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Chapter 1 nm 

London, 1801 

“Daddy, please. Please.” Catie pounded 

her small, aching fist against the walls 

of her prison under the stairs. She barely rattled 

the door. She’d been locked in the tiny closet for 

hours, and all the crying had rendered her weak 

and pitiful. 

She was pitiful. 
Just like her daddy said she was. 
“Please,” she cried again, but no one came. No 

one ever came when she cried. No one cared. 

She pulled her knees to her chest, trying to 

make herself small, trying to give the mice and 

rats as much room as possible. She was ten. She 
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2 SHANA GALEN 

shouldn’t be scared. Her mamma was always 

telling her to act like a big girl. But as her tears 

wet and chilled her knees, she shivered. 

Please, God. Please. 

Catie heard a creak and opened her eyes. Was 

it her imagination or was— 

“Catie? Are you in there?” 

It was her cousin Josephine Hale. Catie would 

know Josie’s voice anywhere. And though it was 

dark, she could see Josie in her mind. Josie was 

tall for her eight years and skinny, with a shock 

of short red hair and freckles. She was probably 

wearing her eye patch. Josie’s sight was perfect, 

but she was going to be a pirate one day. 

“Catie? Where are you?” 

“I’m here,” she croaked. Behind Josie, their  

cousin Ashley Brittany held up a lone white can-

dle. The red flame danced in the drafty house. 

Ashley was also eight and the most beautiful girl 

Catie knew—and not just because Ashley was 

here to save her. With her long hair of spun gold, 

her huge green eyes, and her porcelain skin and 

Cupid’s bow mouth, Ashley was as beautiful as 

the picture of the goddess Athena in the school-

book Catie had once seen. 

Like Athena, Ashley was a warrior. “We’ve 

come to save you,” Ashley told her now. 

Josie reached out to Catie, and Catie jumped 

into her arms and hugged her tight. “How did 

you know how to fi nd me?” 

“Your sister was making fun of your crying at 



 3  NO MAN’S BRIDE

church this morning,” Ashley said. “We fi gured 

out what happened and came as soon as we  

could. I’m sorry we couldn’t come earlier.” 

Catie swallowed. It was Sunday evening? She’d 

been locked under the stairs for almost two days. 

“Maddie’s waiting outside,” Josie told her. 

Maddie was Madeleine Fullbright, another of 

Catie’s cousins and the fourth in their circle. Mad-

die was eight, almost nine. Nearest in age to Catie, 

Maddie also resembled Catie the most closely. 

Both had long dark hair and olive skin, though 

Maddie had huge blue eyes whereas Catie’s were 

plain muddy brown. 

“Let’s go,” Josie said. 

Catie paused for only a moment. Her daddy 

would be very angry if he found her missing. He 

might even hit her, like he sometimes did when 

she made him very angry. But Catie could not 

go back in the closet. Anything but that. “Yes, 

let’s go.” 

With Josie behind her, Catie followed Ashley 

and her candle until they turned the knob of the 

door to the dining room. 

“We’ll go out the window,” Josie whispered. 

“Maddie will help us down.” 

They opened the door, stepped inside the din-

ing room, and Lizzy jumped out from behind a 

chair and into their path. “Where do you think 

you’re going?” She was only seven, but already 

Catie’s sister was a miniature version of their fa-

ther. Lizzy put her hands on her hips and stood 
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with legs braced apart as he did. It would have  

been comical, a little blond child with an angel’s 

face standing in the center of the room, making 

demands of three girls all bigger and older. In-

stead, Catie felt fear shoot through her like a 

thousand tiny pins falling onto her body. 

“Lizzy, what are you doing in here? Go back to 

bed,” Catie whispered. 

“No.” She shook her head and pointed at the 

doorway. “You better get back in that closet Cath-

erine Anne. Go back now, or I’ll tell Daddy.” 

Catie knew she’d do it too. Not only was Lizzy 

mean and spiteful, she was their daddy’s favorite. 

And she intended to keep that favored status. 

“No, Lizzy, please,” Catie begged. 

Lizzy took a step forward. “My name is Eliza-

beth.” 

“Yes, I’m sorry, I forgot,” Catie said quickly. 

“Please go back to bed.” 

The blond angel scowled at her. “Say it. Say 

Elizabeth.” 

“Elizabeth,” Catie whispered. “Don’t tell 

Daddy.” 

Elizabeth smiled. “Say, please.” 

“Please.” 
Lizzy appeared to think about her options for 

a moment, then shook her head. “No. I’m going 

to tell. Daddy said I could decide when you could 

come out. I didn’t say you could come out yet.” 

“Little brat,” Josie hissed. “Let me get my hands 

on you.” 



 5  NO MAN’S BRIDE

Catie jumped in front of Josie. “No! She’ll  

scream and wake my daddy.” 

“That’s right.” Lizzy stuck out her lip and 

crossed her arms. “Get back in that closet, or I’m 

going to tell.” 

While Lizzy made her demands and stomped 

her small feet, Ashley moved stealthily behind 

Lizzy. Ashley chose that moment to grab Lizzy 

around the throat, clamping her hand over 

Lizzy’s mouth. Sometimes Catie wished she had 

older brothers to teach her these things. 

“Now, you listen to me, Lizzy,” Ashley hissed, 

holding Lizzy tight. “You aren’t going to tell any-

one about tonight. You hear me? If your daddy 

wakes up, you are going to tell him that you let 

Catherine out.” 

Lizzy shook her head and struggled to free 

herself from Ashley’s iron hold. 

“You’ll do what I say,” Ashley ordered. “If you 

don’t, you better not ever sleep again because I’ll 

come in the middle of the night and get you!” 

With a shove, she released Lizzy and pushed her 

to the floor. Then Ashley bent over her so that her 

long blond hair tangled with Lizzy’s until the 

two heads were almost indistinguishable. “Now 

go to bed.” 

Catie watched as Lizzy jumped up and scam-

pered away. She prayed Ashley’s threats had 

worked. If not, her daddy was going to be very, 

very mad. 

Josie went to the window and helped lower 
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Ashley. As soon as Ashley was out of sight, Josie 

turned. “Jump, Catie!” Josephine held the win-

dow curtain aside so Catie could slip out of the 

dining-room window and join her cousins on the 

walk in front of her parents’ house. Catie gave a 

last glance over her shoulder, into the black house, 

where her daddy was sleeping. 

“Catie, are you coming?” Madeleine called. She 

was a small shape in the dark beside the golden-

haired Ashley. 

“Yes!” Catie answered. Her stomach convulsed 

at the thought of what her father would do to her 

if he realized she’d escaped, but she would rather 

die than go back into the rat-and-spider-fi lled 

closet. “I’m coming,” she said and scrambled out 

the window. 

Ashley and Maddie caught her, and as soon as 

she was on solid ground beside her cousins, she 

hugged them as hard as she could. 

Ashley hugged her back just as hard. “You’re 

okay now,” she said. “We’ve got you, and we’re 

going on an adventure.” Her father called Ashley 

a little hoyden, and Catie knew her spunky blond 

cousin was almost certainly the instigator of her 

rescue. 

Madeleine took Catie’s hand in hers, her warm 

grip calm and reassuring. “Is your mommy all 

right? And Lizzy?” Maddie asked. She was al-

ways concerned about others. 

“Aunt Cordelia and Uncle Edmund are snor-
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ing away in their beds,” Josephine answered, 

climbing out the window behind Catie, then 

taking her other hand. “And Uncle Edmund 

made that little brat, Lizzy, Catie’s prison guard. 

When I’m a pirate, I’ll make them all walk the 

plank.” 

Catie hugged Josie, feeling her cousin’s sharp 

shoulder blades under her hands. As Catie had 

imagined, Josie had her auburn hair tied under a 

strip of cloth and had fashioned an eye patch out 

of an old handkerchief. 

With Josephine on one side of Catie and sweet 

Madeleine on the other, the three girls followed 

Ashley, their leader. Catie didn’t know where 

they were going, and she didn’t care. She was 

free of rats and spiders and cruel little sisters. 

She could breathe, and though the night was 

cold, especially as she was dressed only in her 

nightgown, the air felt good on her tear-stained 

face. 

A half hour later, the girls climbed into Mad-

die’s room in the Earl of Castleigh’s safe, quiet 

town house on Berkeley Square. Catie looked at 

her cousins, at their dirty dresses, their eyes spar-

kling with adventure. She was dizzy with the 

adventures of the night as well. Either that, or she 

was weak from hunger. 

Maddie convinced everyone to wash their 

faces, and then she brought out clean nightgowns 

for all. Finally, they all climbed onto Maddie’s 
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bed. Catie saw that it was growing light behind 

the curtains, and she knew she needed to get 

home before her father found her missing. 

Please, God, let Lizzy keep her mouth shut. 

Catie didn’t understand why Lizzy was believed 

when she was not, why Lizzy was coddled when 

she was turned away. Her father had said she 

should have been a son. But he didn’t hold being a 

female against Lizzy. 

Maybe because Lizzy was so pretty or because 

she looked like him. All Catie knew for certain 

was that her father looked for reasons to punish 

her. 

“You know,” Catie said, looking at her cousins 

and friends again, “once we grow up and marry, 

we won’t be able to have adventures like this any-

more. Our husbands won’t let us.” 

Madeleine looked at Catie. “Is that why your 

daddy hurts your mommy?” 

Catie sighed. As the eldest, she was expected 

to know everything. “No, he does it because he 

can. Because he’s a man,” she answered. “Men 

are stronger and meaner, and they have rights. 

When you get married, your husband will treat 

you the same.” 

“No, he won’t,” Madeleine said. “My daddy is 

nice to my mommy.” 

“She got lucky,” Catie said. “And he’s rich. If 

your daddy wasn’t rich, he wouldn’t be as nice.” 

“When I become a pirate,” Josephine told them 
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confidently, “I won’t need a husband. I’ll have 

loads of treasure all for myself.” 

“And I’m going to have lots of adventures,”  

Ashley said. “I won’t have time for a husband, 

especially a mean one.” 

“But how will you have money for adventures 

without a husband?” Josephine asked. 

“Well, I don’t care how poor I am. I’m not go-

ing to marry at all. Ever.” As soon as the words 

were spoken, Catie knew she meant them. How 

could she marry, when all her life she’d seen 

clearly what men were and what they could do? 

And it wasn’t only her father who was cruel. 

She’d seen his friends hit their wives and kick 

dogs in the street. How could she know which 

men were like her uncle William, Madeleine’s 

daddy, and which were like her father? 

“And I’m not going to marry either,” Mad-

eleine chimed in. “Never. I don’t need the money. 

If you want, Catie, you can come stay with me. 

You, too, Ashley, when you’re not on an adven-

ture, and you, Josie, when you’re not on your pi-

rate ship.” She paused, and then because she was 

Madeleine and could never be cruel, she added, 

“Your sister can come, too, Catie, if she really 

wants.” 

“I’ll tell her, but she thinks she’s special.” At 

least that’s what their father always told Eliza-

beth. He always said, “If I have to be cursed with 

daughters, thank God one is small and pretty. 
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You’ll marry a prince and make us all rich, Eliza-

beth.” 

Now Catie told her cousins, “Elizabeth thinks 

she’s going to marry a prince.” 

“She’s a fool,” Ashley said. “But I’m not.” 

“Me, neither,” Catie said, then sat up straighter. 

“I propose that we make a pledge, a promise never 

to marry. I’m the oldest, so I go fi rst. I, Catherine 

Anne Fullbright, swear never, ever, ever to marry 

so long as I live. Now your turn Maddie.” 

“I, Madeleine Richael Fullbright, swear never, 

ever to marry so long as I live. Now your turn, 

Josie,” Maddie said. 

“I, Josephine Linet Hale, swear never, ever, to 

marry so long as I live. I promise to be a pirate!” 

“Now you, Ashley,” Catie directed. 

“I, Ashley Gweneira Brittany, swear not to 

marry for as long as I live. But you know what 

this means, don’t you?” She didn’t wait for an 

answer. “We’re going to be spinsters.” 

For a moment the four cousins were quiet, and 

then Catie said, “I’d rather be a spinster than 

beaten and locked in a closet.” 

“I’d rather be a spinster than a silly girl who 

thinks she’s going to marry a prince,” Ashley 

said. 

“It won’t be bad to be unmarried if we’re all 

unmarried,” Josie said. 

“So we’ll make it fun. We’ll be the Spinsters’ 

Club!” Catie said, impressed that she had thought 

of it. 
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“That’s right,” Josephine agreed. “We’ll stick 

together. No men or mean girls allowed.” 

Catie was the first to sit up, stick out her hand, 

and the other girls followed. Soon all four sat in a 

circle on Maddie’s bed, hands joined in a silent  

yet binding pact. 



Chapter 2 nm 

Ten years later 

On hands and knees, Catherine backed into 

the doorway, surveying the shining fl oor 

of the drawing room. She’d just spent three hours 

dusting, sweeping, mopping, and polishing, and 

she was finally done. She sat up, feeling her back 

twinge in protest. The muscles in her arms and 

legs were on fire. No matter. She was fi nished. She 

was free. 

She could spend the rest of the afternoon curled 

up in her bed, reading a book or even sleeping. 

Sleep sounded like the best option at present. She 

was so tired. She’d been up since dawn helping 

with the laundry, cooking breakfast, and straight-

12 
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ening the mess her father had made when he’d 

come home drunk the night before. 

With a sigh, Catherine rose, hefted the heavy 

pail, and lumbered down the stairs. The house 

was unusually quiet today. Neither of her parents 

nor her younger sister was home. Not that she 

missed them. She preferred days like this, but all 

the peace and solitude did give her pause. She 

wasn’t used to it, and she knew it wouldn’t last. 

Going through the kitchen, Catherine went out 

the back door and poured the dirty water into 

the yard. The sheets on the clothesline were al-

most dry, and she checked the sky to make sure 

the rain would hold off another hour or more. 

Satisfied, her clean linen wouldn’t be drenched in 

the near future, she set the pail by the door and 

went wearily back up the steps. 

That was when she heard them. Her mother, 

her sister, and her father. They were talking and 

laughing, making their way up the stairs to the 

fi rst floor. For a long moment, Catherine hovered 

in the kitchen, wondering how long she could 

hide down here. How long would it be before 

they missed her? She bit her lip to ward off a rue-

ful smile. Probably as long as it took before they 

wanted something. 

“Catherine Anne!” She heard her father call in 

his booming voice. 

Well, she had known it wouldn’t be long. 

And she knew better than to tarry. She scam-

pered out of the kitchen and was almost to the 
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drawing room before her father bellowed again. 

“Yes, Father! I’m here.” 

She opened the door and was poised to give a 

quick curtsey, when she saw the mud. There were 

two sets of boot prints tracking mud across her  

clean, polished floor. One track led to her father, 

seated on the couch, one muddy boot dirtying 

the upholstery. The other boot was smaller, dain-

tier, and it led to the chair her sister occupied. 

“Where were you?” her father asked, sitting 

up. “Where’s the tea?” 

Catherine gaped at him. Normally, she would 

have rushed to bring the tea, but she couldn’t stop 

staring at the mud tracked across her clean fl oor. 

“What’s wrong?” her father fi nally asked. “Why 

are you just standing there like a patient in Bed-

lam?” 

She pointed to the floor. “The mud. I just—” 

“Oh, who cares about the floor?” her sister 

Lizzy said, waving Catherine’s concern away. 

“You can clean it up later. I have news.” 

But Catherine didn’t want to clean it up later. 

She’d be folding the linen later, then helping the 

cook with dinner, and probably darning her fa-

ther’s socks if her mother had her way. At this 

rate, she was never going to get any sleep. “But I 

spent all afternoon polishing the floor, and now 

it’s dirty again.” 

“Do you know where we’ve been all day?” her 

mother said, ignoring Catherine’s complaints, as 

usual. 
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Before going on, Mrs. Fullbright glanced care-

fully at her husband. Catherine doubted she even 

realized she did it, but she continually checked 

his moods and sought his approval before speak-

ing or acting. 

Catherine sank onto a footstool at the far side 

of the room. “Where have you been?” 

Certainly not here, helping to clean the house. 

“We have been at Lord Valentine’s.” 

Catherine nodded blankly. The name was fa-

miliar, as familiar as the name of any of her sister’s 

beaux. She had half a dozen, and they changed as 

often as Lizzy changed her hairstyle. Valentine 

was supposed to be some sort of political prodigy. 

At the tender age of thirty, the man was already a 

leader in Parliament. Catherine did not have time 

to follow politics, but her cousin Madeleine did, 

and she called Valentine a true reformer. 

Whatever that meant. 

And if he really was a prodigy and a revolu-

tionary, why was he interested in her insipid sis-

ter, who had not a thought in her head but which 

hair ribbon would look best? 

“Do you know why we were at Lord Valen-

tine’s, Catherine?” Lizzy asked. 

“No . . .” But she had a bad feeling. Her family 

had identical looks on their faces: like they’d just 

robbed the Treasury and gotten away with it. 

“Why?” she said drawing the word out. 

“To sign the betrothal agreement, silly!” Lizzy 

cried. “I’m betrothed to Lord Valentine!” 
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Catherine blinked and then ducked as Lizzy 

jumped up and twirled around the room. 

“I am going to be the Countess of Valentine.” 

She rushed toward Catherine and grabbed her by 

the shoulders. “And one day, dear, poor, ugly sis-

ter, I will be the Marchioness of Ravenscroft. It’s 

practically royalty!” She released Catherine and 

stood with her hands on her hips. “So what do 

you have to say about that?” 

Catherine opened her mouth to speak, but 

somehow “No, please God, no” didn’t seem the 

right response, so she closed it again. It was a 

good thing, too, because her father was watching 

her, his gaze shrewd. 

“I’m sure you are pleased for your sister.” He 

dropped his muddy boots on the fl oor. 

Catherine managed to nod. She was pleased. 

She couldn’t think of anything better than hav-

ing her sister out of the house. 

Except that the privilege would come with a 

price. 

“You know what this means, don’t you?” Her 

father’s voice was ominous. Or perhaps it just 

sounded that way because she knew what he was 

going to say. He’d been saying it since she was a 

child. Elizabeth was his darling, his pride, his 

joy, his ticket to wealth that the position of sec-

ond son had not afforded him. But there was one 

thing standing in the way of his Elizabeth’s suc-

cess: Catherine. It was an old-fashioned rule, but 

Edmund Fullbright was an old-fashioned man. 
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The older daughter must marry before the 

younger. 

“You’ll need to marry before your sister’s wed-

ding,” he told Catherine. “Do you have anyone in 

mind?” 

Catherine shook her head. She wasn’t socially 

adept like her sister. She wasn’t pretty like her 

sister. She didn’t flirt like Elizabeth. She knew no 

men; none except her father, and he was more 

than enough. 

“You’ll need to attend the Beaufort ball tonight 

then,” her father instructed. 

“But Father, I—” 

“No whining, goddamn it!” He stood, and all 

three women shrank back. “You’ll go, and you’ll 

smile, and you’ll flirt, and you’ll fi nd a hus-

band.” He crossed the room, until he towered 

over Catherine. “Because if you don’t, I’ll fi nd 

one for you.” 

“Maddie! Maddie! Where are you?” Catherine 

rushed down the gravel walk leading to the Earl 

of Castleigh’s stable. She knew all the noise she 

was making would probably scare the horses, so 

she tried to calm herself. A moment later, she was 

running again. “Maddie!” 

A dark head popped out of the stable door. 

Madeleine Fullbright’s blue eyes grew wide with 

alarm. “Catie, what is it? What’s the matter?” She 

rushed forward, catching Catherine just as she  

propelled herself into her cousin’s arms. 
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“You have to help me. Lizzy’s getting married, 

and my father is forcing me to go to the Beaufort 

ball, and if I don’t find a husband, he’s going to 

find one for me, and I just know it will be to some 

horrible brute he finds on the street and pays to 

take me off his hands.” 

“Whatever are you talking about?” Maddie 

said, easing Catherine onto a bench. “Take a deep 

breath. Calm down.” 

Normally this was a comforting place for Cath-

erine. She loved horses and loved to ride, though 

she rarely had the chance. But just now, she 

wanted to be alone with Maddie, away from the 

eyes and ears of the stable lads and the grooms, 

moving in and out of the building. “Maddie, can 

we go inside? Please? I need to talk to you in pri-

vate.” 

“Very well, but only if you promise to calm 

down. You’re scaring me.” 

Catherine made a show of taking a deep breath 

and forced a smile. “All better. Can we go now?” 

“Fine.” Rising, Maddie untied her apron, and 

Catherine helped her pull it off, then the two 

linked arms and walked up the path and into the 

morning room of the Castleigh town house. 

Though she’d been in the house a thousand 

times or more, it never failed to impress Cathe-

rine. The gleaming marble staircases; the pol-

ished wood floors that clacked under her old, 

worn boots; the sunlight streaming through the 

huge windows and dappling the richly painted 
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walls with light. She loved to run her fi ngertips 

over the velvet and brocade furnishings. The 

heavy, sumptuous fabrics cushioned her hands 

and made her feel like a princess, if only for a lit-

tle while. 

A servant appeared with tea almost as soon as 

Maddie and Catherine took their places on their 

favorite window seat, and Catherine took a mo-

ment to savor the feeling of being waited on. Mad-

die, used to the little luxuries around her, folded 

her legs underneath her and leaned back against 

the casement. She wore a pale blue morning dress 

and a sheer fi chu tucked inside her bodice with a 

collar that floated over her dainty shoulders and 

collarbone. The morning sun glinted off her chest-

nut hair, highlighting the strands of auburn and 

gold woven throughout. 

Her blue eyes were the color of a robin’s egg, her 

peach skin flawless, and her figure petite but vo-

luptuous. Catherine was well aware that though 

she and Maddie had been virtual twins as chil-

dren, they no longer resembled one another. As 

Maddie had grown, she’d taken their shared fea-

tures and chiseled and refined them. Catherine 

had just grown taller and heavier. Her fi gure was 

curvy without any trace of daintiness. Her skin 

was olive, almost tan. Her hair did not curl like 

Maddie’s. It was dark brown, almost black, with-

out any other shades threading through it. Her 

eyes were still the color of mud. 

When Catherine looked in the mirror, which 
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was but rarely, the only things she liked about 

herself were her eyebrows and her mouth. Her 

eyebrows arched nicely, contouring her face and 

eyes. Her mouth was wide and perpetually rosy. 

She had a nice smile and all her teeth. It could 

have been worse. 

“Now start over,” Maddie said after the tea had 

been poured. “Lizzy is engaged?” 

“Yes, and I’ve been ordered to find a husband, 

too. Tonight, if possible.” 

“Goodness!” Maddie put her arm on Cathe-

rine’s. “What’s the hurry?” 

“The old threat. My father swears he won’t 

marry Elizabeth until he’s got me out of his 

house. Those were his exact words, by the way. 

Maddie, I’m worried that my father might do 

something rash,” Catherine said, lowering her 

voice. 

Maddie leaned closer so that her cup of tea  

steamed between them. “Like what?” 

“Gamble me away the next time he plays faro 

all night or kidnap some brute off the street and 

force me to marry him.” 

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Maddie laughed and sat 

back. “He won’t do anything of the sort. My fa-

ther wouldn’t put up with it, and if Uncle Ed-

mund so much as tries, you’ll be welcome here  

any day.” 

Catherine smiled to reassure Maddie. How 

could her kind cousin, with her idyllic house and 

her ideal parents, understand what it was to live 
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under Edmund Fullbright’s roof? Sweet, naïve 

Maddie was incapable of understanding that es-

caping Catherine’s father was near impossible. 

He would be rid of his daughters on his own 

terms or none at all. 

“I hope you’re right about my father, Maddie, 

but just in case he turns out to be a wee bit more 

nefarious than you believe, I want to stop the 

marriage between Valentine and Elizabeth. I 

need your help.” 

Maddie shook her head. “That would not be 

very nice. I don’t like Lizzy very much, but that 

doesn’t mean I want to ruin her match.” 

Catherine tried very hard not to roll her eyes. 

Maddie was too good. “Maddie, I’m not trying to 

stop it forever. I just need to buy myself time.” 

“Time for what?” 

“To think of a way to escape.” 

“Escape! Catie, be reasonable.” 

Catherine put her arm on Maddie’s. “Maddie, I 

just need your advice. That’s all. Please.” 

Madeleine gave a resigned sigh. 

Catherine decided to push her advantage. “I 

know you don’t approve, but help me this once. 

You move in Society far more than I do.” This 

was a gross understatement, but Maddie had the 

grace not to say so. “How can I halt the engage-

ment?” 

“It will be diffi cult.” 

Catherine clasped her cousin’s hand. “Maddie, 

please!” 
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“Oh, very well. Perhaps if you could keep them 

apart . . .” 

“That’s better.” She squeezed Maddie’s hand. 

“When will they next meet?” 

“Tonight at the Beaufort ball.” 

“You shall have to keep Lizzy from attending.” 

Catherine raised her brows. “I thought you 

knew Elizabeth better than that.” 

“You’re right. She is a bit headstrong.” 

Catherine snorted. 

“Very well, then,” Maddie said, ignoring the 

snort. “You must attend as well and—” 

“Me attend? No, you have to help me avoid that.” 

Just the thought of all those people crammed to-

gether made her hands clammy. 

“Catie, there’s no other way. Besides, you know 

you need a bit of confidence, and this will be good 

for you. While you’re there you can keep Lizzy 

away from Valentine.” 

“How?” 

Maddie threw her arms out. “I don’t know. Tie 

her up and hide her in the bushes.” 

Catherine nodded, impressed. “That might 

work.” 

“I was only joking, Catie,” Maddie said in a 

warning voice. 

Catherine gave her a placating smile. “I know.” 

But she was inwardly thrilled at the new plan. It 

might even be worth braving the ball. 

She was off to a good start, and she would be 

able to buy herself some time. But she still needed 
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to talk to Josie. Josie would help her escape. And 

she needed to talk to her soon, or it would be too 

late. She suspected her father had already con-

cocted a devious plan, one not even his brother, 

the Earl of Castleigh, could prevent. 



Chapter 3 nm 

Quint Childers, the Earl of Valentine, heir to 

the marquessate of Ravenscroft, strolled 

from the floor of Parliament flushed with success. 

He stepped outside, lit a celebratory cheroot and, 

staring up at the bleak London night, began to 

smoke. MPs swarmed out behind him, many of 

his fellow Whigs pausing to slap him on the back 

and congratulate him on his latest victory, and 

Valentine congratulated them back. 

The reform bill he had slaved over, the bill he 

had written, revised, and pushed through the 

House practically on his hands and knees, had 

finally passed. It was a complicated bill, but the 

bottom line was that there would now be more 

24 
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aid for the poor of England. Quint felt like a new 

mother. 

“Going to the Beaufort do?” the new Earl of  

Westman asked, pausing beside him. 

“Hmm?” Quint stubbed out the cheroot and 

watched Westman lift his arm to hail a passing 

hack. Westman was about the same height as 

Quint and an imposing figure. The hackney 

driver swerved to stop at the corner. 

“The Beaufort do. Are you going? If so, we can 

share this coach.” 

For a moment, Quint had no idea what West-

man was talking about, and then it came to him 

in a rush. Elizabeth. The Beaufort ball. He had 

told her he would be there at eleven. He pulled 

out his pocket watch, glanced at it. 

“Damn!” It was after midnight. 

Westman raised a brow at him. “Is that a yes or 

a no?” 

“It’s a yes, but goddamn me. I had no idea it 

was so late.” 

The two men started down the steps. “Arguing 

a bill like the Valentine-Cheswick Reform Act can 

make a man lose his sense of time. I watched the 

debate. Your efforts were well worth it, I’d say.” 

“If only the ladies would take your view of 

things.” 

“Women take an interest in politics? What kind 

of country would this be then? But I see your pre-

dicament. You are late for an engagement.” 
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“Very late.” It was so late, in fact, that he dared 

not even return home to change his clothes. 

The roads were crowded and blocked with the 

carriages of the ton scurrying to this rout or that 

soiree, and the journey to the Beaufort ball took 

the better part of an hour. 

The time in the hackney gave Quint plenty of 

time to think how to apologize to the beatifi c 

Miss Elizabeth Fullbright. They hadn’t been en-

gaged more than two days, and already he had 

disappointed her. Damn! He could not afford to 

lose her as he had so many other suitable ladies. 

He was an intelligent man, and it wasn’t like 

him to make the same mistake over again. But 

here he was, once again, allowing his work to get 

in the way of his wooing. He should know by 

now that no lady liked to feel as though she  

ranked second to public policy. And wasn’t Eliza-

beth Fullbright at the ball, feeling that way right 

now? 

He would not lose her. He needed a wife, and 

not just any sort would do. 

His wife should be an intelligent woman. She 

had to be able to entertain his political friends. 

Her conversation, the habits of her mind, her wit 

and vivacity, would be on display for all. 

In addition, his wife should be charming. Soci-

ety would be her playground and her classroom. 

She should be at ease with all classes and sets; 

however, her background must be impeccable. 
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He did not care about money. He had money. But 

his wife’s family had to be respectable. Quint 

would brook no scandal. 

And, finally, his wife had to be beautiful. Quint 

had noticed that men with beautiful wives gener-

ally went further than those married to less at-

tractive ladies. Quint intended to go far—all the 

way to the post of prime minister. 

Love did not fit into Quint’s notion of mar-

riage. His mother and father had not loved each 

other when they married—the idea was prepos-

terous. But they were quite fond of one another 

now, and Quint was certain that, given time, he 

would come to love Elizabeth and she him. 

The hack finally stopped, and he and Westman 

went inside the ball, parting after the butler an-

nounced them. Immediately Quint began to 

search for Elizabeth. 

One problem with his list. The women who fi t 

its criteria were usually in high demand by other 

men as well, and many of those gentlemen had 

far more time to attend the theater, musicales,  

and the routs the ton hosted than a man such as 

he—a man concerned with the welfare of his 

country—had at his disposal. 

No wonder he had been eager to secure Eliza-

beth. Now that they were betrothed, no other man 

could touch her. She more than met the require-

ments on his list, and though several rumors con-

cerning her father—his activities, morals, and 
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scruples—gave Quint pause, the fact that Ed-

mund Fullbright was the brother of a wealthy, 

powerful earl eased Valentine’s worries. Most im-

portantly when it came to Elizabeth, she had ac-

cepted his marriage proposal. 

Still searching for his lovely intended, Quint 

accepted a glass of champagne from a passing 

footman and then stopped the servant to ask if 

he knew where Miss Fullbright might be. 

The footman did not, but he promised to in-

quire and return with the information. Quint 

nodded and sipped his champagne, at the same 

time watching the dancers on the floor of the 

ballroom. 

He was surprised Elizabeth was not dancing. 

Certainly she could not want for partners. Then 

just as Quint emptied his glass, the footman re-

appeared. “Are you still looking for Miss Full-

bright, my lord?” 

“Yes.” 

“No one has seen her, sir. You might check the 

terrace. Through those doors.” 

“Thank you.” Valentine slipped the man a 

shilling and arrowed for the terrace. But when 

Quint stepped outside, he found the balcony 

empty. It was early April, and there was a chill 

in the air. Not many ladies would brave the cold 

on a night like this. Frowning, Quint surveyed 

the area more carefully. Had the footman been 

mistaken or— 

The bushes at the far end of the balcony rustled, 
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and then two hands appeared on the balustrade. 

There was a grunt and then a head and shoulders 

appeared, and as Quint stared in amazement, a 

girl hauled herself up and onto the stone railing. 

She swung her legs over and then leaned down to 

brush her skirts off, as though she did this sort of 

thing every day. 

“I can’t decide if you’re a cat burglar or a guest 

hoping to make a fabulous entrée.” 

The girl’s head snapped up. “Who are you?” 

she said, taking a step back. 

“Who am I?” Quint chuckled. The interloper 

had courage. He pulled out a cheroot. “I’m a guest 

with an exceedingly conventional entrance. No 

match for you. I came in through the front door.” 

She backed up again until she was fl ush against 

the stone banister. “So did I. I was only in the 

bushes because”—she glanced over the side as 

though looking for an inspired excuse—“because 

I lost something.” 

“Did you find it?” Quint lit the cheroot. 

“No.” The bushes below her heaved and 

swayed. “I mean, yes. I don’t require any assis-

tance.” 

“Well, you might if you don’t step away from 

the banister.” Quint walked toward her. “It 

sounds like there’s something down there.” 

She immediately stepped in front of him, 

blocking his view. “Why do you say that?” 

Something grunted, and a branch below 

cracked. Quint raised a brow. “Because I bloody 
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well hear it, that’s why. Now step away before  

you’re hurt.” 

She shook her head and continued to block 

him. She was a tall woman, barely a head shorter 

than he, and he could not see past her. “I’m afraid 

I cannot do that,” she said. “I cannot move un-

less—unless you come with me. I couldn’t live 

with myself if you were hurt by that—dog.” 

The dog made a very human grunting noise. 

The woman was obviously daft. She was either 

truly afraid for him or didn’t want him to see 

what was over the railing. 

Quint craned his head one last time. What was 

she hiding? Her lover? All he saw was darkness. 

“Very well, I will retreat if you will,” he said, 

giving in. He moved back, and she followed. “I 

came outside because I was looking for Miss Full-

bright.” 

“Oh!” She paused midstride. “But I am Miss 

Fullbright.” 

But the woman looking at him was not Eliza-

beth at all. In fact, she was a poor substitute for 

his intended. Whereas his Elizabeth was petite 

and fair with a fall of blond curls and big blue 

eyes, this woman was tall and olive-skinned with 

hair so dark it was black. Pieces of that hair fell 

haphazardly over her eyes so that he could not 

determine their color, but he saw no resemblance 

whatsoever to his betrothed. Perhaps she was so 

daft she was now impersonating others? 
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“I must be mistaken. Did you say you were 

Miss Fullbright?” He could see no harm in giving 

her the opportunity to rectify her erroneous 

claim. 

“I did. Who are you?” she asked. She swiped a 

strand of hair from her face and when she did so, 

Quint caught the resemblance. Her eyes were not 

the brilliant blue of her sister’s, but they were the 

same shape, and she looked at him with the same 

mixture of skepticism and curiosity. 

“Forgive me,” Quint said and bowed. “You 

must be Miss Elizabeth Fullbright’s sister.” Damn 

it, but he could not remember her name. Claudia? 

Cordelia—no, that was the mother. Calista? 

“And you must be Lord Valentine,” the girl 

said. Then, to his amazement, she looked him 

over. She studied him from head to toe as though 

he were a piece of meat at the butcher’s shop or a 

bolt of muslin she wanted for a dress or—he 

flexed his hands as her gaze traveled back up 

again, pausing for a moment on his groin—as 

though he were a prostitute in a line of them, and 

she was choosing her partner for the evening. 

The gall of the woman, and he had heard she 

was shy and insular. How wrong that report had 

been! 

“Congratulations on your impending nup-

tials,” she said when her eyes were back on his  

face. “Though I feel I should offer you my sympa-

thies instead.” 
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The bushes behind them rattled savagely. “Per-

haps we should retire farther away.” She indi-

cated the far corner of the terrace. Quint would 

rather have stayed and observed what other sus-

picious movements the bushes made, but she was 

already moving. 

When they reached the appointed spot, she 

perched on the balustrade. Behind her were the 

dark lawn and the misty lights of the city. The 

breeze whipped up, trailing loose strands of her 

hair over her shoulders. He caught the faint scent 

of peaches on the wind, and then it was gone. 

“Well, it was a pleasure to meet you, Lord Val-

entine.” She stuck her hand out, and he shook it 

almost automatically. “Once again, my condo-

lences on your engagement. Good night.” 

Quint recognized the dismissal, but he was not 

ready to go. Not by far. 

“Madam,” he said, “you offer condolences. I 

believe the accepted practice is to offer felicita-

tions.” 

He watched her straighten her shoulders and 

had the distinct feeling she was bolstering her 

resolve as well. Good God. Was it that much of a 

burden to wish her future brother-in-law a happy 

marriage? 

She looked up at him. “I do not wish to over-

step my bounds—” 

“Oh, no. You must speak now.” He waved her 

onward. “I insist.” 

“Very well. How well do you know Elizabeth, 
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sir? What I mean to say is, have you known her 

long?” 

“A month, perhaps a bit less,” he answered. “I 

met her at the start of the Season.” 

“I see. And have you had an opportunity to 

talk much with my sister?” 

Quint drew his cheroot and watched her 

through the fragrant smoke. How did one defi ne 

much? He had spoken with Elizabeth enough to 

know she would make an acceptable wife. That 

did not require extensive conversation, though. 

He would have plenty of time to know all her 

thoughts and opinions over the years of their 

marriage. 

Quint doubted the young upstart before him 

would appreciate the efficiency of his selection 

process. He was willing to wager she was the ro-

mantic sort. Finally, he said, “You are certainly 

full of questions tonight. And I had heard you 

could be timid.” 

She blushed at that. He saw the color in her 

cheeks even in the dim light. The woman was a 

mélange of contradictions—bold one moment, 

bashful the next. 

“I admit, I am not usually so forward, sir, but I 

cannot help but wonder how well you know my 

sister. Have you spoken with her much as op-

posed to”—she waved her hand as though 

searching for the words—“just looking at her?” 

Quint was speechless for a moment, unable to 

predict the direction of her questions. It was a bit 
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unusual for an orator as great as he to find it dif-

ficult to gauge his opponent’s intent, but he had 

no idea at what Elizabeth’s sister—Camelia?— 

was hinting. 

Quint stubbed out his cheroot and decided a 

direct approach might be best. “What are you sug-

gesting, Miss Fullbright? If you are implying there 

has been anything improper between us—” 

“Oh, good Lord, no!” She laughed then as 

though the statement were the most preposterous 

thing she had ever heard. “I simply wondered how 

well you knew Elizabeth. In short, sir, I wondered 

if you knew what a wicked shrew she is.” She raised 

her voice on the last and seemed to say it to the 

balcony at large. She looked back at him. “I can see 

by your look that you do not.” 

Immediately Quint schooled his face into the 

unreadable expression he used when a political 

opponent made a point that was technically cor-

rect but which Quint had no intention of grant-

ing him. “I fear I am at a loss for words, Miss 

Fullbright. Your sister is a very sweet girl, and I 

cannot imagine why you would disparage her 

so.” 

The girl muttered something that sounded 

like, “I’m sure you can’t,” and then she smiled at 

him. “I’m only trying to save you from a dreadful 

mistake, Lord Valentine. You seem a nice enough 

man.” At this she looked him over again. “Intel-

ligent, handsome—though your hair is a bit 

long—and I would not want to see you shackled 
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to such a horrible witch as my little sister.” Again, 

she seemed to say this to the terrace behind him, 

and Quint swore the bushes at the other end rat-

tled at her words. 

He made to speak, but she held up a hand to si-

lence him. And then, perhaps sensing this would 

not be enough to quiet him, she rose from the ban-

ister. 

Knowing who she was now, he could not help 

but judge her against her sister. He had been 

right in thinking her the taller of the two. She 

must have a good five inches on Elizabeth and 

was at least thirty pounds heavier. But it might 

be more, as her dress was too big for her, and she 

wore a wrap pulled like a shield about her. 

When she stood, she was nearer his height, and 

he was able to look directly into her eyes. They 

were much darker than her sister’s. He guessed 

them to be brown. And her hair. It was the thick-

est, darkest coil he had ever seen. There was the 

scent of peach wafting toward him again, and for 

one moment, he thought her beautiful—far more 

beautiful than her sister—and then the moment 

passed and he wondered how he could ever have 

compared the two. 

“My lord, I will not keep you, but I would be 

remiss in my duty as a fellow human being if I 

did not warn you against marrying Elizabeth.” 

“Your duty as a fellow human being?” Quint 

said through clenched teeth. “What about your 

duty as a sister?” 
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She laughed again, and this time he had diffi -

culty resisting the impulse to throttle her. 

“I owe Elizabeth no duty, I assure you. She is a 

spoiled, demanding little shrew, as you will see 

for yourself. Do not say I did not tell you so. Now, 

if you will, please leave me alone.” 

“Gladly.” 

She made a gesture that he supposed was 

meant to dismiss him, and as he was more than 

eager to oblige her, he started for the doors to the 

ballroom. At the last minute, he turned back. “It 

seems to me”—Caroline? Claudette?—“madam, 

that you, not your poor sister, are the shrew. I 

pity your family and the man you marry.” 

She laughed again, and he turned away from 

her—vexing how often and inappropriately the 

chit laughed—but he paused when she called, 

“You are absolutely correct, sir. I am a horrible 

shrew. Tell all of your friends. Take an advertise-

ment out in the Times. I won’t relinquish my hand 

without a fi ght!” 

As soon as Valentine entered the ballroom, 

Catherine began to shake. To calm her nerves, 

she began to count. The predictability of the 

numbers always soothed her. 

Twelve, thirteen, fourteen . . . 

Even counting wasn’t calming her nerves at 

this point. She had almost been caught. She’d tied 

Elizabeth up and left her in the bushes, and Val-

entine had almost caught her. 
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Fifteen, sixteen, seventeen . . . 

She began to shake anew, thinking of the way 

she had spoken to him. She was not a rude per-

son, but desperate times and all that. The prob-

lem was that not only had she been rude, she’d 

been critical. What had gotten into her? She was 

usually such a nice girl. Oh, she hoped she never 

saw Valentine again. 

And yet what else could she do? Lord knew 

she didn’t care whether or not he married Eliza-

beth. He seemed the sort of man who was un-

likely to be swayed by someone like her at any 

rate. But she’d had to at least delay the nuptials. 

She needed time to plan her escape. 

Catherine rushed back over to the shrubs 

where she’d left Elizabeth and peered over the 

edge. She could just make out her sister’s golden 

hair and white gown in the thick foliage. Lizzy 

was staring up at her. Catherine would have liked 

to give her a three-fingered wave and skip off,  

but she could not be that cruel. 

“I’ll come back for you when Valentine is gone,” 

she called. Lizzy shook the bushes and said some-

thing, but with the gag in her mouth, Catherine 

couldn’t understand. 

“I’ll be back,” she promised and headed toward 

the ballroom to keep an eye on Valentine. She 

stopped just before entering to give herself a mo-

ment to rally her courage. The room was full. 

No, to say the room was full was like saying 

the old king George was just a little bit off. The 
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room was brimming over, and George III was 

mad as a loon. 

Catherine tried to calm herself by refl ecting on 

the fact that with so many people crushed to-

gether inside, there were many other people far 

more interesting to look at than she. No one  

would care about her. 

Unfortunately, she also detested small, tight 

spaces, and she could see nowhere in the room 

that would afford her any space to breathe. 

Taking a last deep breath of freedom, she  

plunged inside and squeezed through as best she 

could, searching for Valentine. Not that she wanted 

to speak to him. She just wanted to make sure he 

didn’t decide to return to the balcony to investi-

gate the rustling bushes further. 

“Where have you been?” Her father’s fetid 

breath hit her cheek, and his rough hand grasped 

the tender flesh of her upper arm. “Why aren’t 

you dancing?” 

“I—” she began, but he shook her violently, 

and she could not finish. Catherine could only be 

thankful they were in public, else he would have 

done far worse than shake her. 

“I told you to find a husband.” 

She stared at him, at his small black eyes and 

large red nose with the broken blood vessels. 

How she hated him sometimes. 

“You’ve sat on your arse and lived off my lar-

gesse long enough,” he continued. “I’ll have you 
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married before my Elizabeth, or you’ll know the 

back of my hand.” 

“Then I suppose you’d best release me so I can 

simper and flirt. Or are you going to make a 

scene? I can imagine how that will infl uence my 

chances.” 

“Little hoyden,” he spat. “I’ll be glad to be rid 

of you.” 

And then the bruising hold was gone, and her 

father disappeared through the crowd. Cathe-

rine’s brave façade shattered, and her teeth began 

to clatter. 

One, two, three . . . 

The noise and the heat from the crowd in the 

Beauforts’ ballroom seemed to press in on her.  

She tried to gulp air and could not. 

Four, five, six . . . 

Her heart began to pound, and her throat closed 

up. She had to escape. Ever since she’d been a small 

child, she’d had a fear of loud noises and tight 

places. The night her cousins had rescued her from 

the closet under the stairs had not been her last 

confinement there. And her father, whether sober, 

drunk, or depressed at having lost at dice, always 

found her pitiful cries amusing. 

But she could not cry here and now. She had to 

get out. She had to have space and air to breathe. 

Edmund Fullbright would not be pleased if she 

escaped back onto the veranda at the fi rst oppor-

tunity. Her only hope was that he would be not 
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be sober enough to know anything a half an hour 

from now. She’d smelled the alcohol on him, and 

it penetrated his every pore. Soon, he would be 

too drunk even to remember her name. Catherine 

was counting on that fact as she squeezed through 

the room and into the foyer. 

By the time she made it through the crush, she 

was perspiring and pulling in short, panicked  

breaths. She felt dizzy, and her chest was constrict-

ing, and just when she feared she would pass out, 

she felt a familiar hand on her shoulder. 

“Catie, are you well? Oh, no. You’re not. Quick. 

Sit down.” 

She was led to a chair against the wall and en-

couraged to take deep breaths. A footman was 

sent running for a glass of wine, and then that 

was thrust under her nose as well. She drank a 

small sip, then looked up to see Josephine stand-

ing over her. 

Josie bore the closest resemblance to the pic-

ture of a pixie that Catherine had ever seen. With 

her cropped auburn hair, pulled back by combs 

into a wispy crown about her head, her small 

pointed nose, and her perpetually mischievous 

smile, Josie looked like trouble. 

And she was. 

Her only saving grace was her huge, dark green 

eyes. They were fringed with long, dark lashes, 

and tilted upward. When Josie wielded her eyes, 

no one could stay angry at her long. 
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“All right now?” Josie asked, those green eyes 

full of concern. 

Catherine, her voice still not recovered, nodded. 

Josie shook her head. “Why do you do this to 

yourself, Catie? You hate these things. Why not 

just stay home?” 

Catherine swallowed another portion of wine. 

“Now, take a deep breath. There is nothing to 

fear here. You just need a bit—” 

“Of confidence. Yes, that’s what you always  

say.” Her voice was raspy but strong. Catherine 

took another sip. “I’m in trouble, Josie. I can’t go 

back through there, so you shall have to go out-

side and untie Elizabeth. I left her in the bushes 

beneath the veranda.” 

Josie’s eyes widened. “What?” 

“I wanted to keep her away from her fi ancé, 

but as it was, I was almost caught. By him.” 

Josie blinked at her, and then erupted into a fi t 

of laughter. “Oh, this is too much. Are you telling 

me that right now your evil sister is tied up and 

sitting in the bushes beneath the veranda?” 

Catherine nodded. 

“And that when you were tying her up, her 

own fiancé almost caught you?” 

“I was climbing back onto the balcony, and 

Elizabeth was still thrashing around. It’s not a 

long drop, and he heard her. I think I managed to 

convince him it was a dog, but what if he goes 

back out?” 
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“Who cares? I say we leave her there until 

morning. Maybe the gardener will fi nd her.” 

“Josie, we can’t!” 

“The little wretch stole my grandmother’s ear-

rings and won’t give them back. I hope she gets 

frostbite.” 

“Oh, no! It’s not that cold outside, is it?” 

Josie smiled and plopped down next to Cathe-

rine in the chair. “No. I was joking. Maddie told 

me about Lord Valentine and Lizzy. How did 

your thief of a sister manage to win him?” 

“Her charm, I’m sure.” 

“What charm?” Josie took the glass from Cath-

erine and swallowed its contents. “It’s a tragedy. 

Lord Valentine is so handsome. I would have 

thought Lizzy’s betrothed would have two heads 

and three arms.” 

“No, only one head that I saw.” And a very 

nice head at that, Catherine thought. A very nice 

everything. He was tall, taller than she by sev-

eral inches, broad-shouldered but not so broad 

that his chest reminded her of a tree trunk, and 

his eyes were the loveliest shade of brown— 

a polished mahogany color that she could get 

lost in. 

Not that she intended to get lost in the man’s 

eyes—or any man’s eyes for that matter. At 

twenty, she was an avowed spinster. If Elizabeth 

wanted to marry the man, bear his cuffs and 

smacks when he drank too much and cry when 
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he stayed out all night with whores, leaving her 

and her children home alone, then that was Eliz-

abeth’s concern. Not hers. 

Unless she didn’t delay Elizabeth’s marriage. 

“Josie, I need your help.” 

Josie laughed. “I thought you’d never ask.” 

“You’d better wait until you hear me out before 

you agree. I have to take drastic measures.” 

Josie’s eyes lit. “Oh, now, this will be too much 

fun. How drastic?” 

“I have to escape my father, escape London be-

fore Lizzy and Valentine marry. If I don’t, I’ll be 

forced to marry as well.” 

“I see.” Josie rolled the empty wineglass in her 

hands. “It’s a wonderful idea, but we don’t have 

any money.” 

“What about your grandfather’s pirate trea-

sure?” Catherine whispered, aware that Josie 

didn’t like to speak in public about the treasure. 

“What if we found the treasure? You could lend 

me a tiny bit—just enough to help me escape to 

America—and then once I got my feet under me, 

I’d pay you back.” 

Josie looked surprised at the suggestion but 

not opposed. “It might work,” she said after sev-

eral long seconds of uncharacteristic contempla-

tion. “But I’ll need time to find the map and fi gure 

out where to start searching.” 

“How much time?” Catherine grabbed Josie’s 

arm. “I’m running out.” 
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“Then you’ll have to make more. Keep Valen-

tine and Lizzy apart a bit longer, and in the mean-

time, ward off your father’s potential suitors for 

you.” 

“Ward them off? How? He’s probably paid any 

suitors he’s found, and, as you pointed out, I don’t 

have any money.” 

Josie rolled her eyes. “Just be unsuitable. Suit-

ors don’t like unsuitable girls.” 

When Catherine still looked blank, Josie added, 

“Be horrible and nasty—the kind of woman no 

man would want to marry.” 

“But how do I do that?” 

Josie slung an arm around her neck. “Act like 

Lizzy. The real Lizzy.” 



Chapter 4 nm 

“G et out here right now, Catherine Anne,” 

her father shouted from the other side 

of her bedroom door. Catherine quaked at the 

sound of anger in his voice. She did not like to 

anger her father, but she had no choice. Just as 

she’d anticipated, he’d brought three of his own 

handpicked suitors home this afternoon, and the 

men were waiting to meet her in the drawing 

room. Well, they were going to have to wait. She 

wasn’t going down there. 

Her father pounded on the door again, and 

Catherine jumped. 

One, two, three . . . 

Oh, he was going to beat her for this. She’d be 

45 
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black-and-blue for weeks. What had Josie told her 

to do? 

Play the shrew. That’s it. Josie had assured her 

that was the only way to run the men off and en-

sure they would not want to marry her. 

“Catherine Anne!” her father bellowed. 

Four, five, six . . . 

What would a shrew say? “Go away!” she 

called, leaning with all her weight against the 

door. He banged again, and her whole body 

inched forward, but the triangle of wood she’d 

wrenched under the door held. Barely. 

“Get out here right now, little—dear.” His voice 

sounded high and false, and Catherine knew he 

was trying to impress her suitors with his fa-

therly kindness. 

Well, she was trying to unimpress them. To 

that end, she screamed, “I’m never coming out!” 

That didn’t seem like quite enough, so, knowing 

it would mean more misery later, she added. “I  

don’t have to do anything I don’t want to!” 

“Why you ungrateful—” Her father’s voice cut 

off, and Catherine pressed one ear to the door to 

hear why. Were the suitors running off to court 

sweeter, more docile brides? 

She couldn’t hear the men, but she thought she 

heard Elizabeth’s voice. Then she heard her fa-

ther move away, and there was a light tap on the 

door. 

“Catherine, open the door. It’s me, Elizabeth.” 

Catherine considered. It could be a trick. 
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“Catherine, open the door. It’s my room, too.” 

Still, Catherine hesitated. She had heard her 

father move away, and it wasn’t as though Eliza-

beth could make her go down. 

“Catherine, if you don’t open this door, you’ll 

be sorry later,” Lizzy warned. Considering Cath-

erine had had to bribe Lizzy to keep her mouth 

shut about the events at the Beaufort ball by giv-

ing Lizzy the only thing Catherine had of value, 

the jewelry their grandmother had left her, she 

could not afford to anger Lizzy again. Especially 

when her father was in a bad mood with her and 

inclined to grant Elizabeth any favor she asked. 

Next thing she knew, Lizzy would have Cathe-

rine sleeping in the attic. 

Catherine removed the wood brace and moved 

away. Elizabeth opened the door. She was dressed 

as though she was the one with three suitors 

waiting downstairs. In addition, to the sapphire 

jewelry Catherine had been forced to give her, 

Elizabeth wore a light blue cambric day dress 

with a fluted ruff. Despite the fact that the style 

was from last year, Elizabeth looked fresh and 

new in it. If only people would look past her 

pretty face and figure and see the true Elizabeth. 

Behind those cornflower blue eyes lay only mal-

ice and temper. 

