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ALEXANDER FULLERTON, Viscount Andrews, had a way with the ladies, and Lady Luck was no different. Like any lady, she wanted a man's undivided attention. That's what Alex gave her every time he stepped into the Raven Club. His mind became sharp the moment he set foot through the elegant doors.

Tonight Alex felt the need for release more than usual. He had just spent the evening among London's high society and felt worn out by it. Pretending to be one of them took a toll on his mood, and only the thrill of the game could give it back. Here, Alex didn't have to be a gentleman because he was better.

The rooms of the well-established gaming hell were more crowded than usual. As he walked from one lavish room to the next, Alex wondered what had drawn such a crowd. He entered the Elite card room and saw the attraction. The Raven herself was in attendance tonight. 

Sitting at the head of the main table, the Raven looked beautiful as always. She wore a gown of blood-red silk that was cut so close to the curves of her body that it could have been her own skin. Those curves were extra generous along the low-cut neckline. Honey-colored skin glowed in the candlelight, begging a man to taste every inch. Every man in the room licked his lips.

The details of her face were hidden by an elaborate mask. Those deep chocolate colored eyes and red lips that tilted up slightly when she was amused were the only features she revealed. Black curls fell perfectly from their pins, intricately-designed to land against her cheeks.

There were a lot of rumors about who the Raven might be. She rarely spoke, but when she did, it was with cultured tones that could easily belong to a lady. The club was full of the aristocracy but they were all men. Well-bred ladies would never be allowed here, where every manner of sin could be bought. The only thing not for sale was her. She wasn't another harlot. 

Alex worked his way through the crowd without taking his eyes off her. She was a good player, and it wouldn't be long before all the money on the table was hers. He almost felt bad for the men she played against, but they were enjoying the thrill. It was considered an honor to play at the Raven's table. One he had never had.

A wrinkled butler stepped out from the crowd and offered him a surprising invitation. "Lord Andrews, your presence is requested at the Raven’s table."

Alex took his seat at the faro table and tried to figure out why his luck had changed suddenly. He made sure his face gave away none of the excitement sizzling through his nerves. He knew all the players had decent skill and deeper pockets. Alex would have to be at his best if he didn't want to leave with empty hands. 

"I'm glad you accepted my invitation." This was the first time Alex had heard the Raven speak up close and her voice was as rich and sultry as he had imagined. 

"It would have been foolish to decline." He was no fool.

The liquid black eyes behind the mask rolled over him. Alex smiled and let her look her fill. It didn't bother him, because he revealed nothing he didn't want her to see. Satisfied with his response to her perusal, she dealt and the table started to play. The Raven always liked to deal in her own games, as she played for the house. 

The key to being a successful gambler was learning how to read the other players. Alex had played the other gentlemen before, so it was easy to spot the tells. Only the woman remained a mystery to him. One at a time, the other players bowed out when their money was gone until only the Raven and Alex were left. It was approaching dawn, and most of the crowd was gone. They were the last players in the club.

"Tell me, Lord Andrews, how is it that we have never played before?" The Raven leaned back in her chair with her cards in one hand on the table. If the late hour had any effect on her, she didn't show it. 

"I assumed I didn’t have enough blunt to gain your attention." 

"Money isn't the only thing that interests me." The sensual smile she gave him made his blood pump a little faster. The young ladies he attempted to court properly never smiled like that. They would risk their reputations if they even knew how. 

"You would be the first woman in history to overlook it."

"I tend to be a different kind of woman."

That was a simple way to describe it. The woman sitting across the table from him was like no one Alex had ever known before. She was a creature born from shadows and meant to live in a man's wildest dreams. Other men might be distracted by her, but Alex kept his mind on the game. 

"What made you decide I was worthy of the honor tonight?" Alex asked. 

"Some of the other gentlemen were talking about you. They said you never lost." She played her long fingers across the edges of the cards while she spoke. 

"No one can win every hand."

"True, but a man can get close enough to develop a reputation."

“Those are often exaggerated.”

“Really? It is also said that you have many skills at pleasing a woman.” 

“That’s the pure truth.”

Looking into those black eyes, Alex felt like he and the Raven were playing a much more complicated game with each other than simple faro. It made him uneasy to play without knowing the stakes. 

Looking at the hand in front of him, Alex knew he would take the pot. He could continue to push his luck, or he could choose to leave the table the winner. Her mouth made a pretty pout when he showed her what he had and declined to be dealt another round. It was best if he ended the night while he still had something to take home. Disappointment could be felt in the air as he stood to leave. 

“You are the first to walk away from me without empty pockets.” She spoke slowly, in disbelief. 

“A bit of luck, that’s all.”

The Raven surprised him by standing and moving around the table to join him.

"Is it not safe for me to walk out alone?" He found it amusing that she wanted to be in his company longer. It had been a long time since a woman had so boldly pursued him. 

"There could be any number of dangerous things lurking around corners." There was that soul tempting smile again. "I wouldn't want you to be ravished."

Watching her red lips form the words had his body tense. The glint of her teeth and the peek of her tongue captured his attention. The vivid image of her using that mouth in other ways appeared in his mind. That was enough to make him stumble on his own feet. With a shake of his head he cleared out those sultry thoughts. 

The walk to the front door gave him a chance to admire the parts of her that were usually hidden by the table. The red dress had a large bustle in the back but clung to the rest of her body with no other decoration. A man would need both hands to handle all the sweet flesh being put on display. Her breasts alone would be enough for hours of exploration. Again, he forced such thoughts away before he became visibly aroused. That was not the impression of him he wanted her to have.

"Are you the sort of man who likes the thrill of a big bet?" She asked as they walked.

"Not generally. I prefer to keep my risks low."

"In gambling only?"

"The way a man gambles is usually the way he lives." Alex was often amazed at the truth in that.

"You haven't always been careful. I remember hearing about your wild behavior a few years ago."

"I was different." It had only been three years, but it felt like forever.

"What changed?"

"My luck. I lost everything.” It was still hard to believe. 

She suddenly stopped and it forced him to face her. Behind the mask he saw pity in her eyes. That twisted him up inside. 

"I thought everyone in London heard about my misfortune."

"I heard rumors but those can often be embellished." 

"Only if I’m telling someone about my considerable charms." 

Her laughter was a rich and sensual sound. It made those wicked thoughts return and he felt the tension in his body. He wondered if she knew the way she affected a man. It was hard to believe she didn't when she was so skilled at it. 

"It was my curiosity that compelled me to invite you to the table. I wanted to separate the truth from the rumors." They stopped now that they had reached the door. "I hoped to find out the full story behind your turn in fortune." 

"I simply made a poor decision. It wasn't my first or my last, but it was my biggest." Alex didn't like to talk about the loss of his family's fortune, but when he did, it was with a humorous tone. He needed to keep up the lighthearted appearance to avoid sinking lower in people’s opinions. 

"You were misled by someone you trusted. Most people would be hard and bitter after that, but you seem to have weathered it without losing your considerable charm.” 

"You admit, you find me charming?"

"As much as the rest of the women in this city."

Oh, how he wished that were true. He wouldn't be having such trouble finding a wealthy wife. The season was well underway, his second one in the search, and he still didn't have a single prospect. It seemed his charm was not enough to make up for his empty pockets.

"Such flattery will turn my head. Are you trying to win my affections?"

Her smile died on her lips and her eyes went wild. It was only for a moment, but she appeared frightened by the idea. The moment passed and she smiled again.

"My lord, if I wanted that, I would be much bolder about it." There was no mistaking the mischief in those words. She enjoyed giving him a proper set down.

"I will have to try harder to lure you in next time." 

"What makes you think you will be invited to my table again?"

"Lady Luck will bring us together. Learned that from the man who swindled me." 

She laughed again and he couldn't stop from smiling. The evening had started out poorly but ended on a happy note. With a gallant flourish, he brought her hand to his lips. She followed his action by attempting to curtsy. Sadly, she hadn’t practiced it enough, and she stumbled forward. 

Alex took pride in being a rather athletic man with good reflexes, but her tumble caught him off guard. She fell full force into his chest and he stumbled back against the wall. He wrapped both arms around her to keep her from falling to the floor. Both of them were disoriented and in a very intimate position. 

The Raven was in his arms and looking up at him like he was a hero. No one had ever looked at him like that. Before better judgment caught him, he kissed her.

His action startled her and she gasped. To his surprise he found that she tasted like brandy, the good kind he could seldom afford. Beneath his hand, the silk of her dress was smooth enough to let him slide to her waist. She should have been pushing him away, but her hands wrapped around his arms instead. The Raven didn't want to end the kiss any more than he did. 

He swallowed her tiny gasps and his lips nipped across hers. She acted inexperienced but was eager. Perhaps the Raven had not taken many lovers. His chest swelled a bit at the thought that he was one of the few to enjoy this delectable treat.

Her tongue darted out to taste him like a kitten with a bowl of cream. He opened his mouth, and she took control by sliding her tongue in to suckle him. Without any kind of skilled seduction, she made him lose all logical thought. Pressed together, he felt his manhood growing hard between them. Alex let his hand slide from her waist to cup her behind and squeeze the softness beneath the teasing bustle. The Raven rubbed against him, and he fought to hold back a moan.

"I hope you are a good shot."

It was not the volume of the voice that cut through the lust haze in Alex's mind, but the tone. It was a man who was furious enough to kill. The Raven heard it too and scrambled away from him, smoothing her hands along her dress to put it right. Her mask hadn't budged while they were kissing, so he still didn't know what she looked like beneath it. 

Standing at the foot of the main stairs was the gaming hall owner, glaring down at the two of them. Gerald Bradden was the kind of man one didn't want to offend because he knew all the places a body would never be found. The look on his face indicated he was thinking of those places now. He was of average height for a man but the thick and muscular build of a dock worker in an expensive suit. The thick black hair he slicked back with one hand showed silver streaks at the temples and matched the beard across his clenched jaw. It was the glint in his black eyes that made him look dangerous and those eyes were glaring at him now. 

Alex swallowed the knot in his throat. 

"My apologies." 

"What exactly are you apologizing for? Assaulting one of my staff or being caught at it?" The tone sent a shiver down Alex’s spine.

"Gerald, that was hardly an assault." The Raven straightened her skirt, avoiding eye contact. "I tripped and Lord Andrews was kind enough to try and catch me. He was not successful."

"I can see how unsuccessful it was." muttered Gerald.

Alex watched something pass between the two of them. Even though Gerald was in his early forties and the Raven appeared half that, she could have belonged to him. The lack of experience Alex thought he felt might have been well- practiced. That would explain why she was always here but never took any of the men to bed. Being the owner's ladybird would allow her to live by her own set of rules, as long as it didn't including kissing other men. 

Alex felt like a fool and only hoped he would live long enough to regret it. Putting his clothes back where they should be, Alex started to move toward the door. His fingers almost touched the handle when he heard Gerald say his name and he turned back around. 

“Lord Andrews, I need to have a word with you." Gerald spoke to him but his eyes were locked with the Raven’s. "Come by in the morning. Be in my office by eight."

“Very well. Good evening to you both.”

That was the chance to escape he was looking for and he took it. Both of them were both wearing expressions that could scare the devil. Raven appeared more than capable of defending herself against her angry lover. It was Gerald that might need a bit of good luck. 
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CHAPTER 2
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RACHEL STRUGGLED AGAINST the feeling of someone tugging on her shoulder. Her late nights as the Raven meant she was seldom up before noon. The shaking persisted until she cracked one eye open to look at her maid. The saucy girl was smiling at her.

"You told me to wake you when the boss was up." Charity said. "You insisted I not let anything stop me. Not even the threat of death." 

That was a very real threat in Rachel's mind as she crawled out of bed. The angry glare she gave the girl didn't dim her smile in the least. Charity had been with her too long to be frightened by Rachel’s temper. The two girls had almost grown up together, becoming closer than simply employer and maid. 

"You wanted to be up early enough to sneak downstairs before Gerald's meeting with the lord." Charity reminded her while helping her dress.

"He was so angry last night. There was hardly enough cause for it."

"You weren't discovered in the young man's arms being passionately kissed?"

"He's not the first man to kiss me."

"But this time you were kissing back."

Rachel hadn't told her maid that part, but Charity had guessed right. Lord Andrews had awakened feelings in her she didn't even think she had. It was her first taste of the passion possible between a man and a woman. The experience was unexpected, but hardly enough to deserve Gerald’s reaction.

"It was just a kiss."

"Men like Lord Andrews always want more than a kiss."

"I wasn't going to let it go any further."

"He might have convinced you."

Lord Andrews’s reputation was as a man who knew how to pleasure a lady. All his past mistresses spoke favorably of him though it was always his choice to end the affair. They never parted on bad terms. Even when he no longer had the money to provide for a companion, he never had trouble finding one willing to spend the night with him. That said a lot about the man. 

"I think I know how to keep a man away. The Raven has not fallen for a man's enchanting eyes or enticing lips before." She checked the mirror to be sure she no longer looked like the elusive woman from the night before. "Gerald had no right to interfere like he did, ordering the viscount to appear this morning like some kind of criminal for judgment."

"Perhaps the lord won't even come." Charity struggled to pin up Rachel's hair into something civilized.

"You didn't see his face when Gerald told him to be here. He's going to come."

Gerald refused to accept no as an answer from anyone. His brute force was what had brought him up from the streets and made him into a successful business-man. It also gave him the impression he could push people around any way he liked. Rachel was one of the few people who offered even the slightest resistance to his control. 

Once Rachel was satisfied with her appearance, she went down to the club's office on the main floor. There were barely any servants around this early in the morning. A few were cleaning up the gaming rooms, but they didn't even look at her. Gerald never locked the office door because he knew everyone was too frightened of him to go in without permission. Except for her.

Rachel had been in the office enough to be familiar with it. She had come to live at the club when she was only ten, and the years after that had gone by quickly. To other people, this was just a place of entertainment, but for her, it was home. Rachel knew there was a good hiding place behind the floor-length curtains near the windows. Slipping in behind the heavy velvet fabric, Rachel made sure her skirts were safely tucked away. The dust floated across her vision as she heard footsteps entering the room. 

"I'm glad you didn't keep me waiting. Our business is quite urgent.” Gerald sounded impatient.

"I wouldn’t dare be late." Lord Andrews sounded as sarcastic as always. If being summoned here had rattled him, she couldn’t hear it in his voice. "This is earlier than I like to be up, but not too early for an old friend."

"Are we friends, then?"

Rachel held her breath in the silence. Gerald was good at getting people caught in their own words, giving them just enough rope to hang themselves. 

"We aren't enemies." Lord Andrews sounded calm and charming. He didn't sound like he was intimidated by Gerald.

Rachel couldn't resist the temptation and pulled the curtain aside just enough to peek out. Lord Andrews was dressed in fresh clothes and showed no signs that he had been up at a gaming hell all night. Even that thick, unruly dark hair of his behaved properly, and the shadow of a beard from the night before was gone. Only the deep circles under his emerald green eyes gave away the late hours he kept. She remembered how those eyes twinkled with mischief when he played. He was as tall as Gerald but not nearly as wide, having a lean and athletic build. If the confrontation became violent, she wasn’t sure who might win.  

"Not yet, at least." Gerald countered. "You were taking liberties with one of my staff last night."

"Mistakes were made. I do apologize for my behavior."

"It wasn't your fault alone. I'm afraid the Raven has gotten her way too many times and now she thinks she can get away with anything."

This opinion of her was a shock. Rachel pressed her lips together to keep from saying something that would give her away. 

"She needs someone to take responsibility for her and I think you might be that man." said Gerald.

"You want me to become her protector?"

"No, I want you to become her husband." 

The silence in the room was suffocating. Rachel felt her heart beating hard inside her chest. Lord Andrews appeared as shocked as she was.

"That's a flattering suggestion, but I'm going to have to decline. I'm afraid I have other matrimonial plans."

Gerald laughed. "You are in need of a rich wife, and there are very few worth as much as the Raven. Not when I'm paying for her dowry."

"You make it sound as though you are buying her a husband."

"I am. Lucky for me, you are for sale." 

Lord Andrew's expression darkened. A shiver ran through her. Even in the daylight, he looked dangerous.

"That is a bold statement." 

"No less true. I know you invested all your money with that Deckland fellow and he ran off with it. Now you can't maintain your obligations or take care of your sister properly."

"I can take care of Daphne."

"Why is she in Scotland, acting as a companion to your surly aunt instead of her making her debut?"

"She's too young."

"Eighteen is old enough."

"My accounts and my family are none of your concern," Alex growled. 

Gerald just continued the conversation calmly. 

"You have been staying ahead of the bills by winning at my tables. If I refused you entrance, what would you do?"

"Find another club."

"No one would let you play once I put the word out that you are not welcome."

Rachel knew that was no idle threat. Gerald was a formidable enemy when he wanted to be, and he could get someone shut out. If that was his only source of income, it would devastate Lord Andrews to lose it. 

"You would do that as punishment for kissing one of your girls?”

"The Raven is not just one of my girls, but that's not why I would do that to you."

"What the bloody hell would make you threaten me?"

"I want you to marry my daughter."

That response was so startling that Rachel lost her balance and tumbled out of her hiding space. Landing on her hands and knees, she looked up to see both men staring at her. Gerald looked annoyed but Lord Andrews was amused. With as much dignity as she could manage, Rachel stood up and faced the two men. 

"You look as though you've never seen a girl hiding behind a curtain before."

"What are you doing here?" Gerald seethed just beneath the surface and it was reflected in his dark eyes.

"I wanted to be sure Lord Andrews wouldn't suffer for my misbehavior last night."

"The Raven, I presume?" Lord Andrews asked.

She gave him a nod. 

“Lord Andrews, allow me to introduce my daughter, Rachel."

No one outside the club staff knew her true identity, and they would never reveal it for fear of losing their well-paid positions. None of the club’s patrons even knew Gerald had a daughter and he preferred it that way. There was always the concern that someone might use that knowledge against him in some way. 

The lord looked as shocked as she felt. 

"The Raven is your daughter?"

"She's the only daughter I have."

They were talking about her as if she wasn't standing in the room. She was accustomed to Gerald ignoring her, but the other gentleman had no right. It infuriated her that her opinion about her own life carried no weight with them. She might as well not even have one.

"I'm not going to be marrying anyone." She snapped her fingers to get their attention. 

Lord Andrew's eyes flickered in her direction. Gerald didn’t even bother to do that. In his usual overbearing fashion, he wasn’t going to listen to anything she said. 

"Her mother was a respectable lady in Spain before we met. She gave up that life when she married me. I would like to give my daughter a place in society."

"Marriage to me wouldn't guarantee she was accepted. Her lack of family connections would be a reason for them to cut her publicly." 

"Being your wife would gain her entry; the rest can be taken care of."

"You want to make your daughter a lady?"

"In a more formal sense, yes."

Rachel’s stomach sank as she watched Lord Andrew's face. Not only was he considering it, she was fairly certain he wanted to accept it. 

Gerald must have seen it too because he was quick to add more.

"She comes with ownership of half the club. It would be more than enough to keep the creditors away, regain your position in society and give your sister the debut she deserves."

Rachel knew that was too much for him to turn down. Nothing she could say would convince him to refuse that kind of money. Rachel pushed Lord Andrews out of her way as she left the room in frustration. 

She was in her room, pacing and grumbling, when her father came in. He didn't bother to knock. He stepped over all the things Rachel had thrown to floor in her fit of anger. They both knew he would replace anything that was broken. It wouldn't be the first time her room was redecorated by her temper.

"You are handling this better than I expected." Gerald leaned against the mantle of her fireplace. 

Looking around at the destruction she had caused, Rachel raised her eyebrows. "What were you expecting?" 

"Bags packed, ready to run."

The thought had crossed her mind, but the truth was that she had nowhere to go. Aside from her maid, Rachel didn't have any friends. A woman traveling alone without a destination would quickly run into trouble. These walls held the only place she felt safe. Not that she would admit that to him. 

"It's still early in the day." she tossed over her shoulder at him.

"That's my girl."

Gerald had always shown pride in her spirit. The same behavior that her grandparents tried to tame, Gerald encouraged. He said it reminded him of her mother. She wished she still had the kind of memories about her mother that he did. 

"Are you going to give me a chance to explain?" Gerald asked. 

"It appears simple enough. You are paying someone to take me off your hands." 

He laughed in the same way he had when she was a child. 

"You know it is nothing like that. You are being overdramatic again."

“You told me you would never send me away again.”

Gerald had made her that promise the night she was brought to live at the club. A child who had just lost both her grandparents and never knew a mother, she remembered everything. Those words were a solemn vow from him in her mind. Gerald lost his amusement. 

“I know I did.”

"Then why are you doing this?" 

Her father's demeanor changed drastically. She noticed the circles under his eyes and the wrinkles around them. With his smile gone, Rachel noticed the stubble that showed he hadn't shaved in a couple days. The long work hours meant they often went days without meeting face to face. She should have been taking better care of him.

"It is what your mother wanted for you. A good marriage and a place in society was what she had always planned." Gerald shrugged. "I still want to give her that."

"By bargaining with a penniless aristocrat?" Rachel could still remember the desperate look on Lord Andrews’s face when Gerald offered him half the club for her.

"He's a good man in a bad situation. He will do right by you."

"I could have chosen on my own."

"Not after you became the Raven."

Somewhere in the back of her mind, Rachel knew that. The first time she wore that mask and entered the gaming parlors, she knew her future would be forever changed. It was what she needed at the time, but it had been reckless.

Sensing she was beginning to soften, Gerald pushed his advantage. "This is a way for you to have a place in society, to be a real lady."

"It’s a title, not a magic spell. It won’t force people to accept me."

"No, but he has some very powerful friends. If you act properly, you can win them over."

It humbled her to know Gerald had that kind of faith in her. It was not easy for a girl raised in that life to do well in London, nonetheless one with no experience. That was the real danger. It made Rachel's stomach turn just to think of facing proper society. 

“What if I can’t behave?” she asked. 

Her father smiled at her softly. “I know that I have indulged you too much over the years. Protected you from the world, while you played pretend at the tables. You have become an excellent actress, so I don’t doubt you can perform the role they want you to be.” 

Leaving the safety of the club was enough to knock the wind out of her and she felt the tears building in her eyes. 

“You won’t be alone in the venture.” Her father added. ”Lord Andrews is good at appearances. He will make sure you don’t fail.”

“You seem to have a lot of trust in a man you barely know.” 

“I see something in him. Perhaps it was the fact that he had the cunning to best you, when no one else could.” 

That reminder stung. 

"This is what your mother wanted and it will be best for you." Gerald came over and placed a kiss on her forehead. "Try to be happy about it."

The tone of his voice said there was no room to argue, so Rachel didn't bother to try. As soon he left she sat down and started planning a way to go around him instead. 
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CHAPTER 3
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ALEX WASN'T SURE WHERE to go after he left the club. The house he stayed in belonged to his aunt, and he always felt like the staff was watching him. His aunt didn’t like to visit London, and they were keeping her up to date on everything he did. He wasn't ready for her to know about this sudden turn of events. She would be strongly against him marrying anyone from the working class, even if it meant replenishing his pockets. 

It was too early in the day for him to go anywhere disreputable, so that left him with only one option. Hopefully the Duke of Ashford wouldn't mind the interruption at breakfast. 

The butler led him into the duke's dining room even though it was too early for social calls. Alex almost felt guilty for interrupting such a happy domestic scene. The duke and his wife were flirting over their breakfast plates. 

"I'm surprised to see you up this early." Alex said to Thomas Powell, the Duke of Ashford. "You used to stay in bed until after noon."

"My wife likes to be up at dawn and gives me good reason to wake up with her." Thomas gave his friend a wink.

Eloisa, his wife, was blushing but smiling. It was a shame that Thomas was blind and couldn't see how pretty she looked with that pink in her cheeks. Thomas was the golden boy of the ton, with the kind of blond-haired, blue-eyed good looks that society raved about. His wife was lovely in a less obvious way, but her soft chestnut hair and gentle brown eyes held a certain appeal to those who knew her. The two of them were a couple deeply in love and it drove the gossips mad. 

"If I had such lovely company, I would rise with the dawn too." Alex enjoyed the way his elaborate flattery always made her laugh. 

"We should find you a wife so you can be as happy as Thomas is." Eloisa said.

"That won't be necessary. It seems I have already found one."

A heavy silence filled the room. Both of his friends held shocked expressions with wide eyes. At least Thomas had his mouth closed. 

Alex gave them a moment to recover from the shock. Neither of them knew what to say, so he tried to help.

"You could congratulate me."

"Of course. She's a lucky girl." Eloisa was giving Thomas a nudge with her elbow. "Who is she? We didn't know you were seriously courting anyone in London." 

"It was a sudden opportunity that came up."

"That doesn't sound very romantic." Eloisa looked disappointed, like a child that had lost a balloon.

"Most marriages are more about business than love." said Thomas. 

Thomas knew the circumstances Alex was in. Marrying a woman with wealth was one of the few acceptable options for a man of their rank. There was no judgment in his friend's expression. Perhaps if he told them what had happened they could help him feel more certain that he would make the right choice.

“That was certainly an interesting story.” Eloisa said, after Alex gave them a brief version of the night before. 

“I would be tempted to think it was fiction if I wasn’t there for every minute.” 

“What is she like?” 

“Depends, on if you are asking about Rachel or the Raven. They appear to be two very different women that share the same person.” 

“That should keep things exciting.” 

Alex was still having trouble wrapping his head around the differences between the two. He would have sworn that the Raven was a woman of guile and experience, yet the women in Gerald’s office lacked that sophistication. It was difficult to decide which of the two fascinated him more. 

“She is firmly set against the marriage.” Alex could still remember the way her face flushed with anger. “I had hoped my future bride would be at least willing, if not enthusiastic.” 

“Finally found a woman who is immune to your flirtations?” Thomas grinned.

“I wouldn’t go that far. I don’t think it’s me she has issue with, but the institution of marriage as a whole.” 

“Not every woman wants to be married.” 

Eloisa said that and both men turned in her direction making her blush. 

“I never wanted to marry. I enjoyed my freedom and thought I would always prefer my own company to a man’s. Perhaps she feels the same.” 

“That won’t bode well for our union.” 

“You will have to convince her that there is more to gain than to lose.” 

“What if I can’t?” 

Eloisa and Thomas were both silent. If he didn’t, then he was going to be saddled with a wife who hated him for the rest of their lives. Alex needed to give this more serious thought, so he kept his visit short and headed to his own home finally. 

Rachel sitting outside his door was the last thing Alex expected when he arrived home a few hours later. He looked around, wondering if her father was waiting for him too.

"I'm here alone." Rachel moved slowly to stand. She wore a fashionable day dress in a deep green hue. Nothing about it was provocative except the woman in it. 

"A woman shouldn't be traveling the city alone."

"That's because they have to protect their reputation. I don't have to worry about that."

That was true, since one didn’t worry about a bad reputation. The Raven had one built on speculation, but it would be impolite to mention it in front of the lady herself. 

"You could have been the victim of criminals. The city is full of those."

"I know how to handle those types."

There was nothing in her expression that indicated she was bluffing. The thought of where she would most likely strike an attacker made him wince. 

"You could have written me that you wanted to meet. Given me time to prepare." Alex felt exposed, standing there in the street with her. He knew his aunt's neighbors had their noses pressed to their windows.

"I didn't want to give you a chance to hide."

"Such a low opinion of me."

"I've learned a few things about men and you...” she paused to narrow her eyes at him. “Are a man."

Alex didn't doubt she had learned many things. Working and living at the club, naturally most would paint his sex in a negative light. He didn't like that she grouped him in with the rest of those men. Alex took pride in being different from most of his peers, at least since his bad turn of luck had changed the man he was. 

"If this is going to be a long talk, I would rather do so inside."

She hesitated. Not much, but a flicker of her eyes gave her away. Rachel was not as fearless as she pretended to be when she was the Raven. The moment passed, and she nodded for him to lead the way. The butler greeted them, but Alex could feel other eyes watching them as he took her into the library.

"I want you to refuse my father's offer."

Alex should have expected something like this. It was clear that Rachel hadn’t been pleased with the conversation in her father's office. She had been livid, but Gerald had just brushed it off. Unable to convince her father to change his mind, she must have come to persuade him.

"He is a difficult man to say no to." said Alex.

"True, but you have a better chance than I do."

He couldn't help but admire her. He had never met a woman with such bold confidence before. Here she was in a private room with a man she hardly knew, and she didn't look uncomfortable. Those dark eyes stared at him without any guile, just direct attention. She wasn't going to use any of her feminine charms to persuade him. If she had, she might have been successful. 

"I'm afraid I'm not able to turn down his offer, and he knows that."

"Because of the money?"

"That's the main reason, yes." He watched as Rachel reached into the dainty blue reticule dangling from her wrist and pulled out a sheet of paper. She held it out to him but didn't move any closer. She made him cross the room to read it.

"This is a contract offering me a sum of five thousand pounds when you turn twenty-five." Alex read the document she clearly wrote herself. "That's a great deal of money."

"It's a portion of what my father promised me if I reach that age unmarried. He didn't want me to be dependent on a man for my security."

More likely he didn't want his daughter to feel obligated to have a protector. He knew how easily a woman could find that was her only means to survive. His own sister, Daphne, could be forced into such a decision if he didn't turn things around for them financially.

"How old are you now?"

"Four and twenty."

That meant another year to wait. The creditors weren't going to be patient that long. Daphne would have to endure more time with Aunt Matilda. She had already spent years as a companion to that bitter old shrew, and it was slowly destroying her joyful nature. It was too long to wait. 

"I'm afraid I have an immediate need for funds and can't wait for this."

Surprise flickered across her pretty face. Clearly Rachel hadn't considered he might refuse her offer. "It's only one year. Surely you would prefer that to giving up the rest of your life."

She made it sound like marriage was the same as a death sentence. Alex had never gotten that kind of reaction from a woman. They usually wanted more of his company. 

"Marriage sounds a lot more comfortable than debtors’ prison. Some people even find it enjoyable." 

Rachel snorted.

"It is often a business deal, but that doesn't mean we can't enjoy each other."

"You want me to just ignore the things you do and pretend to be happy?"

"What exactly do you expect me to be doing?" Alex was beginning to feel insulted. He didn't like to be accused of things he hadn't done.

"I know your reputation. Gambling, drinking and a long list of women."

"I was a bit reckless in my youth, but I have learned from my mistakes. It's been a long time since I was decently scandalous."

"What about last night?"

Alex knew she was referring to their kiss. It wasn't proper, but it was hardly an indication of bad character. If they hadn't been interrupted, they might have gone too far, but she was as involved as he was. 

"Already worried about me straying into the bed of another woman?"

"Not if it keeps you out of mine."

There was a slight tremble in her voice. She couldn't be frightened by the idea of intimacy, not after living in a gentleman's club. Was it just his bed she was afraid to be in?

"I'm afraid I'm not the type to be unfaithful to my wife. Once we are married, I will be loyal."

"Why?"

Alex thought about his own parents, who had been friendly in their marriage but distant. They lived separate lives but were discreet. It was a strange twist of fate that they had been in the same carriage when they died. Although not unhappy, Alex always felt his parents’ marriage was cold and not what he wanted for his own. 

“I’m not that kind of man.”

She pressed those red lips together. She didn't have a biting remark for that. Alex had been uneasy about taking Gerald's offer before, but her being at his house changed things. Now he knew he was going to accept it. Life with such a woman would always be interesting.

"Why would you want to marry a woman who doesn’t want you?"

"I enjoy a challenge."

He wondered if she knew how pretty she was when she was angry. Pink brightened her cheeks and her sharp eyes glinted. It was different than the serene beauty she was when she portrayed the Raven, but no less appealing. He had to admit that the way her chest struggled for air while she huffed was fascinating to watch.

"If you think you will win me over with smooth words, you are going to be very disappointed. I will make you regret this."

