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Chapter 1


The penultimate ball of Miss Phoebe Turlington’s second season was proving no more engaging than any of the others. Lady Hollingsworth had spared no expense, her every whim executed by a regiment of competent staff, but Phoebe still found something lacking in the soirée. 
It was not the flowers, for Lady Hollingsworth had an abundance of gardenias, hibiscus, and jasmine perfuming the air while subtly boasting about her expansive hothouse. The colorful bouquets and their heady aromas were nearly enough to convince one they were an ocean away—on a faraway island, perhaps. 
Nor was it the musicians, who were indefatigable in their spirited playing. There was food and drink in ample supply, and even the weather had graced them with a temperate evening. It was the company Phoebe found lacking. The guest list comprised of every member of society one could possibly hope to consort with—which was precisely Phoebe’s complaint. There was no one in society she wished to consort with, other than her best friend Lucy, of course. 
Phoebe would have given just about anything to be elsewhere. She’d often dreamed of sailing to another world, following the paths of the great adventures in her books, but never had the desire been as strong as it was at Lady Hollingsworth’s ball. Never had the need to escape been so urgent than the moment she nearly stumbled into a conversation she had no wish to be a part of.
"I daresay Lady Hollingsworth’s nerves must be getting the better of her," said one of the married ladies of the ton, leaning in close to her fellow gossips. 
"One would think she has no faith in her dearest daughter’s suitability with all the effort she’s going to. I cannot imagine how the end of season ball could be more extravagant than this," another lady added in a hushed tone. 
"Well, can you blame her? After that disastrous debut at Lord Kenyon’s ball?" Lady Sophia Turlington asked, barely making an effort to lower her voice.
Phoebe had left her stepmother and the other married women to fetch a lemonade and returned just in time to unintentionally eavesdrop. She’d been the subject of enough harmful gossip in her own first season and did not wish to rejoin the ladies if they intended to continue that tradition. 
Debuts carried enough weight on their own without the added pressure of the entire ton waiting and watching for a mistake. 
"Honestly, I still cannot understand how she gathered the courage to continue her season at all," Sophia added, her voice as tart as the lemonade in Phoebe’s cup. 
"You are no stranger to disastrous debuts in your household," one of the ladies said while Phoebe kept just out of sight. 
Her stomach twisted, sensing the subject of scrutiny had shifted. 
Sophia’s answering cough sounded uncomfortable. "Yes, well, I was not in Lord Turlington’s life when that happened," she said primly. 
That being Phoebe’s own disastrous debut, she was sure. Without the guidance of an older woman, it had taken Phoebe little time at all to thoroughly embarrass herself and her host. Though an honest mistake, the insult was enough to keep her at home for most of her first season. Once her father realized there were no invitations forthcoming, he wasted no time in securing himself a new bride who could assist his only daughter through courtship. 
The whole debacle was something Phoebe hoped to move on from with the new season, but Sophia’s unending critiques and reminders had made it impossible. It was trying enough to be at home, knowing she was shunned and slandered. It was another thing altogether to be present for the defamation. 
"Have matters fared any better now the marquess’s daughter has your expertise?" someone asked, a sly smile evident in their tone. 
"The girl is far too particular," Sophia said dismissively. "Unreasonable, to be truthful. The marquess is determined she will be wed this year, though I told him he may need to pad her dowry to make it so."
In order to stay out of their sight, Phoebe had to sacrifice the opportunity to see Sophia’s expression. She could imagine it well enough: a forced smile and daggers in her gaze. People underestimated Sophia and thought her simple, but Phoebe knew her stepmother was far more capable than she seemed. 
She was not, however, much of a chaperone. Phoebe’s absence went unnoticed as she slipped around the edge of the dance floor while a lively Scottish reel kept the dancers circling each other. It seemed the majority of guests were having a wonderful time. There was a crackle of energy in the air, a palpable excitement as the band moved from one set to the next, but Phoebe was not the only wallflower avoiding the festivities. 
Her best friend, Miss Lucy Bingham, finally extracted herself from the persistent attentions of an earl’s second son. She made no attempt to hide her disdain for the young man, or his inability to grasp the fact that she did not want him. Even from a distance, Phoebe could see his posture sag as he bore the brunt of Lucy’s sharp tongue. 
A moment later, Lucy looked up and caught Phoebe’s gaze. She wasted no time marching over to pull Phoebe away from the other guests, leading her to a corner by the stairs where they could be wallflowers together. It was Lucy’s fourth season, and she had even less patience for the insipid suitors and cutting gossip than Phoebe. 
"Thank heavens I have found you," Lucy said with an exasperated exhale. She took Phoebe’s lemonade and finished it off, shaking her head. 
"If I must suffer their company, could they not at least gather refreshments?" she added with another huff. "I’m sorry, dearest. Would you like me to get another for you? I was parched after that rousing dialogue with Mister Price." 
