. His pretext of being social was nothing more than an excuse to study Michael without him knowing it. How very clever.

The doctor asked them about their past, how they met, when they married. Michael visibly relaxed, regaling the doctor with stories. Here Michael was more confident. And he didn’t forget words or hesitate when speaking.

The housekeeper served tea. Dr. Ridley poured, asking Michael how he took his tea. They talked a bit more about general things, the weather, politics, Queen Victoria and Prince Albert.

Eventually, Dr. Ridley stood and addressed Grace. “If you don’t mind, my lady, I would like to examine Lord Blackbourne privately.”

“Of course.” Grace’s stomach knotted in a bundle of nerves. She and Michael shared a quick look.

“There are magazines on the tables,” Dr. Ridley said. “I try to keep reading material for the ladies as well as the gentlemen. Mrs. Hopps, the housekeeper, is never far. If you need anything, just ring for her and she will be happy to oblige.”

The two men disappeared through a side door, leaving Grace to her own devices. She located the fashion magazines. While she liked her new gowns and was happy to be out of her mourning attire, fashion had never overly appealed to her, so she quickly flipped through them. She did find a recent copy of Harper’s and reread a few articles she had read before. Then she prowled around the room, steering clear of the doctor’s desk for fear that he had sensitive papers on it.

Mrs. Hopps came to remove the tea. “Is there anything I can get you, my lady?”

“No, thank you, Mrs. Hopps.”

Mrs. Hopps picked up the tray and stopped to look at Grace. “If I may, my lady?”

“Of course.”

“Dr. Ridley is a good man and a fine doctor. He’ll fix his lordship up in no time.”

Grace smiled, warmed by Mrs. Hopps’s solid belief in her employer. It was just what she needed to hear, because she was feeling awfully guilty about dragging Michael here. Perhaps she’d made the right choice. “Thank you, Mrs. Hopps. That means a lot to me.”

The housekeeper dipped her head. “I can see your worry. The doctor will make it right. I ain’t seen him not make it right for no one. He’s kind, too.”

“Yes, I saw that earlier. He seems a very nice man.”

“Smart, too. Ain’t seen a smarter man in me life.”

It was as if Mrs. Hopps were trying to sell Dr. Ridley to Grace, when she didn’t have to. Grace was already sold. “He appeared very smart.”

Mrs. Hopps hesitated a bit longer, as if she wanted to say more. “I heard about his lordship. It was in all the papers and such.” She shrugged. “People talk when something big like that happens. I just wanted to say I sure am glad he came back to you.”

Grace’s eyes teared up, and her heart did a slow roll for this woman who didn’t have to say anything at all but chose to. “Thank you, Mrs. Hopps. I’m very glad he came back to me, too.”

Appearing embarrassed, Mrs. Hopps took the tray and left the room, but her words stayed behind.

Grace made her way to the window and looked out but didn’t see past her own reflection. I sure am glad he came back to you.

Grace closed her eyes to keep the welling tears from falling. They had both been so wrapped up in Michael’s return to society, in finding ways to cope with his injury, in moving back into the manor house and learning to find each other again, that there were times when she forgot that Michael had returned to her.

It was an odd thought. An even odder concept. Of course he had returned to her. Not the same man, but still Michael. Whatever happened next, whatever Dr. Ridley told them, they were together. They had weathered so much. They could do this.

She had been in the drawing room for so long that she feared the men had moved the appointment to a gentleman’s club and completely forgotten about her. Mrs. Hopps checked on her a few times but left quickly, with no more words of encouragement.

Finally, after nearly three hours, the men returned. Michael’s face was pinched. He was pale, his eyes flat. She recognized the signs right away. He was tired and his brain had, for all intents and purposes, shut down. Good Lord, what had she done to him?

They all took their seats. Grace’s back was rigid, her hands clasped tightly in her lap. Michael sat beside her but looked blankly into the distance.

Dr. Ridley settled into his chair and contemplated Grace and Michael, drawing out the suspense until Grace wanted to yell at him to please tell her.

“The brain is a complex organ,” Dr. Ridley began. “It wasn’t until recently, say the past thirty years or so, that we have come to understand that the brain controls certain functions and that certain parts of the brain control certain functions.” He tapped his finger to his forehead. “This part of the brain controls speech. This part”—he tapped the side of his head—“memory and language. From speaking at length to his lordship, I’ve determined that the left part of his brain was injured. Mysteriously, the left section of the brain controls the right side of the body. Which is the reason his knee gives out on him occasionally.” He paused and appeared to be in thought.

Grace glanced at Michael, who was looking at Dr. Ridley with little expression. So she had been correct that his knee problems were associated with his head injury.

“Michael’s injury also affected his speech and his short-term memory, while leaving long-term memory, or his older memories, intact. This is quite common.”

“So what does all of this mean?” Grace asked, too anxious to wait for the prognosis.

“Like I said, my lady, the brain is complex, and while we have learned much about it in the last several decades, there is so much more we don’t know. But I have seen my share of injuries.” He leaned forward, resting his arms on his knees to look intently at Michael. “It has been over a year since your injury, and in my estimation, most, if not all, of your healing has already been done.”

The air left Grace and she sat back, stunned. Michael showed no expression. He had barely blinked at the prognosis. I have made a mistake. I should have honored his request and left it be. She was devastated and angry and so guilty that she felt sick. “What does this mean?” she asked.

“It means that the effects you see now are what you will see a year from now, two years from now, and five years from now. It’s doubtful his lordship will overly improve or improve with any significance.”

Grace hid her shaking hands in the folds of her gown and tried to appear as if her world had not just been turned upside down.

“There are ways to compensate,” Dr. Ridley was saying. “For instance, his lordship was telling me how you encouraged him to write things down during his meetings with his steward and solicitors. That was a splendid idea, and I’m quite impressed with your resourcefu[image: ]lness, my lady. As you’ve probably noticed, he will also tire easily. Rest is recommended. Preferably in a quiet room. Avoiding crowded events is preferable as well, but I understand that might not be feasible. Have you noticed an increase in his anger?”

She looked at Michael, reluctant to answer when they had been concealing all of this for so long. But Michael seemed to be in his own world, locked in a brain that would never fully heal.

“Yes,” she whispered.

Dr. Ridley nodded. “That’s common. Sometimes it’s difficult for patients with injuries to their brains to control their anger.”

Grace bristled at the word “patient.” “Excuse me, Doctor, but his lordship is not a patient. He is a man, an earl.” She wasn’t one to throw their titles around or demand respect because of their role in society. She’d always felt respect was earned by actions and not birthright. Michael had definitely earned his title, if that was the case. But she wanted the doctor to remember that Michael was still a man, even if his brain didn’t function like it used to.

“Of course, my lady, I didn’t mean to imply he wasn’t. I was referring to other patients.” He didn’t seem intimidated or even appear remorseful.

“So there is no hope for a full recovery?” she asked.

“There is always hope, my lady. Every person is different, and everyone heals differently, but based on my research and on past patients, I have not encountered anyone who has fully recovered from an injury to the brain.”


Chapter Twenty-One

Michael walked into the townhouse, but before he could head straight to his rooms, Grace stopped him on the steps with a hand on his arm. “Michael.”

He paused but didn’t turn around.

She climbed to the step above him and turned to face him. He schooled his features not to reveal his emotions.

“I just want you to know that no matter what happens, we will be fine.”

“Will we?” He pushed past her to the top of the stairs and entered his room to shut the door behind him, entombing himself in the quiet he so desperately craved.

He needed time to himself, time to digest the information Dr. Ridley had imparted. Time to accept that this was the way he would always be. Searching for the right word, forgetting words, struggling with the ever present anger inside him, constantly losing things because he couldn’t remember what he’d done with them. Carrying his bloody cane everywhere because he couldn’t walk in a bloody straight line if his bloody life depended on it.

He launched his cane across the room. It hit the upright mirror and shattered it. The explosion of glass was loud and utterly satisfying. He looked at the broken pieces scattered across the floor, reflecting the sunlight as it shone through the window and bounced off the walls. He stared at the shards and couldn’t help but think how ironic it was. He could pick up those pieces and attempt to glue them back together. He might even succeed in matching the pieces that were once the mirror, and fitting all of them back in the frame. But the mirror would never be the same. It would still show the cracks. It wouldn’t reflect his image the way it used to. It would look like a mirror and, in some ways, perform like a mirror. But it wasn’t a mirror anymore. Not really.

Just like he wasn’t Michael John Ashworth anymore. Not really.

He held the name. He held the Blackbourne title, but inside he was broken. Beyond fixing. A splintered image of himself.

Tarik burst through the door and stopped short when he spied the broken glass.

“It broke,” Michael said.

“I can see that. I will send a footman to clean it up.”

“Leave it.”

“But you’ll cut yourself, my lord.”

“Do you not think I’m intelligent enough to walk around it, Tarik?”

Tarik stared at him. “Very well.” He left, closing the door.

Michael untied his cravat and picked his way through the glass to look out the window into the smog of London. The door opened behind him. “Leave me be, Tarik.” When Tarik didn’t answer, Michael looked over his shoulder. Grace was standing at the connecting door that led to her suite of rooms, staring at the shards of glass.

Michael turned back to the window. “I suppose you’re here to reassure me that everything will be fine.” Erasing the bitterness from his voice was beyond him at the moment.

“It depends on what you mean by fine.”

“I’m not in the mood to play word games. I have a hard enough time coming up with my own words.”

“I came to apologize. I should have honored your wish and not made the appointment with Dr. Ridley. I’m sorry, Michael.”

“Now do you understand why I don’t want to see any more doctors?”

“Yes,” she said softly.

Hurt silence followed. He was shutting her out. Shutting her down. It was for the best. Now maybe she would understand that he was half a man, and it wasn’t even a good half. For some reason, his mind flashed back to Sir Clayton Timmons. Now, there was a whole man.

“Michael—”

“You heard him, Grace. My healing is finished. What you see is what you get. I am what I am. You can word it any other way, but the outcome is the same.”

“And what outcome would that be?”

“I am damaged.”

“Can we please have this discussion face-to-face? I find it difficult to speak to your back.”

He locked his jaw and turned to lean against the windowsill. She pointedly looked around the room.

“The glass broke.”

“You mean you broke the glass.”

He shrugged. “I’ll clean it up myself, if that makes you feel better.”

“No, Michael, that doesn’t make me feel better. What would make me feel better is if you told me what you’re thinking instead of closing doors in my face.”

Ah, so she wanted to talk. Bloody women. All they wanted to do was talk. How was one to think when one was forced to talk?

“So you want to know what I’m thinking. For one, I’m wondering why I came back in the first place. I should have stayed away and made everyone’s life easier. You wouldn’t have to follow me around with your nervous twitters, watching me constantly while I blunder around, using the wrong words and forgetting people. I’m thinking you would have been far better off marrying Timmons instead of being burdened with half a husband.”

“I am not—”

“You wanted to know what I was thinking, so you will bloody well stay quiet and listen to what I’m thinking.”

She clamped her lips closed, her eyes flashing fire at him.

“You were about to say that I am not half a man. Well, I disagree, my lady. I can barely follow the thread of a conversation. I have to make notes on things I could have easily remembered years ago. I put things down, turn around, and can’t remember where I put them. I’m broken. Just like that mirror on the ground. I’m broken, Grace. And I will never be fixed. I’ll never be the man I was.”

“Who says I want the man you were before?”

“What if I want the man I was before? What if I don’t like living in this body I can’t seem to control?”

“But what if you find something better about yourself?”

“Better? About this?” He swiped his hand in the air, indicating his body.

“You can’t see it right now because you’re still reeling from what the doctor—”

“Dr. Ridley didn’t tell me anything I didn’t already suspect. This isn’t going away. This is me. This is what I am.”

“I love you just the same.”

Her words softened his anger. He loved her so much. Part of his anger stemmed from that love, from the fact that he could no longer be the man she married, and never would be.

He ran his hand through his hair and looked down at the floor, ashamed at himself for behaving so abysmally. “Why do you put up with me, Gracie?”

“Because I love you.”

“No matter what I say or do, you still love me.” He sounded bewildered. He was bewildered.

“You love me no matter what,” she said. “I’ve yet to give you the son or daughter you want, and yet you still love me. We’re both broken, Michael.”

They rarely broached the subject of their lack of children. He knew it was one of her greatest sorrows, and she knew it was one of his greatest regrets, but he didn’t love her less because of it.

“For all we know, it could be because of me that we have no children,” he said.

She shook her head and stepped forward. When her foot encountered the glass, she stopped. It was like a physical barrier keeping them apart, she on one side of the glass, he on the other.

“I should have died,” he said softly.

“Oh, Michael. No. Please don’t say that.”

“Why? It’s the truth. You would have married Timmons and been happy. Nigel certainly would have been happier.”

“No.” Her eyes shimmered with tears that built until they ran down her cheeks. She took another step toward him, more glass crunching. “For the entire time I thought you were dead, I wasn’t happy. I was devastated.”

“Devastated enough that you were ready to wed Timmons.”

“I didn’t love him. I agreed to marry him because…” She looked away. The tears continued to fall. Each one was like a hammer blow to his anger, chiseling away at it. He was hurting her and he couldn’t seem to stop. Maybe if he pushed her away, she would understand that she was much better off without him.

She lifted her chin and looked him in the eye. “I agreed to marry him because I was lonely. It was a selfish reason, and I will always regret that I hurt Clayton like that. I didn’t love him, but I was so weary of being alone that I was willing to use a good man to keep me company, even though I knew I could never love him. Not the way I love you.”

The thought of Grace so lonely that she was willing to marry Timmons just to be able to talk to someone touched the one decent part left of Michael. “I love you, Gracie, but I hate me.”

“You hate what happened to you.”

“Is there a difference? I am what happened to me.”

“We can work through this.” He didn’t miss the desperation in her voice, the plea. She crossed over the glass, heedless of the sharp edges, to stand before him and take his hand in hers. “We’ve already survived so much, Michael.”

He hung his head and squeezed her hand. “I wish I thought you were right, Grace, but I just don’t know anymore.”

—

Grace entered her room and stared at the new gowns strewn across her bed in an explosion of bright colors. Such a difference compared to the darkness inside her. It almost hurt her eyes to look at it all.

Jenny was there, hanging the gowns up. “Oh, my lady, they’re so beautiful.” She picked up a soft pink gown with green rosettes sewn along the top of the bodice and the hem. “This one is simply gorgeous. I can’t wait to see you in it.”

“Please leave me, Jenny.”

Jenny hesitated, glancing at her. There must have been something in Grace’s expression, for her maid quickly put the gown back on the bed and left the room.

Grace finally gave in to her shaking legs. She sank to her knees in the middle of the room, covered her face with her hands, and wept.

The devastation, the desolation, the utter lack of a will to live that she’d witnessed in Michael’s eyes terrified her. She was so convinced that the two of them could conquer his disabilities. They may never go away, but she and Michael could work with them. She could fight that, but she couldn’t fight his lack of will. She couldn’t fight his own thoughts.

She leaned forward and trembled so harshly that her teeth chattered. She’d felt alone before, but it was nothing compared to this. She had no idea what to do, where to turn, how to help her husband, or how to fight for him when he wasn’t willing to fight for himself.


Chapter Twenty-Two

They traveled back to Hadley Springs the next day. According to Michael, there was no reason to stay in London. The solicitors had things well in hand, and there would be no more appointments with Dr. Ridley, even though the doctor wished to see Michael again.

One thing Grace did accomplish on their trip to town was hiring a secretary for Michael. A bookish young man who seemed a bit nervous to be riding in the servants’ coach with Tarik.

As soon as the train left the station, Michael opened a book and pretended to read. Grace knew he was pretending because he didn’t turn pages. Instead, he stared at the page expression[image: ]lessly. Who knew what was going on in his mind. She didn’t, for he’d stopped talking to her hours ago.