He had enough of this arguing and he knew how to put an end to it. Moving too swiftly for her to run, Alex lunged across the room. There was only a moment of struggle as he captured her in his arms. He swallowed her outraged protest as he kissed her. 

His memory of their previous kiss was nothing compared to living the real thing again. She was so much softer beneath his hands. Her lips taster sweeter and when the parted, the heat within was more scorching against his tongue.  

Rachel wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed the full length of her body against him. This was the only reason he needed to agree to this marriage. He pulled away to see she was breathing heavy and her eyes were closed. Slowly they opened, revealing desire she couldn’t hide. He flashed her a grin. He was too focused on her face to notice the hand coming up to smack him across the cheek. 

"Don't you dare do that again. I will unman you." Rachel pushed him away. "Trust me, my father taught me plenty of ways to do that."

Alex continued to rub the sore spot on his jaw as she strode away with her back straight and her head tilted up. That didn't mean he stopped smiling. 
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CHAPTER 4
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IT FELT GOOD TO BE wearing her satin again. The day clothes always felt rough on her skin. The evening gowns she wore fit her better. Looking at her reflection in the mirror, Rachel felt like herself again. As she slid the black mask over the top half of her face, she let out a slow sigh of satisfaction. This was where she was meant to be.

A knock at the door startled her, and she turned to see Gerald enter. He was the last person she wanted to talk to tonight, but she couldn't order him out of a room in his own building. Instead, she steeled herself against whatever it was he might be there to say.

"Still angry with me, I see." Gerald stood by the door but didn't look hesitant about being there.

"What makes you think that?"

"I can see it in your eyes."

"I'm glad the players can't read me as well as you do. I would walk away without a penny every night. The house would go broke quickly.”

Gerald laughed. "I have the advantage of knowing you for your entire life. You don't spend that much time with someone without learning a bit about them."

"Do you regret it?" Rachel didn't know why she asked him that, but she was beginning to wonder why he was so eager for her to leave.

“Regret bringing you to live with me?" The space between his eyebrows disappeared into a deep wrinkle.

"Yes. I know you could have easily put me in a house somewhere with nannies to care for me. You didn't have to keep me so close."

"Oh, but I did." The expression on Gerald's face softened. "After losing your mother and sending you away for so long, I had to see you every day just to be sure you were safe. I kept you close because I couldn’t bare you being out of my sight."

"What about when I began to play at the tables? You could have sent me away then, and no one would fault you."

"You were enjoying it so much that I didn't want to spoil your fun. I assumed you would grow out of it as you got older."

"Only I didn't, and now you must go to drastic measures." Rachel hated how petulant she sounded when she said that.

"Marriage is hardly drastic for a woman."

"It is if I'm the woman." Rachel let out a sigh. "I never wanted to marry. I just wanted to stay here and run this place with you."

"What about when I'm gone?"

It was impossible to imagine a world without Gerald. The man was such a powerful force, it was difficult to think that one day he might not be there.

"I will run it on my own."

"You would be like a lamb in front of a den of lions."

"I'm not defenseless. You taught me how to fight."

This time it was Gerald who sighed. "I know I did, and I know I did it so you could protect yourself, but there are things in the world you won't be able to fight. The worst, most unscrupulous people are in this business, and they will find a way to take advantage."

“How do you know you can trust Lord Andrews not to take advantage?"

"You learn a lot about a man when you watch him play cards. You learn if he's honest or if he cheats. You learn how long his patience can stretch. You can even learn if he is cautious enough to trust. This man is as good as they get in his class."

Rachel had nothing against the viscount aside from his gaining control of the one place she considered home. He had never done anything in the club that she had found distasteful. He was one of the few men who was never disrespectful toward the girls or made a scene when he lost. Not that he lost very often.

"Why did you have to give him half the club?" Rachel was still trying to understand. "This is your club. You built it. Now you are going to give half of it away?"

“A man works harder when it’s his name on the line. I gave him a reason to want this."

"What about love?" Rachel was resorting to the only thing she had left.

"Do you want to wait for love?" Gerald was watching her with those eagle eyes of his, and she knew he would see if she lied.

"I would prefer if the man I married loved me."

"The man seemed taken with you the other night."

"That's not really love."

"No, but it's a step in the right direction. Give him time. No man can resist being mesmerized by the Raven."

Rachel felt the walls beginning to close in on her and knew there was no other way out. If she was going to be forced to marry a stuffy aristocrat and become one of those boring ladies who walked through the park and did nothing all day, she would need to enjoy as much of her freedom as she could now.

“I suppose there is nothing more to say, then."  

Gerald came over to her, dropping a kiss on the top of her head as he had when she was a child. For a moment, her breath caught as she remembered how that small action always made her feel safe and secure. 

"This will work out for the best. I know it will." Gerald said. "You just have to give it a chance. Give the man a chance." 

Rachel had no intention of giving the viscount anything, but she nodded. She was in a hurry to get Gerald out of her room and get downstairs. She knew she had players waiting to lose their money to her, adding to the house coffers. That would do a great deal to lift her spirits. 

The gaming rooms were full tonight and Rachel loved to hear the noise created by so many people. There was a sizzle in the air from so much tension, and it fed her need for excitement. Behind the mask, Rachel enjoyed the thrill of the games and the people paying her attention. She knew she would never find a feeling like this in a stale ballroom. This was the world she was born to live in.

"Will you be playing tonight?" asked Ned, the man who ran the main rooms for Gerald. He was a large Irishman squeezed into a narrow suit and he never smiled. 

"No, I think I will just keep an eye on the playing tonight." She told him, not trusting her nerves to be good enough to win. It wasn't the cards that lost a hand, it was the player. 

“As you will." 

Rachel walked slowly, checking each of the players closely for any sign that they might be cheating. She had learned at a young age how to spot someone hiding cards or passing them from another player. Spotting a cheater was crucial to running a good establishment, since that was how they lost the most money. Tonight everything looked good, and the tide was flowing in favor of the house. That's what she liked to see. Her walk was interrupted by one of the servants bringing her a note. Gerald wanted her for a game in one of the private gaming rooms. Perhaps he had reconsidered and was going to let her stay here.

She stepped into the room and was surprised to find it empty and quiet. Something in the room made her nerves tingle, and she knew she was not alone. Her senses heightened as she looked into the shadows for the mysterious guest. She could see the outline of a figure in the corner but not the person's face. There was one of her father's men just outside the door if she felt like calling for help, but she wouldn't do that unless she had to. 

"Why do you always wear red?" 

That voice was hard to miss, and Rachel straightened up at the sound of it. She didn't answer immediately, so he stepped from the darkened side of the room and into the light. She was caught off guard by how handsome he was. He wore a dark suit, not evening clothes but close. His stubble couldn’t hide the dimples in his cheeks or the sensual appearance of his lips as he smiled at her. It gave her a strange fluttering in her stomach when she looked at him.

"The color suits me." she finally said, now that they were face to face. 

"Any color would suit you. You are beautiful." He leaned back against one of the chairs at the gaming table. "I think you wear that color because it's bold and you want to be thought of as bold." 

"I am bold." 

Alex shrugged. 

"What are you doing in here? I was told I would be playing a private game." 

"You are. With me." 

"It's hardly fair to play with only two people."

"No, but it might be fun."

He pulled out one of the chairs for her. She shook her head. 

"Are you afraid?" he asked.

Rachel knew it was just a ploy to get her to play, but it worked. She couldn't stand the thought of being fearful, so she would have to prove him wrong. Instead of taking the seat he was holding for her, she chose to go around to the other side and sit across from him. That left him to take the chair in his hand, and he did so with a big grin on his face. 

"What are the stakes?" Rachel asked. "I don't want you to gamble away any of my father's money before it’s yours.”

"I'm not interested in money for this game." 

Rachel felt her pulse jump and her nerves dance. "Then what?" 

"Truth. For each hand, the winner gets to ask one question that the loser must answer honestly." 

"How would we know if the other was being dishonest?"

"We both know how to spot a lie." 

Or they were both very good at hiding the truth. Still, Rachel didn't want to be the one to walk away because the stakes were too high. 

"Agreed." 

Rachel forced her body to relax as she dealt the cards for the first hand. Looking across the table, she tried to study Alex, guessing the cards he had and the ones not yet played. The way he was smiling at her over his cards gave her a warm feeling in her belly. Those green eyes of his sparkled as the two of them played, and it made it difficult to keep track of what might be in his hands. Luckily, she got the better cards and managed to win the first game. 

"Your turn to ask me anything." He leaned back in his chair. "Make it a good one."

Rachel didn't have a question in mind, and trying to think of one was harder than she had imagined. She didn't want to waste it.

"When did you learn to gamble?" she finally asked.

"Boys in school find ways to keep busy. I'm pretty sure I learned hazard before I had to shave."

The dark stubble across his chin showed that he must have been very young. 

"Did you always win?" 

"You only won the first game, so you only get the first answer." 

Frustrated Rachel dealt them another and managed to win it quickly. "Now tell me."

"I didn't always win, but I won more than I lost. I found I had a gift for winning when chance was involved."

"Luck is a ridiculous notion." 

"How can you not believe in luck when you rely on it to keep this place running?"

Rachel laughed. "Luck has nothing to do with winning. This is a skill and requires discipline, not magic. It’s a matter of probability, where the cards might be."

“You count the cards. Some might call that cheating.”

“Only those not good enough at it.”

Another hand and another win. Rachel was gaining her confidence now. 

"If you believe in luck, how did you lose your fortune?" 

She knew it was a delicate subject when she asked, but she didn't expect his demeanor to change the way it did. He went from smiling and relaxed to frowning intensely. She started to change her mind and take it back but didn't get the chance. 

"That wasn't about luck, it was a choice I made. I have to take responsibility for making the wrong choice." 

Rachel didn't know all of the details about what had happened, only the bits and pieces she had overheard other people talking about. Doing business when one had a title was frowned upon, so when he was fooled, everyone found it amusing. It had become a cautionary tale. Instead of feeling sympathy for him, they blamed him for being swindled by someone outside their class. The rules of the aristocracy were often unfair and unforgiving. 

"Deal again." His voice had an edge to it now. As they played, Rachel was shocked that she lost that game. Now she would have to pay him his winnings. 

His face was still as she watched him thinking carefully about what he wanted to ask. The amount of time made her nervous. 

"What are you afraid of?" he finally asked. 

"I'm not very fond of spiders. Pesky little creatures, always sneaking up on a person and hiding in the corners."

It wasn't a lie, but she knew it wasn't the answer he was looking for. He could have called foul over it, but instead, he nodded for her to deal another hand. Her hands trembled a little as the cards slipped out one by one to play. As hard as she tried, he won again. 

"Why are you afraid of me?" 

Now his questions were becoming more specific. 

"I'm not afraid of you." She could hear the tone of her voice rising, indicating a lie.

"You refused to marry me, even though it would benefit you."

"I have no affection for you, but that doesn't mean I'm afraid. Do you assume that all women who reject you are doing it out of fear?"

"No, but you're the only one who is this adamant about it."

"You don't scare me, you just don't excite me either." 

"I would enjoy giving it a try."

The deep tone of his voice made her stomach flutter. She knew that they were beginning to move into dangerous territory with their game, yet she still continued to play. This time she won and she had her question ready. 

"Why do you want to marry me?" 

"I could tell you that it's because you are beautiful and you fascinate me, both of which are true but that wouldn't be the most pressing reason." Alex focused his gaze on her. "I need the money that your father is offering to assume my place in society again and to allow my sister her debut. I want to give her the life she deserves, that she would have had if I hadn't made a mistake." 

If he had said that he wanted the money for himself, Rachel could have hated him for it, but she felt sympathy for his sister. She knew how difficult it was for a woman who had no money and no means to earn it. That didn't mean she had changed her mind about the marriage. 

"One final game." she said.

They had spent enough time together, and she was worried it was becoming too intimate. The cards did not fall in her favor and she lost to him. That meant that the final question would be his. 

"What do you want most in the world?" he asked, those devilish green eyes glittering in the firelight.

“To run this club one day." Rachel answered honestly before she could stop herself.

"What would you be willing to do for that? Would you be willing to place a wager for it?"

"What are the stakes?"

"My half of the club against your heart."

"I can't gamble with something I don't have."

The corners of his eyes crinkled with amusement. "I will be the judge of that. Rules are simple. First one to say I love you loses."

"You plan to make me fall in love with you?" She laughed out loud.

"I will pursue you ardently. I'm a man who likes to win, but if I fall victim to your charms first..."

Rachel thought about that for a moment. She had never fancied any of the men who came into the club, no matter how handsome or rich. To her they were all just customers cut from the same boring cloth. While Alex was anything but boring, she couldn't imagine falling in love now. Not when the club was at stake.

"What are the terms?" There must be a catch hidden somewhere.

"Only that you agree to marry me."

That made a loud gasp escape her. He quickly continued talking.

"You must marry me so I can pay off my debts, but then half the club is mine to do with as I please. That means I can wager it without your father's say."

Being married meant living together, eating together, and ... 

"You plan to seduce me."

"Not if you seduce me first. We are both playing the same game and I believe women often have the advantage."

He probably thought that Rachel was one of those fools who believed a man's heart lay in his trousers, but she wasn't. She knew that what was done behind bedroom doors had little to do with what went on outside of them. She would not let her guard down around him.

"Anything goes?" She laid the cards down on the table and leaned toward him. "We can do anything to win?"

"Short of murder."

Fighting her father on this issue would be impossible, but at least this way she had a chance to get her hands on the club. If she won this ridiculous wager, she could return here to live and work without needing her father's permission. It would be half hers. Confident that she had nothing to fear about losing, she extended her hand to him.

His hand wrapped around hers, and she noticed how warm his skin felt when neither of them wore gloves. He pulled her forward and placed a kiss against the back of her wrist. Not a quick peck, as a proper gentleman would do, but slow as a lover. She even felt the heat of his breath across her skin, making her tremble. A warning sounded in the back of her mind but it was too late now. The wager had been made.
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CHAPTER 5
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IF ALEX HAD IMAGINED his wedding day, it wouldn’t have been the scene that he found himself standing in the next evening. He had used his friend, the Duke of Ashford, to obtain a special license, and now they stood in Gerald's office to make it official. The business man had found a vicar from somewhere in London to perform the ceremony; they were just waiting for Rachel to make her appearance. The look on his future father-in-law’s face made Alex hope she was arriving soon.

"I told her to be down here half an hour ago." Gerald was staring at the door.

"I'm certain she just wants to look perfect."

"Or she's escaping out the window."

While that was a possibility, Alex felt confident that was not the case. Last night he had seen the spark of excitement in her eyes when he offered her the wager. She wasn't going to give up on the chance to get what she wanted. The Raven would never run.

"I will have to go get her." Gerald started for the door, but it opened before he took more than a step.

Rachel entered the room quietly, her head titled down. She wore a gown of soft blue silk with delicate lace across her shoulders in the same sky-blue color. It was less revealing than any of the evening gowns he had seen her in before, yet Alex felt his pulse quicken. Her face came up, and for a moment, he felt like he couldn't breathe.

Her thick dark hair had been pulled up in a loose knot that allowed tendrils to fall around her face. There were large white flowers pinned to one side, and he could smell the sweet scent from a few feet away. Without her mask, he could see her beauty more clearly. Her sun-kissed skin had the slightest hint of pink at her cheeks. Her eyes were a rich, warm brown fringed by thick lashes and arched brows. They danced with the spark of intelligence. It was that detail that he suspected not everyone could see, but he couldn't look away. She was beauty and brilliance all wrapped up together, and he was going to be lucky enough to marry her.

"I'm sorry I took so long." Her deep pink lips spoke slowly. "I didn't really know what to wear to something like this. I had to send Charity out for a new gown."

"Why didn't you tell me? I could have-" Gerald was ranting at his daughter on her wedding day, and Alex felt he had to stop him. 

"I think you look lovely."

He gave her his most charming smile and was gifted by hers in return. It was a small but positive sign. 

"Let’s get on with it." Gerald sounded gruff, but there was wetness in his eyes. 

The vicar spoke softly, and his eyes wobbled from behind the thick glasses on his face. The flushed color of his cheeks hinted that he might have been deep in his cups when Gerald had found him and would rather go back to that as quickly as possible. Alex ignored the slur in his words and concentrated on the woman standing next to him. Rachel was staring at the vicar, but he could see the way she was biting her lips and the glossy look of tears in her eyes. Without asking, Alex reached for her hand, and she allowed him to hold it until the final words were spoken. He brushed a kiss on her cheek to avoid embarrassing her in front of her father. 

“Will you be moving her things into your house tonight?” Gerald asked. “Or in the morning?” 

Rachel’s mouth dropped open, but Alex had prepared for this.

"Actually, a good friend of mine has reserved a special room for us at the Nobility Hotel. It's a wedding gift." 

"I have to leave tonight?" Rachel's voice was barely above a whisper.

"It's your wedding night. That's meant to be with your husband." Gerald moved to open the door for them. 

Alex could see the fear in her eyes, but she was being brave and didn't beg to stay. She held her chin up and took his arm, giving him permission to lead her away. At the last minute, just as they reached the door out of the club she turned and fell into her father's arms. 

"I thought you were cross with me?" 

"I am, but I realized I'm going to miss you too."

Alex waited until they were finished with their goodbye and didn't rush things. He was going to have plenty of time with her now and he knew how important their relationship was. He wouldn't dream of getting the way. He also didn't mention the swollen eyes or the sound of sniffles as they got into the carriage. Instead, he just handed her a handkerchief and stared out the carriage window. As the hotel came into view, Rachel felt her heart beat quicken. While the servants led them through the elegant marble lobby, Rachel was silent with awe. 

"Your friend is being very generous." Rachel entered their room at the hotel first, followed by the servant with some of the bags her maid had packed. Alex already had some of his things in the room. 

"He's a very good friend." 

Thomas and Eloisa had insisted on this when they had heard about his decision on the marriage. People as happy as they were enjoyed giving. Alex had found them a house of their own, but it wouldn’t be ready until tomorrow, so he accepted their offer for the comfort of his new bride. This was much more comfortable than having all of his aunt’s servants watching them and taking notes.

"How long will we be staying?" She walked around the room slowly, inspecting everything in the room closely. 

"Not long. I already found us a house. Nothing too extravagant and as close to the club as we can get without being indecent."

"So you can keep an eye on it?"

"No. I thought you might like a visit from your father occasionally."

She cast him a quick glance over her shoulder, then continued to look at everything in the room but him. He knew she was trying to get comfortable so he didn't let it offend him. He pretended to be examining the room as well, keeping his eyes averted from her to give her some distance. 

"There is another room through that doorway where they have a tub, if you would like to take a bath. I know it's been a difficult few days."

"Thank you. That would be very nice." 

Alex was trying to do everything he could think of to help her relax. He wasted no time fetching the maid to request hot water be brought up for his new wife. Two footmen appeared with buckets of water, and he noticed that there was no door separating the two rooms, just a sheer curtain. He knew he should offer to leave, and give her privacy for her bath, but part of him wanted to share some kind of intimacy. He told himself that if she asked him to leave he would. If she didn't, he planned to stay.

"Do you also need a bath?" Rachel had gone in to the room with the tub and pulled the curtain closed but he heard her voice clearly.

"Excuse me?" His throat went dry as he thought about climbing into the large tub along with her.

“If you are also hoping to bathe I can make mine quick so the water is not too cold. I don't want those poor men to have to bring up fresh buckets again."

Alex felt the disappointment settle in his chest as he realized she hadn't meant that they should bathe together.

"No, I'm fine without one." He took a seat on the edge of the bed.

The inside of the bathing room was lit by a gaslight on the wall, and from the other side of the curtain, it cast shadows of the occupant. He could see Rachel as she was reaching around to undo the buttons of the gown and was having difficulty with them. He should have asked for a maid to help, but now all he could offer was himself.

"Do you need an extra hand?" he asked, reaching between the fabric of the curtains without looking in.

He felt the fabric of the gown against his palm and went to work on the fastening of it. He had undone enough buttons on ladies’ clothing that he didn't need to see it to get it done.  She stood so close to him, with only the thin fabric between them. He could smell the flowery scent of her and he couldn't stop from closing his eyes and inhaling deeply. The task didn't take nearly long enough because she soon pulled away.

"Thank you." she said quietly.

"A husband must be good for something." He was hoping to make her laugh but nothing came. "Do you need anything else?"

"No."

He returned to his seat and watched as the show of her undressed and slipped into the tub. A little sigh could be heard, and he closed his eyes to savor the erotic sound of it. Alex could feel the beating of his heart and it quickened in response to his wild desire for her. This was a delicate situation, one where he needed to move slowly. Otherwise, he could ruin everything. Keeping his own need under tight restraint was the only way he could keep from overwhelming her. 

"Is there anything you might need from downstairs? Something to eat or drink?" Alex was beginning to think it might be better if he left, to keep his mind off what might be on the other side of the curtain. 

"No. This was very thoughtful of you." 

He heard the splashing of the water and watched the shadow as it moved to wash her body. His mouth ran dry as he focused on the outline of her curves. So badly he wished he was in there, helping her to reach every inch of her body. He could spend hours dedicated to the act of rubbing away her tension and helping her relax. There were so many ways he could help her with that task. 

"I just wanted you to enjoy your first night of marriage. I wanted you to be at ease."

"Why?"

That question caught him off guard. 

"Why? You are my wife now."

"Yes, but we are also enemies. We are competing for something, so you should want to take the advantage." 

"Making you feel uncomfortable wouldn’t be an advantage in our game. I'm trying to woo you, remember?" 

There was silence from the other room. 

"Has any man ever tried to win your affection?" 

More silence and the sound of water sloshing as she leaned back into the tub. His chest tightened as he thought about how lonely it must have been. 

"I imagine most men are intimidated by you. The Raven is a very powerful figure."  

"I have had men approach me." 

Alex froze, not sure what the proper response should be. "They did?"

"Yes, but not in a romantic way. It was usually more of a business proposition. They would offer to be my protector, save me from my life inside the club in exchange for me being their lover." 

That sounded like something many would do. "They probably didn't realize you had more than enough money to support yourself."

"Money I had taken from their pockets."

"With great skill."

"None of that money was mine to keep but I didn't need to be rescued. I think too often men assume a woman does."

"That's because most women don't have as much control in their own lives. You were lucky that way."

"What about your sister?"

Alex coughed. "My sister?" 

Daphne was the last person he wanted to be thinking about at the moment. 

"I know that she is in your care and that is one of the reasons you were so desperate for money." 

"Yes. I want to give her better options for her future." 

"You want her to make a good marriage?" 

"Yes." 

Now he watched the shadow climb from the tub and reach for a towel to wrap around her lush figure. As she stepped from behind the curtain, she was holding it tightly around her body, and it was barely big enough to cover her ample bosom. Alex stared at the dip between her breasts as it disappeared into the fabric until she cleared her throat. He looked up to see her scowling at him. 

"Women are not baubles to be bought and sold if they strike your fancy." 

"Of course not." Alex hadn’t intended anything like that. 

"Would you force your sister into a marriage she didn't want? If the man was rich or well-titled enough?" 

Alex couldn't help but laugh. "I have never been able to force Daphne to do anything." 

"You are her guardian."

"Yes, but that makes no difference."

As children, Daphne had always been the quiet, well-behaved one while Alex ran wild. Though she was younger than him, she showed maturity much sooner and was often the one with better judgment. She had tried to persuade him not to trust Deckland when the business proposition seemed too good to be true, but he had chosen not to listen. Yet, she had never been cross with him after the money was gone, and she had never blamed him for the situation she was in. That showed she had a better nature than him by far. 

“She sounds interesting.”

"She is, and she can't wait to meet you. She should be arriving tomorrow."

"So quickly?" 

"She was eager to leave. Our aunt is not very pleasant company." 

Daphne had accepted the offer to be their aunt's companion as a way to contribute financially. Their aunt was not very generous but it helped keep some of the creditors away. The news that she would no longer need to be there had delighted his sister when he sent her word by special delivery, and now he couldn't wait to see her expression. 

Rachel nodded and stood there, looking more uncomfortable by the minute. Her eyes kept darting over to where her luggage was.

"I need to get into my nightgown." 

"Oh, let me give you some privacy."

Hastily, Alex turned around so that he was facing the bed. That did nothing to cool his thoughts as he heard the rustling of fabric while she dressed. 

"I'm done." 

At those simple words, he turned around, unprepared for what he would see. She wore a nightgown made of cream-colored silk cut to hug her hips and fall flowing to her ankles. The neckline was high but made of a lace that showed more than enough skin to tease him. That lace ran up to her neck and down her arms, both covering and revealing at the same time. Alex felt his mouth drop open at the sight of her. 

"My maid got this while she was getting me the gown. She seemed to think you would like it."  

He was going to have to offer that maid a job in their new home, because she was intuitive. He didn't just like that piece, he was amazed by it. He had to clasp his hands behind his back to keep from reaching for her. He took deep breaths and reminded himself to move slowly. 

"You are beautiful."

He enjoyed watching her cheeks flush. Even a strong woman like to hear compliments. 

"Are you ready for bed?" He moved so that she could get a good look at the four poster behind him. It could not look like a better night’s rest, but he saw the color drain from her face. 

"I know that it's expected for us to consummate the marriage on the first night, but I’m a little nervous about it.” She spoke in a voice barely above a whisper.

“Has anyone told you what happens in the bedroom?” 

Alex knew that there were courtesans that worked and lived at The Raven Club. He assumed Rachel would have heard things from them about their clients. Hopefully good things. 

“Not the details. Gerald prohibited the other girls from talking about their business with me.”

That was going to make things tricky. Alex had no experience with virgins but knew that if he didn’t proceed the right way she might not welcome him in the future. 

“I think we need wine.” he spat out. “Wine helps. It will relax you and get rid of the nerves.” 

“My nerves?” 

“Our nerves.”

She quickly showed signs of relief, even giving a slight smile. She went around to one side of the bed and climbed in, pulling the blanket up to her chin. She said nothing but lay there, watching him with those big brown eyes. 

“I won’t be long.” He meant that as he left. He was most eager to be back in her company. 

He got a bottle of wine and two glasses from a waiter in the lobby. The man looked like he understood why Alex was so desperate for it. Alex ignored the wink he got and returned to find Rachel hadn’t moved an inch. She was now sitting in the bed with her hands in her lap and her eyes wide. This was going to take some patience on his part. 

“That was quick.” 

“Were you hoping I’d get lost?” 

“No.” 

He could see from across the room that her nose crinkled. Rachel probably didn’t know that she did that when she was lying. That information would be useful. 

“Drink?” he offered her a glass, expecting her to take a sip, but instead, she gulped the contents down. 

“I must have been thirsty.”

Another nose crinkle. Alex took a small sip from his own glass but didn’t want to feel the effect too strongly. 

He should have extinguished the lamps before removing his clothes, but he hoped seeing him undress might work in his favor. If he enjoyed seeing her body, perhaps she would enjoy seeing his. 

He usually slept naked, but tonight that might be taking it too far, so he decided to keep his smalls on. He slowly and carefully removed the rest of his clothes, folding them neatly on a chair. He hadn't had money for a valet since the mistake, so he was very good at undressing himself. 

He looked back at her. Rachel was watching him with her brown wrinkled and concentration on her face. She realized what she had been doing and looked away. 

"I hope you don't snore. I'm going to need my rest tonight." Alex turned off the lamp and crawled into the bed beside her. 

"Do I look like I snore?" She had a sleepy sound to her voice. 

"People make all kinds of noises in bed. I can't wait to learn all of yours." 

He heard a gasp and smiled in the darkness. Unfortunately, he enjoyed his victory too long; he went to reach for her, she was already asleep. The wine had worked too well and he didn’t have the heart to wake her. Instead, he rolled to his side, pulled her in close, and fell asleep with her warmth against his body. He knew it would lead to the most erotic dreams, but he couldn’t resist. 
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CHAPTER 6
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SPENDING THE DAY IN a hotel room with her new husband was starting to ruin Rachel's mood. It seemed like everywhere she turned, he was there, and it was becoming difficult to ignore his presence. He was always smiling and saying something to make her laugh. It was quite unbearable. Thankfully, by that afternoon, they had a home to move into. She hoped the additional space would give her some distance from him. 

The house was not as large as the others on the same street, but she could tell it had been well cared for by the people who had lived there before. It came with quality pieces of furniture and Alex had hired a few servants, including a cook. The only person missing was her maid.

“I offered her a position, but she declined.” Alex said when he noticed her looking for Charity.

“Why?”

“I assume she preferred working for the club.” 

Charity had never expressed a fondness for the place, but it might be possible. Rachel knew she had been trying for years to convince Gerald to let her sing at the club, perhaps she was still pursuing that dream. There was a slight ache in her chest knowing that she had lost her one ally and would now be facing this alone. Alex was watching her, his frown growing. 

"I appreciated her good taste, so she will be missed." Alex added, “I have found a very reliable replacement.”

It was impossible to find a replacement for a friend. “I’m certain that will be sufficient.” 

Rachel was nervous to meet her sister-in-law and when Alex left to go fetch her from the station, she felt like her stomach was tied in knots. Rachel had never had much experience with other women. The women who worked at the club avoided her since she was the boss’s daughter and she never went out where she could meet any others. The house was small, so if they disliked each other it would be very difficult to avoid her. 

After trying on every dress she owned at least once, she settled on a simple gray muslin with black lace trim at the neckline and sleeves. It hadn't been worn more than a few times in the two years since she had bought it, but it fit nicely and was as demure as could be. She sat in the parlor and waited impatiently for them to return. She closed her eyes, and soon she fell asleep. 

"She normally isn't this quiet." Those words startled Rachel awake.

Blinking a few times, Rachel was embarrassed to find she had fallen asleep in one of the chairs and had slid into the most unflattering pose. She jumped up and tried to straighten her clothes with her hands. She heard a chuckle and saw Alex and his sister watching her with amusement. Her cheeks grew warm, but she found it hard not to laugh as well. 

"Daphne, this my new wife, Rachel." 

The young woman who approached her with an outstretched hand wasn't what Rachel had expected a lady to be. Daphne was smaller than most women, with a rounded face and big green eyes the color of moss. Alex's eyes were sharper and glinted in the light. She blushed and gave a timid smile, not speaking as they shook hands. She kept looking away, as if she were embarrassed to be the center of attention even for a brief moment. Her gown matched the color of her eyes and had very little adornment. It looked like something an old widow would wear, not a beautiful young woman. Rachel wondered if that had to do with their finances and her working as a companion. 

"I'm so glad to meet you." Rachel said, hoping a little reassurance would help her feel more at ease. "Your brother has said so much about you. He has made you sound too good to believe."

"He tends to exaggerate." 

"I very much doubt that. You appear just as lovely as he said." 

The girl's cheeks turned a deeper shade of red. 

"I'm afraid I can't stay.” Alex cut in. "I have some things I need to take care of. Will you two be able to manage without me?" 

"I can't see why not. I have managed for years before now." 

Rachel didn't know why she had given such a tart answer, but Daphne found it funny and laughed so hard she had to cover her mouth. Alex shook his head and placed a quick kiss on his sister’s head. 

"You will have to wait for yours since you are being so saucy." He gave Rachel a wink. "I will make sure it's worth it, though." 

Something fluttered inside her stomach when he said that A kiss was just a kiss and hardly worth getting excited about. He left and it was just the ladies, two strangers who were now family. 

“How was the trip? Would you like to rest first?” Rachel wasn’t sure what to say to her new sister. “We have your room ready. The housekeeper said Alex insisted it be yours the first time he saw it.”

“Lovely.” 

The flat, dead tone didn’t sound excited to see what her brother had done. 

“If you don’t like it, you can change anything you like.” 

“Knowing Alex, it is full of pink fabrics and layers of ruffles. That was the way my room was as a child.”

That was exactly what was upstairs. 

“What do you prefer?” Rachel knew she wouldn’t want that much salmon around her. 