"Is that what you consider a dialogue?" Phoebe asked, fighting off a fit of giggles. "It looked to me to be closer to a castration." 
Lucy laughed with her, unashamed. She had no reason to deny it. Lucy was lucky her father was permissive and afforded her a great number of freedoms most young, unmarried ladies did not enjoy. Freedoms she would be unlikely to retain if she were to wed. There was little hope that any husband she found would be as tolerant, so Lucy was content to remain in her father’s household.
Phoebe had never been as fortunate. Her father had no heir and saw it as his daughter’s duty to be well-married so there would be someone to carry on the estate. Phoebe never considered it would be difficult to find a husband. She was the daughter of a marquess, with a considerable dowry. If her mother was still around, Phoebe might already be wed, but with only Sophia to guide her, her prospects were less than promising. 
While most mamas were busy scheming and orchestrating an acceptable match for their daughter, Sophia seemed much happier to dwell on Phoebe’s shortcomings. She herself had been first wed at sixteen, then widowed only a few years later. Phoebe was hardly a spinster at nineteen, but Sophia was determined to make her feel like one. She never missed an opportunity to remind Phoebe—or the marquess himself—of the girl’s lacking qualities. 
And to Phoebe’s utter dismay, it had worked. After his first wife’s untimely passing, the marquess left the care of his young daughter with her governess while he carried out his business. He’d had little thought or attention to spare for her in the decade before her debut, but once it became apparent that Phoebe could not find a match on her own, he finally got involved—likely for his reputation’s sake more than hers. He did not know Phoebe well enough to refute the things Sophia said about her, and Phoebe stood no hope of defending herself against the pretty young marchioness. 
"How has your evening been?" Lucy asked. 
Phoebe’s dour thoughts had stolen away her giggles, and now Lucy’s brows furrowed with concern. 
"Uneventful," Phoebe answered, not bothering to mask her disappointment while in the company of her dearest friend. 
"Courting is a ghastly affair, sweet Phoebe. Your head is not nearly vacant enough to take pleasure in it, I assure you." 
"If only my papa were as willing as yours to forego the whole wretched custom. I think Sophia would sooner have me sent to the workhouses than allow me to remain unattached for yet another season." 
Lucy frowned slightly, patting Phoebe's hand with gentle reassurance. "There, there. You know no such thing will happen. The scandal alone would be enough to keep her out of society, and she treasures her place in the ton far more than your absence." 
Phoebe had no response for that, though she was not entirely reassured by it, either. It was simple for Lucy, with her pretty blonde hair, her sweet, beguiling smiles, and her gowns always in the latest fashions; she attracted enough suitors for the both of them, despite having no intentions to wed. Phoebe's dresses were as lovely as any others, but she did not quite fill them out as well as some. And so long as she stood next to Lucy, Phoebe knew no one would have a spare glance to send her way. 
"Has there been no one who has caught your attention?" Lucy tried instead. She might not share her friend’s desire to find a husband, but she knew well enough how the struggle upset Phoebe. 
As much as Phoebe would like to, she could not be as dismissive about marriage as her friend was. She wanted to find a suitable match. Of the few memories Phoebe had of her mother, she remembered her speaking fondly of the joys of marriage and motherhood. She had always wished for Phoebe to find the same. It seemed a much more sensible hope than traveling to far-off places, but it was still proving to be a challenge.
"What use is my attention?" Phoebe lamented. "I should be the one catching someone’s interest, yet here I am, a wallflower as usual." 
"A terribly lovely flower," Lucy said, encouraging a small, reluctant smile out of her friend. "Have you not even thought about your preferences? You are allowed to dream, dearest." 
"Hmm," Phoebe answered, looking down at her feet. With the way things had gone for her, having preferences seemed a sure route to disappointment. Lucy could talk of such things because it was all in fun for her. Were she to ever change her opinions on courting and marriage, she would surely have her pick of eligible gentlemen. She would never have to face the crushing realization that the only men who might agree to be saddled with her hand were those desperate for an heir and older than her father. 
That was Phoebe’s cross to bear. 
"What about Mister Adam Barrington? He is a second son, but he's a skilled dancer and has a nice smile," Lucy suggested, letting her gaze drift across the ball. 
Phoebe couldn't deny he had a certain charm to him, but it was a match that could not be possible. 
"Papa loathes the earl. He says the man never pays his gambling debts. Papa would never agree to marry me off to one of his sons." 
Lucy sighed, exasperated that Phoebe wouldn't play along with her. "Yes, and Adam is known for having inherited his father's predilection for gaming, but this is meant to be fun, Phoebe. I am not suggesting he would make an offer for your hand." 
"I do not see the use in fantasizing about things that could never be," Phoebe remarked. Dreaming only ever betrayed her. 
"The use is to keep you from becoming one of those painfully boring girls who cannot think of anything farther than the tip of her nose. Even I sometimes imagine dancing with someone, going for a moonlit walk through the gardens, strolling through the park for all to gossip about . . ." 