She put her hands on her hips and frowned at 

Catherine, who wore an old, stained brown work 

dress. “Catherine! No wonder you didn’t want to 

open the door. You look a fright—as usual. 
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Change and come downstairs. Daddy has three 

men here to see you.” 

She spoke the last word as if she were truly 

awed that any man would be interested in her sis-

ter, even though they all knew her father was of-

fering her up to the highest bidder. As the niece of 

an earl, she could offer breeding and connections 

to wealthy merchants who had money but no other 

means of moving into the upper classes. 

“And if you don’t come down soon, I might just 

steal them away from you. And unlike your sorry 

attempt with Valentine at the Beaufort ball, I will 

succeed.” 

“Go ahead,” Catherine said, sitting on her bed. 

“Why, I think all three are half in love with me 

already. What will Lord Valentine say?” 

“Who cares?” 

“You do. You tied me up to keep me away from 

him. But he sent a note to say he’d come today.  

Are you jealous that he won’t give me up so 

easily?” 

“Not at all, and I’m not going downstairs. You 

can have them all.” 

If they wanted Elizabeth, then they wouldn’t  

be interested in her. On the other hand, what had 

her father promised these men to get them here? 

If they were after money, they might not be so 

easily dissuaded. 

Catherine glanced at her sister. Well, she would 

have to dissuade them. Lizzy was looking in the 



 49  NO MAN’S BRIDE

mirror, adjusting her gown and babbling on. “But 

you haven’t even met them. Here. You can borrow 

my old blue ribbon if you want.” She pawed 

through the litter of items on her dressing table— 

actually there was only one, and the two girls were 

supposed to share it, but Elizabeth never allowed 

Catherine near it—and pulled a long length of 

blue satin ribbon from under a comb and straw 

bonnet. “You should do something to get that ugly 

mop of hair out of your face.” 

“I don’t want the ribbon,” Catherine said, hold-

ing up a hand. “I want the men to go away.” 

Elizabeth turned back to the mirror. “No mat-

ter. It wouldn’t suit you anyway. Perhaps I should 

try it. Everyone will be complimenting my eyes.” 

But Catherine had other ideas for the ribbon. 

While Elizabeth stared at her own refl ection 

and pinched her cheeks, Catherine crept off the 

bed and started for her. A moment later, she 

grabbed Elizabeth and pulled the ribbon from 

her grasp. 

But Elizabeth didn’t let go. She let out an angry 

yelp and yanked it back, turning slightly in an 

effort to use her weight to win the battle. Her el-

bow thrust out and knocked over a lamp, and it 

crashed to the fl oor. 

“What the hell was that?” he father called, and 

Catherine smiled. Already, the plan was work-

ing. But the ribbon would not be enough. 

She ran to the windows and yanked the cords 
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off the drapes so that they fell, shading the room. 

The cords were thick and strong. Perfect re-

straints. 

“What are you doing?” Elizabeth said, backing 

up now. “You’d better not tie me up again. Daddy 

will beat you if he finds out about the Beaufort 

ball.” 

“He’ll beat me anyway.” 

“I can make it worse.” 

Catherine was going to have to risk it. “Come 

here.” 

Elizabeth tried to run, but she didn’t move fast 

enough. Catherine tackled her to the fl oor and 

began binding her sister’s arms. 

Elizabeth let out another squeal, and their father 

called, “What in the devil is going on up there?” 

“Help!” Elizabeth called when her attempts to 

fight were rendered futile. “She’s got me!” 

And to her surprise, Catherine found herself 

laughing. She pulled the cords tighter, immobi-

lizing Lizzy’s hands behind her back. Then she 

tied a knot so tight it would have to be cut to free 

her sister. She jumped back, and Elizabeth imme-

diately scrambled to her knees. 

Catherine heard her father coming up the 

stairs, and she locked eyes with the imprisoned 

Elizabeth. Lizzy stuck out her tongue. “Now 

you’re in for it.” 

And that was all it took. Catherine ran to the 

door, jammed the block of wood under it, and 

then advanced on her sister, hands raised, fi ngers 
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curled in tickling position. “That’s what you 

think.” 

Quint heard the screams even before he’d 

reached the house. They were horrible, bloodcur-

dling screams that surely meant someone was 

being murdered. 

He jumped off his horse, didn’t even bother to 

tie the gelding to the post, and ran to the Full-

brights’ front door. He pounded away, all the 

while her screams—and he was now convinced 

they were Elizabeth’s—echoed around him. 

Someone inside the house must have heard 

him pounding because a young man opened the 

door. He was wearing his hat and holding his 

walking stick, apparently intent on departure, 

but Quint didn’t pause to ask questions. He took 

the steps two at a time and found two other men 

in the drawing room. They were standing, hold-

ing hats and gloves and looking pale with dis-

comfort. 

“Where is she?” Quint asked first one man, 

then the other. 

They shook their heads, but one of the two 

men, a gent who had to have been at least sixty, 

said, “They’re in her bedroom. Her father’s 

gone—” 

Quint turned to race up the next set of steps, 

but the sound of thundering cattle on the stair-

case gave him pause. Not that he had ever heard 

thundering cattle, but he imagined they sounded 
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like the god-awful racket coming toward the 

drawing room. 

“Help! Help! She’s killing me!” 

Quint and the other two men jumped out of the 

way just as Elizabeth and her sister Charity—no, 

that couldn’t be right—barreled into the room.  

Elizabeth’s foot caught on the hem of her dress, 

and both of the girls went sprawling. When they 

stopped tumbling over one another, Elizabeth be-

gan howling again. Was her older sister beating 

her or— 

Wait. She was tickling Elizabeth. Tickling her 

unmercifully, true, but tickling the girl so that 

her screams were actually high-pitched giggles. 

The girls’ parents burst into the room next, the 

father laying rough hands on the elder and pull-

ing her off her younger sister, who looked about, 

saw the men and Quint, in particular, and began 

to bawl. Quint took a step back from the force 

behind the tears. The girl had a healthy pair of 

lungs. 

Meanwhile, her older sister was fl ailing about, 

her black hair flopping in her face, while her fa-

ther attempted to hold her still. “Settle down, 

Catherine.” 

Quint smiled. Ah, that’s right. Her name was 

Catherine. 

“Let. Me. Go.” And then she sank her teeth 

into her father’s arm. 

Quint saw it coming and winced. Her father, in 

the meantime, barked and threw his rabid daugh-
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ter off him. She went sprawling, landing on her 

bottom. But unlike her sobbing sister, now en-

sconced in her mother’s arms, Catherine did not 

so much as gasp. She picked herself up off the 

floor, lifted the torn and dusty hem of her brown 

dress, and strode regally toward the armchair, 

whereupon she took a seat. She straightened her 

irreparable dress, shoved a heap of black hair from 

her face, and blinked at the two men standing be-

side Quint. 

“My father says you want to see me,” she said, 

tone low and dangerous. 

“Not I,” said the first man, a chap in a black 

suit, holding a balled apron in one hand. “I must 

be going.” 

“I’ll join you,” the older man said, and the two 

practically flung themselves down the stairs. 

“But wait. She’s really a good girl. Very obedi-

ent,” Edmund Fullbright called, going after them. 

Mrs. Fullbright looked at Quint. “Lord Valen-

tine, please do sit down. You mustn’t leave. This 

is all just a”—she glared at her elder daughter— 

“misunderstanding. If you’ll give us just one mo-

ment to collect ourselves.” 

She put an arm about Elizabeth, helped her 

up, and the two limped, arms wound tightly 

around each other toward the stairs to the fami-

ly’s private chambers. Catherine made to follow, 

but her mother saw her and hissed, “Get away, 

you ungrateful devil. I ought to beat you myself 

for this.” 
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So the elder sister made her way back to the 

chair in the drawing room while mother and 

younger daughter disappeared up the steps. 

Quint felt a twinge of pity for Catherine, but it 

didn’t last long. The chit had been behaving 

abominably. She deserved to be scolded, though 

if he’d had a daughter, he doubted he would ever 

have used such words on her. 

Catherine took her seat again, and the look she 

gave him dried all words of sympathy from his 

tongue. She didn’t want his pity. And so instead, 

Quint made her a bow. “Wonderful show, Miss 

Fullbright. When is the next performance?” 

She scowled at him, but he could see she was 

relieved that he hadn’t tried sympathy. 

“You think me entertaining, sir?” A lock of 

hair had fallen forward and she brushed it back 

again. 

“Immensely.” He gestured to the chair oppo-

site her. “May I?” 

“I don’t care what you do,” she answered, look-

ing away. 

“You were only too full of advice when we met 

at the Beaufort ball last week,” Quint reminded 

her. He looked about the room, taking in the di-

lapidated furnishings, the cheap knickknacks, and 

the general gloomy atmosphere. If he’d wondered 

why the Fullbrights had put their seventeen-year-

old daughter on the marriage mart so quickly or 

why they’d jumped at his proposal, the answer 

was patently clear. 
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The Fullbrights needed money. Obviously, Ed-

mund Fullbright decided what was good for one 

daughter was equally good for the other. 

“I can only assume the three men I encoun-

tered here were meant to woo you.” 

She gave him a narrow-eyed glare, and he al-

most laughed. The three men he saw earlier 

couldn’t handle a spirited girl like Catherine. 

Even if much of that spirit was for show, she was 

no shrinking violet. 

“I do not think you’ll be receiving any propos-

als from those three.” He motioned to the stairs. 

“I think you may have even frightened them 

away.” 

“Good,” she said. “If only I could now frighten 

you away, my work would be complete.” 

He grinned. “Unlikely. I spend much of my  

time in Parliament with Tories screaming their  

lungs out, promising to incite my constituents to 

violence against me. I think I can handle a little 

girl’s tirade.” 

Her jaw dropped at that. She did not like being 

called a little girl or having her efforts belittled. 

He was about to speak again, when he saw the 

blood trickle onto her lower lip. Without think-

ing, he rose and bent over her. Immediately, she 

pulled back, as though she expected a blow. 

“I’m not going to hurt you. Come here.” He 

reached for her chin, but she leaned farther back. 

“Please. I’d prefer you didn’t touch me.” 

“Yes, well, you’re bleeding. At least take my 
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handkerchief, so you don’t stain—” He looked at 

her old, dirty dress. “Just take it.” He pressed the 

cloth into her hand and watched her dab her 

lower lip with it. 

She touched her lip, drew the cloth away, saw 

the blood, and replaced the handkerchief. She 

looked up at him briefly, and said, “Thank you.” 

Looking directly into her eyes, he was momen-

tarily at a loss. They were the eyes of a lioness— 

deep, golden brown hazel, wide set, and startlingly 

clear against her olive complexion. One reason 

Quint had chosen Elizabeth was because she pos-

sessed the prized blond hair, blue eyes, porcelain 

skin, and petite form that were currently in fash-

ion. But it was no hardship on him to do so. 

He had never found brunettes particularly al-

luring, and he usually disliked the dark look many 

of his country servants had after working out in 

the fields, but this girl, with her dark hair and 

bronze skin, was astonishingly alluring. She was 

not beautiful, not in the way Elizabeth was. But 

there was something earthy about her, something 

raw and exotic and sexual that attracted him. 

Involuntarily, his eyes traveled down the length 

of her throat to the small expanse of fl esh re-

vealed at the bodice of her gown. He wondered, 

if he’d been able to see more of that flesh, if she 

would be honey gold all over—breasts, stomach, 

legs. 

Immediately, he forced his eyes back to hers.  
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She was still holding the handkerchief to her lip. 

She pulled it away again, and he saw that the 

bleeding had slowed. Retaking his seat, he watched 

her push the hair from her forehead yet a third 

time. 

The clock on the mantel ticked off the minutes, 

and that was the only sound in the room until 

Quint could no longer stand it. “Do you think 

your sister will be coming back down?” 

She shrugged, lifted the handkerchief, and 

touched her lip. It was slightly swollen now, a 

splotch of red radiating out from her lower lip to 

tinge her cheek. 

“Could you be persuaded to go up and fetch 

her?” 

The girl gave him an incredulous look. “No, I 

could not.” 

“You don’t like your sister very much, do  

you?” 

She gave him a long look. “Whatever gave you 

that idea, Lord Valentine?” 

“You have nothing to be jealous of, you know,” 

he said, sitting back and making himself com-

fortable. “You’re attractive—in your own way.” 

“What a compliment,” she said, tone wry. 

“And I am certain you could find a suitable 

husband if you only applied yourself more.” 

She stared at him. “I shall remember that the 

next time my father brings home three apes who 

are bent on trying to lure me into their lairs.” 
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“Apes sleep in trees.” 

“That’s not my point.” 

“I am beginning to see that.” He remembered 

her parting words at the ball. “You do not wish to 

marry, do you, Miss Fullbright?” 

“A young lady who does not want to marry? 

Ridiculous idea, Lord Valentine.” She slanted 

those hazel eyes at him, and he had to cover his 

smile. 

“It is ridiculous, especially your method of 

avoiding the institution. Climbing about on ve-

randas and throwing tirades, Miss Fullbright?” 

“You have another suggestion?” 

“No, merely a question: Why don’t you want to 

marry?” 

“I have a better question,” she said, fi nally al-

lowing the handkerchief to drop from her mouth. 

She sat forward as though intensely interested in 

her subject now. “Why do you want to marry?” 

“A variety of reasons,” he answered, uncertain 

why his cravat felt as though it had shrunk. 

“Many reasons,” he fi nished weakly. 

“Name three.” She pounced, and he was back 

on the defensive. 

“I approve of the institution of marriage, for 

one,” he began. “It’s good for the moral code of 

the country, and—” 

She waved a hand. “That’s meaningless rheto-

ric. Give me a good reason. A personal reason.” 

He felt like telling her his personal reasons 

were none of her business, but he was trying to 
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make a point here. It was probably his duty as a 

man and a member of Parliament to convince her 

to marry. What would England come to with  

hordes of unmarried women running about, all 

with ideas and such about why they should not 

marry? 

He had read Lysistrata, by God, and he wouldn’t 

have his country run by a gaggle of clucking, 

misguided women. 

“I suppose I also want to marry because I need 

an heir. One day I will become a marquess, and I 

need a son to follow after me.” 

She seemed to consider, then nodded. “Yes, I 

suppose children are a good reason to marry. I 

will miss children. What is your third reason?” 

Quint thought for a moment. What the devil 

was his third reason? He’d never considered why 
he would marry; he only knew that he must. And 

then it came to him. 

“For my career. The right wife can be an asset 

for a man like me.” 

Immediately, he knew he’d given her the wrong 

answer. He’d forgotten she was the romantic sort. 

Her face clouded, and she shook her head. She 

began to speak, then shut her mouth and stood. 

“Men. You are all the same. It disgusts me.” 

She made to leave the drawing room, but he 

called after her, “Then I have not caused you to 

reconsider?” 

“Reconsider?” She rounded on him. “Recon-

sider what? Reconsider joining an institution 
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devised by men to benefit men at the detriment 

of women? An institution that has nothing what-

soever to do with love or esteem or even affection 

but relies wholly upon political stratagems for-

mulated by men? Now you tell me, Lord Valen-

tine, why should I marry?” 

She stood and stared at him, waiting for an 

answer that he seemed unable to give. Surely he 

should be able to think of something. The Times 
had called him one of the greatest orators of his 

time, by God. 

And yet the girl, this unkempt and uncivilized 

girl, had left him speechless. It was not to be 

borne. She stared at him a moment later, and then 

without the least trace of victory in her eyes, said, 

“That’s what I thought.” 

And she strode from the room, her ugly brown 

skirts swirling as though she were the queen. 

“Have you gone completely mad?” Ashley said 

when Catherine opened the door to the attic. 

She’d been banished there for a week. 

Their maidservant slept there as well, but at 

present Catherine was alone in the attic and the 

house. Elizabeth and her mother had gone to 

stroll in Hyde Park, as it was the fashionable hour. 

It would have been more fashionable to ride, but 

the family had neither a horse nor carriage. 

“Come in.” Catherine opened the door wider, 

but Ashley just stood in the doorway and stared 

at her. 
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Ashley had changed little in the eighteen years 

Catherine had known her. She’d grown up to be 

precisely the beauty everyone had said she would. 

Her hair was the shade of ripe wheat, her skin so 

white and flawless that it shamed milk and honey, 

and her eyes were the most startling shade of 

pale sea green. She was of medium height with a 

perfect figure, and she had an amazing fl air for 

fashion. 

Not that she concerned herself with matters of 

fashion very often. Ashley was neither vain nor 

conceited. She would have made a better man 

than woman, for she was courageous, willful, 

and never dissembled, even when one wanted 

her to. 

“That’s what you have to say for yourself?” 

Ashley remarked. “ ‘Come in’?” 

“Sit down?” 

“Have you gone absolutely daft? You are sleep-

ing in the servants’ quarters now?” 

Catherine sighed. “As you see.” 

“Oh, never mind that.” Ashley stomped inside 

and bent under the low ceiling. “More impor-

tantly, Devlin told me he heard that you took a 

shot at a gentleman caller this morning, tried to 

set the house on fire, and tackled Lizzy.” 

Catherine smiled. If Ashley’s brother had heard 

of her actions, the plan was working. “The last 

part is true. Where on earth did Devlin hear the 

rest?” 

“I think he was at the butcher’s. The man 
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claims the two of you were practically engaged.” 

“What?” 

“Yes, that’s just what I said.” Ashley fl ounced 

inside and flopped down on Lizzy’s new bed, 

careless of her riding dress or the intricate style 

of her blond hair. “I made Devlin take me right 

back over there, and then the butcher admitted 

you weren’t quite engaged. But what about the 

rest of it, and why are butchers courting you? I 

thought we promised to be adventurers, not 

wives.” She said the last as though it were a 

curse. 

Hoping her cousin’s tirade was over, Catherine 

sat next to her. “I am going to be an adventurer. 

Josie and I are planning an exciting adventure 

right now. But until we’re ready to leave, I have to 

keep my father from marrying me off. I thought 

if I caused a bit of commotion, it would put off 

some of the suitors my father has been bringing 

home. Men like that butcher.” 

Ashley sat forward. “Really? That’s actually a 

very good idea.” 

“Thank you.” 

“But don’t you think starting fires is taking the 

scheme a bit too far?” 

“I didn’t start a fire or shoot at anyone. I did 

tackle Lizzy, but—” 

“She deserved it,” they said in unison and then 

laughed. 

“Good for you,” Ashley said. “Let me know if 

there’s anything I can do to help.” 
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“I was hoping you would ask that.” Catherine 

had been sitting in the attic for several hours con-

templating her next plan of attack as well as pray-

ing her father would not break down the door 

and beat her senseless for her earlier behavior. 

He had gone out after the incidents of the after-

noon and hadn’t yet returned. Thank God. As 

much as she’d like to run and hide at Maddie’s 

home, Catherine knew that would only make her 

father angrier and guarantee her own punish-

ment was that much worse in the end. 

“I’ve been thinking, and I feel that continuing 

my efforts to dissuade my father’s suitors are not 

wise. I can’t keep acting like this,” Catherine said. 

“You know how my father is.” 

Ashley nodded, uncharacteristically silent. She 

was not the kind of girl to be afraid of anything, 

but she was cautious around her uncle Edmund. 

“I have to work even harder to delay Lord Val-

entine’s wedding to Elizabeth. I made one at-

tempt at the Beaufort ball, but I must do more. I 

need more time.” 

Ashley nodded. “Yes, I see your point, but the 

announcement appeared in the Times. Valentine 

will be in a hurry to get Lizzy to the altar now. 

He’s a proud man.” 

“Arrogant you mean. The only reason he wants 

to marry Elizabeth is because he needs an heir, 

and he thinks it will help his career. He doesn’t 

care one fig for her.” 

“Nor she for him, I imagine,” Ashley said. 
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“So what do we do? How do we keep them 

from the church?” 

“I don’t know, but I promise to think about it. 

I’ll talk to Madeleine and Josephine, too. Between 

the four of us, we’ll come up with a plan. Until 

then, don’t do anything rash.” 

“Me? Rash?” 

Ashley laughed. “Very well. I won’t do any-

thing rash. Just sit tight, Catie. We’ll halt that en-

gagement if it’s the last thing we do.” 

Catherine sighed. Leave it to Ashley to put it in 

the most dramatic terms possible. 



Chapter 5 nm 

Edmund Fullbright moved away from his 

daughter’s door before his niece could 

emerge and catch him snooping. Goddamn little 

hoyden. That was the influence of his wife’s fam-

ily for you. Her brother’s brood was an absolute 

disgrace. 

Did he not have enough problems with his 

stubborn, ungrateful daughter without Sir Ga-

reth’s litter putting ideas into her head? 

He swore and kicked at a loose rail on the ban-

ister as he made his way to his study. It was more 

of a closet, really. The house the family had oc-

cupied for the last twelve years was tiny. He had 

no privacy here. 

After shutting the door, Edmund went to his 
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scratched desk and opened the bottom drawer. It 

was the only drawer that still opened and closed 

properly, and he kept a store of blue ruin and a 

glass inside. He removed both, poured himself a 

glass, and leaned back in his creaking chair to 

contemplate. 

What was he going to do about his two brood-

mares? Not for the first time, he wished he had a 

son. A boy would accompany him to the gaming 

hells, play as his partner. With a boy, he would 

have won at the tables. A boy would have been 

useful in so many ways, while these daughters of 

his sat at home and wasted his money, bringing 

nothing in themselves. 

The time for that was over. Until now he’d had 

no use for his daughters. He’d watched and waited 

and doted on Elizabeth, knowing she would be 

the one to repay his efforts. His younger was the 

prettier of the two, and now she had scored 

herself a future marquess. Valentine would pay 

nicely for the privilege of wedding and bedding 

little Elizabeth. But weren’t there men in England 

willing to pay even more? After all, Elizabeth 

had just come out. This was her first real Season, 

and Valentine was her first acceptable suitor. Not 

for the first time, Edmund feared he had been too 

quick in his acceptance of Valentine’s proposal. 

He should have waited for a duke or even a for-

eign prince. 

And now with Lizzy engaged, what to do about 

Catherine? Edmund did not think he could have 
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sold the girl had he offered her for a pound and 

an eel pie. 

He poured another glass of gin. Not only was 

it unprofi table, it wasn’t right to marry Elizabeth 

before Catherine. The elder should marry fi rst, or 

the family looked desperate. Edmund had been 

the younger son of an earl, and though Edmund 

cared for little else the man he’d called father had 

taught him, some rules and social rituals stuck 

with him. He needed to marry Catherine before 

he could allow Elizabeth to wed. And he needed 

to marry the girl soon. Already Valentine was 

chomping at the bit, asking when he could call  

the banns, pressing for a wedding date. 

Valentine would be a good son-in-law. Ed-

mund smiled and took another swallow of gin. 

Then he frowned when he saw the glass was 

empty. He filled it a third time, taking note that 

the bottle was almost dry. Stupid cow. His wife 

had been stealing his liquor again. Later he’d 

show the strumpet what happened when she  

stole what was his. 

But now for Valentine. Edmund had looked 

into Quint Childers. The man was wealthy—not a 

Croesus by any means—but he would do. Still, 

Edmund hated to waste his one good daughter on 

a marquess. He knew with Elizabeth’s pretty face 

and tight little figure he could score a duke at 

least. When she’d been a child, he’d promised her 

a prince, and he still thought the plan entirely fea-

sible. But the little chit was happy with Valentine, 



68 SHANA GALEN 

couldn’t stop cooing over how handsome he was 

and how well-mannered. Stupid cow. He had 

other plans for her. 

But what to do with Valentine then? One did 

not just toss away a good future marquess. Ed-

mund took another sip of gin and another, and 

then through the haze an idea came as clear as 

the song of an angel. The idea was so good, he sat 

up straight and rigid, and said, “Oh!” And then 

he dissolved into fits of laughter. 

He laughed and laughed. He laughed so long 

and so hard that after a while his wife knocked 

on the door and asked if he was well. He cuffed 

her, sent her away, and then he laughed some 

more. 

Yes, he would have his marquess and both 

daughters married too. Pulling on his coat, he 

stumbled through his house and then out the 

door. He’d tell his little Valentine to call the banns 

now—this Sunday. Edmund Fullbright was ready 

for his daughter to wed. 

All he needed to do was make one little stop 

at the chemist, and everything would go as 

planned. 



Chapter 6 nm 

Catherine checked her appearance in the mir-

ror one last time before she followed her 

cousins down to Lord Castleigh’s ballroom. To-

night was her last chance to warn Valentine away 

from Elizabeth. 

It had been over two weeks since the earl had 

come to the house, and in that time she had not 

seen him. She had heard plenty of him from Eliz-

abeth and her mother. The banns had been called, 

and the wedding preparations were under way. 

In fact, the family was so busy, Catherine was 

virtually left alone. 

She was actually left alone when her father, 

mother, and sister had traveled to Valentine’s an-

cestral estate in Derbyshire to meet the Marquess 
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and Marchioness of Ravenscroft. Catherine had 

been given leave to stay with Maddie, and she’d 

been able to ride every day. 

It had been a wonderful respite, but then the 

family had returned. Her father seemed to have 

given up marrying her off, and that was the most 

worrisome turn of events. 

Her father never gave up that easily. He had to 

have an ulterior plan. 

Pinching her cheeks to add color, she glided 

down the staircase in her new white silk gown. It 

wasn’t actually hers. She wore one of Maddie’s 

dresses from last Season. The two cousins had 

cut and pinned and sewed for days to alter it for 

Catherine’s proportions. Now Catherine felt al-

most like she belonged here. She had rarely worn 

silk before, and the fabric was light and airy 

against her skin. 

The gown had been Madeleine’s contribution 

to the plan. Josephine and Ashley had helped 

Catherine with the rest, and now she saw them 

smiling at her as she descended the stairs. At the 

bottom, Josephine clasped her hands, and said, 

“Perfect! You look treacherously beautiful. Lizzy 

will bite her tongue all night!” 

Catherine nodded and took a deep breath. The 

ball was not terribly crowded yet, but the guest 

list was extensive. She would have to act quickly, 

before too many people arrived, or she would be 

shaking too badly to implement the plan. Her 
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hands were already clammy, and her heart was 

beating faster than usual. Oh, why couldn’t she 

just hide? 

Despite Josephine’s encouraging words, Cath-

erine did not feel beautiful. She felt like everyone 

was looking at her. How was she ever going to 

attract Valentine’s attention? What if he ignored 

her and made her look a fool? 

More guests were arriving, and Catherine 

knew she should join the receiving line. Ashley 

gave her a last reassuring squeeze. “You know 

what you have to do?” 

Catherine nodded. “I must make Elizabeth 

show Valentine her true colors.” 

Ashley nodded. “Right. Then he’ll call off the 

wedding, and you can remain a founding mem-

ber of our club.” 

Josie and Maddie patted Catherine’s hands. 

“Keep your chin up. Think confi dence!” 

Catherine nodded and forced her feet toward 

the entry hall, where her father, mother, sister, 

and Lord and Lady Castleigh stood greeting their 

guests. They made room for her to join them, and 

her father leaned over, and hissed, “Now you 

choose to look presentable? What are you up to?” 

Catherine just smiled and bowed to a baron 

and his wife. 

Next Elizabeth leaned over. “You look like a 

fool, you know. Trying to outshine me?” 

Catherine smiled at her. “Well, no one will be 
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looking at me.” She greeted Sir Gareth and her 

aunt Imogen, Ashley’s parents, and accepted 

their compliments. 

“No one ever looks at you, except when you act 

like a fool. Is it not time for you to begin gulping 

for air and shaking?” Elizabeth hissed. 

Catherine turned back to the line in time to see 

that Lord Valentine had fi nally arrived. 

Thank God he’s here was her fi rst thought. Oh, 
Lord he’s handsome was her second. Catherine 

never noticed men except to avoid them. Some 

were taller or fatter or louder than others, but  

these were characteristics of the species, not 

points that held her interest. 

Valentine held her interest. It was diffi cult to 

look at him and not be absorbed. His face, with 

its high smooth cheekbones and the contrasts 

between the hard planes of his chin and fore-

head and the softness of mouth and lips, in-

trigued her. And then there was his hair, which 

she had called too long, but which she now de-

cided was perfect. The straight, brown edges 

scraped his collar and flowed back from his fore-

head like a bird’s wing. 

Like his, her hair was dark, a black her sister 

compared to mud. But Valentine’s hair was the 

brown of topaz, the golden brown of rich, aged 

whiskey, the brown of virgin earth when it’s 

freshly plowed and gleaming in the early-morning 

dew. 

Catherine blinked. Lord, she couldn’t keep 
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staring at him this way, thinking of him in these 

terms. If she weren’t careful, she’d start believing 

herself in love with him. Even though she didn’t 

intend Lizzy to marry him until after she and 

Josie had escaped, she knew the wedding would 

happen eventually. What would not happen— 

what was not possible or even within the realm 

of possibility—was that she herself would ever 

have him. A man like Valentine would never look 

at a woman like her. 

And then he was before her, executing a for-

mal bow. Catherine forced her legs to bend into a 

curtsey. She opened her mouth and said some-

thing, which she hoped was a polite greeting, but 

Valentine gave no indication he had heard. He  

stopped in front of her and stared. He stood so 

long, his gaze so hot and intense, Catherine be-

gan to tremble from nerves. Her cousins’ plan 

was not going to work. He obviously thought she 

looked hideous. Finally, he barked, “What are 

you wearing?” 

Catherine glanced down at Maddie’s gown, 

then back into Valentine’s lovely eyes. “A-a 

gown?” 

“Put a shawl over it. It’s practically indecent.” 

And then he moved on. Catherine watched as he 

bowed to Elizabeth. While Lizzy’s gown was just 

as low-cut as her own, Catherine noted that Val-

entine had no criticism for her. He smiled at 

Lizzy, his own face turning beautiful when he 

did. He drew Elizabeth close, into his warmth, 
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and watching them, Catherine felt a painful stab 

through her heart. 

She had never felt a stab of this magnitude be-

fore. She knew what it was. She’d experienced it 

as a child when Elizabeth had been given the 

cake Catherine had wanted or the doll or had re-

ceived a kiss from her mother when Catherine 

had none. 

Jealousy. 

Catherine wanted to rip out her own heart. 

Anything but this feeling of covetousness for 

something that belonged to her sister, especially 

something as worthless as a man. 

Valentine and Elizabeth moved away, but not 

before Elizabeth turned her head and smirked at 

Catherine. She always knew when she had some-

thing others wanted. The rest of her family moved 

away as well, and the receiving line dissolved 

until only Catherine remained. 

She knew Valentine and Elizabeth would begin 

the dancing soon, and she also knew she would 

have to lure Valentine into dancing with her, but 

it was going to take every ounce of courage. 

“Are you well?” Josie asked, coming to stand 

beside her. “Are all the people making you ill?” 

Catherine shook her head. “No, but I-I don’t 

want to go through with this.” 

“You can do it, Catie,” Josie said immediately. 

“I know you’re scared, but—” 

“That’s not it. Well, that’s part of it. I am scared, 

but I’m also”—she grasped Josie by the elbow 
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and dragged her into a corner—“I’m jealous!” she 

whispered. 

“Jealous of what?” Josie asked. “Of Elizabeth’s 

dress? Madeleine’s gowns are the highest quality. 

I swear you are as pretty as Elizabeth. In fact, she 

pales beside you.” 

“No, Josie, I’m not jealous of Elizabeth’s looks. 

I’m-I’m jealous of . . .” She lowered her voice even 

further. “I think . . . I mean, I might feel some-

thing for . . . oh, it’s Valentine. I want him.” 

Josephine threw back her head and laughed. 

For a moment Catherine thought she truly re-

sembled the popular image of pirates from books 

and papers. Of course, Josie laughed. The idea of 

Catherine and a man like Valentine . . . 

“Who doesn’t want him, Catie?” Josie said. “He’s 

terribly handsome.” So Josie wanted him too? 

“But, Josie! We’re never going to marry.” 

“What? Because I’m never going to marry 

means I can’t even look at a man? I never will 

marry, but when I’m rich as a pirate, I plan to have 

lots of lovers.” 

“Oh, Lord.” 

“Catie, stop standing here. You and I are going 

to escape as soon as I find that treasure map. But 

I need more time. My assignment is to fi nd the 

map. Yours is to remain unmarried until I do. 

Now get to it.” 

Catherine felt like saluting, but Josie gave her a 

little push. 

Catherine entered the ballroom to the sight of 
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Elizabeth and Valentine dancing. She felt another 

pang of jealousy and a sharper stab of uncer-

tainty. They looked so good together—Valentine’s 

dark hair and eyes beside Elizabeth’s pale blond 

beauty. Who was she to part them? 

One, two, three . . . 

Then she caught Elizabeth’s eye. Her younger 

sister sneered at her, and then Catherine knew it 

was up to her to save Valentine and herself. Val-

entine was not the true target. 

Catherine waited until Elizabeth was dancing 

with another man before approaching Lord Val-

entine. She did so overtly, making sure that Eliza-

beth saw her. As she moved toward him, crossing 

the ballroom, she received encouraging waves 

from her three cousins. He was standing by him-

self for the first time that evening, and Catherine 

knew this might be her only opportunity. But  

when she approached him, he barely glanced at  

her before looking away again. Still, there was 

something in his look that made her remember 

she hadn’t yet donned a shawl. She felt almost 

naked. 

“My lord,” she said, standing beside him, re-

fusing to allow him to make her more nervous 

than she already was. 

“Miss Fullbright.” His voice was cold, and he 

obviously had no interest in speaking to her. 

She followed his gaze and saw that he was 

watching Elizabeth dancing. He did not look 
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jealous. The closer she looked, the more he ap-

peared simply satisfied by what he saw. She nar-

rowed her eyes. Lord, the look on the man’s face 

was nothing short of proprietary. He looked 

quite pleased with his newest acquisition. 

Catherine straightened her shoulders. Caveat 
emptor. “You are still intent on marrying my sis-

ter, I see.” 

He gave her a sideways glance. “And you are 

still intent on persuading me otherwise.” 

She shrugged. “I did try. But now that we are to 

be brother and sister by marriage, perhaps we 

should begin anew.” 

Without taking his eyes from Elizabeth, he an-

swered, “If that is your wish.” 

And then they stood in silence. 

Four, five, six, seven . . . 

Catherine sent an appealing look to Josephine 

across the room. What was she to do now? Val-

entine had not asked her to dance; and he did 

not seem at all interested in continuing their 

conversation. This sort of behavior would only 

please Lizzy, not tempt her into throwing a tan-

trum. 

Josephine bit her lip and consulted with Ash-

ley, who was beside her. The two whispered 

while Catherine shifted from foot to foot, hoping 

no one came between her and Valentine. 

Eight, nine . . . 

The ballroom was growing more crowded as 



78 SHANA GALEN 

the theaters let out, and the late arrivals made 

their appearance. Catherine watched the crowds 

and was forced to take a shaky breath. She could 

not panic now. Breathe, breathe. 

Nine, ten, ten, ten . . . 

“Are you well, Miss Fullbright?” Valentine said 

suddenly. She turned, and he was staring at her, 

concern in those lovely mahogany eyes. 

Her first instinct was to assure him she was 

quite all right. Her family mocked her fears of 

crowds and tight places, and the weakness em-

barrassed her. But now that his eyes were on her, 

she wanted to keep them there. What would Eliz-

abeth have done in this situation? Catherine had 

watched her flirt and charm men for years. Eliza-

beth would have wrapped Valentine around her 

fingers. She already had. 

Catherine took another shaky breath—quite 

authentic—and said, “I’m sorry, sir, but I do not 

feel well at all. I think a bit of air—” 

That was all she need say, and his hand was on 

the small of her back, and he was assisting her 

toward the French doors of her uncle William’s 

ballroom. The doors opened directly onto the 

lawn, and Catherine had entered through similar 

doors into other areas of the house often. As soon 

as she stepped outside, she recognized where she 

was and remembered the stone bench just a few 

feet away. 

“If I might sit down for a moment,” she said 
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before Valentine could leave her to fetch one of 

her cousins or aunts to help her, “I believe it 

would help.” 

“Of course,” Valentine said, taking her arm 

and leading her to the bench. He walked stiffl y 

beside her, and Catherine was well aware he did 

not wish to be there. 

He seated her on the bench, then moved an ap-

propriate distance away, and Catherine had to 

think quickly to keep him close by. It was impera-

tive her sister find them talking together. The very 

sight would so anger Elizabeth that she would fi -

nally show her true self. Then Valentine wouldn’t 

possibly wish to marry her, and Catherine would 

be free of the marriage threat hanging over her 

head long enough to escape with Josie. 

“Thank you so much for your kindness,” she 

said softly, so that he was forced to move a step 

closer to hear her. “I am feeling better already.” 

“Yes, your color is back,” he said, though his 

eyes were on the house and the activities of the 

ballroom. No matter. She did not need him to pay 

attention to her, merely to be by her side rather  

than Elizabeth’s. But there was something rather 

exciting about having him all to herself like this. 

In the semidarkness and shadows, his expres-

sions were a mystery to her. And yet she could 

feel his presence and smell the scent he wore. She 

shivered, afraid and intrigued all at once. 

She had not forgotten what men were capable 
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of. She had not forgotten her father’s vicious words 

and roughness, and so she could not understand 

why she, who knew what men were, wanted a 

man to touch her, caress her in that moment. She 

closed her eyes, remembering the feel of Valen-

tine’s strong hand on the small of her back. The 

hand had guided and reassured her, and yet she 

knew that same hand could hurt. 

She opened her eyes and looked at him, and to 

her surprise, he was staring at her. He did not 

look away when their gazes locked. He shifted 

and then he was closer, his knee brushing hers as 

he stood over her. 

One, two, three . . . 

“Are you still intent upon not marrying, Miss 

Fullbright?” His voice was lower than it had been. 

It resonated through her. 

“Quite so, sir.” 

He was looking down at her, and she fi nally 

had to look away. She was afraid what would 

happen if one of them did not. 

He reached out and placed a fi nger on her 

cheek, turning her face back to his. His fi nger 

was warm against her skin, a tantalizing contrast 

to the cool evening. She shivered. 

“May I ask why?” He did not remove his fi n-

ger. In fact, he seemed to be moving it closer to 

her mouth. 

“I-I am not inclined to marry,” she said, though 

she hardly knew how to speak anymore. “I do-do 

not wish to be under a man’s thumb.” She had 
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not meant to give so much away, but when the 

words were out, she glanced quickly up at him. 

He took his hand away. “Ah, so that is the rea-

son for this streak of independence. Surely you 

realize that by not marrying, you merely remain 

under your father’s thumb.” 

“The devil you know . . .” she whispered, but 

she did not think he heard. And if Valentine 

would only play his part, she wouldn’t be in her 

father’s house much longer. 

Valentine took the place beside her and stared 

out over the lawns. He did not speak, but his 

knee touched hers. Catherine’s breathing hitched. 

The feel of him beside her made her shake. She 

wanted to lean into his solid warmth, feel him 

put his arms around her. Equally strong was the 

impulse to run, to escape this man and all men. 

“You’re trembling, Miss Fullbright,” Valentine 

said, voice so low it was barely a rumble through 

her bones. “Shall I give you my coat, or are you 

well enough to return inside?” 

Catherine looked at him, and this close she 

could see his face very well. His gaze was admir-

ing, his focus on her lips, and under the heat of 

that look, she could not answer. Why on earth 

was he looking at her that way? Men never looked 

at her like this. 

“I thought I told you to put on a shawl.” 

“You did, but—” 

“Too late.” He placed a finger over her lips. “I 

can’t resist you now.” 
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She tried to protest, but instead, to her aston-

ishment, she found herself surrendering, closing 

her eyes and feeling his hand come around her 

waist. 

One heartbeat, two . . . 

“Quint, there you are!” a shrill voice called 

across the lawns. “I’ve been looking all over for 

you.” 

Catherine opened her eyes and turned to see 

Elizabeth rushing toward them. As recognition 

dawned, Elizabeth’s movements changed from 

graceful to jerky. Catherine stiffened, ready for 

the full force of her sister’s wrath, knowing it was 

inevitable and also that it was necessary. 

Valentine stood and stepped away from the 

bench. “Elizabeth, dear, I’m sorry to have left you. 

Your sister felt unwell.” 

Catherine saw the angry retort on Elizabeth’s 

lips and willed her to say it, willed her sister to 

show Valentine what she truly was. Elizabeth 

glanced at her, and Catherine knew her sister saw 

the expectation on her face, and quite suddenly, 

as though Elizabeth had seen through the entire 

ploy, her face relaxed and then transformed into 

a mask of concern. 

“Oh, my! Catie, are you well? Would you like 

me to fetch Mother?” 

Catherine glared at her. Where were the accu-

sations, the tantrums? Had she not seen Cathe-

rine sitting with Valentine? Had she not seen that 

his arm had been wound about her? One more 
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heartbeat and she would have been kissing him! 

But Elizabeth was all worry and distress. She 

took Valentine’s place beside Catherine and put 

her hand on her arm. “Oh, dear, not again. Poor, 

Catie.” 

Catherine almost laughed. Poor Catie? When 

had those words ever escaped her sister’s lips? 

“It’s silly, really,” she said, looking at her fi ancé. 

“Catie is terribly afraid of crowds. She can barely 

attend a ball without dissolving into a fit of hys-

terics.” 

Catherine jerked at the exaggeration, and Eliz-

abeth dug her nails into Catherine’s arm. 

“We usually have to take her home and put her 

to bed. Quint, would you be a dear and fetch my 

mother? I don’t want to leave Catie in this state.” 

He bowed. “Of course. I shall send her right 

out.” He started for the house, and Elizabeth’s 

face transformed, the full force of her fury fo-

cused on Catherine. 

Just as quickly it dissolved when Valentine  

slowed, looked back, and said, “Good night, Miss 

Fullbright. I do hope you recover quickly.” 

“Thank you,” Catherine managed before the 

pain from Elizabeth’s nails digging into her arm 

made her gasp. She tugged her arm away and 

stared at the half-moons of blood welling up. 

“Lizzy, that hurt!” 

She glanced up in time to see Lizzy’s hand 

coming toward her, but not in enough time to 

avoid the slap. Her sister’s hand cracked across 
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her cheek with enough force to snap Catherine’s 

head back. She cried out and leaned forward in 

an attempt to keep her balance on the bench, but 

Elizabeth merely used the opportunity to try and 

backhand her. Catherine caught her wrist and 

pushed back, but she was off-balance and went 

sprawling. 

She did not fall far or hard, but the indignity of 

it hurt quite enough. “That was for what you did 

to me at the Beaufort ball.” Slowly, Elizabeth rose 

and stood over her, treading on the hem of Mad-

die’s gown. “You stupid bitch. What were you 

trying to do out here? Lure him away from me?” 

Catherine didn’t answer. Instead, she stared at 

the dark smudge Lizzy’s dainty ball slipper had 

left on Maddie’s silk gown. 

“As though a man like Quint Childers would 

be interested in an old hag like you. Stick with 

what you are good at, spinster, and stay out of my 

way. If I catch you near him again, I’ll kill you.” 

“Elizabeth!” Both girls jumped and swiveled 

to see their father striding toward them. “Get in-

side now before you make a scene and ruin ev-

erything.” 

“But, Daddy, she—” 

“Get inside,” he growled. “The Duke of Chaw-

ton has just arrived, and when I return, you had 

better be dancing with him.” 

Elizabeth spared one last glance at Catie and 

then rushed toward the house. From the ground, 

Catherine looked up at her father, wondering if 
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there was any point in attempting to defend her-

self when he would side with Lizzy anyway. 

But she would not sit still and wait for him to 

strike. She stared at her father’s shoes and knew 

if he tried to hit her, she would throw everything 

she had back at him. Even if she had to scrub 

chamber pots for a week, he would be the one 

sorry tonight. 

And then suddenly his shoes were gone. She 

looked up, almost afraid it was a trick, but all she 

saw was his back. He was walking away, return-

ing to the house and the ball. 

Catherine tried to rise and then saw the drops 

of blood near the mark from Elizabeth’s slipper. 

Maddie’s dress was ruined. If she returned to the 

ball now, Elizabeth would tell everyone she’d 

tripped or had a nosebleed. Valentine would pity 

her. Elizabeth was on her guard now. Catherine 

knew she’d never get close to him again. 

She was doomed to whatever her father had in 

store. 



Chapter 7 nm 

Quint paced his bedroom, listening to the 

clock chime four. It was the day of his wed-

ding, early morning, and he could not sleep. Back 

and forth he paced, his bare feet sinking into the 

thick burgundy-and-blue Turkish rugs covering 

the hardwood floors. His bedroom was his sanc-

tuary in an otherwise unimpressive town house 

in Mayfair. He’d bought the house because he did 

not want to live in his parents’ residence in Gros-

vernor Square. He’d wanted his own space. His 

house boasted a small dining room and study on 

the ground floor; a large drawing room and 

smaller ladies’ parlor on the fi rst floor; and two 

adjoining bedrooms on the second fl oor, along 

with several smaller bedchambers. 
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Quint supposed those were intended for the 

residents’ children. But he did not plan to live 

here long with his wife. As soon as he and Eliza-

beth married, they would begin to search for a 

new house that would suit them both. 

With that intention in mind from the start, 

Quint had not taken much time or effort to fur-

nish the house in style. His wife could have 

charge of that duty. The one exception was his 

own bedroom. He’d commissioned a large full 

tester bed with Chinese silk hangings in dark  

blue and matching bedclothes. The furnishings 

in the room were tulipwood of the best quality. 

His favorite piece was his large mahogany desk 

with lion’s paws for feet. He had an identical 

piece in the small study downstairs and another 

in his office in Westminster. Quint liked consis-

tency, and he arranged each of the desks in the 

same manner, with matching pens and inkwells. 

In this manner, wherever he chose to work, he 

was at home. 

He paced to his desk now and opened a folder 

on a new investment proposal he was research-

ing for the prime minister. The government and 

Mr. Perceval would thank him if he recom-

mended the proposal and England prospered. 

Likewise, if he recommended the proposal, and 

it turned out to be a swindle, his name would be 

vilified. He could not afford to make a mistake, 

in this or any area of his life. 

He stared at the pages before him until the 
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words blurred. Standing, he began pacing again. 

He was restless and impatient, and he didn’t un-

derstand why. He wanted to marry, and he knew 

the woman he had selected would make an ex-

cellent wife. She was a bit young at seventeen, but 

he was no old man at thirty, and a young bride 

meant a malleable bride. 

Still, he felt a niggling prickle of unease on the 

back of his neck, just at the hairline. It was not an 

unfamiliar sensation. He’d felt it often before a 

vote on a bill in the House. Usually when things 

would not go his way. 

Why the ominous prickle should appear right 

before his wedding was a mystery, but he’d felt it 

the last week or more—ever since the betrothal 

ball his fiancée’s family had given. 

Quint crossed his bedroom and opened his 

dressing-room door. It was a small closet, and on 

the other side was another door, now open, which 

led to his bride’s room. Though they would not 

live here more than a few months, he’d had it re-

furbished specifically for Elizabeth. It was his 

wedding gift to her. Last week he’d had the room 

painted, papered, and upholstered in pale blues 

and lavenders. But now, as he stared at it, he could 

not picture Elizabeth there. When he looked at 

the bed he saw— 

But it was not true that he couldn’t see Eliza-

beth in the room. He could picture her standing 

by the window, an impatient look on her face, 

and he could see her primping in the mirror of 
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the tulipwood dressing table. He could even 

imagine her at the large kingwood-and-tulipwood 

armoire, sorting through clothing, attempting to 

pick the perfect gown for an evening out. 

But he could not see her in the bed, could not 

see himself sharing it with her. When he looked 

at the bed, he saw— 

He turned and strode back to his own cham-

ber. Standing before his own bed, draped in dark 

blue, he willed himself to imagine Elizabeth 

there. 

The image of a hazel-eyed, olive-skinned girl 

appeared before his eyes. Her silky black hair fell 

in soft waves to her waist, caressing generous 

curves. She was naked—her golden breasts cov-

ered by long, lustrous tresses—but the slight 

swell of her stomach and the curve of her hips 

drew his gaze. He wanted to reach out and touch 

those jutting hips, wrap his hand around her 

waist, and pull her lush, warm body against his 

own. He could smell her now, her fragrance rich 

and heavy like ripe peaches. Closing his eyes, he 

imagined taking her mouth with his and run-

ning his hands down along her body until he 

cupped that sweet derrière and pressed her hard 

against— 

Quint opened his eyes and, hands on the cov-

erlet before him, took a shuddering breath. The 

little witch had enchanted him. That was the only 

explanation. 

He hadn’t cared one whit for the chit before the 
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betrothal ball, but from the moment he’d seen her 

in the low-cut white satin gown, he could not 

take his eyes from her. Damn fool girl. Why 

hadn’t she worn a shawl with that gown? Better 

yet, why hadn’t she stuck to dressing in the poorly 

fitted gowns he was used to seeing her wear? He 

did not want to know that underneath those ugly 

shapeless things, she was so ripe and lush a man’s 

hands ached to caress her. 

Unlike so many of the pale, cool beauties of the 

ton—hell, unlike his own betrothed—Catherine 

was alive. Her skin, her hair, her complexion 

glowed with luxuriousness he needed to taste, to 

touch. Beside her, Elizabeth looked pale and wan. 

A slip of a girl beside a goddess. 

Quint had tried to avoid Catherine at the be-

trothal ball, but she had sought him out. Even 

then he attempted to ignore her. He tried to be  

cold, but she thawed his reserve until he found 

himself alone with her, arms about her, mouth so 

painfully close to touching hers that he felt he  

would go mad for wanting her. 

And he still wanted her. There was no doubt in 

his mind that the ache in his groin and his agi-

tated state were due in part to Catherine Anne 

Fullbright. 

Quint was not a rake. Nor was he a saint, by any 

stretch of the imagination. He was a disciplined 

man. He did not want or need a woman in his bed 

every night. And he did not seek to bed every 

woman he met. There were women available to 
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him, and he occasionally partook of their charms. 

He was a vital man of thirty, and he had needs. 

His needs were not pressing. There were often 

weeks when he did not even think of women, es-

pecially when he was consumed with important  

political affairs. More than anything else Quint 

sought a mate with the same goals as he. He fully 

intended to be faithful to Elizabeth, and he hoped 

one day he would come to love her, as his own 

parents had learned to love and cherish one an-

other. 

Quint knew what he wanted, and that was 

why he could not understand how he—an hon-

orable man, a disciplined man, a rational man— 

could not cease fantasizing about his fi ancée’s 

sister. 

Was he so depraved that he imagined betray-

ing his wife before they’d even exchanged vows? 

Was he so degenerate that he could not stop 

images of Catherine—Catie, her sister had called 

her—lying under him, her legs wrapped around 

him and her breathing hard and rapid? 

“Damn!” He turned and swiped his hand over 

his desktop, toppling several books and sending 

papers dancing all over the room. There went all 

his careful notes for the prime minister. 

Shaking his head, Quint knelt to restore the 

desk to order and his temper to its usual even-

ness. 

There was a quiet knock at his door, and his 

valet, Dorsey, said, “Are you well, my lord?” 
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“Fine,” Quint called. “Come back in an hour. 

I’ll be ready to dress for the wedding.” 

“Yes, my lord.” 

Quint listened for the receding footsteps and 

then returned to his task. With each paper he or-

dered, each book he set to rights, each pen he set 

in its usual place beside the blotter, he wiped 

Elizabeth’s sister from his mind. He ordered his 

bedroom as he ordered his thoughts, and there 

was no place for Catherine Fullbright in either. 

The bedroom door slammed open, and Cathe-

rine sat up with a scream lodged in her throat. 

“Elizabeth, go to your mother’s room. Now.” 

Her father stood in the doorway, the light behind 

him, his shadow falling over Catherine’s bed like 

a shroud. 

Catherine watched as her younger sister scram-

bled out of her bed, passed her father, and hur-

ried out the door. It was Elizabeth’s wedding day, 

and Catherine had only moved back in the room 

from the attic two days ago. Perhaps her father 

had forgotten he’d allowed her to move back? 

“Father,” she stuttered. “Remember, you said I 

could sleep in here now.” 

But he remained blocking the doorway, and 

Catherine shrank back when he raised the lan-

tern he carried and stepped into her bedroom. 

He was not alone. Beside him was a large man, 

almost as wide as the door and almost as tall. He 
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had his ham-sized fists outstretched, and he 

leered at Catherine with obvious intent. 

“F-f-father, what do you want?” Catherine 

pulled her knees up against her chest and tried to 

make herself small. With the two men in her bed-

room, the room already seemed unbearably tiny 

and cramped. She struggled for breath as her 

heart pounded incessantly in her temples. 

One, two, three . . . 

“Well, what do you think?” her father said to 

the beefy man, holding the lantern closer to Cath-

erine so that she was visible. She lowered her 

head, and her father grasped her chin and yanked 

her face back up. “Stand up girl. Show him what 

you got.” 

She screamed as he hauled her from the bed. 