“More somber colors and shelves for my books. There wasn’t enough time before I left my Aunt’s for me to tell him that.” 

An idea was beginning to form in Rachel’s mind. “What about your clothes? Surely you didn’t pick that gown out.”

“No, but Aunt Matilda was the one paying for it.”

“It’s settled. We must go shopping.”

“I couldn’t.”

"You are about to have your first season in London. You can’t do that in such plain looking clothes. Do you want to embarrass your brother when he takes you out?"

"He would be angry that we went out alone." 

"Making him angry is my favorite thing to do." 

Rachel knew where some of the best shops in London were. Shopping was one of the few things her father would allow her to do for. Buying clothes was an indulgence she enjoyed and had become quite good at. The only problem was, she was used to buying clothes for the Raven, and now she would need more suitable attire for a viscount's wife. After making visits to a decorator for the girl’s room, they went to tackle a new wardrobe for them both. 

"It's been ages since I bought anything new that I liked." Daphne confided. "Not since the incident with Mr. Deckland." 

"You brother’s misfortune must have been terrible." 

"It was, but not because we became poor. I didn't mind losing the house or the belongings, they were unimportant. What I hated losing was the man my brother used to be." 

"Has he changed so much?" Rachel looked out the window of the hack and pretended to be less interested than she really was.

"Yes, he's become much more cynical. He used to be the dreamer in the family, and now he has no dreams anymore."

Rachel wondered if she would have enjoyed the old Alex. She enjoyed the current one, but perhaps the dreamer might have been too much to resist. There was a desperation in the glint of his eyes when he played that wouldn’t have been there when he was playing for fun.

"Can you tell me what happened?” 

They had reached one of Rachel’s favorite dress shops. Daphne sighed as they sat down and waited for the owner. 

"He refused to talk about it much. I barely know more than the newspapers. He was supposed to be going into a business agreement with a man named Deckland. He gave Deckland all the money we had but believed he was investing it for our benefit." 

"The man turned out to be false?" 

"Worse. He was a ghost. My brother went to his office one day to ask him some questions about the investment and everything was gone. The entire office was empty and the man himself was gone." 

"He was a thief." 

"Yes, Alex was certainly surprised by it. He tried everything he could to find the crook, but nothing turned up. He realized how deep in trouble we were." 

The assistant came by to offer them tea, and they each took a cup. Daphne closed her eyes and drank it slowly. The young woman looked like she was in heaven as she savored that simple cup of tea. 

"What was it like to work for your aunt these last few years?" 

"Difficult. She can be very demanding, and she made it clear that she held no affection for our mother or us." 

"Sounds awful."

"It wasn't all bad. I liked living in Scotland. There was ample time for me to read, and I didn't have to worry about the pressures of society." Daphne leaned in closer and spoke in a whisper. "I'm terrified of making my debut." 

“Me as well." Rachel replied as she reached for the girl’s free hand and gave it a squeeze. "I guess we will be facing it together." 

For the first time, Rachel felt like she had a friend. It gave her a strangely warm sensation, and she couldn't stop smiling. 

The owner of the store stepped out from behind a curtain in the back of the shop. "My last customer is getting dressed as we speak. She should be leaving and we can begin on your gowns."

"I'm not going to be rushed out like a commoner. I will leave when I'm ready, and you will be serving me until I go." 

The shrill voice belonged to a well-dressed woman who stepped out from the back room as well. She was older, Rachel would guess around forty, and had soft brown hair streaked with gray. She was wearing a yellow walking dress with a jacket buttoned a little too tight. It looked like the buttons might break at any moment. She was still thin for a woman her age, and her face only showed wrinkles on her forehead, between her eyebrows. As she glared at both Rachel and Daphne with her beady black eyes, it was no wonder where those had come from. There was a maid with her, attempting to pin her hat back on from behind, and the lady was ignoring the efforts. 

"Of course, I simply meant that we have taken all the needed measurements. I know you have a very busy schedule, and I wouldn't want to keep you from your engagements." The owner looked flushed from the brisk way the lady had spoken to her but was working to keep her happy. 

"I expected you to take longer. I have no other plans today." 

The owner’s expression was crestfallen. She nervously looked at Rachel and Daphne without knowing what to say. The other woman moved closer to them, staring directly in their faces. 

"I think I know you." She pointed at Daphne. "Have you been in London long?"

"No. I just returned yesterday."

"Why did you leave?"

The woman was being very rude to ask such questions of a stranger. Daphne was visibly startled by it, and Rachel saw the redness in her face. 

"I was caring for my aunt." The words came out wobbling and uncertain. 

"I'm certain that I know you. What is your name?"

Rachel had reached the limit of her patience with this woman. Her behavior was making Daphne uncomfortable, but she gave no heed to that. If Daphne wasn't going to be able to stop her, Rachel would. The woman's eyebrows shot up. "You give yours first."

"Lady Harris, I believe your coach is waiting." said the shop owner. 

Rachel felt her eyes widen because she had read about Lady Harris in the papers and none of it was flattering. She was known for being harsh, judgmental, and strict about the rules of propriety. Getting on her bad side could ruin a woman’s reputation faster than an affair. The reputation she had didn't give her the right to be rude to Daphne. 

"I have never seen you before." Her eyes narrowed on Rachel. "I know everyone worth mentioning, so you must not be worth much."

Attempting to enter society was going to be difficult, but Rachel hadn't realized it was going to begin in a dress shop. She wasn't prepared for battle among muslins and silks.  

"I'm Lady Andrews and you will hear of me soon." She stood, so that she was facing the rigid harpy. Rachel was of average height but held herself straight and looked Lady Harris directly in the eye.

"Lord Andrews married?" She wrinkled her nose. "I didn't think anyone would be foolish enough to have him. This was the second season he tried." 

"Being wrong is nothing to be embarrassed about."

Lady Harris huffed, making the plumes on her hat bounce. The maid startled in fear of it falling and having to pin it yet again. The feathers were ridiculous looking, but Lady Harris ignored them as they fell into her face. 

"That would make you his sister, I assume? I was familiar with your parents when they were alive." Lady Harris spoke to Daphne. "You had to leave London after what your brother did. Since you are here, does this mean you will be attempting to make your debut?" 

Daphne nodded, unable to speak. 

"You are too meek to garner a lot of attention, but you have a pretty enough face. There might be a few suitors willing to overlook your family if you have enough dowry to offer." 

"I don't remember her asking your opinion." 

Rachel trembled with anger, and she was barely able to keep from saying something worse to the woman. 

Lady Harris chuckled.

"No one has to ask my opinion. I give it freely and everyone listens. You would do well not to anger me; I can make sure you are not welcome anywhere in the city."

Once she was gone, Rachel turned and Daphne was sitting there with tears rolling down her cheeks. Unfamiliar with how proper ladies handle such emotion, Rachel wasn't sure what she should do to help. She sat next to the young girl and allowed her to lean in for a hug while patting her on the back. Rachel didn’t feel anything more would be appropriate at the moment. Thankfully, the episode didn't last long. She was relived to find Daphne’s face brightened again.  

"She's right, you know." Daphne wiped her now red and blotchy face with the handkerchief. "It doesn't matter what I wear, people are still going to see the sad little wallflower when they look at me."

“Don’t let what they think bother you. You are young and have plenty of time to find a husband. There is no rush.”

“It will only get harder as I get older. Men don’t like age on a woman.”

“How old are you?”

“I will be nineteen soon.”

Rachel laughed. “I’m a few years older than that and it doesn’t bother me.” 

“You already have a husband.” 

Daphne looked at her with hurt swimming in her eyes.

"You don't know how cruel society can be."  

Based on Lady Harris, there might have been some truth to that, but Rachel needed to make her feel better somehow. She needed to feel better as well. 

"The key to playing a good game is always in the bluff. You have to make sure they think you have the best hand even if you don't."

"I'm not very good at deception." 

"The best way to bluff is to believe it's the truth. If you know your value, they will too." 

"How do I do that?" 

"We’ll start with the right dress, then we can work on the rest."

The girls spent the rest of the afternoon shopping. They spent a great deal of money that Rachel felt no guilt over since she placed everything on her father’s account. By the end of the day, Daphne was shining with a new sense of confidence and Rachel was proud of the part she had played in it.

As Alex returned home that evening, he found the two of them in the parlor with their heads bent together, inspecting the various fashion plates the shop-keeper had let them borrow and giggling in hushed tones. 

"Should I be worried?" Alex asked as he stepped into the room without the two women noticing. 

Rachel looked up to find him smiling brightly at them both. The wind had ruffled his hair, and she felt an urge to reach out and smooth it down.  

"We aren't plotting against you, if that's what you feared." 

"The thought had crossed my mind. Having two of the cleverest women I know alone together could be a disaster for me."

"Don't you trust your own sister?" Rachel asked. 

"Yes, but you can be very persuasive." 

Rachel shrugged. "We are planning something but not your downfall. We are getting things in order for our first social event."

"I didn't know we had accepted any invitations."

"We accepted it for you."

"What will we be attending?"

"A ball, tomorrow."

Rachel held her breath, uncertain how he might react.  

"I thought you might like a bit more time to get settled first.” Alex’s sharp gaze was focused on her.

She refused to show him a tell. 

“Daphne is here and excited to experience London. I see no reason to wait.” 

“If this is what you both want to do.” 

Alex was concerned for his sister, and it showed in the depths of his green eyes. The sparkle was gone and they appeared darker in the evening light as he watched Daphne so close to tears over buying a few dresses. Rachel was beginning to understand why he had refused to wait for the money. 

"This is going to be your season to enjoy with all the things you could want.”

The two siblings looked at each other and Rachel could see the depth of emotion. Daphne sniffled and when she looked away there were tears in her eyes. "I think I'm going to retire for the night." 

After Daphne left the room, silence hung between Alex and Rachel. 

“Seems you were busy today.” Alex was the one to finally speak first. “I’m glad you and Daphne are getting on well. She’s never had many friends.” 

Neither had Rachel. “She’s very sweet. I think she will do fine this season.”

“What about you? Do you hope to take the season by storm?” 

“I’m confident I will adjust quickly.” 

Alex smiled slowly, flashing just a hint of his straight white teeth. “Do you ever doubt your ability to do anything?” 

“No. I always accomplish what I want.” 

“Does that include keeping your husband away?” 

The moment of hesitation was all that he needed to move in close to her. He kept just enough space between them so they weren’t touching, but Rachel could sense him all across her skin. She looked up, knowing her eyes were as wide as they could be. 

“This is our home now. Are you ready to play house?” 

The way his voice dipped low sent a shiver of pleasure through her. Her eyes fell to watching those soft lips on their own. 

“Do you want me to come to bed?”

Her body wanted her to say yes, but her pride kept her lips sealed shut. 

“I believe I will retire to my study, but you know where to find me.” 

Rachel had been uncertain about what the night would bring and part of her was disappointed. Watching him undress had made her curious to know more. Yet, she didn't want to beg him to come to bed. She just let him go, knowing it meant her own sleep would be hard to find. 
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CHAPTER 7
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ATTENDING BALLS WASN’T something Alex enjoyed, but tonight there were more butterflies in his stomach than normal. Knowing both his sister and his wife were going to be introduced to society at the same time was enough to make his palms sweat. He waited for them downstairs, sipping a small glass of brandy to help steady his nerves. He was glad he had decided to have a drink because when the two of them came in, he felt his mouth get dry. 

His sister looked lovely, wearing something in a soft green color to complement her eyes, but Rachel drew all of his focus. She was wearing red again, like she had as the Raven, but in a more subdued, dusty color. The neckline of the dress dipped down where her breasts were and fell away at the shoulders. So much of that soft, sun-kissed skin was showing, he felt he might blush from looking at it. The silk of the dress glimmered in the light, cut close to her body and down along her legs. Tiny pearls decorated the waist which was narrow enough to fit his hands around. The rest of her was lush and full, making the comparison much more noticeable. In short, his wife looked ravishing. 

"Have you been waiting long?" Daphne was speaking to him. He forced his eyes away from Rachel. 

"No, just long enough for a little drink of courage." 

"You look very handsome. I didn't know you had an evening suit."

"I bought it at the beginning of last season. I wanted to fit in with the rest of the crowd." 

At the time, he had felt guilty about spending the money when he had so little, but he considered it to be an investment. If he found a wealthy wife and saved the family, the money spent was well worth it. Now he was glad to have it on hand for escorting his wife around town. 

"You both look lovely tonight." Alex said.

His sister blushed and titled her head away, unaccustomed to the flattery, but Rachel just smiled. She knew she looked beautiful and no doubt expected it to help her with their wager. Men were often felled by a woman in the right dress. He would need to be very careful around such temptation.

"I feel like I'm a different person in this." Daphne twirled around so he could get the full view of her dress. "I don't think I have ever had one so nice."

"I'm surprised the shop was able to get you one so quickly."

"It was one that another woman had rejected and only need a bit of hemming." 

"Why didn't she want it?" Alex didn't like the idea of his sister having someone else’s rejected garments. 

"She didn't like the color. Said it would make her look ill."

"Lady Harris would look ill in every color." Rachel snapped. "This looks beautiful on you and it was our good luck she didn't want it." 

"Lady Harris?" 

Alex was surprised to hear that Rachel knew of such a woman. She was a shrewd and heartless leader of society. She had never approved of him, and he avoided her as much as possible. After his business venture had fallen through, she had made sure every eligible heiress knew how empty his pockets were. The woman was a malicious enemy. 

"We were introduced at the dress shop. I don't think she likes me very much." Daphne lost her smile, and it felt like a punch to the gut for Alex. 

"Don't worry, she doesn't like most people. Just avoid her if you can and she will grow bored enough to move on to someone else." 

In the carriage, Daphne was so excited that she was barely perched on her seat, watching the people outside the window as they moved through London. She sat backwards but was hardly sitting at all. Alex and Rachel sat across from her and were leaned back to make room for her to enjoy the scene. The joy lit up her face and her eyes were wide with wonder. 

"Thank you for taking her shopping. I would have been at a loss for what to get." Alex whispered to Rachel. 

"It was a new experience for me. I haven’t had many women in my life." 

"Many men?"

She jabbed him in the ribs with her elbow, and he let out a whoosh of air. 

"Only those that lost their money to me." 

"Still pleasurable in your company." 

That flattery got a slight turn up at the corners of her lips. It was more of a smirk than a smile, but he liked it. He wanted to see more amusement from her. 

"Are you nervous about tonight? You haven't been around these kinds of people before."

"Gentlemen come into the club all the time."

"Not with their wives. The women of the ton are the vicious ones. They can tear a person to shreds."

Her expression faltered for just a moment. "I'm not scared of them."

"They don't warm up to new comers. They will interrogate you in the most subtle ways until they have stripped you of confidence. I have seen it done to many others trying to make it into their ranks." 

"I'm not like other women. I show no fear because I have none. I have faced tougher odds than this and walked away with the win."

Alex couldn't help but laugh. "You think you will be able to win them over on the first night?"

"You find me charming." 

"I have strange tastes."

Rachel pursed her lips together, and Alex had to struggle not to laugh again, suspecting that might make things worse. 

"How confident are you about tonight?" he asked. 

"As confident as I am that you noticed the neckline of my gown before we left the house."

"It's a nice neckline." 

"Revealing my bosom."

"It's a nice bosom." 

Back to the smirk again. 

"Would you care to make a wager on tonight's outcome?" Alex asked, knowing she would get that spark in her eye at the suggestion. 

"You already bet against me. Now you want more?" 

"Smaller stakes. An evening alone, winner decides what we do."

"Like scrubbing floors or shoveling the stables?" She smiled.  

"Yes, clothing optional." 

She flushed, but he noticed that her eyes deepened in color. She wasn't against the idea of them being naked. They still hadn't consummated the marriage and it was becoming difficult. He wasn't sure how much longer he could continue to suffer the irritation of her being within reach yet untouchable.

"What are the terms? I can't very well go around asking people if they find me charming."

"No, you won't be able to tell if you were a success tonight, but we will know by tomorrow afternoon. The number of calling cards we receive will tell."

"A calling card?"

Alex sometimes forgot that Rachel had grown up in a different world and might not know how things worked in this one. It seemed silly as he thought about the best way to explain it to her. 

"People will send over little cards with their names on them. That indicates they would like to call on you at some point, perhaps become friends."

"What if I don't want to be their friend?"

"You ignore the card and don't send them an invitation."

"Seems like a waste of time."

"It is. Wasting time is an art form in London." 

"I'm not sure I believe you." Rachel was looking at him sideways with her eyebrows drawn together. 

"You can ask Daphne about it later; she will tell you the same thing." Alex glanced out the window his sister was staring through and saw that they had arrived for the ball. "I need an answer quick, or the chance is lost." 

“Fine. I will accept your challenge. There will be a stack of cards for me arriving tomorrow."

"I would settle for a single one." 

Her hand extended to take his in a shake, but this time he needed more. With a tug he pulled her forward enough to seal it with a kiss. It was brief, just a gentle pressing of the lips, but he felt her gasp. He smiled as she pulled away blushing. His sister was hiding her giggles behind her hand as they left the carriage. 

Tonight's ball was hosted by Lady Winship ...or Walters ...perhaps Wicksham. Alex couldn't remember, but it hardly mattered. It was the only invitation Rachel could secure on such short notice. If Alex had been in charge, he would have attended something larger with Ashford and his wife, but he was willing to follow along. This wasn't going to be the most well-attended party, but it would be a good place for them to start. Alex was grateful it wasn't a more elaborate event so it was less of a risk. 

There was a small group of musicians playing to a mostly empty dance floor. People were more interesting in gathering to exchange gossip or flirtatious glances. These were the types of events where people often met their paramours without the company of their spouses. Alex might have been part of such an arrangement in his younger years on occasion. Now the only women he paid attention to were the ones he arrived with. 

Alex knew Rachel would approach this evening as she did everything, with fearless determination. With Daphne by her side, he watched as she began to introduce herself to people around the room. He chose to stay back and let her make her own way through the crowd. It was highly inappropriate, and most people appeared shocked by it. Some gave her an amused smile and even returned the greeting, but some gave her the cut direct. 

She should have given up after that, but she kept going. Eventually, she made a full circle. No doubt everyone in the ballroom was going to remember who she was. It was time for him to intervene and offer her a break. 

"May I have this dance?" Alex came up behind her, placing a hand on her waist and whispering into her ear. "You have been neglecting your poor husband all evening." 

"My husband has been keeping busy without me for years."

"No, he was simply biding his time until you arrived."

"He can wait a little longer."

He spun her around to face him, and she pressed against his chest with her hands outstretched across it. Her eyes were wide and staring at his mouth with the same simmering gaze she’d had when they had left the carriage. 

"No, he can't." 

By chance, the musicians began to play a waltz, and he pushed her backward until they were on the dance floor. Alex wrapped his arms around her, pulling her close enough to breathe in the sweet scent of her. He began to lead her in circles, moving to the rhythm of the music. She didn't struggle or try to lead as he might have suspected, but gave way to the motion and leaned into him for support. Though usually he found no enjoyment in dancing, this moment might change his mind. 

"I have never danced before." The sound of Rachel's voice was breathless and low, vibrating with a sensuality that only Alex heard. "My father thought it unnecessary I learn, and I never had an interest in it."

"You are doing wonderfully."

"I'm doing nothing but looking pretty on your arm." 

"You are wonderful at it." 

She smiled in that unrestrained way that made his heart pound. There was something so alluring about a woman who didn't hold back her feelings. If she could express her joy so completely one could only imagine how she expressed her passion. 

"I find I enjoy your hands touching me. At least when we dance."

The first sentence was enough to stoke his lust, and the second did nothing to dampen it. He had devoted much of his time since the marriage imagining what it would be like to touch her in all the most intimate ways. He could be very creative. 

"We could leave early and explore the possibility you might like it in other settings as well."

She considered it for a moment and he felt his breath catch. He focused on her answer and didn't pay attention to his steps, causing him to trip over his own shoes. That broke the moment and Rachel shook her head. 

"I haven't been here long enough to establish myself with your peers. If I want to win our wager, I need to make sure everyone has gotten to know me.” 

Alex wished he could just call off the wager tonight and enjoy time alone with his wife, but if he did that, she would leverage it for more distance between them. He had no doubt she was serious about making him into a housemaid, if she won and that wasn't going to gain him much with her. He needed a chance to seduce her, and for that, he needed to win. 

The dance ended and the couples separated as they melted back into the crowd. Alex saw Daphne against the back wall, not talking to any of the other guests. He had worried that his sister's shy nature was going to be a problem, and it appeared he was right. Rachel might be too bold but his sister was not bold enough. 

"Andrews, is that you?" 

Lord Bittleby appeared at his side.

Alex had to greet him cordially. It made his skin crawl to put on a smile and exchange pleasantries with such an unpleasant man, but he had no choice. 

“Hello Bittleby. I wasn’t expecting you to be here tonight.” The two men shook hands, forcing Alex to wipe his in his pants to remove the dampness he got from the other’s palm.

"I hear you brought your sister." Lord Bittleby said, his lips pulling back into a slow smile.

Bittleby had recently suffered a fall from his position in society by offending the wrong duke. Thomas had made sure that the young man was not welcome in most of the popular places, so he was forced into the lesser-known parties. That would explain why he was here instead of a bigger event. After the way he had treated the duchess before Thomas had married her, he deserved worse. This was not the kind of man Alex wanted to take notice of his sister. 

"She's back in London and I thought she might enjoy it, but I have been keeping a close eye on her." Alex's expression made clear what that meant. 

"I hear you also brought a wife." 

"Yes, I recently got married. Very unexpected and romantic.”

"She seems familiar, but I can't place where we have met. Who is her family?" 

Alex had prepared for this. "She’s from an old Spanish line of aristocrats. Her father is very wealthy, but prefers to remain unknown."

"I knew you were in need of a rich wife, but that seems like a desperate choice.”

"How can you look at her and think that?" 

Both men turned to watch Rachel across the room. She was talking to one of the older ladies, and when she laughed, it proved his point. Rachel was like a bright flower among the dull grass. Alex knew every man in the room would be looking at her. He flinched. She turned to give him her victory grin, and the warm intimate feeling returned. Her focus was only on him and winning their challenge. 

"I definitely think I have seen her before." Lord Bittleby leaned in and squinted at Rachel.

"You wouldn't forget a face like that." 

The lord pursed his lips together but still couldn't remember her. Alex was grateful Rachel had always been wearing a mask when she was the Raven. Dressed in proper gowns, she looked nothing like the gambling hell’s leading lady. Keeping her secret identity a secret was crucial in making her a proper viscountess. 

Alex took his eyes away from her for just a moment, and when he looked back, Rachel was gone. She had been standing only a few feet from the door to the garden, so he suspected she had gone out for fresh air. She was accustomed to the security she had in the club, as well as the freedom of going where she wanted, when she wanted. There was always one of her father’s men watching out for her and now that was gone. They were going to have to talk about this soon, before she ended up getting hurt in a bad situation. 

Outside, the light from a full moon cast shadows across the lawn and illuminated his new wife standing in close conversation with an older man. At first, she was smiling and relaxed, but the old man leaned in. Her demeanor changed quickly.

Alex ran in their direction, but he was not fast enough. She slapped her palm across the man’s face hard enough to be heard from the house and Alex could only watch. It looked like the man was going to raise his hands against her as well before Alex finally reached them. 

"Having trouble?" Alex grabbed the man by the arm, prohibiting the strike. "You appear disheveled. You took a fall, perhaps?" 

"This upstart had the nerve to strike me!" 

"Is that really the story you want to tell the other guests when you go back into that ballroom?"

No man wanted to admit he had been struck by a woman. "No. I think it might have been a fall after all." 

Alex released him and allowed him to shuffle back into the ballroom. They were finally alone.

"What just happened here?" Alex kept his voice soft and his tone low so not to frighten her with his anger. 

"That man felt he had the right to proposition me. A married woman!" 

"I thought you knew how men behaved." 

"In a gambling hell, yes, but this is supposed to be a proper home. I'm not a courtesan who gets paid for my company, so why would he approach me like that?" 

"Men are the same no matter the room they are in."

"Are there some women in society who agree to such things?" 

Alex looked at the confused expression on her face and realized that he didn’t know how to explain that to her. He didn’t want her to get a negative idea about marriage, but some truths were hard to avoid. 

"Only the unhappy ones. Let's find Daphne and go home." 

The quiet discomfort followed them home. Daphne watched the two of them, but didn’t ask what caused the silence and at the house she chose to retire to her room. Rachel attempted to do so as well but Alex followed her upstairs. 

“I would like to be alone tonight.” Rachel said as the approached the bedroom door. Her head was tilted down and her shoulder were slumped, matching the sad tone of her voice.

“I’m sorry tonight didn’t go as you hoped.” Alex tried to find the right words to comfort her. 

“I hoped for Daphne to do well and she did.” 

“You were also hoping to do well.”

“We won’t know if I did until tomorrow.” 

The strong tone of confidence was gone from her voice as she spoke and Alex felt a stab of guilt over their wager. He could have helped make it easier for her to make introductions, but he chose to let her fail in order to further his own cause. Now he was facing the outcome of that decision. At the door, she tried to slip into her room quickly but his hand reached out, wrapping around her elbow, stopping her. The motion made her twirl around to face him and her eyelashes sparkled with tears. 

“Are you sure you want to be alone? You have had a difficult night.” He asked, keeping his voice gentle.

“If you are referring to what happened in the garden, I barely remember.” 

“I thought you were a better liar.” 

Alex reached out to cup her chin in his palm and tilt her head back to look at him. Her eyes were watery and her cheeks a bright red. He could feel the tension in her body, as she held back the tears threatening to spill. 

“He frightened you.” Alex growled. “Did he do something I don’t know about?” 

“No, you had a good view of the entire scene. Front row I should think.” 

The tone of her voice was sharp and her cheeks reddened further. 

“I was simply trying to help.” 

“I didn’t need your help, but I didn’t want your attention. That man thought the worst of me and you got to see how he treated me.” 

“Do you think I might think poorly of you because of that?” Her bottom lip trembled. “You’re my wife. I’m not going to change my opinion over the wrong assumptions of a drunken fool. I know what type of woman you are and I find it mesmerizing.” 

She was going to argue, he could feel it in the movement of her face in his hands and he couldn’t bare it. Using one of his thumbs to brush across that full bottom lips to distract her he swooped in for a kiss. Her mouth was just as hot and sweet as he remembered, pulling him in until their mouths were devouring each other. His hands never moved but he could feel her pressing against his chest, then sliding around to clutch the fabric of his shirt beneath his coat. Those soft breasts he had admired beneath the fabric of her gown were now rubbing against him and he felt himself losing control. His hand now slipped down to the back of her neck and tugged her tightly against him. That’s when he tasted the saltiness against her lips. 

“You don’t have to stop.” Rachel said when he pulled back to see her face streaked with tears. “I know it’s been longer than it should. I’m your wife and this is what’s expected.” 

Alex stopped what he was doing, a cold sensation flushing through him. “You are willing to bed me out of duty?” 

Rachel nodded and he felt his body clench, pulling back from her. He felt he need distance to keep himself in check. 

“I see there are many wrong assumptions being made tonight.” Alex could feel from the way she had kissed him that she wasn’t being entirely honest about it being just about duty. “I’m not going to bed you until you want the pleasure as much as I did. If you say that not tonight, I’m willing to call your bluff.” 

The sound of the slamming door echoed behind him.  

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 8
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THE SILVER PLATTER in the foyer was still empty, just as it had been the dozen times she had checked it before. All morning, Rachel had been checking, hoping for some sign that her night had been a success. Instead there was only the blatant proof of her failure. She finally just stood there, staring at that spiteful little tray. 

"Are you hoping to frighten the silver into producing something for you?" Alex stepped into the foyer from his study, smiled at her as he put his coat on.

"I can't believe there isn't a single card. I'm starting to think you made the whole thing up."

"I'm afraid not."

"I couldn't have made a bad one. I barely got to talk to any of them long enough to say something wrong."

"Sometimes they decide not to like you before you say anything."

"That's hardly fair." 

"Most things aren't." 

Rachel frowned at the empty tray, then at her smug-looking husband. "Have you come to collect you winnings?" 

"No. I wouldn't waste it on an afternoon activity. I prefer to do things after dark." 

A shiver ran through her at the sultry sound of those words. She should have made more stipulations on what wasn't going to be allowed. 

"I have to go out for a little bit and take care of some business with a few men I owe money to."

"Leaving me alone in the house?" 

"Daphne is here and I have invited a few friends over to keep you both company." 

That surprised her. "Gentlemen?"

"No."

"I didn't think you would have any lady friends."

"I'm full of surprises." 

The grin he gave her was so sweet and boyish that her heart fluttered a little. She reminded herself that he was her competitor, but she was smiling back at him. 

"I won't be late getting home. I have something very special in mind to claim my winnings." 

"Will I be scrubbing the floor naked?" 

She hoped he said no.

"That would be interesting, but I have something better in mind." 

"Oh?"

His hand was on the door, but he stopped and turned around slowly. The smile was gone and those green eyes were burning with intensity. Rachel's breath caught as he swept her up in his arms, pressing their bodies together tightly. She couldn't tell if the heart pounding she felt was his or her own. She was too surprised to say anything before his mouth tasted her, both hot and firm. 

At first, Rachel was unable to do anything but allow him to have his way with her lips. Alex knew exactly what to do to make her knees go weak, and she melted against him. All the barriers she had been holding up seemed to fade away form the heat of his mouth. 

Soon what he was doing wasn't enough and she became more active in the kiss they shared. She slid her hands up from the edges of his jacket to the nape of his neck. She felt his hair under her palm as she dug her hands into the thickness of it and pulling him in deeper. She opened her mouth and let her tongue dance with his. The rest of their story was forgotten as she became wrapped up in this moment. 

He was suddenly pulling away from her, leaving the taste of him on her lips. 

"We will be finishing this later."

Rachel was still wobbly when he left the house. She leaned her forehead against the door, gulping for air. Thoughts about what he might have meant by that swirled in her mind. She remembered him undressing in front of her and how he could remove her clothing in the same way. Once they were both bare, he could touch her and taste her with the same vigor he kissed her. All of the ideas she had made her skin flush. 

She returned to the parlor where a cup of tea still waited for her. As she sat, she heard the door. The butler came in to announce guests, the Duchess of Ashford and her cousin. 

Her mouth fell open slightly as the two women walked into the room. The first one was the perfect example of English beauty with big blue eyes and soft blonde hair pinned up under a dainty hat decorated with daisies. She wore a white and blue striped day gown with daisies decorating the collar of her coat. She was smiling warmly, but Rachel immediately felt on edge. Another woman entered, but Rachel was focused on the beauty in front of her. 

"Your Grace." Rachel attempted to curtsy, uncertain the proper response for such a guest. "I’m afraid I’m not prepared for your visit." 

The woman that came in second stepped forward, giving Rachel a better view of her tall and elegant appearance. Her dress was a plain gold silk without any embroidery, but it was cut to accentuate her narrow hips and long legs. Her face and hair were nothing to be described as beautiful, but she had a friendly expression and a sharp intelligence in her brown eyes. 

"I thought my husband had sent word I was going to be calling on you." The Duchess of Ashford said. "Please call me Eloisa. This is my cousin Sarah." 

Rachel couldn't help but be surprised. Eloisa didn't look like Rachel's expectation of a duchess, but that made her feel more at ease. Perhaps that might make Eloisa an easier ally than any of the other ladies in society.

"Alex told me there would be guests, but not who." Rachel straightened and found that she and the duchess were about the same height. 

"Most likely he didn't think it would matter."

"He was mistaken." 

"Am I frightening?" Eloisa smiled in a bright way that left Rachel unable to say anything.

"Like a kitten with a ball of yarn." The other woman said. "I'm constantly looking over my shoulder." 

Eloisa and Sarah could not have been more different but the way they talked revealed how close they were. Rachel envied them that kind of close friendship. She had grown up without any siblings and hod only had servants to spend time with. Now she seemed to be collecting friends quickly. 