Her mind was a twisted mess of thoughts and feelings, terror and anger and determination all mixed into one. She was so angry she wanted to yell at him right there in the train car. In front of everyone. She didn’t care. Whatever it took to get some sort of emotional reaction out of him. But she had no idea how he would react. Indifference would surely kill her. She wanted him to yell back, because if he did, she would know that he at least felt something. She wanted him to tell her that he would fight for them. That he would do anything in his power to learn how to live with his deficiencies. Instead, he had more or less given up on himself and, she feared, their marriage. It scared her to death, this indifference, this acceptance, this resignation.

When they arrived at the manor house, they went their separate ways, Grace to her conservatory and Michael to his rooms. Normally, Grace would have made certain that Mr. Henderson, the new secretary, was settled, but she left that to Ida. She didn’t necessarily want to be left alone with her thoughts, since she’d been left with her thoughts too long already, but she had nowhere else to go. Michael didn’t want to speak to her, and she couldn’t bear to be in her rooms knowing he had locked her out of his.

Tarik found her a few hours later, elbow-deep in dirt and seeds and exposed roots, the scent of fresh dirt a comforting balm to her battered soul.

“He’s being an ass. Pardon my language, my lady.”

“You shouldn’t have to pardon the truth, Tarik.”

“He’s done this each time he discovered something different about himself or a doctor told him something he didn’t want to hear.”

“That doesn’t excuse his behavior.”

“No. But it explains it.”

She slammed her trowel down and looked at Tarik. “So you’re saying I should accept his behavior? That I should allow it?”

“I never said that.”

She rubbed her aching head with her dirty hands. “He told me he wished he had died.” Her voice quivered with the effort to keep her emotion in check. But it was so perilously close to the surface that it was difficult to control.

Tarik looked away and sighed.

“Does he not love me enough?”

“It has nothing to do with love, my lady. His brain, it is broken.”

“But we can live with that.”

“You can, but what about his lordship?”

She looked away, terrified that she was going to lose him for the second time—and that this time he would not come back to her.

“I can’t lose him,” she whispered. “I can’t lose him, Tarik.”

“Then fight for him.”

She looked up at him through her tears. “How?”

“You will find a way.”

—

Michael was waiting for Tarik when his manservant entered the room. “Stay away from her,” he warned.

Tarik stopped short and lifted a brow. “Her ladyship?”

“You know what I mean. I saw you go to her in the conservatory.”

Tarik narrowed his eyes, widened his stance, and crossed his arms. In their time together, Michael had tried to teach Tarik how to be a good servant, but the submissive part seemed to escape him. He spoke his mind when he wanted and refused to be cowed by Michael’s anger.

“I seem to be drawn to people in pain,” Tarik said.

Michael didn’t need to be told he was hurting Grace. He knew it and hated himself for it, but the anger had a stronghold on him. He seethed with it, railed at the injustice of this silent injury that was slowly killing the last part of the man he used to be. He lashed out at anyone near. The reasons didn’t make his actions right; his behavior merely made him a despicable person, and it confirmed what he already knew. He wasn’t nearly good enough for Grace. “Just stay away from her. She doesn’t need your sage advice.”

Tarik stared at him for the longest time, expressionless except for a slight smile that said he saw through Michael and knew what he was doing. Michael turned away, because far too often Tarik was too astute for his own good.

—

“My lady?”

Grace looked up from cleaning her hands to find Alfred hovering at the entrance to the kitchen. “Yes, Alfred?”

“If I may, there was an incident while you and his lordship were in town.”

She paused. “An incident?”

“Lord Nigel arrived unannounced.”

Her stomach twisted. Oh, Lord. This was not good. She had a feeling that she knew what Alfred was going to say next. “Nigel? That was unexpected.”

“Unfortuna[image: ]tely, I let him in the house. He said he had left something when he packed and he needed it.” He looked pained, as if expecting to be disciplined.

“What was it he left?” Grace guessed that the story had been a ruse to get in the house. The vile snake.

“He said it was some important papers in his lordship’s desk. I left him in the drawing room for a moment, but when I returned, he was not there. I discovered that he had cornered two footmen and was questioning them.”

Grace felt weak with fear. “Questioning them?”

“About his lordship. I immediately told Lord Nigel that he had to leave and could return when you and his lordship were in residence. Then I asked the footmen what Lord Nigel had asked. They told me he was asking about his lordship’s behavior.”

“Did they…” She licked her lips. “Did they tell him anything?”

“One told him that his lordship tends to lose things frequently, but I believe that was all.”

“Very good.” She spoke with conviction even though she was feeling anything but. “Thank you for coming to me with this, Alfred. If I may ask that you not tell his lordship. I will do so when the time is right.”

Alfred bowed out of the kitchen, and Grace finally gave in to the shaking that she’d been holding back. So was Nigel here before visiting them in London or after? What did it matter? Nigel was on the scent of something, and it was up to Grace to put a stop to it.

She may not be able to fix Michael, but she could certainly fix this.

—

The next day Grace entered the drawing room in a swirl of skirts. Michael knew she’d been in her glass house all day because he’d watched her from his bedroom window. He imagined she would smell like springtime[image: ]—fresh plants and fresh dirt. Her fingernails would be scrubbed clean, though she always missed a few bits of dirt here and there. He didn’t look up from his book to confirm his thoughts; he attempted to appear enthralled with his reading material.

At one time Michael had been an avid reader. A perfect night would have been to sit in front of the fire reading. But along with a host of other things, that was a thing of the past. He couldn’t seem to sit still long enough to read more than a few pages, and when he did, he found himself rereading the same pages because his mind wandered midsentence.

Grace was having none of his pretense. “Cook has prepared a lovely dinner.” Her tone was clipped and no-nonsense.

He looked up quickly. Her face was set, and there was something different about her. She seemed to be on a mission.

“I’m not hungry.” Which was true. He hadn’t experienced hunger pains since awakening after the battle. He ate because others were eating or because he’d discovered that when he didn’t, his thoughts were more scattered.

Her hand came down on the page of his book, slapping it hard enough to make him jump. “I don’t believe I suggested that dinner was an option. Cook has prepared a lovely dinner for us, and we will eat it.”

He looked up into blue eyes snapping fire at him. Her face was flushed and her lips pinched. He experienced a spark of admiration for her. She wasn’t about to back down from him, and he knew her well enough to know that if he pushed back, there would be a bloody battle. He almost welcomed it. If he let loose his feelings, would they stop crawling all over his skin? Would he find some peace, even if for a few moments? No, he wouldn’t do that to Grace. He couldn’t burden her with his dark thoughts.

“It pleases Cook to serve us, and we will acknowledge that pleasure by sitting together at the dinner table and having a civil conversation.” She straightened with a challenging look that dared him to contradict her.

He closed his book, stood, and stretched. “Very well.”

If she was surprised by his acquiescence she didn’t show it. Damnation, she rose once again in his estimation.

She seemed determined to carry on a conversation with him while they ate.

“The seedlings have taken root,” she said. “Pretty soon the garden will be blooming. I can’t wait to see the colors this year.”

“Hmmm.” He took another bite of pheasant, barely tasting it.

“How is Mr. Henderson working out?”

“Splendid. He’s writing all of the missives that I can’t write.”

She gave him a sharp look, not missing the sarcasm in his tone. “I’m certain he will be a great asset. He came highly recommended.”

Michael had no doubt, but that wasn’t the point. Instead of arguing, he took another bite of pheasant.

Eventually, Grace wound down or ran out of subjects to try to discuss with him. They finished their meal in silence and went their separate ways.

—

The next morning Grace was still fuming over dinner. If Michael thought he would push her away with surliness and lack of communication, then he was very wrong. That only made her want to try harder to break down the wall he’d erected.

But first she had to silence Nigel once and for all. The problem was she needed to travel to London to do so. She could do it in a day, but she hadn’t been away from Michael that long since he’d returned. She was nervous about leaving him alone. She concocted a story about spending the day with Sara, finishing up planning for the festival. She’d never lied to him, and she didn’t feel good about doing so now, but she told herself it was for a good reason. And she was not telling him what Nigel was about. He had enough worries. No use adding to them.

She traveled to London with a reluctant Jenny who’d been sworn to secrecy. Finding the Langham Hotel was not difficult. The hotel was bustling with people who all seemed to have a purpose.

After asking the person at the front desk, she found Nigel and Clara’s room and knocked, then stood back to wait nervously. Her mind flashed back to the moment she’d ascended the steps of Blackbourne Manor that fateful day when Nigel had informed her she was to marry Timmons. Everything had changed that day, and despite the setbacks and Michael’s injury, she firmly believed that everything had changed for the good. She wasn’t about to let Nigel ruin that.

Nigel opened the door to his suite of rooms and stared at her in shock. “Grace?”

“Good day, Nigel. May I have a word?”

He stood there uncertainly for a moment before opening the door wider. Her nervousness disappeared and she stepped inside.

“I thought you were back at Blackbourne Manor.” And why would he think that? Was he keeping an eye on them?

“Is Clara here?” she asked, ignoring his statement.

“She’s gone calling.”

“Splendid. We can speak privately.”

He blinked. “Privately?”

“I won’t mince words, because I must return to Hadley Springs today. I am asking you to stop questioning our servants regarding Michael and his injuries.”

There was a bit of stunned silence before Nigel said, “You came all this way to ask me this? And I am to do so just because you ask? There is clearly something wrong with Michael, and it is my duty, as next in line, to assure that the earldom is taken care of. A long line of Ashworths depends upon it.”

She raised her eyebrows in disbelief. “Do not even think that I believe you have only the best intentions for the Ashworth name.”

He appeared affronted as he put a hand to his heart and his eyes widened. “Why, of course I do. It is my heritage.”

Grace scoffed. “You’ve never thought of anything but yourself in years, and we both know it.”

Nigel’s eyes narrowed and his hand dropped from his chest. “What is this about, Grace?”

“It’s about Polly’s Palace of Pleasure.”

Nigel reared back. His face lost color and his mouth went slack. “I—I—I have no idea what you’re speaking of.”

“Oh, please, Nigel. Like I would pull that name out of thin air.” She leaned forward. “I know all about it, and I will not hesitate to use that knowledge to protect my husband. What would Clara say, Nigel? More important, what would her father say? Oh, yes, I know of that, too. Debts that the Ashworth solicitors aren’t aware of but that your father-in-law pays. If Clara’s very Puritan father were to discover your frequent visits to Polly’s Palace of—”

“That’s enough,” Nigel hissed.

“—Pleasure, he would not be pleased. It seems Clara’s family members are God-fearing people, are they not, Nigel?” Grace tsked. “And to think that their son-in-law is frequenting such a place—”

“Stop this.” Nigel’s fingers dug into her arm. “I’ve heard enough. This is blackmail.”

She raised an eyebrow and yanked her aching arm out of his grasp. “Why, yes, it is.”

Nigel began breathing rapidly and clutching his heart. Grace seriously feared he was having some sort of attack, but she wasn’t about to back down now.

“I am not the only one who is aware of your…incli[image: ]nations. I have secured my own solicitor, and your dirty little secret is safe in his hands if something should happen to me. There is proof.” She let a beat of silence pass, allowing Nigel to absorb the information. “Do I have your word that you will no longer harass his lordship?”

The muscle in his jaw worked and his eyes narrowed. For a moment Grace questioned her wisdom of cornering him alone. But Jenny knew where she was, so that was some insurance, at least. And the solicitor had the instructions she’d left him if anything happened.

“Something is wrong with Michael,” Nigel repeated. “Covering it up won’t make it go away. Others will notice.”

“All anyone will ever notice is the younger brother grasping at anything he can to secure a title so he can pay his bills to fund his…eccent[image: ]ricities. Would that be the correct word to use, Nigel? Or perhaps something worse. Transgress[image: ]ions? Wickedness? Sin?”

He blanched, and his color went from pasty white to alarming gray.

“Give me your word, Nigel, and none of this will come to light. Unless I hear that you are snooping again.”

His mouth worked, but no sound came out other than a small squeak.

“Is that a yes?” she asked.

“Yes.”

Grace smiled. “Very well. Good day, then, my lord.” She walked out of the suite and closed the door behind her. She had to lean against the wall to catch her breath. Had she really just threatened Michael’s brother? Good Lord, but she felt like her knees were about to give out, and her heart was pounding so hard she could feel it in her ears, yet she felt surprisingly good. Like a weight had been lifted from her shoulders. She had no doubt that Nigel would comply with her wishes, and if he didn’t, she’d built some insurance into her plan. She had no problem following through with her threats.


Chapter Twenty-Three

Grace returned to Hadley Springs well after dinner that night. The staff had all gone to bed, and Michael was closed off in his room, as he was most nights anymore. Holding tight to her determination to topple his resistance, she found herself opening the connecting door to their rooms.

Since their appointment with Dr. Ridley, Michael had moved back into his bedroom at night. She missed him terribly and had decided that tonight she was going to change all of that.

The room was dark and quiet, and she worried that he wasn’t there. Michael had taken up his midnight wanderings. When she heard him late at night, it made her wonder why he didn’t sleep well on the nights they weren’t sleeping together.

Yet another reason to have him back in her bed.

Along with purchasing new gowns during her first trip to London, Grace had secretly purchased some very risqué nightwear. She’d never had a chance to wear it, but she’d donned it tonight, even though she was a bit uncomfortable in the almost transparent fabric.

He was in his bed, sprawled on his stomach, still wearing his trousers. His boots were on the floor, right where he had taken them off. His cravat was thrown carelessly on the chair, telling her that he had dismissed Tarik before readying for bed. His hair was mussed, and with his head turned sideways, she could see a full day’s worth of beard darkening his jawline.

He was breathing deeply and she hesitated to wake him, knowing he hadn’t been sleeping well lately. But the determination that burned inside her propelled her forward. Gathering her flagging courage, she took a deep breath and lifted her nightgown so she could put a knee on the bed and crawl up.

Michael shifted. Grace froze. He stopped moving and fell back into a deep sleep.

Grace moved slowly up the bed, not wanting to wake him just yet. He had filled out, gained weight in all the right places. His muscular shoulders tapered to a slim waist and a very tight rear end. His thigh muscles strained the fabric of his trousers. The sight of him made her flush all over. Heat crept over her skin, making it prickle in awareness.

Tossing caution to the wind, she threw a knee over him and straddled his back. He shifted again but didn’t awaken. This was her moment. She could do what she wanted, touch him how she wanted to touch him. The thought was so deliciously exciting that she felt her body’s response between her legs and in the sudden heaviness of her breasts.

She put her hand on his back and ran her fingers up his spine. His breathing hitched. His fingers twitched.

When she reached the top of his shoulders, she ran her hand back down, feeling each ridge in his spine. She moved both hands up his back, her touch firmer than it had been before. She was so excited that she could hear her own ragged breathing.

Michael’s eyelids fluttered but didn’t open.

She leaned forward until she was pressed against his back and her legs were splayed wide, opening up her center and making her gasp.

Michael groaned and moved his hips. He wasn’t awake, but his body was responding.

She pressed her lips against the tender skin at the base of his neck. He was so warm right there. She pressed another kiss behind his ear.

He squirmed beneath her, pushing his hips into the bed in short thrusts. His eyes shot open. “Grace?”

“Mmmm.” She pressed her aching breasts into his back, brushing the engorged nipples back and forth to relieve the pressure in them.

“What…are you…doing?”

“Making love to you.” She took the top of his ear between her teeth and clamped down lightly.

He groaned. His hips bucked. He tried to turn over, but she clamped her legs tight around him. “Don’t move,” she whispered.

“Ah, God, Gracie. You’re killing me.”

“Not my intention. I assure you.”

His breathing was harsh as he lay powerless beneath her. She reached between his legs and cupped his bullocks, causing him to jump and groan. She held them gently.