Her nightshirt ripped on the bedpost so that it fell 

open over her shoulder. She caught it before it 

could expose more skin. Head ringing, she 

clutched her father and looked up in time to see 

the beefy man grinning down at her. God help 

her, she could see the bulge in his pants. 

“I like her. Ten pounds, you say?” 

Catherine blinked. Ten pounds? Was she being 

sold? Here and now, thrust out of her warm bed 

and bartered away like a piece of meat? 

“Ten pounds,” her father agreed, and stuck out 

his hand. The beefy man handed him a wad of 

blunt and then reached for Catherine. 

She screamed. She screamed like she had never 
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screamed before, so loud that it would wake not 

only the house but the neighbors and the whole 

city of London. 

“Stop that infernal wailing,” her father bel-

lowed. “I gave you a chance. I brought you suit-

ors and took you to balls. But you wouldn’t 

listen.” He bent low and his rank, brandy-soaked 

breath wafted over her. “You and that little hoy-

den cousin of yours had to make plans.” There 

was dried spittle on his lips, and she could see he 

hadn’t shaved for several days. Stray, gray hairs 

grew in at all angles on his chin and cheeks. 

“Now, you see that I keep my promises.” 

He hauled her up and all but threw her at the 

beefy man, but Catherine reached out at the last 

moment and grabbed her father’s hand. Her 

thoughts were wild now, desperate and jumbled, 

and all she could think was no, no, no! 

She held fast to her father’s hand, even when 

he tried to pry her fi ngers loose. 

“Get off me,” he said, but she held on. And 

somehow she leashed her terror, gathered it into 

a ball, and used it to fuel her courage. She looked 

up and into her father’s face. He was staring 

down at her, his expression uncertain. She did 

not think he had expected this from her. 

“Daddy,” she cried, using the endearment she 

hadn’t spoken since she was a little girl. “Please, 

don’t do this to me. Please. Anything but this.” 

“I won’t have this insubordination,” he roared. 

But she held on. “You’re no longer my daughter.” 
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“Daddy, please, no. Please. I’ll marry. Whom-

ever you choose. Anything. Please don’t give me 

to him.” She glanced ay the brute again. “Please, 

please.” 

“You’ll do whatever I ask?” he said. “Marry 

whomever I say?” When she looked into his face 

again, she saw the slightest hint of a smile. Her 

blood turned to ice, and she felt her stomach 

heave. 

“Anyone?” her father pressed. “Even your sis-

ter’s betrothed?” 

Catherine swallowed the acid in her throat. 

She wanted to scream no. What her father sug-

gested was wrong. Immoral. She glanced back at 

the beefy man, then back at her father. 

Catherine swallowed the acid in her throat and 

nodded. 

“Good.” Her father strode to the door and 

clapped his hands and Meg, their much-abused 

housemaid, came in carrying a tray of tea. 

Catherine looked from Meg to her father. 

“What is that?” 

Her father poured the steaming brew into a 

large cup and thrust it into her hands. “Drink it, 

or I keep his money.” He nodded at the beefy 

man. 

Catherine swallowed. “But, Father, this will 

never work. Valentine is no fool. He’ll know I’m 

not Elizabeth. Even if I’m veiled, he’ll know.” 

Edmund Fullbright smiled. “Don’t you worry 

about Valentine. I bribed one of his footmen to 



96 SHANA GALEN 

give him the same brew you’ll take. Now drink.” 

The brute shifted, his gaze never leaving Cath-

erine’s breasts. 

Catherine gulped the foul-tasting brew, not 

caring that it scalded her tongue. 

Three hours later, she stood in the chapel. It 

was cool and quiet inside, but to her everything 

appeared hazy and blurred. She swayed, but her 

father’s hand on her elbow steadied her. She was 

glad that she could not see clearly, glad that her 

groom’s face was obscured, and that the tea her 

father had given her before the ceremony numbed 

her. She did not want to think what she was 

 doing. 

She did not want to think of Elizabeth at home, 

crying, as Catherine took her place. She did not 

want to think what Valentine would do when he 

lifted the heavy veil and saw his bride. 

But perhaps he would not notice. She’d seen 

him sway and stumble and knew he, too, was 

drugged. 

The parish priest was speaking, saying her 

name, and behind her, she heard her father cough. 

He’d done so each time her name was required. 

He’d hacked and coughed, concealing the sound 

of her name, so that she did not even know 

whether her name or Elizabeth’s was spoken. 

And then she was being shaken from her lovely 

quiet place. She was urged to speak, and she 

obeyed. It seemed so much easier to obey now 

that she had drunk the tea. 
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She spoke the words required of her, listening 

to the voice coming from her lips in wonder. It 

did not sound like her, and yet she liked listening 

to the voice. She did not want the voice to stop. 

But she was hushed, and the voice went dead, 

and Catherine wished she herself were dead be-

cause then her heavy veil was lifted, and she 

looked into mahogany brown eyes. The shock 

and disgust on Valentine’s face was a physical 

blow. And then all went black. 

Catherine stretched and tried to open her eyes. 

They were so heavy, though, that she almost 

rolled over and went back to sleep. Her whole 

body was terribly burdensome. She could not 

seem to move it. Every time she did, her head 

ached. But she could not sleep all day. She had to 

go to Elizabeth’s wedding. 

With an immense burst of will, she opened her 

eyes and tried to focus. The room was dark, the 

bed’s blue silk drapes drawn. She blinked. Her 

bed did not have drapes. Reaching out, she parted 

the luxurious material and peered into an unfa-

miliar room. The curtains, also blue, were pulled 

shut, so she had no idea of the time, but she felt as 

though she’d slept for a week. 

She closed her eyes again and tried to think 

where she was. She’d been asleep in her bed and 

then— 

Catherine shot awake. Everything fl ooded back 

to her so quickly that her head throbbed with the 
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effort to contain it all. Bits and snippets of images 

poured over her. 

Her father bursting into her room. 

The beefy man’s ham-sized fi sts. 

The cool church. 

Valentine lifting her veil. 

No! 

She had to find Valentine. Lifting her head 

from her pillow, she forced herself to ignore the 

pain and sit. As she did so, the sheet she wore fell 

back. Catherine gasped, noting she wore nothing 

underneath. She was naked in a strange bed. 

There was a groan and beside her something 

moved, and then a man’s arm emerged from the 

silk bedcovers beside her. 

Catherine screamed and clutched the sheet, 

pulling it to her chin. She kicked at the man and 

scooted as far toward the edge of the bed as pos-

sible. 

“What the hell?” he said. She was pulling all 

the sheets to cover herself and revealing him in 

the process, and her eyes widened as she realized 

he, too, was naked. 

One, two, three, four . . . 

Good Lord! She was in bed with a naked man. 

She pinched her arm, hoping it was a dream. 

Her arm hurt, and she did not wake. Then the 

man rolled over, turning so that she could see his 

bare chest all the way to where the last vestiges of 

sheets barely covered him at the hips. 

Catherine stared, unable to take her eyes off 
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him. And then she jumped up, tripped over the 

sheets, and stumbled to her feet. She screamed 

again, backing away from the now-naked man 

and wrapping the sheets tightly around her. She 

had to escape, to get away from this man. But she 

could not go home. She could never, never, never 

go home. Anything but that. 

“Who the devil—” Valentine was looking at 

her now, frowning, seeming confused. He did 

not appear to recognize her yet or understand 

what was going on, but Catherine knew. Oh, God, 

she knew all too well what had happened. 

Her father’s plan had succeeded. He’d forced 

her agreement, drugged her, then drugged Val-

entine, too. And now Quint Childers, the Earl of 

Valentine, was staring at her, naked and aroused, 

and lying in the bed they’d shared. 



Chapter 8 nm 

“Stop screaming,” Quint said, when he 

found his voice. “I can’t think with you 

screaming.” 

The woman closed her mouth, her hazel eyes 

wide and frightened. He ran a hand through his 

hair and tried to understand what was going on. 

One minute he’d been sleeping, dreaming that a 

soft, warm woman was beside him. The next mo-

ment, he’d been shoved, thrust into coldness, and 

had his senses assaulted by a high-pitched keen-

ing. His head throbbed with a dull ache that 

numbed his usually quick wits. 

What the hell was going on? And what was he 

doing in his bed? He thought back, mentally re-
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traced his steps, but the path was not easy. It was 

dark and winding, and at first all he could re-

member was a church. Talking to Edmund Full-

bright in a church. And he’d been angry—they’d 

both been angry because— 

Quint bolted upright and swore. Catherine 

yelped and jumped back, taking all of his bed-

clothes with her, and then he swore again. He 

was naked, with a morning erection he could not 

hope to hide. 

At least now he knew why she was screaming. 

“Damn, damn, damn! That goddamn bastard. 

I’m going to have his head.” 

Quickly, he rose and pulled on his dressing  

robe. In two strides he was at his desk, pen in 

hand, fumbling for paper. And then he paused. 

How the hell was he going to fix this with a 

pen? He needed a pistol. He needed to fi nd Ed-

mund Fullbright, shove the pistol into his mouth, 

and pull the trigger. 

Quint gripped the desk. No, he had to be ratio-

nal. He had to think. 

He looked at his pen again. He would write a 

letter and decry the wrong that had been done to 

him. He’d tell how his father-in-law had drugged 

him. He didn’t know how, but he knew that the 

deed had been done. He’d been drugged and 

only half-lucid when he and his bride had ex-

changed vows, and he’d lifted his bride’s veil and 

found not Elizabeth but Catherine. 
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And then her father had taken him aside and 

showed him the marriage license. There, swim-

ming before his blurry vision, was Catherine’s 

name, not Elizabeth’s. Fullbright had warned 

Quint not to make a scene. One sister or the other, 

what was the difference? He was married to a 

Fullbright now, a niece of the Earl of Castleigh, 

what else did he want? 

Quint had told Fullbright in no uncertain 

terms that he wanted Elizabeth. And then Mrs. 

Fullbright had come in with Catherine and tea. 

More tea. 

Quint thought of the tea he’d drunk yesterday 

morning. That was how Fullbright had done it 

then. And he’d never thought, not until he had 

that second cup. 

Now he pulled paper after paper off his desk, 

tossing the used sheets on the floor, but he could 

not find a clean one. Quint dropped his aching 

head in his hands. It was no use. He’d seen the 

marriage license. And he had signed it. He was 

married to Catherine. He’d said the vows to her, 

and he didn’t even remember whether the priest 

had said her name or Elizabeth’s. And now, to 

seal the deal, he had slept with her. He didn’t 

think he had taken her, made love to her, but he 

could not be sure, and what did it matter any-

way? She would be ruined. Even if he arranged 

an annulment, she was already ruined. 

He was ruined—all his hopes and dreams, his 

plans for the future disappeared into dust when 
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he’d lifted that veil. He allowed his head to fall 

into his hands. He allowed himself a moment of 

mourning for what might have been, and then he 

steeled himself. This wasn’t over, not by far. 

Slowly, he turned back to the room and faced 

Catherine. His wife. 

She had pushed herself into a corner, her face 

pale and wary, as though she feared he would 

pounce on her at any moment. She looked afraid 

and confused, and with her hair down about her 

shoulders, very much like he’d pictured her in 

his fantasies. Quint pushed the image away and 

tried to keep his thoughts honorable. 

“We need to talk,” he said. 

She nodded. 

“Your father—” 

“I won’t go back,” she said, her voice shaky but 

strong. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want this to happen, 

but I will not go back.” 

Quint frowned. “Then you knew?” he said. 

“You willingly took part in his plan.” He tamped 

down the burst of anger that threatened to fl are 

up again. Now he knew the kind of woman he 

was dealing with. 

“No!” She stepped out of her corner, the words 

spoken so vehemently that he almost found her 

believable. “I had no choice. He-he—if I hadn’t 

gone along he would have . . .” She trailed off, 

and he watched her glance about his bedroom, 

then turn her gaze on him. Her hands tightened 

on the pile of silk bedclothes at her throat. He 
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wondered if she realized they gaped at her side, 

showing him the curve of one honey-colored 

breast. 

He looked away. He didn’t want to feel lust for 

her right now. He was angry, so angry, and lust 

would only complicate the matter. He wanted to 

strangle her. How dare she deceive him like this? 

How dare she and that bastard father of hers do 

this to him and Elizabeth? 

She was speaking again, and he glanced at her, 

fury making her words hard to understand at 

fi rst. 

“I don’t understand how this happened,” she 

was saying. Catherine gestured to the bed. “How 

did we end up here? I don’t remember—” 

“You were drugged,” Quint said without pre-

amble. “Opium, as I’m sure you well know.” 

She closed her eyes. “The tea. He made me 

drink it before we left for the church.” 

He leaned forward in his chair and pounced. 

“So you were drugged, but that doesn’t change 

the fact that your name was on our marriage li-

cense. You stood with me in the church and said 

the vows.” 

“I didn’t want this,” she said, her voice a mere 

breath. 

“I don’t believe you.” He could see the shock 

on her face, but he didn’t care. “Tell me, why 

should I believe you? You all but seduced me the 

night of the betrothal ball.” 
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She curled her lip, mirroring his own disgust. 

“You wanted to be seduced.” 

“Well, I didn’t want this marriage. I didn’t want 

you.” 

She flinched, then took a breath. 

“You’ve made your feelings for me plain. What 

are you going to do?” Her voice still shook when 

she spoke, but he wasn’t sure exactly what she 

was afraid of—the fact that she was naked in a 

room with a man or the threat of having to spend 

the rest of her life with said gentleman. 

“There’s nothing I can do.” He ran a hand 

through his hair again. Bloody hell, he wanted to 

kill that bastard Fullbright. But his anger was al-

ready smoldering, being replaced by something 

like despair. “I know of no escape.” 

“But we could get an annul—” 

He shook his head. “Annulment, divorce. Ei-

ther choice leaves you a ruined woman. Where 

will you go? Your father will not take you back, 

and your family will be disgraced.” 

“I told you that I won’t go back.” The color had 

returned to her face now, and her hazel eyes were 

bright with anger. Even doomed as they were, he 

could appreciate her strong will. She took a step 

forward. “And I won’t accept this marriage.” 

Quint gave a bark of laughter. “Is that so? And 

just what do you propose we do, Miss Fullbright? 

There is no way out of this without causing a 

scandal. And not just a scandal that people will 
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whisper about for a Season and then forget. If we 

even hint to the public that we were duped into 

this marriage, you and I will never recover.” 

He knew the words he spoke were true, knew 

the rational part of his mind was beginning to 

emerge, and yet the facts, logical as they were, 

were no easier to accept. With bile in his throat, 

he forced himself to go on. 

“We must use all of our skills to persuade the 

public that I changed my mind and intended to 

marry you all along.” 

“And who will believe that? What about the 

banns, the betrothal ball?” 

Valentine looked at her as though she were a 

simpleton. “People will believe what I tell them. 

I’ve built my reputation on honesty and integ-

rity.” And made the mistake of believing others 

were the same. What a fool he’d been. 

Bedclothes still clenched tightly to her chin, 

she advanced on him. “So that’s what this is  

about. You are worried about your wretched ca-

reer. Well, I couldn’t care less about your political 

advancement. I won’t be your wife. I’ll-I’ll run 

away.” 

“Oh, no you will not.” The little deceiver might 

have helped trick him into marriage, but she 

would not ruin his career, too. Quint stood and 

stared down at her, though she was not much 

shorter than he. “Do you think I want to be mar-

ried to you? A woman who stands here and tells 
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me she cares nothing for my entire life’s work? A 

woman who isn’t half as pretty or remotely as 

charming as her sister, and I am stuck with you 

for life? Life. Do you think that’s what I want?” 

She took a step back, but he caught her wrist. 

“Do not dare think I don’t know what you did, 

you little liar. But my hands—our hands—are 

tied. There is no way out. And I will not have you 

do anything rash that might jeopardize both our 

reputations. I need a partner, not a liability.” 

Catherine wrenched her wrist free of his hold 

and took two steps back. “You want a partner? 

Ha! You want a lapdog to follow you about and 

nod at your every pronouncement. I’m sorry I’m 

not the sweet, biddable wife you’d hoped to get, 

but I assure you Elizabeth would not have been 

so either.” 

“I suppose now I will never know. Damn it!” 

He slammed his hand down on the desk, angry 

at the situation, his own foolishness, and his loss 

of control. “Damn it all to hell. I don’t even know 

what to do with you.” He made a dismissive ges-

ture. “I should just send you home. Let your fa-

ther deal with you.” It was an idle threat, but her 

body tensed in immediate fear. 

“I won’t go. And if you even try—” 

“Don’t presume to tell me what you will or will 

not do. You’ll do what I say.” Quint couldn’t stop 

the words from spilling out of his mouth. He did 

not intend to speak them. He didn’t even mean 
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them, but something about her defi ance and the 

reckless look in her eyes set him spinning. 

“You pompous, self-centered bastard,” she 

spat. “You don’t have to worry about me. I won’t 

be your problem much longer.” 

She swept the train of the bedclothes over one 

arm, marched to the door, opened it, and stomped 

into the hallway. 

“Where the devil are you going now?” Quint 

said, following her. “You can’t walk about Lon-

don dressed in a sheet.” 

“It’s not your concern,” she called over her 

shoulder, now descending the staircase that would 

lead to the entry hall. “Go back to your room and 

feel sorry for yourself.” 

Her voice began to fade, and he had to start 

down the fi rst flight of stairs. He passed a maid 

who was staring after the woman dressed only 

in a bedsheet and who then goggled at him in his 

dressing robe. 

“I’m not going back to my room,” he said when 

he’d caught sight of her again. “And you are not 

leaving. Get back into that bedroom.” 

She’d reached the last three steps and descended 

them without even pausing. As she marched to-

ward the front door, Quint’s butler rushed for-

ward to open it for her. 

“Webster! Do not open that door!” Quint 

roared. Webster paused, but she breezed past the 

man. 

“Thank you anyway, Webster,” she said as 
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though she’d known the man for years. “I can 

open it on my own.” 

Webster bowed, “Yes, madam.” 

Quint ran a hand through his hair and rushed 

down the last steps. “I order you to stop. Now! 

Elizabeth!” 

His new wife’s back went ramrod straight, like 

a stag who has been shot with a mortal arrow. 

She paused, hand on the doorknob. Quint held 

his breath, praying to God she’d reconsidered. 

She looked back. “My name is Catherine.” And 

she opened the door and walked into the London 

morning. 

Quint looked at his butler and then back at the 

line of servants peering down the hall and over 

the staircase. As one, they looked down and pro-

ceeded to work diligently at their tasks. 

Quint grabbed the door and slammed it shut. 

Idiot woman! Let her go out there and make a 

fool of herself. This was exactly what he’d meant 

when he’d said he didn’t want her doing any-

thing rash. 

From outside he heard a man yell, and then 

there was a crash, and Quint shut his eyes. Dear 

God, the woman was already stopping traffi c. 

Quint pulled the door open again, saw his wife 

strolling, head high, shoulders bare, sheets pulled 

up to her ears down the walk in front of his house. 

He whipped back to his servants. “Fetch my boots 

and my horse.” They gawked at him. “Now!” 

* * *  
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Quint went after her. It had taken more time 

than he liked to fetch the horse from the mews 

and to saddle the beast, but Quint had used the 

minutes to tug on the pants he’d worn the day 

before. Unfortunately, the quick search of his 

room had not uncovered Catherine’s clothing. 

Quint spurred his horse forward, following 

the trail of surprised and whispering people 

Catherine had left in her wake. He saw her a mo-

ment later, and he thanked God it was early 

enough that most Londoners were still abed. She 

could have been hurt or accosted by now. 

“Catherine!” he yelled, galloping up beside her. 

She barely glanced at him. “I see you remem-

ber my name.” 

He tightened his grip on the reins to stop him-

self from snatching her right then. “It was a small 

mistake. And an understandable one.” 

“I see.” She marched on. 

He decided to try reasoning with her. “Cathe-

rine, I know you’re upset right now, but you have 

to come home.” 

“I have no home,” she said, and he could have 

sworn she increased her pace. 

“I meant come to my home. Just for now. Tem-

porarily. Until we sort all of this out.” Quint 

looked ahead, trying to determine where she 

might be headed. As he did so, he saw the Secre-

tary of the Navy’s coach approaching. He ducked 

his head as the secretary peered out the window 

at him. 
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Catherine did not even notice. “I don’t think 

so.” 

Quint was becoming desperate. Another block, 

and they would reach the heart of Mayfair. Not to 

mention, it was later than he’d first thought. The 

streets were already beginning to crowd. He tried 

one last attempt at reason. “Catherine, I’m going to 

ask one more time.” He spurred his horse forward 

so that it blocked her path. “I’m begging you,” he 

said, choking on the words as though they were 

poison. “Please turn back.” 

She barely glanced up at him, stepped to the 

right, and walked straight by the horse, dragging 

the bedsheets in the dirt after her. 

That was it. Quint was a reasonable man, but 

he had his limits. The moment she was on his op-

posite side, he leaned down, caught her by the 

arm, and swept her over the horse on her belly in 

front of him. 

As he expected, she did not go willingly, she 

fought him, losing a good portion of the bed-

clothes in the process, but he was able to throw 

one sheet over her. Then it was just a matter of 

holding her down and starting for home. 

The horse he rode was a gentle mare, and Quint 

thanked God for that blessing. He could not have 

controlled a nervous horse and held on to Cathe-

rine. He had one arm clamped firmly on her bot-

tom, which stuck up on one side. Her head hung 

down on the other, her long black hair trailing on 

the ground. 
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“Let go of me!” She squirmed and swiped at  

him before grabbing on to his leg again for fear of 

falling. 

“Hold on, you silly chit. We’re almost there.” 

That statement only elicited another round of 

squirming and fighting until he fi nally grabbed 

her around the waist and yelled, “Unless you 

want me to lift this sheet, and swat your bare bot-

tom right here, sit still!” 

Fortunately, that did the trick. She stopped 

fighting and lay stiffly on the horse’s back. Unfor-

tunately, he’d yelled the threat at the top of his 

voice, and people on the street were now staring 

at him. Not that they hadn’t been before, but  

somehow he’d attracted a crowd following him, 

and as soon as he turned up to his town house, 

the whole city would have his name on its lips. 

Quint decided there were two ways to deal 

with the situation. One, he could cringe, run, and 

hide inside the house. 

Two, he could make the best of it. People would 

talk no matter what, but his actions might infl u-

ence what they said. 

At his front walk, he slowed his horse and 

tossed the reins to one of his footmen. Then, with 

a wave to the crowd, he gathered Catherine and 

her sheet up. He pulled her off the horse, tossed 

her over his shoulder, and, smiling, marched into 

the house. 



Chapter 9 nm 

Catherine closed her eyes. All the blood was 

rushing to her head, and she felt so dizzy 

she could not have protested had she wanted to. 

The horrible politician bounced her into the house 

and up the stairs. Catherine was almost glad she 

had not eaten anything in two days. If she had, 

she would surely have lost it. 

Finally, he ceased jouncing her up fl ights of 

stairs, and she opened one eye to see the red car-

pets of the second-floor hallway. He was taking 

her back to the bedroom. This was it. Now, he 

would beat her and rape her. After the way she’d 

acted, she knew she had it coming. 

But instead of opening the last door of the hall-

way, the one she knew led to his room, he stopped 
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short and walked into another room. This one 

was done in pastels, all muted blues and laven-

ders. At least she thought it was before her world 

spun violently, and she was dropped unceremo-

niously on a bed. 

Immediately, she curled into a protective ball, 

covering her face and head. But she also fi sted 

her hands. He might get in the fi rst blow, but he 

wouldn’t have the chance at another. 

Nothing happened. Catherine cracked one eye 

open. 

Valentine was standing over her, hands on his 

knees, trying to catch his breath. “Sorry I had to 

do that.” 

Catherine frowned and opened both eyes. He 

was apologizing? 

“I warned you not to act rash—” 

“Bastard!” she spat the word, hoping it would 

goad him to action. Why did he not just hit her 

and get it over with? She was ready to fi ght now. 

“Ah, good. You’re feeling better already. Splen-

did.” 

Catherine uncoiled and sat up. What was 

wrong with this man? She insulted him, and his 

retort was “splendid”? 

He was backing toward the door now. “I’m go-

ing to have to lock the door, but I promise to send 

a tray of food.” 

Catherine’s indignation shot her to her knees. 

“Don’t you dare lock me in, Valentine. I’m not 

staying here.” 
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He was already at the door. She scrambled off 

the bed, barely managing to preserve her mod-

esty with the sheet. 

“It’s only until you calm down, and we can 

talk rationally.” 

“I don’t want to talk rationally!” she said. “I 

want out of this marriage.” 

“So do I!” And he closed the door, locking it, 

just as she reached it and began pounding. But it 

was no use. The door was locked, and she was 

imprisoned. She went back to the bed and tried 

to comprehend what had just happened. She had 

awakened beside him, naked. They had obvi-

ously been sleeping together for some time, and 

yet, he had not raped her. She would have known 

if he had forced himself on her. Perhaps the opium 

had incapacitated him so much that he had not 

been able to take her? More likely, he found her so 

repulsive that he did not want her. 

And then she had argued with him, fought 

with him, and stormed out of his house. He must 

have been furious. He’d gone after her, and yet,  

when he had her back, he didn’t beat her. Not 

even when she insulted him further. 

She didn’t understand this man. He was not 

acting at all like her father would have. 

Suddenly, her door was hastily opened, a cov-

ered tray shoved inside, then it was closed and 

locked again. 

Perfect beginning. Now the servants were 

afraid of her. 
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She wandered over to the tray, lifted the linen 

napkin, and stared. Wonder of wonders, Valen-

tine had kept his word and sent the food. What 

was wrong with this man? Why was he being so 

nice? Did he not realize that she didn’t deserve 

the food? She had been defiant and rude. 

Shouldn’t she be punished? 

She peered at the food again. Perhaps there 

was some punishment in it. Perhaps it was poi-

soned and would make her violently ill. 

She ate a piece of cheese and some bread, drank 

a half glass of wine, waited, but nothing hap-

pened. Catherine sat back on the bed and slowly 

the thought occurred to her that Valentine was 

not punishing her at all. In fact, he was not going 

to punish her. 

Was it possible Valentine was a man like her 

uncle William, kind and even-tempered? 

No, she would not let her guard down yet. It 

might be a trick, a ploy to lull her into compla-

cency. 

Catherine finished her meal and lay back on 

the bed, surveying her surroundings. If she had 

to be imprisoned, this was a nice enough jail. The 

room was small but the space well used. There 

were two windows, both draped with a light-

weight lilac material. They seemed to overlook a 

small badly tended garden in the rear of the 

house. 

The furniture was heavy but not overbear-

ing. She allowed her gaze to rove over the tall 
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kingwood-and-tulipwood armoire in one corner. 

It was a beautiful piece, decorated with parque-

try and ormolu mounts. Across from the brass 

bed where she lay, sat a beautiful combination 

writing desk and dressing table, also in tulip-

wood and also with extensive ormolu. The last 

piece was a washstand with a tile-paneled splash-

back. She stood and went to washstand, pleased 

to find the pitcher was full of cool water. She 

poured about half into the washbowl and rinsed 

her face, then crossed to the lovely armoire, hop-

ing inside there might be some article of clothing 

she could wear. 

But the three inner shelves were empty except 

for extra linens and a stack of lace handkerchiefs. 

They were embroidered, and Catherine lifted one 

and stared at it. In the corner, the initials EV were 

embroidered in script. 

Catherine dropped the handkerchief. Eliza-

beth Valentine. This room, these handkerchiefs, 

were meant to be Elizabeth’s. Catherine put her 

face in her hands. 

She was doomed. She knew that now. She was 

married, and no matter how much she wanted 

Valentine to find a way out of the union, she 

knew in her heart it was nigh impossible. He’d 

talked of scandal, and he was right. The scandal 

would ruin her reputation and his career. 

She cared little for herself, but she knew he 

would protect his career above all else. 

So what now? He didn’t like her; he didn’t even 
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trust her. He thought she’d planned this bride 

swap. He certainly didn’t love her. It seemed to  

her that a marriage without love was the worst 

sort of prison, especially when one partner loved 

another. Valentine had called her Elizabeth. He 

obviously loved her sister. And Lord knew Cath-

erine was nothing like her sister. 

How fitting that Catherine should be forced 

into marriage with a man who would spend all 

his days pining for her horrible, spoiled sister. 

Elizabeth didn’t begin to deserve this man. Not 

that Catherine did. If he was really as kind as he 

seemed—and that was just preposterous; it had 

to be a ruse—then Catherine knew she could 

never deserve him. 

If she ever got out of here, she would fi nd a 

way to make her father pay for this. How could 

anyone treat others’ lives so carelessly? How 

could he trick a man into marriage and condemn 

his own daughter to a lifetime of misery? 

And what of her sister? Catherine was under 

no illusion that Elizabeth loved Valentine. The 

girl loved no one but herself. But to have the man 

you were betrothed to taken away, capriciously 

given to another, and be made a fool of before all 

Society. 

Did her father realize what he’d done? Did he 

even care? 

And how could he possibly get away with this? 

Valentine had said her name was on the license 

and she’d said the vows, but what of the banns, 
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the engagement announcement, and the betrothal 

ball? Surely Society would notice that one sister 

had been substituted for the other. Valentine 

was so worried about sullying his reputation, but 

Catherine could not but believe they were already 

the favorite topic of the ton. 

Not that she cared one jot for the ton. She had 

more important concerns. Her face fl amed when 

she thought of her behavior this morning. What 

had she been thinking, marching through the 

streets in nothing but a sheet? 

She could never have imagined doing anything 

so reckless in all her life, but something inside 

her had snapped when Valentine had threatened 

to send her home. Terror had overridden reason, 

and she had indeed behaved rashly, as Valentine 

suggested. But what did he know of rationality? 

Valentine had not been pulled out of a sound 

sleep and sold to a leering thug for less than the 

cost of employing a housekeeper. 

She would not go home, and the more she 

thought about it, the more she realized that she 

could not allow Valentine to end the marriage. If 

he did so, she would have no choice but to live on 

the street. That, or run to her uncle William’s. She 

wiped a trickle of wetness from her cheek. Oh, 

what did it matter? She’d run before, and her fa-

ther always found her. He always got her back. If 

she left Valentine, her father would get to her. He 

would sell her again or worse . . . 

Valentine, with his excessive worry about 
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scandal and his reputation, was nothing com-

pared to her father. Why, the earl had not even 

struck her after her behavior this morning. She’d 

been impudent and insulting, and the man had 

done nothing but apologize. He hadn’t laid a  

hand on her. Yet. 

She did not want to be married. She did not 

want to be some man’s wife—subject to his  

whims and his fists and his anger. But what if her 

marriage had actually relieved her of that life? 

What if this marriage to Valentine had saved her 

from the whims of another man, even worse than 

the man she called husband? 

She stared at the shadows on the ceiling and 

considered. She might be wrong about Valentine. 

After all, hadn’t she always said that the devil 

you knew was better than the devil you didn’t? 

But what if Valentine was her one escape from 

her father? 

But even this revelation did not relieve the 

trapped feeling in her chest. What would Valen-

tine do with her now that she was his? What if 

she had misjudged him and, given time, he was 

no better than her father? 

One thing was clear to her. She might be his 

wife in name, but she would not be his wife in 

truth. She would not share his bed or his life. As 

long as she was here in London, she still had her 

cousins, her only friends. She could run to them 

for protection, if only temporarily. 

Sometime later there was a knock on the bed-
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room door. Catherine had fashioned a sort of toga 

from the sheets, and now she checked that it was 

secure. 

“Miss Fullbright?” 

It was Valentine. She pulled the knot at one 

shoulder tighter. “What do you want?” Now, he 

would beat her. 

“May I come in?” 

He was asking permission? What kind of trick-

ery was this? She tried to forestall him. “Do you 

have my clothes?” 

“I’m not going to stand in the hallway and yell 

through the door. I’m coming in.” 

She heard the sound of the lock turning, and 

Valentine poked his head in. He peered about the 

room, obviously worried she’d gone on a ram-

page and destroyed it, then he peered at her. 

Catherine crossed her arms over her chest and 

felt her cheeks explode with heat. Now that she 

saw him again, her earlier escape seemed even 

more childish. Had she actually thought that 

stomping into the street wearing nothing but this 

sheet would solve anything? 

And then he stepped into the room, and she 

had the impulse to run away again. Not just be-

cause she was afraid he would hurt her. The sight 

of him, even now that he was fully clothed, re-

minded her of his nakedness this morning. She 

hadn’t meant to reveal anything when she’d  

pulled the bedclothes off him. She had not meant 

to see the expanse of his chest, lightly furred with 
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dark hair. She had not meant to see his bronze 

arms, hard and muscular. She had not meant to 

see those long, lean legs or to look when he’d 

risen to catch a glimpse of his small, tight bot-

tom. And she had especially not meant to see 

that part of him that made him unquestionably 

male. Had he been sleeping beside her all night 

with it hard and ready for battle? 

She shrank back from him. Was it hard now? 

Was he ready to use it on her? 

“I’ve come with gifts,” he said. 

Catherine paused and blinked. Gifts? Had she 

heard him correctly? Why was he bringing her 

gifts? 

He held out a piece of cloth to her, and when 

she did not take it, he shook the robe open. “I can 

have clothes ordered, but perhaps this will do 

until that’s been accomplished.” 

Catherine stared at the robe. She didn’t under-

stand this man. She understood his words, but 

not the reasons behind them. Why was he being 

so kind? Where was the trap in this? 

“This is very kind of you,” she said fi nally, tak-

ing the robe. She would have to wait until he left 

to put it on, and without stays or a shift, she 

would still be far from proper, but it was better 

than the thin sheet. She wondered how far his 

kindness extended. “Am I still a prisoner?” 

“That depends on you.” Valentine eyed her di-

rectly, his gaze assessing. “Have you given up 

your rash ideas and begun to see logic?” 
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Catherine crossed her arms. Why did men al-

ways think they were the only sex capable of ra-

tional thought? “If you mean am I going to 

attempt to escape in only my sheet again, the an-

swer is no. But I will not go home. I know you 

wish to be rid of me, but I would go to the Amer-

icas before I return to my family.” 

“I understand.” 

She raised her brows. She did not think he 

could possibly understand all her father was ca-

pable of, nor did she think he understood what 

she was telling him. She was now, for better or 

worse, his wife. 

“Would you feel better if I said that I have writ-

ten several letters, discreet inquiries to my 

friends, asking their advice on the situation?” 

That did not make her feel better, not at all. 

What could other men know of her situation? 

Mightn’t they all simply tell Valentine to send her 

home? If that were to happen, she would need to 

prepare to escape first, so she said cautiously, 

“And you will share their replies when they ar-

rive?” 

She could tell by his scowl that he didn’t like 

that request. How like a man to use knowledge to 

make himself feel powerful. But to her surprise, 

Valentine nodded. “I will share them. For now, 

will you do me the honor of dining with me for 

dinner?” 

“Do you the honor—? A few hours ago, you 

called me a liar and looked as though you could 
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have cheerfully strangled me. Now you want to 

dine with me?” 

He cleared his throat. “I am not happy with 

our circumstances. I am not happy about what 

you did—” 

“I told you, it was my—” 

He held up a hand. “Nevertheless, I am trying 

to be reasonable. There are several matters I wish 

to discuss with you—matters I think better dealt 

with now than later.” 

Suspicion tickled her spine and spread warm 

fingers over her shoulders. Now what did the 

man have in mind? If he so much as hinted at  

sharing a bed— 

There was a bang and a shout, and then the 

sound of voices outside. Catherine whirled to-

ward the window and saw Ashley’s face and her 

fist pounding the pane. 

“What the devil?” Valentine swore, while Cath-

erine ran to the window and unlatched it. 

“Ashley! What are you doing? Get in before 

you fall.” Torn between joy at seeing her cousin 

and fear that Ashley would fall, Catherine clasped 

Ashley’s hands and made to pull her inside. Ash-

ley was heavier than she looked, and Catherine 

grunted, but then Valentine was beside her, lift-

ing Ashley effortlessly inside. Catherine sighed 

with relief. Ashley was safe. And now Catherine 

had an ally. 

As soon as Ashley’s feet were on the ground,  

Catherine tackled her, hugging her hard, but 
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Valentine went straight back to the window. 

He swore under his breath. Catherine stared her 

cousin. “You didn’t.” 

Ashley gave a sheepish smile. She wore black 

trousers and a loose-fitting shirt. Her glorious 

hair was caught under a workingman’s cap. 

“How could I leave them behind?” 

“Hold on,” Valentine was calling out the 

window. “I’m coming to get you. And you”—he  

pointed at the ground—“do not even think about 

climbing up.” Then he leaned from the window so 

far Catherine was afraid he would tumble out. She 

and Ashley ran to the window on the other side of 

the bed and peered out. 

Josephine was hanging on to the rusty trellis. 

She too wore men’s clothing, and with her thin 

figure and cropped hair, she resembled a young 

boy. The trellis she clutched looked stable enough, 

but it ended a few feet before Catherine’s second-

floor window. Josie was reaching up, her fi ngers 

mere inches from Valentine’s. And then she seemed 

to sway, lose her balance on the trellis, and Cathe-

rine and Ashley screamed in unison. The moment 

they were certain their cousin would fall, Valen-

tine clasped her hands in his and lifted her off the 

trellis and into the room. 

Before she ran to Josie, Catherine saw that 

Maddie was still on the ground below. She was 

the only one of the three dressed in a gown, so 

she obviously did not intend to scale any build-

ings. Thank God one of her cousins had some 
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sense. Catherine ran to Josie. Valentine had just 

released her, and Catherine gave her a hard hug. 

“You almost got yourself killed! What were you 

thinking?” 

And then she looked at Valentine. “My cousin, 

Lady Madeleine, Lord Castleigh’s daughter. 

Would you bring her up before she decides to 

climb up, too?” 

Valentine went to the door, and she heard him 

call directions to his butler. 

Catherine turned back to her cousins, her heart 

still pounding from fear, but by now the girls 

were laughing. “We made it!” Josie said. 

“Of course we did,” Ashley said, slapping her 

on the back. “Third time is the charm.” 

Catherine gaped. “Are you both mad? You 

might have fallen and died. And what if this had 

been the wrong window?” 

“We knew it had to be right,” Ashley said. 

“We’d tried two others already.” 

Catherine’s legs felt weak, and she had to back 

up and take a seat on the bed. She could just 

imagine her cousins scaling the house, falling, 

and ending up a broken pile of bones on the lawn 

below. And that was just the worst-case scenario. 

All the girls but Maddie were wearing men’s 

trousers and shirts. Had they been traipsing 

about London in broad daylight like that? It was 

one thing for them to dress as boys and run about 

London in the middle of the night when they 

were eight. But now they were grown women of 
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the ton. It didn’t help that Catherine had made 

her own scene this morning. Lord, the papers 

would be in news ecstasy after reporting on the 

four of them. 

“Oh, stop worrying,” Josie said. “We did it for 

you. We had to rescue you.” 

“And just in time, too,” Ashley said, her gaze 

falling to Catherine’s sheet. “What was he doing 

to you?” 

Catherine flushed, but before she could answer, 

Josie reached into her coat and extracted a large 

cutlass. Valentine, who was coming back into the 

room, paused. 

“Don’t come any closer,” Josie warned. “If you 

touch her, I’ll cut off your nose. And that’s just 

the start.” 

Valentine touched a finger to his nose and then 

glanced at Catherine. His expression was one of 

amusement and disbelief. But Catie knew anger 

couldn’t be far away. 

“You can put it away, Josie,” she said. “He hasn’t 

hurt me or tried to touch me.” 

They heard footsteps racing down the hall, and 

a heartbeat later, Madeleine burst into the door. 

“You found her.” 

Valentine stepped back and then Catherine 

was surrounded by her three favorite people in 

the world. Ashley, Madeleine, and Josephine 

were crowding around her, hugging her, and 

talking all at once. Ashley was the first to make 

herself heard above the din. 
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“If he hasn’t touched you, Catie, where are your 

clothes? Why are you dressed in only a sheet?” 

Catherine shook her head. “I woke up this 

morning and my clothes were gone. I had to use 

Lord Valentine’s sheets to cover myself.” 

The three cousins turned back to Valentine, 

now standing with one shoulder braced on the 

doorjamb. Josephine lifted her grandfather’s cut-

lass again. “What did you do to her clothes? Was 

that part of your plan? To force her into your bed 

and have your way with her?” 

Valentine held up his hands. “I assure you I 

was just as surprised as Miss Fullbright to awaken 

thus. I have no idea where her clothes are. She 

seems to have been left here with nothing.” 

Maddie clutched Catherine’s hand. “So then 

you didn’t want to marry him?” She looked at the 

other girls. “I told you. I knew my father was

 lying.” 

“We all knew,” Ashley said. “But we didn’t 

know what to do when they said your name dur-

ing the wedding, and then he”—she pointed to 

Valentine—“lifted the veil, and there you were. 

And you looked so happy that we thought maybe 

we had misunderstood.” 

Catherine shook her head. “No, no misunder-

standing. My father drugged me. He has fi nally 

had his way.” 

“And sacrificed you to the wolves,” Ashley 

added. 
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“I would hardly call myself a wolf,” Valentine 

muttered. 

“We can’t let Uncle Edmund get away with 

this,” Ashley said. 

Catherine saw Valentine start. “Now, don’t do 

anything rash.” 

“But we have to do something,” Josie said. 

“Catie is trapped in this marriage, and we’ve lost 

her forever.” 

“Oh, for God’s sake, Miss Hale. I live only three 

blocks from Lord Castleigh’s house,” Valentine 

said. “And the three of you are welcome to visit, 

providing you use the front door.” 

“But it’s not the same,” Maddie cried, turning 

away from him. “You have to come with me. I  

know my father will make this right.” 

Catherine knew her kind uncle would do all 

in his power—even to his own family’s detri-

ment. But Uncle William could not help without 

causing scandal, and even if she were safe un-

der his protection, her father would find a way 

to get to her. “I am certain Uncle William would 

help if I asked,” she said, “but I don’t need his 

help.” 

“Yes, you do!” Maddie cried. 

“Don’t be a fool,” Ashley said. 

Catherine looked at Valentine, still standing in 

the doorway. She knew he was watching her, 

waiting for her response. Was she with him or 

against him? Would she accept this marriage—at 
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least temporarily—or fight it and force them all 

to face the consequences? 

Catherine turned resolutely back to her cous-

ins. “Listen, girls,” she said, “Lord Valentine and 

I have discussed this. There’s no way out.” 

Ashley’s jaw dropped. “You’re giving up? 

You’re just going to accept this and marry that-

that man!” She pointed an accusatory fi nger at 

Valentine. 

“I’m not giving up, but I don’t see another way 

right now.” 

“Well, I do,” Maddie said, taking her hand, and 

Catherine was surprised by how firm her grip 

was and how determined the set of her jaw. 

“You’re coming home with me. Daddy will take 

you in.” 

Catherine snatched her hand back. “No, Mad-

die. I won’t do that to you. Any of you. It wouldn’t 

help anyway. You know my father would fi nd me 

and then . . .” 

“Then let’s all run away,” Josie said. “We were 

going to anyway.” 

“Don’t talk nonsense,” Valentine said, coming 

into the room. “Don’t ruin your own chances for 

a good match.” 

Maddie shook her head. “But we don’t want to 

make good matches. We don’t want to marry.” 

“You’re eighteen and don’t know what you 

want,” Valentine broke in before Catherine held 

up a hand. “You, you are Lord Castleigh’s daugh-

ter.” He inclined his head at Maddie. “You will be 
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expected to make a good match and continue the 

family tradition. You”—he nodded at Ashley— 

“Sir Gareth is a friend of mine. You’re expected to 

marry a baron at the least. And you”—he glared 

at Josephine—“put the sword away. If your father 

knew you were going about acting like the black 

sheep of the family, your grandfather, he would 

drink himself to oblivion.” 

Ashley put her hands on her hips. “Well, you 

seem to know so much about everything, Lord 

Valentine, why don’t you think of a way to get 

Catie out of this? Or perhaps you wanted this all 

along? It seems you want to get all of us married 

off.” 

He shook his head. “I assure you, Miss Brit-

tany, my interest is all for my bride. Remain a 

spinster if you wish, but don’t put ideas in Cathe-

rine’s head.” 

Now it was Catherine’s turn to glare at him. 

The presence of her cousins made her brave. “Put 

ideas into my head? What? Am I an imbecile who 

cannot think for herself?” 

He waved her protests away. “Of course you 

can, but we’ve already decided this.” 

Catherine turned her back on him. Oh, she 

wished he would just go. She pulled her friends 

close. She needed the security their circle gave her, 

and she wanted to reassure them. “Valentine has 

promised me he will try to find an escape from 

this mess. In the meantime, you three are still the 

Spinsters’ Club,” she said. They giggled at the 
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childhood name. “There will just be one less of 

you temporarily.” 

“And that’s all you have to say?” Josie cried. 

“But what will you do? You are married to a man 

you do not even know!” 

The devil you know, Catherine thought, but 

again, she needed to calm her younger cousins. 

“I know you are worried, but right now this 

seems the best choice. If I’m selfish and ruin my-

self, Valentine, and our families, then how does 

that make me any different from my father?” 

“You could never be like your father,” Made-

leine whispered. “And you know we don’t care 

about Society’s rules. We’d rather live in disgrace 

than sacrifice you to him.” 

Maddie was crying now, and Catherine took 

her hand. “You won’t lose me. And I’m hardly 

sacrificing. Look at him.” 

The girls turned as one and studied Valentine, 

who was once again slouched against the door. 

“You said yourselves he was handsome and kind. 

There are worse fates.” 

“But what if he beats you?” Josephine said. 

“Then I’ll run away, and I’ll come to one of 

you.” 

“Come to me,” Maddie said. “Promise.” 

“I promise.” 

Ashley was the fi rst to turn back to Valentine. 

“And don’t think we’ll let you get away with any-

thing,” she snapped at him, then motioned for 

Josie to come forward with her sword. 
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“If I hear that you hurt her, you’ll be sorry.” 

Maddie didn’t say anything to Valentine. She  

only hugged Catherine and promised to send 

enough clothes for a few days. 

“We’ll be back tomorrow.” Ashley said the  

words to Catherine, but she suspected they were 

meant for Valentine’s ears. “We won’t abandon 

you.” 

Maddie and Josephine nodded, and then, with 

a sinking feeling in her belly and a heavy heart, 

Catherine watched them file out of the room. She 

and Valentine were left alone. 

He crossed his arms over his chest and jammed 

his shoulder into the door again. “Are your cous-

ins always so wild?” 

Catherine went to the window and peered out, 

hoping to catch a last glimpse of the three of 

them leaving. “How do you mean?” She craned 

her neck. 

She heard Valentine chuckle. “No matter. 

You’ve just answered my question. How exactly 

are you all related? I’m sure I should know, but 

the information has escaped me at present. Your 

father and Lady Madeleine’s father are brothers, I 

believe.” 

“Yes, and Josephine’s mother, my aunt Mavis, 

is their sister.” 

“What about the adventuress? Miss Brittany?” 

“I suppose that technically Ashley is not really 

Maddie and Josie’s cousin. Her mother and mine 

are sisters. But Ashley is the sort of girl everyone 
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wants to know. Truly, we are all more like sisters 

than cousins.” 

“What is this talk about the Spinsters’ Club? I 

have not heard of it. Where does it meet?” 

Catherine looked back at him and tried not to 

smile. “It’s a private club. No men allowed. I’m 

afraid I cannot tell you more than that. Against 

the rules.” 

He frowned. “I see. You realize I have my own 

methods of obtaining information.” 

She smiled. “I shall see you at dinner.” 

She turned back to the window, and when she 

heard him leave, she picked up the robe and 

slipped it on. Hopefully, Maddie would send 

clothes before the dinner hour. And what then? 

She looked back out the window. Obviously, it 

could be scaled. She could leave anytime she 

chose. She would remember this, and if Valentine 

tried to touch her, if he drank too much and hit 

her or threatened her, she would know how to 

run away. 

Maddie’s clothes arrived an hour later. She’d 

sent two dresses and underclothes, but none of 

them were Catherine’s. Catherine wondered if 

she would ever see her own things again. Per-

haps her father had already sold them or given 

them away. It was growing late, and she’d re-

ceived no letter or note from him, no call from  

her mother or sister. She felt as though she’d never 

existed in their lives. 

She had not expected to hear from her father— 
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had not wanted to hear from him, in any case. 

But what of her mother? Did she not care about 

her own daughter? 

Catherine unfolded the dresses, shaking out 

the wrinkles, and as she did so, a pair of trousers 

fell out of the folds of one. Catherine picked them 

up, then shook out the other dress. It hid a shirt 

and an old jacket. She sent a silent thank-you to 

Maddie. These would be a start if she ever needed 

to escape. She took an extra pillowcase from the 

armoire and folded the men’s clothing into it, 

then hid it under her mattress. 

Perhaps tomorrow she would be the one scal-

ing the wall. 



Chapter 10 nm 

W hen Quint strode into his dining room 

that evening, he did not expect to see his 

bride. In his experience, women were almost al-

ways late, either because they were so vain that 

they could not leave their mirrors or because they 

desired to make grand entrances. 

He almost wished he wouldn’t see her. Then he 

could pretend this whole swindle of a marriage 

had never happened. 

But Catherine Fullbright was waiting for him. 

She stood at one end of the dining room, star-

ing idly at a painting of horses grazing in a 

field. After the events of the long day, Quint did 

not feel like talking. But this was his wife, little 

as he liked to remember that. He supposed he 

136 
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had better say something. “Do you like art, 

madam?” 

She turned, and he noticed at once that she was 

finally dressed. She wore a blue-and-white polka-

dotted calico gown that was more suited for a day 

dress and which was also too short and too tight. 

The sheet she had worn all morning revealed less 

of her figure. He took a deep breath and tried not 

to stare. She had gone to some trouble to look pre-

sentable by pulling her hair up and away from  

her face. In the candlelight flickering from the 

chandelier, her golden hazel eyes shone. 

Catherine looked at the picture one last time 

before replying, “Actually, I care little for art. But 

I do like horses.” 

“Do you ride?” As soon as he spoke, he regret-

ted the words. The image produced in his mind 

had nothing to do with horses. But the damn 

dress she wore was too tight at the bosom and 

strained a bit at the hips. How could he help 

thinking of unleashing her straining body, re-

moving her gown so she could ride him? He took 

a step closer, wanting to see her more clearly, to 

be closer to her. 

“I do ride, actually.” She took a step back, and 

he moved forward again. “My cousin Madeleine 

and I often ride together.” Her voice wavered. 

She backed up again, bumping her shoulder on 

the corner. “Sir, please stand back.” 

Quint stopped and shook his head to clear it of 

lascivious thoughts. He’d allowed his carnal 
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impulses to guide his actions, and though he 

might be attracted to her, she made it abundantly 

clear that she felt nothing for him. This marriage 

was looking worse and worse. 

Not that it had ever looked good. He’d been 

drugged and deceived. How was he ever sup-

posed to feel affection for a woman who was part 

of that? And yet, there was no denying he wanted 

her. 

Quint retreated. With a slight bow, he pulled  

out a chair from one side of the table and inclined 

his head. He saw her release a pent-up breath. So 

she was relieved not to be subject to his advances. 

The long years of their doomed union loomed 

before him. He had to find an escape. 

She took the proffered seat, and he considered 

his own place carefully. He could sit opposite her 

and give her the space she needed. Over time, she 

might not find him so repulsive. On the other 

hand, he found the idea of yelling at her across 

the room as they sat at opposite ends of his enor-

mous dining table distasteful. He pulled out the 

seat beside her. She would have to get used to 

him sooner rather than later. 

He took his place, and his butler entered and 

began directing the footmen to pour the wine 

and serve the soup. Valentine inquired after her 

health and whether the food was to her liking. 

Catherine smiled and seemed pleased with the 

food. He waited until she had fi nished her soup 

to reveal the train of his thoughts. 
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“Miss Fullbright—or, rather, I should say Lady 

Valentine.” 

She glanced up at him, eyes narrowed. “Miss 

Fullbright is fi ne.” 

He frowned. He would have rather she was 

still Miss Fullbright as well, but she was his wife 

now, and as such, she’d become Lady Valentine. 

One day she would be Lady Ravenscroft. He tried 

to let that thought sink in. “Perhaps we might 

compromise. As we are married, why not use 

given names? I will call you Catherine, and you 

may call me Quint.” 

“Quint is your name?” she said with raised  

brows. “I had no idea.” 

“I shall be the fifth Marquess of Ravenscroft. 

My parents thought it appropriate.” 

“I see, and I accept your compromise.” 

“Good.” He lifted his wineglass and sipped. 

That had been easy. He did not think his next 

proposal would be accepted so warmly. “I have 

yet another suggestion, and this may be less to 

your liking.” 

She tensed, looking as though she’d been ex-

pecting this. “Go ahead.” 

“I think that in light of the scandal news of our 

marriage will certainly cause, it might be best if 

we were to retire to the countryside. London will 

have too many distractions.” The image of her 

cousins climbing through the window fl ashed in 

his mind. 