"Hello?" 

Daphne stood at the door looking confused at the two guests. She had spent the morning in her room, no doubt as disappointed by the outcome of he previous night as Rachel was. This was supposed to be her introduction to society, and so far, it wasn't going very well. 

"Daphne! I'm so glad to finally meet you." Eloisa was the first to rush forward, pulling the younger girl into a hug. "I have heard so many wonderful things about you from my husband and your brother. I was greatly disappointed we haven't met before now." 

"Your husband?" 

"Thomas Powell, Duke of Ashford. He's a friend of your brother's."

Recognition lit up her expression and Daphne smiled. "Alex told me about you. He is very impressed with the way you handled society last season." 

"Come in and sit. We have much to discuss." 

Eloisa pulled Daphne by the hand and the ladies all sat in the comfortable chairs in the parlor. Rachel was the last one to be seated, still a little unsure about why her guests were there. She wished she had told the servants to prepare something to serve but she hadn't. She should have dressed better for company. Rachel was beginning to realize how ill prepared she was for hosting society ladies. 

"I heard that you didn't enjoy your time at the ball last night and I wanted to give my sympathy. I know how difficult it can be when you don't have a friendly face." said Eloisa. 

"There wasn't a problem." Rachel tried to sit up a little straighter in her seat. "I think both of us did fine. Don't you, Daphne?" 

Daphne nodded but her eyebrows were drawn together, confused about Rachel's answer. They both knew it was a complete failure.

"I heard that you slipped away into the garden with another man and when he came back he was injured." 

"He fell." Rachel said quickly. 

"So he said." 

The corners of Eloisa's lips turned up, and her cousin giggled behind her hand. 

"How did you know about that?" Rachel didn’t think anyone in the ballroom had noticed. No one had said anything to her about it as she said her good-byes before leaving. 

"Gossip moves faster than money in this city. It's very valuable and can be traded for almost anything."

"I didn't mean to cause a scene. I was only defending myself."

"I know and I don't judge you for it. Other people aren't so understanding." 

"It's too late for me to change that now. They have decided to cast me out and I will have to accept that." 

"Not necessarily." 

Now the duchess and her cousin were both smiling. Rachel had seen that kind of grin before, when a card sharp had very good hand. 

"I think we have a way to get you back into good favor with the ton. It will just require an afternoon of your time." 

Daphne cast Rachel a look, asking for her approval. At first Rachel wanted to say no, having trouble trusting that it could be so easily fixed, but seeing that hope in Daphne’s expression changed her mind. Rachel nodded and Daphne lit up with joy.

"What do we need to do?" Rachel asked. 

Daphne was sitting on the edge of her seat, leaning forward with wide eyes, her hands clutched in her lap. Rachel had forgotten that she wasn't the only one who had suffered the night before. Daphne had a lot more to lose if she wasn't accepted. 

"You will accompany us this afternoon for a few of our social calls.”

"How will that help?" Daphne asked Eloisa. 

"Once the right people know you are both wealthy and good friends with some influential people, they will be clamoring for your attention. We can make you both the most popular people of the season." 

"In one afternoon?" 

Eloisa just smiled back at her and Rachel felt like she was being pulled in by her confidence. Everything after that happened in a blur. Sarah and Eloisa took the lead, directing Daphne and Rachel to the home along St. James. They made sure to make the proper introductions and include only the most flattering information. They let it slip that Rachel had money to spend and how she was such a good friend to them. Each lady they met suddenly pretended they were the best of friends as well. Rachel grew tired of the false smiles and insincere compliments, but Daphne was glowing from it. She didn’t seem to realize it was all for show

By the time they were finished the ladies had spent met more people than Rachel was ever going to be able to remember, but Eloisa was beaming with pride. She firmly believed that their efforts would prove to be successful. Rachel had her doubts but didn't want to be the only one in the group. 

As they got into the carriage to return home, Rachel spotted her father watching her from down the street. She smiled and waved. He didn't do either of those things. He shook his head and he turned, walking down the street in the opposite direction. 

"Did you know that man?" Eloisa asked as she came up beside Rachel.

Tears were stinging her eyes and her throat was tight. “No, I don't think I do."

Rachel was not in the mood to continue playing hostess as they arrived home. She fought back the tears as long as she could, but she excused herself and hid in her room. She fell into her bed and let the sadness flow from her. Tears soaked her pillow, and her breathing turned to moans. She couldn't form coherent thoughts, just feel pain and loss that her father’s unexpected rejection brought. As she sobbed into the bedding, Rachel lost track of time and eventually she fell into an exhausted sleep. 

The sound of footsteps in the room brought Rachel awake. It was dark, and she suspected it was well past sunset. Her head felt heavy as she lay against the pillow, curled up with her hands tucked under her chin. She couldn't see who it was moving around the bed, but there was only one person it could be. 

"Alex?" The sound of her voice was horse to her own ears and her throat ached. 

"Daphne said you weren't feeling well." He sounded concerned.

"I must have had something that didn't agree with me."

"Is there anything I can do to help?" 

Rachel could feel the tears filling hers eyes once again and the sob in the back of her throat. She didn't want him to have box seats to her misery. 

"I just need to be alone."

She held her breath and listened to his footsteps go in the direction of the door. They stopped and she gasped as she felt the bed behind her sink from his weight. The warm length of his body wrapped around hers, and his arms pulled her in close. His face was against her cheek, and she knew he could feel the tears that were falling along them. She should have pushed him away but she nestled in closer. 

"Want to tell me the real reason you're upset?" 

"No."

"I can wait." 

The two of them lay there together in the dark, holding each other. Rachel struggled to remain calm, but her resolve quickly vanished. She was sobbing again, only this time, there was someone whispering comforting words into her ear and rubbing his hands over hers. Finally, she was able to gain control of her emotions, and she wondered why he had stayed. 

"How did you know?" 

"That it wasn't just an upset stomach? Daphne said you were both too busy to eat before dinner, but you retired before the meal was served." 

"I could have insisted you leave." 

"There was no way I was willing to let you cry alone."

Rachel had to admit that it felt nice to be held like this. He was so strong and secure that she was coming close to falling asleep in his arms. 

"What happened?" 

Those softly spoken words against her ear in a tone that held genuine concern almost brought her to tears again. 

"I saw my father today." Her voice was shaking. "He saw me and he just walked away. He avoided speaking to me." 

Alex nuzzled his face into the crook of her neck, pressing soft kisses on her skin to comfort her.

"I don't think he meant to hurt your feelings." 

"Why would he avoid me?" 

"I'm not sure, exactly, but you owe him a chance to explain."

“What if he refuses to speak to me?”

She felt his arms tighten around her. "I don't think he will, but you have never shied away from a risk."

"This is hardly the same." 

"Don't be afraid." 

The deep, smooth sound of his voice soothed her, and she found herself thinking about the vibration of his chest against her back. Every inch of her backside was touching him, some in intimate places. He was growing hard against her. She couldn’t help that her pulse quickened.

"Did you come to collect from me tonight?" Rachel asked, breathless.  

"No, I had given up that thought when I heard you were not feeling well. I wanted to make sure you were taken care of." 

"You are welcome to still redeem my marker."

"Not when you are so upset. What kind of villain do you think I am?"

He was the best kind. The kind that could tempt you with smooth words and a soft touch. Right now, Rachel would be willing to do almost anything if he suggested it with a whisper in her ear. 

"I want you to enjoy when I come to collect as much as I do. That isn't going to be tonight." 

"What will we do all night?" 

"This feels nice. More of this, I should think." 

She didn't need to say anything, because she was comfortable with that. She could easily spend the night wrapped in his arms like this. Her body was beginning to grow as tired as her emotions and she was falling asleep. 

"Did you enjoy meeting Eloisa and Sarah?" 

She had almost forgotten about her new friends. "They were wonderful. It was very considerate of you to invite them to the house."

"I've known Thomas for a very long time. I met his wife last season, when the two of them were married. She's a bit unusual for a duchess." 

"Like I'm unusual?" 

"You are exceptional." He placed a kiss in her hair. "She knows what it's like to not be accepted at first. I knew she would know how to help." 

"She claims I should be receiving endless invitations tomorrow." 

"I have never known her to be wrong." 

Rachel wasn't convinced that one day of house calls with a duchess would be enough to turn her luck, but the possibility was enough to make her smile. 

"Tell me about your day." Rachel said.

"Don't you want to go to sleep?" 

"Yes, but only if it is to the sound of your voice." 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 9
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ALEX HAD SPENT HOURS planning this evening down to the smallest detail. Not normally the type to give such thought to his activities, Alex found he couldn't stop when it came to Rachel. He wanted everything to be perfect, and he fretted about it all day. Now that the hour was approaching, he found he was nervous. There was always the chance for something to go wrong. Alex felt like bats were fluttering through his stomach as he waited for her at the foot of the stairs. 

One look up the stairs and he couldn't breathe. The air left his body and he felt nothing but the beating of his heart. The sound of it rang in his ears and matched her steady footsteps. Rachel was all smoke and fire as she descended in the smooth satin gown reflecting the light in soft shades of rose. It was cut to hug her body but fell loosely over her bosom. It moved as her body did, letting the fabric act as a seduction. Around the hips, it pulled back to a small flounce in the back and accentuated how narrow her waist was. It drooped from her shoulders to reveal more of that honey-colored skin. A piece of black satin was wrapped around her neck, exposed by the upswept mass of curls. There was no need for elaborate jewelry when she was so beautiful on her own. 

"You left very vague instructions for me in your note." Rachel stopped just a few steps from the bottom of the stairs. "You said to wear something I love. This is one of my favorite gowns, but I don't think it would be welcome in most ballrooms." 

"It's a good thing we won't be in a ballroom tonight."

"Daphne is going-" 

"Daphne will be attending a ball, but with Her Grace as company. We will be enjoying a different kind of evening." 

He offered her his hand. She took it, and he tugged her down the final steps and against his body, let her slowly slide down to her feet. 

"Is this you calling in your marker?" The corners of her lips turned up. "Will I be taking the dress and scrubbing the floors?" 

Alex laughed. 

"No, I plan on you wearing the gown. At least most of the night." 

"Good, because I didn't put on proper undergarments."

"What do you have on?" 

"You will just have to imagine." 

His imagination was already at work, thinking of every female undergarment he knew and how they would look on her. Also how they would look coming off of her. It was enough to make his skin tight under his evening clothes. 

"This is going to be a long night." Alex mumbled under his breath as the two of them left. 

He kept her blindfolded in the carriage so she couldn't see where they were going until they arrived. He had spent the entire day planning this and didn't want to lose the element of surprise. They rode in silence, letting the tension build between them. Alex felt confident she wouldn't find anything amiss with his appearance tonight. She was beautiful, and he enjoyed the time he was allowed to admire her. As the carriage stopped, his throat tightened in apprehension about her reaction. 

The Cremore was one of the last pleasure gardens still operating in London and it was easy to see why. The trees that lined the pathways gave shade to the light from the scattered gas lamps. Flowers in a variety of colors framed the walk, all of them in full bloom this late in the season. The warm breeze was filled with their scent. Rachel's eyes grew wide as he removed the blindfold and helped her step from the vehicle. 

"What is this place?" she asked as she tried to take in as much of the scene as possible. 

"I thought you might like to see a part of the city that isn't so strict." Alex said. 

"I'm supposed to become a lady." 

"Not tonight. Tonight you can be anything you like."

Alex reached into his coat pocket and pulled a golden brooch from it. He carefully pinned it to the front of her dress, just above her left breast. The gold details flickered in the gaslight. It was a perfectly-crafted raven, poised to take flight with its wings open wide. The small ruby in its eye glinted back at Alex as he pulled his hand away to allow Rachel to see it. 

She examined the piece pinned to her in awe. "You would allow me to be bad?"

"Only if you let me be bad with you."  

Color spread across her cheeks, but she didn't say no. He considered that a mark in his favor. Since the night was still young, Alex was in no rush. He was ready to let her take the lead in things between them. If it made her more comfortable to tease him, he would gladly let her. 

As they walked along the pathway, street performers were found every few feet. There was a juggler and a man with a dancing dog. The fire eater delighted Rachel enough that she clapped her hands and laughed. Alex had seen this all before, so he was unimpressed, but he was content to watch her all night. 

In between the acts, she talked while he listened. Mostly she told him about her life at the club, the way she grew up and the memories she had of her childhood. He waited for her to talk about her mother, but those stories never came. 

Alex knew that there was one part of the park that would be her favorite. A band of musicians were at one side playing lively music while people flocked to a large circular dance floor. The crowd was diverse but dressed in their finest clothes and brightest colors. They swirled around the dance floor in such an energetic fashion. There was nothing prim and proper about the moves; they were full of amusement. It was the complete opposite of a society ball in every way. 

"Everyone is dancing!" Rachel took one of his hands in her own. "That looks like fun. Will you dance with me?"

"Thought you would never ask." 

Alex didn't know most of the steps, but they were easy enough to learn. Rachel picked up the lady's part quickly, and they laughed and moved with the others in the crowd. The music was fast-paced and joyful, making all the participants smile. Alex was enjoying it so much that they continued dancing through two more sets. Finally, Rachel pulled him from the floor in search of something to drink. A waiter with a tray passed them, and Alex paid him for two glasses of punch, made especially for the ladies with just a hint of sherry. 

"I would prefer brandy." said Rachel.

"I will try to stock some in the house for a late night drink. Unfortunately, I think this is all we have here."

"You don't mind if a lady drinks?" 

"Not any more than a man who drinks. As long as they don't get out of control." 

They strolled away from the crowded dance area. Alex wasn't sure who was leading, but he didn't mind as long as they were alone. He wanted her to feel comfortable around him, especially when it was just the two of them. 

"Did you ever imagine the kind of wife you would have when you got married?" Rachel stopped under the low-hanging leaves of a flowering tree. 

"No. Before the incident made it necessary, I never actually thought about being married." 

"You inherited a title, so you must have known it was expected." 

"I was good at avoiding most of my responsibilities back then." 

Rachel stood with her back pressed against the trunk of the tree. Her head was tilted, letting a long lock of hair fall against her neck. He reached up to brush it away and she visibly shivered from the contact. He moved closer, leaving just enough room between them for the breeze. 

"If I was going to pick my dream bride, she would probably be someone who kept me on my toes and never let things get boring." 

"Never a moment of peace."

"Peace is dull."

Those lips of hers perked up into a smile. "What else?"

"I would want someone to challenge me."

"You enjoy losing?" 

"I wouldn't always win, but when I did, I would know I earned it." 

She was peering up at him from beneath her lashes. Her hands were tucked behind her, but her gaze was caressing him. He watched the way she drew her bottom lip in with her teeth, wondering if she was having the same lascivious thoughts that he was. 

"What about her looks? I know you wouldn't want to be married to someone plain of face."

"You think me so vain?" 

"It's not vanity to desire beauty in a partner." She touched his cheek, letting him settle his chin in her palm. 

"I have never been called beautiful before."

"I'm not calling you that now."

She took him by surprise when she pulled him down to her lips. He braced his hands on the tree on either side of her. He pressed his full weight against her, ignoring the thickness of his manhood caught in between. He knew there was no way she could miss it. If she pushed him away, he would go, but she didn't. Instead, he felt her part her legs beneath her skirt just enough to give him a soft place to fit against her. 

For a moment, it was just their mouths involved, nipping and teasing each other. She did not hesitate in her reaction to the kiss, did not act shy or unsure. The way her tongue slid between his lips to suckle him made his blood rush to other parts of his body. He allowed her to devour as much as she needed, holding back with what little restraint he had. 

The second stretched on in exquisite torture before he felt her hands on his hips. They slid up his chest under his coat. The fabric of his waistcoat and shirt still kept her hands from his skin, but he could feel the heat of them. That broke through his restraint and encouraged him to become more active in their passion. He reached for her hips, moving them so that he was rubbing against her in the most intimate way, swallowing the soft sounds of her moaning. 

He left her mouth and began to place gentle kisses across her face, then lower to her neck. He pulled a little on the strip of satin and listened to her gasp. Her skin was smooth and warm against his lips as they dipped lower to where her breasts were pushing above the neckline of her gown. His hands were there, pulling the red fabric down to release them to the night air. Her nipples were already peaked and tight against his fingers. 

He hesitated for a moment, not because he was unsure about his actions, but because he wanted to admire her. With her back arched against the tree and her hair falling from its pins to lie against her bare breasts, Alex was almost salivating. Her swollen lips parted to whisper his name, and that was the signal he needed to bury his face into her bosom. 

He nuzzled the silky skin between her breasts first, inhaling the sweet scent of her.  He found one of those perfectly pert tips and suckled it until she moaned. He relished the feel of her tight nipple between his lips as he gave his attention to the other one.  She jumped when he pressed his teeth against it. He had surprised her and that felt good. 

"My lord, is that you?" 

There was a voice from the pathway, and even partially hidden by the tree, Alex realized how exposed they were. He quickly pulled up the front of her gown and blocked her from view so that she could put her hair back into order.

The person continued to move toward them, calling out his name. 

"Lord Andrews, is that you?" 

Now the man was close enough for Alex to recognize the voice, and he cursed under his breath. This was the last person he wanted to be running into while on a romantic evening with his wife. Perhaps if he refused to answer, the man would simply go away. 

"Lord Andrews, it really is urgent that I speak with you."

Another curse. "I will be with you in just a moment, Gordan." 

"You know the man?” Rachel whispered.

"Unfortunately." 

Alex didn’t want Rachel to be seen in such a disheveled state, so he emerged from the tree alone. There were two men standing on the path waiting for him. He recognized them both as being creditors he had been dodging for a while. He had planned to meet with them soon, but he should have sent them word about his change in finances. Now they looked like they were determined to get the funds from him now.

"Hello, gentlemen. Surprised to see you here." Alex tried to keep his voice calm and friendly to disguise how uncomfortable he was in the situation. 

"So are we. Didn't think you would be out enjoying yourself when you had hardly any blunt to spare." 

The two men were comical in their appearance. One was tall and thin, wearing a suit that was once beige had been worn so much it was now more of a yellow. The shorter one had a rounded body inside his dark brown suit and a long moustache on his chubby face. They both worked for shops in St. James that had allowed him to use credit at the beginning of the season to purchase his clothes. They knew he was hoping to land a wealthy wife and would pay them back two fold. As he’d had very little luck, they had begun circling for their money and he’d had no way of paying them. Now he could set that to rights. 

"I was planning to make an appointment with you soon. I recently got married, so I have been spending a great deal of time with my wife."

"Married? I heard you weren't having much luck with the society ladies." The shorter one, Gordan, said.

"My luck changed. I found the perfect bride and have been doing the best I can to be a good husband." 

"By avoiding your responsibilities?" Limpton, the taller one, spoke. 

"I wasn't avoiding you, but I could hardly show up on your doorstep same day as my wedding. I had a long list of things I needed to tend to, but you were next on it."

"I'm afraid your word isn't as good as it used to be. We are going to need something to prove your good intentions." 

Gordan extended his hand to Alex, waiting for him to produce some kind of collateral. Alex had very little money and didn't even have a watch in his pocket. He didn't think he would need more than enough for a few drinks. Gordan read his expression easily and shook his head. 

"My lord, I'm afraid if you can't give us something to show good faith, we are going to need to take something. Even if it's in bruises." Neither of the men looked too put out by that idea. Alex knew that the men who worked in collections could be brutal, but he didn't expect them to attack someone out in the open like this. He didn't want Rachel to watch, so he started to advise them they should move further down the path. 

"What kind of item do you require?"

Rachel emerged from the leaves like a goddess, with her beauty and calm. She smiled at the two men, regardless of their violent threat and stood patiently while they tried to answer. Clearly they were surprised by her appearance and it flustered them into silence. 

"We would need something of value. I'm afraid the lord owes a very large sum to our employers." Gordon finally found his words. "Just a bit of pin money won't be enough." 

“I don't usually carry pin money." Rachel walked closer to them and Alex reached out to stop her. "I imagine this would be of sufficient value?"

Alex felt his stomach sink as she reached for the brooch he had just given her. He had bought it with his own gambling winnings, not a single coin from her dowry. It was the only genuine gift he had to give her, and now she was giving it to pay his debt. 

"Are you sure you want to turn this over for him?" Gordon took the piece and looked it over. "He says he just got married, and the new wife might not like him having something on the side." 

The park was a popular place for men to bring their mistresses because it was such a mixed crowd. The comment made Alex want to punch him in the face, but Rachel was unruffled by it. 

"I'm the wife, and I don't plan to leave him in need of something one the side." She gave them a glittering smile. "You are ruining our evening. Please take that and go. I'm sure my husband will be coming by your office to settle his accounts this week." 

The two debt collectors tipped their bowler hats and left. Alex watched them walking away, the jewelry in Gordon's pocket. He felt sick, like he might toss up his dinner at any moment. 

"Alex?" Rachel's voice was concerned.

"We should leave. It's late and Daphne will be home soon." 

She reached for him, but he couldn't stand the softness of her touch right now. He brushed past, avoiding the sweetness of her expression as well. Right now he didn't deserve either. 
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CHAPTER 10
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EVER SINCE THE INCIDENT with the creditors, Alex had stopped in his pursuit of her. He no longer teased her with his words or lingered with his touch. If not for the heated looks she caught him giving her, she might have thought he had lost interest. Those looks, although brief, were enough to remind her of that night and make her skin grow warm. If he had given her the slightest chance to give in, she would have, but he no longer tried to seduce her. It was as if he had given up.

Three days passed without any kind of intimate contact and Rachel felt she was about to go mad. While Alex was out and Daphne was in her room, enjoying a book, Rachel decided to seek advice from the only person she could think of. That would involve sneaking back into the club, without anyone noticing. Including her father. With the use of a servant’s gown and a well-placed shawl, she managed to get to the club and slip in the back door. 

“New employees aren’t allowed back here.” Charity said, only glancing at Rachel while she continued to shake dust from the heavy drapes in Gerald’s office. “If you are here as a maid you are late and if you are here as entertainment you are early.” 

“Should I come back later then?” Rachel couldn’t help smiling. 

Charity’s head swiveled around to look at Rachel with wide eyes. The maid moved quickly to wrap her arms around her in a hug that was both unexpected and welcomed. The hug ended abruptly and Charity had tears in her eyes. 

“I didn’t think I would see you again. Your father said you would not be returning, not even to visit.” 

Those words cut deep into her heart. 

“He doesn’t want me here, so we must make sure he doesn’t know.” Rachel said.

“Of course. I know how to keep a secret. I’m so glad to see you.”

“You could come to work in my house and see me every day.” 

Charity gave her a smile. “I’m not ready to give up my dreams of the stage. One day the boss will give me a chance, I just know he will.” 

“Gerald can be very stubborn.” 

“You would know.”

As the two of them laughed, Rachel realized there was more about the club she missed than just her fun and games. There were things that had made it a home, including a family here. 

“I know you didn’t sneak in here just to offer me a job.” Charity pulled her toward the chairs. “What’s happened?” 

"How does a wife seduce a husband?"

The question was blunt, but Rachel could think of no better way to ask it. 

“I thought the lord was the one set on seducing you?" Charity asked.

"He was, but now he isn't."

One of Charity’s delicate eyebrows went up.

"Did he fail to... perform?"

Rachel blushed at the insinuation.

"No, nothing like that. He just hasn't made an attempt to bed me recently."

"Does that upset you? I didn’t think you wanted his affection."

Rachel bit her lower lip and tugged at the ribbon tied around her neck. Charity didn't know about the bet, but she knew that Rachel had been against the marriage in the beginning. There wasn’t enough time to give all the details of what had happened since she left. For now she would need to confess that her feelings had changed, at least in regards to the bedroom activities.

"I have decided to fulfill my duties as his wife."

"That's hardly romantic."

"I don't want it to be romantic. I want it to be..." Rachel couldn't find the word she was looking for to describe their moment in the park.

"I see." Charity looked at her as if she could see every thought in Rachel's mind.

"Something happened the other day, that upset him and he hasn't been his usual self."

Rachel didn't want to divulge the details of what happened. She knew that Alex would be mortified if anyone else knew.

“Men can be such sensitive creatures sometimes.” Charity nodded in understanding without asking for more details. "The tiniest bump to their ego and they lose all confidence. Is that what might have happened?"

"Yes, I believe that might be it."

"The only thing to do is to build him back up again. You will have to convince him that he is the man he thought he was before."

"I don't know what that was."

Charity laughed. "He thought he was a charmer, of you and Lady Luck. Remind him that he still is."

That sounded logical, but Rachel had no idea how to go about it. 

"Again, I ask, how exactly do I seduce my own husband? I would feel ridiculous if I tried and failed."

“You don't want to be too bold. You want to make him think he's the one in control. Give the man his confidence back." Charity placed a hand on her shoulder. When Rachel looked up, she saw comfort in her eyes. 

"I don't know how to do that. I've never wanted to bolster a man's ego. I'm usually playing against it."

"Perhaps we can use your skills to you advantage.” There was a mischievous gleam in Charity’s eyes. “Make a game of it. One where you both can be winners." 

They arrived home later that night from another ball and Alex attempted to seclude himself in his study again. Rachel refused to let him hide from her. She followed him to the door, and when he tried to shut it in her face, she pushed her way in. 

"I feel the need for some privacy." Alex pointed toward the door. "You can have the rest of the house, but this room is mine." 

"Why? Do you do things in here you don't want me to know about?" 

"No."

"Why do you need to be private? We are married now. No secrets between husband and wife."

"You don't know much about marriage, then." 

Rachel went to the desk and began to casually look around. She shuffled through the papers across the top, and began opening the drawers. One of them held a bottle of brandy and a glass. She guessed he liked to keep it close when he was going over the past-due notices. She pulled them out, set them on the desk, and poured a glass. She kept her eyes trained on him as she drank it. 

"You have been neglecting me, husband." 

"I thought you would be relieved."

"You are cheating."

Those glittering green eyes narrowed on her. "You think this is about our wager?" 

"You are preventing me from getting close to you. That makes it hard for you to fall in love with me."

"That's not what this is about." 

"Then explain yourself."

Alex hesitated, then moved to the desk and poured himself a drink. They stood with only the single piece of furniture between them. Their gazes locked, both determined not to flinch. 

"We will have to call it a draw. I don't think either of us has the inclination for romance." 

"Are you saying you no longer find me attractive?"

Rachel ran her fingertips along the low neckline of her gown, giving it a slight tug. Alex choked on his brandy and his eyes focused on where her skin was revealed. He was thinking of the same moment she was, and that made her pulse flutter. 

"No." He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. "I just realized that we might not be good for each other. We started off with a bad situation, and I don't want to make it worse." 

"Is this about the money? People in your station get married for the same reason all the time." 

"Yes, but they do it without expecting any love." Alex's eyes darkened and his lips turned downward. "I can't have both." 

Now Rachel understood what had changed. Alex was punishing himself for the guilt he felt. Her heart was breaking at the self-loathing she could see in his expression. Rachel couldn't remove the source of his guilt since his debts were a very real thing. All she could do was try to convince him that it wasn't enough to keep them apart. 

"We will have an amicable marriage. Just two people who enjoy each other’s company."

She took the glass from his hand, letting her fingers brush across his. She saw his nose flare and knew he felt the same tingle she did. She put the glass down on the desk and pulled a deck of cards from the top drawer. 

"Do you feel like playing a game?"  

"How did you find those?" 

"A little birdie told me you liked to practice your card skills when you were feeling anxious. As a way to relax." 

"Damn little sisters."  

Rachel circled around the desk slowly, knowing that he would be watching her carefully. She tried not to let the tremble of her nerves be seen. She wanted him to think she was completely confident, but in truth, she wasn't at all.

"Are you afraid to lose?" 

She stood in front of him now, close but not close enough. His scent surrounded her, like a mixture of masculine musk and brandy. It made her want to lean in to get a deeper breath of it, but she worried she might not finish what she started if she did that. She needed to keep something dangling in front of him if this was going to work. 

"I didn't lose the last time we wagered."

"Why not go again?" 

She watched as he wet his lips, she licked her own so he could enjoy the view. She was letting him know that she was ready to match him move for move this time. 

"Come on. Play with me." She held the cards out to him. 

She watched the struggle he had with himself play out across his dark features. Those emerald eyes were focused on her with such intensity it made her skin burn. After what seemed like an eternity, he took the cards and motioned to a small table between two chairs. She took one seat and he took the other. There was plenty of space between them, but that didn't stop the way Rachel's body felt his presence. 

"What are we playing?" Alex asked as his long fingers shuffled the cards. 

"I was thinking something simple, high card wins."

"That's a short game. What are the stakes?"

"Clothes. We take turns drawing and the low card loses a piece of clothing." 

Alex let his eyes roam across her slowly. "You have a lot less to lose than I do."

"I wouldn't be so sure."

Alex was still dressed in his evening clothes, which included quite a few layers. Rachel wore only a single evening gown on the outside, but a woman hid layers of undergarments. She knew she could play for a long time before being fully nude. 

"You draw first." she said.

Alex stared at her unflinchingly as he flipped over his card. A Jack stared up at him. Rachel reached over and pulled the next card. It revealed a seven of clubs. She sighed, relieved that she got to be the first to discard clothing. As casually as she could, Rachel lifted the skirt of her gown to show him the length of her legs. Slowly, she unfastened the silk stocking on one and rolled it off. She made a show of dropping it at his feet. 

"I see." He said, as he pulled another card. This time he was the low card, and he removed the undone tie from his collar and added it to her stocking on the floor. 

"It's going to be a long game." 

"I'm in no hurry."

Another turn of the card, and she lost her other stocking. The stakes were going to be getting higher. She got the low card again, and this time she went for the big item and slipped her dress off. It pooled at her feet, and she stood in only the undergarments she showed no one else. She let him get a good, long look before sitting back down. 

"Perhaps we should call it a night." Alex cleared his throat. "It's beginning to get chilly in here."

"I feel warm enough." 

"Are you sure?" 

She followed his gaze to where her nipples were poking through the thin fabric of her chemise above her corset. It wasn't the temperature in the room that had caused that but the heat building inside of her. 

“What are you doing?” Alex asked

“Isn't it obvious?”

“I know what you think you're doing but I don't know if you realize why.”

“I'm trying to get what I want.”

“What is it that you want?”

“You know what I want. You.”

“But why?”

“Because no other man can give me what you can.”

“What exactly is it that I give you?”

“Pleasure and satisfaction.”

Rachel expected Alex to help her to her feet, but he lifted her entirely from her chair. Surprising her further, Alex took her to the sofa of the study and not upstairs. 

“I don’t think I could stand it, carrying you that far in this state of undress. I might end up taking you in the hallway.” Alex had a devilish smile. “We would scandalize the servants.” 

Alex knelt in front of her as she sat on the cushions of the sofa. She couldn’t help but feel exposed. Yet, the glint in his eyes made her feel worshipped as well. That was an intoxicating feeling.  He didn’t touch her clothing so she began to remove it and he leaned back to watch the show. 

She reached around to loosen the stays and remove her corset, knowing how thin the chemise underneath it was. She made sure to give a good view of her bosom as she leaned over to slid it to the floor. Alex was watching with tension in his jaw; she could tell from the twitch in it. The look in his eyes was hungry and made her skin warm. Their eyes remained locked as she sat up straight and reached for the straps of her chemise. 

The pounding of her heart quickened, but she forced her hands to move slowly as they slid the thin fabric down. Alex appeared calm, frozen in place, but she could see the way his throat moved up and down. He was struggling to go as slowly as she wanted him to. That kind of power was a rush. 

As the fabric pooled around her waist, her breasts were thrust out with her nipples pointing in his direction. They were so tight that the feel of the air against them made her throb with sensation. For a moment, she and Alex stared at each other, breathing heavily and feeling the room getting warmer. Rachel had never been so aware of her own body, but as Alex looked at her, she felt it reacting. 