"Is that really what you dream about? Why not accept suitors then?" Phoebe challenged.
"It is merely one of my many dreams. I sometimes dream about traveling to the continent or attending Oxford as well. They are all as likely to happen as the others," she said with light tinkle of laughter. "Dreaming about it is not wishing it into existence," Lucy continued. "You can dare to imagine." 
Perhaps she was right. Lucy would know better than others, but Phoebe still thought it an invitation to disappointment—or worse, a scandal. Though it was only a little dream, one she would only share with Lucy. What harm could it really do?
"What about Lord Garvey?" Lucy asked as her eyes roved the dancing couples. 
"Horrendous halitosis," Phoebe answered. "Even my imagination could not erase such a foul odor." 
"Hmm," Lucy said, trying to hold back giggles. "Oh, I know!" With a hand on Phoebe's shoulder, she gently turned her friend. "Have you seen Signor Alonzo?" she asked with hushed excitement. 
Phoebe followed Lucy's gaze until her eyes landed on a strikingly handsome man with golden tanned skin and a shrewd look about him that suddenly made her stays feel too tight. 
"Surely he must be worthy of your imaginings, dear Phoebe," Lucy teased. 
Phoebe scoffed. "And why would that be? Simply because he is agreeable to look at?" Despite her protest, she could not take her eyes off him. There was something strangely compelling about the graceful way he moved.  
"What more could you want?" Lucy asked, raising her brows. 
"The blooming wisteria at the door is also quite pleasant to behold, but I am no more inclined to strike up a conversation with the flora than a stranger whose greatest virtue is being handsome," Phoebe answered, causing a delighted sparkle to gleam in her friend's eyes. Looks were the least of Phoebe’s concerns. She was not so shallow to think a man needed to be handsome to be a good husband. She hoped her future betrothed would be someone she enjoyed spending time with. Someone who enjoyed her company as well. That wasn’t unreasonable, was it? 
"From what I have gathered, he is a wealthy merchant from Italy who has arrived for the season," Lucy conveyed in a hushed whisper. There was no one near enough to eavesdrop on their conversation, but Lucy intended her words for Phoebe alone. 
"Looking to wed?" Phoebe asked, trying her best to remain aloof and uninterested. It was difficult with the way his piercing eyes made her chest warm. He’d not yet looked her way, though glimpses alone were enough to make her breath catch, regardless of what she told Lucy. 
"Presumably," Lucy said. "Though, with no one to vouch for him, who can really say? I have yet to see him dancing with anyone, despite the bloodthirsty mamas all but throwing their dear daughters at him." 
"It does seem rather counterproductive to courtship," Phoebe agreed, though her voice began to trail off because Signor Alonzo looked her way. 
He’d looked directly at her, and in that instant, Phoebe felt rooted in place. He wasn't looking past her to someone else, he wasn't looking through her to Lucy, he was unmistakably eying Phoebe herself, and the longer his gaze rested on her, the warmer and more flustered she grew. 
Before Lucy could notice the growing tension between Phoebe and the merchant, Signor Alonzo altered his path to approach them. He politely dismissed Lady Windham and her sparrow-like daughter, instead taking the arm of another gentleman before steering them both towards the grand staircase where Lucy and Phoebe were cloistered. 
"I thought you said he had no one to vouch for him?" Phoebe whispered under her breath, rattled by the man’s unwavering intensity. Every step he took made her warmer and her heart flittered like a hummingbird. 
For a moment, Phoebe felt safe from the possibility of being faced with the man’s intensity, but that security fled now, replaced with mild panic. Without someone to introduce him, the signor would have to rely on others to make introductions for him. Phoebe’s chaperone was far too engaged with the other cackling hens to be of any use, but with Mr. Sampford at his side, Signor Alonzo would not need her presence.
"I said only what I believed to be true," Lucy insisted. "I was unaware Sampford had friends." Her words were said loud enough for Sampford to falter when he heard them.
Lucy had only been teasing Phoebe about the handsome foreigner; she’d not intended for anyone to join them, and she was not the type to hide her contempt. Phoebe at least tried to appear pleasant while Mr. Sampford offered a nervous smile, even if she did wish she could melt into the wall behind her to avoid the entire interaction. 
Signor Alonzo remained much more composed than his companion, though he had eyes only for Phoebe. If he’d bothered to spare even a glance for Lucy, he may have cowered as well. His eyes never wavered, though. Green and gold, they stayed trained on Phoebe as if she were the only thing worth looking at. 
It made her chest unbearably warm, but she could not look away from him, either. 
"Good evening, ladies," Mr. Sampford said with a small nod to them each. There was a sheen of perspiration at his brow, but he managed to soldier on. "If I may, I would like to introduce you to a friend of mine, Signor Dante Alonzo. He is new to our shores, and I have assured him that a season with the ton will alleviate any homesickness he is experiencing." 