He frantically moved his hips, rubbing his engorged manhood into the bed, gasping and moaning each time he thrust.

She was so wet she could feel it dripping out of her. She was so far gone with this aching need that she was acting on pure instinct, her mind a haze of need and want and desire. “I can’t wait,” she whispered. “I need you inside me.”

Michael flipped over, catching her about the waist. “Finish it,” he rasped.

“What?”

“Finish.” He thrust his hips up, rubbing his enormous erection against that secret place inside her. Pinpricks of need shot through her, making her cry out. “Finish. It,” he ground out between clenched teeth.

She clawed at the fastenings of his trousers, nearly ripping the buttons off to get to that most important part of him.

Michael took her nightgown in his hands. Violently, he ripped the delicate fabric in two, baring her breasts. He roughly cupped them, kneading them with calloused fingers that felt so good, she cried out again. In the back of her mind, she realized she was rubbing her mound against his erection. She was racing toward her completion too quickly, and he wasn’t yet inside of her.

Michael yanked his trousers off. He grasped his manhood and guided it toward her opening, shoving his hips up to impale her. She threw her head back and cried out as he filled her completely.

Immediately, her release crashed around her, wave upon wave. She arched her back and clenched her eyes as the intense sensations rocketed through her.

Michael’s fingers dug into her hips. He thrust upward once, twice, and then he was crying out her name, surging up until he was half sitting, his face twisted in what appeared to be pain, but Grace knew better than that. She could feel the warm liquid spurting inside of her.

Her muscles clenched on him, unclenched, and clenched again. And when she thought she was finished, it started all over. She ground her hips into Michael’s, desperate to feel every inch of him. When she tried to open her eyes, the room swam. She gasped for breath, not even realizing she’d been holding her breath. Small aftershocks pulsed through her.

Michael collapsed. The only thing keeping Grace up was the fact that he was still inside her. She swayed as her body came down from the extremely magnificent sensations ebbing from her.

Eventually, she rolled off him. Michael gathered her to him, and she snuggled in to his side, relieved that for now he was allowing her close. “Don’t make me leave.”

He pressed a kiss to the top of her head and hugged her to him. “No,” he said roughly.

Content with that promise for the moment, Grace felt her eyes grow too heavy to keep open, and she fell asleep in her husband’s arms.

—

Michael stared up at the ceiling, his arms full with his surprising, exciting wife. He should have known she wouldn’t allow him to push her away. He should have realized that the Grace he knew would fight back. Her choice of weapons surprised him, however.

A good surprise, to be sure.

Even now, his body limp and exhausted, he felt himself stirring at just the memory of her straddling him, her sex right there for him to see, and the powerless feeling he’d had when he realized she had neatly and effectively pinned him. He didn’t mind waking up to that at all.

Beside him, she sighed and moved closer. She was warm and pliant, her breasts pressed against his side. He closed his eyes and opened his other senses. But the sense of smell eluded him. He remembered what sex smelled like, and he imagined that the scent was all over their bodies and permeating the room.

He wanted to roll her over and thrust inside her again, but he refrained. She was tired and he was…He was trying to put distance between them, although that wasn’t working out as he had planned. He’d kept himself from her bed because he was powerless against her. Because at night she destroyed every defense he’d tried to fashion during the day.

He leaned his cheek against the top of her head and imagined that he was a whole man who didn’t have to rely on others to get through the day. For a few moments he tricked himself into believing that the war had never happened and that it was two years in the past and they were young lovers with a bright future ahead.

Tomorrow he would awaken and reality would come crashing back. But for now he pushed reality away and let himself believe. And let himself hold his wife, because when she was close like this, it was the only time the darkness that surrounded him disappeared.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Grace found Michael sitting on a rock on top of a hill that overlooked the green pastures of Blackbourne land. His knee was pulled up, his elbow resting on it as the warm spring breeze brushed through his hair.

She’d awakened alone but, by the warmth of the sheets, had determined that he had arisen just moments before. She tried not to let the fact that he didn’t linger in bed bother her. Instead, she took comfort in the fact that he had slept through the night and hadn’t left her side sooner.

She allowed him his space because she instinctively knew not to push him. Last night she’d taken him unaware and caught him with his guard down. This morning she knew the barriers would be in place, so she let him be. Until she couldn’t let him be any longer.

They sat side by side as he thought whatever deep thoughts he was thinking. She was determined to enjoy just being with him, with the trees almost finished budding and the lambs frolicking beside their mothers in the distant pastures. Spring was always her favorite time of year, when she could plant and watch her seedlings grow and mature.

His hand snaked over and held hers. She didn’t say anything, but her heart sang.

“I’m tired, Gracie,” he finally said.

“You slept well last night. Better than you have been sleeping.”

“That’s not what I mean. I mean I’m tired of it all.”

Her heart skipped a beat at the implication of his words.

“It’s a struggle to get through the day. Concentrating on every task takes so much energy.”

“Do you regret Tarik saving you?” She held her breath, afraid of his response. This was the fear that kept her awake at night. Not that Michael didn’t want her but that Michael was fighting something so dark and horrible that he couldn’t overcome.

“Sometimes. And then I look out over these hills and this land that has been in our family for so many generations, and I’m thankful I’m here.” He turned to her. “I look at you with the sun shining down on all that yellow hair, and I’m thankful I’m here. But there are moments, even days, when it doesn’t seem worth it.”

She laid her head on his shoulder. “I love you, Michael, and I’m so very thankful you’re here with me.”

“What are we going to do, Gracie?”

“We are going to fight for us, and we are going to survive and live a very happy life.”

—

The day of the festival dawned dreary and rainy. Grace was up early, for once leaving Michael to awaken on his own. Since the night she’d forced herself back into his bed, he had not tried to dissuade her from sleeping with him. In fact, it was at those times when they connected the most.

Nearly every night, they made love, but even on the rare nights they didn’t, they slept fused together. The days were different. Michael stayed away from her, for the most part, either walking the land or holed up with Mr. Henderson and Mr. Roberts as they plotted and planned to take Blackbourne land from agriculture to industrial.

Michael didn’t attempt to skip dinner with her again, and over time their conversations were less one-sided and more give-and-take. If they did not return to their old camaraderie and comfort, then they were at least closer to Grace’s goal of getting there.

The enormous ball of anxiety that resided in her stomach was beginning to loosen. The old Michael was in there, or at least the best part of the Michael she’d married; she merely needed to be patient, bide her time, and chip away at the barriers he’d put up between them.

When she finished dressing, she discovered Michael leaning against the doorjamb that connected their rooms. His smile was lazy, his eyes sleepy. Her stomach contracted at how delicious he looked. She briefly contemplated leading him back to bed to have her wicked way with him, but dismissed the idea. There was simply too much to do before the festivities started, and if they went back to bed, she feared they would spend the rest of the day there.

“What is that smile for?” she asked.

“Because you’re beautiful, and I like watching you when you don’t know I’m watching you.”

She arched a brow. “Do you do that often? Watch me when I’m unaware?”

“Often enough.”

“That is quite rude, my lord.”

“I care not, my lady.”

Inside, she was smiling. It had been a long while since they’d bantered like this. “I will have to do the same, then.”

“Ah, but you do already.”

“I do? When?”

“All the time. You watch me with a worried look as if anticipating my next faux pas.”

Her inner smile slowly died. “That’s not why I watch you.”

He raised an eyebrow. “You’re not worried I’ll make a mistake? Forget someone’s name? Use the wrong utensil?”

“I could not care less about any of that.”

He pushed away from the door and sauntered toward her. “I didn’t say you cared.”

“You said I was worried that you would do something wrong.”

“There’s nothing wrong with worrying. I just noted that I was aware of it.”

She’d misread him. He wasn’t in a playful mood. He was in a contemplative mood. She hated when he thought too much, because that inevitably led to dark thoughts.

“You don’t like me worrying?” she asked.

“I despise that you have to worry about me. I despise that I have to worry about me.”

“I’m sure that will go away with time.”

He shrugged. “Maybe. Or maybe we will always worry about what I will say or not say, or what I will do or not do.” He stopped just outside of her reach, that damnable barrier back in place.

“What do you want me to say, Michael?”

Something shifted in his eyes—regret, self-loathing. “I didn’t come here to be melancholy. I came to wish you luck with the festival.”

She searched his face, confused and off balance. “You’re not attending the festival?”

He seemed to think about that before he slowly nodded. “I might. I always enjoyed the festivals when I was a lad.” A mischievous glint entered his eyes. “Remember when we sneaked away and hid behind the blacksmith’s shop?”

Of course she remembered. It was the first time he’d kissed her. They’d been little more than children, but she remembered as if it were yesterday. Her heart had pounded in excitement and nervousness. If they were caught, they knew, they would both be punished, but her curiosity had told her it would be worth it. She wanted Michael’s kisses more than she wanted to breathe and more than she didn’t want a punishment.

There had been a whole lot of fumbling and clenched eyes and stiff lips. They’d learned much in the ensuing years, had perfected the art of kissing each other—among other things—but that feeling was the same. The breathless anticipation, the tightness in her stomach. The need that outweighed every other feeling inside her.

A spark of her own mischief caused her to smile wickedly. “I don’t recall any blacksmith’s shop.”

At first Michael appeared surprised, and then he smiled, a slow, seductive smile that had her heart hammering. “Maybe I should remind you.”

“Are you planning to take me behind the blacksmith’s shop today, my lord?”

“Definitely not. We are far more mature than that.”

He cupped her chin in his hand and leaned down. And there it was again, that breathless[image: ]ness, that waiting, waiting, waiting for him to draw closer, despairing that he ever would. And then he did. There was no fumbling this time, no awkwardness or shyness. He kissed her like a man who knew his business and knew how to please his wife.

When they drew away, they were both a bit breathless and smiling.

“If you don’t leave now, I fear you’ll not leave at all today, and the ladies of the festival committee will be breaking down my door in search of you.”

“We can’t have that.” After all these years, she still had a difficult time catching her breath after his kisses.

He stepped back. “You best be off.”

She walked to the door on unsteady legs and turned to him before leaving. “Come find me when you get to the festival.”

He smiled softly. “I will. Now go.”

She blew him a saucy kiss and left, her mind already shifting to the tasks she needed to get done before the festival started.

—

Michael stood out the window in Grace’s bedroom and watched his wife leave the house. She climbed into the waiting carriage and headed to town as the carriage splashed through puddles.

He’d told her he might go, but he was unsure. Just the thought of wading through the crowds exhausted him. The noise, the people, the confusion seemed too much to bear. But he couldn’t bear to disappoint Grace.

He thought of other festivals. Chiefly, he thought of the festival that changed everything for him. It was the year he’d turned sixteen. He and Grace had known each other for what seemed like forever. He would always remember the first time she’d caught his attention as something other than his father’s friend’s daughter. He’d been intrigued by the young girl with the blonde hair and blue eyes. Even then she’d been beautiful. He’d been fresh out of military school and very proud of his uniform but tongue-tied around her. So he’d ignored her because he had no idea what to say. The next time he encountered her was at the festival, where he’d discovered that the Grace from the year before had grown into a beautiful girl on the cusp of being a woman. He’d been enthralled. Captivated. She was not only beautiful but witty.

They’d spent the entire day at the festival, unchaperoned, because things like that could happen at festivals. Somehow they’d ended up behind the blacksmith’s shop. He may have pulled her there laughing, but he’d had every intention of kissing her.

Just one kiss.

She’d giggled the entire time, and he’d been so nervous that his hands were sweating. He’d kissed girls before, but instinctively, he’d known that this was different. She was different. The kiss had been sweet and naive and over far too quickly for his liking, but he had been changed by it.

After that, their relationship had evolved into something deeper and more meaningful. He’d been there during her debutante season and had made certain to dance with her at every ball until it became obvious to the other young bucks that Grace was his. And then he’d married her.

Those were the memories Michael held tight to. While they were happy memories, they were also bittersweet, reminding him of times when he was a whole man and not a freak.

He turned from the window and wandered through the quiet house and into his study. Per tradition, he and Grace had given the servants the first day of the festival off so they could enjoy themselves. Tomorrow they would be busy preparing the house and grounds for the influx of townspeople in two days’ time.

There was nothing to do in his study, but he had nowhere else to go. He felt Grace’s absence. It was as if the house lost its vitality without her in it.

He thought of reading a book, but nowadays that pleasure seemed such a chore. He bypassed the books on the shelves and sat at his desk to look at the latest reports from his solicitors. Michael had asked them to keep an eye on Nigel. He’d been assured that his title could not be taken from him, but he still didn’t trust Nigel. At the end of one missive, the solicitor had added a note about his brother. Apparently, Nigel and Clara had retreated to Scotland, where they were leading a quiet life. Strange, that. He would continue to monitor them for a time.

He put the report aside and made a note on a sheet of paper riddled with other notes that would be included in his next letter to his solicitors. He glanced over the other papers, but the numbers blurred and the words held no meaning. Frustrated, he stomped through the entryway and told a footman to ready his horse.

He was going to the festival.


Chapter Twenty-Five

He heard the festival before he saw it. The street was blocked off; a makeshift wooden dance floor bedecked with red and blue streamers had been erected in the center of it. The pub’s doors were standing open, and a steady stream of people wandered in and out.

There were clumps of people standing around talking, while others strolled through the center of town. Music came from a quartet playing near the empty dance floor. By nightfall, people would be dancing and a general aura of decadence would follow. It was a time to be merry, to let loose and relax.

But now was the time for families. The maypole had been erected off to the side, and children were dancing around it, weaving the red, white, and blue ribbons into intricate patterns. He watched them for a time, smiling to remember doing the same when he was young.

He searched for Grace but couldn’t find her in the growing crowds. A few people nodded to him and he nodded back. Some he remembered, and some he knew he should remember but did not.

People came from afar to attend the festival, having anticipated this day since the last festival. There was a general feeling of excitement in the air as people caught up with one another and friends reunited.

Finally, he gathered his courage to wade into the melee. He tipped his hat to Mrs. Prudence Davison and her daughter, Violet. And of course there was Lady Sara Emerson, Grace’s very best friend. She smiled at him warmly. “Welcome to the Hadley Springs Festival, my lord.”

“Thank you, Lady Sara. You look quite fetching. Very springish.”

She blushed in pleasure. “Why, thank you.”

“Have you seen the countess?”

Lady Sara looked around, her brows crinkling in thought. “I believe I saw her over by the dressmaker’s shop, but that was some time ago.”

He tipped his hat to her again. “My thanks, and enjoy your day.”

“Same to you, my lord.”

He made his way in the general direction of the dressmaker’s shop, but the crowds were getting thicker, and the drink was running a bit more freely. He passed a gaggle of girls who all seemed to be talking at once. Their high-pitched voices screeched across his ears, causing him to wince. One shrieked, and the sound nearly punctured his eardrum, it was so high-pitched. Michael tried to hurry away from them, but his knee gave out. If not for his cane, he would have fallen on his face. The temptation and promise of past festivals began to wane, and everything around him seemed like an obstacle.

He was in the middle of the street, pushing his way through, but he changed direction in the hope that there would be fewer people on the sidewalks. Getting there seemed nearly impossible. Like a tree branch tossed into a raging river, he was dragged and pulled along with the crowd for several yards.

The voices were getting louder, more shrill. His knee buckled on him twice. Luckily, it didn’t seem odd when he fell against a large farmer. The man merely laughed and pushed him upright again, but Michael was mortified.

He looked behind him, gauging the distance to his horse, and discovered that he was equidistant from each end of the street. He had no choice but to move forward.

The roar of the crowd grew until it seemed to be its own living, breathing thing. His mind flashed back to the war. It had been the same way then. The battle had become the enemy just as much as the enemy had been. The cries of his comrades, the cannon fire coupled with the pistol shots, had been nearly impossible to take. While this certainly wasn’t war, he was almost as overwhelmed by it.