It wasn’t just her breasts that felt tender, but every inch of her uncovered skin felt a spreading warmth. As he continued to watch, Rachel began running her hands across her own body. First up and down her arms, then across her chest. As his palm brushed across her taut peaks, the sensation made her gasp. That was the last thing she did before Alex lost control and leapt on her. 

Alex went for her mouth first, slanting his over hers again and again. Their tongues danced and suckled each other until she no longer knew what part was her and what part was him. Both of them pulled and tugged on his clothes until his bare chest was pressed against her. She ran her fingers along the length of his muscled back, trying to pull him in and eliminate any space between them. 

“Tell me to stop.” Alex groaned the words against her lips. 

“Why would I do that?” 

“If you don’t, I’m going to take you right here and now. I won’t have any apologies about it.”

“Then don’t make me beg for it.”

Alex wasn’t going to argue again and he moved his hands to much more important things. He left a long, wet trail down her neck to where her breasts waited for him. He was in no rush as he lavished each one with his tongue. As he wrapped his lips around one of the peaks and suckled her, Rachel let her head fall back and moaned. She felt him smiling against her skin. 

His hands were not idle. He moved them between their bodies. One held her hip while the other slipped between her thighs to find the slit in her drawers. At first, his fingers brushed the delicate hairs with a gentle touch. It wasn’t enough and she rocked her hips forward, moving to reach the edge of her seat. That’s when he cupped her mound with his full hand. He slipped two of his long, slender fingers between the folds. She was warm and wet, slick against him as he stroked her. At first it felt foreign and she tried to move away, but she felt herself getting wetter from the center. She was turning to liquid in his hand as he stroked and stretched her. 

Removing his hand from her entrance, Alex unfastened his trousers. She felt the long, hard length of him pressed against her inner thigh. Panic blossomed in her, but Alex was quick to soothe her with a long, deep kiss. Her hips were already tilted at the perfect angle to allow him to slide inside of her. It was tight and her maidenhead resisted for a moment, but then he was sheathed inside of her. Her body stiffened. The discomfort was unexpected. 

“Breathe.” Alex whispered in her ear. “Breathe slowly.” 

He sucked in air and held it for a moment before exhaling against her neck. She followed him, matching her breathing to his. The discomfort eased and was slowly becoming a restless feeling. Rachel moved beneath him, and Alex shifted his hips to stoke her in the same rhythm as their breathing. It didn’t take long for the pleasure to increase, and the tension came back to her body. It grew with each pounding against the sofa. 

“I need more.” Alex groaned, grabbing her hips with both hands and thrusting into her with more speed and strength. 

Rachel could only wrap her arms around his shoulders and cling to him as they both rode out the wave of passion. She felt a volt through her nerves, causing her to shatter beneath him. He shuddered his own release and fell against her, their damp bodies sticking together. 

"I feel good." Not fine, but better than that. He made her feel good with his attention, like a cup of warm chocolate that was far too luxurious but hard to resist. "Care to check for yourself?" 

The flare of his nose told her that he knew exactly what she meant and he wanted it. He wanted to touch her, and as she thought about those hands of his on her body, she felt the heat growing inside her again. 
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CHAPTER 11
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IT WAS AMAZING HOW one event could change so much in a person's life. Alex watched his wife from across the crowded lawn party. It had been over a week since the night they had played cards, and every night since he had discovered something new about her. He also helped her discover new things about herself. That meant each morning he woke up satisfied if not entirely well rested.

Her status among the ton had improved drastically. Eloisa and Sarah had done everything in their power to make sure of it. She would never admit it, but Rachel clearly enjoyed the invitations that flooded in and the kind attention people now gave her. Alex knew that being accepted was much easier than being excluded. 

Daphne was flourishing, with even a few suitors now paying her special attention. Alex didn't want her to hurry into marriage, but he was glad that his sister had some options.

"How is your wife enjoying the party?"

Lord Bittleby had snuck up to his left without Alex noticing. The smell of alcohol was stronger than it should have been for the middle of the afternoon. Bittleby swayed a little as he stood there, staring at Rachel from a distance. 

"She’s enjoying it, and I would like to keep it that way." Alex said, leaving no doubt that he wanted Bittleby to keep his distance from her. 

"My mother insisted on hosting something before the season ended. She is still hoping I will find my future wife before all the ladies leave London for the year."

"There are certainly plenty to choose from." As long as he didn’t consider Daphne among them. 

"I find that most of the eligible ladies are more interested in playing games with men's affection, rather than honestly looking for matrimony."

"I believe it depends on the gentleman."

Bittleby let out a little huff. It was best if he made no more enemies from the peerage. Alex was just about to walk away when he saw Thomas approaching them. Bittleby noticed that as well and the color drained from his puffy face. Alex stifled a grin. 

"Bittleby, shouldn't you be greeting the rest of your guests?" Thomas stood with his cane in one hand, his other in his trouser pocket, appearing casual even though his tone was meant to intimidate.

"I was just making sure Lord and Lady Andrews were having a good time."

"You don't need to concern yourself with their well-being, only with your own."

Lord Bittleby swallowed. "I will check on the rest of the guests."

Alex felt relief when the man was gone, until he realized that Thomas was still scowling. His friend used to be dark and brooding all the time, but since he had married, he had shown a lightness in his attitude. Now that lightness was gone. Bittleby held a special, angry place in Thomas’s opinion. 

“Don’t let him spoil the mood today. We are both here with beautiful women, so it is meant to be enjoyed.” 

"That man has been a pest since our school days. I wish I could give him a proper thrashing, but sadly that would only make things worse. If he ever does anything to you or your wife, let me know. I will help take care of him."

"Help you take care of whom?" Eloisa asked. 

Rachel and Eloisa walked up together. Thomas gave his wife a smile that was much different from the one he had for the rest of the world. It was much more predatory and made his wife blush. Alex knew Rachel had much the same look when he smiled at her like that. As a matter of fact, she was turning a lovely shade of red as he stared at her now. 

"A nuisance, nothing more. Your husband can tell you in more detail later." Thomas gave Rachel a wink and Alex was grateful he didn't ruin her enjoyment by telling her about the incident

"Where did you disappear to?" Rachel asked, not bothering him for the details now. “You were standing beside me, then you weren’t.”

"I thought it might be fun for us to play a game of croquet. They have it set up over on the other side of the lawn, so I got the mallet and balls." Alex knew he was grinning like puppy with a new trick. "We could play pairs against each other."

"I have never played that before."

"What? It's a splendid game. I haven't played in a bit, but my cousins enjoyed it immensely as children."  

Rachel averted her eyes and bit her lip. There wouldn’t have been a place to play an outdoor game where she had grown up in the club he realized. She knew how to play every game involving a deck of cards, but something like this was not available to her. She looked at Alex, with eyes that reflected her embarrassment. He tried to reassure her by taking her hand.

“It won’t take long to learn.”

She nodded and her smile returned. 

"I believe we should play ladies against the gentlemen. That way I have the disadvantage of playing with Thomas." Alex said.

"You would be surprised at how well my husband can play if he has someone to turn him in the right direction." Eloisa took Rachel by the arm and they started walking toward the field. "He listens to the sound of the balls as they run into each other and can do a pretty good job of estimating where they are. Sometimes I wonder if he is cheating at it somehow."

"She only says that because she hates to lose. My wife can be very competitive."

"Yours is not the only one." Alex agreed.

Both men chuckled.

"You don't think you are competitive as well?" Rachel raised her eyebrows and looked at Alex, waiting for his reply.

"I don't think it is safe for me to answer that."

Eloisa and Rachel exchanged glances, sharing an unspoken opinion about their husbands. Alex had a feeling they were plotting to teach them a lesson in this game. 

"What about a wager, then? To see who becomes more competitive." Rachel said with a sparkle in her eyes. 

Alex hesitated. They were currently tied in their wagers and this might give her the upper hand. He had to admit that the draw of the gamble was tempting to him, more so than his own sense of caution. He enjoyed the thrill of victory as much as she did and couldn't resist.

"What would be the stakes?" Thomas asked, not showing the least bit of reluctance.

"A public declaration of defeat. Loser must place an ad in the paper stating that the other team was far superior." Eloisa said.

Alex could see that Thomas wasn’t amused but he found it quite funny. Eloisa knew exactly where to hit her husband where it hurt, his ego. That meant Thomas would be playing to win. Alex didn’t mind those stakes, having very little to speak of as far as reputation went. 

"I hope you play better now than you did when we were children." Thomas muttered to Alex as the players got their mallets and picked their balls.

As they started to play, Alex did his best to teach Rachel the basic rules of the game, and Eloisa helped. Hitting the ball back and forth through the hoops with their mallets was easy enough to follow. 

The fun came when one player had the chance to knock out another player's ball. That's when one found out how competitive a person could get. Rachel smiled each time she was able to knock Alex's ball in the wrong direction. The gentlemen were very much at risk of losing and Thomas wasn’t happy about that at all.

"I think you lied when you claimed you had never played this game before." Alex told Rachel as the game was coming close to the end and the teams were tied.

“Do you think I had something like this set up in the cellar?" She laughed.

"Then I will know better than to ask you to play any new games. You are a fast learner."

"I thought you liked teaching me new things."

"Only when we are alone and unclothed." He whispered in her ear.

He felt it send a shiver throughout her body. Each time she bent over to aim her shot Alex got a delicious view of her curves in the tight walking dress she wore. His comment worked well to distract her enough that she swung and missed her ball entirely. She looked over her shoulder, and Alex gave her his best smug expression.

"I see the gentlemen's team has decided to resort to unfair tactics." Rachel said.

"Feel free to use the same tactics on us."

"I'm afraid I don't have a devious enough mind. I only know how to play by the rules."

"Shame. I would love to see your devious side."

He had hoped that she would get the same butterflies he got when he thought about the two of them together, but it created an unwanted effect. She hit her ball with a little too much enthusiasm. As if moving in slow motion, Alex watched the ball leave the softness of the fresh grass and fly into the air. There was no time to move out of the way before the ball crashed into his shin hard enough to knock him over. 

He saw the look of fear frozen on her face as he fell. Her mouth opened, but no sound came from it. There was a soft cracking sound when the ball made contact with his leg, but he barely heard it because his senses were overwhelmed with pain. Sharp little sparks of light flooded his vision, and the air escaped from his lungs. His leg throbbed, and his balance shifted sideways, bringing him down on-to the grass. 

He could see that Thomas, Eloisa, and Rachel were all gathered over him but could also see the crowds of guests beyond that were watching. He wanted to retain a small amount of dignity, but the pain was too much, and he could feel tears welling up in his eyes.

"We need to get him to the carriage." Thomas was speaking to the ladies. "Once we get him home, I can send for a doctor. His leg might need to be set."

Alex struggled to sit up, wanting to see the injury for himself, but Thomas kept a hand on his shoulder to prevent it.

"It’s bad. You don't want to see it right now." Thomas said.

"I need-"

"Trust me you don't."

By now his head was beginning to get fuzzy, so Alex let it fall back into the cool grass again. His eyes were getting heavy and it was hard for him to open them but he didn't want to miss what was happening. He felt his body being lifted by at least two people, and then he was being carried. Thomas was one of the men, but he didn't know the other. As he was laid on the seat of the carriage, Alex saw Rachel's face one last time before he passed out. 

Waking up, the first thing Alex noticed was the extreme pain in his leg. He was in his own bed, but there were people moving around the room, and he could hear them talking in hushed tones. An older man appeared: he had slicked-back gray hair and an Asian appearance. He was wearing a pair of wire-rimmed spectacles and a frown on his thin face. Thomas was with him and also appeared to be in a grim mood. 

"This is Dr. Morton. I called him to attend to your leg." 

That was a simple introduction, but Alex was glad. His mind was having trouble sorting things out with the pain throbbing in his leg. 

"You suffered a break, and I had to set it. You are going to need to stay in bed until it heals." the doctor said.

"How long?"

"I can't tell right now, but it's going to be a fair amount of time."

Alex narrowed his eyes at the somber-looking doctor determining his fate. He showed no sign he would be willing to budge about that.

"Rachel?" Alex asked Thomas.

"I asked her to wait downstairs for now. I wanted to give you time to talk to the doctor." 

The doctor nodded slowly without a change in his expression. 

"You are probably in a lot of pain. I brought you some laudanum for that. I will give you a dose now to help you relax, and his Grace can bring your wife up to visit. You really do need to get some rest, so keep it brief." 

Alex could barely lift his head from the pillow enough to swallow the liquid being offered to him by Dr. Morton. It tasted bitter but he swallowed it quickly. The men left, and Rachel entered the bedroom a few minutes later. Alex didn't know if the laudanum had helped, but the moment he saw her he felt more relaxed. 

"Alex? Are you awake?" She sounded so quiet that he wondered if she hoped he was asleep. 

"Yes, at least for a few more moments."

He struggled to push himself up into a sitting position but it was impossible in his current state, so he just lay there while she came around the edge of the bed. 

"Oh!" She appeared startled by his condition, and he could see tears in her eyes and running down her cheeks. 

"Do I look that bad?" Alex tried to make light of the moment, giving her a weak smile.

"I'm so sorry.”

She crumpled beside his bed, sobbing into the bedding. Alex was unprepared for such a reaction and didn't know what to say. He just reached his hand out to stroke her hair until she looked back up at him. Her face held such remorse in it that for a moment, he felt his own heart breaking for her. 

"It was an accident." He finally spoke, hoping to soothe her guilt. "We were playing a game, and this just happened. There is nothing for you to feel sorry about."

"I was being so competitive. I would have done anything to win." 

"Are you saying you struck me with the ball on purpose?"

He already knew the answer was no, but he needed her to to realize it. 

"I just hit the ball as hard as I could. I didn't think about what might happen."

"That doesn't sound intentional." 

"It was malicious."

The emotion in her face and the deep regret reflected in the depths of her dark eyes was anything but malicious. 

"I don't blame you for this. It was just poor luck on both our parts." 

"I'm the one who wanted the wager." 

“I'm the one who accepted it." Alex tried once again to grin but he could feel it was weak. "Who won?" 

She was startled by that question, and the crying stopped. Then he could see the giggles bubbling up until they escaped her lips. That was a much better sound to his ears. She tried to cover her mouth to stop, but he wanted to hear it, so he pulled her hand away. 

"I think it was an even draw." she said, bringing his hand up to kiss the palm. “Perhaps after you heal, we can try again to settle the score."

"I think my days of playing lawn games might be over. I have lost my taste for it." 

"Only indoor games from now on?" 

The tone of her voice made Alex think of only the bedroom games as a possibility, and he felt a flush in his cheeks. His hand was still pressed against her warm skin and he slowly pulled her in closer to touch his lips to her own. It was as sweet as he expected but brief. He would have deepened it, but his head was beginning to spin and he was growing tired. It must have been the medicine beginning to work. This was not the moment for him to be falling asleep. 

"The doctor said that you needed to rest. I should let you sleep." 

"I don't want to sleep." 

He sounded like a petulant child, but he didn't care. Alex wanted Rachel to come closer to him, not farther away.

"It will make you feel better. I will come to check on you often." 

"I'm not tired. I'm not." His words were mumbled, and his eyes were getting heavy as he spoke. 

"I can stay until you are. I will hold your hand until you fall asleep." 

She took his hand in both of hers, and he relished the warmth surrounding his fingers. He noticed right away how silky they were compared to his, even though he had never been a man for manual labor. The feminine scent of her was easy to detect, but he couldn't tell if it was from her sitting there or left over from their morning together in bed. He inhaled a deep breath of it and forced his eyes open to see her. He wanted to memorize every detail of her he could. As much as he tried to fight it, the feeling of being dragged under got stronger, and he knew he was about to fall asleep. 

"Do you love me yet?" he mumbled, staring at her through foggy eyes. 

"I feel bad about hurting you." 

"I'm getting closer, then."

"Perhaps I will find this injury unattractive and lacking in masculine strength. You did cry as they loaded you into the carriage." 

"So did you." 

She didn't reply but pressed her lips tightly together.

"Yes, I'm definitely getting closer." He added.
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CHAPTER 12
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RACHEL WAS A MESS AND she knew it. Her mind was scattered and her actions were confusing. 

Alex lay sleeping upstairs and Daphne had decided to stay with Eloisa and Thomas. She was distraught about her brother but didn't want to be in the way. Rachel would have preferred having company to distract her, but she understood why Daphne might not want to stay home. Alex might wake up and Rachel didn't want him to be alone, so she had no choice but to stay. 

Alex had been staying in the bedroom but was threatening to leave. The doctor said his leg was healing well but that he still needed to keep off of it. Rachel found it increasingly difficult to force him to stay there. She brought him his meals and often found him trying to get out of bed. She had to resort to hiding his trousers. 

As he lay down for a nap, or, more accurately, he fell asleep against his will, Rachel decided to get out of the house for a little while. She just wanted to be out in the sunshine, away from his grumpy attitude. A quick note to Daphne and she went to meet her sister-in-law for some time in the park.

Rachel had wanted to go for a walk through Hyde Park for some time. She had heard many good things about it and wanted to see it for once. Rachel was in awe of the size and loveliness of it. She was even more in awe of the people she saw there. It felt as if the elite of London had all turned out in their best walking gowns and suits to walk around and be seen. Rachel tried not to be caught looking as she saw some of the fancy clothing people were wearing. She wore a navy blue day gown with only ruffles around the collar of her jacket and a simple braid in hair. Compared to others she saw, she felt quite plain. 

Rachel walked through the park on the main path. She could have gone off to explore the smaller walkways, but she didn't want to get lost. She would feel terrible if she was gone too long. Soon she saw Daphne waiving and approaching her quickly.

"I'm so glad you decided to get out for a bit. I know my brother has been so difficult." Daphne was flushed from walking so fast, but Rachel wondered of some of that was her own emotions. "I would help you more in taking care of him but he insists that I continue to go out and enjoy the season as much as possible."

"Your brother worries about your happiness a great deal."

"I know. He feels guilty about me not getting to come to London sooner. He feels like he took that from me."

"Perfectly natural, given the circumstances. He wants to make it up to you."

"Without asking me what I want?"

That gave Rachel pause.

"Are you saying you don't want to be here?"

Daphne sighed. "I want to be here, but not the way my brother thinks."

Rachel saw an empty bench nearby and decided they might be able to discuss it better if they were sitting. Daphne had chosen a straw hat with a wide brim and a ribbon that matched her gown. The hat protected her fair skin from the sun, while Rachel had nothing to worry about in that regard. She had her mother's Spanish complexion.

"Now, tell me what you mean by that." Rachel tried to sound as soothing as she could. 

"I enjoy London but not the balls and parties. At least not the part where I am supposed to attract men in hopes of finding a suitor. Talking to all those men makes me nervous."

"Why?" 

Aside from her difficult beginning, Daphne had become a small success in society. There were even a few gentlemen that Rachel suspected were quite taken with her. Apparently, Daphne was not as taken with them. 

"I feel like they are watching me too closely. Like they are looking for my mistakes. It's the same way I felt when I was with my aunt." 

The way her eyes were imploring Rachel for help, it was clear that she felt strongly about what she was saying. Rachel wasn’t familiar with that particular feeling, but she knew how it felt to be uncomfortable in a new crowd. Perhaps she could offer to help Daphne with her situation, like a good sister would. 

"The season is almost over. I imagine we can remove a few of those balls from your schedule. Not all of them, that might give it away to your brother and we don't want to upset him, but we can keep it to a small number. That way you can spend less time under the scrutiny." Daphne's face brightened. "In the meantime, what do you enjoy doing in the city? We might be able to find more time for those activities." 

It was amazing to see such a change in Daphne's mood. She was talking quickly, and with an abundance of excitement. She talked about the museums and exhibits she wanted to see. Apparently, she was looking forward to quite a few academic pursuits. Especially those surrounding books. Rachel wondered if her sister-in-law was a bluestocking in disguise. Daphne had become so animated that Rachel decided they shouldn't stay still any longer, and they began to walk again. She tried to keep up with what Daphne was saying, but it was difficult. Rachel couldn’t help but become distracted by the people around them in the park. She began to let her gaze move across the grass while Daphne continued to talk. 

As they walked through the park, Rachel began to have the strangest sensation of being watched. It was a feeling she had gotten good at recognizing when she worked at the club. Having a keen sense of those around her was key to staying safe when she was surrounded by swindlers and thieves. Now she was amid the upper class of London society and yet she had that same feeling that made her nerves fizzle. 

Without letting Daphne know there was something wrong, Rachel tried to look around for the person who was watching her. No one was obviously staring, but she knew they were there. Even as they left the park in search of a sweet ice, she knew they were being followed. She didn't want to alert Daphne, but Rachel knew how to stay on alert. 

"Ladies." A strong male voice interrupted them as they sat outside the shop to enjoy their ices. "Would you be able to give me directions to Newport's Tailor shop? I haven't been in London for years and it seems I don't know how to get around now." 

Rachel found the man speaking to them was handsome and very well groomed. He had dark brown hair, neatly trimmed under a flawless bowler hat. He wore a simple brown suit, but his pocket square was a dark blue that matched his eyes and was decorated with a snake wrapped around the letter M. The smile he wore was friendly and his posture was not threatening, but Rachel felt she should be weary of him. Something about the way he looked at her made her uneasy. 

"You were walking in the right direction." Daphne pointed down the road. "You just need to turn left on the next street. You won't be able to miss it." 

"I'm very grateful for the help. I'm Marcus Hatwell." 

He extended his hand, and both ladies shook it. Something about the name struck a chord with Rachel. She had heard the name Marcus before, but she couldn't remember where. He wasn't a regular at the club; she never forgot a face. They had never been introduced before. Yet, something about him was familiar and she couldn't recall how. Daphne started to give him their names, but Rachel cut her off. She didn’t want him to know too much about them if he was unknown to them.

"Where have you arrived from?” Rachel asked, ignoring how rude she was being. 

"America. New York, specifically. I grew up in London but went there to make my fortune." 

"That was very clever of you. Why return now?"

"London is my home, and I felt it was time to return to start my family." He smiled at them each in turn. "Find the right woman and make a home." 

Daphne was blushing from his flirtation but Rachel was suspicious of it. 

"Then perhaps we will see you at one of the events in town. We attend only the most exclusive parties." 

She could see from the way his eyes narrowed that he understood the insult buried in her comment.

"Of course, I didn't mean to interrupt your day. May Lady Lucky bring us together again." 

That was an unusual turn of phrase that Rachel had heard somewhere before. The man tipped his hat to them and continued walking down the street in the direction of the shop. Rachel watched him as long as she could to be sure he was gone. Once he was out of sight she felt relieved. 

"I wonder what Alex will say when we tell him we met someone today.” Daphne said as she continued to eat her ice. "That man seemed very nice, if a bit too bold. Who talks to complete strangers like that?"

The mention of Alex was what she needed to remember where she had heard that phrase about Lady Luck. Alex had used it, and said he learned it from the man who had swindled him out of his money. Still, he had given his name as Hatwell, and not Deckland. She was going to have to make sure she was right before broaching the subject with Alex. No need to upset him if she was wrong.

"We probably shouldn't tell him about it." Rachel said. "We wouldn't want him to think we aren't careful when we are out on our own. Then he might try to keep us under lock and key."

Daphne nodded vigorously. The last thing a young girl wanted was to lose the little bit of freedom she had. Rachel was sure that Daphne wouldn't say a word of it to her brother now. 

With so much on her mind, Rachel was anxious to return home and look for anything that might help her decide if that really was Deckland they met.

As they arrived home, Daphne said she was going to go upstairs to her room and read. They had bought a few new books for her at a shop, and she seemed more excited by them than she had about any event she had attended. Rachel was grateful that she would have privacy while she conducted a search of Alex’s study. If there was any kind of paperwork about Deckland, that would be the room it was hiding in.

It felt strange being in there alone. The room still held the masculine scent of Alex, leather and ink. He had one full wall of bookshelves, and she wondered if he had read them all. Perhaps he had his sister's love of literature. Rachel had never thought to ask. Although Rachel would enjoy the occasional novel or two, reading wasn't something she spent much time doing.

She suspected he kept his most important paperwork in the desk, which sat in the back of the room. It was larger than her father's but well kept. There were no stacks of papers on top of it, just a few sheets of blank paper and a pen and ink set. The dark wood had been polished to a high shine, so much that she could almost see her reflection in the top of it.

There were three drawers in his desk. She already knew what was in the top drawer. She almost snuck in a quick sip of brandy but thought better of it. The bottom drawer held old estate papers belonging to properties he no longer owned. She could see from the sales receipts they had been gone for years, yet he still held the papers on them. She couldn't imagine how difficult it must have been to let those places go.

The middle drawer was the one that he kept locked. No doubt that would be where he kept the most important things, including the information on his former partner. Luckily, Rachel had learned to pick a lock while she was living in the club. There were times when a customer would get angry and lock one of the girls in a room. Rather than wait for her father, she would just pick the lock to let the girl out. She used those skills now to get into that middle drawer.

She pulled out the top few pieces of paper, finding nothing that would link to Deckland or give away his identity. Then she saw a stack of letters, tied together with a ribbon. The letters had been opened but she could still see the imprint of the seal on the wax. It matched the emblem he had been wearing on his pocket square. There was no mistaking that insignia.

"Looking for something specific or just poking around in general?"

Rachel hadn't heard Alex come into the room, but there he was, standing on the other side of the desk, leaning heavily on the cane Thomas had brought him. His face was red, and she could see sweat gathering on his forehead. It must have been very difficult for him to get down those stairs on his own. She rushed to help him into a chair and put his leg up on a second one. That relieved the pain enough that he exhaled a deep breath.

"What are you doing out of bed?" she asked sharply. "The doctor said you are not to start using that cane for at least another week."

"Then why did you leave it within reach?"

"So that you would be ready when the time came. I should have hidden it from you the day Thomas brought it over."

"I hope you are better at hiding things than you are at finding things. I watched you riffle through my belongings for at least twenty minutes before your face lit up. What exactly was it you were wanting?"

He reached for the letters she was holding, but she pulled them back at the last minute. This wasn’t the time to tell him his enemy had returned. Not if she wanted him to go back to resting. 

"Nothing in particular, I just wanted to know more about you." Rachel left him in his seat to start putting things back in their place in his desk.

"By searching my property?"

"I looked through some papers, that's hardly a search."

"It is if you had to pick a lock to get to it."

That made her blush, and she turned so he couldn't see her embarrassment. "Married people shouldn't have any secrets."

"Then I suppose you have told me everything about yourself?"

"I haven't hidden anything."

"That's not the same."

Rachel was aware that she had been careful about the things she had told Alex, avoiding the painful memories of her mother and the more embarrassing stories about living in the club. Not because she wanted to keep secrets, but in order to protect herself. If he knew everything, he might try to use that against her in their wager. It was best to keep him as her enemy, and at a distance. 

Rachel took a moment to gather her thoughts before she spoke. "Tell me about Deckland."

His face tightened, and she could see the darkness capturing his eyes. The humor was gone and now he looked angry.

"I don't like to talk about that. You know what you need to about it."

"I never heard any kind of description. What did he look like?"

"Why do you want to know that?"

"He got you to trust him, so he must not have looked like a villain. I'm trying to understand how he got close enough to gain your trust."

"He was a wolf in an expensive suit." Alex's tone was raw and painful to listen to. "I guess I was impressed by the way he flashed money around. I met him at a gambling table where he lost a substantial sum and didn't even blink."

"He fooled you."

"Yes. He convinced me that he knew of a business venture that no one else knew about. That if I invested with him, I could be earning that kind of return on it. I wanted to rich and successful like him, so I gave him everything I had and then some. Even took a line of credit on my properties."

"He made you believe you could make a fortune."

"I already had a fortune. I just wanted more." Alex flinched at the memory. "That's what cost my family so much. I was greedy."

Rachel could see that he was hurting and knew nothing to say to make it better. She did the only thing she could, quickly going to him and wrapping him in her arms. He let her hold him, stroking her hands down his back for a few minutes. He embraced her tightly, breathing against the crook of her neck. 

"We have all wanted things more than what’s good for us." she said.

"I should have been happy with what I had. I had more than enough."

"Sometimes we don't realize that until after it's gone."

"Has this satisfied your curiosity?"

Rachel had already gotten what she needed from the letters, but knowing how Alex felt made it easier for her to decide not to tell him about Deckland. Upsetting him wouldn’t help him with his healing process. 

"Yes. I think we should get you back upstairs and into bed."

"Will you join me?"

"Only if you promise to be good."

"I promise to be satisfying."
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CHAPTER 13
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ALEX HATED TO WAIT for things, and it seemed that life as a married man was just spent waiting on his wife. Not that she wasn't worth the wait, but it frayed his nerves. Even with the cool breeze, Alex was sweating, and he had already wiped his palms on his trousers twice. He took another deep breath and paced a full circle around the elegant dinner table that had been place in the middle of the garden. Above him, the stars twinkled and the dark night sky was untouched by clouds. At least the weather was cooperating with his plan.

Again Alex check the watch hanging from his waistcoat pocket, certain it must have been ages since the last time he looked. It had only been five minutes. Rachel should be on her way, but the wait was going to kill him. Recovering in bed, he had occupied his time by planning this for her. He had chosen everything down to the tiniest detail in hopes it would impress her and show her how much he appreciated her care the last few weeks. He felt certain that her feelings about him were beginning to deepen and she was close to admitting them. This romantic dinner might be the last push he needed to get her to say those all-important words.

A gasp from behind him caught his attention, and he spun around to look at her. He barely noticed the gown she was wearing; he was too focused on her face and the expression of wonderment he found there. This was exactly the reaction he had hoped for.

"What is this?" she asked, her voice a little breathless.

"This is the home of a very good friend of mine. Lord Morris Stanhope is considered one of the leading horticulturists in London, and his garden is legendary."

"I can see why."

Her gaze moved wildly around their surroundings, trying to take it all in at once. Growing up as she had, he doubted she had spent many hours in any garden, let alone the best in the city. Their trip to Cremorne had given him the idea.

"He doesn't mind you using it for your purpose?"

"The man is taking his new wife, April, on a tour of the continent. I offered to check in on the place for him while he was gone. He won't mind if we enjoy the garden like this."

A table had been set with a crisp white tablecloth and some of Stanhope’s best china. Two champagne glasses sat with the bottle ready to be poured. Candles were strategically placed around the table to cast a romantic glow across it. A footman stood close by, ready to begin serving the meal once they took their seats.

"Stanhope has excellent servants." Alex added as he led Rachel to her seat.

"You seem to have some very important friends."

Alex shrugged. "Lucky enough to know the right people, I guess."

"Then why didn't you ask them for help when you needed it?"

"I didn't want to use our friendship to get money. I needed to take responsibility for my mistake."

"By giving up your life to matrimony?"

"So far, it hasn't been too bad."

"Glad I haven't been tedious."

She gave him a slow sultry smile, just the slightest parting of her lips. He was mesmerized. Every time he saw the depth of desire in those chocolatey brown eyes, he lost his breath. She had the ability to set his body ablaze with just that one expression. Shaking his head, he reminded himself they still had all of dinner to get through.

"This is my way of thanking you for taking such good care of me. I know I wasn't the easiest patient to deal with." Alex motioned for the footman to begin bringing out the food.

"I'm the one that put you in the bed; I deserve the punishment."

Alex almost choked, reminding himself that she had no idea what those words could mean. "Still, you showed a great deal of patience with me. I wanted to do something special for you."

"This is unexpected, but thank you."

They locked eyes and the air sizzled with intensity. Rachel cleared her throat, and the moment was gone. The food was served and they spent a few minutes eating in silence. 

"I'm glad that your leg is doing so much better." 

"I still require the cane, but thankfully they are all the rage now thanks to Thomas."

"He does seem to get around very well considering his sight is gone."

"It wasn't always the case. He had to learn how to do everything over again when he lost it."