In the moment of silence that followed, Phoebe sensed Lucy had a sharp comment resting on the tip of her tongue. She could not bear the thought of Signor Alonzo being turned away in the same manner as every other hapless gentleman. 
"Pleased to make you acquaintance," Phoebe said quickly, before Lucy had a chance to chase the gentlemen off. As much as she had shrugged off Lucy’s idea to play pretend, now Signor Alonzo stood before her, she could not dismiss him so easily. She did not wish to. She was not ready to be rid of the heat and tightness in her chest. All at once, she understood Lucy’s dreams of clandestine walks in the garden with a handsome gentleman. She very nearly proposed the idea on the spot. 
As disconcerting as her reaction to him was, it was also exciting. No man had ever looked at Phoebe the way Signor Alonzo looked at her. No man had ever tempted her to forget all of her sensibilities with a mere glance. 
"Miss Phoebe Turlington and Miss Lucy Bingham," Sampford said with a gesture to them each. 
"Might there be a place for me on your dance card, Miss Turlington?" Signor Alonzo asked. It was the first Phoebe heard of his voice, and it did not disappoint. Warm and deep, richly accented, and slightly gruff, it was a voice that spoke of adventures in faraway lands. It carried promises Phoebe did not dare to dream of, even in her wildest imaginings. 
Before Lucy could step in with a dismissal, Phoebe unceremoniously thrust her arm out, offering her card as a flush rose up her neck. 
"Yes, of course," she said while her hand trembled. It was a ball; she was meant to be dancing. There was nothing to be so nervous about. Perhaps a dance with the mysterious merchant would be enough to satisfy Sophia for a time, sparing Phoebe from further cruel comments.
She could come up with a number of reasons she was happy to dance with the man, but they were nothing more than justifications for a decision she’d made without any reason at all. If her stepmother insisted on calling her unreasonable, perhaps she should make an attempt to fit the bill. 
The timing was all too perfect. Signor Alonzo had no sooner finished claiming the next dance when the musicians ended their set and began another. 
"Shall we?" Signor Alonzo asked, offering his hand to Phoebe. 
She did not dare look in Lucy’s direction lest she lose her nerve. It was tenuous at best already, but she tried on a pleasant smile and slipped her hand into his. The thin silk of her gloves did little to conceal the warmth and strength in his hand, though the grip he used with Phoebe was gentle and tender as he led her to the dance floor. 
Phoebe swallowed past the lump in her throat, searching for her voice. It was especially difficult to find with Signor Alonzo’s hand on her back, his broad chest less than a hand’s width away from her own. 
"Mr. Sampford said you have only recently arrived. How are you finding it so far?" she asked, hoping he did not detect the nervous quiver in her words. She felt curious eyes following her on the dance floor, and she was almost certain she could even hear the murmurs of gossip starting to spread. 
"It is not exactly what I expected," he said, keeping step when it was their turn to move in the quadrille. 
"In what way?" Phoebe asked when they were joined yet again.
"It has been far more welcoming than anticipated," he said with a light in his eyes that made Phoebe smile back. 
“That is unexpected. You must have made an impression on the ton,” she said, doing her best to ignore everything beyond the bounds of the dance floor. The gossip would find her in time, she needn’t let it spoil this moment. 
"I could not tell you how," he said with an infectious chuckle. 
"Was Mr. Sampford right, then?" she asked, wishing for a dance which didn't separate them quite so often. 
"To hear Henry tell it, he is never wrong," Signor Alonzo answered with a sly smirk.
"Have you experienced any homesickness?" Phoebe asked, stifling a giggle. Once she faced her nerves, she found he was surprisingly easy to talk to, and there was a familiarity between them that made Phoebe feel like she’d known him her entire life. It was an odd sensation, but not at all unpleasant. 
"I have not been here for long, but if tonight is any indication, I believe my time here will be a delight."
Phoebe missed her next step, stumbling to find her place again as her stomach fluttered. She’d only ever received such flattery from Lucy, and it had a decidedly different effect when coming from the gentleman. 
She didn’t have the heart to mention there was only one ball remaining in the season. Signor Alonzo had joined rather late; how would her season have turned out if he’d arrived in London sooner?
Regrettably, the dance was drawing to an end. The ball as well—there was only one more dance left of the night, and Phoebe had already promised it to Lord Fernham, a friend of her father’s, who offered only as an act of charity to prevent her from remaining attached to the wall the entire evening. 
When she’d accepted the older man’s offer to dance, Phoebe thought it would be nice to have something to look forward to other than Sophia’s barbed commentary and Lucy’s enviable disdain for the pageantry. After walking off the dance floor on the arm of Signor Alonzo, however, it was a challenge for Phoebe to look forward to spending her last dance with a man twice her age. 
"I hope I would not be too forward to ask for your company in another dance?" Signor Alonzo asked. 