He pushed his way through, fighting panic, until he was spit out in front of the lending library. He stumbled into an empty alley, leaned against the building, and squeezed his eyes closed.

He tried not to think about the war too often and, for the most part, succeeded. It helped that a large portion of it, the worst part, was lost due to his injury. He’d hoped it would remain that way, but this heavy crowd, the sounds, all threatened to bring back those hazy memories that hovered like specters in his mind.

A large bang that sounded like a pistol shot rang out, causing him to jump. His eyes flew open, and he was reaching for his own pistol before he had a chance to think about his actions. He hadn’t carried a pistol since the war. He clutched his cane tighter, holding it as a weapon, while he looked wildly around him.

Another shot rang out. People cheered and laughed. Michael released the tight hold on his cane and let the tip drop to the ground. People having fun. Nothing more.

His head dropped back and he breathed deep, attempting to control his raging heart. It took a while, but the anxiety subsided, and he took note of his surroundings. He was in an alley. The crowd streamed by at one end, and a wall was at the other. He had no choice but to go back into that crowd.

He was no coward. He could do it.

Clutching his cane tightly, he emerged from the alley. If he stayed to the side, close to the buildings, it wasn’t as crowded and he felt as if he could breathe better.

A few men walked by with small lads sitting atop their shoulders, waving their arms and contributing to the noise level in their own way. Michael experienced a spurt of sadness that he might never have a child to ride on his shoulders; if he did, he might not be able to put the child up there without falling on his face.

He turned away from the sight and decided that he had given it a try. The festival of today did not match his memories of past festivals. He would return to his horse and go home to wait for his wife.

He despised the thought that he may never be able to attend a festival with Grace, that she would always have to go alone because her husband could not stomach the crowds. What sort of husband was he that he couldn’t enjoy something as wonderful as a festival? And if not a festival, then what other events could he not partake in with Grace? Operas? Balls? Musicales? Dinner parties? Summer parties? Lawn parties? Was he to become a recluse, shying from anything that made him the least bit uncomfortable? Was this what his life had come to?

Gripping his cane tightly, he spun on his heel. He nearly ran over a woman who had been walking behind him. She stumbled back. Michael caught her and set her to rights. “My apologies, ma’am.”

She pressed her hand to her heart and looked up at him with wide eyes. “Oh, no, my lord. My apologies. I was in your way.”

“Are you hurt?”

She looked him up and down, her gaze lingering on his cane. “Not at all.”

He nodded to her, shuffled around her, and headed in the opposite direction. He was a damn earl, a decorated soldier and by God, he was going to find Grace, and he was going to conquer this bloody festival if it killed him.

And it just might. He winced when another shot rang out. When people cheered, he peered through the crowd and discovered it wasn’t pistol shots at all but men dropping large pieces of wood on the ground, constructing what looked like a bonfire.

Feeling foolish, he stomped on. People sidestepped him, and he realized he must look a sight, with a scowl on his face, marching down the street as if still in the military.

He found Grace by the color of her gown. No one else was wearing a light green gown with pink rosettes. Even from afar, he could pick out his wife by her lovely slim shape and the way she held her head so high and regal. Even after all these years, his body responded to her freshness. She looked as young and beautiful as the day he’d kissed her behind the blacksmith’s shop.

She was speaking to someone, but it wasn’t until the crowds parted a bit that Michael caught a glimpse of who. He stopped so fast that the person behind ran into him, but he paid no mind, for the noise from the crowd dimmed due the roaring in his ears.

Grace leaned close to Sir Clayton Timmons and said something that made the man laugh. She smiled, a wide smile that took Michael’s breath away. Sir Timmons’s shoulders straightened. He seemed to stand a little taller after that smile. Michael remained frozen in place, unable to move toward his wife and unable to move away from her.

Grace laughed at something Sir Timmons said. Her head tilted back and the sun glinted off her blond hair. She seemed so happy. So alive. He hadn’t seen her smile like that in weeks. Since his return? Before his return? While she was betrothed to Timmons?

A low growl erupted from Michael. Jealousy poured hot and potent through him, and yet he didn’t move, because something stronger was warring with the jealousy.

Grace looked happy.

Sir Timmons was making Grace happy.

Michael was well aware that he had not made Grace happy in a very long time.

By her own admission, he had broken her heart when she thought he was dead. Had he ever healed it? Or had he made the broken heart worse?

Sir Timmons leaned forward to speak in Grace’s ear, and as he did so, his gaze locked with Michael’s. They stared at each other for a heartbeat before Timmons straightened.

Broken from his paralysis, Michael turned around and allowed the crowd to swallow him up and push him in the opposite direction.

—

“Did Lord Blackbourne find you?” Sara asked Grace when they met up hours after the festival began.

“Michael was here?” Grace asked, surprised. She hadn’t really expected him to attend the festival. It was, after all, fraught with obstacles. The noise, the crowds, the people he would need to speak to whose names he probably would not remember.

“I saw him earlier in the day. He was looking for you,” Sara said.

“He must have been waylaid. Or maybe he returned home.” More than likely, he was back home, having had enough of the large crowd. She didn’t blame him in the least. By now the festival had taken on a life of its own, as it was wont to do at this time of day. The dancing had begun, and the noise of the raucous crowd was growing rapidly.

Grace took the moment to slip away. She was beyond exhausted and sticky from the unseasonable heat. She wanted nothing more than to go home, wash, and fall into bed.

The house was quiet when she entered. The servants were still at the festival. The hip bath would have to wait, but she could wash the stickiness from her arms herself.

Light shone from beneath Michael’s study door, and she pushed it open and swept in. “I heard you were at the festival.”

He was standing at the fireplace. When he turned around, she stopped short.

“Is something wrong?” she asked, taking in his bleak expression.

“I went to the festival, yes.”

“I didn’t see you there.”

“But I saw you. With Sir Timmons.”

Her mind raced through her day. She’d spoken to Sir Timmons earlier in the afternoon, a short but needed conversation. She had been meaning to speak to him for a while, but the opportunity had never arisen. When she saw him at the festival, she recognized the opportunity. She’d apologized once again for the debacle of their engagement. He’d seemed to be in good spirits and had told her that he’d realized if they’d married, neither of them would have been happy. He had wished her well and had moved on.

“I spoke with Sir Timmons for a few moments,” she said. There was something in Michael’s expression that had her stomach twisting. She was becoming adept at reading his moods, but this one was new to her and put her off balance.

“You two seemed to be enjoying yourselves.”

Her back straightened. “What does that mean?”

“Do you still have feelings for him, Grace?”

She stared at him for a time, flabbergasted at the question. “Do you really have to ask that?”

“Apparently, I do.”

“He is a friend, Michael. At one point we were betrothed, however short the betrothal was. I was concerned for him and asked after him.”

“And is he well?”

She tipped her head to study him. “He is.”

“He has no feelings for you?”

“What is this about?” she demanded, her anger rising.

He took a step toward her, his face a mask of fury, his eyes blazing with something she’d never seen before and couldn’t name. “It’s about my wife speaking to another man. A man she was betrothed to while she was still wed to me.”

“You are being ridiculous.”

“Am I? I return home from war to find you with another man, and now I see you speaking to that same man.”

“This isn’t about Sir Timmons. What is this about?”

“I don’t think we should reside under the same roof anymore, Grace.”


Chapter Twenty-Six

Grace had never been punched in the stomach, but she imagined that what she was feeling now felt very close to that. The breath rushed out of her, and it seemed as if her body went numb.

“What?” she whispered.

“You heard me,” Michael said.

“Because I spoke to Sir Timmons, you’re ejecting me from my home?”

“I think it’s for the best.”

She searched his eyes, looking for the Michael she knew. But not even the new Michael was there. This man was completely different and very frightening.

“This has nothing to do with Sir Timmons. Tell me what this is about.”

He looked away, and she knew that she’d touched on the truth, though she didn’t know what truth. “Tell me, Michael. Talk to me.”

He shook his head and looked at her with no emotion in his eyes. “If you won’t leave, then I will.”

Michael tried to move around her, but Grace stepped in his path and put her hand on his chest. “No. Don’t. Talk to me. Please.”

He looked over her shoulder, refusing to meet her gaze. A muscle in his jaw twitched. They stood like that for long moments. She could feel his heart pounding, but he said nothing.

Grace’s hand slid down his chest until it fell to her side. He stepped around her and walked out of the study. Moments later, she heard the front door open and then close.

She stood alone in the middle of the room, staring blankly at the opposite wall, her stomach a knot. Her knees shook. Her hands shook. Her entire body trembled. Fear and anger abandoned her, leaving her an empty shell.

—

Michael managed to catch George before he moved the carriage to the carriage house. “Take me to town,” he said as he climbed in.

He put his head back and breathed deep, willing his heart to return to normal and his body to stop shaking so much. He felt as if he’d been in battle. But while he’d walked away from the skirmish, he wasn’t certain he was the winner, and he was damn certain he wasn’t unscathed.

It’s for the best. That was what he kept telling himself, and he tried to believe it. He’d seen the expressions on Grace’s and Timmons’ faces when they were talking. Timmons hadn’t been panicked by the growing crowd. Timmons hadn’t been confused because there were too many conversations going on around him. Timmons didn’t have to walk with a cane because his bloody knee kept giving out on him.

How could he saddle Grace with that for the rest of her life?

The carriage slowed as it neared town. It was impossible to drive down the street. The children were home in bed, no doubt, but the festive atmosphere had risen. There was dancing on the makeshift dance floor, and a band playing music, and someone was attempting to climb the maypole while people stood around and cheered him on.

Michael pounded on the ceiling with his cane and the carriage came to a stop. His destination was close, and he could skirt the crowd to get there.

As he had hoped, the local tavern was nearly empty. On this fine evening, almost everyone had chosen to be outside and partake of their spirits there. Michael found a quiet corner and ordered a bottle of Scottish whiskey. He sat with his back to the wall and within full view of the room, something his military training had taught him.

He nursed his drink, numbing his overtaxed brain until the room took on a soft quality and the people appeared to be moving in slow motion.

He wasn’t surprised, hours later, to see Tarik enter. Grace must have sent him. No. Knowing Tarik, the man probably took it upon himself to follow Michael. He looked directly at Michael and made his way over. People stared and moved out of Tarik’s way, but the big man didn’t seem to notice. He pulled out a chair and sat down.

Michael waved to the serving woman to bring another bottle. But when it arrived, Tarik pushed away his empty glass before Michael could pour. Good thing, because Michael wasn’t at all certain he could fill a glass without spilling all over the place. Raising his arm took a monumental effort.

“This is what it’s come to?” Tarik asked.

Michael deliberately took a long swallow of whiskey while eyeing Tarik. “This is none of your business.” He pointed a shaking finger at Tarik. “You seem to forget, my friend, that you are a servant. Servants mind their own business.”

“You seem to forget, my friend, that I saved your life and therefore have reason to interfere.”

Michael looked away. There was no getting around that. He continuously told Tarik that he owed him his life. But did he? “You should have left me there.” He wasn’t sure if he voiced the words or if they were in his head.

“If you continue to look back, you aren’t able to look forward.”

“What is there to look forward to? Tell me, for I find myself oddly curious why you believe my future is so bright.”

“You’re alive, for one. Many families can’t say that about the loved ones they sent off to war.”

“They died an honorable death, and my death would have been as well. There is nothing honorable about my life now.”

Tarik tilted his chair back, folded his hands over his stomach, and stared at Michael for so long that Michael wanted to snap at him to stop.

“What about Lady Grace?” Tarik finally asked.

“What about her?” Michael stared at the scratches and dents in the ill-used table. When the silence grew to uncomfortable proportions, his anger stirred. “She’s better off without me.”

“Pray tell, how?”

Michael finally looked at his friend. The man he alternately admired and despised. “That is none of your business.”

Tarik sighed. “Are we to go through this again? Because I will, if you insist.”

“You go too far, Tarik.”

Tarik leaned forward. “Don’t tell me who is going too far, because it is not I. I am not the selfish one here.”

Michael reared back. “You think I’m acting selfish? I love Grace with my whole being. The thought of living without her tears me apart.”

“Then don’t live without her.”

“I have no choice. She is much better without me.”

“Have you asked her if she would be better without you?”

“No.”

“Ah. So you make this decision on your own, without her input?”

Michael’s back teeth came together. “It’s for the best.”

“Whose best? Yours? Or hers?”

“I don’t have to sit here and listen to this.” But the thought of actually standing and attempting to walk out the door seemed beyond him.

“No one is keeping you here. Go back to your wife.”

“I’ll say it again. You go too far. If you don’t like my decisions, you are free to leave.”

Tarik stared at him for a long moment. Michael despised when Tarik did that, because the man was adept at hiding his thoughts. Slowly, he stood and pushed his chair in, then bowed, turned on his heel, and walked out.

Michael watched his one and only friend leave, knowing he was losing the last decent part of himself.

He was truly alone now.

—

Grace ran into Tarik as the man was leaving the tavern.

After Michael had left, she’d allowed herself a few moments to wallow in her misery; then she shook it off and let her anger take over. Michael was not going to eject her from their home, and she was not going to allow him to leave, either.

She learned from a footman that Michael had told George to take him to town. She’d asked a stable boy to harness the buggy, and she’d driven herself to town. From there, she’d deduced that Michael was in the tavern. He wouldn’t willingly get involved in the crowd in the middle of the street, and before the war, he occasionally enjoyed an ale at the tavern.

“Is he in there?” she asked Tarik.

Tarik’s expression was stony, and she got the impression that the usually implacable man was holding on to his anger by a thread.

“Now is probably not the best time, my lady.”

“Nonsense. This is going to end, Tarik. One way or another.”

She tried to push past him, but Tarik grabbed her arm to stop her. “Let him be for now.”

She looked down at the large brown hand on her arm. “Unhand me, Tarik. I am going to find my husband.”

With a sigh, Tarik released her arm and stepped back. Grace pushed open the tavern door and stepped inside. The place was half empty. She recognized most of the people, and they were all either looking at her with pity or avoiding her gaze.

She saw Michael in the corner. His hair was mussed, his shirt untucked, his cravat gone. And there was a woman on his lap.

He looked up and their gazes locked. He stared at her boldly, his arm around the woman’s waist as she leaned in to him. When he didn’t push the woman away, Grace’s heart sank.

She looked at the others in the room. Every one of them was aware of what was happening. Humiliation burned in her cheeks, but instead of crumbling like she wanted to, she lifted her chin, straightened her spine, and turned to walk with her last shred of dignity out the door. She had to push past Tarik, who was standing at the door. He, of course, had witnessed the whole mortifying scene.

Silently, he walked with her to the buggy. She stood before the conveyance and stared at it, her mind a blank as to what she should do.

Tarik helped her in and took the reins himself. The cool wind, which had been refreshing before, now bit through her clothes and made her shiver.

When they arrived at the manor house, she went straight to her rooms and called for Jenny.

“Pack my bags,” she instructed.

Jenny’s eyes widened. “My lady?”

“Pack them.”

“Yes, my lady.”

“Take only what is necessary.”

Jenny moved quickly, and before long, she had two trunks packed. Grace would leave the rest. There was no need for ball gowns.

Grace’s previous mortification had given way to raw fury. She couldn’t get the image of her husband with another woman out of her mind.

The dower house was dark and cold when they arrived. Grace started a fire herself, having forgotten that the fireplace in the drawing room didn’t draw well. The room began to fill with smoke, but eventually, it cleared out. She really did need to get that looked at.

She pulled an ottoman as close as possible to the fire in the hope that the heat would stop her shaking. It warmed her skin but not her insides, where she was the coldest.

The flames danced and hissed and popped. Grace rubbed her arms to generate more heat. Tears dripped down her cheeks, and her stomach roiled to the point where she feared she would be sick.