Catherine blanched, and Quint bolstered his 



140 SHANA GALEN 

defenses, preparing for a fight. Her eyes had 

turned from honey to amber, and he now recog-

nized that as a sign of her anger. Or was it fear? 

“Absolutely not,” she said, just as the footmen 

came in to clear away the soup bowls. 

Quint waved the men away. 

“Do you expect me to leave for the country 

with a man I do not even know, much less trust? 

In the country, I’ll be alone. I’ll have nowhere to 

run.” She looked almost wild as she spoke, her 

eyes bright and the color high in her cheeks. 

Quint knew that if he made the slightest move-

ment, she would bolt. Quite suddenly, her behav-

ior toward him all morning began to make sense. 

She’d challenge him, then retreat, challenge him, 

then cringe back again. Could it be that she feared 

him? 

“Why would you need to run?” he asked care-

fully. 

“How do I know what you plan?” She scraped 

back from the table and looked prepared to fl ee. 

Quint allowed it. He did not move, made no at-

tempt to make her stay. 

“I assure you I have no plans, but I suppose 

you will have to learn to trust me, whether that is 

in the city or in the country, it makes no differ-

ence.” 

She shook her head. “It makes a difference to 

me. My friends are here. And you need to be here 

in case you receive a letter from one of your 

friends with a solution to ending this marriage.” 
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He leaned back in his chair. “A letter from my 

friends can reach me just as easily in Hertford-

shire as in Town. But if we remain in Town, we 

will attract attention. People will come to call, 

and I will be expected in Westminster.” 

“That is not so very bad.” 

Quint went on as though she hadn’t spoken.  

“People will want to know about our marriage, 

and they will ask us to dinners and balls because 

we will be of interest.” 

Now her face went pale. 

“I’d like to put the social events off for a bit, if 

possible.” 

“As would I.” 

Quint noticed that she was clutching her hands 

together. She took two deep breaths. So her be-

havior at his betrothal ball had not been a ploy. 

She was truly uneasy in crowds. Another reason 

for retiring to the country. He would build her 

courage and her trust in him. And perhaps he 

would begin to reveal the nature of her soul as 

well. 

“Good, then I’ll make arrangements for us to  

leave in the morning.” He began to stand, and 

she stood too. 

“No! I did not mean that you should make ar-

rangements to leave, just that we should avoid  

the public. Perhaps we could go into seclusion 

here. Only my cousins and your friends would 

be allowed inside.” 

“I won’t be a prisoner in my own house.” He 
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began walking toward the door, and each step he 

took, she matched, backing toward the door. 

“And I am already a prisoner. Please, don’t 

come any closer!” 

Quint stopped, leaned on the table, and closed 

his eyes. She was terrified of him. What the hell 

had he done to make her afraid? It galled him. He 

wanted to shake her and tell her that there was 

no reason to fear. Somehow he doubted that tac-

tic would work. 

He opened his eyes. “Catherine, I’m not going 

to hurt you. You needn’t look like you think I’ll 

attack.” 

“I’m sorry.” She put her hands over her face. “I 

just-I wish I could go home. And yet I don’t want 

to go home. I can’t go home ever again.” Her voice 

was small and frightened, and he wished she 

trusted him enough to allow him to hold her. 

The poor girl’s life had been changed irrepara-

bly, and she was fi ghting that fact as hard as she 

could. She was holding on to her past, her old 

way of life, and he could hardly blame her. He’d 

held on to his own illusions as long as possible. 

But now he had to face the situation. They were 

not going to dissolve this marriage—not without 

more disgrace and shame than he was willing to 

bring to his name or his family. She was alone in 

the world now. Except for him. 

“Catherine, I know this isn’t what you wanted, 

but please tell me you understand that part of  

your life is over. You must accept this marriage.” 
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“But you said you would write to friends—” 

“And I have, but it is something I do to ease my 

conscience, to know I have explored every ave-

nue. I have very little hope that any of them will 

find another solution for us. You are my wife, 

and I do not expect that to change.” 

“But why does anything have to change? Why 

can we not stay here and—” 

“No. Everything has changed. Your life as you 

knew it is over.” 

Her lip trembled then, and Quint could not stop 

himself from closing the distance between them. 

He couldn’t stand seeing her—any woman—in so 

much pain. He placed his hand on the door before 

she could turn the handle and open it. He knew 

trust was a gift to be given, never taken. But in this 

case, perhaps the giver needed a bit of encourage-

ment. He put his arm around her shoulders and 

pulled her to him. 

She stiffened at first, her body rigid with fear, 

then she melted against him. She was crying si-

lently, and he patted her back and shushed her. 

After a few moments, her tears subsided. Quint 

knew he should pull away, but he did not. He 

liked the feel of her in his arms. She was taller 

than most women he knew, and he liked that 

her height was close to his own. She fi t him. 

And with his mouth close to her ear, whisper-

ing words of comfort, he smelled the skin of her 

neck and felt the softness of her hair. No wonder 

he thought of peaches when he was near her. She 
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wore that scent, and her body was giving and 

supple like that fruit. 

And so he did not move. He held her in his 

arms, basking in her warm body and her sweet 

smell. Finally, she began to move away, and it 

took all his willpower, but he let her go. She 

looked into his face with those indefi nable hazel 

eyes, and a last tear rolled down one cheek. He 

brushed it away, his hand lingering on the soft-

ness of her cheek, then caressing her full lips, and 

trailing to her chin. He knew he shouldn’t, but he 

could not resist. He leaned down and brushed 

her lips with his. 

The kiss was sweet, her lips as soft and warm 

as a summer peach. He wanted to open the fruit, 

taste its sweetness, explore its flavors and tex-

tures, but her hand came up. With a gasp, she 

pushed him away. 

“Catherine, I’m sorry—” 

Her eyes were full of fear, and she pushed past 

him, opening the door and scrambling into the 

foyer and up the stairs. Quint stepped back into 

the room and shut the door behind him. No point 

going after her. He’d scared her now, and it would 

probably be some time before she allowed him to 

get close again. 

He leaned his head back, and he could still feel 

her in his arms and smell her on him. God, he 

wanted her. For the first time, he allowed the trai-

torous thought that had niggled in the back of his 

mind all day free. He was glad he had married 
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her. The sight of her in his bed, wrapped in his 

sheets—hell, even seeing her standing in his din-

ing room—excited him. God, help him, but he 

needed to possess her. 

More than ever, the necessity of taking her to 

the country became clear. He did not want a wife 

who was afraid of him. His country home was 

small and cozy. There he would have ample op-

portunity to get close to her, show her how to 

trust him. 

He was still standing in the dining room when 

he heard Webster speaking to someone in the 

hall. Quint opened the door and saw his assis-

tant, Harold Meeps. The small, slight man was 

laden with sheaves of paper, and his glasses were 

perched on the edge of his nose. 

“Oh, good evening, my lord,” Meeps said with 

a bow that almost tumbled his load. “I hope I 

haven’t interrupted dinner.” 

“No,” Quint strode forward and took a stack of 

papers. “We’ve just finished.” Glancing at the  

documents in hand, he noted they were commu-

niqués of various matters before Parliament as 

well as answers to inquiries he’d made concern-

ing forthcoming bills. “I presume this is not a 

social call.” 

“No, sir,” Meeps said. “You said you would be 

away from work for a few days, so I thought I 

would bring some of it to you. As you can see, my 

lord, we are already behind.” 

“Yes, well, that may be a continuing problem,” 
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Quint answered, waving Meeps toward his study. 

“I’m afraid I may be away a bit longer than an-

ticipated.” He opened the study’s door and held it 

until Meeps had passed through. Quint took a 

seat at his desk and motioned for his assistant to 

take the seat opposite. As his study was set up 

very much like his office in Westminster, the ar-

rangement was familiar to the men. 

“Are you still feeling ill, sir?” 

Quint paused in the midst of organizing his 

sheaf of papers and raised a brow at his assistant. 

“An illness? Is that what they’re calling marriage 

these days? Or is it just my marriage?” 

Meeps pushed his glasses back on his nose and 

wrinkled his forehead. The assistant had red hair 

and a wealth of freckles, and his freckles stood 

out more when he was agitated. “You’ve married, 

my lord?” 

Quint shook his head. Meeps had diffi culty re-

membering anything that did not have to do with 

politics or affairs of state. The man could recite 

legislation and political speeches verbatim, but 

he did not recall the name of Quint’s estate or 

that of his betrothed. “Yes, Mr. Meeps.” Quint 

began sorting again. “I married yesterday morn-

ing. Surely there was something about it in the 

paper. I confess I have not had a moment to look 

at it. Have you?” 

“No, my lord. Too much happening in your of-

fices right now. But I have the Times right here.” 

He extracted the newspaper from the bottom 
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third of his stack. “Would you like me to look for 

a relevant article?” 

“By all means.” While Meeps clucked over the 

news, Quint read and signed and replied to the 

various correspondence before him. He’d just fi n-

ished his pile and started on the mountain before 

his assistant, when Meeps let out a small cry. 

Quint looked up, pen in hand. “You’ve found 

something?” 

“Yes, my lord. It’s not on the first page, but it’s 

prevalent enough. Here, my lord.” He handed the 

paper over, and Quint read silently. 

The piece was not good, but it might have been 

worse. Much of it was devoted to relating the an-

tics of Catherine and her three cousins, though 

the article referred to the most recent events as 

rumor. What was not rumor was the marriage 

between Catherine and Valentine, and the paper 

made much of the betrothal ball for the younger 

Miss Fullbright and speculated as to how Miss  

Catherine Fullbright had stolen her sister’s fi ancé 

away. 

Quint threw it down in disgust. There was no 

longer any question in his mind that he and Cath-

erine would have to leave for the country tomor-

row. He might have been willing to give her a day 

or so to become accustomed to the idea, but no 

more. If they stayed in Town, they would only cre-

ate more talk. They could return in a few weeks, 

when interest in their marriage had waned. 

“Meeps,” Quint said, rising and ringing for his 
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butler. “I am afraid you will have to do without 

me for a bit longer. I find I am required at my es-

tate in Hertfordshire.” 

Webster entered, and Quint handed him the 

newspaper with the offending article faceup. 

Then he scrawled a note to Catherine, instructing 

her to be ready to leave at first light. “Take this to 

my . . . wife. Thank you, Webster.” 

“Yes, my lord.” 

Meeps was shaking his head. “Sir, you will do 

what you must, but I cannot support a trip to the 

country at this time. You need to be in the city, 

now more than ever.” 

Quint gathered up a new pile of documents 

and began flipping through them. “I will keep 

abreast of things in the country. If anything truly 

pressing arises, I am not so far from London.” 

“Yes, but you do not know the latest news.” 

Meeps lowered his voice, and Quint looked up. 

“We had discussed the possibility of an under-

secretary position.” 

Quint nodded. “What of it?” After his last vic-

tory in the House, he was expecting the appoint-

ment. Leaving Town should not affect it one way 

or the other. 

“I have heard rumors, sir.” Meeps’s voice be-

came even softer. “That the prime minister was so 

impressed with the work you did on the  Valentine-

Cheswick Reform Act that he is now talking of 

offering you a position in the Cabinet.” 

Quint stared at his assistant for the space of 
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five heartbeats. The news was too overwhelming 

for him to accept all at once. It took those fi ve 

heartbeats to allow it all to sink in. “Bloody hell!” 

He jumped to his feet and slapped Meeps on the 

back. “Bloody hell! We did it!” With another 

whoop, he descended on the decanter of his best 

brandy and poured two overfl owing snifters. 

After the first few sips, Quint lit a cheroot and 

savored it. “And what about Fairfax?” Quint 

asked, referring to his rival. 

Meeps raised his glass again. “No mention of 

the man. Not yet at any rate.” 

With a smile, Quint filled their glasses again 

and watched Meeps drain his. Quint did not re-

member ever having seen Meeps drink before, 

but the man was keeping pace with him. 

“And I propose another toats—er, toast!” 

Meeps said. “All hail the—” 

Quint looked up and saw Catherine standing 

in the doorway, his letter in hand. 

“Catherine!” He slammed the snifter down, 

feeling like a naughty child. “I mean, Miss-Lady 

Valentine. Meet my assistant, Harold Meeps.” 

She nodded at him. “Mr. Meeps.” 

Meeps held his glass aloft, toasting her. “To 

you, madam. Many haspy—I mean, happy—years 

together.” 

“Thank you. Do you think you might give me 

a moment alone with my”—she swallowed and 

cleared her throat—“my husband?” 

“Certainly.” 
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When Meeps was gone, Quint’s wife turned 

her golden hazel stare on full force. “Do you of-

ten smoke, sir?” 

Quint stared at his cheroot, taken by surprise. 

Had she come all the way downstairs to com-

plain about his smoking? He put the cheroot out. 

“I have had good news. But if my smoking both-

ers you, I—” 

“May I ask the meaning of this note?” She held 

up the paper he had scrawled a message on and 

sent with the Times. He noted that her hands were 

shaking, but if she was afraid of confronting him, 

that was her only tell. 

“It means we will be leaving for the country 

posthaste. You did read the article?” He sipped 

from his glass again. 

She straightened her shoulders, and he saw 

that amber cast in her eyes again. Bloody hell.  

The woman had been thinking, most likely pre-

paring her arguments. Quint was tired of argu-

ing. Could he not have even a small measure of 

peace in his own home? “And don’t argue,” he 

added before she could speak. “You’re going.” 

“Am I? Lord Valentine, I am no child of seven-

teen. I am a woman of twenty.” 

“I am well aware of that fact.” 

“And I have been thinking.” 

Quint clenched his hands. It was just as he’d 

thought. 

“I’ve been bul—ordered about all my life, and I 
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have had enough. I will no longer tolerate over-

bearing men telling me what to do.” 

Quint set his glass down very slowly. He liked 

to do things slowly when he was angry; that way 

he kept his emotions controlled. “I am not over-

bearing. You are irrational.” 

She blinked and said through clenched teeth, 

“I do not want to argue with you. Go to the coun-

try, if you will, but I stay here.” 

Quint took three deep breaths, trying hard as 

hell not to be overbearing. It was damned hard 

when the chit was so frustrating. “You will not 
stay here. We leave for the country at fi rst light.” 

Her eyes narrowed, and she balled up the note 

he had written. 

“Is that your idea of a rebellion?” 

“Is this your idea of marriage?” She threw the 

paper at him, and it hit him in the chest. “I won’t 

be dictated to or ordered about.” 

“Then be reasonable.” He picked up the paper 

from the floor where it had landed and placed it 

carefully on the desk. Then he moved slowly 

around the desk until he stood before her. She 

took a shaky breath and moved to put distance 

between them. “Do not make me force you to go.” 

“That’s all you men know, isn’t it? Force and 

brutality.” 

“Good God. If you knew me better, you’d know 

how ridiculous these statements are.” 

“If you knew me better—” 
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“I intend to get to know you better. In the
 country.” 

She flinched back from his raised voice, and he 

paused, allowing her nerves to settle again before 

he spoke. 

“Catherine,” he said quietly, “until such time 

as you understand the political workings of this 

country as well as I, you will have to trust me to 

do what’s right for us both.” 

“For us both?” 

He could see now that her anger had overrid-

den her fear. Her eyes blazed with golden fury. 

“This has nothing to do with me, and every-

thing to do with your all-consuming career. You 

think I didn’t hear you toasting when I came 

down?” As she spoke, she backed away from him, 

holding one hand out defensively. But she was 

obviously intent on saying her piece. “You’re so 

worried your petty career will be hurt by your  

marriage to me, you can’t wait to hide me away 

rather than be seen with me.” 

Quint stared at her. “Where the devil did you 

get that idea? But while we’re on the subject, you 

must admit you are not exactly the ideal political 

hostess at present. Stay in Town, and you will be 

forced to attend social events as well as to host  

them.” 

“And you don’t think I can?” She halted, cross-

ing her arms over her chest. 

“No, I don’t. Putting aside for a moment the 
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fact that you have no clothing, have you forgotten 

the episode at the betrothal ball? You were terri-

fied of the crowds and the noise. I had to escort 

you outside so you did not faint.” 

“I-I only wanted to get you outside to warn 

you about marrying Elizabeth.” 

Quint arched a brow. “I saw your color, Miss 

Fullbright, and you’re either a very good actress, 

or you were very scared. All you have done now 

is verify to me that not only are you afraid of so-

cial settings, but you can be manipulative as well. 

Which is all the more reason for me to take you 

to the country.” 

“And do what with me? I won’t be locked up. 

I’d-I’d rather die. You can’t lock me up!” And with 

that she swung toward the door and pulled on 

the knob. But she was shaking so badly she could 

not open it, and the more she pulled, the more 

she shook. Quint came up behind her, hands hov-

ering over her arms, but he did not know what to 

do. He was afraid if he touched her, she would 

only become more upset. 

Finally, he reached out and covered her hand 

with his. She jumped and froze, but he only 

helped her turn the knob. As soon as the door 

had opened, she shot out, like a cat from a bath of 

water. He heard her feet on the stairs, and her 

bedroom door slam closed. 

Quint went back to his desk, lifted his glass, 

and poured a somewhat less-celebratory brandy. 
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He had to do something, or this disaster would 

turn into an all-out catastrophe. He had several 

points to consider, and he did so, glass of brandy 

firmly in hand. 

Point one: He did not trust his new wife, but 

the closer he got to her, the better he would know 

her true character. 

Point two: If he was stuck in this marriage— 

and he didn’t see a way out without admitting to 

the country at large that England’s political star 

had been duped into marriage—so if he was 

stuck, he wanted a wife he could mold into the 

perfect political hostess. 

He needed her trust for that, and he knew few 

women were able to distinguish the physical 

from the emotional. When he had her physically, 

he would have her emotionally as well. 

He might not ever trust her, he might not ever 

come to terms with that she’d done, but he would 

know her. He would know what to expect from 

her and of what she was capable. What if he was 

wrong—unlikely but possible—and she was 

blameless in this farce of a marriage? Could Ed-

mund Fullbright have done it all on his own? 

Quint didn’t know, but he wanted to get close 

to Catherine and fi nd out. 

With that objective in mind, Quint pulled out a 

clean sheet of a paper and wrote an express post 

that would seal his fate. And this marriage. 



Chapter 11 nm 

Catherine knew she had lost the battle. Over-

bearing politician! She was going to have to 

go to the country with him, and she’d rather go by 

choice than by force. But that did not mean she 

would let her guard down, not even for a second. 

She did not trust or understand this man. She 

could not predict his actions. Was all of his kind 

behavior merely a ploy? What would happen 

when he had her in the country? There she would 

be at his mercy. He could have his way with her 

and lock her up if she did not please him. 

Then again, perhaps he was right. Was she 

overreacting? He had been nothing but kind . . . 

albeit, a bit domineering. But he had not raised a 

hand to her and— 

155 
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She heard a sound from his room and held her 

breath, listening. Though she’d placed a chair un-

der the knob of the main door and pulled the 

dressing table in front of the dressing-room door, 

she was still terrifi ed he would break in. She lis-

tened for a long time and when all was silent, she 

breathed again. 

Lord, what was she going to do? Of all the men 

she might have married, only royalty would have 

been worse. She knew the role of a politician’s 

wife. They hosted parties, they attended parties, 

they went everywhere and knew everyone. Cath-

erine’s chest tightened just thinking about it. 

She was so stupid, so inept. How could she ever 

hope to fit in among those women? And she knew 

nothing about politics. Her father had made fun of 

her whenever he caught her reading, and politics 

were never discussed at home. She’d been told to 

shut up and mind her own business when she’d 

asked about political items she’d read from the 

papers at Maddie’s house. 

The little she did know was from listening to 

Maddie’s father talk, but those discussions were 

infrequent and usually brief. 

Now Valentine expected her to impress all of 

London and further his career with her social fi -

nesse. Surely she would fail, and then he’d want 

to be rid of her. He’d lock her in a small, dark at-

tic, and she’d never be free. She could not allow 

that to happen. 

And yet, how could she prevent it? She would 
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have to go along, travel to the country with him, 

tolerate him for now. 

Until she found an escape. 

Catherine was in a boat, rocking from side to 

side, the waves pushing the vessel this way, then 

back again. It was cool and dark on the boat, and 

it smelled clean and fresh, like oak trees and pipe 

smoke. She wondered vaguely if she were on 

Josie’s ship. Had Josie finally found her family’s 

lost pirate treasure and bought her own vessel? 

She’d always said she’d take Catherine away with 

her when she became a pirate. 

Catherine burrowed in more deeply, wonder-

ing at the softness of her bed on the ship. And it 

smelled so good here. 

Slowly, she opened her eyes and peered into 

the darkness. She blinked. It was not the unfa-

miliar darkness of a ship, but the inside of a car-

riage with its curtains drawn. The rocking was 

not waves, but the carriage making its way over 

the roads. 

With a start, she tried to sit, but just as quickly 

had her arms clasped and her shoulder pressed 

back down. “It’s all right,” a male voice said. “Ev-

erything will be all right.” 

Catherine looked up, her eyes adjusting to the 

gloom, and saw Valentine. She frowned, wonder-

ing at his position, then realized she must have 

been lying on his lap! 

She struggled to rise again, and this time he 
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allowed it. As soon as she was up, she squashed 

herself into the corner of the carriage, as far away 

from him as possible. “How did I get here?” she 

stammered. 

Valentine adjusted his coat, and she saw that 

she’d creased it when she’d been lying on him. 

Dear Lord, how long had she been draped over 

him like that? 

Valentine looked up at her and, seeming to 

read her mind, said, “You’ve been asleep these 

last two hours. I tried to wake you this morning, 

but you were obviously exhausted.” 

Catherine cursed silently. This was exactly the 

reason she had vowed to stay awake. She could 

stay up practically all night, but no matter how 

early she went to bed, she found mornings diffi -

cult to tolerate and preferred to stay abed as long 

as possible. When she’d been young and a yell 

from her father had not wakened her, he’d thrown 

cold water over her. 

“But how did you get into my room?” Cathe-

rine asked. “I had the doors blocked.” 

Valentine smiled, and she hadn’t seen the ex-

pression in so long that she’d forgotten what a  

nice smile he had. 

“You apparently did not realize that the dressing-

room door opens from the inside. I merely opened 

it and pushed the dressing table aside.” 

“I see.” She looked down in embarrassment. 

“Catherine,” he said, “I know you do not want 
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to be here. I understand you can’t trust me right 

now, but I swear by all that’s sacred to me—on 

my mother’s family ring”—at that he pulled a  

small box from his jacket and held it out to her— 

“I will not harm you or lock you up.” 

Catherine stared at the box. It was wooden and 

intricately carved. Another gift? She’d rarely re-

ceived gifts in her life, and when she did they 

usually came with a price. She looked into Valen-

tine’s eyes. “What’s inside?” 

“Open it and see.” He held the box out to her 

again. 

Still, she did not move to touch it. “And then 

what? What happens when I open this?” 

“I hope you’ll put it on. It’s your wedding ring.” 

“But I don’t want—” 

“I know. If you don’t want to think of it as a 

wedding ring, look at it as a symbol of my prom-

ise to you.” He reached over with his free hand 

and opened the box. Inside, the gold ring shim-

mered with rubies, garnets, and sapphires. “This 

ring is your assurance of my good faith.” 

Catherine stared at him, then back at the ring. 

Was she supposed to believe the promise he gave 

her? If she took this ring, did that mean she 

agreed to trust him? 

Tentatively, she reached out and touched it, 

then withdrew her hand once again. She could 

not wear this ring! It was too much. She’d never 

had something so beautiful and so expensive. 
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But she wanted it. She wanted to see the beau-

tiful ring on her hand, to know someone had 

given it to her. Someone had thought her worthy 

of it. 

She reached out once more, and the ring glinted 

in the light like something enchanted. Catherine 

drew back again. “I can’t,” she said. “I-I cannot 

wear something like this. It’s too valuable.” 

“So are you,” Valentine said, taking the ring 

from the box. He held out his hand for hers. “If 

you wear this, it does not mean you accept this 

marriage. I realize now that I’ve moved too fast 

with you. I think if we’re given some time alone, 

get to know each other, you will learn to trust 

me.” 

Catherine listened, and she stared at his open 

palm, but she did not move. She liked his words, 

and she wanted to trust him, but she couldn’t 

help but feel that this was some sort of trick. 

And if it were a trick, what then? How was that 

any different than what she faced now? He would 

do with her as he pleased, ring or no ring. 

“Catherine,” he said, and his voice was soft. 

She’d rarely heard gentleness in a man’s voice, 

and it perplexed her. “Give me a chance. Please.” 

It was the gentle please that undid her. She 

knew all too well what it cost a man to say that 

word. Taking a shaky breath, she slipped her 

hand into his and allowed him to slide the ring 

over her finger. It fit perfectly, shining brilliantly, 

even in the dim coach. 
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“It suits you,” he said, twining his fi ngers with 

hers. 

She looked down at her hand in his, surprised 

that his fingers seemed so much larger than her 

own. She was not a small woman like her sister 

or Josie. She’d always felt too big, ungraceful, and 

clumsy, but Valentine seemed to have the ability 

to make her forget all of those feelings. Beside 

him, she did not worry that she was too tall and 

awkward. Good Lord, the ring alone made her a 

dozen times more graceful. 

“There are things we need to discuss,” Valen-

tine was saying when she looked away from the 

ring again. “Expectations I have from my wife.” 

She watched him warily. “Attending and host-

ing parties and such?” 

“Correct, but we must address more personal 

issues as well.” 

Catherine stiffened. “I’m not your wife.” 

“Legally you are. As I’ve told you, the likeli-

hood of escape from this union is slim. And I can 

tell you now, after seeing that article in the Times, 
I am even more determined not to end this mar-

riage in any way that might result in scandal. I 

think you will find it near impossible to achieve a 

divorce or annulment without my support.” 

She knew he was right, but her chest tightened 

anyway. “Then I am trapped,” she said, fear rising 

in her belly. She began to fumble with the ring, 

wanting to tear it off. He’d said she could trust  

him, and in the next minute, talked of locking her 
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in this marriage. If the space of a heartbeat was 

the length of time she could trust him, she wanted 

none of it. 

“No,” he said, putting a hand over her ring fi n-

ger before she could pull the band off. “You are 

not trapped. I am a broad-minded man, and if 

you wish no part of my bed, I respect your 

wishes.” 

Catherine stared at him, feeling the heat of his 

hand on hers. 

“I can look elsewhere to satisfy those desires, 

and I will be discreet. You will never fi nd your-

self the topic of gossip on that subject.” 

Her voice had all but left her, but she managed 

to croak, “And am I free to do the same?” 

His look turned dark, and his hand tightened 

on hers. “I am broad-minded, but I am still a man, 

and I have my pride. If I am not to be your lover, 

you’ll have no man. I need your word on that.” 

Relief swelled through her. If he spoke the 

truth, she would be free and safe. She might have 

to take on the appearance of his wife, but not the 

actuality. She would never have to be subjected 

to his advances, to the same indignities that her 

mother had borne for so many years. “Very well, 

I give you my pledge—” 

He lifted his hand. “I see you are quick to make 

decisions, but if you will humor me, I’d like you 

to give this more thought. There is another op-

tion. We could share the marriage bed.” 

Catherine shook her head. She had a quick 
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image of her mother one morning after Catherine 

had heard her screaming. Her lip had been bloody, 

and she’d walked gingerly, as though in pain. She 

shuddered. “I-I can’t.” At his puzzled look, she 

added, “I don’t even know you.” 

“Your family is among the aristocracy. Among 

our set, men and women marry all the time with-

out really knowing one another. We shall be in 

the country at least a week, perhaps more. You 

have time to get to know me.” 

He paused, she supposed to give her time to 

consider. 

“Will you hold your decision?” 

She wanted to say that there really was no de-

cision to be made. He might claim that he would 

not touch her, but how realistic was such a prom-

ise, especially from a man? Husbands had expec-

tations of their wives, and if she wanted to avoid 

divorce—to avoid being forced to return to her 

father—she would need to keep Valentine happy. 

That might mean spending time in his bed. 

She shuddered, but she would do what she had 

to. At least she could put him off for a little while. 

“When shall I tell you my decision?” 

“Before we return to London. But before we 

leave the subject, I have one more request.” 

“You seem quite full of them,” she said, and 

then blinked in horror at her impudence. Her fa-

ther would have slapped her. 

Valentine grinned. “I’m a politician. We rarely 

run out of words or ideas.” 
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Catherine nodded carefully. Could it be that he 

was not at all offended by her brashness? 

“All I ask,” Valentine continued, “is that you do 

not close your heart to me this next week. Allow 

me to woo you—” 

“Woo me? I am not my sister, sir. I think you 

shall grow tired of the game.” 

“Then I will grow tired, but I ask you to allow 

me to try.” 

“Why?” She gave him a narrow look. His face 

went through a myriad of emotions—annoyance, 

resignation, and finally what looked to her like 

sincerity. 

“I don’t trust you any more than you do me, 

Catherine. You tricked me into a marriage—” 

“It was my father!” 

He shook his head. “Allow me to continue. But 

we are here now. We are married.” He said the  

word as though he loathed it more than she did. 

“I want to try and make this work.” 

She didn’t believe him. Oh, he told the truth 

when he said he didn’t trust her, but he was not 

wooing her out of any heartfelt feeling. Catherine 

would have wagered all she had—little more 

than the clothes on her back and the ring he’d 

given her—everything he did, he did with his 

career in mind. 

He didn’t love her. He loved Elizabeth. 

“Fine, then try to woo me,” she said. She 

shrugged. If the man thought pretty words and 
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baubles would work on her, let him make a fool 

of himself then. 

She put her hand over her new ring, feeling its 

solid, timeless stones against the skin of her hand. 

She had no gloves, and thankfully she had worn 

her gown to bed, or she would probably be back 

in her sheet. 

“Then I will start my wooing by saying that 

you do yourself a disservice, Catie.” 

She gave him a sharp look, and he grinned 

again. Lord, when the man smiled at her, her 

stomach did quick, jerky tumbles. 

“May I call you, Catie? Only when we’re alone, 

of course.” 

“Of course,” she stammered. “You work quickly, 

I see.” 

Suddenly the carriage seemed far too small, 

and Catherine looked longingly at the seat across 

from them. Would he comment if she moved? 

Would it be a sign of fear? She did not want to 

show more fear. 

He reached out and took her hand again, and it 

took a vast amount of her remaining courage not 

to draw it back. “I see you eyeing the other seat,” 

Valentine said, squeezing her hand. “You want to 

move away.” 

“I think it would be more comfortable.” 

He laughed. “I fear it will be a long time be-

fore you are comfortable again, Catie.” And then 

he parted the curtains and peered out into the 
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dawn. They were out of London, and the horses 

were moving at a good clip. Catherine wondered 

how long she would be forced to sit next to him. 

Already her shoulders and neck ached from

 tension. 

And her whole arm tingled. He had not re-

leased her hand, and the heat of his fi ngers in-

fused all the surrounding skin. He sat, holding 

her hand, and peering out the window for a long 

time. Catherine finally parted her own curtains 

and looked outside. She watched the low green 

hills roll by, the fat milk cows, and the cozy, little 

cottages. She smiled at the laborers in the corn-

fields, who raised their heads when the carriage 

passed. 

And just as she began to relax, Valentine moved 

his fi ngers. 

It was a very small movement, and she might 

not have noticed it at all except that his hand in 

hers had been absolutely still up until that point. 

Now she felt one finger move, tracing a small 

circle on the inside of her palm. She shivered and 

tried to ignore the sensation. But he repeated the 

movement, this time the circle grew bigger, his 

finger tracing the underside of one of hers when 

the circle was complete. 

She looked at him, but he was still staring out 

his coach window, his face impassive. Perhaps he 

moved his fingers without thinking. She tried to 

loosen her hand, to free it unobtrusively, but he 

did not release her. 
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With a sigh, she went back to looking out her 

window, and then a few moments later, he began 

caressing her palm once again. 

Catherine tried to ignore it, but it was diffi cult 

when each new touch made her feel hot and cold 

all at once. Her arm tingled, and she noticed that 

each new caress was different from the last. One 

caress was soft, that next more firm. He drew a 

small circle on her palm, and the next circle was 

so large, his touch extended over her wrist, mak-

ing her pulse throb deliciously. 

Catherine continued to stare out the window, 

but she could not believe Valentine’s caresses 

were unintentional. He was the devious one, not 

she. She had to remember he did all of this for his 

career. He didn’t care for her; he wanted to con-

trol her. 

But what to do? Should she say something? 

Ask him to cease? Even as she contemplated her 

options, he grew bolder, his fingers actually trav-

eling up her arm, tickling the sensitive under 

skin and tapping over her delicate inner elbow. 

At that Catherine could no longer sit still. She 

was already squirming in her seat, and when his 

fingers glided over her inner elbow, she turned to 

him, eyes burning. 

“Sir, I must ask you to cease at once.” 

He turned from his window to regard her,  

brow raised. “Cease what?” 

She glowered at him. “You know what. Cease 

touching me.” 
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“Am I not allowed to touch my own wife?” 

“I’m not truly your—” 

“And I am merely holding your hand.” 

She let out a frustrated breath. “No, you’re not. 

You’re caressing me.” 

He gave her a look of mock-horror. “Good God. 

Can you ever forgive me?” 

She pinched her lips at him and glared. “Stop 

making fun of me. You promised to respect me, 

and I want you to cease.” 

“Very well.” He turned so that he faced her  

more fully. “I will cease if you tell me why.” 

“It makes me uncomfortable,” she said, and felt 

a blush creep up her cheeks. Lord, she hated 

when she blushed. 

“How?” 

She frowned. “What do you mean? I just feel 

unsettled. I don’t like it.” 

“Are you certain?” 

She shook her head in disbelief. “Of course I 

am certain. I know when I am uncomfortable.” 

“I don’t doubt it. But you said you felt unset-

tled. That feeling is not always unwanted. Some-

times it can even be pleasurable.” 

Catherine felt her cheeks burst into fl ame. 

“Did my touch give you pleasure?” Valentine 

asked. 

Catherine had to avert her eyes. It was a scan-

dalous question, not fit for a discussion even 

between husband and wife. Certainly not appro-

priate for two people who were united by the 
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merest thread. She looked down at the hand he 

still held and, with his words swirling in her ears, 

couldn’t help but imagine those fi ngers sliding 

over her shoulder, her collarbone, fl itting across 

the swell of her breast. 

She shivered and tried to free her hand, but 

Valentine held tighter. “What were you thinking 

just now?” 

“Nothing. I-I—” 

He placed a finger over her lips. “There is no 

shame in feeling pleasure or imagining pleasur-

able activities. Do you know what I was think-

ing?” 

She shook her head, desperate to know while 

at the same time wishing he would simply leave 

her alone. She didn’t like the way she felt—the 

oversensitivity of her skin, the way her nipples 

hardened against the material of her stays, the 

dampness between her legs. She felt restless as a 

filly on a new spring day, and she longed for the 

cozy, comfortable days of winter. 

But now that Valentine had awakened her, he 

seemed loath to allow a return to sleep. 

He slipped his fingers between hers again and 

leaned closer. “I was thinking about you in my 

bedroom. I was imagining standing in the door-

way, watching you slide that gown off your shoul-

ders, down your arms—” 

“Stop, sir! This is not proper.” But she could 

feel the heat and pulse between her legs growing. 

“—baring your back,” he continued. “I can see 
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all that honey gold skin until the dress drops to 

your hips, revealing the dip at the small of your 

back. And I want to kiss that place. Flick my 

tongue over it and lave it until you writhe be-

neath me.” 

His fingers were sliding over hers once again, 

back and forth, up and down. And Catherine 

wanted to silence him, but she did not have the 

strength. Lord help her, but she wanted him to 

do all the things he described. She wanted to feel 

his hands on her. 

And then, just when she felt she could be silent 

no longer, when she felt she must demean herself 

and beg him to touch her, he released her hand 

and sat back. Once again, he parted the carriage 

curtains and peered out into the landscape, his 

face impassive, his warm, strong hands immobile 

at his sides. 

Catherine stared at him, trying to comprehend 

the transformation. This man, her new husband, 

was obviously a man of much control. And he 

was also a man of much passion. As she stared at 

his unreadable face, she wondered which side of 

him she liked more. 



Chapter 12 nm 

T he sun was low in the sky by the time 

Quint turned to his new bride, and said, 

“This is it.” 

She sat forward and parted the curtain, let-

ting a spill of violet-tinged twilight into the car-

riage. 

“Look down at the top of the next rise,” Quint 

said, pointing into the distance. “That’s Ra-

vensland.” As the coach topped the bank, Quint 

gave his bride a sidelong look. He watched her 

face, waiting for any telltale sign of disappoint-

ment. His family had large estates, of course. His 

mother and father lived in Ravenscroft Hall in 

Derbyshire, but this property was his own— 

small and simple and unassuming. 
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If Catherine had usurped her sister and mar-

ried him for money, he’d know it in a moment. 

And he did. As soon as Catherine saw the 

house, her eyes widened, and the fi rst smile he 

had seen all day teased her lips. Without looking 

away from the house, she said, “Oh, it’s lovely. I 

was afraid it would be some monstrous thing 

that rambled on and on and where I’d get lost.” 

She turned and smiled at him, and Quint was 

caught staring at the full, ripe peach that was her 

mouth. 

“But it’s not,” she said, shifting uncomfortably 

under the weight of his stare. 

Quint blinked. What was she talking about? 

He hadn’t heard a word since—“Oh, monstrous. 

Right, you are. It’s a good house, but I don’t have 

the room for a full complement of servants. I 

hope you don’t mind, but I can always hire from 

the village.” 

“Oh, no. I don’t mind. In fact, I can help out.” 

“I don’t think that will be necessary.” 

With an abashed smile, she turned back to the 

window. 

Quint was relieved that those piercing brown-

gold eyes had left his face. It gave him a moment 

to collect himself. Whenever he was close to his 

bride, she seemed to distract him with some new 

quality he hadn’t noticed before. All day in the 

carriage, it had been her scent. The comparison of 

her mouth to a peach had not been capricious. 

He’d smelled peaches, and the closer he leaned to 
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his bride, the more intoxicated he became. When 

she had been sleeping on top of him, the scent 

was so strong and so tantalizing that he had been 

unable to resist stroking her long, black hair. 

But his attempts at seduction had been quite 

deliberate and quite personal. He’d planned most 

of this last night. He would win her affections 

while remaining coolly detached. But it would 

not be easy. Everything about her tempted him, 

and he knew the signs of a drowning man. Al-

lowing himself to care for this woman was a dan-

gerous proposition. She had tricked him into 

marriage. 

Beside him, Catherine tensed, and he peered 

past her. They were nearing the house now, and 

his servants had come out to greet him. There 

were perhaps nine in all—good people, most of 

whom had worked for his family for years—but 

Catherine eyed them as though they were a revo-

lutionary mob after her head. 

“Catie, you needn’t be afraid.” He put his hand 

on her arm and she jumped. 

“I’m sorry,” she said, putting her hand to her 

heart. “I become nervous around new people.” 

Quint stared at her and forced himself to take 

a deep breath. What was his job but meeting 

new people—diplomats, up-and-coming stars 

of Parliament, even political opponents? The 

world of politics was constantly shifting and 

changing. What was he to do with a wife who 

ran and hid every time she saw someone new? 
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The coach slowed and pulled around the circu-

lar drive, and one of Quint’s footmen opened the 

door and lowered the stairs. Before he exited, 

Quint gave Catherine’s hand a reassuring squeeze. 

“I’ll be right by your side. Just smile, and you’ll get 

through it.” 

She nodded somewhat stiffly, her face pale and 

her hands trembling in his. Quint prayed she 

wouldn’t faint or make a scene. 

Quint exited first, then with great ceremony, he 

held out his hand and assisted Catherine from 

the carriage. When she stepped down, he whis-

pered, “Smile.” 

She gave a tight grimace. 

Quint could see that for their part, his staff was 

ecstatic to meet their new mistress. The servants 

clapped and cheered at the sight of Catherine, 

but this only seemed to make her more nervous. 

Quint held up a hand to quiet them. “Your 

new mistress, Lady Valentine.” 

The servants cheered again, and Quint felt 

Catherine go limp beside him. He put an arm 

about her waist and assisted her up the stairs to 

the door, but he couldn’t stop himself from won-

dering if this was an act or real fear. 

His housekeeper came forward, eager to be 

first to welcome the new mistress, but Quint 

whispered to her, “Mrs. Crumb, might we do in-

troductions another time? I fear my wife is overly 

tired from the long trip.” 
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“Of course, milord. I’ll have her things brought 

to your chambers.” 

“Then you received my letter?” Quint asked. 

“Yes, milord. And this morning the workers 

began the improvements that you specifi ed.” 

Quint felt like a scoundrel. He’d sent that letter 

by express post last night, indicating he wanted 

the room that would have been Catherine’s com-

pletely redone. While the room was in need of 

remodeling, the work was not necessary, espe-

cially considering that the other rooms in the 

house were occupied or untenable. In effect,  

Quint had ensured he and Catherine would share 

a bedroom. It was devious and low, not some-

thing that Quint would have normally done, but 

how else was he supposed to get close to her? 

And after all she had done, did she deserve 

any better? 

“Thank you, Mrs. Crumb.” As the housekeeper 

led Catherine away, Quint tried to give her a re-

assuring smile. She looked terrified, not a bit like 

the devious little liar he imagined her. 

At length, when Quint had settled back into 

his chambers, gone over accounts with his estate 

manager, and attended to various other tasks as-

sociated with being a property owner, he looked 

at the clock and saw that it was after eleven. 

He took a deep breath and ran a hand through 

his hair. No point in putting it off any longer. It 

was time he joined his wife in bed. 
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And he wasn’t going to feel any qualms about 

doing so. She had wanted this marriage enough 

to have him drugged. She had duped him. Hadn’t 

she? 

The rest of the house was dark and silent as he 

walked up the stairs, lamp in hand, and opened 

the door to his room. Catherine was sitting in 

bed, book propped on her knee. She looked up at 

him, and he paused for a moment to catch his 

breath. Her long, silky hair fl owed over the pretty 

pink nightgown she wore. Her cheeks were rosy, 

her eyelids heavy. He had the crazy impulse to 

go to her, take her into his arms, and just hold 

her. The impulse was shaken when she saw him. 

She clutched the covers, and shrieked, “What do 

you want?” 

Quint closed the door behind him slowly and 

set the lamp on a small side table. “I want to go to 

bed.” 

He sat in a silk-striped armchair and began 

taking off his boots. Dorsey, his valet, had not ac-

companied him on this trip, and that had not 

been an accident. Quint wanted no servants in-

terrupting his time with his wife. 

“But why do you not go to your own room?” 

Catherine asked, scooting away from him. 

Quint noted her behavior. Could this fear re-

ally be an act? 

He set one boot on the floor and began on the 

other. “This is my room.” 

She blinked at him. “Then where is mine?” 
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“Yours is under construction. Unfortunately, I 

have not been as diligent in the upkeep of this  

house as I should have. I intend to remedy that 

now. I am afraid we will have to share a room.” 

He finished with his boots and stood to remove 

his tailcoat. 

“Then I will sleep in one of the other rooms.” 

Quint shrugged off his tailcoat and laid it over 

the arm of the chair. “All are occupied.” That was 

not strictly true, but she did not know that. 

He began unbuttoning his shirt, and Catherine 

jumped up, grabbing the robe at the end of the 

bed. “Sir, you promised you would not”—she 

swallowed and clutched a hand to her throat, 

closing the robe over her neck—“you promised 

you would not force yourself on me.” 

He paused and looked up at her. Bloody hell.  

She was pale and trembling. Obviously terrifi ed. 

Keeping his voice low, he said, “Nor do I intend 

to. I assure you that I will not touch you.” He 

pulled his shirt over his head, and she took an-

other step back. 

“I-I do not believe you. How do I know—” 

“Catherine, I am tired,” he said, “I want to go 

to bed. Nothing more.” And at this point, that  

was true. Her behavior, as usual, gave him more 

questions than answers, and he needed time to 

consider them. He began to unfasten his trousers, 

and Catherine let out a small yelp. 

“Very well, if we are to share a room, then I 

will sleep on the couch.” She pointed to the vel-
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vet chaise longue across from the bed, then scur-

ried over to it and lay down. 

Quint sighed. He should have foreseen this 

and had the damn thing removed before they ar-

rived. “You’re not going to sleep on the couch. If 

you won’t share a bed with me, then I will sleep 

on the couch.” 

“But I don’t want—” 

“Catie, get in the bed. I’m going to blow out this 

lamp and lie down on the couch. Unless you in-

tend to lie on top of me, you’d better be in bed.” 

She scrambled to the bed again and had climbed 

in when he blew out the lamp. He lifted his coat 

from the arm of the chair, and, feeling his way 

across the room, lay on the couch, with the coat 

over him. 

In the darkness, the room was silent. Quint did 

not even think Catherine dared breathe. He turned 

on his back, his feet hanging over the edge of the 

chaise. Shifting onto his side, his shoulder dropped 

off the couch. He sighed, wishing for his large, 

comfortable bed. 

But there would be many days to come. The 

better he knew her, the better he understood her, 

the easier it would be to win his way into his 

wife’s bed. Then he could mold her into the wife 

he needed. She was like a skittish horse who had 

to be calmed and soothed, and who, with a bit of 

attention would become a confi dent, prancing 

beauty. That was his Catherine. 

Quint rose early the next morning, dressed, and 
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left his wife sleeping. She had curled into a ball 

and had one hand fisted under her chin. He re-

strained the urge to go to her and brush the hair 

from her face. Instead, he went down to the stable 

and found his groom. An hour later, he knocked 

on their bedroom door. It opened a sliver, and 

honey hazel eyes blinked at him. 

“Get dressed,” he said. “I have something to 

show you.” 

“But I don’t—” 

“If I have to break down this door and pull you 

out,” he hissed, mindful of a maid dusting nearby, 

“I will do it. Now meet me on the front lawn in a 

quarter hour. You’ll like what I have to show 

you.” 

And he marched down to the lawn and paced 

away the minutes. He’d stopped pacing and was 

watching the sun burn off the clouds and glint 

off the dew at his feet, when he heard behind 

him, “Is this what I’m meant to see?” 

He turned to see his wife in a thin summer 

dress, standing on the lawn behind him, shiv-

ering. 

Immediately, he swept off his greatcoat and 

draped it about her shoulders. He looked into her 

face and noticed it was pale and tired. “Didn’t 

you sleep well?” 

“I might have slept better if I’d been alone,” she 

grumbled. “Why did you drag me out of bed so 

early?” 

He grinned. Very well. She wasn’t a morning 
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person. He’d be certain to schedule only after-

noon social events. 

Without asking permission, he took her hand 

and led her down the path. They walked in si-

lence for the first few minutes. Catherine yawned 

and blinked at the rising sun, and generally 

looked about herself as though she could not 

quite believe what she saw was real. Quint was 

fascinated by the play of emotions on her face,  

though it hurt his opinion of her devious nature. 

As he watched her, it seemed her every thought 

was revealed. He saw the surprised and mulish 

look on her face when he’d taken her hand and 

refused to let go. He saw her face light when she 

glimpsed a deer standing in the distance, still as 

an icy pond, watching them. And now he watched 

her face again as they rounded the next corner 

and the stables came into view. 

He needn’t have bothered to pay such close at-

tention. When she saw the horses in the paddock 

beside them, she let out a gasp of pleasure so 

loud that Quint’s stableboy looked up. 

“You have horses,” she breathed, and he no-

ticed that her pace was no longer sluggish. Now 

she was all but pulling him forward. 

“I thought you might like a morning ride,” 

Quint said. 

“Oh, yes! Yes!” By then she was almost run-

ning, and her smile of joy practically split her 

face. But when she reached the horses, she slowed 
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and looked back at him. “Which one shall I ride?” 

she asked. 

Quint glanced at the chestnut mare he had 

been about to suggest she take, and then decided 

against speaking up. There was a gelding so pale 

he appeared white that Quint preferred when he 

was home, and he saw Catherine’s face break into 

a rapturous smile at the sight of the horse. 

“You choose,” he said. 

She glanced away from the white gelding.

 “Really?” 

“Please. Take your choice.” 

“I—” She glanced at the white horse again and 

then at the others. With a last longing look at the 

gelding, she said, “I’ll ride the chestnut, I think.” 

Quint laughed, and she spun round. 

“Why do you laugh, sir?” 

“Because that was very noble of you, but I 

didn’t bring you out here this morning so you 

could be noble. You want to ride Thor, don’t 

you?” 

Her eyes strayed to the white horse again. “Is 

that his name?” 

“Yes, and you’re staring at him like a starving 

child stares at a mince pie. Ride him, Catherine. 

He’s yours whenever you want.” 

She blinked at him, and he could see the un-

certainty in her eyes. “But what will you ride, 

then? I am sure Thor must be your favorite horse. 

He is such a beauty.” 
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“I’ll ride Hazard over there.” He pointed to a 

dappled tan-and-brown horse. “Come on, let’s 

go. The morning is getting away from us.” 

They rode away from the stable, Quint leading 

the way. Initially, they gave the horses their heads 

and galloped into the brisk spring morning. 

When the horses tired, Quint took her on a mean-

dering tour of Ravensland’s extensive grounds. 

“You have a good seat,” Quint said. “And you 

handle Thor very well.” 

“Thank you,” she said, but he saw the telltale 

blush. 

“Now what have I said to embarrass you?” he 

asked. 

“I’m not used to compliments,” she said, look-

ing away. “And I couldn’t tell if that one had a 

double meaning.” The last was said so quietly, 

Quint missed several of the words and it took 

him a minute to piece the statement together. 

When he did, he laughed. 

“Yes, that seat is nice, too.” 

“Sir!” she said with a shake of her head, and 

then she spurred Thor faster. The horses galloped 

over the green countryside, up small hills and 

past rambling brooks. Flowers were beginning to 

bloom in the wild places, and birds sang with 

abandon from the trees. 

A while later they rode beside one another 

again, and Catherine said, “This is beautiful 

country. Did you grow up here?” 

“No. My family estate is in Derbyshire, but I  
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spent the occasional week or two here when I 

was a boy. My grandfather acquired the land and 

built the house. He intended it for my father, a 

house of his own until he inherited the marques-

sate.” 

“And did your father ever live here?” 

Quint shook his head. “My grandfather died 

just after the house was finished. My father be-

came the marquess at age fifteen. The house was 

given to me when I became of age, and I hope to 

live here many years.” 

Catherine nodded. “I am sure your mother and 

father are very nice people. What do they think 

of all that has happened between us?” 

Quint gave her a sideways glance. She didn’t 

ask the easy questions. “Naturally, I wrote to 

my father as soon as I realized what had hap-

pened. I asked his advice, but as yet have re-

ceived no reply.” 

“Too soon, I imagine,” she said. 

“Yes.” 

“Was that one of the ‘friends’ you told me 

about?” 

He nodded and turned his horse back toward 

the house. He was growing hungry, and morning 

was fading fast into a blue-skied April noon. 

“What do you think he will say?” she asked, 

turning Thor and spurring him to catch up. 

“I think he will say what he always says in  

these situations.” 

“And what is that?” 
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“To do my duty.” 

She laughed, and the reaction surprised him. 

She must have seen the look on his face because 

she added, “That sounds like something a father 

would say.” 

“Yes, yes it does,” he agreed. “My father is 

nothing if not conventional.” 

“And you are not?” 

“Not at all. My father is a member of the old 

guard. Sometimes I think the man should have 

been on the boat with William the Conqueror. He 

has that conquering mentality.” 

“And you do not.” 

He saw the doubt in her eyes. 

“I want reform. There are people starving in 

London and throughout the countryside. The pov-

erty is wretched, while so many of us live in lux-

ury.” He gestured to their horses and the beautiful 

rolling landscape surrounding them. “How can I 

have all this and begrudge a poor man, woman, or 

child a full belly?” 

“You don’t have to convince me,” she said. “My 

cousin Maddie runs an orphanage, and she 

preaches reform all the time.” 

“Yes, the orphanages are only the beginning. 

There’s so much to do, so many reforms to pass, 

and they are increasingly more difficult to shoul-

der through Parliament.” He spoke with real 

feeling, warming to the conversation, until he 

remembered that he was supposed to be learning 
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more about her. And somehow she had tricked 

him into opening up. 

“And what does your father think of all your ef-

forts at reform?” Catherine asked, and Quint took 

the opportunity to direct the topic back at her. 

“He thinks I am young and idealistic. He 

thinks poverty has always existed and will al-

ways exist. He thinks I waste my time.” The sta-

bles were coming into view, and Quint raised a 

hand to the boy waiting for them. 

“I see.” She was looking into the distance when 

she said it, and Quint wondered what she was 

seeing there. Her own father, belittling her ef-

forts? Finding her interests and diversions a 

waste of time? Or had she and Edmund Full-

bright been of the same mind? Annoyed, Quint 

continued to teeter between believing her the 

victim of a barbaric father or a deceitful little 

vixen. Which was she? 

Finally, he said, “And my father thinks I am the 

greatest son a man could have.” 

She turned then, her eyes wide with surprise. 