It took a great deal of effort for Phoebe to tamp down her immediate inclination to accept and to keep her eagerness cloaked behind a neutral smile. It took even more effort to hide her disappointment when Lord Fernham came to claim his dance. 
"Miss Turlington," the older man said with an inclination of his head. 
"Good evening, Lord Fernham," Phoebe replied, demurely bowing her head. 
Turning to the Italian, she apologized. "I am afraid I must decline the dance, signor. It appears my dance card is full." Though her voice sounded even, it felt hollow. Her best efforts were not enough to mask her disappointment. 
"My apologies," Signor Alonzo said, regarding Fernham with the same shrewd look he’d worn when Phoebe first laid eyes upon him. "Another time—" 
"Now wait just a moment," Fernham said, stopping Alonzo in his tracks. "If the lady does not object, I would cede the dance to you, sir. A man my age has no business dancing at this hour." 
Her breath caught in her throat. Phoebe could hardly believe it—another act of charity in her favor. 
"That is quite understandable, my lord," she said, her voice carefully measured so as not to offend. "In that case, I would be happy to join you, signor." 
Soon after they were on the dance floor, Phoebe found herself captivated by the man once more. This time, she could not resist asking about his travels as a merchant. He was especially charming when he spoke of his homeland, describing the antiquities and cuisine with such admiration Phoebe longed to experience them for herself. More than that, though, she desired more time with Signor Alonzo. The dance was not nearly long enough to satisfy her, and once it was over, there were no more to follow. 
"I would like to call upon you tomorrow," Signor Alonzo said as he led her off the dance floor. 
Sophia had finally noticed Phoebe had the attention of a suitor, and she was quick to swoop in, suddenly tripping over herself to play the role of chaperone she’d neglected most of the evening. 
"Please do come by," Sophia said, pushing Phoebe behind her. "You’ll be most welcome." 
Even being treated as invisible by her stepmother was not enough to dampen Phoebe’s excitement. Signor Alonzo had ignited a flame of hope Phoebe had long thought was extinguished for good. Now that flame burned so brightly, she prayed she would not combust before they met again. 





Chapter 2


Given the unending energy the Marchioness of Rigsby possessed when it came to appraising her stepdaughter’s shortcomings, it should have been no surprise how much effort she put forth to ensure Phoebe made a pleasant impression. Sophia had spent the entire morning calling out orders to the household staff as if she were a general on the battlefield. Even while Phoebe’s maid helped her dress and wove her hair into a lovely plait, they could hear Sophia downstairs. 
"Is she having them rearrange the entire drawing room?" Phoebe asked while Frances helped her apply the faintest amount of color to the apples of her pale cheeks. Signor Alonzo had such a lovely golden complexion from his travels around Italy and Phoebe did not want him to think her sickly. 
"I would not be surprised," Frances said. "You would think she is hosting a ball for the entire ton with the menu she gave to Cookie," she added, tutting while shaking her head. 
"All this trouble simply because he said he would call on me today—does she really believe I will never have another chance?" Phoebe mused aloud. Frances had the sense to leave the question rhetorical.
They both knew the answer. Sophia most certainly did think Signor Alonzo would be the only suitor to come calling without intervention from the marquess. He was very likely the only hope Phoebe had for a marriageable man within two decades of her own age. She could not afford any mistakes. 
Truth be told, Phoebe was surely as anxious as her stepmother, but with all the fuss being made, would Signor Alonzo not immediately see their desperation and grow suspicious? 
Sophia could very well be planting the seeds of a scandal which did not exist—Phoebe’s virtue was intact, as was her dowry. Her family's name was in good standing, and while a marquess was not the most impressive connection to have in a father-in-law, it was quite a good match for a merchant with no other legitimate entry to society. 
Phoebe was most definitely not desperate, though she very well could be if Sophia ruined this courtship before it began. Two calamitous seasons in a row were enough to ensure her third would follow suit. 
What gentleman would possibly call on Phoebe if the handsome Italian ran off at first blush?
"I am going to have to convince Signor Alonzo I do not have a tail or some other ghastly disfigurement," Phoebe joked, though it hardly lightened her mood at all. Sophia's frenetic planning had erased most of Phoebe’s excitement about the afternoon. 
"Nonsense," Frances said. "He will take one look at you and see you are lovelier than any other girl in London, as I am sure he already has. Why else would he have danced with you when he rejected so many others?" 
That was a point well made. Phoebe had always told Frances everything after a social event. She was nearly as close to Phoebe as Lucy, so of course she knew about Signor Alonzo's mysterious appeal and the way he’d seemingly forgotten all else once he saw Phoebe. 
It was unforgettable, to be sure, but well after the fact, it became harder to trust her own memory. Had it really been as wondrous and romantic as Phoebe remembered, or was it the late hour, the punch, and the excitement of the ball that led her to believe so?
"Don't worry yourself so," Frances soothed. "I'll wager he is already so besotted with you he won't even realize all that Sophia has done." 