The image of the woman sitting on Michael’s lap played in her mind until she doubled over and gave in to the sob building inside of her.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

When Michael stumbled out of the tavern, Tarik was waiting for him.

“Tarik. You’re a good friend.” He wasn’t sure if that was exactly how the words came out, but the intent was there. Tarik silently helped him into the carriage and climbed up top.

Michael wanted to ask where George was, but the thought slipped out of his mind just as quickly as it had slipped in. The swaying of the carriage caused his stomach no little discomfort, and he fought to stay conscious and not spew all over himself. But his mind was numb, and that was what he had intended when he ventured into the tavern.

He opened his eyes to find Tarik yanking him out of the carriage. He was not gentle and Michael groaned. He remembered little of walking up the stairs to his set of rooms, but he did remember swaying in front of Grace’s door. The numbness he’d worked hard to achieve cleared a bit when he was faced with her closed door. He leaned forward to put his hand to it, but he must have been standing farther away than he thought, because he fell into the door with a loud crash. Tarik yanked him away and shoved him toward his own room.

“Musn’t wake her ladyship,” Michael murmured.

Tarik said something, but Michael did not hear him. He staggered toward his bed and collapsed on it and that was the last thing he remembered until the sun pierced his closed eyelids and caused his head to hammer mercilessly.

He rolled onto his stomach and covered his head with his hands.

“Tarik.” He meant to yell for his manservant, but it came out as a weak croak that had his head screaming in agony and his dry, scratchy throat protesting.

He would have to get up and find his very nonsubmissive servant. And he would. In a moment. When his stomach settled and his eyes were used to the light. Who forgot to close his drapes? When he found out, he would…

Who was he kidding? He would do nothing, because as soon as he got out of bed, he would forget that the drapes had remained open.

Memories of the night before crashed around him, and he buried his head in the pillow. Squeezing his eyes shut only made his head pound harder. He wanted to forget the devastation on Grace’s face when she saw him with the serving girl on his lap. He wanted to forget the dignity she possessed as she looked around the room and discovered that a large portion of the town was witnessing her humiliation.

He’d wanted her out of his life, but he hadn’t meant to do it in such a public way. In truth, the whole fiasco had been a mistake. The serving girl had not meant to fall into his lap, and he had intended to push her off, but when he looked up, Grace was standing there and he had frozen.

He pressed his head into the pillow and groaned.

He’d accomplished what he set out to do. Grace would never have him back now.

It’s for the best.

He had to keep reminding himself of that.

The door to his room opened and slammed shut, making him wince and groan. He lifted his head—no small feat—to find Tarik glaring down at him.

“ ’Bout damn time. I need a bath drawn.”

“Yes, you do.”

Michael managed to push himself up to a semi-sitting position. “Someone forgot to close the drapes.”

“I opened them earlier.”

He glared. “Do you mean to punish me?”

Tarik raised an eyebrow. “Your pounding head is not punishment enough?”

“I find your insubordin[image: ]ation tiring.”

“Excuse my insubordin[image: ]ation. But you did know I was not a subservient servant. I recall that you were pleased with that in the beginning.”

“Enough, Tarik.” He slid off the bed and stood on shaking legs.

Tarik’s nose wrinkled. “I will call for that bath.”

Before Tarik could get out the door, Michael called to him. “The countess?”

Tarik looked at him for a long while. “She’s gone, my lord. Left last evening.”

—

Grace’s absence was felt keenly throughout the entire household. And if Michael was not aware whose fault it was, then the servants had no problem reminding him. They were polite, as always, and efficient, as always. But they were cool toward him, and the smiles were absent. It was as if Grace had taken the joy from everyone when she left.

Michael closed himself off in his study to compose a letter to his London solicitor. He was unsure how to begin. “Good day, I am writing to procure a divorce” did not seem to be the right way to go about it, and Michael found he couldn’t actually write those words. Besides, a divorce might not be the right approach. Divorces were extremely rare and extremely difficult to procure. And if Grace became a divorced woman, it would devastate her socially.

What he really wanted to do was set Grace up so she could live a comfortable life without him. He would purchase a house in town. Something she could decorate to her liking. With a big enough garden that she could build one of her glass houses. She would never want for anything, and the best part was that she would not have to worry about him anymore.

He began writing.

The problem was that he wasn’t certain he was writing the words he needed to write. Grace would always look over his correspondence for him, and when Henderson was hired, Michael dictated his letters to him. He couldn’t ask Henderson to transcribe this particular letter, and Grace…Well, that would not work, either.

So he started and stopped and crumpled up so many letters that balls of paper surrounded him and still he had nothing to show for his efforts. He stared morosely into the cold fireplace.

His vision blurred and he swiped at his wet eyes, but the tears stubbornly remained. He didn’t want to live without Grace. He didn’t want to walk through this silent house knowing she wasn’t present. He wanted her next to him, but that was not to be. Even if he changed his mind, his actions from last night were irreversible. He had humiliated her in the most public way, and she would never forgive him.

He’d wanted to push her away and he had succeeded.

With heavy steps, he walked out of the study and out of the house. Alfred watched him go with sad, accusing eyes. They all blamed him. He was sure that word of his exploits had already spread, and they all despised him for hurting their beloved countess.

He didn’t blame them. He despised himself.

He wandered to the back of the house and through the woods that covered most of the property. He had no destination, no thoughts other than the image of Grace’s face when he’d told her to leave and then when she’d found him in the tavern.

He stopped when he could walk no more because Blackbourne Lake blocked his path. It was not a large lake, but it was deep, and it had proved entertaining on summer days when he and his brothers were overheated and wanted to swim.

Those were shining moments in his memory. Brothers’ good-natured bickering and horseplay. The rowboat was still hidden among the bushes lining the lake. Normally, the servants would pull it in for the winter, but Nigel must have forgotten about it.

Michael dragged the boat out and dug through the underbrush to find the oars. He pushed the boat into the lake and splashed through the water, ruining his boots and his trousers in the process. The boat appeared sound. No water leaked into the bottom. He hopped in and began to row. Though it was midspring, the water wouldn’t warm for another few weeks. His toes were numb and his trousers clung to his legs, causing him to shiver.

He hadn’t dressed for a walk, let alone a boat trip, but that didn’t matter. Nothing mattered anymore. There was nothing for him to care about. Nothing, really, for him to live for.

Grace was gone. Tarik despised him. The entire village and his household loathed him. If he were gone, Nigel would gladly take over as earl again, and things would go back to the way they were before Michael surfaced from the dead.

Grace could wed Timmons, and she would be happy with a husband who could read and write and possibly give her the children she so desperately wanted.

Michael rowed until his arms ached and his breath caught in his throat and tears blurred his vision. He rowed until he was sobbing so hard he couldn’t catch his breath. Only then did he pull the oars in and let the boat drift. He was far from shore. He knew from when he was a lad that it was deep here. Deeper than any other part of the lake. He hadn’t been able to touch bottom even when he’d dived deep to try.

He stared into the dark water as images of his life rushed through his mind. He smiled at some of them, chuckled at a few, and frowned at more than a few. For the most part, he’d led a good life. He’d been born into privilege and had more than his fair share of good things happen to him. Joining the army had opened his eyes to poverty and sickness and suffering, and he hoped the experience had made him a better man.

But the good times were gone, erased by a single strike from a horse’s hoof to his head. He should have died an honorable death on that battlefield. He never should have been saved by Tarik to live half a life.

—

Walking into Blackbourne Manor was painful, but Grace had no choice. The next day was the picnic she and Michael were hosting for the townspeople, and she refused to cancel it.

This morning when she’d walked through town, she’d seen a few veiled glances in her direction, but she held her chin high and soldiered on. It seemed the past year had been all about shoring up her courage and pressing forward no matter what life threw at her.

A body did what a body had to do. That would be her new motto in life.

And what she needed to do at the moment was direct the servants of Blackbourne Manor in placing the tables. Cook had things well in hand with the food. This wasn’t her first town-wide picnic, and Grace had learned to stay out of Cook’s way.

Sara was beside Grace, which helped and didn’t help. Sara was furious with Michael and showed it by quietly fuming. Even Tarik was angry at Michael.

However, everyone’s support mattered little to Grace. It didn’t assuage the hurt that Michael had caused with both his words and his actions. The woman on his lap was merely icing on the cake.

And yet, through her anger and hurt and humiliation, Grace understood. She was probably the only one within town limits who understood her husband’s actions.

He, too, was hurting and angry. Angry at life for handing him such a silent, yet no less debilitating, injury. An injury that people wouldn’t understand unless they were close to him. She’d seen firsthand what it was like to live with such deficiencies and know to the outside world that you looked hale and hearty while inside, your brain was not working correctly.

His words and actions stemmed from the feeling of helplessness, which had to be crushing to a man who was accustomed to leading other men. Not that what he’d done was right, but she understood.

She wished he were here so she could tell him she understood and that she wasn’t giving up. She would fight until her last breath to save their marriage. And she would do whatever it took to bring dignity back to her husband.

“Where do you think he’s gone off to?” she wondered out loud.

Sara snorted. “Have you checked the tavern?”

Grace winced and smoothed the cloth over the table, keeping her eyes averted.

“Oh, Grace. I’m so sorry. That was horrid of me to say.”

“No need to apologize. I’m sure that’s what everyone else is saying.”

“No. Truly, they’re not. They haven’t said much. At least that I have heard.”

Grace straightened and looked up at the large house. Was he inside? Was he avoiding her? Should she storm in and demand that he speak to her? Or should she leave him be for a bit?

“He’s not a bad man, Sara. He’s just…lost right now.”

Sara drew in a deep breath. “I know. I understand, Grace. You two love each other so much, and it’s difficult for me to watch him hurt you like this. I’m sure with time, things will settle down.” Sara gathered up the stack of tablecloths. “He was gone a year. It takes time.”

“What if time doesn’t heal all wounds, Sara? What then?”

Sara put down the stack of cloths and faced Grace. “Then you will find a way, Grace. Your love for him and his for you will overcome. I have no doubt.”

“Is love enough?”

“Always. Love is always enough.”

Sara was pulled away by someone who had a question about where the cricket match would take place. Grace stared up at her home. She shouldn’t have left last night. She should have stayed and fought, but she’d let her emotions get the best of her. Tonight she would fight for her husband with every weapon she had at her command.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Grace found Tarik in the kitchen, pilfering a large chunk of cheese.

“Cook will have your head if she sees you.”

“Then I cannot let her see me, can I?” he said with a full mouth.

When Tarik first arrived, she had been afraid of him. He was like no one she had ever experienced. So tall and dark and fierce-looking, with the saber at his side and the frown on his face. Then she had been angry at him for standing between her and her husband, until she realized he had the same objective she did—Michael’s well-being and happiness. Now she considered Tarik less a servant and more a friend.

“Where is he, Tarik?”

She waited until he swallowed and brushed the crumbs from his hands. “Truly I do not know, my lady. He is not…happy with me at the moment.”

“And why is that?”

“Because he was acting like a…” He cleared his throat. “He was not acting appropriately, and I told him so.”

“And that did not sit well with him?”

“No, my lady.”

“So where do you think he went?”

“Not to the tavern, if that’s what you’re thinking. He regrets that action.”

“As well he should.”

“It was not what it seemed,” he said softly.

“That doesn’t make it hurt any less.” She drew in a deep breath and pushed those negative emotions away. “If you see him, tell him I asked about him.”

“I will, my lady.”

She paused. Considered. “Tarik, if I may ask one more thing?”

“Of course, my lady.”

She outlined her plan. At first Tarik nodded solemnly, and then he grinned broadly.

“Don’t worry, my lady. I will make certain everything is as you want.”

“Thank you, Tarik.”

After their conversation, Grace surveyed the tables and confirmed a few things with the servants. She looked in on Cook, who was furiously rolling out dough for one of her excellent pastries. Grace wisely chose to duck out of the kitchen without interrupting.

With little to do until the festivities began the next day, and not wanting to return to the dark dower house, Grace strolled through the grounds. Her plants were doing well, the seedlings having grown much over the past week. She noted that someone had watered them.

She kept walking down the path that she and Michael had walked so many times before, as young lovers, then a married couple. They would walk and talk until their feet hurt and their voices were hoarse.

Spring was in the air, and she breathed deep of it, pulling in the scent of earth and plants. She rounded the bend and came upon the lake where she and Michael had taken many a ride.

She looked out over the placid water. It was always so peaceful here, so calm. Someday she would request that a bench be erected on this spot so she could come here to sit and enjoy the view.

Out of the corner of her eye, she glimpsed movement and was surprised to see the rowboat bobbing at the edge of the lake.

“What in the world?” She looked around, but no one was about. She had thought the old boat was put away in the winter and taken back out at the start of the summer. Why would it be in the lake now?

The oars were inside, along with splatters of water, as if something had splashed it.

She reached forward to grab the pointed bow and bring it up on the sandy shore, but it proved heavier than she’d thought, and it took quite a bit of tugging. She must be a sight, all bent over, trying not to get the hem of her gown soaked, tugging on a rowboat.

“You’ll fall in if you’re not careful.”

With a squeak, she straightened and spun around. Michael was standing in the shadows of the trees, watching her with one of the most intense expressions she’d ever seen.

“I didn’t want it to drift away,” she said.

He strode forward, waded into the water, and dragged the boat back with him.

“You’re getting wet.” What an inane thing to say, but it was the first thing that came to her mind.

“I’m already wet.”

She watched as he dragged the boat farther up the shore until it was concealed in the bushes. “Did you go out on the lake?” she asked.

He brushed his hands together before turning to face her. “Why are you here, Grace?”

“The picnic is tomorrow, and I had to help set it up.”

“Why are you at the lake?”

“I…” Why was she at the lake? It wasn’t as if she had nothing to do, with the festival winding down and the big picnic tomorrow. What had driven her here, of all places? “I walked down our path to clear my head, and my feet brought me here. It’s always been one of my favorite places on Blackbourne land.”

Michael looked over the lake. There was a stillness about him that was disconcerting.

“What are you doing here?” she asked. “Tarik was looking for you.”

“Tarik is always looking for me.”

That didn’t answer her question, and a funny feeling in her stomach told her the answer was imperative. “Do you like coming here as well?”

He shrugged. “It’s as good as any other place to think.”

“Is that what you needed? To think?”

“There were too many people around. I like quiet.”

Why would he not look at her?

“You should probably go back to change your trousers before you get chilled.”

He finally turned his gaze to her. Such intensity in those eyes. “I’m already chilled.”

“Are you all right, Michael?”

The corners of his lips lifted in an ironic smile. “No.” He fell silent for a moment, then seemed to shake himself of whatever had captured his thoughts. “I’m surprised you didn’t run when you saw me here.”

“Why would I do that?”

“Come now, Grace, must we play these word games? I was with another woman last night, in a very public setting.”

“Yes, you were. And yes, you hurt me terribly. As you are trying to do now by reminding me of it. But that is not going to work.”

He lifted an eyebrow. “What is not going to work?”

“Pushing me away.”

“Is that what I’m doing?”

“Now who’s playing word games?”

His lips thinned, and she smiled inside that she had scored a point in whatever game he was playing.

“I’m not going away that easily, Michael. I know you too well to believe that you and that woman were together.”

“I’m a changed man.”

“I don’t believe that. You are a different man, but the inner core is the same honorable man I married.”

“You are lying to yourself.”

“I think you are lying to yourself.”

“Word games.”

“Not this time.”

He braced his feet and crossed his arms to contemplate her. “I wrote to my London solicitor today.”

“And?” Her heart began to pound in dread.

“I asked him to help set you up in a house in London. You will be well taken care of.”

The words fell between them as if dropped from the heavens. Silence stretched; even the birds seemed to stop singing. All she heard was the gentle lap of the water against the shore and the fierce pounding of her heart.