"I can't imagine how difficult it would be to start life over after such a tragedy."

"The key to starting over is to fully let go of the past. You can't have both."

"Have you been able to let go?"

Alex paused with his fork in the air and thought about it. He knew that he still held so much bitter resentment about what Deckland had done to him. He knew that if he ever got his hands on the man he would beat him severely. Yet, the man was no longer the sole focus of his thoughts.

"I'm working on it." he finally replied.

As they ate, they talked about all sorts of things. She told him more about her childhood, including the faint memories she still had of her mother. Some of them made her eyes tear up, but she didn't stop telling them. Alex listened intently, barely making a comment. He didn't want something he said to stop her. He wanted to hear as much about her as he could.

On his turn, he told her about life growing up in an aristocratic family. His parents were kind but not as affectionate as he would have liked. They died shortly after he had finished school, and he had come home to care for the estate and his little sister. Daphne was the one who had always been affectionate. He would have done anything for her.

The part of his life with Deckland he avoided. She didn't need to know more details than she already did. It would ruin the mood to talk about tragedy. Before long, they were being served the dessert.

"This meal was divine. Perhaps we should try to steal away the cook." Rachel closed her eyes as she took a bite of the sweet pastry sitting in front of her. 

Alex watched as she savored it with slow bites and made tiny moaning noises. He had heard those noises before and his cock grew hard at the memory. It was impossible for him to taste his own plate. He just enjoyed watching her eat it.

"I hope you like your women with a little weight on them, since I might decide to have something like that every night."

"If I got to share it with you, I wouldn't mind. I like a little extra softness when I bed a woman."

That got him another one of those hungry looks from her, and he had to shift for comfort in his chair.

"Are we going to be bedding soon?" she asked softly, licking the sweetness of the pasty from her lips.

"Not yet." He was fighting the temptation to skip the other surprise he had planned and get straight to that part of the evening. "I have another surprise for you. This one involves a bit of walking."

She raised one of those graceful eyebrows at him but didn't argue. She took his arm and allowed him to lead her toward Stanhope's pride and joy. The hedge maze had taken him years to grow and design. Now it was considered one of the best in the country. He often threw garden parties so that London society could view and enjoy it. Lovers were often found to be hidden in the privacy it offered.

Inside the tall shrubbery, Stanhope had placed gas lanterns so that those trying to find their way out would not be doing so in the dark. At the dead ends, he had placed beautiful sculptures or topiaries. That way, one wasn’t disappointed if one got lost. Alex had been in it before, but he let Rachel lead them so she could explore the different delights it offered.

They were quiet as they walked, but he could hear leaves rustling in the wind and fountains bubbling in the distance. He enjoyed the fact that they could just exist with other in the silence. It felt satisfying. Eventually, they reached the center, which had a large water fountain and rosebushes surrounding the clearing.

"You found this easily," Rachel said, taking a seat on one of the benches near the fountain. "Have you been here before?"

"A few times."

He saw the spark of anger in her eyes that she tried to hide. It flared the blood in his veins. 

"I have never been here with another woman, though."

That calmed her down and he bit back a chuckle.

"This is a spot made for lovers." Alex sat beside her, getting close but not touching her, not yet.

"Is that what we are?" She looked at him from beneath her lashes, tilting her head away as if to be shy.

"There have been many nights spent together saying we are."

"Can I be both your wife and your lover?"

"You can be anything you want to be with me. Lover, wife, enemy, or friend. I will take anything you are willing to give."

"I'm not sure what that is anymore."

He could see himself reflected in her eyes as they began to water. This was not the moment for tears, so he began to place soft kisses across both her cheeks, hoping to stop the fall of them.

"Alex, I ... I have to tell you ..." Her words were muffled by their kissing, but he pulled away to let her speak. "I just ..."

He saw the fear in her eyes and knew how close she was to giving in. Then she blinked and it was gone.

"I want you, Alex."

That wasn't what he had wanted to hear, but it was enough to make his heart pound and his animal instincts take over.

He pulled her in, crushing her body against his as his mouth explored hers. Their tongues tangled and he found it difficult to think about anything but savoring more. He dropped his cane and his hands were all over her back grasping for the fastening of her gown. Normally it wouldn’t take him so long to undress a woman, but he found his hands were unsteady this time and he couldn’t get to all of them. 

“Let me help.” Rachel said.

She turned her back to him so he could see what he was doing better. He missed the taste of her but knew this would be better to get her unclothed. She swept her hair to the side and he began with the fastenings of the dress. With each inch he undid, a little more of her skin would show. It didn’t take long to realize she wore nothing underneath the red silk. Knowing they had sat there all evening, with her being so close to naked made his hard erection grow a little more. 

Halfway down her back, Alex got an idea. He plucked one of the crimson roses from the nearest bush and trailed it across her exposed skin. It startled her, but she didn’t move away. Inch by inch, Alex stretched out the moments by going as slowly as he could. He listened to the sound of her breathing as it quickened and felt his own chest moving more rapidly to match. As the soft petals brushed down her spine, she gasped. 

Placing the stem of the rose between his teeth, Alex took the next step by slipping his hands under the shoulders of her gown and pushing it off of her body. The fabric made no sound as it pooled at her feet, but Alex heard his own reaction in the form of a groan. Looking at just the backside of her was sweet torture. The way her narrow waist ran down to the rounded buttocks and stretched into her shapely legs was a figure he love to watch. He could have spent hours memorizing each curve, but she turned and gave him a look over her shoulder, one of pure lust and longing, letting him know not to take too long. 

She would have expected him to turn her around again, but Alex had something sweeter in mind. Coming up behind her, he pressed in close and placed his head over her shoulder. He could look down from that spot and see her luscious body from the front. The way her breasts were already perked up made it the perfect vantage point. He reached around her, cupping them in his palms. The rose in his mouth tickled her neck and she giggled at first. Then his thumbs began to rub her already hard nipples and the laughter faded. 

“Be very still.” Alex told her after taking the rose from his mouth. 

He wrapped one arm around her waist, helping to keep her tight against his body. With the other, he brought the rose up to brush across her lips. It only lingered there a moment before beginning the descent down her neck to trail across her collar bone. He could feel she was holding her breath. The flower circled her left breast first, coming close to the peak but then moving away to tease the other one. The petals fluttered as she trembled against him. 

“How does it feel?” he asked, placing delicate kisses along the crook of her neck. 

“Soft.” 

“Soft on soft, my favorite.”

He ran the rose down the length of her trim stomach to the place where her legs met. Her let the flower drop at her feet, reaching between them. He made sure that the other arm was still tight around her waist for good measure, he let his finger begin to explore where her body was already wet and waiting for him. As expected, she jolted forward when he made contact with her sensitive flesh and rubbed her most delicate nub. He kept a tight grip on her body so she didn’t fall down. 

He let her rock against him, rubbing along the erection still contained in his clothes as he stroked and stroked her into a climax. He savored the feeling of her shuddering in his arms.

“Can you stand on your own?” Alex whispered in her ear.

“If it means more of that, I will try.”

Alex chuckled. He rushed to remove his own clothing, wanting to be as bare as she was. He wanted to feel as much skin on skin contact as possible. He didn’t want to move away from her, so he pulled and tugged them while still standing. He realized that was a mistake when he tried to pull off his trousers and got his injured leg stuck in them. Suddenly, the world flipped over and he was on his back, his leg throbbing in pain.

“Alex!”

He could feel Rachel falling to her knees beside him but his eyes were closed from the pain. She leaned over him, placing warm hands on his chest and letting her hair fall across his skin. 

“Are you all right?” 

The throbbing in his leg had lessened now that he no longer had weight on it. As long as he didn’t try to stand, he would be fine. As he realized that meant dampening their sexual activities, Alex sighed. His eyes opened and he saw the look of concern on her face. 

“I should have listened to the doctor. I’m afraid I might have ruined the evening.”

Rachel leaned down, kissing him with those sweet lips. His manhood was still hoping for more and twitched against his leg. Rachel noticed. 

“Would it hurt you further if we continued with you on your back?” 

He pictured her on top of him, riding him with her hair tossed back and could barely manage to answer.

“No.” He croaked, his entire body suddenly tight with anticipation. 

She looked him over, most likely trying to figure out how to manage the mechanics of it. She took his hard length in her hands and he felt he might perish from the softness against him. Then she did what he had hoped for and positioned her wet opening above him. It was a tight, wonderful fit. 

He watched the way her eyes got big when she stretched around him. He didn’t want to rush so he remained still while she explored the feel of the new position. She became comfortable with it and soon began moving against him. Now he could help by holding her hips and matching her rhythm. Those dark brown eyes locked with his as she rode him harder and faster, finally bring him to his release. He felt her body give in to the pleasure again before collapsing against him. They both lay there panting until they got enough air in their lungs to speak. 

"I'm never going to get the scent of roses out of my hair." 

Rachel was speaking, but Alex could barely hear what she was saying over the sound of his own pounding heartbeat. The cool grass tickled his shoulders and back while Rachel lay across his chest. They were both bared to the sky, having tossed their clothes aside in the rush of their passion. Above them, the moon was full and glowing, casting a bright light on everything. Alex felt like he was lying in a wonderland of pleasure. 

"I don't normally enjoy flowers. I always thought they were too delicate. This might change my mind about them." Rachel said, a languid smile on her face. 

"Should we plant roses in our own garden, then?" 

"Perhaps one or two bushes wouldn't be a bother."

"I will fetch a gardener in the morning."

The two of them were silent for a few moments, just holding each other and breathing in matching patterns. Alex regretted that they would have to move soon, but they couldn't spend the night in Stanhope’s garden. As they dressed, Rachel was the first one to speak. 

"This was a very lovely gesture. I have never been to such a beautiful place." 

"Did your mother enjoy flowers?" 

"I can't remember. I was very young when my mother passed away. My memories of her are very vague."

"Didn't your father speak about her?"

"Not very often. I think it hurt him to remember her." 

Alex had many memories of his parents, but none of them reflected that level of deep affection. He grew up believing that marriage was a companionable arrangement not given to dramatic emotions. His own feelings about his wife were already too deep to match his parents union. He would be wretched if anything happened to her. 

"Does she still have family in Spain?"

"I'm not sure. I thought about traveling there when I was younger, but now I worry I might not like the answers I find." 

"We could go there one day. You won't have to face the answers alone." 

Her hair fell across her shoulder as she looked at him over it and smiled. "I would like that." 

The evening hadn't gone as planned, but it had still been a success. She was beginning to warm up to him, and that meant he was getting closer to her true feelings. 
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CHAPTER 14
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RACHEL FELT AT EASE as she stood near the edge of the dancefloor watching Daphne twirl around with another gentleman. Her new sister was starting to come out of her shell and they were taking notice. Perhaps one of the young men would catch her fancy and she would reconsider her ideas about finding marriage. 

Around her the ladies she was with were discussing upcoming events. Rachel was only half listening, since she had sent her responses already. It felt nice to be included but her mind was on something else. She was wondering where her husband had gone off to. With his leg injury he couldn’t dance, so he should be lingering in the crowd but she hadn’t seen him for quite some time. When she couldn’t find him, Rachel excused herself to go search for him. 

“Still continuing the charade I see.” Lady Harris stepped from the crowd and directly into Rachel’s path.

“What charade is that?” Rachel felt bothered by the women, so she didn’t hide it from her tone. 

“Pretending to be one of us, one of the ton. We both know that you are not.” 

“I’m married to a peer, so I believe that means I am.” 

Lady Harris laughed, making the long earring she wore bob back and forth. She was dressed smartly for a woman her age, fashionable but not garish. Something fitting a woman with influence. 

“I have looked into your past. I know what kind of family you come from and if they knew, you would be removed immediately.” The woman raised one eyebrow as a challenge. 

That made Rachel feel a chill across her skin. “What did you find out?” 

“I know who your father is and what he does for a living.” 

That would be a disaster if she told. 

“I don’t know what you are talking about.” 

“You don’t? You have forgotten the Raven Club so quickly?” 

Lady Harris said those words in barely a whisper. So softly that only Rachel could here. It was enough to have an effect though. Rachel felt her cheeks flush and there would be no more pretending ignorance. 

“What do you want?” she asked, knowing the Lady could have said it loudly enough for the entire room to hear but didn’t. 

“Nothing as of yet, but I wanted you to know that your success depends on me keeping this a secret. “

“So now I’m indebted to you?”

“Yes. I imagine at some point in the future I will require some assistance. When I do I expect you to give it.” 

“What kind of assistance?” Rachel hated playing when she didn’t know the stakes. 

“Nothing more unsavory than what your father has done, I imagine but I don’t know exactly. I just like to have people owe me favors.” 

Rachel wondered how many other people in the room owed her something. Lady Harris might have been a powerful boss if she had been a man. 

“Do we understand each other?” Lady Harris asked.

Rachel was gritting her teeth as she nodded her head. This evening proved that she had become a success in society, so now she had something to lose. Dealing with that shrew would have to come later. For now, she just wanted to find Alex. 

He was lingering near the doorway that led out to the gardens. He was already smiling slightly, but when he saw her it lit up into the biggest grin. That reaction made her stomach flutter and she found she couldn’t help but smile back. Without words, he took her hand and led her out of the ballroom. 

Outside the air was cooler and there were less people. Especially in the corner that Alex took her to. The anticipation of what might happen, once they were alone made her shiver. 

“You seem to have blossomed, my wife.” 

Alex came in close enough that their bodies pressed together and the words were whispered hotly in her ear. She inhaled the masculine scent of him, letting his heat soak through both their clothes. She was grateful she wore the cool silk gown with the low-rounded neckline, in hopes he might place a few kisses along the exposed skin. 

Turning she spoke in low tones to answer him. “I have found my footing with your peers, if that’s what you mean.” 

“Is it?”

That’s when he began to nibble slightly on her ear while pushing her backwards behind a bit of over grown shrubbery to be better hidden. She felt exhilarated by the sensation of his lips on her skin and his hands on her body while they were both fully clothed. There was no telling how far she might be willing to go, but he stopped and put a few inches of space between them. 

“I have become as enchanted by you as the rest of the crowd in that ballroom.” Alex said. 

Rachel laughed. “I’m hardly enchanting. I’m just new. Everyone likes something new.” 

“Not me.” 

The moment slowed down as she looked into his eyes and saw the intensity there. Her breathing became long drawn out breathes and her heart beat fluttered in her chest. She felt frightened by the feelings she was beginning to have and in her panic she pushed him away. 

“We need to get back.” She couldn’t look him in the eye, so she turned her face away. 

Alex backed up, giving her room to walk away. She couldn’t even take his arm as they walked back to the ballroom. Her emotions were so jumbled and she felt she needed to keep the distance between them. Suddenly, she saw Alex freeze next to her, with the most stricken look on her face. She followed his gaze through the glass doors into the house and saw that Deckland was standing there, conversing with a small number of gentlemen. 

"Where are you going?" Rachel grabbed Alex by the arm, hoping he wouldn't go. 

"To see an old friend."

"You can't face him in public." 

Alex went still beneath her hands, his body no longer tugging them both forward. He looked at her over his shoulder with bewilderment and anguish in his expression. 

"How do you know who I'm speaking of?"

"It's Deckland. I see him in the ballroom, same as you." 

"You have never met Deckland." 

Rachel didn't want to lie to him so she said nothing.

"You have never met him, right?" 

Still, she kept her lips pressed together. He turned and grabbed her by both arms, almost lifting her off her feet. There was a crazy look in his eyes. 

"Rachel?"

"I didn't want you to worry, but I met him a few days ago. It was while Daphne and I were out."

"He didn't know you were my wife?" 

"No, but something he said I recognized." 

"This happened days ago, but you never told me." He released her, giving her more room to breathe, but she didn't move away from him. "It was the day I found you looking through my things in the study. You were looking for more information about him." 

"I wasn't certain it was him at first. He gave me a different name and I wanted to be sure." 

Rachel didn’t know how to respond. Alex’s eyes were wide open and his cheeks were a bright red. In a moment the shock of it wore off and he barreled through the doors. 

“You bastard!” Alex cried out as he grabbed Deckland by both arms and lifted him off his feet.

The crowd in the ballroom was now filling in around them. Everyone straining their necks to see what was happening. Rachel attempted to calm Alex down, but he heard nothing that she said. All he could hear was what Deckland sputtered through his pursed lips. 

"I'm sorry. Who are you talking about?" 

“You! Deckland. I know it's you!" 

"You have the wrong man." 

"No!" Alex shook Deckland Hard enough to make his head bounce back and forth. "I know it's you."

People were starting to gather and watch the confrontation. Rachel didn't know how to help, but Thomas was quietly trying to get them to move on. His influence helped, but there were still some who refused to leave. 

"I don't know who you think I am, but I'm not him. My name is Hatwell and I just arrived in London a week ago." 

"A week? You have been here for a week and I didn't see you?" 

"I don't know you." 

A strangled sound came from Alex. "You know me too well. You know me well enough to steal from me." 

“You are Marcus Deckland." Alex growled. "The man who fooled me into giving him my entire fortune and then disappeared."

"Do you have proof of that?" The expression on Deckland's face changed. He became calm as he no longer struggled. "My name is Hatwell, not Deckland. I have a list of people who will vouch for that. Do you have any that would agree I was this Deckland person?" 

Rachel watched as Alex slowly released Deckland, anger and frustration clearly visible in his demeanor. "You know I don't. You always had an excuse why we had to meet in private."

"Do you have proof that this Deckland person took your money?" 

"The bank has record of it."

"They can prove that you took the money out, not where it went after that. If you were fool enough to give it to someone, there is no record of it but your word." 

"My word will be enough."

"I highly doubt that. I am a wealthy and well-respected man in America, and I have many friends here in London. It would be your word against mine, and I have more people who can speak to my character than you think." 

Thomas came up beside Alex and placed a hand on his shoulder. There was such anguish in Alex’s eyes that Rachel could feel tears falling down her own cheeks. He had no choice but to let the man go, but it was difficult for him. Thomas pulled him back and the man stood there straightening his evening clothes. 

“I’m afraid he thought you were someone else. He knows he made a mistake and is deeply sorry for it.” said Thomas.

“Then I want to hear him say it.” 

The room froze. It was so silent, Rachel could hear the wind coming in through the open door. 

“My apologies.” 

The tone of Alex’s voice sent a chill up her spine and many of those in the crowd by the looks on their faces. Hatwell just smiled, in a smug way and shrugged.

“I suppose I can accept that. Mistakes do happen.” 

He held out his hand and Alex took it, even though is face was grim. The other guests were satisfied with that and began to disperse. That’s when Hatwell pulled Alex in and grinned with a sick smile. 

“I wouldn’t want us to have a sour relationship. I’m hoping to do a lot of business while I’m here and lady Luck may bring us together again.” 

The way he smiled at her made her stomach turn and she could see Alex trying to break away from Thomas. Luckily the duke was strong enough to hold him in place while is enemy got into the carriage and left. Then his shoulders slumped and he stood there in defeat. 

“That was Deckland.” His voice carried such a desperate tone. “I don’t care what he calls himself now, but he’s Deckland. He’s the man who ruined me.” 

“I believe you, but without proof you can’t just attack him in public.” Thomas said. 

“In private?” 

Rachel wouldn’t be against the idea, but then Alex could be the one under arrest. “I don’t think that would be a good idea.”

His head swiveled and those green eyes of his were flaming with anger. “So I just let it go? I just wish him well and let him go on living the life my family’s money gave to him?”

Rachel was shaking her head, but he was pushing her and Thomas away. Breathing like a wild animal, she worried he might be going after Deckland again, but he didn’t. Alex let out a low string of curse words and then left the ballroom. 

“I will make sure he doesn’t do anything reckless.” Thomas told her. “You need to make sure Daphne is taken care of. Find Eloisa and let her know where I went. “

She had tears in her eyes as she watched them leave. 
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CHAPTER 15
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SLEEP WAS ELUSIVE AS Alex sat in his study and drank away the memories of Deckland and his betrayal. He had sent Rachel and his sister up to bed as soon as they had arrived home. Neither of them argued when he insisted on staying down there. 

The next morning he left the house early to find out what he could about the new person Deckland was pretending to be. What he found out was bad news. After talking to a man he knew at the Bow Street Runners, he needed to talk to a friend and found himself calling on Thomas.

"He has an entirely new identity." Alex said as he came into the room that Thomas called his office.

"Deckland does?" Thomas didn't bother to get up from his chair, where his steward was helping him with correspondence.

"Of course. How many other swindlers are running around London?"

"I'm not going to bother answering that."

Thomas indicated for his steward to leave them alone. Alex was so agitated, he felt like he couldn't be still, so he paced back and forth across the room. He could feel the pounding of his heart inside his chest, as if he had run there instead of riding. He so badly wanted to put his fist through the man's face, but he had to find him first.

"What did you discover about his new identity?" Thomas remained calm, sitting in his chair behind the desk.

"He is now going by the name Marcus Hatwell. He recently arrived from New York, along with a few of his business partners."

"Decided to take them with him this time."

"Apparently, he is now in the textile business. When we were going into it together, it had been paper goods."

"Textiles are far more profitable these days."

Alex stopped and looked at Thomas. "How can you make light of this?"

"Humor is the only way I know how. Years of bad situations, I suppose."

"The man stole my future and my sister's future. He is the worst kind of devil."

"Yes, but he's a smart one. Those are the hardest to catch."

Alex remembered what Deckland had said the night before, about how he had no proof of any of it. He couldn't prove that Deckland was really the same man as Hatwell and he couldn't prove the money was taken by him. Legally, Deckland was going to get away with it all.

"There must be something I can do. The thought of seeing him around London, living the life he bought with my family’s money will drive me mad."

"You appear to be halfway there already."

"Funny."

Thomas reached into one of the drawers of his desk and pulled out a stack of papers. They were tied together with a string and looked as if they had been riffled through numerous times. The corners of the pages were bent and they appeared to have had the ink smudged too many times.

"Do you know what this is?" Thomas tossed the stack of papers on the desk, but Alex didn't move to reach for them. "This is all the information I could find about my brothers after they went missing. Every eye witness or piece of gossip that I followed. Any kind of paper that might show where they were that week. I retraced every step they made leading up to that night."

Alex remembered that time in his friend's life. Thomas had tried to console his mother while he himself went down the trail looking for the young men. Nothing had ever turned up to show if they were dead or alive. Eventually, he had stopped searching because of his injury, but Alex always suspected Thomas still believed they were out there.

"It took me a long time to get this much information and I couldn't have done it alone. I hired a man, a very persuasive man. Someone who knows how to sniff out the truth from those that don't want to give it."

"I need such a man."

"I thought you might. I sent him word this morning that I had a new case for him to look into. He's faster than expected and told me to meet him later this evening about it. Seems he already has a lead on the man and his activities."

"You did this without me asking?" Alex finally felt his body begin to slow down and he was no longer feeling the need to move.

"A friend doesn't need to be asked. I saw you were in trouble and decided to help."

"You didn't have to do that."

"No, but I wanted to. You are one of the few friends who kept by me after the accident. You need someone to keep by you now."

Alex didn't know what to say. He knew Thomas was a good friend, but this went beyond that. This was something that felt more like family.

"I will be by around sundown this evening to pick you up." Thomas said, unaware that Alex was staring at him like a gaping fish. "I suggest not telling the ladies where we are going. We wouldn't want them to worry."

"Where are we going?"

"Mitchum wanted us to meet him in a pub near Whitechapel called the Dancing Fish. A bad neighborhood, but we are looking for a bad man."

Alex hadn't spoken to Rachel since the night before. He didn't know what to say to her after the scene he’d made. She must think he was a mad man, accosting someone like that in front of everyone. After he had made such a big deal about proper behavior, he went and behaved like a common street thug.

There was also the matter of her deceit. Alex knew that she had never lied to him about meeting Deckland, but she had kept it a secret from him and that felt very much the same. He was angry about that and wasn't sure he could keep from saying something cruel to her.

Rachel was waiting for him when he arrived home, sitting on the steps of the staircase just inside the door. ""Where have you been? Daphne and I have been worried about you. There wasn't even a note."

Alex could see the way her dress was wrinkled where her hands were gripping it. Her hair was pulled up but in haste, so it tilted to the side. She must have been in a hurry this morning to find him. Those brown eyes were rimmed with red, and he suspected she had been crying only moments before he came in. He felt a lump in his throat as he realized how worried she had been. He wasn't accustomed to anyone worrying that much.

"I didn't have time. I left as soon as the sun was up, hoping to find out more about this Mr. Hatwell person." It was a weak excuse but the only one he could give.

"And?"

Alex didn't want anyone else to hear what he was about to say so he pulled her into another room before talking.

"My search wasn't very successful. I was able to find out that he truly has arrived in London as a different person, but that wasn't going to help me."

"The nerve of him coming back here!"

He couldn't help but notice the bright pink color that spread across her cheeks when she was angry. He was glad that those sparks in her eyes weren't directed at him this time.

"I agree, but there wasn't much I could do to prove it."

"You're just going to give up?"

Alex saw the way her eyebrows came together and put a wrinkle there. He wished he could soothe her with good news, but he knew he had to be as vague as possible. As Thomas had said, the girls would just worry if they knew what was going to happen.

"No, of course not. I'm going to continue to dig until I find something I can take him to jail with. Thomas has offered to help me by going over some of the financial records I had from when I dealt with Deckland." Alex made sure that his expression gave nothing away; he kept the casual look he always had when he was playing cards. "I'm afraid that means I won't be able to accompany you and Daphne to the ball tonight. Eloisa and her cousin will be there, though."

He could see the way she was looking him meant that she didn't entirely believe him. The Raven had watched him at the tables enough to know every tiny tell he might have. As hard as he tried, something must have been off enough to give her pause but not enough for her to call him on it.

"Are you sure you want us to go out? I don't think any of us would mind staying in to help. The more hands there are, the more work can be done, or so says my father."

That was the last thing Alex wanted. He needed to know that the women were safe and far from Deckland. Thomas would feel the same way about his wife and sister-in-law.

"No, it's going to be very dull and probably frustrating. We wouldn't want you to go through that with us." he said, attempting to sound bored by it. "Besides, Daphne needs as much time in front of the ton as possible. The season is ending soon and she will be sad if she misses the fun."

"I could send her with Eloisa and stay behind to–"

"No." This time Alex knew his voice was sharp, but he needed to be. "You will go with the rest of them to the ball. This is my responsibility, and I need to take care of it."

She opened her mouth as if to argue but thought better of it.

"Fine, but if you find anything, you wait until tomorrow. Don't do anything foolish tonight."

It was too late for that. Alex had no intention of giving that man any more hours of peace than he had to. If they found where that snake was hiding he was sure as hell going to hunt him. He could either drag Deckland to jail or into hell, but he wasn't going to stay in London.

"Of course not. I have Thomas to keep an eye on me."

He smiled, hoping she would find his joke funny but she didn't. Instead, she threw herself into his arms and buried her face in his chest. He stood there, holding her with one hand on her back and the other stroking her hair.

"I know men like Deckland. My father dealt with them all the time. They are dangerous."

The words were muffled but he heard them still.

"I'm not naïve. I have had my fair share of run-ins with the dark side of the city."

Alex had played in all sorts of gambling hells when he first went broke, any that would give him a line of credit to play with. Sometimes he wondered if they would take back their money in blood, but he always managed to come out safe.

"No you haven't, not like this. I know real evil when I see it."

"How much time did you spend with the man?"

Rachel looked up at him with a weak smile. "Enough to know I don't want you to be alone with him."

"I promise I won't let myself be caught off guard. I won't do anything alone." Alex silently added that Thomas would be there with him for every step, not her.

He kissed her on the top of her hair, but then she pulled him down to kiss her lips. Only a day apart and he felt like he had forgotten how sweet she tasted. He drank her in and devoured her with his mouth. They were only moments away from stripping each other of their clothes when there was a knock on the door interrupting them.

"Eloisa sent a note around to ask if we were still going to attend tonight." Daphne's voice came from the other side of the closed door.

"Send the reply that we will be going." Rachel was still running her fingers through his hair and giving him the shivers. "Your brother insists."

"I never thought I would hear you say that." Daphne said.

Alex couldn't help but smile. Rachel was a good influence on his timid sister, helping her to build a little courage. She didn't know it would come around on her occasionally. Rachel was smiling at his sister's comment too.

"She's taking after you." he told her.

"A little too much." Rachel looked at him with serious eyes again. "Please be careful."

He nodded and she left the room to go get ready. For women preparing for a ball was like preparing for war. Alex would do well to stay out of their way. The ladies left first, but it wasn't long after that Thomas arrived. He was dressed in all black, same as Alex and wore a wide brimmed hat that could hide part of his face. It was important that a duke not be seen going into a place like the Dancing Fish.

The establishment was everything one would expect from such a name. It was old and worn out with a sagging roof and crooked doors. The sign that hung on the outside was in the shape of a fish in a dancing pose and had been painted so long ago most of the letters were missing. It looked like it was the Ding Fi and not very welcoming. The inside wasn't much better, but most of the customers were too drunk to notice. The man they were looking for motioned to them from a booth in the back, and they tried to make it there without drawing attention.

"Is this your best attempt at blending in? Because anyone could spot you are gentlemen from a mile away in those fancy clothes."

Mitchum, Thomas called him that, was a very portly young man, with a bushy beard around his chin and no hair across his head. He wore a shirt and coat but no waist coat or tie. A bowler hat sat on the table next to a large glass of beer.  Mitchum signaled for the barmaid to bring two more for his guests. Even though they wouldn't be drinking them, that might help the two blend in better.

"You said you had news about your new assignment?" Thomas was quick to get to the point.

"Yes, that Hatwell fellow. It seems he hasn't been that man for very long."

"We already know he changed his identity and bought himself the connections he has now."

"Yes, but it cost him every dime he had. Now he's here hoping to find a new source of income."

"Not the textiles?"

Mitchum laughed. "Those are a long term investment and he's going to need funds much sooner. Rumor is he's looking to do what you did and marry into some available funds."

That might explain why Hatwell expressed such an interest in Rachel without knowing who she was. One look at her clothes and her demeanor would tell any skilled grifter she had plenty of money. He would have considered her a mark from the very beginning. 

"He's been doing a few other things to try and get his hands one money as well. Gambling, for one thing. That's why I asked you gentleman down here at this hour. He spends most nights gambling in a room in the back of this place." 

"Why would he come to Whitechapel? This isn't the place to find players with deep pockets." Alex knew where all the best places to play were and nothing in this neighborhood made the list. 

"My guess is he wants to keep his activities a secret from those fancy investors. They might not trust him as a partner if they knew he had to gamble to pay for his rooms in town."

That made sense. Deckland wouldn't want them to know his life as a gentleman was a thin lie. They might get suspicious and pull out. Then he would be right back in his place as a thief and swindler. 

"I thought you might want to catch him at such an establishment and discuss your history. Work out what you need to where no one would be looking." 

"Good job." Thomas said, shaking the man's dirty hand without hesitation. "Once again, you have done excellent work." 

"My pleasure, sir." Mitchum pulled the two mugs of beer that the men still had untouched toward himself. "Head down the back to the farthest room and tell the man at the door I sent you. He will show you to where your man is." 

The two gentlemen followed the directions to the secret room. Alex had never been desperate enough to play in such a place. The use of Mitchum's name got them in the door and they knew it to be a place where only the most hardened people could be found. There, in the center table, was Deckland. He wasn't wearing his fancy suit but what Alex remembered him dressing in, the clothes of a merchant in the middle class who didn't want to draw attention to himself. 

"What a surprise!" Deckland stood when he saw them entering the room. "I didn't think I would see you in a place like this."

"We need to talk." Alex growled. 

"I'm a little busy right now, perhaps we can meet tomorrow?"

"Now." 

The other men in the room responded to his tone and were getting restless.

"I don't think you realize where you are. This is not one of your sophisticated gaming hells or gentlemen’s clubs. This is the underbelly of London and these are my people.” 