There was a sudden pause in Sophia's shrill commands, and both Phoebe and Frances held their breaths for a moment. 
"Let us hope you are right, Frances. I believe my gentleman caller has arrived." 
With a haste entirely unbecoming a lady of her station, Phoebe made her way downstairs with the hope of getting to Signor Alonzo before Sophia could embarrass her too much. 
By the time Phoebe reached the drawing room, Sophia was already trying to link her arm with his as she led him to a seat. 
"Phoebe will be down—" 
"She is already here," Phoebe chimed in, startling the both of them. 
"Miss Turlington," Signor Alonzo said, inclining his head towards her with a warm look. He slipped free of Sophia, leaving the marchioness with a startled, sour look. 
"If I may, you are even lovelier in the day," he said, every word inviting a small scandal with his smooth, sinful tone. 
"That is very kind of you," Phoebe answered, trying her very best to keep the heat in her belly from rising up to her face while confronted with the warm intensity of Signor Alonzo's gaze. Frances needn't have added color to her cheeks after all. "Would you like to have a seat?" 
"Actually," Signor Alonzo said, reigniting Phoebe’s fears of chasing him off in a matter of minutes. "Would you like to walk with me through the park? I have not seen such a beautiful day since I left Italy, it would be a shame to spend it indoors."
Phoebe’s heart beat faster. A stroll through the park was practically a step shy of announcing their courtship outright. It seemed a tad fast for Phoebe, but her thoughts were muddled by the man's arresting green eyes and their bright specks of gold that glinted with rakish promises. 
Oh, how Phoebe wanted to know more about those promises. The warmth in her midsection quivered as she fought to regain her composure. 
"That is a wonderful idea," Sophia spoke up, inserting herself between them. "I will chaperone, of course." And without another word from anyone, Sophia began her demands anew; they would both require a pelisse and head coverings, and Sophia insisted on a parasol as well. Phoebe was not averse to pinkening her complexion in the sun, especially not when she could see how appealing it was on Signor Alonzo. 
He showed a remarkable amount of patience while waiting for Phoebe and her chaperone to ready themselves, and he remained entirely pleasant as they entered the park. 
"I do apologize for making you wait, signor," Phoebe said. "Though I must admit, I am very glad for the suggestion." Through some miracle, she had avoided being embarrassed by Sophia's matchmaking ambitions. 
The day was not over yet, though, and Sophia was still within earshot, much closer than was necessary for a chaperone. Did she not trust Phoebe to manage on her own? 
"I am quite glad for the company," he said, making Phoebe’s insides flutter. 
"I must say, for someone so new to our shores, your English is impeccable." 
"Only my mother's side is Italian," he answered. "I am English on my father's side." 
"Theirs must be a powerful love match for him to move so far away," Phoebe said, wondering what that might be like. She never deigned to think such a thing could be possible for her; she had always been more focused on what she considered reasonable, attainable hopes. But Lucy had infected her with notions of imagining, and Phoebe’s mind began to wander down that path. How romantic it must be for two people to love each other so much they were willing to move across oceans to be with one another. It seemed so much more thrilling than the path her mother had set before her. The thought of a simple life bearing children for a man she hardly knew left a bitter taste in her mouth once she considered the alternative.  
"They did love each other," Signor Alonzo said. "That much is true, but my father never moved to Italy. He was lost in the war, and we were fortunate my mother's cousin could take us in." 
Phoebe’s heart sank. "Oh no. I did not mean to bring up such painful memories," she said. "Please accept my apologies." Perhaps Sophia was right to not trust her on her own. Phoebe had wasted no time at all in making a mess of things. 
"No apologies are needed," he said gently. "What of your father? Has he had involvement with the war?" 
"I believe he tries to be of help to the crown whenever possible, but I am afraid I do not know the extent of his involvement," Phoebe answered, guilty that his father had given his life for the cause while hers was safe and sound. How easily the whims of fate could change someone's circumstances. 
"He is a marquess, no?" Signor Alonzo continued. 
Phoebe nodded, slowly swallowing the lump that had formed in her throat. 
"Marquess of Rigsby," Sophia chimed in, attempting to salvage the situation Phoebe had botched. "A beautiful corner of the country. I do so love our house here in the city, but the country home is far better suited for balls." She stopped just short of inviting the Italian to stay with them. Phoebe was wounded by Sophia's lack of faith in her, though she had no evidence to support any defense she might try to provide herself. Maybe Sophia was right to think Phoebe could not secure a proposal on her own.
"The marquess must be busy with his business dealings?" Signor Alonzo said, though he voiced it as more of a question than a statement. 
"I would not know," Phoebe answered, sounding terser than she intended. She was not dense enough to miss the man's obvious probing into her father's affairs. Of course, any man who did not have knowledge of the ton would inquire about the family's financial status before seriously pursuing a courtship, but Phoebe did not like to be reminded that she was hardly more than property being auctioned off. "It seems to me, Signor Alonzo, that you may have preferred my father's company on this walk." 