“I don’t believe you.”

“You will when you receive a letter from him.”

For a small moment she hated him. Hated him for what he was doing to them, for what he was attempting to throw away. For not believing in himself or her enough to fight for their marriage. But that was what he wanted. He wanted her hatred because it would validate his feelings toward himself and open an irreparable chasm between them. She refused to give him that satisfaction.

“Very well. I will write to the solicitor with my specifications on what type of house and in what area of town.” She turned and walked away, her fury following, her heart beating so hard that she feared he heard it.

Oh, no. This was not over by a long shot.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Grace smoothed her skirts with nervous hands. She hadn’t seen Michael since their encounter by the lake earlier in the day, but she was still seething with anger. She kept it bottled, used it as energy to fuel her purpose. And she was filled with purpose.

The scene by the lake bothered her in ways she didn’t understand. There was something not right about the entire thing. Why had Michael been by the lake? This wasn’t the time of year to go boating. There had been something in his eyes that alerted her to something more.

The object of her thoughts opened the door to the dower house and stepped in, stopping short when he saw her standing there. Her heart fluttered in apprehension. She was taking a big risk being here. She knew he would be angry, but she had to work past that and convince him they were worth fighting for.

Behind him, Tarik winked at her and closed the door behind him. Moments later, she heard the carriage clatter down the lane. Michael looked at the closed door. Obviously, he had heard the carriage leave as well.

He leaned against the doorjamb and crossed his arms. “Tarik said you were sick and needed me to come get you.” He looked her up and down. “Obviously, that was a lie. What are you about, Grace?”

Grace. Not Gracie. “I asked Tarik to bring you here.”

He dropped his arms to his sides and pushed way from the doorjamb. “This isn’t a good idea.”

“I think it’s a marvelous idea.”

“We’ve already discussed everything.”

“Not nearly everything.”

He stared at her for several beats. “Did you not hear anything I said to you earlier today?”

“I heard everything you said to me.”

“It’s over, Grace.”

“That’s what you claim.”

His jaw clenched. “You’re not cooperating.”

“You thought I would?”

He huffed out a breath. “What am I going to do with you?”

“Love me. That’s all I’ve ever asked of you, Michael. Just love me.”

“I do love you, Grace.”

“You love me so much you want to eject me from your life?”

“It’s more complicated than that.”

“I know. I know exactly what the complications are.”

“You think you do, but you would be wrong.”

“Would I?”

“Yes. You would.”

“You feel that you aren’t good enough for our marriage anymore.”

His face tightened.

“You believe that you aren’t the same man I married.”

He glanced away, that jaw muscle working again.

“You’re wrong. I don’t care if you’re different. Inside, you’re the same man I fell in love with and married. The other things? They don’t matter.”

“They do matter. I can’t write. I can’t concentrate on anything for any length of time. I can’t remember half of what I used to.”

“And?”

His look was incredulous. “And? What do you mean by and? Do you want a complete list of my failings?”

“Is that what you think they are? Failings?”

“What would you say? That they’re advantages?”

“I would say they’re…” She searched for the right word. “Quirks.”

“So I’m an oddity. Something to be stared at and talked about.”

“Now you’re putting words in my mouth. They’re a part of what you are, just like your black hair and your green eyes. Nothing more.”

He shook his head. “You don’t understand.”

“I understand. You just won’t let me in. You won’t let me help you.”

“Won’t let me help you? You prompt me when I don’t remember a name. You find everything I lose. You used to write my letters for me.”

A thought leaped into her mind. “Who helped you write the letter to your solicitor?”

“Henderson.”

“You allowed your secretary to write a letter to your solicitor asking to set your wife up in a townhouse in London? I don’t believe you. There is no letter, is there, Michael?”

“There will be.”

Such a feeling of relief swept through her that she almost leaned against the wall. He hadn’t contacted his solicitor. At least not yet. She had an open window of time, and she planned to take full advantage of it.

“Stay with me tonight, Michael.”

“Grace—”

“Just one night. Tomorrow is another day.”

“My mind is made up. Tomorrow won’t change anything.”

She wanted to challenge him on that but, wisely, held her tongue. Maybe tomorrow wouldn’t change anything, but the next day might, or the day after that. She could see the war raging inside him and rejoiced that there was a war at all. She would let him come to his own decision; she had made hers. She wasn’t letting him leave without fighting until she had no breath left in her.

“What am I going to do with you, Grace?”

She looked up at him with a faint smile. “Make love to me.”

He shook his head. “You are incorrigible.”

“I’m fighting for us, Michael. I’ll do whatever it takes.”

“You think making love will make a difference?”

“It can’t hurt.”

“You’re so much better off without me.”

“And that is where we disagree. I’m so much more with you.”

“I’ve brought nothing but pain to you. Pain and heartache.”

“I suffered pain and heartache when I thought you were dead. I was half a person in that year, moving through life but not truly living it. It was like…” She paused to put her thoughts in order. “It was like the color was sucked out of my world. Everything was black and white, the sound dimmed, the joy gone. When you returned, the color and sound returned as well. Since then you’ve brought me nothing but joy.”

His face contorted into a grimace, and he turned on his heel to walk to the other side of the room. Grace followed but stopped just short of touching him.

“It’s so damn difficult,” he whispered. “Every day I wake up thinking my life will be back to what it was, that all of this…was a horrid dream. But then I look at something as simple as a fork and can’t remember the name of it. I try to read Roberts’s report, and I take two or three times to decipher it. Things never change, day in and day out. Endlessly.”

“I can’t imagine what it’s like to live inside your body, nor do I pretend to.”

“Inside…I feel different.” He turned to face her. She was taken aback by the raw desolation on his face. “I want that man back.”

“What if he never comes back? Can you live with that?”

Fear flashed in his eyes, a fear that made Grace’s stomach clench.

“Can you, Michael?”

“I don’t know.”

She was treading somewhere she’d never contemplated visiting. She had no idea how to proceed. She had to trust in her love to guide her. “Why were you at the lake today?”

He glanced away, his body tight, his hands clenched at his sides.

Her fear settled around her, making her weak and frightened in a way she’d never been before. “Why?” The question came out in a hoarse whisper.

“I went for a boat ride to clear my mind. To get away from the activity at the house.”

She swallowed, not believing him. “And did you clear your mind?”

He drew in a deep breath. “I believe so.”

She was afraid to ask the next question—t[image: ]errified, really. “And what conclusion did you come to?”

“That I’m weak. Spineless. That I don’t have the courage I thought I did.”

“The courage for what?”

He looked her in the eye. “To end everything.”

Grace blew out the breath she’d been holding. The statement wasn’t as shocking as it should have been, because she had suspected his motivation. “Maybe you have more courage than you think.”

“You are endlessly optimistic, aren’t you?”

“It takes courage to face your demons, and I believe that is what you did on that lake. You faced your fears and decided they weren’t as horrible as you believed them to be.”

“Or maybe I was a coward and couldn’t do what needed to be done.”

“I don’t think you believe that. What brought you back to shore, Michael?”

“You did.”

She lifted her brows. “Me? I thought you wanted to leave me, and yet you tell me I was the one who saved you.”

“You always were smarter in an argument.”

Because I’m fighting for us. “That’s not an answer.”

“Yes, damn you. You saved me. Is that what you wanted to hear?”

“No, but it will do. Tell me why you want to write to your solicitor.”

He looked away and cursed in Russian. “I don’t want you to leave, Gracie, but I want you to be happy.”

She took a step closer, close enough to touch his arm. His muscles were tight, belying the tension humming through him. “I am happy. I wish you would believe that.”

“I saw you speaking to Timmons. You don’t laugh like that with me.”

“I will. There will come a day when we will laugh again.”

“My optimistic Grace.”

“Not optimistic. Just truthful.”

He bent his head and his shoulders shook. It took a moment for her to realize he was crying. Her brave husband was crying, and it broke her heart. Tears filled her eyes, and she wrapped him in her arms.

He put his head on her shoulder and pulled her tightly against him as if clinging for his very life. She’d come so close to losing him again. The terror threatened to overtake her, but she wouldn’t let it.

She let him cry, her heart shattering with each sob that shook both of their bodies. And she held him tightly, afraid to loosen her hold. Afraid he would slip through her fingers like smoke, and she would not be able to catch him.

“I love you, Michael.” She repeated those words. Over and over and over. Willing him to believe it, forcing him to hear her. Maybe, if she said it enough, the words would penetrate and her love would be enough to save him.


Chapter Thirty

Michael quietly slid out of bed. They had not made love after all. Both had cried while holding each other until there were no more tears left and they had fallen into an exhausted sleep in each other’s arms. It had been nice, holding Grace like that, comforting her for once instead of the other way around. It didn’t stop his dark thoughts, and it didn’t quite change his mind that she was better off without him, but it had been nice.

In the drawing room, he stirred the embers in the grate, hoping to bring some warmth into the room. The thought of Grace living in such a cold, drafty house sparked his anger.

Michael moved the ottoman close to the flames and stared into them. He still felt he didn’t deserve Grace. She was so stubborn that she didn’t see what he saw. And she was so loyal that she refused to believe him when he said their marriage was over.

Is your marriage over?

His heart’s desire whispered across his conscience. He tried to ignore it, to push it away, but it persisted.

He loved her. That was not in dispute.

But it was because of his love that he wanted to sever their relationship.

She deserved happiness, and he was certain he could not provide it.

You made her happy once, you can do it again.

He stood and rubbed his hands along his trousers, feeling stifled. Now that he’d stirred the fire, it was too warm.

He made his way outside and looked up at the clear skies and the stars that twinkled down on him. He swallowed, his fear overpowering. He wanted to live. He wanted to make Grace happy. He wanted to stay with her, but he didn’t know how.

He didn’t know how to become the man he once was.

He wasn’t certain he could become that man again.

He felt so different these days. As if a part of him was gone and other parts irrevocably altered.

He breathed in the deep air and found himself in front of Grace’s now empty conservatory, where she had spent so many hours digging in the dirt and sorting through her seeds. Had it been her solace after his death? Had she come here to be alone? To think?

“What do I do?” he whispered to himself. “How do I make this right?”

By leaving her? Or by staying?

Something flickered in the reflection of the glass panes of the conservatory. An orange light that caught his attention. He stared at it, lost in his thoughts. Until he realized that it was unnaturally bright and the orange light should not be there.

He spun around to find flames dancing in the windows of the drawing room.

“No,” he whispered, his heart clenching. “No!” he screamed as he ran toward the house.

His knee buckled and he fell, realizing that he’d left his cane by the side of the bed. Pushing up from the ground, he stumbled to the house.

It seemed the flames were contained in the drawing room. Grace had said something about the chimney not pulling the smoke as it should. Damn it, he should have had it cleaned right away. Right on top of that thought came the memory that they had equipped the house with gas lighting. When those flames hit the gas, the house would blow.

“Grace!” He screamed her name even though he was certain she could not hear him. Her bedroom was on the other side of the house, facing the lane.

It seemed to take forever for him to reach the house, but when he did, the heat from the fire had him stumbling back a few steps. The roar of it was monstrous. He hoped it had awakened Grace and that she had made her way outside to the front of the house. Briefly, he contemplated running around to the front to see if she was there, but if she wasn’t, then he would have wasted precious time in getting to her.

Instead, he put his head down and plunged through the kitchen door. Thick black smoke obscured everything. He felt his way through the kitchen.

Thank the Lord there were no servants here.

But good God, if he didn’t get to Grace in time…

He stopped that thought before it fully formed.

The acrid smoke filled his lungs, and he coughed as he plowed through it and stumbled into the back hall, where more smoke floated above the floor.

Orange light flickered from beneath the closed door of the drawing room. How much time did he have?

He raced up the stairs. He didn’t have enough breath to call out her name. He was choking on the smoke, suffocating. He ran his hands along the wall, counting the doors as he went. The floor beneath him was becoming warm. His fear that the floor would collapse propelled him forward.

Something brushed up against his arm, and he grabbed hold of the soft flesh of Grace’s upper arm.

“Grace.”

“Michael.”

Through the swirling smoke, he caught glimpses of her. She had dressed in her white nightgown and robe, allowing him to see her better.

“What’s happening?” she gasped.

“Fire. In the drawing room. Get out.” He grasped her arm more firmly and turned around, running his hand along the wall in search of the railing that would lead them down the steps.

Finding Grace had been a stroke of luck. They easily could have passed each other without even realizing it.

An explosion rocked the house, throwing him to the floor. He held tight to Grace and pulled her down with him, rolling so that he could tuck her underneath him. The force of the explosion knocked the breath out of him, and for a moment he lay there, dazed.

The flames must have reached the gaslights in the drawing room, which meant they had only moments before it spread to the rest of the house.

He scrambled to his feet, pulling Grace up. “Are you hurt?”

She was coughing so hard that she could not speak. Once again he changed direction, heading back to the bedroom. Their only hope now was the windows. The stairway would be blocked, the entire downstairs engulfed in flames.

Grace stumbled along beside him as they entered the bedroom. He unlocked and lifted the sash and stuck his head out to gulp in fresh air.

A ledge ran the length of the house, wide enough that they could stand on it. It would be dangerous, but they had no choice. He threw one leg over the sill.

“What are you doing?” Grace pulled on his arm as if to bring him back in.

“No choice.”

He balanced one foot on the ledge and carefully drew his other foot out until he was leaning against the outside wall. He reached in for Grace. She hung back, her eyes wide as she looked at the ledge he was asking her to stand upon.

“Hurry,” he bit out.

She disappeared from the window, and then one bare foot poked out, toes searching for the ledge. She ducked her head through and carefully pulled the other leg out. Michael grabbed her hand as they pressed their backs against the wall.

From here, it was a sheer drop down.

Fire shot out from shattered windows just one floor below. Desperate and terrified, Michael scooted to the right, trying to get as far from the flames as possible. He had no idea where they would go after that. His only thought was to get them away from the fire.

Grace followed his movements, and for once he was grateful she didn’t argue. His breath sawed painfully in and out, and his lungs screamed in agony. He could hear Grace’s labored breaths. Her white nightgown was torn and sooty, and her toes peeked out from the voluminous hem. They clung to each other’s hands. He refused to let her go as he contemplated just what in the hell they were going to do now.

He heard a shout and Grace gasped.

Tarik stood below them, holding out his arms and yelling, but Michael couldn’t hear what he was saying. Behind Tarik came carriages, disgorging the servants from the manor house. From the other direction came more carriages. Townspeople coming to help.

Michael’s relief was so enormous that his legs almost buckled. He clung tightly to Grace and looked down at Tarik, realizing that the man was trying to get them to jump.

“Please, my lord. It’s the only way.”

Michael looked to the left, where the flames were advancing. Black smoke billowed out of the bedchamber that he and Grace had been sleeping in not an hour before. Heat crept closer.

People gathered in a semicircle behind Tarik, looking up at them.

Another explosion rocked the house. People screamed. Some ran in the opposite direction. Grace cried out as flames licked at her nightgown. She moved closer to Michael to avoid them.

“You have to jump,” he said.

She looked at him in terror. “Not without you.”

“This is no time to argue, Grace. It’s the only way.”

Her hold tightened on his hand. “I’m not leaving you up here. We jump together.”

Townsmen had joined Tarik. All were holding their arms out, urging them to jump.

He looked down at her face. How could he let her go?

How could he trust her to the men below?

A flame shot out from the window beside her.

“I have always loved you, Gracie. If I don’t make it, know that I will always walk beside you.” He closed his eyes and kissed her forehead.

“No!” She let go of the wall behind her and clawed at his arm, but he was ready for her and pushed, heaving her away from the house. She screamed, reaching out to him, her nightgown billowing around her in a white cloud, her hair nearly as golden as a halo.

I love you. He mouthed the words, hoping she saw. Hoping she understood.