Deckland smiled with a smug expression. 

Alex looked at Thomas, who held his cane in both hands like a weapon. Alex knew that his friend was a skilled fighter, but there were half a dozen men in the room. It would be difficult to fight them all. 

"We just want to talk. I want what you owe me." Alex said, hoping he could convince Deckland to come outside. 

"Owe you? I don't owe you anything." 

"I just want the money you took." 

Deckland laughed, tilting his head back and letting it out loud. 

"I didn't take anything from you. You gave it to me, remember? You were so excited at the idea of making more of it that you didn't even look at the risks. You let yourself get greedy and that's what cost you the family fortune.” 

Alex felt his blood pumping faster through his veins and he struggled to remain still. 

"You lied to me. You pretended to be a businessman and I trusted you." 

"That was your mistake, not mine." Deckland smiled with those pearly white teeth. "Now you better hurry home to that new wife of yours or you might lose something again."

That was the last thing Alex remembered Deckland saying before the room erupted into violence. 




CHAPTER 16



Rachel knew it was a bad idea, but she didn't let that stop her from following her husband that night. He was up to something and might need her help. It was no surprise to her when the duke's carriage drove past his home, where they were supposed to be spending the evening. It did shock her to see that she was following him into Whitechapel. Rachel wished she had brought someone with her. Not Daphne or Eloisa of course, but she hadn't even brought a servant for protection. She had gotten a hired hack to follow her husband but doubted the driver would be much help.

She saw that their carriage stopped at a pub, with a card room in the back she heard players mention before. It was the type of place someone went when they couldn't get into an establishment like the Raven Club. Rachel was frightened of what Alex might have gone there looking for.

The driver of the hack didn't seem to want to leave her there alone, but she pushed enough coin into his hand to make him stop arguing. She was wearing one of her older gowns, dark in color and very well worn. She knew it would make her look like she belonged, even in a place like this. Her hair was pinned tightly to her head under the hood of her cloak and she walked slowly behind her husband and Thomas. First, they shared a table with a gruff looking man but they only spoke. They went to the back room after a few minutes. She slipped in after them, keeping close to the wall to avoid being seen by the guard at the door. She wouldn't reveal herself unless she had to.

The men in the room responded quickly to the intrusion, standing up around the table. Deckland was speaking but Rachel wasn’t close enough to hear what was being said. She could only watch the way the men got worked up from it and then chaos broke out. 

Outnumbered, both Alex and Thomas did their best to fight off the other men but it was useless. Rachel watched as her husband was toppled to the ground and beaten by three of them. Thomas was able to use his cane to knock of the men fighting him, but not without gaining a few injuries as well. Rachel felt helpless, knowing that she could do nothing to save them both. 

“Enough!” Deckland finally yelled and the men stopped their attack. “I find this has become tedious. Leave me alone or I will make sure you are unable to return home to your wife.” 

Deckland walked past her as he left the room, but Rachel kept her head turned and her face hidden by the cloak. He didn’t even bother to look at her, he was so smugly satisfied with himself. 

Thomas had enough strength to help Alex up from the floor and carry him out of the pub and into his waiting carriage. Rachel called out to them, getting in with them to ride home. 

“How long were you there?” Thomas asked. “I didn’t catch your scent but the room was full of smelly thieves.”

“Long enough to know I married a fool.” 

“Rachel?” 

Alex had lifted his head enough to look at her through the one eye he could open. The expression on his bruised and swollen face was confused. Then his head fell back and he was unconscious. 

Rachel felt like her heart was thumping in her chest hard enough to leave a bruise. She reached out and placed a hand on him, just to reassure her mind that he was still alive. Her breath only came as she watched the rise and fall of his chest. If he stopped, she feared she might as well. 

At the house, servants carried Alex in and up to their room while Thomas went to his own house to rest. Not knowing what else to do, Rachel sent a message to the one person who knew about dangerous things. She hoped he would understand the urgency and come quickly. 

"What happened?" Her father didn't bother with salutations, but burst into the house asking for the important information. Rachel did her best to explain everything she knew, including Deckland and his new identity.

"The bastard applied to become a member at the club. I had no idea who he really was."

"Did you let him in?"

Her father shook his head. "No, there was something about the man I didn't like. I told him we were full and wouldn't be taking new members for a while."

"Alex shouldn't have gone to face him with only one person watching his back. There were at least half a dozen against him in that fight."

"Sometimes men are too busy being angry to be smart. He probably couldn't think of anything but catching the man who betrayed him."

"He was badly beaten. I don't think it hurt his leg again, but almost everywhere else on his body is bruised. He could barely open his eyes when I gave him the laudanum. " Rachel felt the tears in her eyes and struggled to remain calm. 

"The sort of men who go to that club are the hardened criminals most men are afraid of."

Rachel knew she was certainly afraid of them. Her mind was still playing over the scene in her head. She remembered each face and each blow. She trembled so strongly from them that she had to sit down or she was afraid she was going to fall. 

"He's going to try it again." she said, her voice hollow to her own ears. "I know he won't give up. As soon as he is well enough to leave the bed, he will try to find him again. He won't give up until Deckland sees justice or he is killed."

"Then we will need to find a way to bring him to justice." 

"I don't know how. Deckland was very careful in his dealings with Alex. He never even met Daphne during their time doing business."

"So there is no way to prove his new identity is false." 

"Exactly. He's had years to build this story of being Hatwell and he's done a fine job if it."

Rachel had spent the entire evening holding back the tears, but they were now rolling down her cheeks. Knowing that her husband was so badly beaten was overwhelming. She let them slide down her face but didn't give in to the sobbing. She maintained her composure for the sake of her husband, but now she could no longer do so. 

"Yet, he has run out of money, so he's been gambling to maintain the lie." said Gerald.  

"We just discussed that." There was no need to go over it again.  

Something changed in her father's expression and he began to pace the floor, his hands behind his back like when he was thinking about the club. His eyebrows were drawn together but his eyes had a wild look to them. She could only remember a few times in her life when her father got that look and it was usually when he had a brilliant idea. 

"What if we don't worry about trying to prove he's Deckland, but instead we focus on him now as Hatwell?" 

"Focus on him how?" 

"The man is desperate for funds. Desperate men are easy to manipulate."

"You mean at the gaming table?" 

"Yes. We do to him what he did to Alex. We take everything from him." 

That idea made Rachel's tears stop. She looked at Gerald, waiting for him to explain the plan he clearly had formulating in his mind. If there was a way to get Alex back what he lost, she was willing to do it. 

"We can use the club. He wants in so badly that if I send him an invitation to a private game he won't be able to resist."

"Do you think you will be able to beat him?" 

Gerald had been an excellent player when he was younger, but it had been a very long time since he’d played. Once he was the owner and manager Gerald didn't feel the need to continue playing. 

"No, but the Raven can." 

"You didn't want me playing that part anymore."

"This can be an exception. If he's been playing in London, then someone has surely told him about the Raven’s impeccable playing skills. A man like that would want to play against the best. We can use his ego against him." 

Rachel knew that Alex would not approve of her taking such a risk. Tonight Deckland had proven that he wasn't against using violence. There was also her reputation to consider now. She was still struggling to fit into Alex's world and if she was found out that would make her efforts wasted. 

"What if I can't beat him?" Rachel hated the weak sound of her voice as she begged Gerald for reassurance. 

"You don’t lose."

"I did once." That night had changed her life. 

"You won’t. You would never let that happen."

She felt scared and alone in that moment. Without warning she moved from her seat and into his arms. It felt good to be held like that, the same as it had been when she was a child. Her father had always been the strongest man she had ever known. Now she let him protect her from her own fears and drew on that strength. 

“I was afraid you might not come.” Rachel confessed, keeping her face buried in his shirt front. 

“Your message was very urgent.”

“Yes, but you have been clearly avoiding me.” 

She felt the rise and fall of his chest against her cheek as he sighed. 

“I thought I was doing what was best for you. I didn’t want my reputation to ruin yours, but now you need me.”

“I always needed you.”

He squeezed her hard and Rachel could feel his regret. There would be no more avoiding her after this. 

"It will take me some time to get it set up. The man will have to believe it is a legitimate game or he might not risk coming." Gerald spoke while he held her, and the sound rumbled in his chest. "You need to explain the plan to Alex and do what you must to convince him to go along with it." 

"I'm not sure he will listen." 

"You can persuade him. A wife always knows how to do that." 

"We don't have the kind of marriage you and mother had." 

Gerald laughed and Rachel felt it through his entire body. She pulled back and looked up at him in confusion. 

"What kind of marriage did you think we had?" Gerald asked. "Certainly not a perfect one. I can still remember how pretty your mother looked when she was angry with me. Her cheeks would turn red and her eyes would be shooting sparks at me."

"I don't remember you fighting.”

"You were just a little girl and we tried to keep it out of sight. That doesn't mean it wasn't there.” 

"I think Alex and I fight more than we don't." 

Gerald reached up and tucked a lock of her hair behind her ear as he had when she was a child. "You two are still getting to know each other, but I assure you that the love is there."

Rachel couldn't admit that to her father, but she was having trouble fighting the idea to herself. 

"Get some sleep. I will be back in the morning to work out the details." Gerald placed a kiss on his daughter's head. 

Once her father was gone, Rachel felt completely alone. The house was quiet and Alex was asleep. She went to sit with him and watch him, but after a few minutes, the silence grew deafening. She chose to go back to his study and attempt to read a book. 

That's where she was when Daphne arrived home from her ball. One look at Rachel's face and Daphne panicked. 

"What happened? Is Alex hurt?" 

The young girl's face was scared and Rachel didn't know if the truth would help. It hadn't help ease her fears. She told Daphne what happened but left out some of the more horrific details. At the end of the story, the girl fell into one of the chairs, a blank look on her face. 

"He's returned." she mumbled. "Alex has been waiting years to face him, and now he's here."

"Yes, but he's been very careful about protecting his identity." 

"I can't believe I shook his hand. I smiled at him. I flirted with him." 

"You didn't know."

Rachel watched as Daphne tried not to break and lost the battle. The poor girl began to shake with sobs. Not knowing anything else to do, Rachel came to kneel beside her in the chair and offer her a hand to hold. It felt good to be of assistance in some way. 

"Alex was devastated last time he dealt with that man. How is he going to handle it now?" Daphne asked.

"My father and I have a plan. It's a good plan. It will make sure Deckland pays for what he did." 

"Still, Alex must be so upset."

Rachel chose not to tell Daphne how badly her bother was beaten. She wasn't going to let her see him in such a condition. 

"He is, but he's sleeping now. I think he probably needs his rest." 

"I won't be able to sleep, that's for sure." 

"Me neither. That's why you found me in here, pretending to read." 

The two girls held hands for a few more minutes, until Rachel decided they needed some kind of a distraction. 

"Have you played cards before?" 

"A little bit of whist with my aunt. She didn't care for it much, because she didn't like keeping track of the cards."

"Would you like me to teach you a few more games?" 

Daphne sighed. "That would be lovely." 

Rachel got the cards from Alex's deck. Holding them reminded her of the night she had played high card with Alex. There was a lump in her throat that she had to swallow. 

"Can you tell me about Alex? You must know all of his secrets." Rachel suspected that might be the best way to take both of their minds off of what was going on.

"He doesn't like to keep secrets." Daphne sat across from Rachel at the small table made for playing these games. 

"No secrets then, just details that I haven't learned about him yet." 

Daphne frowned. "Sadly, I'm not sure I know my brother much better than you do anymore. I have been away for so long." 

"You knew him as a child."

"Yes, but so much has changed about him. I had hoped to get to know him again when I returned to London, but it hasn't happened as of yet." 

Rachel knew that Alex had been spending most of his time with her, but she thought that was because Daphne was enjoying the season. Now she wished she had encouraged them to spend more time together.  

"What about his childhood? Was it as carefree as I imagined?" Rachel was trying to lighten the mood for them both. 

Daphne laughed. 

"When we were younger, my brother was never serious. Everything was a game to him. He used to drive his tutors mad with his silly antics."

It was easy for Rachel to imagine that. Alex was always quick to smile and easy to laugh. He enjoyed making jokes, especially if it made her blush. Yet, there was always another layer beneath his charm that reflected his guilt over his failing and his concern for his sister. That darkness was difficult to see but directed so many of his actions. Rachel wondered what he had been like before that piece of him existed.  

"Did he have a lot of friends?" Rachel asked. 

"No, he didn't have very many. Thomas became his best friend at school, but most of the other kids kept their distance. He didn't follow orders as they were given." 

"That I can believe."

"Thomas was also a troublemaker, so I think that was the basis of their friendship." 

"He was lucky to find a kindred spirit."

They continued to play as they talked and Rachel was trying to both teach Daphne the game and practice her own skills. Daphne proved to be a natural at it, creating some good hands. Perhaps it was something in the blood that made the Fullertons good at the game. 

"Thomas was lonely and selfish back then. He had a lot of friends, but when he was injured, those people abandoned him." 

“Not your brother?" 

"Alex isn't the type to give up on someone." 

Rachel thought about how many times she had pushed him away and he’d always come back for more. She had done everything she could to make him hate her, yet she knew he didn't. He continued to pursue her, and it couldn't be for just what they did in the bedroom. He was determined to win their wager and get her to fall in love with him. The motivation was what she was uncertain about.  

"Have things gotten better between you two?" Now it was Daphne asking the questions. 

"Better?"

"I know that you disliked each other in the beginning, but things seem different now. You both look at each other differently." 

"We have been working on it."

"Good." Daphne looked at Rachel from over the cards in her hand. "I have enjoyed having you as my sister." 

"So have I." 

Daphne's face lit up, and she smiled for the first time since she had arrived home. She played a better hand and Rachel realized she was improving with each round. It made her feel more relaxed. 

"Will this plan of yours work?" Daphne asked. 

Rachel looked into those big imploring eyes and didn't want to lie to her. 

"I think so. I hope so." 

"Then I think I will take that hope to bed with me." 

Rachel remained quiet as Daphne left and she had to admit she suddenly felt tired as well. She went upstairs to the room she shared with Alex. He was still asleep in the bed, and she couldn't look away from his battered face. She titled the lamp away so it wouldn't wake him but she stared at the injuries to that handsome face and bit back her tears. Sobbing would definitely wake him. 

Rachel didn't bother to change into her nightgown. She didn't think she had the energy to unfasten the buttons herself, so she just crawled into the bed beside him fully clothed, laying her head on the pillow next to him. It smelled like brandy and sweat, with dirt smudges mixed with blood on the pillow. She would need to help clean him up in the morning, if he was up for it. She would need to sleep if she was going to have energy for tomorrow. She turned on to her side, facing away from him and closed her eyes. She felt movement beside her and Alex turned toward her, pulling her close and wrapping his arms around her. It was just instinct on his part; he was too deeply asleep to know what he was doing, but she was grateful for it. 

"Rachel?" Alex mumbled her name in his sleep. 

"Yes, it's me. Just sleep and we can speak in the morning." 

She waited until she could feel his breathing fall into a deep rhythmic patter. As she lay tucked into is arms, Rachel allowed herself to fall asleep listening to him at rest. 
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CHAPTER 17
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THE DAYS THAT ALEX had to spend in bed again almost drove him mad. Rachel and his sister did everything they could to help keep him occupied with conversation, but that wasn't what he needed. He needed to move, to find Deckland, to get rid of the man for good. He needed to get back what he had lost and conversation wasn't going to do that. Unfortunately, his body had been so badly beaten that he was forced to remain in bed until he healed. 

Rachel had explained the plan she and her father had come up with. They would entice him into a card game, where they would take all his money and leave him without the funds to finish his new business deal. It was a solid idea, but Alex didn't like the fact that Rachel would be right in the center of it. Deckland might have some of his men nearby, and she could get hurt if he figured out the game was against him. Alex insisted that he be one of the players at the table with them. He wasn't in much shape to fight, but he would do what he had to keep Rachel safe.

"Are you certain you want to go through with this?" Thomas asked as he stood with his friend inside the Raven Club's main room. 

"I can't let him get away with what he did. If I can’t have him arrested, then taking back what he stole will have to be enough."

"You don't actually need that money anymore." 

"I don't want to rely on her funds for our entire marriage. I want to be able to tell my wife we are married her for more than that." 

"How good of a player is the Raven?" 

Alex had told Thomas about the plan for Deckland, but not the part that Rachel played in it.  

"Better than me. I have only played her once and was lucky to win. Others have lost to her over and over again." 

"Then why keep playing?" 

"They like the challenge." 

"Let's hope Deckland feels the same way." 

Gerald had done a good job in preparing for this game. He selected a handful of very discreet players with various skill levels for the table. They were regular customers who had all played the Raven before in one game or another. They made it into an authentic game, one that Deckland would believe he might win. 

Alex knew the moment Deckland entered the room because all the hair on the back of his neck stood up. Turning, he saw his enemy standing across the room with a broad smile. He handed a servant his coat and hat, taking a glass of brandy that was offered by another. He held the glass but didn't sip from it. It was there to make him appear relaxed, but he was sharp as a tack. If he knew this was a ruse he didn't show it. 

"You have suddenly tensed." Thomas said, a frown forming. "Is it him?" 

Alex felt that same knot in his stomach that he had the first time he saw Deckland at the ball. He felt his skin break out into a sweat and every muscle in his body became alert. His first instinct was to cross the room and wrap his hand around the thief's neck, but he was in no shape for another fight tonight.  

"Yes, he has arrived." Alex drank the last of his brandy in one gulp. "The game will be starting soon. I need you to stay close to the Raven and be ready in case Deckland decides to try something." 

"What about you?" 

"Deckland and I are going to finish this one way or another." 

One of the footmen in the club escorted the players back to the private room. Alex kept his eyes on Deckland the entire time. They took their seats and waited in silence. Each of the men was trying to learn what they could about their opponents. The first rule of playing the game was to learn how to play the other men. 

"Gentlemen." 

Alex felt a shiver of excitement at the sound of her voice from the doorway. She stood there in her red satin evening gown. It was the same one she wore the night of their first kiss. He wondered if she wore it just for him. She ran her hands down the sides of her body while looking at him through the slits of her mask. The look she gave him told him that she remembered that evening as clearly as he did. 

"I'm sorry to keep you waiting, but you know how ladies are." 

Her voice was smooth like silk. It wasn't the same voice she used when she was Rachel. She was in character now, becoming the Raven completely. He couldn't take his eyes off of her and doubted he was the only one. He saw that Thomas had followed her in, keeping himself close to the back wall, cane in hand. 

"I hope you are all ready to play. I am looking forward to this greatly." 

The Raven took her seat at the head of the table and began shuffling the cards. Alex looked around at the other players. Most of them he knew and had played before. None of them were up to his skill level, much less the Raven’s. He had no idea if Deckland played well or not. In the brief time they’d known each other before, they had never played cards.

"Remember, this is meant to be fun. Anyone who ruins that for me will be asked to leave." She pointed at one of her father's burly security men. "They are polite but firm." 

Alex forced himself to focus on the game as they began to play. He found it difficult with his most hated enemy in one seat and a beacon of temptation in another. Under the best circumstances this would be difficult, but he had the added pressure of knowing that Rachel did this all for him.

As they played, Alex was relieved to see that Deckland was thrown off by his presence. He could feel the man's eyes on him during each hand. Alex pretended not to notice him and kept his eyes focused on the Raven. She was the only one who knew how high the stakes really were in this game. One by one, the other players fell out, losing their money to the Raven. It became just the three of them, and Alex felt tension strumming through him. 

"I believe we should take a break before continuing to play," said the Raven. "I'm parched and would like to freshen up. Would you like to end the game now or continue after the break?" 

Looking at the money in front of each of them, they looked evenly matched. Deckland could take the hefty sum and go home, but Alex knew he wouldn't do that. He was too invested in ruining Alex to make the smart choice. He would leave until he had every coin Alex brought with him, just like the last time they were together. 

The Raven made her exit and took her security with her, but the men remained seated. The two of them sat there alone in the silence. A servant came in to offer them drinks, but both of them declined. They were in too deep to risk losing their focus. 

"I'm surprised your wife allowed you to come here tonight." Deckland was the first to speak. "Especially since you are gambling with her money." 

"While you play with my funds." Alex growled back at him. 

"I spent that money a long time ago. You're hardly the only one foolish enough to trust me." 

"Now you admit that you stole from me?" 

Deckland waved his hand around the empty room they were in. "There is no reason for me to deny it if it is just the two of us. We both know what happened." 

"You lying, thieving bastard!" Alex started to get up from his chair, but the bruises made it impossible to move quickly. By the time he was standing, Deckland had his fist in the air. 

"Are we really going to do this again?" Deckland hissed. "It didn't go in your favor last time." 

"You took everything from me." 

"And I'm about to do it again. Do you want to walk away with what you have?" 

Deckland was taunting him, knowing that Alex would never give up at this point. Letting out a string of curse words, Alex fell back into his chair. The door opened and the Raven returned. This time no one else accompanied her. She turned her head to look at each of them one at a time. 

"Did I miss something?" One delicate eyebrow arched above her mask. 

"Just settling a few things between us." Deckland said, smoothing his hand down his shirt before taking his seat. "Nothing that will disturb your game. We wouldn't dream of such a thing." 

She looked at Alex, waiting to see if he wanted to call it off or keep going. Without hesitation, he nodded. He wasn't going to stop now. 

As part of their plan, Alex was going to have to lose all of his money, leaving only Deckland and the Raven to play against each other. That part was remarkably difficult, considering how competitive he was by nature. It took nearly an hour for him to lose everything. He saw how Deckland was smiling as he left his seat. The rest was going to have to be up to Rachel. 

Thomas was in the main room, keeping company with Mitchum. The latter man looked vastly different, wearing a set of evening clothes and a fresh trim on his beard. His red hair was sliced back and he even wore white gloves to complete the look. Alex wouldn't have recognized him if not for the crooked smile he had. 

"What brings you here tonight?” Alex asked as he joined them. 

"I got some extra information that I thought you two might be interested in. It seems that before he went to America, Mr. Deckland went to South Africa for a bit. He swindled some folk out of their money as well, and I hear there is a substantial reward for his capture." 

"The word ‘reward’ made your ears perk up?" 

"Like a well-trained hunting dog." 

"Then as soon as we done with him, he is all yours." Alex had no problem with Mitchum dragging the liar back to jail in the wilds of Africa. Perhaps that was where he might learn his lesson and atone for his sins. 

"Perhaps we should have offered a reward." Thomas said. "Could have found him much sooner."

"I didn't have the money for a reward."

“No, but I did."

"I wouldn't have accepted it even if you had offered. It was my fault that he fooled me."

"Now your wife is in there fooling him." 

Alex choked on the drink he had in his mouth. "You know that Rachel is the Raven? We were keeping it a secret." 

"She walked past me earlier this evening and I recognized the scent. Sometimes not being able to see makes it easier for me to recognize people." 

"You didn't know before tonight?" 

"I had never been to this club. I wasn't a good enough gambler to come here. Even before my sight was gone, I didn't enjoy losing my money." 

"No, women were more your vice." 

"Look where that got me." 

Thomas had lost his sight while riding away from an angry husband who had caught him in his wife's bed. It was an unlucky accident and he thought it ruined his life. After learning to function blind, Thomas went in search of a wife and his luck changed. Eloisa was a gift that Thomas hadn’t deserved before his accident. Some might say becoming blind had changed him, but Alex knew it was really her that did it. 

"How is the she doing in there?” Mitchum asked, casting a glance toward the hallway where the private room was located. 

"She was doing well when I left. I have to trust that she will be able to get the job done." 

Something caught Alex’s eye from the upper floor. He looked up to find that Gerald was watching him from the balcony. There was a grim look on his face and when he found Alex looking at him he nodded. Gerald turned and Alex knew he was meant to follow. Excusing himself from his friends, Alex went up to where Gerald was waiting for him. 

The inside of Gerald's office was beginning to feel familiar to him. Alex never thought he would be meeting his father-in-law in a gambling hell, but it didn't feel wrong. He imagined that the man was just as anxious about their plan as he was. Perhaps more since He was the one who had helped her with the details of this plan. If something went wrong he would feel partly responsible for it.  

"Are things going according to plan?" Gerald asked, his back turned to Alex as he faced out the window and into the London night. 

"I believe they are. Rachel is moving into the last steps."

"I should have gone down to check and watched the game I'm worried I might not be able to control my temper if he says or does anything threatening." 

"Deckland does have a way of getting under your skin." 

"Did I make a mistake?"

Alex was confused about what the man meant by that. "You mean tonight?" 

"No, I mean weeks ago when I offered you a wife. Was I wrong to do that?"

Alex felt his stomach clench at being asked such a question. "I don't think so. I agreed to it and haven't regretted it." 

"I'm not concerned with your regret. I'm not sure it has made my daughter happy." 

"Have you asked her how she feel about it?" 

"Have you?" 

Gerald turned to look at him and Alex had no good answer.

"We are working on it." Alex said. 

"That's not good enough. I don't want my daughter to be miserable in a situation I put her in.” 

"She's not miserable, that much I’m certain." 

"Not now, but how do you know it won't turn that way over time? I saw how distraught she was that you got hurt. I'm not sure if that was love, but I wanted her out of the club so she wouldn't be in danger any longer. Since then, she has watched you beaten and is now sitting alone with your attacker." 

"You think I can't keep her safe?" 

"I think that you had more trouble in your life than I thought and she's getting pulled into it with you."

"I would never let anything happen to Rachel."

"You would protect her like you did your sister?" 

Alex went from being anxious to being angry and he knew his face was turning red from it. His voice came out louder than before, with a sharper edge to the words. 

"It's one thing to ask me about Rachel, but Daphne is none of your business."

Gerald wasn’t startled by the tone of Alex’s voice, but he did exhale a long breath. 

"I'm sorry. I shouldn't have said that." The older man shook his head. "I'm just worried about her. I know it’s my fault that you two are stuck together. If I was wrong she's the one who has to live with it."

"I know she didn't want the marriage to begin with, but I promise you she is not unhappy. I plan on doing everything in my power to make sure she isn't hurt.” 

"If we capture Deckland in this trap, you will get most of your fortune back and you won't need the club anymore. You won't need my daughter anymore." 

Alex had thought about what it would mean to get his own money back. The money might have been the reason he agreed to marry her in the beginning, but it had nothing to do with the way he felt about her now. A change in his fortune would not change that. They were going to have a real marriage, no matter how things went tonight.

"I'm not giving her up." 

Gerald locked eyes with him, and in that moment of silence, Alex tried to convince the man that he was determined. Rachel was more important to him than any amount of money. They were interrupted when they heard someone in the hallway yelling. Both of them went out to see what was going on.

"He has a knife." The frantic-looking servant said to Gerald from the other side of the security man who kept Gerald's private office private. "I saw him with it and I ran to get you as quickly as I could."

"Is he threatening Rachel?" Gerald asked, pushing the servant out of the way.

"No, he just laid it on the table very calm like, but it was so big, sir." The servant's eyes were wild and frantic with fear. "Ms. Rachel didn't seem upset by it, but I couldn't just let him have it without you knowing."

The servant didn't follow as the two men both took the stairs two at a time. Alex ignored the pain in his leg, focused only on reaching Rachel. They pushed through the crowds in the main room, ignoring the alarmed reaction they got. Rachel was in danger and if Deckland had caught on to this being a trap, he might do something violent against her. Gerald paused just outside the door, listening for any indication of trouble. It was quiet and that gave them both pause. They didn't want to interrupt but Alex wasn't comfortable with her being alone in there with a man carrying a big knife. Alex gave Gerald a nod before reaching to open the door. 
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RACHEL REMAINED CALM as Deckland pulled the knife from his inside coat pocket and laid it down on the table. He didn't make any kind of threat, but she knew he was laying it there as a reminder that he was a dangerous man. She saw one of the servants, the one who usually refilled the glasses, duck out of the room. Going to get her father, no doubt. Weapons were strictly forbidden in inside the club. They were coming close to the end of the game and he was not happy to be losing.

"You know you are not supposed to have that in here." She spoke calmly, not letting her nerves show.

"I forgot I had it."

No doubt that was a lie. She had been watching him very closely and knew when he bluffing. Still, she couldn't force him to leave when she was so close to winning everything from him.

"You must be in a dangerous line of work to need that every day."

"I'm successful, which creates a lot of enemies. There was at least one man here tonight who would like to see me dead."

She had to pretend she didn't know he was referring to Alex when he said that.  

"Surely you don't think I could be a threat." She gave him a slow smile. "I'm as harmless as a kitten. Twice as soft."

She could see the darkest part of his eyes grow and knew he understood what she was implying. The hungry look was enough to turn her stomach coming from him, but she needed the best edge against him that she could get. If flirting helped her win the game then she would tolerate it.

"Why did I get an invitation to this game? I don't know any of the members to this club."

"You applied to be a member. Gerald likes to see how a player will do before he admits them."

"So this is a test?"

"More like an introduction. A chance for you to impress us."

"Us or just you?" He smiled at her, and she could see the glint of his teeth. "I could think of many ways to impress just you."

Rachel could feel her skin crawl at the thought of him touching her, but she continued to smile. So far she was winning, slowly enough that he didn't throw a fit. She wanted him to remain distracted enough not to notice how many hands he had lost.

"Mr. Hatwell-"

"Call me Marcus. Unless you would like me to call you Miss Raven?"

"No, I would never want us to be so formal."

"Perhaps you could tell me your real name and we can become more intimate."

"How do you know Raven is not my real name? My mother might have had a fondness for birds."

He chuckled, even though he was still losing his money. She kept looking at his hand, imagining in her mind the card he most likely held and which ones were still waiting to be dealt. If she played it right, there would only need to be one more round before he was finished.

“I don't mind if a woman is a bit of a mystery. Keeps it from getting dull."

She watched Deckland slide the remainder of his money into the center of the table. He must have been very confident in his cards, though Rachel predicted they were not enough to beat her own. This would be the last round, and then they would be finished and he wouldn't bother Alex any longer.

"You are a mystery as well, I hear. No one knows exactly where you came from or what you have been doing for so many years." Rachel moved her matching fund into the pot. "Lots of rumors, but I know gossip is not always the truth."

"What have you heard?"

Rachel had to be very careful here and not give away too much.

"You came from New York, but grew up here in London. Must have gone somewhere in between to make your fortune. My guess is the Indies?"

Deckland laughed. "No, I didn't go that far. South Africa is where I spent a few years, learning the ways of trade."

"Do you plan to return there?"

"No. I don't think I would be welcome there now."

"More of those enemies?"

"They exist all over the world."

Rachel could imagine that there would be people looking for him in any country he went to. A swindler seldom made friends. 

With a flourish, she laid down her cards next to his and won the game. He looked shocked as he stared down at the last of his money being pulled toward her.

"I guess I just didn't have Lady Luck's favor with me tonight." He tried to sound unbothered by the amount of money he had lost. "Perhaps another lady will show me favor instead."

Rachel stood from her chair and smoothed her skirts with both hands. "I'm afraid it is late, and I'm ready to retire for the night."

She turned to leave but felt him grabbing her arm. The knife was still on the table, but it was within easy reach for him. Her heart began to race and she gave her arm a tug, but he wouldn't let her go.

"I'm a customer and I have paid more than a fair amount for the pleasure of your company."

"You paid to play the game. That's the only thing you were promised."

"Then I demand at least one more round."

"You have no money left to play with." She grinned when she said that, making his expression grow darker.

"I still have a few valuables I could offer." Deckland reached into his coat again and her body tensed. "I know for a fact that this would be worth a great deal to the right person."

This time it wasn't a weapon he produced, but a gold pocket watch with a sapphire attached to the front of it. It was nice and would fetch a good price if it was sold, but she was curious about why he had said that.

"Valuable to whom?"

Now he got that wicked gleam in his eyes again.

"Someone very important would do anything to get their hands on this, but I won't tell you who until you win it from me."

"Then how do I know how much to bet in return?"