“But you said—” 

“A man can be proud of his son without ap-

proving all he does. My father thinks I walk on 

water. Perhaps it’s a good thing we have our po-

litical differences. If I were any more perfect, he’d 

petition to have me canonized.” 

She smiled, and he slowed his horse to give 

them a few more minutes alone. “I do not expect 
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perfection, Catie. My parents love me in spite of 

my flaws, and I will treat my children the same.” 

“Your children?” 

He nodded and took another chance to prod 

her. “I know you have not agreed to that aspect of 

our marriage, but I want you to know, before you 

make up your mind, that I will treat our children 

well, and I will love them no matter what.” He 

watched her closely and saw the flash of disbelief 

in her eyes. 

“The sons, you mean,” she said. 

The stableboy was approaching now, and he 

took Quint’s reins. With practiced ease, Quint 

dismounted and was beside her, his hand on her 

waist as he set her down. He looked into her eyes. 

“The sons and the daughters. If they are our chil-

dren, Catie, I will love them with all my heart.” 

Again, he saw the play of emotions on her  

face—disbelief, scorn, skepticism. “You don’t look 

as though you believe me, Catie,” he said, still 

holding her, hands wrapped around her warm 

waist. “Why not? Didn’t your father love you?” 

The veil fell over her face, hiding her emotions 

for the first time that day. “Let me go,” she fi nally 

said, pulling out of his arms. “You’re hurting me.” 

He held his hands up, palms out. “I’m not even 

touching you.” 

“You don’t have to.” She turned and fl ed. He 

watched her go, and then bent to lift his greatcoat 

from his feet. 



Chapter 13 nm 

Catherine didn’t know where she was run-

ning or why. She simply knew that she had 

to get away. She couldn’t breathe when Valentine 

was close to her. She couldn’t think or reason. For 

the past two days, it seemed all she did when she 

was in his presence was to obsess about the way 

she felt when he touched her. Lord, she did not 

even believe he had truly begun to woo her yet, 

and he was already too much in her thoughts. 

Not that he could be otherwise, considering 

she was now in his house and under his protec-

tion. Catching her breath, she slowed to a walk, 

angling away from the house and toward a sparse 

copse of trees. She needed a moment to be alone. 

In the past two days, Valentine had spoken fi rst 
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of her sharing his bed and now of their shared 

children. She’d never considered that she would 

have either opportunity. She’d vowed to be a 

spinster, and suddenly she was in the position to 

be a wife and a mother. 

She took a seat on an enormous root poking  

out of the ground. She wanted children, but she 

also feared motherhood. Her own mother was 

little more than a slave to her father. She was at 

his every whim, his beck and call. She suffered 

first and most severely when he was not pleased. 

As a result, Cordelia Fullbright was a hard, 

cruel woman. Catherine did not know if she had 

always been thus, but she remembered her father 

berating her in front of Catherine and Lizzy. 

Catherine had learned to see her mother as an 

object of disgust. What if Catherine was forced to 

stand helplessly by as Valentine turned their chil-

dren against her? Or worse, he might mistreat 

their children. 

No, she would never allow that. She would not 

be like her mother. 

Catherine sighed. More and more, she was torn 

between yielding to Valentine and resisting him. 

If she yielded, she risked so much. If she re-

sisted . . . 

But she was in far too deep to think of resisting 

now. 

Yesterday he had said the decision to share the 

marriage bed was left to her, but a man who 

would one day be a marquess would need an 
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heir. And surely he would need a legitimate heir. 

She was his wife. That was her duty. She could 

refuse him, and the result? 

No heir. 

Catherine stood and paced in front of the tree. 

So the truth of the matter was that Valentine was 

playing with her. In reality she had no choice. 

She would bear his children whether she wanted 

it or not. That was, unless he found a way to be 

rid of her. And why should he want her to stay? 

He’d never wanted her to begin with. It was 

Elizabeth he’d courted, and Elizabeth he obvi-

ously still loved. Catherine knew she was a pale 

second. 

She managed to avoid him the rest of the day. 

She even escaped dining with him as he’d been 

overseeing a business matter with his steward. 

But that still left the entire night to be shared, 

alone with him in their room. She tried to wait 

up for him, not wanting to be asleep and vulner-

able when he came in, but as the hour grew late, 

her eyelids drooped. There was a creak and she 

jerked awake. Somewhere a dog barked, and 

Catherine shook her head to clear it. 

She picked up a book. The clock ticked away 

the hours, the monotonous tock-tock-tock lulling 

her to sleep. Finally, the words of her book 

blurred, and the novel grew heavy in her arms. 

Her father’s house was full of laughing people. 

Catie could not see their faces, only their huge 
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red lips and gaping mouths. She ran and ran, but 

everywhere she turned faces popped before her, 

laughing at her. 

The hard floor was cold and damp under her 

bare feet, the way littered with sharp odds and 

ends that she could not identify in the dark. She 

stretched her hands out in the blackness, know-

ing what she would feel but powerless to stop 

herself. 

Her hand closed on the sticky cobweb, and she 

felt the spider move over her hand. She jumped 

back, but her foot skidded over a soft, squishy rat. 

The rat sank its sharp teeth into her fl esh. 

Catie cried out and shook her foot, trying to 

dislodge the rat, and it was then that the spider 

made its way up her arm, past her shoulder, and 

onto her face. It crawled into her mouth. 

Catie screamed. 

“Catherine. Catherine!” 

With a wrench of air, she sat, arms up and  

ready for battle. It was dark, and it took her a 

long, terrifying moment to realize where she was. 

Moonlight pooled through the curtains, emitting 

enough illumination for her to see the man at the 

edge of her bed. 

She pushed backward, scrambling away, feel-

ing another scream in her throat, but Valentine 

caught her, pulled her close and . . . 

Held her? 

Suddenly she was on his lap, and he was 



 NO MAN’S BRIDE 191 

rocking her, his hand caressing her hair. “Shh, 

baby,” he whispered. “I won’t let anything hap-

pen to you.” 

They were the words Catherine needed to hear, 

and she relaxed, burying her face in his shoulder. 

He was not wearing a shirt, and his bare skin 

was cool against her hot cheeks. He felt so good, 

so strong, so safe. She wanted to curl up in his 

arms and never leave. 

It was a small thing, an easy thing to turn her 

head so that her lips were against his shoulder. It 

was equally simple to press her mouth against 

his neck, feel the quick pulse beating against her 

mouth. He did not bend his head to hers. She 

looked up at him, shy and intrepid all at once. He 

was staring straight ahead, his jaw clenched. 

She wrapped her arms around his neck and 

pulled his mouth to hers. She’d never kissed a 

man, and her heart was racing so fast she feared 

it would jump out of her chest. She did not know 

what to expect, but his lips were exactly what she 

craved. They were cool against her heated skin, 

and he tasted of mint. She pressed her mouth 

against his, and the shock of the connection 

buzzed through her. 

Her heart galloped on, and her breath was 

short. And then his arms tightened on her, pull-

ing her closer so that her breasts pushed against 

his chest. His prickly hair tickled her through 

the thin nightgown she wore. His hands held her 
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securely, but somehow he also managed to touch 

her. She felt him move over her waist and her 

hips. He cupped her bottom and she felt the 

bulge of his erection against her. Quint groaned, 

and his hold became almost painful. 

She was afraid of him and thrilled by the new 

feelings, too. His mouth descended on hers again, 

and her head began to swim. The first tendrils of 

fear and uncertainty cascaded over her skin. She 

realized that he was easing her back on the bed, 

and she was torn. His kisses were consuming. 

She wanted them to go on and on. She wanted 

his lips and his hands on her all the time. 

But then his hand slipped beneath the hem of 

her gown, and she felt his tentative fi ngers on 

her knee. It was too fast, too foreign a feeling, 

and she bucked and pushed him away. But her 

struggle was unnecessary. As soon as she’d  

tensed, she was free. She opened her eyes, his 

sudden absence making all that came before 

seem like a dream. 

A match flared, and the lamp on the other side 

of the bed came to life. Catherine squinted at her 

husband. His hair was disheveled, his color high, 

and he was running his hands through his thick 

hair. 

“I’m sorry,” he gasped. “I did not mean—” He 

paused and looked at her. “You were having a  

nightmare. I only wanted to wake you.” 

She nodded. In the lamplight, everything 

seemed different. She was no longer anonymous. 
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She was ashamed of her actions. What would 

have happened if she had not stopped him? 

Lord, she still wanted him. That was the most 

humiliating part. She looked at his bare chest and 

his rumpled hair, and she wanted to press herself 

wantonly against him. She wanted to touch him 

and kiss him and lick him. 

Oh, Lord. What was wrong with her? 

“Are you well now?” he asked. 

She stared at him. No, she wasn’t well. She was 

thinking about licking him. That was not normal. 

But then she realized he was speaking of her 

nightmare. The faces, the closet, the rat bite and 

the spider. She shuddered violently. 

He started for her, but she held up a hand. “I’m 

well. I just—” She was startled to fi nd tears on 

the back of her hand when she wiped her eyes, 

and this time a wave of her hand did not stop 

Valentine from sitting beside her. 

“It’s a dream I have sometimes. A nightmare,” 

she mumbled, trying to keep him from seeing 

her face. 

“Perhaps talking about it will help,” he mur-

mured. He took her hand in his and kissed her 

knuckles. “The room is alight. No shadows. Tell 

me.” 

Catherine did not want to tell him. It was silly 

and humiliating that something from so long ago 

should still terrify her. She was too old to be 

afraid of spiders and rats. 

And yet she needed to tell him. It was so hard 
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to keep it all inside. And the dream was so real, 

so horrifying. 

“I’m a little girl,” she heard herself say. She 

stared down at the bedclothes, not his face, but she 

was glad he did not release her hand. “I’m in a 

closet under the stairs. Alone. I’m there because 

I’ve been bad, and I’m scared because it’s cold and 

dark, and I can’t see. I cry to be freed, but no one 

comes.” 

Valentine took a deep breath, and she glanced 

up at him. His eyes were dark. Angry? 

“I’m hungry and so frightened, and I’m pound-

ing on the door until my hands are sore. But no 

one comes.” 

The tears were streaming down her cheeks 

now, and she let them fall. And she let Valentine 

pull her into his lap again. She’d wanted him to. 

She’d needed him close to say this last part. 

“And then I feel something slither over me. A-a 

rat, I think, and I jump up and my hand is tan-

gled in a cobweb, and I feel the spider, its furry 

legs all over me. And I scream and scream. But 

no one ever comes.” 

“Shh,” Valentine said. “You don’t have to say 

anymore. I’m here now. You can sleep, and you’ll 

never have to dream that again. I’ll be right here 

to keep the nightmares away.” 

He was lowering her on the bed again, but this 

time his touch was only one of comfort. She closed 

her eyes as he pulled the sheets up around her. 
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“Catherine,” he whispered just as she began to 

drift off, “how old were you when he locked you 

in the closet?” 

“Ten,” she said. He began to pull away, and she 

reached out and caught his wrist. “But it was only 

a dream. You understand that?” 

He leaned over her and caressed her cheek. “I 

understand. Now I understand.” 

The next morning Catherine received three let-

ters: one from Ashley, one from Madeleine, and 

one from Josephine. All three were angered that 

she had been forced to leave Town, for they as-

sumed she would never leave of her own volition. 

Ashley seemed to take her absence as a personal 

affront and threatened to come out to Hertford-

shire and make sure she was well. Maddie talked 

more of events in Town, particularly the diffi -

culty her father was giving her about going to the 

orphanage every day. He worried for her safety. 

Catherine wished Josie’s father would worry 

more for her safety. Josie’s letter was fi lled with 

tales of a Lord Westman and pirate’s treasure. As 

usual, it sounded like Josie was getting into 

plenty of trouble. 

Catherine spent the morning writing letters 

to reassure her cousins and to give them her 

opinions on their various dilemmas. Maddie got 

sympathy and Josie a stern lecture. Ashley was 

instructed to stay in London for the time being. 
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Catherine stayed in her room as long as possi-

ble, avoiding Valentine. The events of the night 

before had not been far from her mind. She was 

ashamed of her forwardness, angry that she had 

told Valentine about her “dream,” mortifi ed that 

when he saw her again he would pretend noth-

ing happened and mortified that he would not. 

There were so many times in the short days of 

their acquaintance that he had seemed to want 

her. He’d touched her and looked at her with 

desire in his eyes. Last night he could have had 

her. Catherine had no illusions on that score.  

She would have willingly done whatever he’d 

asked. 

And yet, Valentine had not taken her. He had 

pulled away, preferring to lull her to sleep than 

into his arms. She woke in the bed alone this 

morning. And no wonder. He had no feelings for 

her. It was Elizabeth he loved. 

Catherine finished addressing her letters and 

put away the writing materials she’d requested. 

She could hardly avoid Valentine for the rest of 

the day, or even the rest of her life, as she’d like 

to. She always waited for things to happen to her. 

Today, she was going to face the world. 

She found her husband in his library. She 

knocked twice and opened the door. Valentine 

looked up when she entered. He was sitting at a 

large mahogany desk that matched his eyes. No 

wonder his eyes reminded her of that wood. He 

looked at home behind the desk. 
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Before him were a stack of papers, a pen, an 

inkpot, and a pot of tea. She could see the steam 

still rising from the pot, and could almost feel the 

warmth of the fire in the hearth. 

“Catie,” he said, putting down his pen. 

“Come in.” 



Chapter 14 nm 

V alentine began to rise, but Catherine waved 

him back down. “No need to rise, sir. I only 

came to ask if you would make sure these letters 

are delivered for me.” She handed them to him, 

and he took them, glanced at the names. 

“Of course. How are you feeling this morning? 

I hope you are not too tired.” 

Catherine looked down at the floor. She stood 

at the edge of a brown-and-gold rug. Beneath her 

slipper, a sliver of hardwood fl oors winked. 

“Sir.” She finally looked into his eyes. “I must 

apologize for last night. I do not know what came 

over me.” She looked down again, unable to hold 

his gaze and speak of such things. “I did not 
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mean to be so forward.” She peeked at Valentine. 

He was staring at her. 

“I see.” He cleared his throat and stood, com-

ing around the desk. “I assure you, I was not of-

fended.” 

“It won’t happen again.” Catherine forced her-

self not to back away when he came close to her. 

“I sincerely hope that’s not true.” 

She took a deep breath. “I have been thinking 

about our conversation.” 

He furrowed his brow. “Is there one in partic-

ular?” 

“The one in the carriage.” She shot him a glare. 

“You know, the one. About the—ah, marriage 

bed.” 

“Ah, that one.” 

“I have unraveled your plan.” 

One eyebrow angled upward as he leaned a 

slim hip on the desk. Funny how she hadn’t no-

ticed how slim his hips were until now. He was 

lean all over—that much she remembered from 

last night—but she had not appreciated what a 

long, lithe shape he had and how attractive that 

could be in a man. 

“I gave myself away, did I?” he said, and his 

tone was wry. 

She blinked and tried to refocus. She looked 

into his face. “Yes, you did. If you think I don’t—” 

But staring into his face was no better than 

looking at his body. He was far too handsome, 



200 SHANA GALEN 

and looking at him always elicited a response in 

her. She’d known so few men, and none as hand-

some as this one. His hair, still too long, curled 

over his collar, and it was inky black against his 

tan skin. His skin was marred by a dim shadow 

of beard growth, the color on his chin and cheeks 

almost a stain on that chiseled face. And his eyes. 

She had the most trouble there. His eyes were far 

too soft when they focused on her. They seemed 

almost . . . kind. 

She shook her head. “What was I saying?” 

“Something about you unraveling my plan.” 

“Right. If you think I don’t realize that a mar-

quess needs children—heirs and legitimate 

heirs—then you must think me a fool, and you’ve 

treated me as one, too.” 

He pursed his lips, opened his mouth, and 

then closed it again. “I’m not sure I follow.” 

She sighed in exasperation. Of course he un-

derstood! “You told me it was my choice whether 

or not to share your bed. And you told me”—she 

pointed accusingly at the ring he’d given her— 

“this was a symbol of your promise. But what 

you neglected to mention was that if I chose not 

to share your bed, that would not solve your 

problem. Even if you have other women, you still 

need a legitimate heir.” 

“I see.” 

“Yes, I do, too.” She crossed her arms. “So in 

truth, this ring means nothing, sir. You will either 
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have to bed me against my will or throw me out 

to achieve your aims.” 

“Is that so?” He was still leaning against the 

desk, arms crossed, looking not at all concerned 

with what she was telling him. In fact—she peered 

more closely at his mouth—he almost looked as 

though he were amused by her. 

“Sir!” she said forcefully, hoping her tone 

would make him see the seriousness of what she 

said. “I do not think you quite comprehend.” 

He began to work his way around the desk. 

“Oh, I comprehend, Catie. I think you are the one 

who does not understand.” 

She blinked, watching him take another step 

closer, though her cowardly feet desperately 

wanted to turn and flee. But she would stand her 

ground and see this settled between the two of 

them. “What do you mean, sir?” He was standing 

close now, and she had to tilt her head up so she 

could look into his face. “What do I not under-

stand?” 

He lifted a hand and brushed a loose strand of 

hair from her face. She shivered at the intimate 

touch. He was so close now that he was begin-

ning to have an effect on her. She could smell his 

scent. It reminded her of their ride yesterday 

morning—a combination of leather saddles, pine 

trees, and new spring mornings. She leaned 

closer. 

“Many things, my Catie,” he said, and this time 
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when he lifted his hand to stroke her hair back, 

she anticipated his touch and bent into it. 

Her heart was pounding now, and she was so 

terrified that she needed to count to at least a 

hundred before she would feel better. But the 

blood rushing in her ears and the warm zing of 

Valentine’s touch on her cheek made it impossible 

to think. She could not even remember her num-

bers. She knew three was a number, but what 

came before? 

Valentine tilted his head down so that his eyes 

were level with hers. “What you do not under-

stand is that you will come to my bed willingly. 

You want me as much as I do you.” 

She shook her head, not managing to move 

away from him at all. Instead, she actually worked 

her cheek against the rough palm of his hand. 

She felt his calluses against the skin of her face 

and wondered how they would feel on other 

parts of her body. Lord, Valentine was right. She 

did want him. 

“I don’t want you,” she lied. “Last night, I was 

tired. I was not myself.” 

He put a finger over her lips. “Last night your 

defenses were down, and you acted on your true 

impulses. You are afraid of men. How could you 

not be after living with a man such as your fa-

ther?” 

She felt as though a fist slammed into her belly, 

the shock and surprise so real she hunched over. 

“B-but that was just a dream. It wasn’t real.” 
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The finger pressed against her lips again. “You 

don’t have to lie to me, Catie. You don’t have to 

pretend with me.” 

Catherine took a deep breath and looked away. 

Valentine’s hand stroked her cheek. “He hurt 

you, didn’t he?” 

“No!” 

“Locked you in a closet.” 

“I never said that.” 

“Not with words, no. But I need to know what 

to believe. Tell me the truth, did your father force 

you into this marriage?” 

“I already told you—” 

“I need to hear it again. The truth.” 

Catherine clenched her jaw. How many times 

did she need to prove herself? She was tired of 

defending her innocence. “I told you the truth, 

and I don’t care if you believe me. Lord knows 

I’m used to being doubted.” 

Tears stung her eyes and spilled onto her cheeks. 

Valentine reached forward to wipe them away. 

“You’re right. I should trust you. I’m sorry I doubted 

you before. You’re not a liar.” He lowered his head 

so that his forehead touched hers. “How can I make 

you see that there’s more to the world than the way 

you grew up? How can I show you that there can 

be tenderness between a man and a woman? And 

there can be passion. It can be so exciting you for-

get to breathe. I can make you forget to breathe.” 

“No.” She began to withdraw, and Valentine 

caught her hand. 
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“I know you’re afraid of men. You protect your 

emotions because you had to survive with your 

father. But I’m not your father.” 

She shook her head, unable to put her fears 

into words. She’d never felt so close to anyone as 

she’d felt to him last night. She’d never needed 

anyone as she’d needed him. But she didn’t de-

serve him or his promises of happiness and secu-

rity. She’d never felt truly safe or happy. She 

didn’t know what it was to have that. 

“You’re my wife,” Valentine said. “I want you 

in my bed. I want you in every way a man wants 

a woman. Let me show you how it can be.” 

“No.” 

“Yes. Don’t you think you deserve pleasure 

and happiness? Don’t you think you’re worthy 

enough?” 

She stared at him, wondering how he’d man-

aged to read her innermost thoughts. 

But Valentine was looking into her eyes, and his 

own softened at what he saw. He released her 

hand and cupped her cheeks with both of his  

hands. She allowed it, though his touch unsettled 

her. “You are so beautiful and so strong. Look at 

the misfortunes the world has dealt you, and yet 

you approach every new challenge as though it 

were an adventure. Let me show you how you de-

serve to be treated.” 

“No.” She tried to pull away again, and he al-

lowed it. “No, I don’t want you to touch me.” 
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“Very well then.” He held his hands out in a 

gesture of surrender. “You kiss me.” 

She’d been slowly backing away, but at his sug-

gestion, she stopped. 

“I won’t touch you,” he promised. “I won’t even 

kiss you back, if you don’t allow it. I’ll be com-

pletely at your mercy, under your command.” 

Catherine bit her lip and considered. Inadver-

tently, her eyes went to his lips. They were well 

shaped, full, with a hint of color. Last night they’d 

been warm and fi rm. 

“I give you my word, Catie,” Valentine said, 

leaning that slim hip against his desk again. “I 

will not touch you.” 

She stood still, considering. 

“Catie, if the prime minister trusts me, surely 

you can.” 

Oh, now he was all but daring her. As though 

she were afraid. As though she hadn’t been the 

one to kiss him last night. “Very well. I shall kiss 

you.” She held up a fi nger. “Once.” 

He wrapped both of his hands around the edge 

of his desk behind him, then slouched so that he 

would be at an accessible height. “I am at your  

disposal,” he said, and closed his eyes. 

And still she did not move. He stood waiting 

blindly, hands immobile, legs braced apart, a 

warrior at her mercy. 

She took one step forward, then another. And 

then she stopped. She was only a few steps away, 



206 SHANA GALEN 

and the closer she got, the more daunting the 

whole task seemed. Was she just supposed to walk 

up and kiss the man? This had been so much eas-

ier when she was already in his arms last night. 

She put her foot out to take another tentative 

step forward, and her shoe hovered. 

He cracked one eyelid. “You’re not going to 

leave me standing here, are you?” 

“Ah—” 

He’d closed his eyes again, and she thought 

how uncharitable it would be if she ran away, 

leaving him this way. After all, he was practically 

helpless. 

She took another step and then another until 

she was directly before him. She was close enough 

to kiss him now, close enough so that he could  

have reached out and grasped her, but he did not. 

He kept his eyes closed and his hands locked on 

the desk, even as she leaned forward and pressed 

her lips to his. 

She quickly withdrew, and he did not grab her 

and gobble her up. In fact, he still stood like a 

statue, eyes closed. 

She frowned at him. That was all the reaction 

her kiss was to receive? He looked as though he 

were still waiting. 

“Lord Valentine?” 

“Quint,” he said. Then, “Hmm?” 

“I kissed you.” 

He cracked one eye again. “When?” 
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She put her hands on her hips. “Just now. A 

moment ago.” 

“Are you certain?” He frowned. “I didn’t feel 

anything. You’d better do it again.” And he closed 

his eyes. 

She frowned back at him. She might be inexpe-

rienced, but she was no fool. Of course he had felt 

the kiss. He just wanted her to do it again. She al-

most turned and left, but again, it seemed unkind 

to leave him thus. And so she tilted her head and 

kissed him once more, this time harder and lin-

gering a bit longer. Her pulse jumped as she re-

membered the feel of his hands on her last night. 

When she pulled back, he was looking at her 

and smiling. “That was better,” he said. “And you 

haven’t turned into an ugly toad yet from putting 

your lips on mine.” 

“Best not to chance it further.” 

“You chanced it last night. Kiss me like you did 

last night.” 

Catherine shook her head. “No. Last night 

was—it was—” What was it? “I cannot, sir.” 

“Why? Don’t you want me?” 

“Of course I want you, it’s just that—” She  

slammed her hand over her mouth and closed 

her eyes. Oh, Lord, how mortifying. 

He put his hands around hers and pulled them 

down. “Catie, you are free to reject me and my 

bed, but wouldn’t you like to know what you are 

rejecting first? Don’t you deserve to know?” 
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She turned away. Why was she listening to 

him? And how could she not? She did deserve to 

know pleasure. Everyone would assume she’d 

shared his bed no matter what she did. Shouldn’t 

she reap some reward? She wanted him. Perhaps 

it was a mistake. Perhaps she was a fool, but she 

needed him to touch her again like he had last 

night. 

She turned back to him. “Would you”—she  

paused and took a deep breath—“would you kiss 

me?” 

“Oh, God, yes.” He bent toward her then pulled 

back again. “But this is purely by your request.  

I’ll stop whenever you say.” He leaned close 

again. “Remember what I said about the prime 

minister,” he whispered. “You can trust me.” 

Slowly, he lifted one hand, and she could not 

help but pull back. 

“I’m going to cup the back of your head.” His 

voice was level, and his eyes never left hers. 

“You’ll like it. In fact, it would be nice if you did 

the same.” He moved slowly, sliding his fi ngers 

through her hair. “Touch me,” he murmured. 

She cupped the back of his neck. The action 

drew her closer to him so that her body was al-

most flush against his. It was an awkward and 

heady feeling, but not a wholly unpleasant one. 

And she decided that she actually liked having 

her hand on the back of his neck. It gave her some 

power and some control over what he did. 

Or at least the appearance of it. 
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Then Valentine slid his other hand about her 

waist, and the blood began to thrum in her ears 

again. She looked up at him and found she was 

lost in his mahogany eyes. 

Three, eight, seventeen . . . 

And then he bent and put his mouth on hers. 

She tensed at first, expecting an assault, but his 

mouth was cool and dry, as she’d remembered it 

from last night. 

He moved his lips against hers, lightly at fi rst 

and then with more pressure. He almost seemed 

to be nibbling at her lips, and the thought made 

her smile. But she wanted so much more. She 

wanted to feel again what she’d felt last night. 

To her pleasure, the light pressure of his lips 

increased, and she felt the flick of his tongue. It 

was a jolt, and she almost stepped back, but he 

held her close with the hand on her back. Still, 

she could not help but tense up, and that was 

when the hand on the back of her neck began to 

do its work. He kneaded and worked his fi ngers 

into her skin until she relaxed again. 

By then, she knew what he wanted. He wanted 

her to open her mouth, and she was surprised to 

find that she wanted the same. She was not dis-

appointed at what she felt. His lips slanted over 

hers, warm and moist and making her feel sensa-

tions even more mesmerizing than she had felt 

last night. Her whole body seemed to come alive 

against his, and she couldn’t seem to get close 

enough to him. She pulled his head down farther 
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with the hand on the back of his neck and ran her 

other hand along his back. 

She thought she heard him groan quietly, but 

then he flicked his tongue into her mouth, and 

she was not sure of anything. Heat fl ooded 

through her. She knew her face was fl aming, and 

she knew that if anyone ever saw her doing this, 

she would die of mortal shame. And yet she did 

not stop him. With each moment, the kiss grew 

more into a caress, his tongue probing and 

searching and spinning her to new heights of 

sensation. 

His touch and his kiss sent heat fl ooding 

through her. Her hands tingled with it. Her 

breasts ached with it, and her stomach clenched. 

And then the heat reached that spot between her 

legs, and she felt her thighs become wet. She had 

the oddest sensation, and she wanted to rub her-

self. Even more, she wanted him to touch her 

there. 

He’d withdrawn his tongue now, but their 

mouths were still fused. The sensation between 

her legs was growing, making her restless and 

excited, and when he withdrew his tongue she 

followed him. With a thrill of adventure, she en-

tered his mouth. He met her there, kissing her 

harder, pulling her closer, showing her what to 

do and how. 

And then, as though he knew what she was 

feeling, he parted her legs with his own and slid 

a leg between her thighs. He kept one hand on 
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her back and the other on her neck, still kneading 

away her inhibitions, but she felt his thigh press 

against her. At first the touch was light and tenta-

tive, but she felt a jolt when his warm body ca-

ressed that inner part of her, even through her 

skirts and petticoats. 

His touch grew more insistent. He rubbed 

against her again and again, the strokes of his 

tongue mimicking the thrusts of his thigh. 

And Catherine could not take it anymore. She 

broke the kiss and gasped. But the gasp came out 

sounding much more like a moan, and not the 

kind of moan a lady like her would make. She 

sounded like a common whore. 

It was all too much, and she released him and 

pushed her hand against his chest. Reluctantly, 

he allowed her to go. She stumbled back, her 

hand to her throat, and stared at him. 

Unbelievably enough, he looked as fl ushed and 

affected as she. His hair was mussed, the dark 

waves falling over his forehead, his eyes were 

bright, and he breathed in rapid bursts that 

matched her own gulps. 

“God, I want you,” he said on a gasp. “Please.” 

She stared at this man, the only man she’d ever 

known who asked before taking. The only man 

she’d ever known who told her she was worth 

something, who told her she deserved more. 

More than anything, she wanted to yield to him. 

But again, if she submitted, if she let him sweep 

her away, allowed him to make her believe she 
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meant more to him than she did, and then he 

took it all away . . . what then? 

She took another step back. Her head was spin-

ning, and she knew she needed time to think. 

She needed so much time to think these days. 

“It’s still your decision,” he said, straightening. 

“I won’t touch you unless you allow it. But now 

you know how it can be. God, Catie, please trust 

me.” 

She turned and fled to her room. She threw 

herself on their bed, quick to bury her head in the 

counterpane so that she could hide the blush 

from her face. 

She took deep, soothing breaths until her heart 

slowed and she was able to count to a hundred. 

And then she opened her eyes and stared at the 

green-and-yellow-papered walls. 

She could still feel the pulse beating between 

her legs, still feel the moist ache that begged to be 

quelled. Hand trembling, she put her fi ngers 

there and pressed against her flesh, hoping to 

staunch the feelings, but they only intensifi ed, 

and the image of Valentine, his hair disheveled 

and his eyes hot and full of desire for her, made 

her want him more. 

Quickly, she withdrew her hand and tried to 

think of banal topics: the weather, bread pud-

ding, horses. But there again she thought of Val-

entine. He’d allowed her the pick of the best 

horse. He’d shown her his home, and she could 

still remember the way he’d beamed and the 
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pride in his face when they’d ridden about the 

property. And then last night, when she’d been 

frightened, he’d held her and soothed her. 

She shook her head, but she could not deny the 

inevitable. She had married a good man. He was 

nothing like her father. Quint Childers was a 

good man. 

With a sigh, Catherine flipped onto her stomach. 

And so what? 

That didn’t mean she had to fall in love with  

him. That didn’t mean she had to trust him. 

He spoke of passion, of pleasure, but he didn’t 

speak of love. 

Because he didn’t love her. He loved Elizabeth. 

Catherine knew she would only open herself to a 

lifetime of pain if she allowed Valentine into her 

heart. All her life, Catherine had fought with 

Elizabeth—for her parents’ affection, for space in 

their shared room, for respect—but she would 

not fight Elizabeth for Valentine’s heart. 

That was a battle Catherine feared she would 

never win. 



Chapter 15 nm 

Quint sat behind his desk and tried to con-

centrate on the documents in front of him. 

His recommendation to the prime minister was 

due soon, he had a speech to write for Parlia-

ment, and he still had to go through piles of cor-

respondence. Here was a letter with information 

on a labor law he was researching, there a re-

quest from an MP for support of a new tax bill. 

Quint stared at the work for the better part of 

the afternoon and made no progress whatsoever. 

It seemed no matter which issue he turned his  

attention to, the only issue he could really con-

centrate on was that of his marriage. He was not 

a violent man, but at that moment he could have 

cheerfully murdered Edmund Fullbright. 

214 
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Quint had been wrong about Catie. He could 

see that now. Not that he hadn’t had reason to 

distrust her, but no more. Now he felt nothing but 

righteous fury for her. Edmund Fullbright was 

the worst kind of scum—the kind of vermin who 

belittled those weaker than himself, the kind of 

man who made himself feel powerful by knock-

ing down people like his wife and daughter. 

Quint hadn’t lied to Catie when he’d said that 

relationships didn’t have to be like that. He had 

promised not to hurt her, and he meant it. He 

would protect her, cherish her. He’d give her con-

fidence and power, all that her father had stolen 

from her. 

Quint leaned back in his chair and scrubbed 

his fingers over his face. If only all his plans were 

as easily executed as devised. He needed to re-

turn to his political work, but Catherine, with her 

long black hair, large hazel eyes, and blatant mis-

trust of men—and him in particular—plagued 

him far more than the reports of American dis-

content on the seas. The Americans he could deal 

with. His wife was another matter. 

Still leaning back, he linked his hands behind 

his head and tried to consider the issue of his 

marriage as he would that of a pesky foreign dis-

pute. In many ways, his wife was similar to a 

rebel colony. She was submissive but willful, 

coarse but full of potential, beautiful but teeming 

with hidden dangers. Quint imagined the early 

settlers of the American colonies coming ashore 
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and seeing their new home for the first time. It 

had probably not felt any more like home to them 

than his marriage to Catherine felt like the union 

he had hoped for with Elizabeth. 

Still, the colonists had weathered the storm. 

They’d suffered through the cold winters and hot 

summers, they’d fought back the threats, and 

they’d carved out a niche for themselves. And look 

at them now. The bloody colonies were a proud,  

confident country in their own right. And he sup-

posed that was what he needed from Catherine. If 

she were to share the political stage with him, she 

had to be proud and confi dent. 

And here was Meeps, speaking of a Cabinet 

position. How few men were ever considered for 

such an honor at the tender age of thirty, and yet 

the opportunity was there for the taking—if 

Quint played his part well. 

And if Catherine played hers. 

But how did one take a raw, new land and 

mold it into a nation? Quint sat forward and 

made a note on a scrap of paper littering his desk. 

First, one staked one’s claim. He could check that 

off. He felt a bit like Christopher Columbus must 

have when he mistook the Americas for India. 

Quint himself had been promised India, but he 

was in possession of America, and he would 

make the best of it. Not that that would be any 

hardship. 

He closed his eyes and felt Catherine’s warm, 

soft body against his. One hand had been on the 
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long column of her neck and the other just above 

the sweet curve of her bottom. How he’d wanted 

to take her in both hands, grasp her hips, and 

pull them against his straining erection—his 

need for her the result of her innocent but oh-so-

tantalizing kisses. 

But that was not the way. He’d known it, and 

held himself back as best he could. Even when  

she’d met him thrust for thrust, their tongues 

mimicking the ancient rhythm both their bodies 

knew instinctively. 

Quint let out a long breath and went back to 

his list. Yes, he had staked a claim, and he had 

not frightened the native away. He was wooing 

her and would continue to do so. But what next? 

One worked to make the colony profi table. One 

built settlements and organized laws and— 

Quint sat back again and smiled. 

—and one cultivated the land. One plowed the 

virgin earth and planted one’s seed and hoped 

the endeavor would come to fruition. It was only 

after a successful harvest—after the settlement 

reaped what it had sowed—that a great nation 

could be born. 

And Quint saw it was this way with Catherine 

as well. He’d bed his wife, earn her trust and her 

affection, and then he would begin to build her 

confidence and her skills until he’d molded her into 

the wife that he wanted. Until she was the perfect 

political hostess. 

There was only one small problem with his 
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colonization scheme: it took decades to forge a 

nation, and he needed a political hostess in a mat-

ter of weeks. The Cabinet position would not 

wait. If he did not take it, his rival Charles Fairfax 

surely would. Fairfax had the political clout and 

the perfect wife. 

Quint ran a hand through his hair and peered 

out the window beside his desk. The midmorn-

ing rains had ceased, and the sky was once again 

blue and clear. It was a perfect day to go for a 

walk or . . . to ride into the small village nearby. 

He looked back at his work. It was still waiting 

for him, and he really could not justify leaving so 

much undone for an afternoon of pleasure. 

Except that when he looked outside again, he 

saw Catherine as she’d been yesterday morning. 

She’d been walking along the copse of trees, her 

long, dark hair blowing out behind her, her thin 

dress molded to her legs and her breasts, the color 

high and bright in her face. His groin tightened, 

and he looked back at the documents, then, with 

a resigned sigh, he rang for his curricle and sent a 

note to his wife. The government of England 

would have to wait. Quint Childers, Earl of Val-

entine, had colonizing to do. 

An hour later, he sat beside his wife in his cur-

ricle and drove at a fast clip toward the village. 

She had acted reluctant to venture out with him 

and had barely been able to meet his eye when 

she’d come down from her room, but he had seen 
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that beneath her embarrassment and mistrust of 

his intentions lay excitement. 

She was a colonist as well—eager to explore a 

new world—or at least a new village. When he’d 

seen her still wearing the thin, too-tight muslin 

gown, he’d bundled her up in his cloak, and that 

gave him a brilliant excuse for going into the vil-

lage. 

She needed new clothes. There was a seam-

stress there who had sewn for the family for de-

cades, and Quint told Catherine they would call 

on her and perhaps have dinner in one of the 

pubs. 

She’d protested at first, but it was not hard to 

convince her. But when was it ever diffi cult to 

convince a woman she needed a new dress or a 

hat? The village was only five miles or so, and 

when they’d left Ravensland behind, Quint  

turned to her, and said, “I wish I could apologize 

for my behavior this morning.” 

She’d been staring at the view of rolling hills 

and blue skies in the distance, but she turned 

those hazel eyes on him quickly enough. “You 

wish you could apologize, sir? I wish that you 

would apologize. Your behavior was most . . . dis-

concerting.” 

He hid a grin. What she really meant was that 

her own response had been disconcerting. There 

was a passionate woman inside her somewhere, 

and he intended to free that woman. “Yes, well,  
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as I said, I wish I could apologize, but as it stands, 

I cannot. In fact, I think that you ought to be the 

one to apologize.” 

“Me?” she screeched, and swung her body to-

ward him. “What have I to apologize for?” 

“Being irresistible for one.” 

“Oh, please.” 

“Being so beautiful and so tempting that I had 

to have you. You went to my head,” he said, giving 

her a sideways glance, “and I lost control of our 

kiss.” 

She shook her head. “Men always blame 

women for their own lack of control. I see you are 

no different.” 

“But I had meant the kiss to be controlled 

and”—he swallowed and attempted to say the 

word without laughing—“chaste, but you have a 

power over me—” 

She snorted. 

“—that renders me quite helpless.” 

“Lord Valentine, if this is your idea of wooing, 

you will have to do better than falsehoods and  

exaggerations. I know I am not beautiful, and I 

know I am not irresistible. Men have been resist-

ing me for twenty years, and I imagine a man 

like you has little problem doing the same.” 

The words were edged with emotion, and he 

knew she spoke from her heart. He could not 

stop himself from taking her hand, nor could he 

dam up the hole her statement made in his heart. 

“Is that what you really think?” 
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She nodded and tried to free her hand. “It’s 

what I know.” 

He let her hand go. “Then you have been mis-

informed. I wanted you last night and this 

morning—before that even—and I still want 

you. I sit here beside you, and all I can think 

about is how good you felt in my arms, and how 

soft your mouth was, and how much I want to—” 

He cleared his throat. 

She was staring at him, hazel eyes wide. 

“You are a powerful woman, and a beautiful 

one, Catherine. I wish that for one day you would 

try to see yourself as I do.” 

She began to protest, but he took her hand 

again and kissed the gloved fingers. The village 

was coming into view. “Today, Catie. Just for to-

day, when you are in the milliner’s or the dress-

maker’s shop, try to see yourself as I do. Try to 

see how truly beautiful you are.” 

And then he steered the horses through the 

village, releasing her hand so that he could raise 

it in greeting to the locals he had known since he 

was a child. The first stop was the dressmaker. 

He escorted Catherine inside, spoke with Mrs. 

Punch, the proprietress—a woman who had 

dressed his mother and sisters when they were in 

the country—and promised to return in time to 

take Catherine to dine at the pub. 

As he was leaving, he slid behind Catherine,  

meeting her eyes in the mirror. “See yourself as I 

do,” he whispered. 
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* * *  

“What a scamp,” Mrs. Punch said, as Valentine 

disappeared out the shop’s door. “I can only imag-

ine what the boy said to make ye blush so. Pretty 

girl like you. I’m sure he doesn’t deserve ye.” 

Catherine blinked. Now Valentine’s silly words 

and phrases must really be going to her head be-

cause she thought the old woman had actually 

called her pretty. 

Catherine looked about the shop. Mrs. Punch 

had led her to a back room fi lled with mirrors 

and half-finished sewing. But the space was neat 

and clean, and she’d been led to a spot before one 

of the mirrors in the center of the room. At the 

back of the room was a door to another area, and 

behind her was the door to the main shop. It was 

a pretty shop, with large windows and plenty of 

bright materials arranged neatly within. 

The whole village appeared neat and simple. 

The buildings lined the street in pretty rows, 

each with a sign hanging out front, indicating its 

name. Most of the shops also had window boxes, 

and they were already bursting with fl owers in 

pinks, yellows, reds, and purples. The people 

were friendly. Almost everyone they had passed 

had waved a hello to Valentine, and some were 

so cheery, Catherine had found herself smiling. 

Now, in the dress shop, Mrs. Punch called for 

her assistant, and the girl swished in from the 

front room, holding an armful of lace. “Put that 
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away,” Mrs. Punch said. “I need you to fetch me 

all the best muslins and silks.” 

The girl blinked. She had a large rosy mouth, 

straw-colored hair, and enormous blue eyes. 

Catherine was glad Valentine had not been here 

to see her. Unlike her, this assistant was truly de-

sirable. Catherine imagined that she had no lack 

of suitors. 

The girl swished away, and Mrs. Punch shook 

her head after her. “Lazy girl, my Clare, but she’s 

got a good eye and can sew better than anyone 

else in these parts. Well, better than anyone else 

but me.” She hobbled behind Catherine and began 

unfastening her gown. “Let’s get this ill-fi tting 

thing off ye and get some measurements.” 

A sudden flush of modesty lit her cheeks in the 

mirror across from her, and Catherine said, “Oh, 

but can’t I leave the dress on?” She did not want 

to stand about half-naked, especially when the 

beautiful, rounded assistant would return any 

moment. 

“Nonsense. Ye have nothing to be ashamed of. 

You’re a lovely girl, and I can’t stand seeing ye in 

that ugly dress. It’s all wrong.” 

And so with little other choice, Catherine sub-

mitted to having Maddie’s gown and stays re-

moved, and she stood in her shift with her arms 

up, then out, then down as Mrs. Punch took mea-

surement after measurement. 

“Have you known Lord Valentine long?” Cath-
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erine asked when Mrs. Punch stopped to scribble 

a number on the paper she kept in her apron 

pocket. 

“Oh, yes. I’ve known the lad since he was so 

high.” She held her hand off the floor to about the 

height of Catherine’s knees. “And I’ll tell ye, he  

was always a rascal.” 

“I can believe that,” Catherine muttered. 

“The boy could argue with a tree trunk if he 

felt so inclined.” Mrs. Punch wrapped the mea-

suring tape around Catherine’s bust, and Cathe-

rine swallowed and tried not to blush. “Never 

got in trouble, no, not Master Quint. Whenever 

he was at fault, he managed to argue his way out 

of it. No surprise to any of us that he ended up in 

Parliament.” 

She was writing on the pad again, and Cathe-

rine peered more closely at the older woman. 

“You seem proud of his accomplishments.” 

“Oh, the whole village is proud that one of our 

own done so well. Put those on my chair,” she 

told Clare, when the assistant returned laden 

with various shades of muslin and silk. “And fi n-

ish these measurements.” 

The girl obliged, taking the measuring tape 

and stringing it along Catherine’s back. Catherine 

closed her eyes and tried to pretend she was 

somewhere else. “But Lord Valentine told me he 

did not grow up here,” Catherine said, when the 

assistant had paused in her efforts and was mak-

ing a note of the measurement. 
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“Oh, well, him and his family were here often 

enough.” 

“What is his family like?” Catherine asked, 

then thought better of the question, but as it was 

too late to take it back, she added, “As we’ve only 

just married, I do not know them very well.” 

Or at all. 

“The Lord and Lady Ravenscroft are proud but 

good,” Clare said, though Catherine had not been 

speaking to her. Mrs. Punch nodded her agree-

ment. “Why, I never seen a noble lady who cared 

so much about people like us.” Clare paused and 

glanced at her. “Excepting yourself, of course, my 

lady.” 

Catherine raised her brows. Noble lady! Ha! If 

only this seamstress had seen her scrubbing 

floors last week, she wouldn’t think her so noble. 

“That family has always been good to me and 

mine,” Clare went on, while Mrs. Punch held up 

various colors and materials against Catherine’s 

skin to judge their effect. “My mother hasn’t been 

well for years, since my papa died when I was just 

a babe, but Lord Valentine makes sure that we 

have something to eat. He even gave my brother 

John a position as a footman at his estate.” 

She would have expressed her surprise, but 

Mrs. Punch suddenly threw a mass of blue silk 

over Catherine’s head and shoulders. She had 

never thought Valentine particularly chivalrous. 

In fact, he appeared more single-minded. After  

all, hadn’t he plainly told her that he wanted a 
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wife not for love or companionship but to ad-

vance his own interests? 

And still, as the fitting continued, neither Mrs. 

Punch nor Clare had a bad word to say about 

Valentine. They sang his praises, so that by the  

time the styles and gowns had been decided on, 

Catherine felt that her husband was all but a 

stranger. If Mrs. Punch and her assistant had the 

right of it, Catherine was married to the most 

handsome, most intelligent, most successful, 

kindest, and best man in all of England. 

Clare left to make a note of their selections and 

write up the bill, and then the shop bell rang and 

Mrs. Punch disappeared for a moment as well. 

Catherine was left alone in the dressing room in 

her shift and bare feet. She looked about for her 

shoes and stays, lifted chairs and bolts of mate-

rial, but she could not find either. Finally, she 

stood and, turning, caught sight of herself in the 

mirror. 

What had Valentine asked her to do today? 

See herself as he did? He’d said she was beauti-

ful and irresistible. Now she stared at her refl ec-

tion in the mirror and tried to see that girl. She 

supposed that her face was not bad. Her skin 

was too dark, but it was smooth and clear, and 

her eyes were pretty. She liked their honey hazel 

color and their almond shape. And she liked her 

nose. It was straight and not too big. And her 

mouth was wide and she had even teeth. She 
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smiled and admired the way her eyes lit when 

she was happy. 

Lifting her hands, she extracted the pins from 

her simple hairstyle and let the mass of dark hair 

fall about her shoulders and back. Her hair was 

straight and soft but thick. She liked the way it 

felt when it swished against the bare skin of her 

arms. 

To her surprise, she liked the way she looked. 

She was by no means the temptress Valentine 

described, but she was pretty. 

How had she never noticed that before? Was it 

because she was always comparing herself to 

Elizabeth’s petite blond beauty that she had never 

admired her own assets? 

Clare was another blond beauty, but she was 

not petite. She had large breasts and hips that 

were barely contained by her work-worn cloth-

ing. Perhaps men like Valentine preferred women 

who were not so small and slim but were robust 

with rounded bodies. 

Catherine lifted her hand to her neck and 

brushed the hair back over her shoulders. Her 

skin tingled at the sensation, and she closed her 

eyes and ran her hand down to her collarbone 

and then the drawstring of her shift. She opened 

her eyes, and peered about her. She could still 

hear Mrs. Punch speaking in the other room, and 

Clare did not seem to be hurrying back. With a 

quick motion of her hands, Catherine loosened 
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the strings and allowed the cotton to fall down 

about her elbows. 

In the mirror she stared at her breasts. They 

were the olive color of the rest of her skin, but the 

nipples were dark and jutted upward. In fact, 

now that they were free and exposed to the cool 

air, they hardened in much the same way they 

had when Valentine had kissed her this morning. 

She remembered the ache she’d felt and lifted a 

hand to cup one breast. It was heavy in her hand 

but also soft and full. With one finger, she fl icked 

the hard nipple and felt a surge of pleasure rush 

through her. Her thighs tingled, and the skin be-

came damp. 

She took the other breast in her hand, holding 

them both, molding them, and then she closed 

her eyes and thought of Valentine doing this to 

her. The heat between her legs flared and burned, 

and she had to catch her breath. 

It was a good thing she had, too, because she 

heard the bell outside tinkle again and the sound 

of Mrs. Punch’s footsteps. Quickly she righted 

her underclothing and was just securing her 

drawstring again, when the older woman entered. 

Catherine flushed, certain her face would betray 

what she had been doing and thinking, but the old 

woman seemed not to notice. 

“Oh, my! Ye look as cold as an icicle! Where are 

your clothes?” And she hobbled after Clare, re-

turning with Catherine’s clothing and shoes, 

which had been mixed in with the new materials. 
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She helped Catherine dress, and when Cathe-

rine looked in the mirror again, she expected to 

feel like her old self. But the woman in the mirror 

was not the Catherine she was used to. Even as 

she pinned up her hair and righted her clothing, 

she now noticed her breasts pushing against the 

material. She noticed the curve of her jaw and the 

slant of her eyes. She noticed the high color in her 

cheeks, and for the first time, she did feel beauti-

ful. For the first time, she saw what a man like 

Valentine might see in her. 

That was, if he had not forgotten her. She 

checked the clock and saw that it was past the 

hour he’d promised to claim her. She tried not to 

look hurt as she watched as Clare and Mrs. Punch 

right the store and make ready to close. As casu-

ally as possible, Catherine inched her way toward 

the shop’s front window, peering out in search of 

her errant husband. 

“I bet I know where Master Quint is,” Mrs. 

Punch said. Catherine frowned. Apparently, she’d 

not been as surreptitious as she’d thought. “Clare, 

take Lady Valentine to Myrna.” 

Clare smiled. “Do I have to come back?” 

Mrs. Punch laughed and shook her head. “No, 

be off with ye. Take Lady Valentine, and then yer 

free to gallivant about with that man of yourn.  

But remember what I told you. Get the ring on 

yer finger before ye open yer legs.” 

She winked at Catherine, and Catherine, 

supposing that she was a married woman now 
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and supposed to find such humor amusing, tried 

to smile. 

A few minutes later, Catherine was following 

Clare across the main street and down an alley to 

where she supposed Myrna lived. Catherine was 

not certain what her husband would be doing 

there, but she was prepared for anything. Like 

the rest of the village, the alley was clean and the 

houses small and well kept, but there were fewer 

shops now, and Catherine saw more children and 

dogs in the street. They continued walking until 

they finally reached the end of the alley, and this 

section was dark and shadowed. 

Catherine felt a shiver of fear as she watched 

Clare point to an old wooden house with sagging 

windows and roof. The face of the house seemed 

sinister, the door a yawning cavern ready to swal-

low her. It reminded her of home. But she took a 

deep breath and followed Clare inside. 
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Catherine ducked under the low opening to 

the house and squinted in at the darkness. 

Her nose twitched at the greasy smells of old 

food and the musty smell of sickness. As her eyes 

adjusted to the dimness, she was able to take in 

the small room with its hearth, rough dining ta-

ble, and several children seated splayed-legged 

on the hard floor. Clare greeted the children by 

name and explained that they were her siblings 

and cousins. 

Catherine gave them each a smile and watched 

as they smiled back and then returned eagerly to 

the porridge in their bowls. How she wished she 

had brought something for them. They were ob-

viously not starving, but she knew what it was to 
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go hungry, even if just for a few days. She would 

not have anyone suffer the pang of emptiness she 

remembered often feeling in her belly as a child. 

Then Clare motioned her toward another area 

of the house, where a curtain had been strung to 

give the occupant a bit of privacy. As Catherine 

watched, the curtain parted and a familiar face 

looked out at her. 

“Lord Valentine,” she said in surprise. 

He looked just as surprised to see her. “Catie, 

what are you—?” He seemed to fumble for some-

thing, and she realized he was looking at his 

pocket watch. “Damn, I didn’t realize the time.” 

And then Catherine heard another voice, a fe-

male voice, though weak and frail, say, “I’ve kept 

you too long again, Master Quint. I’m sorry.” 

Quint turned back to the woman, whom Cath-

erine could barely make out in the darkness be-

hind him. “Don’t talk rubbish, Myrna. It’s not  

every day I get to see you. Besides, now you can 

meet my new bride.” He gestured to Catherine,  

and she stepped closer, brushing by the coarse 

curtain as she ducked into the alcove where the 

woman lay. She was Catherine’s mother’s age, but 

shrunken by illness and confi nement. 

The woman reached up and grasped Cathe-

rine’s hand, and she knelt beside her. “She is just 

as pretty as you described,” the woman said to 

Valentine. “And what a sweet face.” 

Catherine smiled. “Thank you. I hope I have 

not disturbed you.” 
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“Ha! I am glad to meet you. Your new husband 

here can talk of nothing else. I see you brought 

my daughter with you.” 

Clare stepped forward, and the woman ges-

tured to her. “Going out again, are you?” 