He held his breath until she fell effortlessly and without incident into the waiting arms below.

She was whisked away by a group of men and carefully placed on the ground, where the town doctor bent over her.

Michael leaned his head back and breathed deep, the cool air like razors in his throat.

Desperate shouts had him opening his eyes and looking down. Tarik was frantically motioning for him to jump.

And then Grace was beside Tarik, looking up at him, tears running down her face, making clean track marks in the soot on her cheeks. She did not motion to him, but she did not need to. He saw the desperation in her eyes, the plea in her expression. And the terror that he would not jump.

He could die an honorable death. He could die a hero, having saved his wife.

Or he could jump into the arms of the men below and into an unknown future where he would have to learn to live with the man he had become.


Chapter Thirty-One

Michael groaned and tried to pry open his burning eyelids. He hurt everywhere. His hands, his legs, and especially his throat. It hurt to breathe. When he tried, he could do no more than make a wheezing sound that ended in a weak cough.

He turned his head to find Grace sitting in a chair beside his bed. Her hair was pulled back and her gown was a pale yellow. There was a red mark on her cheek, but other than that, she looked beautiful.

Did one dream in color?

Or was he dead?

She smiled at him and touched his forehead, her fingers cool and light.

“Did I jump?” Pushing the words through his scorched throat was agony.

“You did.”

He closed his eyes again. Maybe he drifted off, maybe he didn’t, but when he opened his eyes, she was still sitting there in her yellow gown, waiting for him.

“You’re too good for me.” His voice felt stronger, although still rough.

She smiled again. “Some would say you’re too good for me. You saved my life.”

He moved his hand toward her. She seemed to know what he needed, for she grasped it and held tightly.

“What did you mean when you said you would always walk beside me?” she asked.

He stared at their entwined hands, thinking back to that moment on the ledge. “I meant that if I died, I would watch over you from the other side.”

She blinked wetness from her eyes. “We will walk together from now on.”

He thought about that and found the idea not as distressing as he would have a few days ago. He’d cheated death twice. Who was he to say that it was time to end it when God clearly had other plans for him?

“Are you hurt?” he asked.

Her other hand fluttered around the raw red mark on her cheek. “Nothing as bad as you.”

“Am I hurt?” He smiled and was pleased when she smiled back.

“A few bumps and bruises.”

He brought her hand to his dry, cracked lips and kissed her knuckles. “I’m pleased, too.”

She tilted her head in question.

“I’m pleased that I don’t have to look over you from the other side.”

This time she didn’t manage to blink away all the tears. They rolled down her cheeks.

“I didn’t think you would jump,” she said.

“I didn’t think I would, either, but I realized I had to take a leap of faith. Literally and figuratively. For so long, you’ve taken care of me. It’s time I take care of you.”

She leaned over and kissed his cheek. “We will take care of each other.”

She was too good for him, and God knew he didn’t deserve her, but God had given her to him, and he would take the gift, hold it tight, cherish it, love it, and yes, he would take care of her for however long they had together. With any luck, that would be a long, long time. Deficiencies didn’t matter. Remembering mundane things didn’t matter. What mattered was Michael and Gracie.

And their love for each other.


Epilogue

The sun was shining through the thick leaves. The day was warm, and they kicked up a bit of dust as they walked; it had been a dry summer.

It had been four months since the fire. The dower house was gone. They planned to build another, but they also planned on not needing a dower house for a long, long while.

Today Michael did not carry a cane. He used it less and less. Grace was pleased to see that he was making progress. He had good days and bad days. Days he remembered most things and days he forgot most things. He still got frustrated, but she took it in stride. This was their life now, and for the most part, she would have it no other way.

High-pitched barking broke through her thoughts. A yellow puppy burst through the underbrush, long ears flapping, large paws tangling together in haste, tongue hanging out of a smiling mouth. Right behind her came her brother, streaking out of nowhere to overtake her. They both ran up to Michael, skidding to a stop but not soon enough. They collided, then fell into Michael’s legs.

Michael laughed, a full-bodied belly laugh, as he bent down and petted both of his dogs. Grace stood back and watched, remembering a time when she despaired of ever hearing her husband laugh again. He laughed quite a lot now, and it was heaven.

Ivan and Zoya—named by Tarik, of course—were the best gifts Grace could have given Michael. They brought life back to the house. They brought purpose back to Michael, and they allowed him and Grace to spill over all the love they had built up.

Grace had not conceived, but she still held out hope that someday they would have children. For now they had Ivan and Zoya.

And each other.

It was more than enough.


To Abby for giving Michael his name. To Nic for begging me to name the butler Alfred. (All you Batman fans will appreciate that.) To Megan, who understands probably more than anyone what this book is really about. And to John, on whom Michael is loosely based. I am in awe of your strength, your dedication, and your will to not only survive but to recover so successfully.

And finally, to all the doctors and nurses and therapists whom John and I met along the way. If not for them, then he would not be here with us today. For that I am eternally grateful. More than you will ever know.
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The Editor’s Corner

I don’t know about you, but this is my favorite time of year! Sure, the month is crazy with holiday preparations, but before you know it they’ve come and gone…which always makes me a little sad. Never fear—I’ve some great romances to lift you out of those seasonal doldrums. Loveswept in December—guaranteed to keep you on that holiday high!

New this month is the latest tantalizing Rule Breakers novel, Want It, from Jennifer Chance, in which an irresistible alpha male follows his ex into a deadly standoff—and reignites a heated affair. A warm welcome to Wendy S. Marcus as she makes her Loveswept debut this month with Loving You Is Easy—she’s a survivor of the political front lines and he’s a wounded soldier returning home from the battlefield. Can they place their trust in the power of love? You bet! You’ll be thrilled to know that the conclusion of Ella Patton and Liam Stone’s story is here in Laura Marie Altom’s Possess—more of the contentious love affair that began in Control. Historical romance fans will adore His Saving Grace, by Sharon Cullen, a captivating novel that tells the deeply emotional tale of two devoted lovers facing the ravages of war.

And a little something special for you this month: Play Me, a serialization written by New York Times bestselling author Tracy Wolff. Five wonderful installments complete a full-size novel, and each section will tantalize you. Listen to this: Aria Winston lives the life of a loner waitressing at a popular Las Vegas casino. Sebastian Caine is the hot son of the owner who manages the business while his father recovers from a life-threatening heart attack. Things heat up fast, and the glimpses of the man behind the façade disturb Aria but also make her want him more (contains BDSM elements).

Wishing you a happy, healthy, and safe holiday season—and just in case Santa doesn’t deliver on the goodies, remember: Loveswept has what you need this month in romance. Until next time…




~Happy Romance!
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Read on for an excerpt from

A Touch of Passion

by Bronwen Evans
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Prologue

CYPRIANS’ BALL, LONDON, 1814

“I’m surprised Lord Blackwood has graced us with his presence. It’s common knowledge he’s enamored with the French ballerina, Juliette Panache. I doubt he’s in the market for another mistress.”

“With his appetites, he no doubt has a stable of mistresses.”

“True. I heard he once pleasured ten women in one night.”

Lady Portia Flagstaff moved closer to the group of courtesans salivating over Grayson Devlin, Viscount Blackwood, as if he were a succulent feast to be devoured. Many years of experience allowed her to damper down her jealousy. She could hardly blame any woman for lusting after Lord Blackwood. She counted herself, along with most of England’s females, among his panting throng.

Being madly in love with Grayson was her penance for being so mean to him when they were younger. She’d tried everything she knew to exile him from her thoughts, but it was hard to forget him when he was the talk of the ton.

Lord Blackwood had entered her life just before her tenth birthday. He had always been the best friend of her elder brother Robert, but the day he’d moved permanently into their home, she’d cried in her room for hours. Why did it have to be Grayson, a boy, who had survived his family’s carriage accident? She already had five brothers. How could life be so unfair?

Grayson’s sister, Lucinda, was her friend, and Portia couldn’t understand why she’d died when Grayson hadn’t. Portia was too young and frightened to understand, so she’d blamed him.

Lucinda’s death was her introduction to how precarious life could be. Almost dying from a fever at sixteen had been her second lesson. From that moment on, she’d made a vow to live her life to the full. She wanted no regrets when death came calling.

“They say he can outlast any man, and his lovers speak of his prowess with awe. He cares more about a woman’s pleasure then his own—rare indeed. His kind of loving is priceless. I’d even do him for free.” This statement was followed by a gaggle of giggles.

“I’m more interested in learning if he is truly hung like a stallion. If so, I’d love to explore the evidence.” More giggles.

“ ’Tis true. Claudette said she could barely walk for a week, but it was well worth the two days spent in his bed.” This statement was followed by a collective sigh.

All the while Portia was listening to the seasoned courtesans, she kept her eyes trained on Lord Blackwood. Simultaneously praying he didn’t see her but wishing that for once he did see her—a woman. She knew Grayson looked upon her as a replacement baby sister, when she definitely did not view him as a brother. She never pushed the issue because she was petrified of losing him from her life, but sometimes watching from the shadows, as he flirted and seduced, broke her heart.

He’d find her presence here scandalous, as would most of society, a four-and-twenty unmarried lady, unaccompanied, at such a ball. Her five brothers would be angry, but they understood how confining the ton was for a woman of her intelligence. They encouraged her need for independence, respected it. However, Grayson compared her to the one woman he held in highest regard, his dearly departed mother, and therefore he found Portia wanting.

Grayson had a distinct view of women, probably because his mother had died when he was young and he idolized her memory. Lady Blackwood had been considered a sweet, dutiful paragon of virtue, and no woman could live up to her reputation. Grayson’s women generally fell into two groups. There were women, beautiful and sensual, often in certain sexually paid employment, whom he wanted in his bed. Then there were the other women, demure and respectable. Women he considered marriage material. Unfortunately, Portia fell into a third group, women he could not place in one of the previous two categories.

She was aware that if her identity became known, she’d be ruined. She’d thought her quest for knowledge was worth society’s scorn. However, as the evening progressed, it appeared that this was her worst venture yet.

“Oh, I say. Who’s the other handsome gent with Lord Blackwood? Perhaps we can entice the two men to play for the night.”

Portia’s heart skipped a beat. She knew without looking who stood behind Lord Blackwood—her brother Robert. Where one went, the other followed. Dash it all. If Robert caught her, there would be hell to pay. He might understand her thirst for knowledge, but he’d not condone her being here, or the fact that she came alone.

“That’s Lord Flagstaff, and let me tell you, he has no problem standing to attention.” The Cyprian glanced at her four companions. “I’m sure the two of them can keep us well pleasured tonight.” At the murmured assent, she added, “Are we all in agreement? We five shall entertain these two fine gentlemen.”

“Let’s have ourselves a private party,” tittered another. “I would die to be either of these gentlemen’s mistress.”

Portia’s gaze narrowed thoughtfully. How on earth…five with two? She had so much to learn. She’d come tonight purely as a voyeur; however, she had no intention of watching her brother, and there was no way she could watch Grayson make love to another woman. Her mother did say curiosity often led down a path one did not wish to follow.

It was all Rose’s fault. Her best friend had just taken her first lover, having been widowed two years ago. Rose positively glowed, and Portia wanted to learn more about the act that gave so much pleasure, especially since she’d not be indulging in the biblical sense anytime soon. She had no experience in carnal matters, yet she didn’t wish to die a virgin. She wanted to learn the secrets of conducting an affair. As she had no intention of marrying any man except Lord Blackwood, she could see herself ending up an old spinster, leaving her I must experience list unfulfilled.

Several years ago, after recovering from her lung fever, she’d written a list of the things she wanted to have intimate knowledge of in this life. Making love and experiencing passion was on her list. Oh, she was not in any hurry to engage in a carnal affair, but she wanted to learn, to be prepared. Who knows, she might even learn how to attract Grayson’s interest.

When she set her sights on something, she always followed through. Where better to watch and learn about sexual congress than at a Cyprians’ ball? She just hadn’t counted on Lord Blackwood or her brother attending. She had been advised that Robert and Lord Blackwood were otherwise engaged.

“It looks as though we’re in luck, ladies. He’s staring at us quite determinedly.”

Please don’t let him recognize me. If she did not want to be seen, why then did her blood fire with excitement merely because she was in the same room as the legendary rake?

Tonight he outshone every other man. He presented an enticing image of true masculinity, striking features breathlessly on display despite the event being a masquerade ball. His fair hair curled thick and glossy about his ruggedly handsome face, copper highlights glinting in the chandelier’s light. His black domino, edged in gold, hugged his large frame as if it, too, wanted to touch every part of him.

She wasn’t the only woman tracking his movements through the crowd. His presence became the focus of a bevy of beauties all eager to attract his interest and purse—some women did not care about the money he could provide; they were interested more in pleasure.

Portia reached up and straightened her turban, ensuring that every scrape of her distinctive red hair was hidden. Her face was completely concealed by a mask, which, although annoying to wear in the heat of the ballroom, was a necessity for her diversion.

A wicked thought flashed through her head. What would she do if Lord Blackwell were to find her charms appealing? Just then, from across the room, his gaze clashed with hers and flared with obvious interest. Or perhaps it was the whole group of women who caught his eye. There were many here far more beautiful than she.

How insulting that the one time she’d managed to attract his attention, she was dressed as a lady of ill repute. She knew her costume was just as scandalous as that of the other ladies. She’d wanted to blend in. The décolletage of the harem top was lower than she’d ever worn, and it left her midriff on display. The splits in her Turkish harem pants exposed flesh very few had ever seen.

Heat prickled over her skin as his eyes caressed and explored, inspecting the merchandise. The distance offered no protection. His penetrating stare stirred her senses. Want, need, and desire surged in her blood. His lean, chiseled features broke into a come kiss me smile, the look arrogant and knowing, as if no woman ever denied him anything. The handsome viscount commanded attention and was conceited enough to expect to be obeyed.

The effect of his smile made her lose her breath and her courage. Her reflexes screamed at her to flee, and she had the sudden urge to hide.

“Oh, look. He’s coming this way. Bosoms out, ladies.”

One of the courtesans sighed. “I know our code, but I could lose my heart to a man such as Lord Blackwood.”

“Don’t be daft. These arrogant aristocrats have no hearts. Lord Blackwood may be a magnificent lover, but he’s not interested in love, especially with the likes of us. Remember the tales? His last mistress was stupid enough to fall in love with him, and he left faster than he can get you to drop your pantaloons.”

Their words hardly surprised Portia. Grayson was no different from any of the wealthy lords she knew. Women had a place, either in a bed for pleasure, or in a bed to provide an heir. Both positions rarely involved the heart.

To her horror, she noted the men were almost upon them. Move. Her feet would not obey her command. Grayson prowled closer, his smile growing more knowing as she stood like an obedient puppy waiting desperately to be patted. Thank goodness she wore a mask.

Attending this ball had been a terrible idea.

Portia managed to tear her eyes from his hypnotic stare and back away. Turning quickly, she slipped through the frolicking throng and, after several minutes, found herself in one of the many side corridors, shutting the door firmly behind her. She closed her eyes and leaned back against the cool wood panels, trying to catch her breath. That had been too close for comfort.

She needed a place to hide until it was safe for her to slip home without her brother or Grayson being any the wiser. She was sure it would not be long before the men were otherwise engaged. Portia rubbed her chest again. Images of Grayson with those women would not leave her in peace, heightening the throbbing at her temples. She would not cry. She had only herself to blame for being in this pickle.

Suddenly, the door she’d just swept through opened and a man stepped into the corridor, closing the door quietly behind him. She knew without looking who it was.

“What the blazes do you think you’re doing here?” Portia winced at the familiar sound of Grayson’s voice. She glanced up to find his handsome features clouded in anger. He probably had no idea that his scolding tone had set her heart racing—and not in fright.

“Merely observing. Unlike you, I suspect.”