"I'm not asking for money. I would ask for a full night of your company."

She yanked her arm free. "I'm afraid you think I'm something I'm not."

"Everyone has a price." He was leaning across the table, licking his lips at her. "I just need to know yours."

Rachel knew there was only one last thing she could get from him and it would be more than enough to ruin him.

"I heard that you recently became partners with a textile company. Your shares in that might be worth the risk."

She could see him trying to decide if he thought it was worth it to him as well. She allowed him to look her over like a pastry in a sweet shop without flinching. This wasn't part of the plan, but if she was able to take this from him, he might never come back to London. He would be so thoroughly ruined, he could do nothing but leave.

"Fine. One round to see who gets the prize."

He sat down and placed the watch next to his knife on the table. Rachel wasn't going to forget that the weapon was there and could still be used against her.

"What is the meaning of this?" Both her father and Alex burst into the room at the same time, glaring first at Deckland and then at the knife on the table.

"I'm just playing one more against the lovely Raven here." Deckland said calmly. "Then I will take my things and be leaving."

"I don't care how much money is at stake, players are not allowed to bring weapons into my club."

"It's not money we are playing for now."

He gave Rachel another of those looks that made her stomach turn. She could see the anger in Alex's eyes.

"What exactly are you playing for?"

She should have required the stakes be kept a secret because neither Alex nor her father was going to be pleased to hear it.

"The lady has agreed to be mine for the night if I win."

The room got so quiet Rachel thought she could hear the sound of her own heart beating. She looked at Alex, and he wasn't angry but worse, he was so deeply hurt. Her father was the angry one, balling his thick fingers into a fist.

"No one propositions my daughter!"

Deckland's eyes grew wide and a smile spread across his lips. "I didn't know she had such a fine pedigree. That will make bedding her even better."

"You won't even get to touch her."

Gerald took a step forward and Alex was right behind him. If Deckland moved for the knife, one of them could get hurt.

"Enough!" Rachel stood up and addressed all three men. "I had already agreed to the terms. To stop now would be a forfeit, and I refuse to allow that."

Alex's face softened as he realized she was doing this for him. "I would rather leave with you than my revenge."

"Are you kidding me?" Deckland laughed. "Why would she do that?"

"Because she's my wife."

Alex was staring right into her eyes as he reached up and removed her mask. She could have stopped him, but she didn't. She didn't care if Deckland knew who she was at this point. She ignored the gasp he gave and let her husband kiss her. It was soft but reassuring. She knew then that she didn't need to give him more, that he was happy with what he had and she no longer felt she needed to prove anything.

"You bitch!" Deckland grabbed his knife and jumped over the table towards Rachel.

Alex blocked her from him, but Deckland landed the sharp blade into his side, and he fell over clutching his shirt as it became soaked with blood. Rachel screamed but couldn't go to him because Deckland wrapped an arm around her quickly. She felt the sharp edge of the knife against her neck and the warm stickiness of Alex's blood against her skin.

"This has all been a trick. A scheme to get my money." Deckland cried out to those in the room.

"You mean my money." Alex said, sounding breathless from where he lay on the floor.

"It was no longer yours once it left your hands."

"And now it has changed hands again."

As the two men argued, Rachel tried to inch away from the blade, but Deckland pulled her in closer. She could smell the combination of brandy, smoke, and sweat coming off of him. She turned her head away from the wretched smell and the knife cut a thin line across her neck. It stung enough she cried out.

"Don't move, or I will spill real red all over that lovely gown." Deckland whispered against her ear.

"Deckland, let her go." Gerald stood near the door, fuming with anger.

"I don't think so. I'm going to need her to make sure I make it out of here safely."

Deckland shoved her forward, keeping himself pressed up against her back. He had one arm around her waist while the other kept the blade firmly against her throat. He was heading toward the door, where her father stood blocking his escape.

"You better move before your daughter gets hurt." Deckalnd said over her shoulder.

"I'm not going to let you take her." Her father answered.

"Would you rather she be alive in my carriage or dead in this room?"

At first Gerald said nothing, but when Deckland pressed the knife tighter against her skin, she whimpered. That sound was enough to make her father move out of the way. Deckland chuckled as he moved them both out the door. 

As they walked through the main rooms, people stopped what they were doing to stare. Rachel recognized many of the men from the balls and events she had attended. She guessed by the looks on their faces they recognized her too. Her secret was out now and she wasn't going to be able to go back to being just a lord's wife. 

"I had heard that Alex got married recently in order to pay off his debts. I didn't know he would go so low as to marry a woman with your reputation." 

"What reputation is that?" 

"Ruthless. Heartless. Unbeatable." 

"Sounds like me." 

"Yet you married a man who lost everything. A sad match."

Deckland had no idea who Alex really was. He saw him as just a wealthy gentleman not smart enough to see a lie when he was told one. Rachel knew how untrue that was. 

Outside the club, Deckland’s driver already had his carriage pulled around, and he shoved her into it. He followed and instead of sitting across from her as most gentlemen would, he squeezed in beside her, keeping the blade now pointed at her ribs. With his other hand, he banged on the roof of the carriage and they started to move.

"Where are you taking me?" Rachel knew the further they got from the club, the worse her odds were of making it out alive.

"I'm taking you to a place that Alex and I used to go when we wanted to discuss business. I'm hoping he remembers where it is and comes looking for you."

"Why would you want him to come after you?"

"So I can do what I should have done the first time and kill him."

Rachel felt a chill run through her.

"You don't need to kill him. You can do what you did before and leave London."

"Unfortunately you have made that impossible. I left every pound I had on that table tonight." He leaned in and pressed his lips against her cheek. "Perhaps I can enjoy myself while we wait for your husband."

He let his free hand brush up her arm and it made her shudder. He must have enjoyed the reaction because he smiled against her cheek. Rachel closed her eyes and willed her body not to move, not to show any signs of weakness to him. She knew Alex and her father would come for her. She just needed to be strong until they arrived.

"Are you frightened?" Now his voice had deepened, vibrating against her skin in the most repulsive way.

"No, should I be?"

"You don't know me but you know about me. I'm considered a very bad man by most people."

"Bad men don't scare me. I grew up around my father and he is definitely a bad man."

"Then you might be enjoying this. I know Alex couldn't be a very exciting partner."

She wasn't sure if he expected her to defend her husband or agree with him about it. She chose to do neither and remained silent. Deckland continued to stroke her arm and nuzzle her chin but she ignored him. It wasn't easy when the feel of him made her stomach sick. Finally she was saved when the carriage jolted to a stop. Stepping out she realized that they were in a warehouse district, somewhere near the docks.

"This is where you and Alex used to go?" Rachel always imagined him to be more of a White's type of man before the incident.

"Yes, that was my idea. I couldn't afford running into anyone he knew Part of my plane to remain in shadows."

"You wouldn't have been able to create a new identity if they had seen you."

"Precisely."

Deckland pulled her towards an empty office front and didn't need a key to get in because the door had been broken. She wondered if it was in such disrepair back then.

"This was going to be our office one day, in the fairy tale I told him. It didn't look this bad, but that was years ago." Deckalnd forced her into a dingy looking chair in front of the window. "We could come down here to talk about how great it was going to be. Some cleaning and some new furniture, it could have been great. At least that's what I convinced Alex to believe." 

"Why rob him? Why not actually use the money to start the company?"

"That would have been far too much work. Plus, I'm not good at being a partner. I don't share well with others." 

"You have partners now, in that textile company you invest Alex's money." 

"Only in the beginning. I have bigger plans than just selling fabrics."

"You are going to cheat them too?"

"No, but I might use them as a way to meet people I need." 

Rachel sat rigid in the seat, turning so she would have to look at the monster who took her. There was very little light coming in from the windows and there were no gaslights she could see. Deckland lit a candle and placed it on a small broken table beside her. 

"I wouldn't want Alex to have trouble finding us." Rachel refused to say anything so Deckland continued to talk. "He might decide not to rescue you I suppose. If you die, he inherits a tidy sum and then he could be a free man again." 

"Some people value more than money." 

Deckland laughed. "If Alex cared more about people than money, he would never have gambled it all on me. He threw away his sisters future on a get rich quick scheme." 

"He learned from it. He's a lot smarter now." 

"Then maybe he has figured out how to be the thief and not the fool." 

Rachel refused to listen to anymore from the man. She tilted her head and through the dirty front window she saw another carriage pulling up and Alex got out. She started to call out but didn't want to give Deckland the advantage. She knew Alex could see her because of the enraged look on his face. 
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CHAPTER 19
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ALEX FROZE AS HE SAW Rachel on the other side of the window. There was just enough light from the candle beside her to see her face but not enough to see where Deckland was. There was no possibility that Deckland had left her alone, so he had to be in there somewhere, waiting for Alex. As the hired hack rolled away, leaving Alex to face his enemy, her face was the one thing he needed to see. 

"Deckland!" Alex yelled out for the man. "I came here for you and I’m alone. Show yourself. "

A voice came from the door of the office. "Where are your friends? The club owner and the fancy one with cane?"

"I came alone."

"You always were a fool." Deckland stepped out far enough to be seen in the moonlight. "Did you think you would be enough to take her from me? We both know I'm the more devious one."

"You don't need her, so just let her go." 

"I'm not going to do that. Not until I get my money back."

“It was left behind at the club. I can get it for you, but I will need to show her father that she's unharmed first."

Deckland laughed. "You left it behind? How exactly did you think you were going to get me to let her go? The goodness of my heart?"

Alex didn't want to explain how he had panicked when he saw Rachel getting into the carriage. He had grabbed the first hack he could to follow them. It didn't take long for him to realize where they were headed, but he didn't think about what would happen once they got there. All his mind could focus on was getting to Rachel before Deckland could hurt her. 

"You have me; you don't need her now." Alex held his hands up in a gesture of compliance. "I can take you to get the money. Even more of it if you need it."

"Appealing to my greed. That's the first smart move you made." Deckland was close now, within reach, but Alex knew he would only have once chance to get him. If he missed, Rachel could die. 

"Tell me how much you want and I can get it. I just need proof that she's unharmed first." 

Deckland was thinking about it while Alex looked over his shoulder at where Rachel was sitting inside the office. She wasn't restrained, but she couldn’t escape without risking that Deckland might hurt them both. She sat there, watching the two of them from the other side of that window. 

"What kind of proof?" Deckland asked. "I won't let you take her along." 

"A note, then. She can write a note to her father to prove she is alive." 

"Very well. Wait here." Deckland started to turn, but then looked back at him. "If you try to best me I will slit her throat where you can watch." 

From where he stood Alex could see Deckland approaching Rachel and finding a piece of paper from the desk. He shoved a pen into her hand, but she shook her head in refusal. Deckland smacked her across the face, and Alex almost ran in. He caught her eye and she shook her head. She didn't fight anymore, but wrote something quickly on the piece of paper. 

"You married a woman with a fiery temper." Deckland said, smiling as he brought the paper to Alex as he stood in the street. "I can only imagine how she might be in the bedroom. Perhaps that is how I will pass the time while you are getting my money." 

That comment was taking things too far and Alex could no longer pretend to play nice. As Deckland reached out to give him the paper Alex grabbed him by the arm, pulling him forward and twisting the arm behind Deckland's back. He felt the sting of his earlier wound and it only fueled his anger more. 

Deckland struggled, trying to reach inside his coat for the knife, but Alex had a firm grip on him making it difficult to move. Finally, he calmed down, huffing air out between his teeth. 

"What are you doing? Don't you care about her safety?" Deckland asked between breathes. 

"I'm guaranteeing her safety."

"You think so? You think I left her in there alone?" 

Through the glass, Alex watched as another man appeared, one that he hadn't seen in there before. Rachel showed nothing to indicate she was aware the man was there. She was focused on watching Alex on the outside of the shop. The mysterious man held up a knife to catch the glint of the candle light. It was enough to make Alex loosen his grip and Deckland got free. He didn't hesitate to turn the tables on Alex, swinging an arm out to punch him in the man's ribs. The blow landed in the same place where Alex had been stabbed, knocking the wind out of him. The pain was sharp and searing. 

"I tried to warn you not to do something like that, but you didn't listen." Deckland pulled him in close to whisper in his ear. "Now I'm going to have to kill that beautiful wife of yours while you bleed to death." 

Deckland pulled Alex toward the building while he struggled to stay on his feet. The warm blood was flowing again and soaking through his shirt even though he pressed his hands there in an attempt to stop it. He was badly hurt and didn't know what he could do to help Rachel like this. 

"Boss." The other man inside the office said as they entered. 

Rachel was being silent as he held her by the back of her head. Her eyes were wide and wet with tears. She was biting her lip which kept her from calling out to him. 

"Change of plans. We are going to be leaving sooner than expected. Please go make sure the boat is ready." Deckland spoke quickly and decisively.

The burly man grunted something before letting Rachel go and disappearing out the back. The distance between them didn't stop him from noticing the way she trembled in her seat. He reached out for her but in his weakened state, he only stumbled and fell to his knees in front of her. 

"Look at what an adorable couple you are." Deckland commented as he circled around the pair. "I would almost think you had genuine feelings for each other."

Rachel slid from her seat to kneel on the floor with him, placing her cool hands on his face. Alex closed his eyes, savoring the soothing feel of it. When he opened them, he stared into the warm, dark depths of her gaze. He wished he had the strength to tell her how much she meant to him, but his lips wouldn't move. 

"How could you?" Rachel yelled at Deckland. "You have killed him."

"No, I stabbed him. The blood loss will kill him." 

"You bastard!" 

Deckland just laughed. Rachel started to move, to attack the man, but Alex placed his hands on her shoulders to stop her. He knew first-hand what Deckland was capable of. He wanted to get Rachel out of the office as quickly as possible and he needed her to remain calm in order to do that. Attacking Deckland would do them no good at this point.  

"It wasn't my first plan, but Alex decided he didn't want to go get my money. He made me do that to him."

Alex could see how angry Rachel was by the bright flush in her cheeks. He remembered how often he had caused that reaction in her. Softly he squeezed her shoulder, reminding her that she wasn’t alone and reassuring her that he was still alive. He didn’t know how much longer he was going to be able to hang on, but for her he would struggle for his life. 

"It wasn't enough for you to take everything from him the first time, but now you want his life as well? What kind of monster are you?" Rachel turned to stare at Alex while speaking to Deckland. 

"I wish I had taken his life then. If I had, he wouldn't have married you and you wouldn't be in this unfortunate situation." 

Rachel was gazing at him with such concern and the wetness of tears in her eyes. Seeing her in such pain made his stomach clench. It made his own pain worsen.  

"Let her go." Alex said, his voice sounded breathless. 

"I'm sorry, but I can't risk her alerting the authorities before I am able to make my escape. It seems you two are going to have to remain here until I am safely away."

"Fine, then just go." Rachel said.

Deckland just laughed. "Do you think I'm a fool? I know that you will follow me, and I know a lock wouldn't be enough to stop you. Considering where you work, I don't doubt you are able to pick a lock." 

"You can't tie him up like this. He's bleeding to death." 

"I'm not going to tie you up. I'm just going to make sure that you can't leave." 

Alex didn’t like the way that sounded and the look on Deckland’s face was worse. Rachel wasn’t frightened and as Decklnad moved closer she spat at him. With a growl Deckland grabbed for her, pulling her up to stand in front of him. He shook her hard enough to make her head wobble. 

“Think you’re going to save him? Get the best of me like you did before?” Deckland’s face was red and mottled. “I’m afraid you’re not in your precious card room now. You are just a weak little women out here.” 

He shouldn’t have said that. Rachel went from being compliant to furious.  Alex saw her lean her head back then smash her forehead into Deckland’s face. 

“Bitch!” Deckland was yelling now. “I should slit your throat and let you die in front of him.”

It looked like he was going to do just that, pulling the knife out again. Only he slid the blade across one of her cheeks, leaving a bright red like on the soft skin. Then he threw her to the ground beside Alex. She showed no sign of fear as she touched the blood on her face but Alex was frightened enough for them both. 

"You had to make this difficult by trying to fight." Deckland removed a bottle from the drawer of the desk, and when he pulled the cork, Alex could smell strong spirits from it. "Alex used to be much more compliant to deal with. Now I'm going to have to make things messy."

Deckland poured the spirits from the bottle all over the desk behind them. The smell was so strong Rachel choked on it and coughed. Alex tried to think ahead of the villain, but his mind was too busy trying to not let him die from the stab wound. He didn't understand what was happening until Deckland picked up the candle.

"I hate to run like this, but now I have no choice. I'm afraid you won't be able to follow since you will be trying to escape the fire. Best of luck." Deckland held out the flame and released it before leaving out the back door, closing it and locking it with a loud click. 

Alex reached for the candle, attempting to catch it before it hit the desk and ignoring his pain, but was it too late. The old piece of wood lit up with flames. The room was small and full of old, dried furniture so that the fire spread around quickly. Alex was too weak to stand on his own, but Rachel could, and he urged her to run by pushing her in the direction of the door. Instead, the stubborn woman was trying to help him to his feet while the fire moved past them and toward the door.

"Go." He managed to get the one word past his lips.

"Not without you." she replied, wiping her forehead with her hand and leaving a mark of dirt across it.

Alex could see that their small window of escape was closing and the fire had spread too far for them to get around. Smoke was filling the air and both of them were coughing against it. It wouldn't be much longer before they succumbed to the fire and perished. Alex felt Rachel drop his weight, and through the smoke, watched as she grabbed the chair she had been in.

"Get back!" she called to him, just before she threw the chair at the large glass window.

The glass shattered and Alex felt the air being sucked out from behind him. Hot air moved across his face, almost burning his skin. Rachel was there, lifting him with all the strength she could, and he put all of his energy into helping with the escape. As he leaned on her and they moved through the broken window, he wondered if any other woman who could have done what she did. The answer was no.

"Can you breathe?" That was the first question she asked as she laid him on the ground away from the fire.

He couldn't speak, but he nodded and looked up at her. There were tears in her eyes and streaks of them down her cheeks. He reached up without thinking and touched her face. That made her give a watery smile, and she leaned in to kiss him. These might be his last moments of life, and there was nothing he would rather be doing in them.

"Alex!"

He heard someone calling his name in the distance. Looking up he found Thomas, Gerald, and Mitchum running toward him from Thomas's carriage. His head was beginning to get dizzy and he couldn't raise himself as they approached.

"What happened?" Thomas asked.

Thomas knelt beside Alex, using his cane as a guide. He pressed his hands against him, looking for injuries, and he found the stab wound. Thomas pulled his hand back, sticky with warm blood.

“We were being held in that building by Deckland. He set fire to it before running away and we barely managed to get out alive.” Rachel let the words rush out. “Alex was stabbed at the club but the wound has gotten worse. I’m afraid he’s lost too much blood.” 

"Go get the doctor." Thomas told Gerald. "Take my carriage so he knows I sent you. You must hurry."

Gerald hesitated, looking at Rachel with an intense gaze. 

"Father, go!"

Alex had never heard her call Gerald “father” before, and the man looked just as surprised by it. He nodded and left, Mitchum remained behind to assist. Thomas got up from his knees and dusted off his hands.

"Did Deckland go out this way?" he asked Rachel.

"No, he lit the place and then went out the back. He told his man to get the boat ready."

"I imagine he is planning to run." Thomas looked grim. "There are too many places along the river for him to be.  We don't have time to search it all."

Alex knew exactly where the boat in question would be because he had used the same dock more than once in his wilder years. He raised his arm, pointing in the direction Deckland would have gone but Thomas wouldn't be able to see that.

"I think Lord Andrews wishes us to go south of here to look." Rachel saw what he was trying to tell them.

"I don't want to leave you two alone."

"Go. We will be fine. Just stop that man before he hurts anyone else.”

Rachel's face was flushed and covered in dirt mixed with blood, but her voice was firm and calm. Alex felt completely safe with her. He nodded to Mitchum that he wanted them to go. Once the two men were gone, Alex and Rachel were alone again. 

Watching Rachel as his eyes grew heavy, Alex realized that he wanted to tell her how he felt before he lost the chance to. He tried to get his lips to work or his throat to produce sound, but nothing came out. He tried to reach out to her but his arm was limp at his side.

"Don't struggle." Rachel said, her cool palm wiping his hair away from his eyes. "You don't need to tell me anything right now. Just wait until the doctor comes and save your strength."

He didn't know how long it would take Gerald to return, but it could be longer than he had. If he couldn't tell her the truth in his heart, then he was going to memorize her face and take that image with him. That was the last thing he remembered before the darkness swallowed him up.
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CHAPTER 20
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ALEX CLOSED HIS EYES and no matter What Rachel did he wasn't opening them again. She could feel the wetness on her face and even in the heat of the fire she was trembling. Rachel had no idea how long she was there, sitting in the dirt leaning over Alex with her hands on his shoulders. It could have been minutes or hours, it was all the same to her. None of the sound around her was more important that the soft whisper of his breathing, the only thing that told her he was still alive. She focused on the faint sound until it matched her own breathing.

"Rachel?" that was the sound of her father speaking and she looked up to find him standing there with the same doctor from before.

"He's still alive." She mumbled up to them.

"Good. Let the doctor have a look then."

Gerald took her by the elbow and began to help her up. For a moment she felt panic and didn't want to let go of him, but her better judgment made her let go. The doctor was going to have to do the best he could in order to save Alex. Rachel knew it was best to get out of his way, even though it hurt her to be away from her husband.

"Where did Thomas and that other man go?"

At first Rachel couldn't remember, but when she shook her head a little the memories became clear.

"They went to catch Deckland before he escapes. Alex showed them where to go."

"I hope they catch him in one piece." Her father's expression was darker than she remembered seeing before. "I want to have the pleasure of torturing him myself."

"I believe there is a long line of people wanting that privilege."

"I suppose we will have to toss a coin for it then."

"Might as well add my name to that list." Rachel was watching the doctor from the short distance as he stripped away Alex's shirt to inspect the wound." If Alex dies, I might go after him on my own to win the right."

She felt her father pull her into his arms, tucking her head in under his chin. She had stopped crying when she had no more tear to give, but in this tender moment she thought she might start again. He held her while she watched the doctor pull sewing items from his bag and begin to stitch the wound closed. Though he never opened his eyes, Alex flinched as the doctor worked, making Rachel clutch her father tighter. Finally the doctor wrapped a bandage around Alex's chest and wiped his hands on a rag from his bag.

"This is a very lucky man." the doctor told them. "If it had been an inch or two in either direction he would be dead by now. As it is, he has lost a lot of blood but I think he has a good chance at recovery. He's going to need to be brought home to rest."

Rachel felt an immense relief strong enough to make her legs week and she fell into her father's arms. The tears were coming in sobs as she closed her eyes and cried for a few minutes, releasing all the emotion she had held in. Now all she had to do was get him home safely. 

"I will send you two home in the carriage, but send it back when you get there. I'm going to stay here and see if Thomas and his man were successful catching Deckland." Gerald said, brushing the hair from her eyes. 

"What will you do if you find him?" 

For a second her father looked like he might planning to kill the man and that was what Rachel was afraid of. She didn't want him getting into trouble with the law. 

"Thomas will make him pay for what he did." Rachel urged him. "I trust the man and so does Alex. Help them catch Deckland and he will make sure he pays." 

She placed a hand on his arm and felt him calm down. "Very well, I will only assist the duke in catching him." 

She stood on her tip toes and placed a kiss on his stubbled cheek. There were moments when her father could be very endearing. 

At the house, Rachel allowed the footmen to carry Alex upstairs to the bedroom while she gave the driver instructions to return for the other men. She felt as if she hadn't slept in days and she knew that tonight would be no better. As long as Alex was still unconscious she wasn't going to get a wink. Upstairs she was surprised to find Daphne standing outside the door, crying in small quiet sobs.

"You can go in and see him if you like." Rachel said, keeping her voice soft so as not to wake him or startle the young girl.

"I'm afraid to. If I see how badly he's hurt I'm going to become a complete mess."

It looked like she already was.

"He's asleep now, so if you do become emotional he won't see it. It might ease your mind to see that he is home safe."

Rachel knew it would certainly make her feel better. Taking Daphne by the hand, Rachel led her into the bedroom. There was a lamp lit beside the bed so that they could see him sleeping. Dirt and soot still covered his face, but he appeared peaceful now. The servants had removed his soiled clothes so he was bare beneath the blankets and his chest showed enough to see where the bandages were wrapped around him.

"My poor brother." Daphne said with a wobbly voice. "I wish he had never gone through with that rash plan of his."

Rachel didn't pint out that the plan was actually hers and he had gone along with it. This wasn't the time to split hairs.

"He wanted justice, which is what most people want from the person who wronged them."

"There was no need for it any longer. We have enough money to provide for the family, so he should have just left that in the past."  

"It wasn't about the money, it was about making Deckland pay for what he did." Rachel wrapped an arm around Daphne. "Alex was trying to make things right."

"I would rather have him unharmed."

"Somethings are worth the pain."

Daphne stopped sniffling finally and wiped her face with her hands.

"I'm going to give him a piece of my mind when he wakes up. I'm not going to just stay behind while he risks his life again. Next time I want to have a say in what the family does."

Rachel could imagine how well her brother would take that kind of an announcement. She gave Daphne a hug of encouragement.

"I'm, sure he will be ready for visitors tomorrow. You should get some rest now."

"Rachel?" Daphne had paused at the doorway. "Now that my brother has his own fortune, does that mean you will be leaving?"

The desperate sound in Daphne's voice made Rachel feel a pain in her chest.

"No matter how things work out with Alex, I will never leave you alone. I will always be you friend and sister."

Without warning Daphne ran into Rachel's arms and she let her hold on for as long as she needed. Then she left and Rachel was finally alone with Alex. There was a chair for her to sit in beside the bed, but she couldn't stand to be that far from him now. She crawled into the bed next to him, being careful not to cause him enough pain to wake up. She fell asleep with her head against his shoulder.

"Which one of us was the one that got stabbed?"

Rachel had been having a nightmare about the night before and awoke with a start when she heard a voice speaking to her. Alex had shifted to be laying back against the pillows, but not enough to be sitting upright. He had one arm wrapped around her while the other stroked her hair. There were dark circles under his green eyes and his face was pale, but he was smiling at her.

"A servant came and said that Thomas and Mitchum are downstairs and need to speak with us. I invited them up, since I don't think I can walk down the stairs."

"Do you think you should be seeing visitors already?" He still looked very weak and in pain.

"They said it was about Deckland."

That meant he would see them no matter what. Rachel quickly got out of bed and managed to straighten her gown, though it was still the one she wore the night before. That meant that the red satin was torn and singed in many places, as well as bring wrinkled beyond repair. He hair was wild and full of knots but she managed to at least pull it back with the few remaining pins it held. She finished just in time, because there was a knock at the door.

"You look like you are feeling better. Your wife must be a wonderful nursemaid." Said Mitchum as the two men entered. They looked just as bad, if not worse than Rachel.

"Couldn't ask for better." Alex gave her a wink but then winced from the bruise on his cheek

"We have news about Deckland."

All humor drained from Alex's expression and was replaced with an intense fury.  She could see his fists clenched at his side and the twitch in his jaw that was always a tell when he was angry.

"Did you find him?"

The two men were both frowning.

"No. I'm afraid he made it to the boat and got away." Thomas spoke. "But he did leave behind the man he paid to help him with things in London. His valet and henchman."

Alex screamed, punching the bed beside him.

"I wanted the man himself, not his attack dog."

"I wanted him too, but we might have a lead on him. His man was more than willing to tell us everything he knew when he realized his boss had abandoned him."

"What good will that do us?"

"He told us about an old manor house Deckland had used as a hideout a few times. I think we will be able to find him hiding up there now." Thomas took a step closer to the bed. "I have more of a reason to catch him then even you do."

Thomas reached into the pocket of his coat and pulled out the same gold watch that Deckland had been carrying. A piece like that was hard to find. He must have left it behind on the gaming table when he decided to flee.

"I found this before we came after you."

"Technically I found it." Mitchum piped up. Thomas glared at him over his shoulder. "Not that details like that are important."

"This was found among Deckland's possessions and I recognized it as belonging to my brother Benjamin. My brother Harold has one that is identical only with a sapphire instead of an emerald. My father gave them to the boys when they were fifteen."

"Do you think Deckland has something to do with their disappearance?"

"I don't know, but it means that Deckland knows something. Neither of my brother's would have given this away without being in dire circumstances."

Thomas looked like he was on the verge of tears and that is very uncommon for a duke. He quickly put the watch back in its place.

"Mitchum and I plan to leave tomorrow to search the house his man told us about. I don't plan on resting until I find him and get that information from him."

"Let me know if there is anything I can do to help."

Thomas nodded, before both of them left and then Rachel heard Alex let out a long sigh. Looking at him, she saw he was slumped over, clutching around his middle where than bandages were wrapped.

"Alex!" She rushed to the side of the bed and put her hands on each side of his face. His eyes were closed, bracing against the pain. "The doctor gave me some laudanum, let me get the bottle."

He stopped her by placing his hand over hers on his cheek.

"No, I need to talk to you first."

His face showed signs of the pain he was in, but the intensity in his eyes convinced her not to give him the laudanum the doctor had left. What he wanted to discuss must be very important and for a moment her stomach sank. Perhaps Daphne was right and now that Alex had his own wealth again he would no longer want a wife. Rachel had been nothing but trouble since their wedding day and now he didn't need to continue the charade. Only she no longer felt like theirs was only a marriage for the sake of money.

"Go on." Said Rachel, swallow the fear of what he might say. 

"Last night has changed things between us drastically. I no longer need to live off the income of my wife."

"No, you don't." 

"I can be free to support my sister and any future family on my own." 

"It would appear so. I imagine that makes you very happy." 

"I must admit, it feels like a relief." 

Rachel tried to brace herself for what he was about to say. If he asked her to leave she would and she wouldn't make a scene. She would go quietly, without begging him to stay. She would save her tears for after she was gone and not let him see how much it hurt. She promised herself she would appear strong and deny that she was wrong.

"Rachel I love you."

At first she was certain she must have heard him wrong, but then he said it again.

"I love you and I want to give you the chance to control your own life. I have lost our wager, so my share in the club is yours."

There was a long moment of silence between them. Rachel thought about what he had said, not just what he meant. The man who was just as competitive as she was, conceding defeat and with that, giving her the choice to stay or go.

"I'm afraid I lost the wager before you did." She moved from the chair and slid into the bed beside him. "I told you I loved you a long time ago."

"I'm pretty sure I would have noticed you saying those words." Alex let her lay down against him.

"I said I loved you when I cared for you during your injury."

"The injury you caused."

"I said I loved you when we danced at the garden."

"Before giving away a heartfelt gift."

"I said I loved you when we first made love."

"Many sounds were mad, but I never heard those words."

"Alex, I said I loved you the first time we kissed. I just didn't know the right words."

He tightened his grip on her, and she felt her heart beating faster.

"Then who won the wager?" His voice was soft and husky as he pulled her closer and she felt the warm air of his breath against her lips.

"We can call it a tie."

They sealed it with a kiss, just as hungry and passionate as the first.
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The Rough Lord

CLAYTON POWELL, ONE of the younger brothers to the Duke of Ashford has returned to England a very different man. He survived being kidnapped, traveling to South Africa and losing his twin brother. Yet, he’s not sure he can face his family knowing he’s no longer the boy they remember. Lord Powell became Mr. Murdoch, a well-respected home builder in Capetown and now he is slow to return to his title. 

Lady Aurora Chadwick has suffered through too many boring London seasons and now finds herself in a difficult situation. Too much time at the card table and she has collected a substantial debt. A plan develops, involving a house she needs to sell and a charming stranger she meets on a carriage ride. She knows it should be just business between her and Mr. Murdoch, but something about him draws her in. 

A case of mistaken identity could lead to love, if the two people involved are willing to admit who they really are to each other and themselves

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
o
B
=
M
o
o
@
o
=]
o
&
&
=
Z
Z
)






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