“Not if you need me here, Mother.” 

“No, go out and have a good time. All of you. 

I’m tired now and will sleep.” 

Catherine nodded, rose, and backed out of the 

small alcove. It was then that she noticed a large 

basket filled with food in the corner of the room. 

The basket looked familiar. 

Her husband said his good-byes, swinging the 

children into his arms and around in a dizzying 

dance, before escorting Catherine from the house. 

When they were in the alley again, she turned to 

him, “That basket of food in the corner. You 

brought that from Ravensland. I remember see-

ing it in the curricle.” 

He looked down at her. “I did. Myrna is an old 

friend. She’d been sick for many years, and I 

promised my mother I would care for her. I send 

food and pay her rent, and I visit whenever I am 

in the village.” 

He took Catherine’s arm and led her back to-

ward the main street. 

“You are very kind,” she murmured. “You buy 

me dresses, you visit sick women. What other 

secrets do you hold?” 

“You’ll have to wait and see,” he said with a 

smile, as they reached the main street. Taking her 
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elbow, he directed her along the buildings until 

they reached a cheery pub with men and women 

from the village streaming in and out. The own-

er’s wife greeted them warmly, saying, “Milord, 

it is so good of you to come and sup with us. It’s a 

bit busy today. Would you like me to sit you 

somewhere quiet?” 

Valentine nodded. “Please. Then bring us two 

glasses of wine and some of the crusty bread you 

make so well.” 

The woman smiled with pleasure at the com-

pliment, seated them at a table in the back, and, 

having delivered them two glasses of wine, scur-

ried away to see to the bread and a bowl of her 

best stew. Valentine sipped his wine and sat back. 

Catherine marveled that he looked as comfort-

able here as he did on the back of a horse or in his 

well-appointed offi ce. 

She looked about the pub and noticed that 

while the locals were interested in them, they did 

not stare or ogle. They weren’t about their busi-

ness, only tipping their hats or nodding politely 

when she caught their eye. 

The pub itself was large and cozy, with rows of 

tables and benches and several smaller tables and 

chairs in the back, where she was seated. The 

ceilings were high and the walls fi lled with paint-

ings. Catherine looked at the walls beside her 

and saw that they were actually seated beside a 

curtain leading to another room. The curtain was 
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parted slightly, and she could see a bed and a 

chair on the other side. 

“They rent that room out for the night,” Valen-

tine told her. “I don’t imagine the occupants get 

very much sleep, but it’s better than nothing when 

you can’t afford one of the rooms upstairs.” 

Catherine looked away from the curtain and 

went back to sipping her wine. 

“Did you have a good afternoon?” he asked, af-

ter they sat in silence for some time. “Were the 

gowns Mrs. Punch selected to your liking?” 

“Yes.” She nodded to the woman as their bowls 

of stew and warm crusty bread arrived. “Mrs. 

Punch has a very good eye, as does her assistant. 

I believe she said the first gown will arrive in a 

matter of days.” 

Valentine scooped up stew onto his bread and 

took a large bite. “Of course, you’ll have gowns 

made in London as well. But Mrs. Punch knows 

the latest styles. She will do a good enough job 

for the present.” 

Catherine watched as the pub door opened 

again, and Clare entered. She had changed out of 

her work clothes, and now wore a brightly col-

ored dress with a low bodice that emphasized 

her assets. Most of the men gave her appreciative 

looks when she entered, and Catherine looked at 

Valentine to see if he had noticed; but he was 

tearing at another chunk of the bread. 

Clare moved easily among the other locals, 
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speaking to some and passing among them, but 

she seemed to be looking for someone. And Cath-

erine knew when she had found him by the way 

the girl’s mouth erupted in a smile. It was a boy 

of seventeen or eighteen with long brown hair  

hanging in his face. He’d been in and out of the 

pub, alternately serving, cleaning the tables, and 

delivering tankards of ale. 

And when the boy spotted her, his face went 

from pale and haggard to handsome and robust. 

Catherine smiled. The two were obviously in 

love. 

“And what has you smiling?” Valentine said. 

He followed her gaze to Clare and her young 

man and then looked back at Catherine. “Young 

lovers. I should have known.” 

“They seem very happy,” Catherine said, tast-

ing her stew and then, taking a cue from Valen-

tine, breaking off a piece of the bread and 

swabbing it through the thick chunks of meat 

and vegetables. 

“Yes, they do. I’d like to see you that happy.” 

Catherine looked up. “Wooing me again, my 

lord?” 

“I try my best. And what of you? Did you do 

as I suggested today? When you were bedecked 

in silks and laces, did you try and see yourself as 

I do?” 

Catherine blushed, embarrassed to have her 

thoughts returned to her wanton behavior in  

Mrs. Punch’s shop. “I tried,” she said fi nally. 



 NO MAN’S BRIDE 237 

Behind them, the curtain swayed slightly and 

they heard the muted sound of voices. Catherine 

turned her head and saw that Clare and her 

young man had entered the room by a back door 

and were standing, talking at the far end. She 

could not hear their words, but the sound of their 

low, confidential voices was audible. 

“And did you succeed?” Valentine was saying. 

“Did you see anything of the temptress that I 

see?” His voice was as low as those of the two 

lovers on the other side of the curtain, and it sent 

a shiver up her spine. Then, as she watched, the 

boy took Clare in his arms and bent his head to 

kiss her. 

“I beg your pardon,” she said when she saw 

Valentine watching her, waiting for a response. 

He began to speak again, but as he did, Cathe-

rine caught sight of the couple through the crack 

in the curtain again. She really did mean to at-

tend to Valentine, but she could see the lovers al-

most without any effort, and now the man had 

reached down and cupped Clare’s bottom, slid-

ing his hands over her rounded rump as the girl 

pressed her body against him. 

Catherine’s own body tingled in response, and 

she jumped when Valentine put a hand on her 

arm. “Are you well? You look a bit fl ushed.” 

“I-I’m fine,” she said, and took a large gulp of 

her wine. Valentine frowned at her, but she gave 

him a weak smile, and he went back to his stew. 

Catherine tried to do the same, but she found 
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her eyes drawn again to the lovers. She had only 

to move a fraction of an inch to see them. Now 

the boy was no longer kissing Clare’s lips, but 

he’d moved to her neck, and his hands were loos-

ening the low-bodiced gown she wore. As Cath-

erine watched, he freed Clare’s breasts and took 

each rosy nipple in his mouth. Clare threw her 

head back, giving him full access, and Catherine 

caught her breath at the quick rush of sensation 

she felt between her own thighs. 

“She seems to be enjoying that.” Valentine’s  

voice was low, a murmur in her ear. 

Catherine stiffened, and her eyes met his. He’d 

angled his chair so that he could see through the 

crack in the curtain as well, and he’d moved 

closer to her. Catherine had been so absorbed, 

she had not noticed. 

“I-I was not watching,” she said. Her cheeks 

flamed and she stared hard at the remnants of 

her stew. 

Valentine chuckled. “You weren’t watching? Is 

that why you didn’t hear a word I said these past 

fi ve minutes?” 

“Perhaps we should ask for another table,” 

Catherine said, still staring at her stew and 

acutely aware of Valentine beside her, his gaze on 

the entwined couple on the other side of the cur-

tain. Catherine heard a low, female moan, and 

had to exercise great restraint to keep from lift-

ing her head and looking. 



 NO MAN’S BRIDE 239 

“We probably should ask for another table,” 

Valentine said, “but I rather like this one. Oh, 

now that looks like fun.” 

She snapped her head up and stared at him. 

“Sir, you should not be looking. It is obscene.” 

His eyes met hers. “Obscene? How?” 

She shook her head, unable to explain, and not 

wanting to. But he kept his gaze on her face 

and waited. Finally, she was able to stammer, 

“Wh-what they are doing. It is not right.” 

“Not right? If it is not right, then you and I and 

all of these people in this room are wrong. How 

do you think you came to be, Catie?” 

She shook her head and looked away from him, 

inadvertently catching sight of the couple again. 

Now Clare’s breasts were completely exposed, 

and the boy had her seated on the bed. He was 

kneeling before her, ruching up her skirt, while 

she kneaded his hard member through his 

pants. 

Catherine looked away. “I understand how 

children come about, sir. But that is not their in-

tention. They are doing this solely for—” 

“For what?” he said, his gaze fl icking past her. 

Her heart sped up when she imagined what he 

saw. “For pleasure?” 

She nodded. “Yes, and that is obscene.” 

He took her chin between two fi ngers and 

brought her gaze to his face. “Are you telling me 

that feeling pleasure is obscene? That the physical 
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expression of love between two people is ob-

scene?” 

She had not thought of it that way, and she had 

no ready answer. 

“Look again through that curtain, Catie,” he 

said, releasing her chin. “Now you tell me if what 

you see is obscene.” 

The couple was close together again, she still 

sitting on the bed, he kneeling on the fl oor before 

her. His hands were under her skirts, but he’d 

risen up and was kissing her passionately. Clare 

returned the kiss with equal fervor. 

Valentine whispered in Catherine’s ear. “What 

is obscene about that? Was it obscene when I 

kissed you this morning? When I touched you?” 

“No.” She watched Clare move against the boy 

and remembered her own urge to move closer to 

Valentine. “No, but you did not touch me like 

that.” 

He chuckled softly, his breath tickling her ear. 

“Oh, but I want to. Look how the lad has lowered 

her gown, how her breasts spill forth. If that were 

you, I would bury my face in your fl esh, kissing 

your nipples until they were hard pebbles against 

my tongue.” 

“Sir!” Catherine shifted uncomfortably in her 

chair as warm wetness dampened her thighs. 

Her own breasts tingled in response to his words, 

her nipples growing hard once again. “You 

should not say such things.” 
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“Would you rather I do them?” And then she 

felt his hand, solid and light, on her knee. 

“No, you mustn’t,” she hissed. 

“Look through the curtain,” he said. “Do you 

see where his hands are?” 

Lord help her, but she could not stop herself 

from looking. 

“Tell me what you see,” Valentine prodded, 

even as she felt him lift her skirts under the table. 

She glanced about the room, praying no one 

could see what he was doing. But no one was 

looking at them, and Valentine’s body blocked 

hers from view. 

“Tell me what he is doing, Catie.” 

She glanced behind the curtain again and 

cleared her throat. “He is touching her.” 

“How?” Valentine murmured, his hand sliding 

under her skirts to touch the bare skin of her 

knee. “Where?” 

Catherine could barely find her voice. She 

could not believe she was answering Valentine’s 

questions, allowing him to touch her thus. But 

his warm hand felt so good on her, that she could 

not seem to stop her words from tumbling out. 

“He’s sliding his hand up her thigh.” 

Valentine’s own hand slid up her thigh. She 

shivered. 

“And then he slides it back down again.” 

Valentine complied and then repeated the ges-

ture. As Catherine watched, the boy did the same 
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to Clare, but his hands were not on the top of 

Clare’s thighs, as Valentine’s were. 

Catherine tried to speak and had to clear her 

throat again. “His hands slide up the inside of 

her thigh.” 

Valentine paused for just a moment, and Cath-

erine almost turned to look at him, but she dared 

not meet his gaze. She would feel too much shame 

at what she was doing then. Valentine’s hand slid 

up her inner thigh and back down again, and 

Catherine gasped. 

“You like that,” Valentine said, his hand strok-

ing her flesh again, this time his fi ngers reaching 

even higher so that Catherine had to restrain her-

self from moving to meet him. “Now what is the 

lad doing?” 

Lord, help her but she knew if she said it Val-

entine would do it. “He’s spreading her legs.” 

“And what is she doing?” 

Catherine glanced at Clare as Valentine’s hand 

exerted gentle pressure, widening her own legs, 

just as she’d hoped and feared. “She’s sitting on 

the bed, bare on top, her head thrown back.” In-

deed, Clare’s chest was heaving, and she ap-

peared to be mewing with pleasure, and then  

Catherine gasped. 

“Now what?” 

“He has—he has just—” But she could not fi n-

ish, and Valentine looked past her, then leaned  

back and smiled. 

“I would like to do that to you.” As he spoke, 
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he spread her legs farther and worked his fi ngers 

in ever-widening circles. Catherine could not 

stop herself from scooting just a bit farther down 

the seat. She needed him to touch her there. 

Valentine was saying, “I would like to take you 

home, lay you on the bed, and spread your legs, 

as I am now. And then I would delve between 

them and kiss you here.” As he spoke, his fi ngers 

caressed her core, and she almost jumped from 

the pure pleasure in it. 

She glanced through the curtain again and saw 

the boy’s head between Clare’s legs. She leaned 

back on her elbows, her breasts jutting out, her 

breaths coming in ragged moans. Catherine 

moaned herself as Valentine continued to caress 

her, his fingers moving assuredly over her sensi-

tive skin. And then he entered her, softly at fi rst, 

with just the tip of one finger, but she almost 

jumped off the chair. 

“Easy,” he said, as though he were calming a 

skittish horse. “I feel how wet you are,” he whis-

pered in her ear when she was still again. “My 

fingers are damp with your excitement.” 

He stroked her again, allowing another fi nger 

to enter her. Catherine tried to remain still, but 

she could not stop her body from writhing subtly 

against his hand. She prayed no one would see 

them, she prayed he would cease, and she prayed 

he would never cease. 

Her gaze flicked to the couple again, and she 

saw that Clare’s legs were shaking now, spread 
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far, and taut with effort. Her gasps of pleasure 

were far too loud, and Catherine feared the whole 

pub might hear. And then she realized that what 

she heard were her own gasps in her ears as Val-

entine’s fingers stroked her, bringing her higher 

and higher until she could not think, until she 

was so warm and the heat so intense that she was 

certain she would burn up. 

And then she exploded. Her knee hit the un-

derside of the table, but she did not feel any pain. 

All she felt were spirals of bone-numbing heat 

hurtling through her so that every muscle went 

limp and flaccid, and her entire body was heavy 

with pleasure. 

And then she opened her eyes, and her gaze 

met Valentine’s. 

One, two, three . . . 

Oh, Lord, she did not know what to say, what 

to do. How could she have allowed this to hap-

pen? She was obviously a very wanton woman. 

“I-I—” she trailed off, unsure what to say. Fi-

nally, she managed, “I didn’t know I could feel 

like that.” 

“I spoke to you of pleasure,” Valentine said  

softly. “The marriage bed holds many pleasures.” 

She met his gaze again, and he reached out 

and stroked a lock of her hair back. Under the 

table, he righted her skirts and slowly brought 

his hand into view again. She stared at it. It was 

an ordinary hand, and yet it had given her so 

much pleasure. 
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“You’re embarrassed,” he said, his eyes full of 

concern. “I’m sorry. I should not have done that 

here. I just wanted to show you—” His gaze 

moved to the curtain again, and she followed. 

The boy was now standing, and Clare was unfas-

tening his bulging trousers. 

“I think it best we go now,” Valentine said, tak-

ing her hand. He tossed the owner a pound as 

they exited and then led her quickly to where his 

curricle waited. 

It was dark by the time they left the village. 

They rode back in silence, Catherine barely  

breathing for fear Valentine would hear and mis-

take the sound for an opening for conversation. 

She could not speak to him, not because she was 

angry or even embarrassed any further but be-

cause she wanted to keep what she felt close to 

her heart. 

In the space of only a few days, everything she 

had thought she knew about men, and especially 

about Quint Childers, had been turned upside 

down. Men were not all violent brutes who 

sought to hurt women. They did not all drink to 

excess and then launch into tirades, terrifying  

their wives and children. Valentine had either 

spent his time quietly reading in his offi ce or 

with her. He cared about reform and about the 

less fortunate. 

He treated his servants and indeed all that he 

met well. He treated her well. He was under-

standing and authoritative but not a bully. He 
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hadn’t pounced on her, even when it was clear he 

wanted her. He treated her gently, with respect. 

When he took her riding, he had given her his 

best horse. He had made sure she would receive 

the best dresses. 

And then when they had been in the pub and 

had seen Clare and her young man, he had not 

scolded her for looking or taunted, he had found 

it as arousing as she. He found her arousing, and 

had awakened a passion within her she did not 

know existed. 

She had not known it could be this way be-

tween a man and a woman. She had not known 

men could give pleasure as well as pain. And 

now she was torn. She knew, even without the 

physical closeness developing between them, 

that she was beginning to have feelings for Val-

entine. He was a man above men, and she feared 

that he was too good to be true. What if she mis-

judged him? What if she gave herself to him, be-

came his wife in all things, made this marriage 

true and real, and then it proved the wrong deci-

sion? What if Quint Childers was not the man 

she hoped? 

She stared at the ring he’d given her. 

And what if he was? 



Chapter 17 nm 

T he next few days were painful for Quint. 

He felt as though he were constantly on  

edge, constantly aware of his wife, and constantly 

aroused by her. 

He had not intended it to happen. At the start 

of this seduction, he had planned to remain emo-

tionally detached. But every day he spent with 

her weakened his resolve. 

They had gone riding every morning and for 

walks in the afternoon. They supped together 

and sat in his study after dinner, reading and 

talking. Over all that time, how could he not no-

tice that she had a quick mind and a kind heart? 

Even worse, she seemed to grow lovelier each  

day. When the first two gowns had come from 
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Mrs. Punch’s, Quint had been amazed at the 

transformation that gowns designed for Cathe-

rine had made. 

Catherine changed from a lovely young woman 

to a true beauty, her exotic complexion and those 

honey hazel eyes making her even more alluring. 

His desire for her reached heights he could not 

remember feeling for any other woman. 

He watched her, even when she did not know 

he did, and he knew she watched him too. She 

was contemplating their marriage, considering— 

he hoped—coming to him, to his bed, becoming 

his wife in truth. He still slept on the chaise 

longue in their bedroom, and he had not pushed 

her to change this. He would not. He wanted her 

invitation, not her acquiescence. 

That did not mean he did not take any liber-

ties. She allowed him to hold her hand and to 

wrap an arm about her, and he kissed her as of-

ten as possible. She allowed the kisses and kissed 

him back, but she did not allow their embraces to 

go beyond a few fervent caresses. She did not al-

low what had happened in the village pub to 

happen again. 

Despite his slow pace, Quint was not dissatis-

fied with his progress. He wanted her in his 

bed—rather, wanted to share his bed with her— 

but he wanted her as trusting, loving wife even 

more. She was becoming that woman every day, 

and he only wished he could speed the process 

along. The letters and documents he received 
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from Meeps each evening increased Quint’s 

hopes for attaining the Cabinet seat. But Meeps 

also reiterated the need for Valentine to be in 

London. Fairfax was beginning to mount his own 

campaign for the seat. 

And Quint felt the pressure. Why had he mar-

ried at such an inopportune time? 

He knew why. Because he’d thought his wife 

would be an instant asset to his career, not force 

him into seclusion in the country. But if he re-

turned to London now, what would happen to  

the burgeoning relationship between Catie and 

him? What would happen when she was thrust 

into his world and forced to stand on her own? 

He would have liked to keep her here forever, 

sheltering her from the harshness of his life in 

London. He would have liked to keep her safe, 

but he knew that path would only lead to resent-

ment. He needed a wife who could be his politi-

cal counterpart. He needed a wife who made him 

happy at home and in the political arena. He 

could not love a woman who could not give him 

both—at least that’s what he told himself because 

the truth was that she had made a muddle of all 

his calculated plans. He wanted to keep his emo-

tions out of this relationship, and yet each day he 

felt his heart opening to her. 

He wanted to change his wife into the political 

savvy hostess he needed, and yet the better he 

knew Catie, the more he admired her for who she 

was. 
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It wasn’t supposed to be this way. It was sup-

posed to be purely physical, and here he was be-

ginning to care for the bloody woman. He didn’t 

have time for emotions. 

He had a career to think of. 

That night, after dinner, they sat in his study as 

usual, and he pored over Meeps’s latest corre-

spondence, while she sipped tea and read from a 

book. While she turned her pages placidly, he 

read line after line and became more agitated. 

“What are you reading?” Catherine asked, 

looking up from her book. “You are frowning as 

though another war has broken out.” 

He looked up at her, torn between telling her 

and putting all business aside and devoting the 

rest of the night to stealing kisses from her lovely 

mouth. She saw him looking at her, and her eyes 

darkened in a way he was coming to know well. 

She wanted him to steal kisses. 

Instead, he exercised the small measure of re-

straint he still possessed, sat back, and said, “I 

think the country has been good for you. You 

seem happy and well.” 

She smiled. “I’m both. I don’t know why I ar-

gued against coming.” 

“Because you feared you would miss your 

friends. Do you?” 

She set her book down and uncurled her legs 

from underneath her. “Yes, I suppose now that 

you mention it, I do miss my cousins, though I 

have had letters from them, and that helps. But it 
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is nice to be away from London, to have the quiet 

of the country and the solitude.” 

Quint frowned. He was thinking of taking her 

back into an even noisier, more populated world 

than she had ever lived before. 

“What is wrong?” she said again. “You seem 

displeased.” 

In a short time, she’d become quite adept at 

reading his moods. Perhaps she was so intuitive 

because she’d had to live with a diffi cult and 

domineering father. Whatever the reason, she 

had read him well. “Displeased? No, not at all. I 

have been thinking.” About taking you back to  

London. Even more about taking you to bed. 

She didn’t speak, merely waited with one  

arched brow for what he would say next. A week 

ago, she would have shrunk back, fearful of his 

conclusions, but now she knew him better, had 

learned to trust him. 

“Would you like to return to London?” he  

asked. “Are you ready?” 

She blinked, obviously not expecting his sug-

gestion. “We have barely been at Ravensland a  

week. I thought we would stay longer.” 

He shrugged. “We might.” The stack of corre-

spondence on his desk mocked him at that. He 

could no more afford to stay in the country than 

he could afford to pay off the endless debts of the 

prince regent’s residence Carlton House. “Hon-

estly, I need to get back to work. But I don’t want 

to rush you,” he said, allowing his gaze to lift 
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from the piles of paper on his desk and drift back 

to hers. “I want you to be happy.” 

She smiled then, but her eyes were sad. “You’ve 

sacrificed so much for me.” She rose and came to 

him, walking with the graceful stride of a long-

legged woman. At that moment, he didn’t feel as 

though he’d sacrificed at all. Politics seemed to  

fade into the background, and all he could think 

was how he yearned to see those legs, caress them, 

have them wrapped around him, clamped tight. 

“I am very happy here in the country.” She 

came around his desk. “You make me happy.” 

She stood before him and he reached out and 

cupped her waist in his hands, drawing her be-

tween his knees. She went without protest, allow-

ing his touch and seeming comfortable with it. 

The color was rising in her face, and he knew 

she felt the thrill of being this close to him, much 

as his own blood began to thrum in his veins 

when she was within reach. 

And then she said something completely un-

expected. “What can I do to please you?” 

Quint did not answer for a long, long time, 

fearing he’d misheard her. 

Finally, she said, “You’ve given me everything 

that I want and need. I want to give you some-

thing.” 

“Allow me to come to your bed,” he murmured, 

his voice husky as the words all but caught in his 

throat. “Invite me to your bed tonight.” 

She glanced away, looking at something he 
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could not see, and then she leaned down and 

gave him a kiss filled with promise. A moment 

later, she was gone. He could hear her steps on 

the stairs, and then all was silent. 

Catherine stood in their room before the che-

val mirror and tried to take deep, calming 

breaths. She had known this night would come. 

She had been anticipating it for days now, even 

wanting it to come. Since that day in the village, 

she had watched Valentine. No, not Valentine— 

Quint was his name, and she would use it. She 

had watched him partly out of self-protection. If 

he were not the man he seemed, he would do 

something to give himself away. But the more 

she watched, the more she grew to care for him. 

He was gentle with his horse. He was kind to the 

stable lads. He did not overtax his servants with 

labor. He was agreeable even when she knew 

something troubled his mind, as it did tonight. 

He was more than the ambitious politician she 

had initially thought him to be. Certainly his ca-

reer mattered to him, but perhaps it was not all. 

Perhaps he had learned to care for her enough 

that he could accept her limitations, and they 

could be happy as they had been this past week. 

She worried now that he wanted to return to  

London. Elizabeth would be there. Undoubtedly, 

her sister had used this time to formulate a plan 

to snatch Quint back. But Catherine wanted to 

trust him. She wanted to believe he would not be 
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tempted by Elizabeth. Catherine wanted to be-

lieve the desire in his eyes was for her alone. 

And she desired him. He’d awakened some-

thing in her that night in the village pub. Now it 

seemed all she had to do was look at his hands, 

and her whole body was aware and alive. How 

she yearned for those hands to touch her again, 

stroke her, bring her pleasure. But she had not al-

lowed it. She had kissed him and been held by 

him and stroked him as boldly as she dared, but 

she had not allowed his hands to wander where 

she truly wished. 

Tonight was the end of the restraint. She had 

known what he would say when she’d asked how 

to please him. She had known what he wanted 

because she wanted it, too, and now, nervous as 

she was, she must submit. 

She glanced in her mirror again and straight-

ened the long, flimsy nightrail she wore. It was 

white, and she could see the outline of her body 

beneath the material. She pulled the matching 

robe closed, but it too was flimsy and did little to 

preserve her modesty. 

She glanced behind her at the door to the hall-

way beyond. She wondered how many other skit-

tish brides stared at doors tonight, preparing for  

their husbands to walk through. She wondered if 

they felt half the fear and exhilaration that she did. 

She prayed he would not hurt her—her body or 

her heart—and she prayed she would please him. 
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A moment later, she heard his soft tapping on 

their door. It would have been easy then to jump 

in bed and feign sleep. He would not be angry. 

Instead, she said, “Come.” 

He’d obviously been anticipating this. He car-

ried a bottle of wine and two glasses, which he 

set down on the bedside table. Then he blew out 

the lamps so that the room was lit only by can-

dlelight. When he was finished, he poured the 

wine and held one of the glasses out to her. 

“You look lovely,” he said, and she knew he 

meant it. His gaze traveled over her white silk 

nightgown and robe appreciatively, and Cathe-

rine made a mental note when she was next in 

the village to thank Mrs. Punch for sending it. 

As Valentine did not immediately leap on her 

when he came into their room, she took another 

cautious step forward. He remained where he  

was, holding the wineglass out to her. “I’m not 

going to attack you, Catie,” he said fi nally, still 

holding both wineglasses. “You are in control.” 

She frowned, relieved and annoyed at the 

same time. How was she supposed to be in con-

trol? She did not know what to do. She wanted 

him to take her and kiss her senseless so that she 

did not have to think about what she was doing. 

She wanted to step back and allow this thing to 

happen to her, not take responsibility for it. But 

he was obviously not going to allow her that 

luxury. 
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He was still holding the wineglasses and, need-

ing fortification, she put aside her fear and went 

to him, taking one of the glasses in her hand. 

Hands free, he now set about removing some 

of his clothing. With quick efficiency, he stripped 

off tailcoat, waistcoat, and cravat and opened his 

shirt at the throat. Her gaze trailed down the 

snowy white of his shirt to where it ended in the 

waistband of his charcoal trousers. The trousers 

were tight, molding to his legs in a way that made 

her catch her breath. 

She’d all but drained the liquid before she heard 

his low chuckle. She glanced up, gaze meeting his. 

“Nervous?” he said. 

“No,” she answered immediately, and then 

swallowed the remaining contents of her glass. 

She looked at the empty vessel. “Perhaps a little. 

I-I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.” Her 

cheeks went hot, and she wished she had a hood 

so that he would not see her blushing yet again. 

But he only placed a finger under her chin and 

notched her gaze back up to his. “What do you 

want to do? Whatever you want will be right.” 

She considered this, embarrassed that she had 

wants at all, really. Weren’t men supposed to be 

the sex with wants and desires? But she was here 

now, and she had to do something if she ever 

wanted this ordeal to be over. She tried to re-

member the way she’d felt in the pub, and when 

her legs grew weak at the memory, she said, “I 

want you to kiss me.” 
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Valentine—Quint, rather—smiled and lowered 

his head, obliging her. But the kiss was not what 

she wanted. It was quick and perfunctory. She 

wanted much more. He pulled back and then 

raised a brow. He made her insides melt when he 

did that. 

“What’s wrong, sweetling? Not what you’d had 

in mind?” 

She shook her head. 

“Then you must tell me what you need me to 

do.” He took a sip of his wine, and then retrieved 

her glass and set both of them aside. 

“I want you to kiss me,” she said again, but 

when he made to kiss her in much the same way, 

she stopped him with a hand on his chest. Oh, 

dear. His skin felt very nice under her fi ngertips. 

“No, not like that,” she managed, though her 

voice was low and husky. “Kiss me”—she low-

ered her voice, mortified at the words that were 

about to escape her lips—“with your tongue.” 

She saw those dark mahogany eyes grow even 

darker at her words, and he bent to do her will. 

His tongue entered her lips, mating with hers. 

She could not stop her entire body from shaking 

at the sensation of his lips claiming hers. 

Her hand, still on his chest, seemed to smolder 

and catch fire from the heat of him, but as his  

gentle plundering of her mouth grew more insis-

tent, as he opened her lips and delved inside, she 

found her hand closing on the material of his 

shirt and pulling him closer. 
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And then, just when she had begun to feel so 

warm and her body had begun to ache so that 

she needed to rub against him to decrease the 

building pressure, he stepped back and broke 

the kiss. She gasped from shock and indigna-

tion, but he only lifted his wineglass and drank 

again. 

“What’s wrong?” he said, watching her over 

the rim of the glass, the liquid red and fi ery in his 

hands. “Was the kiss not to your liking?” 

She wet her lips, wanting to speak but feeling 

the bands of propriety choking her voice. “May I 

have another?” She indicated her empty glass, 

and he nodded and went to refill it. She watched 

him walk across the room, stunned to fi nd her-

self admiring the way the trousers fi t his back-

side. She remembered how his bottom had looked 

without those trousers. She licked her lips again. 

He turned back and, caught staring, she quickly 

averted her gaze. He handed her the refi lled glass 

and then took a seat on the bed. She swallowed a 

good deal more of the red wine than she’d in-

tended before she had the nerve to say, “Will you 

kiss me again?” 

“Is that what you want?” he asked, and she felt 

like hitting him. Of course it was what she 

wanted—that and a great deal more. Why did 

the obstinate man insist on playing games? 

“Yes. I want you to kiss me again. Like the last 

time. Only . . . more.” 

He grinned. “More?” Reaching toward her, his 
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hand looped in the sash of her robe, and he pulled 

her closer. “I want more as well. May I see more?” 

She nodded, her throat so dry and parched, 

she could not speak. She watched as his hands 

worked the knot she’d made in front of the mir-

ror. With patience and skill, he loosed the knot 

and parted her robe. Her body grew warm and 

liquid as his gaze devoured every inch of her.  

Slowly, he slipped the robe down her arms. The 

feel of the silk sliding off her shoulders was so 

delicious and the cool air such a contrast to his 

hot gaze that she closed her eyes to savor it. 

When she opened them again, he patted the  

space on the bed beside him. “Come and sit 

here.” 

Her heart sped up as she stared at their bed. 

She had slept in it for a week. It was large, far too 

large for only her, and it was covered with a plush 

velvet blue counterpane. When she had slept in 

the bed alone, she had no trouble imagining that 

it would sleep three or four people easily. But 

now that he sat perched on it, the bed looked 

tiny. Anywhere she sat on it would be too close to 

him to calm the pounding of her heart. And yet 

she wanted to be this close to him. 

He lifted a hand and caressed her cheek, then 

ran his fingers through her loosened hair until 

his fingers kneaded her tense neck muscles. She 

began to relax, to close her eyes and lean into his 

ministrations, when he pulled her to him. 

With more slow, tantalizing skill, he kissed her 
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again. And again, the kiss was over far too quickly. 

This time when he pulled back to grasp his wine-

glass, she caught his hand in hers, stopping the  

glass’s progress. 

She guided his hand and the glass to her own 

mouth, took a small sip, but held the liquid inside 

her mouth. And then she kissed him, giving him 

the wine when he parted her lips. He groaned 

quietly, and she felt the low primal sound deep in 

her belly. She put her hand on his neck, then in 

his hair, wrapping her fingers in it and pulling 

his mouth to hers. She kissed him. Or more ac-

curately, she devoured him, at least that was how 

she felt. But she needed him at that moment. She 

needed much more than the stingy kisses he’d  

given, and he seemed to sense this and abandon 

all games and kissed her fully back. 

At some point her hands moved from his head 

to his open shirt. She fumbled with the fabric, 

parting it further, then bending to kiss the ex-

posed skin of his neck. His pulse beat rapidly 

there, and his scent was heavy. The scents she al-

ways associated with him—spring, leather sad-

dles, and pine were there—but she smelled 

something else as well. Something dark and 

musky and undeniably him. It made her heady 

and drew her mouth again and again to kiss and 

nip and take him there, and she began to think of 

the scent as the smell of arousal. 

She was nipping along his throat, small quick 

bites with her teeth, when she heard him drop 
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his glass. And then his hands were on her, and he 

lifted her into his lap. He cradled her bottom be-

fore setting her down, and then she felt the hard 

bulge of his manhood. 

She pulled away, suddenly afraid, but he held 

her with one hand just above her waist. He was 

out of breath, and for some reason that pleased 

her. “What do you want now, Catie?” He gasped 

out. “Remember, I am in your control.” 

She certainly didn’t feel in control. Her head 

was spinning, and she could hardly get her bear-

ings. But when she looked in his eyes she felt ev-

erything lock into place. “Kiss me again,” she 

said and leaned forward, ready to assist him from 

her new position, but he stopped her by leaning 

back slightly. 

“Is that all you want? Just a kiss?” 

“Yes, of course—” But then the image of Clare 

in the pub flitted across her brain, and she glanced 

down at her own nightrail. “Kiss me here,” she 

said, lifting a hand and caressing her neck from 

her chin to the hollow at the base of her throat. 

His hands were still about her waist, and he 

pulled her close so that her breasts brushed 

against him. And then she felt his fi rm, warm 

lips on her throat. They teased and traced and 

tantalized her until she let out a low moan and 

felt herself arch for him. His tongue darted out, 

and he ran it down the column of her neck, mak-

ing her shiver with desire at the wet trail that 

cooled as his mouth moved. 
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Then he pulled away and looked up at her,  

awaiting further instructions. They were diffi cult 

for her to give. She had never given a man orders 

as long as she had lived. She had feared men and 

their directives and feared the possibility that 

she would ever be in the position for a man to 

order her into his bed. 

But with Valentine it was different. Tonight he 

took orders, did not give them. He waited for her, 

his gaze patient and filled with desire for her. He 

wanted her, but she also knew with absolute cer-

tainty that if she were to stand and walk away 

from him, he would allow her to go. 

“What are you thinking?” he said suddenly. “I 

can see something going on behind those beauti-

ful honey eyes.” 

She glanced down. “I was thinking that if I 

wanted to stop now, if I wanted to go, you would 

allow it.” 

He tensed—her only indication her words dis-

pleased him—then he relaxed his hold on her 

waist so that he would catch her if she lost her 

balance, but he did not restrain her. 

“If you want to stop,” he said, tilting his head 

so that he met her gaze, “that is your choice. You 

are in control. I mean that.” 

She nodded, seeing the truth in his face. “What 

are you thinking?” she asked, her heart speeding 

up when the words left her mouth. 

He raised a brow. “Provocative question, Lady 

Valentine. Are you sure you want to know?” His 
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hands tightened on her waist again, caressing her 

through the nightgown until they molded to her 

hips and adjusted her so that she was pressing 

directly against his erection. 

“Yes,” she said on a breathless sigh. “I want to 

know.” 

“I am thinking”—he leaned into her and kissed 

her neck again—“that you are the most beautiful 

woman in the world.” 

She shivered as his lips trailed over her skin, 

warming it as he traced the curve of her jaw. 

“That’s not true. There are many women—” 

“To me, you are the most beautiful.” His teeth 

nipped her earlobe and she let out a small moan. 

“Do you want to know what else I am thinking?” 

“Tell me,” she ordered, wiggling just a bit from 

the tickle of his breath in her ear. 

“I am thinking how much I love your scent.  

You smell like peaches. And I wonder if you taste 

of them, too. If the skin of your breasts and your 

stomach”—he touched her lightly in the places he 

spoke of as he talked—“and your thighs taste as 

sweet and succulent.” 

She swayed as his hands grazed her thighs and 

then rested on her hips again, holding her up. 

“What else are you thinking?” she whispered, 

eager for more of his words, his seduction. 

“I am thinking how much I want you. How I 

want to lay you down beneath me and drive into 

you until you are writhing from pleasure.” 

She had a brief flash of her father’s angry face 
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and remembered her mother’s screams. Fear 

sparked inside her, and she drew back, but Valen-

tine caught her. “What is it?” 

She shook her head. “Nothing. Something you 

said reminded me—” Tears pricked her eyes, and 

he put a finger over her lips. 

“Shh. Don’t think of that tonight. Let me 

change the look in your haunted eyes. Let me 

show you that my touch can pleasure you. Will 

you let me prove to you that I would not harm 

you for anything?” 

“Show me,” she said. “I’m so tired of being 

afraid.” He kissed her again, a soothing kiss full of 

sweetness and care, and then he drew back and 

buried his face in her hair. With trembling fi ngers, 

she lifted her hands and let them find their own 

way to the knotted strings of her nightgown. As 

he pulled back, she loosened the strings and let 

the gown fall down her arms and about her waist. 

He stared at her, then met her gaze. 

“Kiss me here,” she said, letting a fi nger trail 

over one erect nipple. “And kiss me here.” Her 

hand went to the other breast, and then she 

cupped both and offered herself to him. 

He did not pause, and she felt his hot breath on 

her flesh as he loved her with her mouth, sucking 

and licking and laving her until she was arched 

back and breathing heavily. The more he touched 

her, the more she wanted his touch. She needed 

him, the ache in her heart and between her legs 

growing to almost unbearable heights. She 
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ground against him, ignoring her wanton behav-

ior, only seeking to assuage the twinge between 

her thighs. 

And then she was beneath him. His weight 

was more of a comfort than a prison, and he was 

stripping off her nightgown and kissing her ev-

erywhere, loving her flesh with his hands and 

his mouth and his eyes. 

He sat back and looked at her, then lifted his  

own shirt over his head, revealing his muscled 

chest. He was a politician but no stranger to hard 

work and exercise, and when she ran her hands 

over his abdomen, she admired the hard ridges of 

his muscles. He had a light sprinkling of golden 

brown hair on his chest, which tapered to a line 

below his belly button and disappeared beneath 

his trousers. Catherine followed the line of that 

hair down with one fingertip, but Quint stopped 

her before she could touch the part of him that 

made her truly curious. 

“Let’s take this slow,” he said, his voice almost 

a groan. “Let me love you first. If you’re ready, 

there’s less chance I’ll give you any pain.” 

She nodded, and he began to slip off the bed. 

“Where are you going?” she asked, propping her-

self on her elbows. She was embarrassed by her 

nakedness at first, but the longer he looked at 

her, the less self-conscious she felt. There was 

only desire in his eyes, only pleasure at what he 

saw, and Catherine reveled in it. She wanted him 

to look at her, wanted him to desire her. 
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“I’m not going anywhere,” he said. “But I need 

you to come closer.” Then grasping her about the 

hips, he pulled her to the edge of the bed and 

parted her knees, standing between them. 

She gasped, feeling vulnerable and excited at 

her new position. He leaned over her, planting 

his hands at her sides. “Do you remember that 

night in the village pub?” 

She nodded. The memory was all too clear to 

her. She wanted Quint to make her feel that way 

again. 

“Do you remember what that young man was 

doing to that girl?” 

“Clare? Yes,” she whispered. 

“I want to do that to you. But I have to have  

your permission.” 

She nodded, her legs feeling numb and tingly 

at the thought of his mouth between them. 

“So I have your permission to part your legs  

like this?” He nudged her knees apart until she 

was open to him. He kept his gaze on her face  

until she gave her consent, and then he looked 

down, wetting his lips at the sight of her. 

Catherine’s heart pounded so hard she feared 

it would burst, and the burst of heat between her 

legs at the intensity of his stare made her cry out. 

She emitted a low moan as he reached toward 

her. “Touch me,” she pleaded, watching his hand 

move far too slowly. “Touch me there.” 

His fingers brushed against her lightly, and she 

threw back her head and moaned again. This was 
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what she had wanted. This was the feeling that 

had given her dreams, that wakened her sweaty 

and full of need. 

“Catie,” he murmured, fingers still caressing 

her. “I want more. With your permission, I’m go-

ing to get on my knees.” 

She made a sound that was incomprehensible 

even to her, but she felt him lower himself. 

“And now I’m going to kiss you. Here.” His 

fingers pressed her sensitive flesh again, and then 

they withdrew. “May I kiss you here?” he asked. 

“Yes,” she said. “Please.” 

At fi rst she felt nothing but the warmth of his 

body between her legs, the rasp of his stubble on 

her inner thigh, and the gentle pressure of his 

mouth against the juncture between her legs. 

And then she felt his tongue—at least she thought 

it was his tongue. 

His touch was light and delicious, darting 

against her sensitive skin. The contrast between 

the whisper of his mouth and the intense, raptur-

ous sensation overwhelmed her. 

She couldn’t think at all. There was nothing 

but sensation. Nothing but white heat and puls-

ing pleasure. Nothing but the zing of blood in 

her veins and the spiral of pleasure spinning 

through her body until she rose with it, lifting 

herself up and screaming her release. 



Chapter 18 nm 

Quint stepped out of his boots, freed his 

erection from his trousers, and stripped 

off the last of his clothing. Naked, he stretched 

out beside Catie and allowed one hand to rest on 

the curve of her olive-skinned hip. Her back was 

to him, but he could hear her all but purring with 

the pleasure of her climax. The sound of her con-

tentment gave him immense satisfaction. He 

didn’t think he’d ever like anything better than  

giving Catie fulfi llment. 

Gradually, Catie turned toward him. Her eyes 

were heavy-lidded as she looked at him, and he 

couldn’t stop what he knew must be a cocky  

smile. “Feeling better now?” 

“Umm-hmm.” She closed her eyes and 
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stretched. He took the opportunity to allow his 

gaze to travel the length of her naked body. Her 

legs were as long as he’d anticipated, her thighs  

slim and muscled like a good Thoroughbred’s. He 

could picture those legs wrapped around him, her 

rounded hips rising to meet his every thrust. 

When he looked back into her face, she was 

watching him. “Thank you,” she said, her hand 

reaching out to trail a finger lazily over his mouth. 

He closed his eyes and soaked in the moment of 

tenderness. He had not had many such moments 

in the last ten years. 

She ran her finger over his lips and then across 

his cheek and over his eyes. Her touch was light 

and exploratory, as though she wanted to memo-

rize every inch of his face. Then her hand strayed 

to his neck and his shoulder. She pushed lightly, 

indicating she wanted him on his back, and he 

obliged her, knowing what she would see when 

he moved to allow her more access. 

Her hand trailed down his chest and then 

stopped. He felt her tense beside him and opened 

his eyes to find her looking down. His erection 

hardened and throbbed the longer she stared. “I 

still want you,” he said quietly, and her eyes 

jerked up to his. “But the decision is yours. We 

can stop now, if you like.” 

She blinked. “That hardly seems fair.” 

“Fairness is subjective, and the sole property of 

those who make the rules. Tonight you make the 

rules. What do you think is fair?” 
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She chewed her lip and looked down at him 

again. “I think it only fair you feel the same plea-

sure I did.” 

He nodded. “There are many ways to accom-

plish that, but only one that will truly make you 

my wife.” 

“Is that what you want?” she said. 

“More than anything.” 

“Then I want that, too. What do I have to do?” 

“I’m afraid I will hurt you this first time.” He 

leaned over her, pushing her back against his bed 

gently and stroking a lock of her hair back from 

her face. “Will you tell me if it hurts too much?” 

She nodded, and he could see the fear creep 

back into her eyes. He couldn’t resist propping  

himself up on one elbow and kissing her. And 

then he could not resist touching her, running 

his hands over her body in much the same way 

she had touched him only a few moments before. 

He learned the texture of her skin, the dips and 

the rises of her body, the weight of her breasts 

and the swell of her hip. 

It was not long before her fear subsided, and he 

heard her breathing catch and then come in 

shorter bursts once again. She was wonderfully 

responsive, this bride who was to be his wife. She 

was a confusing mixture of temerity and confi -

dence, trust and wariness. She was a work in 

progress—an early draft that was awkward but 

so genuine that he could not help but feel tender-

ness for her. And she gave it in return. 
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How he needed something tender and genuine 

in his life. The rhetoric, the political shouldering 

and selling—he’d mastered and thrived on them. 

He could be a bully when he need be. He could 

wheedle and he could demand and he could 

compromise. 

But here, at home, he just wanted to be Quint. 

He wanted tenderness and pleasure and his 

wife’s contented sighs. She moaned beneath him, 

and he nudged her legs apart, this time settling 

himself between them. He was gentle and care-

ful not to crush her with his weight. Her eyes 

fluttered open at this new feeling, but he kissed 

her again, and after a few minutes she relaxed 

and began to respond. 

She was soft and pliant under him. She also 

felt small and vulnerable, and he ached to protect 

her and to bring her pleasure as well. He worried 

that between her fear and his complete lack of 

experience with virgins, this first time would not 

bring her much pleasure. He tried to think of the 

many nights to come. 

It was not difficult to think of her on other 

nights and in other positions. He imagined her 

on top of him, her breasts jutting out as she 

arched back and took him inside her. He imag-

ined her looking over her shoulder at him as he 

entered her from behind. And he thought of her 

in his arms, both of them lying sated after a night 

of lovemaking. 

He could imagine her heavy with his child; 
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then smiling at him with a baby in her arms; then 

coming to greet him, leading their children by 

tiny, unsteady hands. He wanted all of this from 

her, and it began tonight. 

He’d been stroking her breasts and her stom-

ach, but now he reached between them and 

stroked the moist slit between her legs. She was 

warm and wet, and he knew she was ready for 

him—her body, if not her mind. 

“Sweetling,” he whispered, and her eyes fl ut-

tered. She moaned as his fingers found the hard 

nub between her folds. “I’m going to enter you 

now.” 

It was the closest he could come to asking her 

permission. It was already taking most of his 

willpower to keep from plunging into her. 

“Yes,” she moaned, pressing against him. “Yes, 

I want you inside me.” 

He rose up and inserted the tip of his man-

hood. She moaned again, and he paused, know-

ing that her pleasure might soon end. “I’ll try to 

be gentle,” he murmured, entering her more fully 

and feeling his own pleasure build just as he en-

countered her barrier. 

She was still moving against him, moaning 

and asking him for more. Her pleas and the feel 

of her tightening around him were driving him 

to madness. He pulsed and throbbed inside her, 

wanting to thrust hard and deep, but holding 

himself back. And then he felt the prick of her 

fingernails dent the flesh of his back, and he 
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could hold off no longer. As slowly and gently as 

he could, he broke her barrier, opening her up, 

and entering her fully. 

He bit his lip to stop the cry of ecstasy. She was 

so hot and tight. God, she felt so good. He moved 

within her and almost came. The only thing that 

stopped him was the small prick of pain in his 

back. 

He opened his eyes and looked into her fright-

ened face. 

“I’m hurting you,” he said, seeing the pain now 

and the tears escaping onto her cheeks. 

She nodded. “You-you’re too big. You don’t 

fi t.” 

“It’s only this first time,” he murmured, lower-

ing his mouth to kiss her gently. “I’m fi tting you 

to me, sweetling. After this time, I promise our 

joining will bring you nothing but pleasure.” 

He moved within her again, and her nails dug 

deeper. 

“Do you want me to stop?” he asked. God, he 

prayed she would not ask him to stop, but he 

mentally girded himself for the possibility. He 

could still cease, but if he did not pull out soon, 

he would not be able to control himself. Already, 

instinct began overriding reason. Unable to re-

sist, he moved within her, sliding against her 

sleek folds. He bit back a groan. 

“Sweetling,” he said between clenched teeth, 

“if you want me to stop, you have to say so now. I 

can’t”—he moved inside her again, thrusting 
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deeper into her warmth—“hold on much longer.” 

And then he felt her legs wrap around him,  

and her body relax enough so that she seemed to 

accommodate him. “You are my husband now in 

truth,” she said, and kissed him with passion. 

“Don’t stop.” 

He didn’t. He was gentle and cautious, holding 

back as much as he could until the urge to plunge 

into her a final time overtook him. He was aware 

that her fingernails dug into his bunched shoul-

ders, that she smelled like peaches and him, and 

that he had never known he could feel so much 

pleasure. And then he could hold back no longer, 

and he didn’t want to. He went over the edge and 

plunged into her with body and soul. 

When they finally parted, he pulled her close 

and fit his body around her, cradling her in his 

arms. “Next time,” he whispered into her hair, “I 

promise I’ll give you only pleasure.” 

“Yes,” she murmured, her breath tickling the 

skin of his shoulder. 

He held her like that, staying awake and vigi-

lant until she slept. And even then he did not 

doze. He lay beside her, listening to her quiet 

breathing, feeling the rise and fall of her chest, 

and losing himself in the heat her woman’s body 

generated in slumber. 

She was gone when he awoke the next morn-

ing. He was disappointed at not finding her be-

side him, but admittedly he’d overslept. He  
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dressed quickly, hoping to catch her before her 

morning ride and perhaps join her, but as he 

strode down the steps of his house his butler an-

nounced that Meeps was waiting for him in the 

study. 

Not the person Quint wanted to see just then, 

but business would have to win over pleasure 

today. Meeps was sitting in one of the armchairs, 

reading the Times and sipping tea when Quint 

strode in. The assistant stood, bowed, then ges-

tured to a lone sheet of paper on Quint’s desk. 

Quint went to it immediately. As he read, he had 

to sit down. 

It took a moment for Quint to find his voice, 

and then he said, “Why didn’t you tell me this 

earlier?” 

“My lord, I told you others were in competition 

for the Cabinet seat.” 

“Others, yes. You said Fairfax had not been 

given a nod.” 

Meeps inclined his head. “It was a foregone 

conclusion, especially once your name was  

thrown into the ring.” 

Quint swore. Fairfax and he had been contem-

poraries at Oxford, always in competition with 

one another. They were not enemies, not even on 

opposite sides of the political fence. Their careers 

had been on a parallel course until last spring 

when Fairfax married Lady Honoria, daughter of 

the Duke of Astly. 

Quint had watched as Fairfax’s popularity 
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soared. Lady Honoria was polished and beauti-

ful. She was schooled in the social graces by those 

who made the rules of etiquette, and the political 

salons and soirees she hosted for Fairfax were 

immensely popular among the secretaries and 

Cabinet ministers. 

Lady Honoria had been one reason Quint de-

cided it was time he seek a wife. He could not 

hope to keep up with men like Fairfax without 

some ammunition. 

And now he had his ammunition—the niece of 

an earl—nothing to scoff at. Except he had not 

married the charming Elizabeth Fullbright, but 

her shy, socially awkward sister. 

“Fairfax. Goddamn it,” Quint grumbled now. 

“I advised you to stay in London.” 

Quint glared at Meeps, and his assistant shrank 

back in his chair a bit. “Since you seem so adept 

at advising me,” Quint said in his most scathing 

tone, “why don’t you advise me what to do now? 

Fairfax is the undisputed favorite for the Cabinet 

seat. How do I change that?” 

“You must return to London. Posthaste.” 

“Damn it, but I knew you were going to say 

that.” 

“And then you must launch a three-pronged 

attack.” 

Quint sat forward, leaning his elbows on the 

desk. He liked organized strategies. “Go on.” 

“Your first line of attack will be Parliament.  

You must quickly attach yourself to the new act 
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sponsored by Lord Graves. It’s bound to be con-

troversial.” 

Quint shuffled through the stack of papers 

Meeps had moved aside until he found the docu-

ments he sought. “Ha! Graves wants to lower 

taxes on”—he flipped several pages—“hell, on a 

whole host of items.” 

“Fairfax opposes the bill.” 

“What a surprise. It’s not going to be popular.” 

“Except with the people. Pass that bill, gain the 

people’s support, and the prime minister cannot 

afford to overlook you.” 

Quint nodded. “The second prong of attack?” 

“You have to attend every rally, every plebeian 

meeting, every reform society gathering. You’ll 

give rousing speeches, and your name will be all 

over the Times.” 

Quint began taking notes. “I’ve already re-

ceived several invitations to speak. I’ll have you 

accept for me. Hire Black and Clarion to write my 

speeches.” 

“Black is working for Fairfax now.” 

Quint looked up. “Get him back. Pay him what-

ever he asks. No one turns a phrase like Black.” 

He went back to his notes, his hand writing furi-

ously but not as quickly as the rapid-fire ideas in 

his mind. He loved this feeling at the beginning 

of a political campaign. He felt like a general, ea-

ger to rally his troops and yell, “Charge!” 

“I’ll need you to return to London today,” 

Quint told Meeps in between shuffl ing through 
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papers and scratching notes. “I want you to talk 

to Graves, prepare the way for me—” 

“My lord, you know I will be happy to, but we 

still have one more avenue of attack to discuss.  

Perhaps the most important one.” 