He was looking up and down the corridor. “I should tell Robert and let him wring that pretty neck of yours.”

She smiled. He’d said pretty neck. “How did you recognize me?”

He stepped closer, almost vibrating with suppressed anger. She pressed back into the wall. His hand reached beside her ear, and a finger wound around a stray curl and tugged. “I’d recognize hair this vibrant anywhere. So would many others.”

She struggled to think as her body reacted to his proximity. His light sandalwood fragrance sent her senses reeling. She came out fighting. “I should have known you’d attend this event.”

A growl rumbled deep in his chest. “Well, I had no bloody idea you would. What would Robert think if he saw you? It would break his heart. He has enough to worry about without his wayward sister causing another scandal.”

Portia tried to understand the meaning behind his words. What had Robert to worry about? Before she could ask, he added, “Your selfishness knows no bounds. First it was your cider business, flaunting it in society’s face, and now you’re at a Cyprians’ ball.” His eyes narrowed and he drew in a breath. “Why Robert hasn’t seen you married off, I’ll never know.”

“I have no intention of being married off to be a nobleman’s baby maker. I will not marry unless it is to my heart’s desire.”

“Is that why you are here? To meet a lover?”

“No.” Her anger was roused by his sanctimonious words. “But if I were, it would be none of your business. I don’t condone double standards.”

“The world is full of double standards. These are the rules we live by. Robert needs to leave knowing his family is protected. He can’t have his mind filled with worry over his—”

“Leave?” She put her hand up to her mouth to stop the nausea from rising. “He’s going to war, isn’t he?” Grayson’s lips firmed. His curse her answer. “No.” She shook her head. “He’s the eldest, the heir. He can’t.” She looked at Grayson with wide eyes. “Oh God. You are both going.”

Grayson could not look her in the eye. “I’m going to fight Napoléon because of Robert. To protect him.”

“Why is Robert going? You are the last of your line. You can’t go,” she said crossly.

“Robert is going to watch over Philip. He’s scared the young hothead will try to do something heroic but stupid and get himself killed.”

Portia slumped against the wood. Philip was only a year younger than Robert and four years older than she. Robert and Philip were very close. Philip had been declaring his intention to fight the French. She hated the idea of war. If women were in charge of this world, she was sure, there would not be any war. A woman who bore a child would never want him to fight.

Grayson said, “Can I appeal to the small part of you that is a Flagstaff and ask that you give Robert no reason to worry? At least until this war is over. Then you can go back to your scandalous ways.”

Crestfallen and feeling thoroughly chastised, she nodded. “Of course.”

“Good.” He was just about to step clear when the door beside them opened.

“I say, Grayson, the ladies are eagerly waiting.”

Robert! Her eyes flew to Grayson’s in alarm. He immediately pressed her back against the wall, his large body shielding her from Robert’s eyes. He whispered in her ear, “Put your arms around me. Pretend this is an illicit liaison.”

She did what she was told, her body afire with sensation as his lips trailed down her neck. The material covering his hard thighs rasped against her legs, exposed through her harem outfit.

“I’ll be right with you. I’m just reacquainting myself with an old friend.” The low, husky voice titillated her skin as his fingers caressed her bare stomach.

Robert hesitated, seeming to notice the possessive stance behind the words. “I’ll keep the other ladies entertained until you can join us. Unless you’d like to share the lady who has had you so occupied that you’d keep five exquisite beauties waiting.”

Portia froze, feelings and desires sweeping through her, scrambling her brain. If her brother found her like this, in Grayson’s arms…

Thankfully, Grayson was in control. “No need. The beauty in my arms never shares. I’ll be along soon.”

Robert shrugged and clapped him on the back. Portia pushed herself fully into Grayson’s embrace, hiding as much of herself as she could.

Robert chuckled. “I see. You always keep the best for yourself. However, it leaves the field open on five delicious ladies until you return.” With that, he slipped back through the door into the ballroom.

Portia was surprised when Grayson did not immediately push away. He continued to hold her trapped, and warmth radiated from his chest, infusing her breasts with a delicious heaviness.

She tried to move. “You can let me go now. I’m sure the ladies are waiting for you.”

His eyes smiled into hers. “That almost sounds like jealousy.”

Of course it did. She was jealous, but she was not about to let him know that. “Don’t be ridiculous. If you remember, I wanted to leave as soon as you arrived. Why would I be jealous?”

“So you’re saying you are unaffected by me?”

What game was he playing? Portia found her gaze riveted on Grayson’s lips, watching them move, wondering what they would feel like. She shook her head. What had he asked? “Of course I’m not jealous. Not every woman wants to fall into your bed.”

“Liar. I can feel your heart pounding in your chest.”

“We were almost caught by my brother. He does allow me more leeway than most men, but dressed like this, in your arms…There would have been consequences.”

He reached up and slid his fingers behind her nape, and her breathing faltered as she watched his lips draw nearer. “So, if I were to kiss you, you’d feel nothing?”

He didn’t allow her to reply but drew her mouth up to meet his. He played over her lips like a maestro. His lips were soft and firm at the same time. Liquid heat washed over her, the heady effect he so easily aroused making her light-headed. She was losing herself in his kiss. She wanted to experience everything his kiss had to offer, and never leave his embrace…

Blast. After only moments, she felt him begin to pull away. But she was determined to have more.

Her arms tightened further around his shoulders, and she pushed deeper into his embrace. He hesitated for a second, as if understanding that his decision in the next few seconds would change their world. Portia wasn’t about to let her fantasy get away. She ran her tongue over his lips and his body shuddered. His mouth slanted more fully over hers, totally possessing her, a decision made.

His tongue swept into her mouth as if he couldn’t get enough. A groan rumbled deep in his chest and he pushed her against the wall. She could feel the hardened length of him against her stomach, her thin harem pantaloons affording her no protection from his considerable maleness.

Portia gave in to the powerful urges in her body. The overwhelming feelings of desire swept her away. She was living her fantasy, Grayson in her arms, making love to her. She moaned into his mouth.

In response, his kiss deepened. His hands ran tenderly over her body. When his knuckles skimmed the upper swells of her breasts, she thought she’d faint from need. As if on instinct, she lifted a leg to his hip, opening her womanhood to the feel of his powerful erection. She moaned feverishly as his hand held her leg in place and he moved against her, rubbing the exact spot that seemed to be on fire.

His other hand found her breast, and when his fingertips discovered her hardened nipple, fire streaked through her body, flooding her veins with smoldering heat. He soon had her breasts freed from their inadequate covering. When he broke their kiss, she was bereft until his mouth latched on to one peaked nipple and suckled. She bucked against him, rubbing his hardness.

He reciprocated, grinding against her, driving her mad with his caresses, encouraging her response, coaxing her wildness until she almost lost her mind. She could feel herself traveling to some unknown point. Her body knew the destination but not quite how to get there. “Grayson, oh God, please.”

Suddenly Grayson stopped, his mouth leaving her body. Both of them were breathing heavily, and a wave of frustration swamped her.

It was as if time stood still. His gaze fixed on her bare breasts, where moisture from his suckling glimmered in the dim light.

He dropped her leg as if he’d been burned and stepped away. “Oh God, Portia…My behavior is appalling. Please forgive me.”

“It was not all your fault.”

He didn’t reply. He simply reached out with one large hand to pull her clothing back into place, covering her exposed breasts. “This never should have happened. It’s untenable.”

Color flooded her face and she looked away. But why should she be ashamed? She had not started this, and he had been aroused. She looked at his groin and saw that he was still aroused. “Why is it untenable?”

He looked horrified as he followed her gaze and realized she knew of his condition. “Because you’re like a sister to me. Robert trusts me with you.”

She moved toward him, and he took a step back. “I must admit I’ve never wanted to do anything like this with my brothers.” She couldn’t help teasing him. “Why kiss me, then?”

“I had hoped to teach you a lesson. To make you see what trouble you could land yourself in with this continued scandalous behavior. If any other man had followed you into this corridor…u[image: ]nlike me, he would not have stopped.” At her silence, he added, “Is that how you want to lose your virginity? Against the wall like a common whore?”

She involuntarily flinched at his cruel words. He’d taught her something: that he was not immune to her, and that he was quite capable of thinking of her as a woman. “It taught me that you desire me.”

“I do not.”

“I may not be as experienced as you, but I can recognize an aroused man.”

He seemed to gather his composure. He straightened his cravat and scoffed, “I’ve been aroused since I walked into the Cyprians’ ball. It has nothing to do with you, merely the amount of delectable flesh on display. Most men react, as I did, to scantily clad women.”

Just like that, he squashed her confidence and broke her heart. Stupidly, she’d thought there were feelings behind his kiss. Obviously not. That was why she needed experience. To her untutored body, his kisses felt as if he could not live without her.

She did not know what to say. Tears were welling, and she wanted to leave. She turned and started to walk down the passage. “I shall leave you to get on with your amusements, then. I’d prefer not to be one of many. If any woman will do, I suggest you go find one who’s obliging.”

“I shall see you to your coach.”

She held up a hand to stay him, and just as he was about to argue, a servant entered the passage farther along the corridor. “You, my man, can you see me safely to my carriage?” she asked in desperation. She couldn’t bear to be in Grayson’s company a moment longer.

The servant eyed Grayson as if he could not reply without his authority. It irked her.

“You will see the lady”—and Grayson emphasized the word “lady”—“safely to her carriage, or I shall make you wish you were never born. Do I make myself clear?” At the man’s nod, he added, “No one must see her leave.”

“Of course, my lord. I can escort her through the servants’ quarter.”

Grayson hesitated as if he knew he should escort her, but it was obvious he wanted out of her presence as soon as possible. Gruffly, he asked, “Will you be all right with this man?”

Portia responded without looking at him. She might never be able to look at him again. “Of course.” Satisfaction at how steady her voice sounded made her stand straighter.

She tucked her cloak around her and, chiding herself all the way through the back passages, managed to get safely to her coach. Only once she was alone, in the darkened space, did she let her tears fall.

—

After her departure, Grayson stood in the deserted passageway, cursing himself. Even as he swore, his blood would not cool. He could still taste Portia, and her scent of orange blossom lingered on his clothes.

His erection would not subside. Not a problem at a ball such as this—it wouldn’t even be commented on when he rejoined the others—but the thought of being with one of these women, after having felt such innocent yearning in his arms, left him slightly nauseated.

How had he let things get so out of control with Portia Flagstaff, of all women? He’d been in serious danger of taking her, up against a wall, with her brother not far away. Only his name on her lips had brought him to his senses.

He’d been fighting his attraction for years, not helped by the fact that he’d grown up in her family and still regularly visited. Robert was like a brother to him, and how did he repay the friendship, repay Lord Flagstaff for taking him in when his family had perished? By seducing his daughter in an empty corridor.

She was a captivating minx. Her fiery red hair matched her temperament. She had a vividness that made her seem vibrant and alive. He closed his eyes, and his senses heightened. Her mouth was like sin, coupled with a luscious body that he’d finally been able to see and feel, since she’d been wearing such a scandalous outfit. Desire surged at the memory of her soft warm flesh.

“Blast it, you scoundrel,” he swore at himself once again, and he turned to reenter the ballroom. He’d find Robert and tell him he was going home. He had no appetite for a dalliance this evening.

When he entered the room and spied the beauties within, his body filled with fear. They did not stir him. The most notorious rake in London had lost his desire for sins of the flesh. The devil seemed to be controlling him, because he wanted only one woman: Portia. A woman he could not have.

You’d best douse your lust before you do something even more inappropriate with her. A dalliance with the desirable Lady Portia led to only one conclusion[image: ]—marriage. The thought left him cold to his bones. There was no way he’d let that happen. They were totally unsuited. She was wild and wanton and took risks such as her scheme tonight. She sat at the edge of society, testing its limits daily.

She would more than likely bring the Blackwood name into disrepute if she were to become his wife. Even Robert knew they weren’t suited. Robert had told him, on Portia’s twenty-second birthday, that he’d originally hoped for a match between them, but knowing them both, he’d realized they would never make each other happy. Grayson held the honor of his family above all else, while Portia couldn’t give a fig what society thought. She did what she wanted, when she wanted, and to hell with the consequences.

Grayson wanted a demure, respectable woman who understood the dictates of her position. Not a fiery-haired hellion who seemed to think the world was hers to mold and conquer.

He required a woman like his mother, a woman who turned a blind eye to her husband’s indiscretions while being true to her wedding vows. Many might find that stance hypocritical, but he wanted to know his children were his own. The perfect woman would be a lady of breeding who did nothing to bring the Blackwood name into disrepute.

When at fourteen, his father had discussed what was expected of Grayson. He should marry the daughter of a duke or a marquis. His mother had suggested, just before the carriage accident that had claimed his father, sister, and brother, too, that he must chose his allegiance carefully. Her advice was to give his love to his mistresses, picking women who pleased him in bed. When choosing a wife, he should look for a good breeder and treat her with respect. That would keep the Blackwood house strong.

However, Grayson’s view had changed over his years in the Flagstaff household. It was obvious to all that Lord Flagstaff loved his wife a great deal. Grayson had come to the conclusion that he would have a dutiful, obedient wife wrapped up in a woman he could love. So far, he’d not found any woman who could deliver both. There were plenty of dutiful, respectful women, but none who stirred his heart.

Portia, on the other hand, more than stirred his heart. She stirred his body and soul, too. Unfortunately, she was totally unacceptable.

Grayson cast Portia from his mind and set out to find Robert and offer his goodbyes. A thought, forbidden and dangerous, stilled his heart. Admit it, man, you don’t want to give her up.

He’d been trying to deny his powerful and savage attraction to Portia, growing for so long that he’d forgotten what a good night’s sleep was. Tonight had made the situation a hundred times worse. Now, when he dreamed, he’d know exactly how she tasted, her scent would be swirling in his head, and he’d remember her soft, silken skin.

Perhaps it was just as well he was leaving to fight Napoléon in three days’ time. A battlefield could make his problem moot. He knew he shouldn’t go; he was the last of his family. But he would not let Robert go alone.

He must be the only man looking forward to war. Only then might he forget the red-haired vixen who haunted his dreams.


[image: ][image: ]


Love stories you’ll never forget

By authors you’ll always remember

eOriginal Romance from Random House

www.readlo[image: ]veswept.com

Follow us online for the latest new releases, giveaways,

exclusive sneak peeks, and more!

[image: ][image: ]  readloveswept

[image: ][image: ]  readloveswept

OEBPS/images/space.png





OEBPS/images/Cull_9780553391572_epub3_001_cvi.jpg





OEBPS/Cull_9780553391572_epub3_nav_r1.xhtml


		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Contents



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven



		Chapter Eight



		Chapter Nine



		Chapter Ten



		Chapter Eleven



		Chapter Twelve



		Chapter Thirteen



		Chapter Fourteen



		Chapter Fifteen



		Chapter Sixteen



		Chapter Seventeen



		Chapter Eighteen



		Chapter Nineteen



		Chapter Twenty



		Chapter Twenty-One



		Chapter Twenty-Two



		Chapter Twenty-Three



		Chapter Twenty-Four



		Chapter Twenty-Five



		Chapter Twenty-Six



		Chapter Twenty-Seven



		Chapter Twenty-Eight



		Chapter Twenty-Nine



		Chapter Thirty



		Chapter Thirty-One



		Epilogue



		Dedication



		Other Titles



		About the Author



		The Editor’s Corner



		Excerpt from A Touch of Passion





		Cover


		Cover



		Title Page


		Contents


		Start




		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338





OEBPS/images/Cull_9780553391572_epub3_004_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Cull_9780553391572_epub3_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Cull_9780553391572_epub3_006_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Cull_9780553391572_epub3_005_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Cull_9780553391572_epub3_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Cull_9780553391572_epub3_001_r1.jpg
His Saving Grace

Sharon Cullen

IS

Loveswept
New York