"Oh, don't be so sullen, Phoebe," Sophia said. "He surely cannot help it. Men are compelled to talk about business as much as we women must discuss the latest fashions." 
"Yes, you are exactly right, my lady," Signor Alonzo answered, twisting in an awkward direction to include Phoebe’s pestering chaperone in the conversation. "I did not mean to bore you with such dull topics, Miss Turlington. I find myself babbling in your presence. I have not met a woman more charming in all my travels." 
Subject to his earnest regard, Phoebe’s petulant irritation melted to nothing. Surely Signor Alonzo had not called upon her only to ask about her father. She could not let Sophia’s company provoke her. Instead, she focused on the man at her side and the novel idea she was not such an outcast in society.
"Where all have your travels taken you, signor?" Phoebe asked. She could not imagine the exciting tales he had. London was the most exotic locale she had ever visited, but she doubted it was at all notable to a man of Signor Alonzo's worldliness. 
"I have seen much of the continent," he said casually. "I have been to the Coliseum and walked the same earth where gladiators once fought lions. I have seen the grand domes and towering spires of the Hagia Sophia. And I have spent many months at sea, with nothing more than waves and clouds to break the endless blue. Though, I must admit, in all my travels, I have found there is nothing quite like one's homeland."
"Do you miss it terribly?" Phoebe could sense the longing in his voice. Surely, he had not been in England long enough to be missing the shores of Italy already, had he?
"Parts of it, yes. I think most anyone would." 
There was a sad resignation in his tone now which caused a frown to pull at Phoebe’s mouth. Had he come all this way for an English bride, simply to whisk her back across the sea? It seemed like an awful lot of trouble. Surely there were suitable brides waiting in Italy. 
"How long will it be before you go back?" Phoebe asked, doing her best to keep the conversation from getting too melancholy. 
"Back?" he asked with a frown wrinkling his brow. 
"To Italy?" Phoebe prompted. 
"Right, of course," he said, clearing his throat. "I have no set date. There are some family matters I must attend to here, and I will stay as long as necessary to settle them." 
"I hope you will at least be here long enough to see the end of the season?" Phoebe asked, putting forth a valiant effort to hide her disappointment. Lucy had been misinformed; Signor Alonzo was not in England for a bride after all. 
But he must have changed his mind. Why else would he ask Mr. Sampford to introduce him? Perhaps this explained his reluctance to accept the offers of tiresome mamas. He could afford to be more discerning if he was not in a hurry to be wed. 
That he chose Phoebe while being so particular only confounded her more. 
It also left her unbearably flustered when he turned to smile at her. 
"Yes," he said warmly. "I believe I have found good reason to see out the remainder of it." 
The way he gazed at her when he said that made Phoebe struggle for breath. Her stays were too tight again, and the rebellious part of her mind had been inspired to fantasize pictured Signor Alonzo being the one to loosen them for her. 
"Are you well?" he asked with a concerned frown. "You look as if you might swoon." 
Phoebe felt as if she might too. 
"I am afraid I have over-exerted myself, signor. It is such a warm day." She was lucky to have the sun as an excuse because it was an entirely different kind of heat which stole her breath away. 
"We should get you home," Sophia said, only a couple of paces behind them. 
"Agreed. I will fetch us a carriage," Signor Alonzo said. 
Phoebe was disappointed in herself for causing the pleasant walk to end prematurely, but she kept her head held high while waiting with Sophia. Her stepmother was not one to miss an opportunity to harangue her, and Phoebe would not give her the satisfaction of an early start. 
Once home, it did not take Sophia very long to begin listing everything Phoebe had done wrong, but Phoebe clung to her tale from the park and excused herself to her rooms for recuperation. 
That evening, long after Phoebe had accepted her deficiencies as laid out by Sophia, Frances came to her door with an impressive bouquet of forget-me-nots and ivy. 
"Has Sophia seen this?" Phoebe asked as she looked over the card—an invitation to join Signor Alonzo at the opera. 
"No, my lady," Frances answered. "The marchioness had already retired for the evening when they arrived." 
"Good," Phoebe said, her heart racing beneath her breast. Sophia had made the walk awkward and nerve-wracking for Phoebe. She would not make the same mistake by allowing her stepmother to ruin the opera too. As she wrote out a reply to her suitor, she was already hatching a plan which would give her a far greater chance of success. After replying to Signor Alonzo, Phoebe penned another missive, this time to Lucy, requesting her presence as a chaperone. Her attendance would be enough to keep the rumors from spreading through the ton like wildfire, but Lucy would not be such an impediment to her progress. 
With everything settled, Phoebe only had to make sure Sophia never caught wind of it.  





Chapter 3


"Oh Phoebe, I truly did not believe imagining such a thing could make it true," Lucy said as they awaited Signor Alonzo's arrival. 