Quint stopped writing, but he did not look up. 

“I know. My wife.” 

“She must host the party to end all parties. 

Fairfax has proven himself. Invitations to his af-

fairs are some of the most highly sought. There is 

not an MP in Parliament who doesn’t seek his fa-

vor the week before one of his wife’s soirees. You 

must do the same.” 

Quint sat back slowly and his attention drifted 

to the window overlooking Ravensland’s lawns. 

Catherine, in one of her new pale muslin gowns, 

was a cloud of yellow and white among the green 

landscape as she meandered closer. Her dress 

was simple and pretty, her dark hair caught up in 

a knot on top of her head. Her face was peaceful, 

with a slight smile that hinted she knew a secret. 

He knew some of her secrets, too. He’d shared  

them with her last night. 

She was beautiful and innocent, and no match 

for Lady Honoria and Fairfax. He’d seen her all 

but wilt when she was surrounded by people and 

noise. How would she ever host an affair? 

“Is that your wife?” Meeps said, peering out 

the window closest to his chair. 

“Yes. I’ll speak to her about the party. She can 

begin to plan it as soon as we return to London.” 
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But Meeps was still staring out the window. 

“She’s lovely. I don’t remember her seeming so 

lovely before.” 

Quint steepled his hands. “When we return to 

London, we’ll make sure she is the admiration of 

the ton. No one will forget how lovely she is.” 

Meeps looked at him. “And you think that’s 

possible?” 

Quint sincerely hoped so. 

As soon as she entered the house, Catherine 

noticed that the door to Quint’s study was closed, 

but she did not think anything of it. He was 

awake, and he was only a few feet away. She 

could not wait to see him. 

She hurried through the foyer and with a quick 

tap on the door, opened it, and said, “Are you fi -

nally out of bed? Thor and Hazard are waiting 

for their morning ride.” 

Quint was indeed behind his mammoth desk, 

as she’d expected, but he rose awkwardly when 

she entered and glanced to his right. There an-

other vaguely familiar man was also rising from 

one of the armchairs, and the heat bloomed in 

her cheeks. “Oh, I see you are busy. I am sorry.” 

She turned to close the door, but her husband’s 

voice stopped her. 

“Lady Valentine, please, join us.” 

Catherine did not want to join the men. The 

man with Quint looked harmless, but new people 

made her uncomfortable. She could never think 
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of anything to say. But, dutifully, she turned  

around and, closing the door behind her, stepped 

into the room. 

“Please.” Quint gestured to one of the couches 

near the hearth. She was accustomed to sitting in 

the armchairs, but Quint’s guest was in her usual 

spot. She went to the couch and arranged her 

skirts carefully so that she did not have to look at 

the men right away. Quint came to sit beside 

her. 

“Lady Valentine, you remember Mr. Meeps. He 

is one of my advisors.” 

Catherine glanced up at the pale, red-haired 

man. He was thin, wore small glasses, and dressed 

completely in black. He looked like a clerk. “Sir, it 

is a pleasure.” But it was not. If a political advisor 

had come all this way to speak with Quint, it 

meant something important was happening in 

Town. It meant the end to this short-lived idyllic 

time alone with Quint. 

Apparently, she was to be involved as well. She 

did not want to be involved. 

Meeps nodded at her and retook his seat in her 

chair. She looked at Quint. It was strange to see 

him like this. After all they had shared last night, 

here she was sitting beside him, acting as though 

they were complete strangers. Why, she knew  

what he looked like without his trousers on. He 

knew what happened to her when he . . . 

Her face began to heat, and she decided not to 

think of that at present. But it was diffi cult when 
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every time she looked at her husband, images 

from last night came rushing at her. She won-

dered if he had a similar feeling, but he seemed 

completely at ease. 

No, that was not exactly true. He was saying 

something to Mr. Meeps, but his gaze kept dart-

ing back to her. He had the look of the jailer whose 

duty it is to escort prisoners to their executions. 

The jailer looked at her, a sympathetic and yet 

determined look on his face. 

“What is it?” Catherine said immediately. 

“What’s wrong?” 

He smiled at her, but the happiness didn’t reach 

his eyes. “Nothing is wrong. We’re returning to 

London, as we discussed last night.” 

“And Mr. Meeps?” She knew that was not all. 

The ax had yet to fall. 

“Mr. Meeps and I were discussing political 

strategy. And I thought that while we are in 

Town, we might host a ball or a soiree.” 

Catherine blinked. Her head felt light, almost 

as though it had come unattached and was tum-

bling fast and furious toward the Aubusson rug 

beneath her feet. “A ball?” 

“Yes. I’ll help you, of course.” He said some-

thing else, but his voice was murky and she could 

not comprehend. 

A ball. A party with dancing, loud music, and 

a crush of people. An opportunity for her to make 

a hundred mortifying mistakes, especially if she 

were the hostess. Everyone would be looking at 
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her, watching her. She clutched her fi ngers to-

gether tightly. 

One, two, three . . . 

Meeps began to speak. It was a moment before 

she understood him. “—for Lord Valentine’s ca-

reer. Of course, you must invite the prime minis-

ter, the prince regent, the Cabinet ministers—I 

will send you a complete list. As your town house 

is rather small, you might think of having the 

ball in one of the assembly—” 

The prime minister? The prince regent? No, no, 

no. She could not possibly host these men. What 

would she say? What would she do? The prepara-

tions for an event like this were unimaginable. 

The cozy study began to feel hot and cramped. 

The walls inched closer until they crouched over 

her like angry beasts. 

Four, five, six . . . 

Catherine stumbled to her feet, and Valentine 

caught her arm. Both he and Meeps jumped to 

their feet. “Are you well?” Quint asked. 

“I think I shall go upstairs and lie down,” she 

said. She tried not to look at the walls hunkering 

closer, not to hunch as she strode through the 

shrinking door, but she could not force her feet to 

slow as much as she should have. She darted 

through the door, and when she heard it click 

shut behind her, she broke into a run for the stairs 

and managed to make it to their room before she 

lost her breath entirely. 

Catherine was gulping for air when she closed 



 NO MAN’S BRIDE 283 

the door to her chamber. She leaned against the 

door and shut her eyes, thankful this room was 

still its original size. She counted to ten and 

climbed onto the bed she’d shared with Quint 

just a few hours before. Curling into a ball, she 

pressed her fingers to her eyes to hold back the 

sting of tears and tried to breathe deeply. 

How could he? How could Valentine do this to 

her? He knew hosting a ball like this was her 

greatest fear. And yet he’d thrown the suggestion 

at her as if it were nothing—a choice between a 

lemon or apple scone at tea. And not only did he 

want her to eat this enormous, fearsome scone, 

he wanted her to do so in front of the whole of 

London Society. 

London Society. The upper ten thousand. The 

haute ton. The most scheming, most unforgiving, 

most vengeful collection of people since the Ro-

mans. And here she was, a defenseless gladiator, 

thrown in the pit with the lions. 

And for what? His career. His ridiculous ca-

reer. 

“Catie?” There was a tap on the door, and the 

knob turned. Belatedly, she wished she’d thought 

to block it. Not that that would have stopped him. 

She sat and tried to smooth her hair. 

“I don’t want to talk right now. I’m not feeling 

well,” she managed. Lord, he looked handsome 

this morning. He must have finally accepted that 

his hair had grown too long, and he’d pulled it 

back into a queue, secured by a black string. His 
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shirt and cravat were white as snow, and he was 

dressed to ride, boots, riding coat, and all. 

She watched him stride across the room to-

ward her, ignoring her wish to be alone. If she  

were a gladiator, he was the lion. She knew his 

body now, could imagine the bunch and pull of 

his muscles as he moved. She looked at his hands 

and remembered how they’d felt on her fl esh, 

how they’d stroked and caressed until she was 

breathless with needing him. 

She looked into his eyes, trying to distract her-

self and hold on to her anger. But looking into his 

face didn’t help. That too brought back memories— 

the rough scrub of his beard against the inside of 

her thigh, the way his long lashes framed those 

mahogany eyes, the feel of that full mouth on her 

nipple. 

She turned away from him but felt the bed dip 

as he sat beside her. It was strange to have him so 

near her again. Here they were on the bed, where 

they’d shared so much last night, but now all she 

felt was betrayal. She’d thought he had fi nally ac-

cepted her, was coming to care for her. But he 

hadn’t changed at all. He still cared more about 

his career than anything else. 

She wanted to turn her back on him, to walk 

away and never look around, but she could not 

because she had changed. His wooing, his gentle 

nature, the way he’d loved her last night—those 

things had changed her. She needed him. She 

had fallen in love with him. 
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And he loved his career. 

He sighed. “Catie, I know this is not what you 

had in mind when we discussed returning to Lon-

don. You get nervous when you attend balls—” 

“Not what I had in mind?” she whispered, but 

her words were loud enough to silence him. “No, 

it wasn’t what I expected, but perhaps that’s be-

cause you deceived me into believing you cared 

how I felt. What was it you said? You wanted me 

to be happy?” 

“I do want you to be happy.” 

“Then don’t force me to host this ball.” She 

turned to him and met his gaze head-on. “In fact, 

don’t force me to return to London at all. Let’s  

stay here for the rest of the Season.” She prayed 

he would accept her suggestion, prayed he would 

be the man she wanted him to be, but he was 

shaking his head. 

“I cannot. I’m needed in Parliament.” 

“Then you go back. I’ll stay here, and you can 

join me when the session is over.” 

“I’m not leaving you,” he said, taking her hand. 

It would have been a sweet statement had not his 

eyes been hard and determined. 

“Why?” she said, withdrawing her hand. His 

touch still evoked too many memories. “Surely, I 

have not become indispensable to you in so short 

a time. Surely, you can live without me for a few 

weeks.” 

He stood and ran a hand through his hair, dis-

ordering his neat queue. “Why do you have to  
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make this so difficult, Catherine? I understand 

your fears, but I need you. Can you not do one 

thing for me?” 

“For you or for your political ambitions? That’s 

what this is really about.” 

He shook his head, then suddenly turned and 

knelt before her. “I have a chance at a seat in the 

Cabinet. Do you know how long I have wanted 

this and worked for it?” 

She looked away. Already her heart was melt-

ing. How could she resist his pleas? After last 

night, after the gentle way he had been with her, 

how could she deny him anything? Even when 

the one thing he wanted terrifi ed her. 

“I have worked my whole life for this opportu-

nity, and I am so close,” he was saying. “I deserve 

this, but I need you. Charles Fairfax is my compe-

tition, and he’s been gathering his supporters this 

past week you and I have been away.” 

“And he’s married to the Duke of Astly’s  

daughter.” She glanced at him. “I must seem a 

poor choice in comparison. Especially consider-

ing whom you really wanted.” And Elizabeth 

would be waiting for him back in London. 

“Damn it!” Valentine rose and paced away 

from her. “I don’t have time for this right now, 

Catherine. I want you, you know I do, and I need 

you right now. I need your support.” He turned 

on his heel. “Do I have it?” 

She gave him a long look, took a deep breath, 

and said, “Yes, you have it, but let’s be clear, Lord 
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Valentine. You need a wife. You don’t need me. 

You’ve considered me a liability from the start.” 

“That’s not true.” 

“Isn’t it? And why should I believe you, when 

you lied to me last night? 

“I did not lie—” 

She stood and crossed to him. “Then look me 

in the eye and tell me that you did not have your 

career in mind last night even as you spoke of  

our returning to London only to make me  

happy.” 

To his credit, he did not look away. “Catherine, 

I care for you. What happened between us last 

night—” 

“Don’t speak of it to me,” she said, forcibly re-

straining her tears. “Do not ruin that for me as 

well.” A rogue tear escaped her defenses. He 

reached out to stroke it away, but she realized his 

intention too late and fl inched back. 

“Goddamn it, Catie. I’m not going to hurt you,” 

he said. 

“It’s too late for that. Just go.” She turned away 

from him, staring at the white walls of her room. 

“I’ll begin packing. We can leave as soon as you 

are ready.” 



Chapter 19 nm 

Quint didn’t understand women. He didn’t 

understand why they had to mix every-

thing up in their minds until everything a man 

said or did produced offense in one way or an-

other. 

He’d traveled back to London with Catherine 

a week before, and since that time, he’d ex-

changed barely half a dozen words with her. 

Not that he’d seen her very often. He’d been so 

busy that he could not even remember the last 

time he slept. 

Forget sleeping with her. He supposed he could 

add that to his list of transgressions—deserting 

the marriage bed. She probably assumed he’d ne-

glected her on purpose. Nothing could be further 
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from the truth. He wanted her, thought of her  

constantly, but he did not have time to smooth 

her ruffl ed feathers. 

She’d been angry, and he could understand 

that. The anger came from fear. He’d asked her to 

do something that terrified her. Naturally, she 

was frightened and lashed out. But he did not 

understand how she managed to connect one 

small favor with everything else he felt for her. 

He still cared for her. He still wanted her. Why 

would her hosting a ball for his political allies 

change anything between them? 

But it had. 

Now when he looked into her eyes, he no lon-

ger saw fear and wariness. He saw pain, and 

somehow he was the source of that pain. He sup-

posed she saw his request for her to host the ball 

as a betrayal of some sort, but that was ridicu-

lous. Why couldn’t she see that hosting the ball 

would actually be a good thing for her? It would 

help boost her confi dence. The ball was as much 

for her as for him. 

Well, that supposition might be stretching 

things a bit, but the ball was at least not solely for 

him. 

As he strode into his London town house, he  

tried to remember the last conversation he’d had 

with his wife. Barring that, he tried to remember 

when he’d last seen her. It had been at least a day. 

Surely not more than that. Not two days. 

The clock in the foyer struck one. She was 
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probably asleep by now, but Quint could not af-

ford to wait any longer to see her. 

He’d mentioned the ball to the prime minister, 

and Quint had to be sure the plans were going 

according to schedule. And, of course, there was 

another transgression. Quint had promised to 

help her plan the thing, and he hadn’t lifted a 

finger to do so. He’d been too busy, overwhelmed 

by bills, speeches, and correspondence. 

But he would rectify everything now. He would 

apologize and renew his offer of assistance—or 

at least the best efforts of his own assistant—and 

she would forgive him. 

He hoped. 

And after she forgave him, he would kiss her, 

make love to her, and all would be right between 

them again. 

He hoped. 

He took the steps two at a time and clomped 

down the hallway. Her door was open, and he 

slowed as he neared it. 

“Oh, good, Lord Valentine. You have returned.” 

Quint peered into Catherine’s dimly lit room 

and saw her seated on the low plush bench used at 

her dressing table. A valise crouched at her feet. 

He frowned. “It’s after one in the morning. 

Why are you awake and dressed?” 

“I was waiting for you. I wanted to tell you 

good-bye.” She stood and bent to lift the valise. 

“What are you talking about?” His eyes swept 
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the room. Her armoire was open, and except for a 

few scattered linens, it was empty. The dressing 

table was bare of combs and brushes. Nothing 

personal remained in the room. 

Quint felt the old prickle of unease at the back 

of his neck. He lifted a hand, rubbed it away, but 

it returned with a vengeance. Nothing good came 

from that prickle. 

Catherine stepped before him. “I’m leaving 

you.” 

“Oh, no you’re not,” he said, reaching for her 

valise, but she drew it away. 

“Catie, do you want me to pack this robe?” Her 

cousin, Lady Madeleine, walked into the room 

through the open dressing-room door. As soon 

as she spotted him, she halted and began to 

frown. “Oh, it’s him.” 

“What the hell does that mean?” he barked. Of 

course it was him. He lived here. “What are you 

doing here?” 

She glanced at Catie. “Didn’t you tell him?” 

“Of course,” Catie answered, still keeping her 

gaze on him. “But he’s not taking it well.” 

“I’m standing right here,” Quint said. “You 

don’t have to speak as though I’m not home.” 

“But that’s exactly the problem,” Lady Mad-

eleine said, narrowing her eyes at him. “You 

never are home. That’s why Catie’s leaving you.” 

“The hell she is. She’s my wife. She can’t leave.” 

Catherine raised her brows at him. “Watch me.” 
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She turned to her cousin. “We can send a servant 

for the rest of it. Let’s just take this and go.” 

Lady Madeleine nodded, and the women 

stepped forward, but Quint blocked their exit. 

“You’re not leaving.” His heart was racing now, 

panic galloping through his blood. “You’re my 

wife.” 

“You’d hardly know it the way you treat her,” 

Lady Madeleine spat. 

“The way I treat her? What have I done?” 

“Nothing at all except practically desert the 

poor girl. She’s lonely here by herself all the 

time.” 

Quint opened his mouth to defend himself, but 

Lady Madeleine waved him silent. 

“Not to mention, you’re making her host that  

ball. You know how social events frighten her. 

How could you?” 

Quint felt his panic being quickly replaced by 

anger. “I do not have to defend myself to you, but 

be assured, Lady Madeleine,” he directed his 

words to her cousin, but looked at Catherine, “I 

would not ask her to host this ball if I did not 

think she would rise to the challenge. The experi-

ence will be good for her.” 

“Of course, it will be good for her,” Lady Mad-

eleine said, “but that is not the point.” 

“Now you are speaking as though I am not 

here,” Catie said with a scowl at both of them. “I 

have heard quite enough. I am leaving.” 

“Don’t even think of it.” Quint stepped closer, 
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but Madeleine jumped between them. He spoke 

over her head. “Your place is here with me.” 

Catie gave a bitter laugh. “There’s nothing for 

me here.” 

Quint wanted to reach out, grab her, and shake 

her until she saw sense. “What are you blather-

ing about? I’m here.” 

“No you’re not.” She thrust her hands on her 

hips. “You’re never home. Why, it’s taken you two 

days to realize that I’m leaving you!” 

Quint opened his mouth to protest, but he was 

speechless. She’d been planning this for two 

days? As he watched, she pushed past her cousin 

to stand nose to nose with him. She was proud 

and strong and brave, no trace of the fearful Cath-

erine he had fi rst known. 

“And now you’ve come home.” She poked his 

chest. “And you expect me to jump to do your  

bidding. Well, I won’t. I’m leaving.” 

Quint narrowed his eyes and restrained him-

self from gripping the finger she poked at him 

and hauling her away with it. “Are you saying 

you want a divorce?” 

“I don’t care. I’m leaving. I’m going to—” She 

glanced at her cousin. 

“The Americas,” Lady Madeleine provided. 

“That’s right. I’ll leave for the Americas and 

start over.” 

Quint leaned close to her, not touching her, but 

his face only inches away. “You are not going to 

the Americas. You’re staying here with me.” 
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She glared at him. “Make me.” 

He growled, prepared to do just that. 

“If I go, you can have your divorce and then 

marry Elizabeth. It’s what you’ve wanted all  

along anyway.” 

Quint’s brain felt twisted and hazy. “What the 

devil are you talking about?” Why didn’t women 

ever argue logically? 

Suddenly Lady Madeleine was pushing them 

apart. “Now, just a moment.” She put her hands 

up. “Let’s not say or do anything we’ll regret 

later.” 

“It’s a bit late for that,” Quint said, and Lady 

Madeleine rounded on him. Quint took a sur-

prised step back. 

“That’s right, sir. Keep stepping back.” 

“I think it’s time for you to go home, Lady 

Madeleine.” 

“Not until Catie is happy. No one does any-

thing until everyone is happy. We have to fi x this 

mess.” 

“But I don’t want anything fi xed,” Catherine 

protested. “I have a long trip ahead of me. I want 

to get some sleep.” 

“Then you’ll go to sleep in my bed,” Quint said. 

“You’re my wife.” 

“Not for long,” she shot back. 

“Goddamn it!” Quint started for her, but Mad-

eleine was between them again. 

“Why don’t we all sit down and talk this 
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through,” Madeleine suggested. “Catie, you sit 

there at the dressing table. Lord Valentine, you 

take that blue armchair.” 

Quint watched as Catherine took a seat at her 

dressing table, and he grudgingly moved toward 

the armchair. He sat slowly, and then Madeleine 

said, “Good. Now, the most important thing is 

finding a way to bring the two of you back to-

gether.” 

Catherine glared at her. “Why would we want 

to do that?” 

Maddie glared back. “Because it’s obvious 

you’re miserable without one another.” 

Quint straightened. “I am not miserable.” 

“Oh, hush,” Madeleine said. “You are misera-

ble, and Catie is too. She hasn’t slept for crying so 

much.” 

“Traitor,” Catie said. 

Quint glanced at his wife. She did look tired, 

and her eyes were swollen. 

“What we have to do is to find a way to make 

both parties happy.” 

Quint raised his eyes to the ceiling. His wife’s 

cousin was obviously a politician in training, but 

if Lady Madeleine’s efforts would make Cathe-

rine stay, then he’d play along. 

“Very well,” Quint said, trying to sound mag-

nanimous, “what do you suggest?” 

“A compromise,” Madeleine said. “Catie will 

agree to host your ball.” 
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Quint glanced at his wife. She nodded. “But 

that’s only provided you agree to a few condi-

tions.” 

“That’s right,” Lady Madeleine said. “Catie 

would like—” 

“There are conditions?” Quint spat out. “This 

is a marriage, not a treaty negotiation.” 

“It won’t be either if you keep interrupting,” 

his wife said. “I will leave.” 

He refrained from rolling his eyes, and fi nally 

ground out, “Go on.” 

“First of all, you have to be home for dinner  

every night.” 

“Don’t be ridiculous—” 

“Good night, Lord Valentine.” She rose and 

motioned for her cousin to follow. 

Quint clenched his fists. Goddamn it! What the 

hell kind of negotiation was this? 

“Catie,” he said, though his jaw was locked. 

She paused and looked over her shoulder. “Every 

night is a bit steep. Perhaps—” 

She turned back and started for the door again. 

Quint closed his eyes. “Fine. I’ll be home for din-

ner every night. What else?” 

She turned back to him, smiling. The smile al-

most made his concession worth it. 

“You must help with the preparations for the 

ball. Your job is to deal with the invitations.” 

“Fine. No problem.” 

“Not one of your assistants. You. Personally,” 

Catherine said. 
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Quint frowned. “What difference does it make 

if I do it or Meeps?” 

She shook her head. “If you’re going to argue, 

I’m going to call for the carriage.” 

“I’m not going to argue,” Quint said, clutching 

the arms of his chair. “I agree. Put your things 

away. You’re staying.” 

She smiled again. “Right away.” 

To Quint’s relief, his wife picked up her valise 

and headed into the dressing room to unpack. 

He smiled. Finally. 

“Obviously, you think you received the better 

end of the bargain.” Lady Madeleine was stand-

ing before him, hands on her hips. Quint’s smile 

faded. 

“Two things,” she said. She gave him a look 

Quint supposed was meant to strike fear in his 

heart. “You had better fulfill your end of this bar-

gain. Catie wants you home, and you can stop 

giving speeches and fawning over the prime 

minister long enough to be there for her.” 

Quint did not so much as blink. “I do not 

fawn.” 

Lady Madeleine shook her head. “One of these 

days, you are going to realize that there’s more to 

life than bills and debates. Cabinet posts and un-

dersecretary positions are all well and good, but 

they won’t ease the loneliness. They won’t warm 

your bed, and they won’t comfort you when 

you’re old and sick. You will lose Catie if you take 

her for granted.” 
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Quint rose. “I know what I’m doing, Lady 

Madeleine. I don’t need your advice.” 

She rolled her eyes. “That’s what men always 

say. You do realize that you almost lost her to-

night?” 

He inclined his head civilly, but inside, his 

stomach pitched and roiled. “I won’t lose her,” he 

said. “You can be certain of that.” 

Later that night Quint rose from where he lay 

beside Catie’s warm, naked body. He paced the 

room and eventually went to sit at his desk. He 

had more work to do tonight, and the new rules 

his wife had forced him to agree to would not 

lighten his load. 

He looked at his sleeping wife. Her goddamn 

cousin was right; he’d almost lost her. She’d al-

most slipped right through his fi ngers while his 

mind was on political matters. The thought terri-

fied him, even now. He would have probably said 

or done anything she’d asked to get her back. 

He didn’t know what terrified him more—that 

he was completely at his wife’s mercy or that he 

no longer seemed to mind that he’d lost control of 

their relationship. 

She had all the power now. She all but had him 

in the palm of her hand. If he were not careful, he 

would soon find himself in love with her. 

Quint swallowed and glanced back at his wife. 

Did she feel anything for him? Did she love 

him? 
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Damn! He rose and paced the room. He didn’t 

need her to love him. Her needed her to trust 

him, to obey him, to host his friends. 

He didn’t need her to love him. 

And yet he wanted her to, he wanted to hear 

her say those words. 

He’d made love to her tonight with a posses-

siveness he did not know was in him. He would 

never let her go. Never. But he would not aban-

don his dream of the Cabinet position either. 

Quint looked at the papers on his desk. The 

two desires—his wife and his career—should not 

be mutually exclusive, but increasingly Quint 

feared that’s exactly what they were. 



Chapter 20 nm 

“No, that one is too white,” Madeleine 

told Josie. She held up another sheet of 

vellum from the sheets spread over Valentine’s 

dining-room table and admired it. “What about 

this one?” 

Josie huffed. “There’s absolutely no difference. 

Those two papers are exactly the same shade.” 

“Ridiculous,” Maddie scoffed, holding the fi rst 

up again. “This one is bright white. This is ivory. 

What do you think, Mr. Meeps?” 

Catie looked up from the menu she was trying 

to perfect and watched the poor, overworked Mr. 

Meeps look from one of her cousins to the other. 

The small man pushed his glasses back on his 

nose. “I think—” 

300 
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“This one, right?” Josie said, holding her choice 

out. 

“Don’t influence him!” Maddie broke in. She 

waved her choice at him. “This is better, is it not?” 

Catherine shook her head. “Leave poor Mr. 

Meeps alone, girls. The invitations are Valentine’s 

responsibility, and I told him he had to do it him-

self.” 

“But, Lady Valentine, his lordship has given 

me leave to make decisions in his stead,” Meeps 

told her. 

“I don’t care. He is going to keep to his end of 

our bargain. Either he does the invitations or 

there are none.” 

“Good for you, Catie!” Josie said, applauding. 

Catherine smiled, but it was short-lived. Valen-

tine’s housekeeper bustled in and said breath-

lessly, “The table covers you ordered are here, 

milady. Where should I put them?” 

Catie pressed her lips together and thought for 

a moment. “The drawing room, I suppose.” 

“But milady, we can hardly open the door for 

all the items crammed inside. You told Webster 

to store the extra tables in there yesterday.” 

“Oh, that’s right.” Catherine glanced at Josie 

and Maddie for help. They blinked back at her. 

“Um, I suppose we have no choice but to put 

them in Lord Valentine’s study.” 

Mr. Meeps shook her head. “Oh, no, Lady Val-

entine. I do not suggest—” 

“You absolutely must taste this cake!” Ashley 
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said, rushing into the dining room, a slice of 

white cake balanced on a fork before her. “It’s  

divine. We should order at least three for the 

ball.” 

She shoved the treat at Catherine, so that Cath-

erine had little choice but to take a small bite. 

Ashley then scampered over to Josie and Maddie 

and offered the cake. Josie leaned forward to 

taste, and shook her head. “It’s good, but it’s 

lemon. I liked the vanilla we tasted yesterday. It 

works better with our theme.” 

“Theme? What theme?” Maddie said. “Ah-ha! 

That’s why you want that awful bright white 

 vellum.” 

“It goes with the white theme,” Josie pro-

tested. 

“If you are going to start with the white theme 

again, then I will have to hit you.” 

“Madam,” the housekeeper said. 

Catherine tore her gaze from her arguing cous-

ins and tried to swallow the dry cake. 

“What about the table linens?” 

“In his lordship’s study,” Catherine mumbled 

around the food. 

“Madam,” Webster, Quint’s butler, strolled 

regally into the room. “The extra china has ar-

rived.” 

“Oh, Lord,” Catherine said, dropping her head 

in her hands. She’d been working nonstop to or-

ganize Valentine’s ball and had been fortunate 

to catch three or four hours’ sleep a night. Her 
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cousins had been immensely helpful, and she 

didn’t know what she would have done without 

them. Hosting an unplanned ball in the midst of 

the Season was no small feat, especially when 

one considered that Valentine’s house and staff 

were not prepared for such an undertaking. 

Not only was Valentine’s town house too small 

for the event, he did not own enough of the ac-

coutrements one needed. His solution had been 

to have the ball at an assembly hall and rent ev-

erything. He wanted only the best. The problem 

was that the best china and linens had already 

been spoken for by hostesses who had planned 

far earlier than she. But with help from her cous-

ins, Catherine had managed to secure items she 

hoped would be acceptable. 

Now she just had to figure out what to do with 

them, and that was not easy. She was too tired to 

think clearly at this point. The ball was in less 

than a week, and she still had so much to do. 

She looked up at Webster. “The china is here? 

Are you certain? I thought that was not to arrive 

for two more days.” 

“It is here, madam,” he said. 

“Catherine, where are you?” 

She turned at the sound of Quint’s voice and 

the tap of his boots on the marble in the foyer. A 

moment later, he poked his head into the dining-

room door. He was wearing evening attire, very 

rumpled, as though he had not changed from the 

night before. Catherine vaguely remembered that 
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he had mentioned dining at his club after the 

parliamentary session, but she had not seen him 

since. Thinking back, Catherine realized that she 

should have made him promise not only to be 

home for dinner but also to stay home. 

“Webster,” Quint said, swiping his hair back 

from his face. He had obviously lost the thong he 

had been using to hold it back, and now it hung 

free about his neck and forehead. “Who are all 

those people outside?” 

Webster looked at Catherine. “Ask your wife,  

my lord.” And Webster turned and walked away. 

Quint glanced at her, eyebrow raised. Lord, ev-

ery time she saw him it was like the fi rst. Her 

heart still sped up, her stomach did quick somer-

saults, and her hands trembled. How could some-

one like her have married such a kind, handsome 

man? 

She wondered if he still thought of Elizabeth,  

and if he regretted the exchange of one sister for 

the other. As for herself, Catherine would never 

have told her cousins, but she rather liked being 

married to this man. Especially at night. Try as she 

might during the days, she could not forget the 

nights they spent together. She could not forget 

the possessive, urgent way that he came to her, 

taking her into his arms and making love to her. 

She was still trying to accustom herself to 

sleeping with a man. She liked the pleasurable 

sensations he made her feel, especially when he 

used his tongue— 
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She felt her face heat and looked away. She 

caught Josie staring at her, a knowing look on 

her face. Obviously, Madeleine had not kept 

quiet about the events of the night she’d almost 

left Valentine. Maddie was certain that Valen-

tine’s actions, his easy capitulation and insis-

tence he would never give her up, was a sign that 

he was in love with Catherine. Catherine begged 

to differ. As usual, Valentine had his career in 

mind. If Catherine left him, his career would be 

ruined. 

And yet there had been something about him 

that night that spoke to her. She would never have 

defended him, have agreed to host this ball, if  

something in Valentine’s face had not touched her. 

It had almost looked as though he needed her. 

Catherine shook her head. How silly of her. 

Valentine welcomed Catherine’s cousins and 

then looked at her. “How are the preparations  

coming?” 

Catherine frowned, all good feeling for him 

fading. Did he care about anything but this ball? 

He did not even take a moment to ask how she 

was. 

She cleared her throat. “For my part, the prepa-

rations are fine. How are yours, my lord? Mr. 

Meeps says you have not yet chosen the paper for 

the invitations.” 

Valentine turned to his assistant and gave him 

a dark look. Meeps looked away. Obviously, 

Meeps was not to have spoken. 
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“I am finalizing the wording and the paper 

choice,” Quint said. 

“Oh, good. Have you spoken with the stationer 

yet?” 

Her husband ran a hand through his hair, and 

she knew the answer. 

“I am only asking,” she said, glancing down at 

her menu, trying to appear absorbed, “because I 

took the liberty of approaching several stationers 

myself. None of the gentlemen I spoke to can ac-

commodate us until next week.” 

Catherine glanced up at Valentine. Her father 

would have berated her for impertinence and in-

terfering, but Catherine felt only mildly worried 

that Quint would react the same. She knew in the 

logical part of her mind that he would not. But 

the primal, instinctual part of her brain—that 

part that had cowered in fear and fought for sur-

vival since birth—still kept its wary vigil. 

As expected, Quint only frowned at her pro-

nouncement. “That won’t do.” He paced away 

and then turned back. “I have an idea.” 

Now it was Catherine’s turn to frown. 

“Perhaps we can write them by hand. You la-

dies are always perfecting your handwriting, are 

you not? Perhaps handwritten invitations would 

be more . . . personal.” 

Catherine blinked. “Handwritten invitations? 

How many guests are you inviting?” 

“Ah, good question.” He tapped his tailcoat,  

first the right pocket and then the left. Finally, he 
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extracted several papers from his waistcoat. 

“Here is the guest list. I believe the total number 

of guests is about”—he flipped through one, two, 

three, four—she lost count—“four hundred.” 

He handed the list to Catherine and tapped his 

fingers on the table in front of her. 

Josie gasped and Maddie looked as though she 

would choke. Ashley spoke for all of them. “If 

you think we are going to handwrite four hun-

dred invitations and then hand address them, 

you are mad.” She popped the last piece of cake 

in her mouth and crossed her arms. 

“Very well, then I shall find a stationer,” Valen-

tine said. 

Ashley snorted. “Best of luck to you.” 

Catherine watched Valentine clench his jaw. 

She moved back slightly, but he put a hand on her 

shoulder, reassuring her. She was not even cer-

tain he realized he did it. 

“Thank you for your support.” 

With Quint’s warm hand on her shoulder, 

Catherine glanced down at the list, running her 

eyes over the endless columns of names. Valen-

tine’s guest list included the most powerful, most 

prestigious men and women in the country. The 

air at the ball would indeed be rarefi ed. 

She began to feel ill. Her head swam, and she 

had to remind herself to take a shaky breath. It 

was not only that the most powerful, most awe-

inspiring members of the English government 

would be attending a ball that she planned that 
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made her nervous. The sheer number of people 

who would be in attendance gave her greater 

pause. As hostess, she would never be able to es-

cape if she began to feel overwhelmed. And just 

looking at the list overwhelmed her. 

She clasped her hands on the table and forced 

her mind to focus on one detail at a time. She 

would not think of that night until it was upon 

her. Gradually, her heartbeat slowed. 

Perusing the list one last time, Catherine tried 

to focus on the names of people she knew. Her 

cousins and aunts and uncles would be there. 

They would support her. 

She flipped another page then, and one entry 

jumped out at her. She leaned closer and read it 

again. 

Miss Elizabeth Fullbright 

Her head shot up. “What is this?” she said, jab-

bing the paper. 

Valentine looked down at her and frowned. 

“The guest list. I told you.” 

“No.” She slapped the list down. “What is this?” 

She sliced at the offending name with her fi nger. 

Valentine took the pages and peered at them. 

“That is your sister.” He handed the pages to her, 

and she handed them right back. Valentine’s face 

darkened, but Catherine did not inch back. She 

was not scared of him. And today, she was too 

tired to feel much of anything but exhaustion. 
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“Why is Lizzy on the list?” Maddie said, rising, 

and moving protectively toward Catherine. Cath-

erine doubted Maddie was actually worried Val-

entine would strike her, but she appreciated the 

support nonetheless. Still she kept her gaze 

locked with Valentine. 

“She is on the list because she should be,” Val-

entine replied, not turning away from Catherine. 

“In fact, I should have invited your father and 

mother. It will seem strange that they are not in 

attendance.” He looked at Catherine, his hand  

cupping her chin briefly. “But I know that would 

be too hard for you.” 

Maddie had reached her side. “And it won’t be 

hard on her to have Lizzy there? You were be-

trothed, after all.” 

Valentine shrugged. “All of that is in the past 

now.” 

Catherine’s jaw dropped. All of it was in the 

past? Had he forgotten how he’d felt when he dis-

covered that her father had drugged him and 

then tricked him into marriage? She had certainly 

not forgotten how she had felt when she’d awak-

ened in the middle of the night to find her father 

selling her to a brute she had never even seen 

before. 

“You seem an unusually forgiving man,” Mad-

die was saying. “But do you not think it will be 

even slightly awkward to bring your wife and  

your betrothed together in such a public forum?” 

“Elizabeth is no longer my betrothed.” 
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“Fortunate man,” Josie grumbled. 

Valentine looked as though he would protest 

and then glanced at Catherine and seemed to 

think better of it. Catherine’s heart sank. No mat-

ter what he said now, she had seen the truth in 

his eyes just then. He obviously did not think 

himself fortunate. She felt her heart swell into 

her throat. Even after all they had shared, he was 

still in love with Elizabeth. And now she would 

be at the ball, and Catherine knew she would lose 

him. Lizzy always got what she wanted. 

Valentine adjusted his cravat. “Elizabeth is a 

sweet and lovely girl. There’s no need to impugn 

her character or punish her for the sins of her 

 father.” 

“A sweet and lovely girl?” Josie gasped. She 

glanced at her cousins. “Does he know Lizzy?” 

Catherine rolled her eyes. “He knows her. Just 

not very well. But, in truth, the real issue is not 

mended family relations, is it, Lord Valentine?” 

“Don’t start this again,” he said. 

And then, as Catherine watched, he turned his 

back on her and marched out of the dining room. 

Catherine stared after him, then looked at her 

cousins incredulously. 

Ashley shook her head. “Just like a man. He 

said his piece and walked away.” 

“I wouldn’t put up with that,” Josie agreed. 

“Who does he think he is?” 

“He is Lord Valentine,” Mr. Meeps interjected. 

“Soon to be a Cabinet minister.” 
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“Well, he’s also my husband,” Catherine said, 

turning on her heel to follow. “And I’m the one 

who has to live with him.” 

“Be gentle,” Maddie called after her. Catherine 

raised her hand and marched after her husband. 

He was striding determinedly toward his study. 

Catherine swerved to avoid a servant carrying 

a stack of table covers. “Valentine!” She increased 

her pace to catch up with him, but he did not look 

around. His back stiffened, and he marched on. 

“Valentine!” she said, practically stepping on 

his heels. “I want to talk to you. Now.” 

She grabbed his arm and was pulled along 

with him. He opened the door to his study and 

froze. Inside, piled on every available surface was 

china. The pattern was quite pretty—Catherine 

had chosen it herself—white with pink roses 

along the edges, but it did nothing to comple-

ment the décor of the masculine study. 

Valentine went very still, and his arm fl exed 

under Catherine’s fingers. “What is all this?” He 

gestured to the plates stacked in twelve piles, three 

or four feet high on his desk. There were bowls on 

his chair and more on the leather couch. Beside 

the bowls the servants had placed cups and sau-

cers. The larger platters and serving bowls littered 

the floor, stacked carefully, their dainty designs 

daring any man to try and walk among them. 

“I had nowhere to put the china we rented,” 

Catherine said. “The drawing room is full of the 

extra furniture. Oops.” She pulled him aside to 
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make way for the servant carrying the table lin-

ens. “Here are the tablecloths and napkins.” 

The servants moved around them and set the 

linen on the edge of the rug just inside the door 

to the study. Quint stared after him, narrow-eyed. 

Then he turned on Catherine. 

“How am I supposed to get inside and work? 

My desk is covered, and I can’t concentrate in this 

chaos.” 

Catherine pulled him aside as another man 

loaded with table linens approached. “You will 

manage. I want to talk about the guest list.” 

He sighed and pulled her farther back, away 

from another troop of men and women carrying 

an endless supply of china and tablecloths. 

“Catie,” he said softly, and Catherine’s heart 

leaped in her chest. Why did he have to call her 

that? And why use that tone? Did he know the 

effect it had on her? Every time she heard it she 

thought of their nights together, his arms around 

her, his mouth on her, his whispered endear-

ments as he’d plunged inside her. 

She closed her eyes and tried to close her heart. 

“Catie,” he said again, “I know there’s no love 

lost between you and your sister, but perhaps this 

night is a chance to let bygones be bygones.” 

“Quint.” She put her hand on his arm, and he 

looked down, seeming surprised at her gesture 

and her words. It was probably the first time she 

had ever voiced his given name. “You have a 
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good heart. You see the best in people. I admire 

that.” 

And she did. From the beginning, he had seen 

the best in her, and he saw the best in her sister. It 

was a good trait for a man to possess. She loved 

him for it, though he would probably never feel 

the same for her. He did care for her. How was 

she to convince him that his faith in her sister 

was misplaced without ruining the small faith he 

had in her? 

Finally, she continued, “But my sister and my 

father, they are not like you. I don’t trust them to 

come to this ball with honorable intentions.” 

“I have not invited your father—” 

“Do you think that will matter?” she asked. 

“He will come.” 

“He’ll never get past the door. I will be sure the 

footmen know to refuse him entrance. I won’t let 

him near you again, Catie.” He caressed her jaw 

with one finger, and Catherine sighed. How was 

she to fight against such tenderness? 

Catherine bit her lip and tried to concentrate. 

“Quint, you don’t know my father and sister as I 

do. They will—” 

He reached out, taking her by the waist and 

drawing her to him. Catherine stiffened, intent on 

continuing her argument, but fi nally she went. 

“Sweetling, you are good to worry, but there’s 

no need. I was short with you earlier. I’m sorry.” 

He brushed a loose tendril of hair away from 
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her face and then pulled her into a small alcove 

in the wall, away from the eyes of the servants. 

“You are doing a wonderful job with the prep-

arations. I should have told you so before. I should 

have been here to help you. But you know that  

everything I do is for both of us. This Cabinet 

position is not just for me, it’s for you as well.” 

Catherine raised a brow. “It’s for me as well?” 

“Yes, it will mean more prestige for you, more 

money for us, you’ll be admired and copied, and 

your invitations will be sought after.” 

Catherine shook her head and took Valentine’s 

face in her hands. It was rough with stubble that 

he had not had time to shave in a day or so. She 

ran the pads of her fingers over it. “But I don’t 

want any of that, Quint. I don’t want to be copied 

or admired. I just want to be with you.” 

His eyes widened in surprise, and a slow smile 

spread over his features. “So you do care for me?” 

he whispered. “I wondered. I-I hoped.” 

She frowned. Had she said too much? Shown 

too much of her heart? He hadn’t said he cared 

for her, but she, too, had hoped. 

She cleared her throat and went on, trusting 

that she said the right words. “Of course, I care 

for you.” She tried to keep her tone light. “But all 

this Cabinet position has done so far has taken 

you away from me. Can’t we forget all this and 

go back to the country? We were happy there.” 

He took her by the shoulders. “We’ll be happy 

here. I’ll make you happy. In a few days, I’ll have 



 NO MAN’S BRIDE 315 

the position, and I won’t have so many functions 

to attend. And after the session, we’ll have all the 

time in the world to spend together. Believe me, 

one day you will thank me for this.” 

Catherine did not believe him, not at all, so she 

let her hands drop. He caught them, leaned for-

ward, and kissed her gently on the mouth. She 

realized that she missed his kisses. Those gentle 

ministrations she had been so afraid of at fi rst 

had come to mean more to her than she would 

have ever believed. Why couldn’t he forget all the 

politics and balls and just love her? 

He stepped away as another servant barreled 

toward them, arms piled to his chin with linens. 

“I’m going to my room to get some work done,” 

he said. “I’ll come down later to check on you.” 

She nodded, dejected at yet another of his es-

capes. “What about the stationers?” she asked. 

“Right.” 

She tried not to frown. He’d already forgotten. 

“I’ll have Meeps take care of it,” he said as he 

walked away. “He can be quite helpful.” 

She sighed. Perhaps she should have married 

Meeps. Quint gave his assistant so many of his 

personal duties that Catherine fi gured eventu-

ally she’d go to bed and find the little man there, 

too. 

She trudged back to the dining room to fi nd 

her three cousins still fighting over vellum. Now 

even Ashley had an opinion. Catherine, fed up  

with the whole thing, strode to that end of the 
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table, picked up a random sheet—ivory with a 

gold border—and handed it to a Meeps. “This is 

the one. Take it to the stationer.” 

Meeps took the paper and looked at it, then 

her. “But, madam, I do not know—” 

Catherine narrowed her eyes. 

“Yes, madam.” Meeps hurried to do her bid-

ding. 

Catherine turned back to her cousins and saw 

Maddie and Ashley gaping at her. 

“But we’d decided that one was all wrong,” 

Maddie said. 

“Actually I rather liked it,” Josie chimed in. She 

was the only one of the girls smiling. 

“Did you even look at it?” Ashley crossed her 

arms, full of indignation. 

“What does it matter?” Catherine said. “No 

one will remember the invitation. After the ball, 

everyone will be talking about what a fool I am.” 

Maddie, always her supporter, put an arm 

around her waist. “We’ve already talked about 

this. You’ll be fine. One of us will be beside you at 

all times. You’ll take deep breaths and get lots of 

air, and if it gets too overwhelming, we’ll say you 

have an important matter to attend to and sweep 

you away for a few moments.” 

“You have to have confidence in yourself,” Josie 

said, taking her other side. “There’s nothing to be 

afraid of. The assembly rooms are huge. You won’t 

feel trapped.” 
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“I suppose Valentine won the battle of the guest 

list,” Ashley said, as usual seeing right through to 

Catherine’s real dilemma. 

“He’s such a good man that he can’t imagine 

anyone else isn’t,” Catherine told them. “He has 

the best intentions.” 

“Misguided intentions,” Josie spat. 

“And now you have to deal with her,” Maddie 

said. 

“But not alone.” Josie waved her arms expan-

sively. “We’ll be right beside you. Lizzy’s no match 

for any of us. We’ll keep her from doing anything 

horrible.” 

“I know you will,” Catherine said with a weak 

smile. 

“If you know that, then why do you still look 

so sad?” Maddie asked. 

“You’re hurt that he still can’t see who your 

sister really is,” Ashley said suddenly. 

Catherine shook her head, but Ashley put a 

hand on Catherine’s arm. Ashley always saw too 

much. 

“You think, given the chance, that he’d trade 

you for her. He won’t, Catie. You said yourself 

that he is a good man.” 

“I’m tired.” Catherine drew away. “I need to 

get some rest.” 

Josie grabbed her arm before she could turn 

away. “Wait a moment. We are your cousins. Don’t 

try to avoid us.” She looked closely at Catherine’s 
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face. “Are you in love with him?” This last was  

whispered as though it were a mortal sin. 

Catherine refuted it without thinking. “Of 

course I’m not in love with him.” 

“You’re lying,” Josie said. “You love him.” 

“Is that true?” Ashley demanded. 

“She said it wasn’t.” Maddie at least defended 

her. “She didn’t even want to marry the man, she 

would never fall in love with him. She’s a found-

ing member of the Spinsters’ Club.” 

“That was a child’s game,” Josie said, still star-

ing at Catherine. “She’s in love with him. I know 

the signs.” 

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Maddie said. 

“I’m not! I know the signs of love and pining, 

and she’s got all of them.” 

“No, I don’t,” Catherine said. 

“Oh, yes, you do,” Josie countered. “Look at 

you, you’re moping around all day, but when Val-

entine walks in the room your face lights up. And 

you’re even hosting this ball for him, and you 

hate balls. If that isn’t love, then what is?” 

“How do you know so much about it?” Cathe-

rine asked. “Are we about to lose another mem-

ber of our club?” 

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Josie turned away. 

Ashley grabbed her shoulder. “You had better 

not be in love, Josephine Linet Hale.” 

“I’m not!” 

“But there’s a man, isn’t there? You’re not tell-

ing us everything.” 
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“Stop harassing me. We’re trying to help Cath-

erine.” 

Catherine was perfectly happy with the atten-

tion off her for once, but when the three girls’ 

eyes swung back to her, she quickly changed 

course. “I think we’re all tired and ready for bed. 

Let’s start again with all this in the morning.” 

“You’re avoiding us,” Ashley accused. 

“Of course she’s avoiding us,” Maddie said, 

“but she has a point. Let’s give it a rest for to-

night. We’ll be back in the morning for more 

preparations. I think your dress will be here by 

then, and I can’t wait to see it!” 



Chapter 21 nm 

Edmund Fullbright fingered the white vel-

lum with the gold border between fi ngers 

grubby with sweat and tobacco. He’d taken the 

invitation from his younger daughter’s hands, 

though the chit had been loath to allow him to 

see it. 

He’d slapped her and told her not to show her 

worthless face to him for the rest of the night. He 

could still see the surprise in her bright blue eyes. 

She wasn’t used to being slapped, but since Cath-

erine had left, the little bitch had developed an 

attitude he didn’t care for. 

Perhaps she’d always had it, but it galled him 

now more than ever. She was going to end up 

worthless. Her sister had been married over a 
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month and was hosting a grand ball with her 

husband, who would soon be a hoity-toity gov-

ernment offi cial. 

What had Elizabeth done except preen and 

simper and waste his money? Had she secured 

the hand of a duke or one of those foreign 

princes? No. 

In fact, last week he’d taken her to a ball and 

found her in an empty room, locked in an em-

brace with a lowly baronet. The man had had his 

hands all over his daughter. Little whore. 

Edmund sipped his gin and leaned back in his 

desk chair. And now this. Now she’d been in-

vited to her sister’s fancy ball, and she hadn’t 

wanted him to know. Of course he hadn’t been  

invited. No, Lady Goddamn Valentine hadn’t 

seen fit to invite him or her own mother. That 

was gratitude for you. 

After all he’d done for her. She wouldn’t even 

be Lady Goddamn Valentine if not for him. But 

did she appreciate all he’d done for her? And it 

was exactly like her to turn into an ungrateful 

little wretch just when his money problems had 

come to a boil. He needed money, and Catherine 

owed him. 

Fullbright picked up the pretty little invitation 

once again. Perhaps it was time his daughter was 

reminded to whom she was indebted. 



Chapter 22 nm 

Quint decided that he hadn’t given his wife 

quite enough credit. She had not wanted to 

have this ball. She had protested every step of the 

way, and there were recent days when he was in-

clined to see the whole thing her way. He liked 

organization and consistency, and she’d turned 

his entire life, not to mention his study, upside 

down. 

The house had been a mess. Their lives had 

been a mess, and yet he had enjoyed seeing her 

work. He loved watching her rise to this chal-

lenge, watching her put aside uncertainty and 

hesitation and become the confi dent, self-assured 

woman he knew she could be. 

He took his gloves from his valet and pulled 
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them on. The ball was going to be superb. He had 

supervised the final preparations only this after-

noon, and the assembly rooms where the event 

was to be held had looked absolutely stunning. 

Standing there, watching as the last touches were 

put in place, Quint knew that no duke’s daughter 

could have done better. 

Now, he could not wait to see Fairfax’s face 

when he finally had to acknowledge that Quint 

was a formidable foe in the Cabinet race. Even 

more, Quint hoped to be on the receiving end of 

Fairfax’s congratulatory handshake when the 

prime minister offered Quint, and not his rival, 

the position. 

Quint knew he deserved the situation. He had 

sweated and worked harder for this than ever 

before. If all went well tonight—and he knew it 

would—then there was no reason the Cabinet 

post would not be his. 

Quint took one last look in his cheval mirror, 

trying to imagine himself as a Cabinet minister. 

He could imagine it very easily. And once that 

happened, he would make up all the lost hours 

and all the sacrifices to Catherine. He would 

win back her affections and do everything in 

his power to make her happy. In the last few 

days, he had wanted many times to tell her how 

much he cared for her, but there just never 

seemed a right time. He knew she thought he 

still harbored feelings for her sister, but Quint 

never thought of the girl. He only had eyes for 
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Catherine. If his wife only realized how often he 

thought of her. 

After tonight, there would be no doubt. He 

thought he already knew how she felt. Her words 

that day he had come home to find all of the 

china stacked in his study had reassured him. 

She’d said she missed him, that she cared about 

being with him. Those words had gripped his 

heart and held it. 

She loved him. He was sure of it. 

He wanted all those things, too. And he wanted 

to make her happy. He would make her happy as 

soon as he secured the Cabinet post. Once he was 

a minister, he would make all of this up to her. 

He smiled at his reflection and turned to his 

valet. “Very good, Dorsey. That will be all.” 

Dorsey inclined his head, and Quint crossed 

through the dressing room to knock on his wife’s 

door. She opened it herself and he, expecting her 

lady’s maid, stepped back in surprise. 

Or maybe the surprise was from seeing the 

goddess before him. He had never thought of her 

as a striking woman. That was not the word that 

came to mind when his thoughts turned to her. 

Kind, proud, courageous, determined: Those 

were the words that described his Catherine. 

Now he had to add breathtaking. Simply put, her 

beauty was not even a matter of debate but a 

given fact. As he gazed at her now, all thought, all 

reason was sucked out of him. 

She wore a gown with a low, square neck in 
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black velvet trimmed with silver cord. The velvet 

was heavy and gleamed, but not as richly as her 

hair. That was the next treasure he discovered. 

Her hair was pulled back from her face in an 

elaborate coil that twisted and turned and wound 

about itself until he was lost trying to follow the 

style. But he noted how heavy it was and that his 

fingers itched to feel that weight and to stroke the 

expanse of her neck just beneath. 

He let out a breath, and murmured, “You look 

lovely, Catie. Truly. You take my breath away.” 

Modest as always, she ducked her head. Then 

he noticed that part of the shimmer in her ebony 

crown was from black pearls dotted throughout 

the shining mass. They were also wrapped about 

her neck in both short and long, lustrous strands. 

He reached out and touched one strand at her 

throat. 

“They are only borrowed,” she said. “My aunt 

Ellen lent them to me.” 

“They suit you,” Quint said, moving his fi nger 

to trace the olive skin over her collarbone. “I will 

have to buy you a set myself.” He touched the 

small pearl drop earrings and then brushed the 

skin of her cheek. Rather than tensing, as he was 

used to her doing, she leaned into him and closed 

her eyes. 

Quint’s blood fired hot. He had a quick and 

ardent vision of her naked with only the pearls 

clustered in her ample cleavage. And now that he 

was thinking of it, he noted that the low neckline 
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gave him more than enough opportunity to ob-

serve that perfect cleavage. Quint frowned. 

“Are you wearing a shawl with that?” 

“No, why?” She looked down at her gown. “I 

thought you said I looked lovely.” 

“You do, but there is perhaps a bit too much of 

you showing.” 

Her face turned pink, then red, then burgundy. 

“I see-I-Maddie said the neckline was appropri-

ate. She said it is higher than what most of the  

ladies wear, but if it looks ill—” 

Quint realized his error and made a hasty re-

treat. “No, it looks well. Very well. Too well.” He 

gave her his best rakish grin, which was rusty 

from disuse. “I am sure your cousin is right. I  

had just not expected to see you looking quite so 

alluring. After tonight I fear I will rarely have 

you all to myself.” 

“Nonsense,” she said. “You may have me any-

time you like. I worry that you no longer want 

me.” She glanced down at the floor, and Quint 

saw her shuffle her feet, clad in elegant Roman 

sandals that matched her gown. 

He took her chin between two fi ngers and 

nudged her face up. “Now who speaks nonsense? 

I’m standing right here, thinking what a fortu-

nate man I am to have such a beautiful, accom-

plished wife.” And he meant it. How the hell had 

he not seen this all along? Why had he ever 

wasted time doubting her? He should have been 

cherishing her, loving her all along. 
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“All eyes will be on you at the ball,” he whis-

pered. “I will be the envy of every man tonight.” 

Her eyes, which had been shining as they 

looked into his, dropped again, her long black  

lashes screening her honey hazel eyes from 

view. Once again, Quint knew he had said the 

wrong thing, but this time he was not sure why. 

“I know you are still apprehensive about to-

night,” he said, venturing a guess, “but I assure 

you all will go well. It will be an evening no one 

will forget.” 

Catherine met his eyes again. “I’m sure you are 

right.” 

When they entered the ballroom, still an hour 

or so before most guests would begin arriving, 

Catherine understood what Quint had meant 

when he said his breath had been taken away. As 

she looked at the assembly room in awe, she felt 

the same. It was the loveliest room she could ever 

have imagined. Actually, it was lovelier than she 

had imagined. Everything from the tablecloths 

and overlays, the flowers, the potted plants, and 

the white Greek columns draped with white silk 

were directly out of her own imagination. She 

had dreamed them all, put them on paper, and 

then—with the help of her cousins—made her 

dream a reality. 

Lord, she had no idea it would look as good as 

it did. A footman finished lighting the last of the 

chandeliers, and as the other servants raised it to 
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the ceiling, even more of her creation glittered 

into view. 

She crossed the marble floor, pausing beneath 

one of the draped columns. Beside it, she felt so 

insignificant, as though all of her problems were 

nothing compared with the heavy problems of 

the world—problems her husband dealt with 

daily. Perhaps she was selfish to expect him to 

put aside those weighty concerns for someone as 

insignificant as she and her little needs. 

Then she reached out and touched the column, 

pushing it so that it tipped slightly. It was light, 

made from some insubstantial material that the 

decorator—a man who worked as a set designer 

for theater productions—had convinced her to 

use. 

The column reminded her that concerns that 

might seem weighty to some were often nothing 

more than illusions. Power. Position. Taxes and 

treaties. How could any of those possibly be as 

important as love? 

She was afraid her husband had forgotten that. 

He had obviously known the rule at one time. She 

remembered the way the country villagers had 

looked at him with admiration and esteem. She  

remembered him taking care of the lady in her 

bare hovel. Quint was a man who cared deeply 

for others. She had thought he cared for her. 

Or perhaps she was wrong, and he had never 

cared for her at all. Perhaps she had imagined the 

tenderness and the care he had shown when 
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they’d made love. Perhaps that was one of his 

politician’s tricks. 

The guests would be arriving soon, and Cath-

erine crossed the room to make a last check on 

the dinner preparations. Per her instructions, ta-

bles and chairs had been placed in a small room 

adjacent to the ballroom. At the back of the room 

were three large tables swathed in white silk with 

gold overlays. The china was already out, as were 

several platters of fruit. The rest of the sumptu-

ous fare would not be set out until later, but per-

haps she should check to make sure everything 

was as it should be. 

She glanced at her small watch and saw that 

the fi rst guests would arrive in less than twenty 

minutes. If she checked on the food now, she 

would be late in receiving them. It was a tempt-

ing escape. If she were overseeing preparations, 

she would not have to face the crowds and the 

crush of guests. 

She closed her eyes, and once again the suffo-

cating fear piled down on her. She remembered 

what it had been like to crouch in that closet as a 

little girl. She remembered the fear and the hor-

ror and the loathing she’d felt. Not for her father, 

but for herself because she was so afraid. She was 

pitiful. 

She jerked her head up and opened her eyes. No 

more. She was not pitiful. She was breathtaking 

and capable and hostess of what would surely be 

the ball of the Season. And Quint had faith in her. 
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Her father no longer had power over her. He 

was a weak man; she saw that now. He made 

himself feel big by hurting her and her mother. 

But he could not hurt her anymore. She wouldn’t 

allow it. 

Catherine straightened her shoulders and 

marched back into the ballroom. She needed to 

do this, finally to put childhood fears and ghosts 

behind her. With a smile, she quickened her step. 

Maddie, Josie, and Ashley were coming up the 

stairs—Catherine could not see them yet, but she 

could hear their voices. 

One by one, they came into view, each more  

exquisite than the last. First was Josephine. Her 

auburn hair was twisted and secured with small 

combs so that it curled about her head like a 

crown of fire. She wore a dark green satin gown 

that complemented her green eyes and made 

them appear huge in her pixie face. 

Behind Josephine was Madeleine. She wore 

white. The gown had a low neck that showed the 

ample curve of her bosom and made her waist 

appear tiny. Her hair had been pulled away from 

her face, but the heavy mass of it flowed in chest-

nut curls down her back. 

And then there was Ashley. She had always 

been the acknowledged beauty of the group, and 

tonight she lived up to her title. Like Josephine, 

she wore green, but her gown was the green of 

the sea before a storm. It matched her sea-green 

eyes and set off her pale porcelain skin. Her blond 
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hair was secured in the most elegant of styles, 

and like Catherine, jewels dripped from her curls. 

But no simple pearls for Ashley. She was never so 

understated. Her hair glimmered and sparkled 

with small diamonds. 

Catherine had come to a complete stop as her 

cousins ascended the stairs, and now she said, “I 

don’t remember inviting any royalty. You three 

look like princesses.” 

Ashley smiled and dropped a curtsey, and 

Maddie looked embarrassed. 

Josie scowled. “If this is what it feels like to be 

a princess, I pity their majesties. I’ve been pushed 

and pulled in every direction today. These stays 

are so tight I can barely breathe, and a hairpin is 

digging into my scalp.” She reached for her coif-

fure, but Maddie swatted her hand away. 

“Don’t touch. You’ll ruin it before the ball even 

begins.” 

“Look at you,” Ashley said, making a wide cir-

cle around Catherine. “Catherine Anne Full-

bright, I had no idea this was underneath all 

those drab gowns you always wore. The black 

velvet suits you.” 

“And so do Mama’s pearls.” Maddie clasped  

her hands together. “She’s going to weep with joy 

when she sees you.” 

Josie pulled a handkerchief from her bosom. 

“Don’t you dare start.” She handed it to Maddie, 

who used it to dab her eyes. 

Ashley finally ceased her perusal and stopped 
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before Catherine. “What happened when Valen-

tine saw you? Did he ravish you?” 

“What kind of question is that?” Catherine felt 

her cheeks color and wished that, for once, she 

could be as brazen as Ashley. 

“The kind of question we virgins ask. We may 

be maidens, but that doesn’t mean we’re not 

curious.” 

“Nothing happened.” 

“Nothing?” Josie cried. “He just grunted and 

held out his arm?” 

“No, he said”—Catherine thought back, her 

skin warming with pleasure as she remem-

bered—“he said I looked lovely.” 

“That’s all?” Even proper Maddie seemed dis-

appointed. 

Catherine glanced about her, made sure Quint 

was not in sight, and continued, “He said that I 

took his breath away.” 

Her three cousins beamed. “That’s so roman-

tic,” Maddie said. 

“It would have been more romantic if he’d rav-

ished her.” 

“Ashley, shh. You can’t say things like that,” 

Catherine chided. “You’re going to get a reputa-

tion.” 

Ashley shrugged. “What do I care? But I prom-

ise to be on my best behavior tonight. Look, 

there’s the man of the hour.” 

Catherine turned to see Quint coming up the 

stairs. His smile was pinched and tight, and she 
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could tell immediately by the way he held his 

shoulders that he was apprehensive. Her fi rst im-

pulse was to rush to him and reassure him that 

all was ready, but the sight of him in his evening 

attire always undid her, especially when he  

looked as he did tonight. 

He wore the requisite dark blue tailcoat and 

breeches, the snowy white cravat, waistcoat, and 

white gloves. But his hair had been cut so that it 

no longer brushed his collar. It was short and 

neat in the back, the only untamed section the 

wave that fell over his forehead. He pushed it 

back, and then his mahogany brown eyes found 

her. 

She knew the moment they did because his 

entire expression changed. He relaxed, and his  

smile became more genuine. Her own body re-

acted instantly. Her pulse fi red, and she had the 

urge to go to him. He needed her, and she wanted 

to be there to help him. 

Now and always. 

“Catie, there you are. Are you ready to receive 

our guests? The footmen tell me the fi rst couples 

have arrived.” 

“Oh, yes, of course.” She lifted her skirts and 

went to him quickly. As she passed her cousins, 

Josie caught her arm. 

“Take a deep breath and remember to keep 

breathing. Everything is going to be perfect.” 

“I know.” Catherine smiled. She felt absolutely 

no fear, only the warmth of love and acceptance. 
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She took Quint’s outstretched hand. “Ready?” he 

asked. 

“I couldn’t be more so.” 

Quint and Catherine descended the stairs to-

gether, a little family. She had never before been 

part of a family so much as the scapegoat. She had 

never felt as though she belonged in the drawing 

rooms of the ton. The only time she felt at ease 

was with her cousins, but since marrying Quint 

even their childhood club was closed to her. 

She couldn’t explain why, but being at Quint’s 

side made her feel more a part of anything than 

she ever had. She felt right with him. She felt that 

she belonged, that she was where she was sup-

posed to be. 

And then he led her to the entryway, the door 

opened, and the footman admitted the fi rst 

guests. 



Chapter 23 nm 

Quint had been a bulwark beside her in the 

receiving line, and he’d stayed beside her 

for much of the night. When he was not beside 

her, one of her cousins was. Finally, Catherine had 

shooed Maddie and Josie away, insisting they 

dance and enjoy themselves. She was doing fi ne 

and wanted a moment to check on everything. 

With a smile on her face, she glided into the 

dining room to make sure the servants had re-

plenished the fare. It made her nervous to walk 

among so many people. There were reporters 

from all the papers, politicians, and what seemed 

like the entire ton in attendance. And all were 

staring at her. 

The dining room was blissfully empty, and she 
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leaned against a chair, took a deep breath, and 

tried to calm herself. No one was looking at her. 

No one cared one whit for her. It was only that 

there were so many people in the rooms, jostling 

against her, closing her in. She was being foolish, 

especially considering that she had been doing 

so well all evening. 

There was nothing to fear. And yet, she couldn’t 

seem to take a deep breath. She closed her eyes. 

“Out of breath, dear sister?” 

Catherine opened her eyes and stared into 

cornflower blue ones. Lizzy. 

No, not Lizzy. Not now. Catherine just needed 

a moment to collect herself, and then she’d be 

able to take anything Lizzy threw at her. 

Catie straightened and shook her head, praying 

for courage. “Elizabeth, how good to see you.” 

“Liar. You’re no more glad to see me than I am 

you.” Elizabeth crossed her arms and cocked her 

blond head so that her curls bounced. “You stole 

my husband.” 

Catherine shook her head. “No, that’s not true. 

Father—” 

“You stole him, and you’ll pay for making a 

fool of me.” 

“Lizzy, you know I would never do that. Be-

sides, you’ve always said nothing less than a  

prince would do for you.” 

Elizabeth reached out and snatched Catherine’s 

arm, digging her nails in deep. “He was mine, 
and I will have him back.” 
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Fear stabbed Catherine’s lungs. She knew Lizzy 

would do what she said. Lizzy always got what 

she wanted. Had she ever thought she could hold 

Quint when her sister wanted him? But she 

wouldn’t give him up without a fi ght. 

“Let go.” The words were low, but Catherine 

knew she was losing the battle to keep this ex-

change between the two of them. Soon Lizzy 

would say or do something to draw the crowd’s 

attention, and the ball would be ruined. Cathe-

rine’s mind raced. She couldn’t allow Lizzy to 

ruin this for Quint. She had to find a way to re-

move her sister before it was too late. 

“Do you know what everyone is saying about 

you? They think you’re a whore. They know  

Quint should have been mine.” 

Catherine shook her arm, and said fi rmly, “Let 

me go, Elizabeth. This is not the time or place.” 

“You would say that.” She dug her nails 

deeper, and Catie hissed with pain. “You shall 

go home with Valentine tonight. I have nothing 

to return to but that hovel. Since you married, I 

haven’t had a single offer. I’m going to be an old 

maid.” 

“Do not be ridiculous,” Catherine said, fi nally 

managing to free her arm. Spots of blood welled 

up where Elizabeth’s nails had taken hold. 

“You’re only seventeen. You will have many 

suitors.” 

“I want Valentine.” She swung her arm, send-

ing a stack of china cups onto the fl oor. Catherine 
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jumped back to avoid the shrapnel, but Elizabeth 

caught a strand of her hair and held on. 

Catherine could hear gasps and whispers as 

people began to realize what was happening. She 

closed her eyes, knowing that whatever hap-

pened now it was too late. It would look to every-

one as though Elizabeth were the wronged one. 

Quint would hate her. “Elizabeth, let go.” 

Elizabeth had her hair tight, and the tears were 

beginning to sting Catherine’s eyes. 

“You ugly whore. I hate you.” 

Catherine’s blood boiled. “Not as much”—she 

wrenched her hair free of Lizzy’s grasp—“as I hate 

you!” And then she pushed with all her strength. 

Lizzy stumbled over a chair, knocking it over, 

and then was thrown off-balance. She threw an 

arm out in an attempt to stop from falling into 

one of the tables, but Catherine hooked a foot un-

der her, and Lizzy went down, landing with a 

thud on the fl oor. 

“Now, you’ll pay,” Elizabeth hissed, rising to 

her knees. Catherine knew she had to stop her 

sister before an even bigger fiasco ensued. She 

glanced around for something useful, but saw 

nothing other than the punch bowl. 

The punch bowl. 

Elizabeth was rising to her feet, spewing 

threats and curses, and Catherine grabbed the 

bowl and lifted it. 

Elizabeth’s eyes widened. “No!” 
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But it was too late. Catherine dumped the cold 

punch over her sister’s head so that the red liq-

uid cascaded over Elizabeth’s head and shoul-

ders, dripping onto the fl oor. Several guests 

dashed to get out of the way. Elizabeth looked 

up, her hair matted to her face. She looked small, 

like a wet cat. 

“I think that’s all the time I have to speak with 

you tonight, Lizzy,” Catherine said. She signaled 

to two footmen standing speechless in the corner 

of the room. “Please escort my sister out. She is 

no longer welcome here.” 

“You bitch!” Elizabeth screamed as the foot-

men came up on both sides and took her arms. 

“Valentine was mine!” 

Catherine saw the reporter from the Times 
standing in the doorway. He had his notebook 

out and was jotting something in it. Oh, Lord. 

Why did he have to see? 

And then she looked past him and saw the 

prime minister and Quint. Both men looked 

shocked and slack-jawed. Catherine closed her 

eyes. As she’d feared, she’d ruined everything. 

She turned away from her husband’s disap-

pointment. Tears wanted to well in her eyes, but 

she would not allow them to fall here, where any-

one could see. Undoubtedly, her marriage was 

over. They’d come so far together, but none of it 

would matter after this. She’d ruined his chances 

at a Cabinet position. 
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Behind her, she heard the footmen returning, 

and then she heard Valentine’s voice. “Is she 

gone? Good. Make sure she doesn’t return. I don’t 

ever want to see her face again.” 

Catherine turned to stare at her husband. He 

was glad Elizabeth was gone? He was throwing 

her out? In front of the prime minister? 

Where was her true husband? 

He stared at her across the room, and then he 

was walking toward her, his pace increasing the 

closer he came. And he didn’t stop when he  

reached her. In spite of the fact that she was splat-

tered with punch, he pulled her into his arms. 

Catherine was rigid from shock. 

“Are you well?” he asked. “I’m sorry, Cathe-

rine,” he whispered in her ear. “I’m so sorry.” 

“But why are you sorry?” she asked. “You have 

done nothing.” 

“I should have listened to you. I should never 

have invited her,” he said. 

Catherine blinked at him. “Then you don’t 

blame me?” 

“Blame you? Sweetling, you tried to warn me. 

I’m the one who’s a stubborn fool. You were right 

about your sister. You’ll never have to see her 

again.” 

Catherine opened her mouth, but no words 

would come. She swallowed. “Then you don’t 

want her? You don’t wish you’d married her in-

stead of me?” 

Quint shook his head. “Your sister pales in 
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comparison with you. How many times do I have 

to tell you that I only want you?” 

“Oh, Quint.” She wanted to say more, but the 

words lodged in her throat. 

He took her hand. “Everyone is looking at us, 

expecting us to do something. Would you favor 

me with the next dance?” 

“I-I—” She glanced about them. It was true. 

Everyone was looking at them. For once, it didn’t 

matter. She was with Quint. “Of course.” 

Quint led her to the center of the ballroom, 

where they joined the line of couples in a country 

dance. 

He stood across from his wife and smiled at 

her. The night was a disaster, and still he could 

not stop smiling at her. 

He wasn’t sure exactly what had happened. 

The evening had started out well enough. His 

wife was lovely, easily the most beautiful woman 

in the room. She had been a poised and gracious 

hostess, and the ball had begun without incident. 

The prince regent had arrived just as the dancing 

had begun, and he was in an agreeable mood 

and began the ball by partnering Catherine’s 

cousin Lady Madeleine in the minuet. And then 

Quint had danced with Catherine, and he was 

pleased to note that she was an excellent dancer. 

He had been more than pleased to relinquish 

her hand to the prime minister, and though she 

trembled when he released her, he thought that  
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her time with the prime minister had been a suc-

cess. Mr. Perceval had come away laughing and 

had shaken Quint’s hand and told him that Cath-

erine was a refreshing change from the usual So-

ciety hostesses. 

Quint had deemed the ball a success—at least 

in his own mind. And when he’d seen Fairfax, 

he’d shaken the man’s hand with equanimity. 

Why not? It had been a good fight, but one of 

them would have to go away the loser. Quint  

knew it would not be he. 

Now, he was not so certain. The incident be-

tween Catherine and her sister would be in all 

the papers in the morning. He’d be the butt of 

jokes and speculation. He hated gossip, but after 

an incident like the one tonight, there was no 

avoiding it. 

He had probably lost the Cabinet seat. 

And still he could not stop smiling at his wife. 

She was so beautiful, so brave, so . . . Catherine. 

Looking at her, the Cabinet position just didn’t 

seem to matter anymore. Nothing mattered ex-

cept her. 

“Thank you,” she said, as they moved with the 

other couples in the dance. 

Quint had to move away from her as his turn 

came, but when they crossed paths again, he said, 

“Why are you thanking me? I haven’t apologized 

near enough.” 

She blinked at him but had no time to make a 

response before she linked arms with the man 
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diagonal to her and executed the next movement 

of the dance. When they came back together, she 

said, “You stood by my side. That’s all that mat-

ters to me.” 

Quint squeezed her fingers. “I’ll always stand 

by you. I should have listened to you before. I 

was wrong about your sister, and I admit when 

I’m wrong.” 

They parted again, and it was ages before he  

finally had her in his arms again. He turned her, 

pulling her closer than necessary, and she whis-

pered, “It takes a strong man to own up to his 

own mistakes.” 

Quint grinned at her, turned her about, and 

took her hand, leading her off the dance fl oor. 

“And it takes a weak one to succumb to his wife’s 

charms in the midst of a ball, but I hope you can 

forgive this weakness as well.” 

“I can forgive anything of you.” 

Her voice was breathless behind him as he 

pulled her along. He nodded at guests and eyed a 

servants’ door nearby. They had almost reached 

it when Mr. Hudson, the reporter for the Times, 
stepped in front of him. 

“Lord Valentine,” Hudson said, and Quint 

noted that the man was holding his notebook 

like armor. “Might we have a word?” 

Quint gave Catie a quick glance, then pulled 

her to his side. “What is it, Mr. Hudson? As you 

can see, my wife and I have a ball to host.” 

“Yes, you’ve been busy all evening. That was 
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an interesting scene with your sister, Lady Valen-

tine. Care to elaborate?” 

Catie paled, and Quint stepped in for her. “No, 

she does not.” 

“Then what do you have to say, Lord Valen-

tine? There have been charges of impropriety, 

even illegality, connected with your wedding.  

Were you not engaged to Miss Elizabeth Full-

bright?” 

Quint narrowed his eyes. He’d successfully de-

flected most of the questions and controversy by 

leaving Town and exercising his power as a peer. 

Why was Hudson bringing it up now? 

Behind the reporter, Quint saw Fairfax stand-

ing a few feet away. His handsome rival was 

smiling smugly. 

Quint turned back to Hudson. “How much did 

Fairfax pay you to ruin me, Hudson?” 

He heard Catie gasp beside him and took her 

hand. 

“I don’t know what you mean, Lord Valentine,” 

Hudson said smoothly. “I have quotes from Lady 

Valentine’s own father and sister. Fairfax has 

nothing—” 

“Fairfax has everything to do with it,” Quint  

said, closing in on the reporter. Hudson stepped 

back. “You’ve always supported him over me. 

Perhaps I should mention something about the 

value of impartial journalism to your editor, Mr. 

Hudson.” 

“Perhaps I should mention the role opium 
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played in your wedding, Lord Valentine. An 

opium-eater in the Cabinet. What will the public 

say?” 

Quint released Catie and grasped Hudson by 

the neck, thrusting him against a pillar. 

“Quint, no!” Catie called. “Think of your posi-

tion.” 

But he didn’t care about his position anymore. 

He didn’t care what anyone said or thought about 

him. He only cared about Catie. He would pro-

tect her. 

“Listen to me, Hudson,” he growled. “You print 

whatever lies about me you choose, but you leave 

my wife and my marriage out of this.” 

Hudson put his hand over Quint’s and loos-

ened his grip. “I would like to, my lord, but with 

the public so divided, and the prime minister so 

uncertain, I fear I must tell our readers the truth.” 

Quint breathed in and out, felt his head spin, 

and saw his dreams and his future slipping 

away. 

And then he turned to his wife. She was there, 

beside him, looking at him with so much trust, so 

much faith. In her hazel eyes, he had all he 

needed—and more. 

“Quint?” she said uncertainly. 

“One moment, sweetling,” he murmured. 

Slowly, he turned back to Hudson. “I have a new 

story for you, Mr. Hudson. Something I think 

your readers will find even more fascinating than 

my wedding.” 
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Hudson raised his eyebrows and the pad. “I’m 

listening.” 

“I am no longer seeking the Cabinet position. 

In fact, I wholeheartedly endorse Mr. Fairfax’s 

appointment.” 

Hudson’s eyes widened. “You are serious, my 

lord?” 

“Print it, Mr. Hudson. If you don’t, I will.” He 

turned to take Catie’s hand again, then swung  

back to Hudson. “And leave my wife out of it, or I 

promise you, Hudson, you will have more than 

your story to worry about.” 

With that, Quint pulled Catie after him and 

headed directly for the servants’ door. The corri-

dor was dark and littered with forgotten serving 

trays and glasses. Quint hoped the servants had 

abandoned it temporarily as well. 

Quint knew he’d just ended his career. He 

knew he’d just tossed away all his dreams, all 

he’d worked for. But as Quint pulled Catherine 

inside the servants’ hall and leaned against the 

door, closing it, enveloping them in the dim glow 

of a distant candle, he didn’t care. His career was 

nothing. Nothing mattered except Catherine. 

“Quint,” she said, her voice worried, “did you 

just tell that reporter you were ending your bid 

for the Cabinet?” 

He ran a hand through his hair. “That doesn’t 

matter to me anymore. All that matters is that I’m 

here with you.” He leaned in to kiss her. 
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“But Quint,” she said, holding him off with one 

hand, “your career means everything to you. You 

have to go back out there and tell that reporter—” 

“No, Catie,” he said, his finger brushing over 

her lips, “I meant what I said. As for going back 

out there, I’m perfectly happy exactly where I am 

right now.” 

Quint wrapped a hand around his wife’s waist 

and tugged her against him. She was warm and 

supple in his arms, and he could not resist bend-

ing to taste the exposed skin of her neck. 

“So sweet,” he murmured against her ear and 

felt her shudder. “I wonder if you know what I’m 

thinking at this moment.” 

“Perhaps I am thinking the same thing,” she 

said, pressing herself against him. 

“Oh, God, I hope so.” 

He took her mouth with his, delving between 

her warm wet lips, tasting her hungrily. He tried 

to be gentle, but his need was too great. And she 

was having none of his tenderness tonight. Her 

hands tore at his coat, and then, when she could 

not remove it, her fingers tugged at his hair, 

bringing his mouth down on hers. 

He removed his coat for her, and then her 

hands were inside his shirt, her touch heating his 

skin even further. His hands inched up her waist, 

cupping her breasts, and then fumbling with her 

gown and her stays to free her fl esh for further 

exploration. 
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“My, but you did that rather easily,” she gasped, 

as his thumbs brushed over her erect nipples. 

“I have a confession.” He dipped and laved a 

tongue over one pebbled nub. “I am rather eager 

to be inside you.” He closed his mouth over one 

breast and kneaded the other with his hand. 

“I think . . . I feel . . . the same.” Her voice was 

breathless with need, and she arched against 

him, pulling his hair to keep his mouth where 

she desired. 

When sampling her flesh with his lips was no 

longer enough, he reached under her skirts and 

stroked her thigh. Her skin was silky smooth un-

der his fingertips. As he inched higher, she 

moaned in his ear. Her moans turned to gasps as 

his fingers penetrated the juncture of her thighs. 

She was already wet for him. 

He plied her flesh with expert strokes until her 

breathing rasped against his temple, and then 

she tugged on his hair and he looked up at her. 

The corridor was dark, but she had a mischie-

vous smile on her face. “Let me show you what I 

am thinking,” she whispered, and with one hand 

she reached out and stroked his hard length 

through his trousers. 

He threw back his head and closed his eyes, 

reveling in the pleasure of her touch. Her fi ngers 

were uncertain at first, slow and cautious, but then, 

with encouragement, her strokes grew bolder and 

longer. And then with a flick of her fi ngers, she 

freed him from his trousers, and her hand touched 
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his bare fl esh. He stifl ed a growl in her neck, and 

pulled her hard against him. 

Lifting her off the ground, he swung her to-

ward the door, and pinned her against it. Her 

skirts were an encumbrance for only a moment, 

and then he felt her warmth against him. 

“Wrap your legs around me, sweetling,” he 

murmured in the peach-scented curls at her ear. 

“I’ll hold you up.” 

She did as he commanded, and with slow, cau-

tious movements, he entered her. But once again, 

she thwarted his best attempts at gentleness. She 

moved against him so that he filled her far more 

quickly than he’d intended. And God help him, 

but he loved the feel of her around him. 

He withdrew and thrust again, trying once  

again to keep his movements gentle, but she 

tugged at his hair. “Harder, Quint. Faster.” 

He could not argue with that dictate, and he 

plunged into her, hearing the thunk as her body 

pushed against the door. And still she urged him 

on, her words frantic in his ear, her hands tug-

ging at him, her body taking and demanding as 

eagerly as his own. 

Her cries became louder, drowning out the 

thunk of the door and the orchestra music above 

that. She was riding the tide with him. He could 

feel it in the way her legs tensed, the way she 

threw her head back, the tiny ripples as she 

clenched and released around him. 

“Quint. Quint,” she gasped. “Yes, yes.” 
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And then he was fl ying with her. He was part 

of her, and they fell down the waterfall together, 

tumbling over and over and over until he could 

barely catch his breath. 

When he finally landed, her moans were a 

ragged echo in his ears. He held her as long as he 

could, his arms cupping her bottom, holding her 

close to him. She held him as well. Her hands 

clutched his back, her fingers digging into his 

shirt. Finally, he pulled back and began to set her 

down. But even when he released her, his arms 

did not stop shaking. He was trembling from the 

experience of being with her. He’d never given so 

much to a woman, never been with a woman who 

seemed to want him as much as he wanted her. 

He glanced at her, and even in the dark he knew 

she looked debauched and disordered. And how 

was he to walk out of this door with her? They’d 

emerge in full view of all their guests, and what 

they’d been doing would be patently obvious. 

“I suppose we must return to the ball,” he said, 

brushing a stray lock of hair from her face. 

She nodded. “I suppose we must, but I’d rather 

stay here with you. That was”—she paused, obvi-

ously looking for the right word—“amazing. I 

did not know that could happen when you were 

inside me.” 

Quint frowned in puzzlement. “What could 

happen?” Then he remembered her contractions. 

“Oh, that. Yes. You might have known before if I 

was not always so eager with you.” 
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“But you were eager tonight.” 

He pulled her close and hugged her. “I’m al-

ways eager with you. But I promise that from 

now on I will take more time. I want you to feel 

pleasure every time I’m inside you.” He whis-

pered the last and felt her shudder. 

He bent and kissed her nose. “I’d like nothing 

more than to stay here with you all night, but  

even if we’ve made a muddle of the event, we 

can’t desert our own ball. I’ll leave fi rst. Then you 

follow in a few moments.” 

He bent to retrieve his tailcoat, and she straight-

ened her skirts. Then she helped him arrange his 

clothes and hair, and he righted hers as best he 

could. 

“There.” She patted his chest. “You look quite 

presentable. How do I look?” 

Her skirts were wrinkled, one shoulder of her 

gown kept falling off, and her hair had come 

loose and was trailing down her back in large 

sections. But Quint only saw her rosy cheeks and 

her bright eyes. “You look beautiful,” and he bent 

and kissed her swollen lips, taking the time to 

taste them. She was so sweet. Every time he 

kissed her, it was a different experience. 

And every time he kissed her, she kissed him 

back, matching his mood—fervent, tender, ex-

ploratory. With more willpower than he thought 

he possessed, he drew away from her. “We take a 

risk if we continue that much longer. I cannot  

wait to get you home. Soon.” He kissed her again, 
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then quickly opened the door and reemerged in 

the ballroom. 

The orchestra was playing a slow, stately piece, 

and the dancing went on as before. Catherine’s 

cousin Ashley was holding court with a bevy of 

admirers under one of the Corinthian columns 

and Catherine’s other cousin, Josephine, was danc-

ing with Lord Westman. He didn’t see her cousin 

Lady Madeleine or her aunts and uncles, and he 

didn’t see Hudson. 

Good. Quint hoped the man was in his dingy 

office writing his wretched story. And then Quint 

saw Catie emerge from their rendezvous place. 

She looked sweet and pretty, though still a bit 

disheveled, and he forgot about the reporter and 

the story and just enjoyed watching her. 

Catherine felt as though everyone in the room 

had ceased what they were doing and were 

watching her walk through the servants’ door. It 

seemed the whole room was silent, and there was 

only the sound of her heartbeat, pounding inces-

santly in her ears. The beat echoed her thoughts: 

they know, they know, they know. 

With a deep breath, she settled against the 

wall. There was nothing and no one to fear here. 

Elizabeth was gone. Quint had stood by her 

side. He had all but told her he loved her just 

now in the servant’s corridor. What was she 

afraid of? 

She spotted Maddie coming toward her and 
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plastered a smile on her face. “Are you well? I 

heard what happened with Lizzy. I wish I’d been 

there.” 

Catherine smiled at her cousin’s clenched fi sts 

and determined expression. “Lord Valentine was 

there. He stood by me.” 

Maddie raised a brow. “Of course, he did.” 

Catherine glanced across the room and met 

Quint’s gaze. He was always looking at her now, 

always watching her, his eyes full of promise. As 

she watched, he winked at her. 

“Oh, Lord,” Maddie said, and Catherine drew 

her gaze away from her husband. 

“What’s wrong?” 

“Josie and Ashley were right. You do love him.” 

Catherine took her cousin’s hand. “Yes, I do. 

I’m sorry, but I don’t think I can be a member of 

the Spinsters’ Club any longer.” 

Maddie laughed. “Oh, that old promise. I’m  

happy for you. And now I suppose you’d better 

be off. Here he comes.” 

Catherine looked toward Quint and saw that 

indeed he was coming for her. She went willingly 

into his arms. 

“Let’s go home,” he murmured into her ear. 

“Are you certain?” she asked. “We should not 

leave the ball so early.” 

“I don’t care. I want to be alone with you. You’re 

all that matters.” 

And then he swept her into his arms. She 

laughed at the surprise—her own as well as that 
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of the people standing near them. There was a 

round of applause, and then she was being car-

ried through the ballroom, down the steps, and 

into the night. He ordered their carriage and set 

her down, pulling her into his arms and holding 

her tightly. She closed her eyes, hearing his heart 

beat against cheek. She felt safe and wanted. 

“You’re a wonderful man, Quint,” she whis-

pered. “I’ve never thought anything less of you. I 

want you to know how happy I am that you mar-

ried me.” 

He tilted her head up so that she looked into his 

clear brown eyes. “And I want you to know—” 

“Isn’t this sweet?” The low, malice-fi lled voice 

filled the quiet night. 

Catherine pulled back and let out a yelp when 

she saw her father standing in the shadows. Of 

course he was there. Catherine shook her head. 

Had she really thought she would escape without 

seeing him tonight? It just seemed so unfair. She’d 

survived the ball and her sister, only to be faced 

with her father. And Edmund Fullbright was 

drunk. She knew that right away. Drunk and 

mean. 

“Mr. Fullbright,” Quint said, pushing Catherine 

behind him. “I don’t remember inviting you.” 

“You didn’t,” her father said, swaying into the 

light. “And you made sure I couldn’t get in.” He 

lurched to the side, and Catherine noted that 

while he was dressed in evening clothes, his ap-
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pearance was slovenly. His cravat was loose, and 

his breeches were stained. “Now, is that any way 

to treat your family?” Her father slurred the words 

at her. 

Quint clutched her hand, holding it tightly to 

reassure her. “I hardly think you are the man to 

speak on that subject.” 

Catherine expected her father to boil over with 

rage, but he only gave Quint a thin, malevolent 

smile. “Perhaps not, but I am able to speak on any 

great number of other topics, including this dupe 

of a marriage.” He tapped a thoughtful fi nger on 

his chin. “I wonder what the prime minister 

would think if he read the true story of how you 

two lovebirds were married? I wonder if the citi-

zens of our fine city”—he gestured clumsily at  

the buildings surrounding them—“would want 

a Cabinet officer who couldn’t even marry the 

right woman at his own wedding? What kind of 

official would that man be?” 

Catherine felt Quint tense. “Your concern for 

the welfare of our fine government is touching,  

Mr. Fullbright,” Quint gritted out. “But I have al-

ready dealt with your friend, Mr. Hudson. Black-

mail won’t work.” 

“Blackmail always works, my dear son. May I 

call you ‘son’ now? I hope so, as I believe you and 

I will have a long and profi table relationship.” 

Catherine lowered her head in defeat. It seemed 

that she would never emerge from the shadow of 
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her father. But, to her surprise, Quint laughed. 

Her head shot up, and she blinked at her fool-

hardy husband. 

“Go home, Mr. Fullbright. You won’t get a shil-

ling from me. Do you think that I would ever 

give a worthless bastard like you even a momen-

tary glance? You’re no better than the horse ma-

nure I wipe off my boot.” 

Her father’s eyes widened in shock and anger, 

and Catherine shrank back. She knew that look 

and what it meant. “Quint, be care—” 

“Who the hell do you think you are?” 

“Catherine’s husband, and I’ll be damned if  

you hurt so much as her feelings ever again. Say 

good night, Catie.” He put an arm on her waist 

and made to usher her away, but her father 

stepped in their path. 

“You worthless—” His fist came up fast and 

hard, and Catherine bit back a yelp of fear for 

Quint. But her husband easily sidestepped. 

And then, before she could react, Quint’s own 

fist came up, and she heard the crack when it 

connected with her father’s face. Edmund Full-

bright went down in a heap. 

Quint stared at him, nudged him with a foot, 

and then, turning, held a hand out to Catherine. 

She took it, stepping over her father’s unconscious 

body. “Good-bye, Father,” she said. 

“Your carriage, madam.” Quint gestured to the 

first carriage in line. 
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“But, sir,” the coachman, who had been staying 

out of the way, stepped forward. “This is the 

prime minister’s carriage.” 

“I’ll apologize tomorrow.” Quint placed her in-

side and climbed in after her. “Well, that was 

fun,” he said, when the carriage was under way. 

Catherine stared at him. “I dumped punch  

over my sister’s head, you gave up the Cabinet 

position, had a public brawl with my father, and 

now we’ve stolen the prime minister’s carriage. 

We’re doomed.” 

“We’re having fun,” he corrected her. 

“Fun? But your career—” 

Quint pulled her onto his lap. “I don’t care. I 

wasn’t only wrong about your sister. I was wrong 

about my work. It’s important to me, but not as 

important as you.” 

She stared at him. “It’s not?” 

He pulled her against him, and she burrowed 

her head in his neck, loving the way he smelled. 

“I almost lost you to my obsession with work. 

I won’t ever do that again. I forgot what was 

truly important. I forgot the reason I got into 

politics. I wanted to help people. I wanted to do 

good, and I let my ambition get the better of me.” 

He stroked her hair, his breath warm on her 

cheek. “I don’t want the Cabinet position, not if it 

means losing you. I’ve missed precious minutes 

and seconds with you, Catie. I spent hours at a 

desk when I could have been with you. I don’t 
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want to lose any more time together. I don’t want 

to lose you.” 

Her heart swelled, and she murmured, “You 

won’t. And you never will. I love you, Quint.” 

He answered her with a kiss that didn’t end 

until morning. 



Chapter 24 nm 

Catie thought she dreamed the sound. She 

tried to turn over, to ignore the ping, ping, 

ping, but finally she opened her eyes and lis-

tened. 

Beside her, Quint breathed in and out deeply. 

He was asleep and his body was warm and heavy. 

She wanted to turn into his heat, feel his arms 

come around her, but she heard the ping again 

and forced herself to slip out of bed. 

A quick survey of the room revealed clothes 

scattered over the floor, a tub with water that had 

long ago cooled, and a half-empty bottle of wine 

and two glasses. No shoes or a robe. 

She heard the ping again, this one coming from 

her room, next door, and she pulled on Quint’s 

359 
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tailcoat in an effort to cover herself. She hurried 

through the dressing room and looked out the 

window. Below, three women had their heads to-

gether. One was blond, one brunette, and the 

other auburn-haired. 

Catherine pushed the window up and peered 

out. “What are you doing here?” she hissed. 

The girls jumped and looked up at her. “We’ve 

come to help you,” Maddie said. “Come down.” 

“I don’t need help,” Catherine whisper-shouted 

back. “Go home and go to bed.” 

Maddie nodded and began to pull her cousins 

away, but Ashley looked up and hissed, “What 

about Valentine? Did he really give up the Cabi-

net position? That’s what people were saying 

when you left.” 

Catherine shrugged and shook her head sadly. 

“He did.” 

“Then come down. We want to help,” Josie 

called. 

Catherine did not see how her cousins could 

help. They had not made a scene at the ball; they 

were not going to be the subject of a resignation 

article in the Times. They had not absconded with 

the prime minister’s coach. 

She should close the window and go back to 

bed. Quint needed her now. He didn’t need her 

three cousins’ misguided attempts at patching 

up a hopeless situation. She dressed quickly, 

choosing the men’s clothing Maddie had sent 
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weeks ago because she did not need assistance to 

put it on. Then she tiptoed down the steps, past 

the sleeping footman in the foyer, and opened 

the door. 

Her cousins were waiting for her on the front 

stoop. 

Ashley took her hand. “Quick, let’s go.” 

“Go where? I’m not going anywhere dressed 

like this.” 

“We have a plan to help your husband,” Josie 

said. “We’re going to see that he gets the nod for 

the Cabinet post.” 

Catherine looked at Josie and then Ashley and 

finally Maddie. All three girls were wearing trou-

sers and men’s shirts. Their hair was tucked un-

der their collars or, in Ashley’s case, she’d stuffed 

it under a farmer’s cap. 

“But I don’t even know if he wants the posi-

tion.” 

“Of course he wants the position,” Ashley said. 

“He doesn’t want you to get hurt.” 

Catie bit her lip. “You’re right. I can’t let him 

give this up.” 

“That’s the spirit,” Josie said. 

“What did you have in mind?” Catie asked. 

“Are we going to scale the walls of Parliament? 

Break into Mr. Perceval’s offi ce?” 

“Don’t be silly,” Josie said. “We won’t have to 

break in. I have the key.” And she held up a shiny 

gold key. 
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“I don’t even want to know how you came into 

possession of that,” Catherine said, “but I fail to 

see how breaking—” 

“I told you that I have the key.” 

“Very well, I fail to see how entering the prime 

minister’s office without permission in the mid-

dle of the night will secure Valentine the Cabinet 

post.” 

“That’s because you have no imagination,” 

Ashley said. “And it’s not the middle of the night. 

It’s almost dawn. By the time we reach Perceval’s 

office and let ourselves in, he will be on his way. 

When he arrives, he’ll have no choice but to see 

us. Then we can convince him that he’ll do the 

country a grievous wrong if he does not appoint 

Lord Valentine.” 

Catherine looked at Maddie, usually her most 

sensible cousin. “And you agree with this plan?” 

Maddie shrugged. “What other choice is there? 

If Valentine does not receive the post, then it’s as 

though Elizabeth and your father and everyone 

who wishes you ill has won.” 

“It’s time we reversed fortunes,” Ashley said. 

Catherine had no illusions that this plan would 

work. Why, they looked like a bunch of vaga-

bonds. The night watchmen would probably ar-

rest them before they made it two blocks. But she 

looked back at Valentine’s dark town house,  

thought of him sleeping inside, and knew she 

had to try. Besides, her cousins were right. It was 

time for a reversal of fortune. 
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“After we see the prime minister, we have to 

find the reporter from the Times who was at the 

ball,” she said, moving forward to take the lead. 

Her cousins followed as she started down the 

walk. “We may have to persuade him to change 

his story.” 

“He’ll change it,” Josie said, patting her hip. 

“You leave that to me.” 

Lord, Catherine hoped that was not a cutlass at 

Josie’s hip, though for once, she could use the 

help of a pirate. 

Quint was dreaming about his wife. He was 

dreaming about pulling her warm body to his 

and sinking into her. Groggily, he reached for 

her. And felt empty space. 

He opened his eyes. “Catie?” 

No answer. 

He rose and padded across the room, through 

the dressing room, and into her room. No sign of 

her, except— 

He lifted his tailcoat from the top of her bed, 

then looked at the window. It was open. The sun 

was just rising above London, and somehow 

Quint knew his wife was out there. He swore. 

He didn’t have time to search for her this morn-

ing. She was probably at the assembly rooms, 

supervising the cleanup, but he could not stop 

by to check. He had an appointment with Per-

ceval at eight, and he did not want to be late. Af-

ter last night, he intended formally to withdraw 
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his application for the position and concede to 

Fairfax. 

Quint fully expected a dressing-down from 

the prime minister for the events of the ball. He’d 

made the government look foolish, particularly 

the article that would surely make the day’s pa-

pers. Hell, he’d stolen Perceval’s coach. Quint de-

served a stern lecture, and he was prepared to 

take his lumps. 

He’d take them and ask for more. He didn’t 

care. He had Catherine, and that was all that mat-

tered. One look from her, and everything became 

clear. He’d been such a fool. How had he not seen 

immediately that Catherine was the only thing 

that mattered? He dressed quickly, thoughts of 

Catherine never far from his mind. Why would 

she go to the assembly rooms so early? Would the 

servants have even arrived yet? 

As he waited for his carriage to be brought 

around, he paced his foyer. What if she had not 

gone to the assembly rooms? He remembered the 

open window in her bedroom and swore again. 

Suddenly, he needed that carriage urgently. He 

had a very bad feeling that his Catie was trying 

to help. 

“I really think this is a bad idea,” Catie whis-

pered from the prime minister’s darkened offi ce. 

“Why?” Ashley said. She was sitting in the 

chair behind his desk, feet propped up before 
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her. “Isn’t it Mr. Perceval’s job to make decisions 

for our country? We’re helping him do that.” 

“Maybe we should split up,” Catie said. “All 

four of us here might be too much. Perhaps Mad-

die and I could stay and you and Josie could go to 

the office of the Times.” 

“Not a chance,” Josie said, letting the curtain 

she was holding aside fall back into place. “Once 

we leave, you’ll convince Maddie this was a bad 

idea, and you’ll be gone.” 

“This is a bad idea,” Maddie muttered. She was 

sitting on the edge of a chair beside the desk. Her 

hands were clamped in her lap. “I don’t need to 

be convinced of that.” 

“Shh. I hear something!” Josie ran to the door 

and pressed her ear against it. 

Catherine pushed a hand against her stomach. 

It bubbled and churned with panic. One, two, 

three . . . 

“He’s coming,” Josie said, and all four girls 

quickly arranged themselves in the chairs before 

his desk. Then the door opened, and Spencer Per-

ceval strode inside. He was followed by two aides 

and Mr. Hudson, the reporter from the Times. At 

least that would be one less stop on this ill-

 advised expedition. 

Perceval halted in midstride halfway across 

his office. Catherine figured it took him that long 

to spot them because the room was dim. 

“What the hell is this?” he demanded. He 
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stopped abruptly, and one of the aides bumped 

into him. 

“Ah—” Catherine tried to speak, but nothing 

more would come out. 

Ashley jumped in. “We’re here on a diplomatic 

mission, Mr. Perceval.” 

“A what?” 

“Well, maybe that’s not exactly what it is,” Josie 

said, “but we need to talk to you.” 

“Then make an appointment with my secre-

tary.” He strode to the chair behind his desk and 

began straightening papers. “Now, get out.” 

“Sir, if you could just give us one moment of 

your time. We’ve gone to a great deal of trouble 

to be here.” That was Maddie. 

“I’ll say. How the hell did you get inside?” 

“Sir, would you like me to fetch someone?” one 

of the aides asked. 

“I—” Perceval was staring at Maddie. He nar-

rowed his eyes. “Wait a moment. You’re Lord 

Castleigh’s daughter.” He looked at Ashley.  

“You’re Sir Gareth’s girl. And Miss Hale and”— 

he nodded at Catherine—“Lady Valentine. What 

are you ladies doing here? I thought you were a 

troop of gypsies.” 

Catherine finally found her voice. “I know how 

we must look, but if you’ll just hear us out, we  

won’t ever bother you again. It’s a matter of great 

importance.” 

“Let me guess. It has to do with your husband.” 

* * *  
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Quint ran through the halls, sliding around 

the corner and into the prime minister’s offi ce. 

Immediately, he noticed there was no secretary 

to stop him, no aide working at his desk. The 

door to the prime minister’s office was open, and 

he could hear a woman’s voice. 

Catherine’s voice. 

Quint rushed forward, then paused just inside 

the door. No one saw him. Hudson from the 

Times, the prime minister, Perceval’s aides, and 

Catherine’s three troublesome cousins were all 

looking at her. 

“So you see,” she was saying, “Lord Valentine 

really does want the position. More than any-

thing.” 

Quint opened his mouth to protest, but no 

words came. There was something in Catherine’s 

voice that pierced him through to his soul. God, 

her actions here were rash and ill-advised, but 

she wanted to help. She cared enough about him 

to come here, dressed like a vagabond, and plead 

for him. He’d never known anyone to do some-

thing like this for him. 

“He only pulled out because he was afraid this 

man”—she pointed at Hudson—“would write 

something bad about me. But I don’t care. I’d 

rather Quint took the post. He’s the best man for 

the job.” 

Quint’s gut twisted. She really had faith in 

him, and she was wiling to sacrifice her own rep-

utation to ensure he had his career. His bloody 
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career that meant so little to him compared to  

her. He didn’t deserve her. 

The prime minister glanced at the reporter. “Is 

that true, Mr. Hudson? Did you threaten to print 

a negative article about Lady Valentine?” 

“No! Well, not exactly, sir.” 

Perceval held up an imperious hand. “We will 

talk later, Mr. Hudson.” He looked back at Cath-

erine and sat back in his chair. “This doesn’t 

change the fact that Valentine stole my carriage.” 

“It was a rash decision,” Catherine answered 

quickly. “And a rare one. Please don’t hold that  

against him. He has worked so hard for this posi-

tion. He wants it more than anything else in the 

world.” 

“That’s not true,” Quint said. He couldn’t allow 

her to continue. This was not her battle, and he 

wouldn’t let her fight it for him. All heads swiv-

eled to stare at him. 

“Quint,” Catherine gasped. “What are you do-

ing here?” 

“He has an appointment,” one of the aides re-

marked, consulting a paper. 

Quint strode forward and took his wife’s 

hands. They were as warm as her honey hazel 

eyes. He wanted to take her in his arms and keep 

her there forever. “The true question, Catie, is 

why are you here? I came this morning to tell Mr. 

Perceval that I don’t want the position. It doesn’t 

matter to me anymore.” 

“But you’ve worked so hard for it.” 
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He cupped her face. God, was anything as pre-

cious to him as she? He loved her so much now it 

almost hurt. “Meaningless work when it took me 

away from you. I belong with you, Catie. I love  

you.” 

He heard a sob and saw Madeleine dabbing at 

her eyes with her sleeve. She waved his attention 

back to Catherine. His wife’s eyes were fi lled with 

tears as well. “Do you mean that?” Catherine 

whispered. “Do you really love me?” 

“With all my heart. I’ve never loved any woman 

until I met you.” 

Catherine launched herself into his arms, hold-

ing him so tightly he lost his breath. “I love you, 

too. You know I love you.” 

“Well,” the prime minister said, banging on 

his desk, “now that we have that established, can 

I get back to work?” 

“Absolutely,” Quint said. “Just one more thing.” 

And then he bent to kiss the woman he loved. 



Epilogue nm 

Article from the Times 
by Mr. Hudson 

PERCEVAL CHOOSES 
NEW CABINET MINISTER 

In these days of foreign and domestic unrest, 
the choice of a Cabinet minister is not a simple 
commission. Our illustrious prime minister 
was recently faced with exactly that diffi cult 
decision. As our faithful readers know, both 
Mr. Charles Fairfax and Quint Childers, Lord 
Valentine, were under consideration for the 
post. Early this morning, Mr. Perceval selected 
Lord Valentine to fill the position. 

The choice may come as a surprise to those in 
attendance at Lord Valentine’s ball last night. 
Rumors flew that Lord Valentine was no longer 
seeking the post, and guests reported that a 
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fi stfight broke out between Lady Valentine and 
her younger sister, Miss Elizabeth Fullbright. 
Indeed, some sources testify that Lord Valentine 
absconded from the ball in Mr. Perceval’s own 
coach. 

Despite the uproar, it appears Mr. Perceval 
would not be swayed in his decision. He said 
in his statement, “Lord Valentine will make a 
competent, reliable Cabinet minister.” 

When asked about the earl’s erratic behavior 
of the night before, Perceval answered, “Let 
those among you who have not been in love, 
cast the first stone.” This reporter will hold on 
to his pebbles. 

“That’s a lovely article,” Catherine said. “I have 

it memorized now, but there is still one question I 

need answered.” 

Quint tossed the paper aside and leaned back 

in bed, beside his warm, naked wife. “And what 

is that, sweetling?” 

“Will you take the position? You know I want 

you to.” 

“I am thinking about it,” he answered, pulling 

her close and reaching under the covers, “but I 

think I may need one more dose of your excellent 

persuading.” 

“Then you shall have it, Mr. Cabinet Minister.” 
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