Phoebe had been fortunate her stepmother Sophia was out for the evening already, so she had no need to sneak around hoping to leave undetected. She was doubly fortunate Lucy was such a wonderful friend and willing to chaperone the trip to the opera. 
"I would not have believed it myself if it were happening to anyone else," Phoebe admitted. "I have already pinched myself a number of times to be sure it is not all a dream." 
Lucy sent a sly smile her way. "I thought you were looking a little rosier than usual," she teased.
In truth, Phoebe's flushed cheeks were a product of Signor Alonzo, the bouquet of forget-me-nots and ivy by her window, and the knowledge that Lucy was bound to be a terribly indulgent chaperone. 
She wasn't at all sure what to expect of the evening—or if she should expect anything at all—but the anticipation gnawed away at her throughout the day. As the hour drew nearer, her nerves became intolerable. She fought the urge to look out the windows, but she could not stay seated. Every time she tried, it was as if she were sitting on hot coals. She stood back up in an instant, moving from one side of the room to another. 
"You are really taken with him, aren't you?" Lucy asked, eyes wide. 
Phoebe said nothing, still trying to deny the truth even to herself, but Lucy needed no confirmation. The veracity of her accusation was evident.
"Whatever happened to not wishing to converse with foolish gentlemen?" 
Phoebe sighed, settling down onto the settee next to her. "He is so much more than that, Lucy. You shall see when you hear him speak of his travels. The way he talks about Italy... he is a poet. It must be such a wonderful life he leads, free to go where he pleases whenever the fancy strikes him." Much better than a lifetime sequestered within the bounds of one land. She could not fathom having so much liberty. 
Lucy smiled and patted her hand. "I am delighted for you, truly. I hope you will find happiness with him if he proposes." 
"It is a bit soon to be making wedding plans." Phoebe laughed. She knew there had not been enough time since their first meeting, but she could not say the thought hadn’t occurred to her already. How could it not with such a handsome, charming gentleman? 
"Cholmeley, is there still no carriage outside?" Phoebe asked, on her feet once again. 
"I'm afraid not," the butler answered. 
"He will arrive in due time," Lucy assured her, though Phoebe was certain there was a hint of doubt in her tone. 
Punctuality was not a concern for most members of the ton; a trip to the opera was merely another social event to fill the scandal sheets. However, it was Phoebe's first time visiting the famed theatre, and she had hoped to enjoy the performance in its entirety. By now, the doors were open, patrons would be socializing, having a beverage, or buying a book of the cast and libretto. If Signor Alonzo did not arrive posthaste, they would miss the start of the show.
"Could he have possibly changed his mind?" Phoebe asked. 
"I am sure it's nothing like that," Lucy said. "You shouldn't fret this way; you'll make yourself sick. He will be here, or else he would have sent word otherwise."
"Of course you're right," Phoebe said with a feeble smile. "I am letting my nerves get the better of me. I keep thinking of all the qualms Sophia has suggested a gentleman might have with me." 
Lucy scoffed. "She was but a girl when she was first wed, and I suspect she has seen little reason to change since." 
"Lucy!" Phoebe gasped, but she could not withhold her laughter. 
"It's true!" Lucy insisted without a hint of remorse. "That woman has been simply wretched to you ever since she came into your home. You are a thousand times more appealing than she could ever hope to be. And, seeing how she herself has never been in the market for a bride, I would not expect her to know the first thing about what a man like Signor Alonzo desires. You should put whatever she has said to you out of your mind the same way you would the assertions of any other spoiled child." 
Lucy was capable of mustering a level of vexation Phoebe could never quite achieve. It was one of the things Phoebe cherished and admired most about her friend. No one could ever accuse Lucy of lacking strong convictions. 
"Miss Turlington," Cholmeley said from the doorway with a look over his shoulder. "A Signor Alonzo is here for you." 
Lucy gave her an impish grin, and Phoebe silently conceded she'd been right in her evaluation of Dante. 
"Thank you, Cholmeley," Phoebe answered, taking her seat next to Lucy. "You may bring him in." 
Signor Alonzo did not wait for the butler to fetch him. At her word, he stepped through the doorway, carrying another beautiful bouquet—glorious pink roses this time. 
"They are lovely," Phoebe said as she received them. "Thank you." 
"My apologies for keeping you waiting. I was tending to some of my late father's business, and I let time get away from me. I hope you can forgive me," he said with earnestness in his eyes which made Phoebe forget herself. She’d once known someone with the same sort of expressive green eyes. The boy and his brothers had never wanted a little girl getting in their way, but Phoebe had always been drawn in by his mischievous eyes. Dante’s were more serious and enigmatic, but they possessed the same glints of gold; she was no less captivated by them now. 
"Perhaps if we arrive in time for the first act, I could be persuaded to consider absolution," Phoebe said. 
Lucy hemmed loudly, causing Phoebe to startle. She had been so taken with Dante that that she had forgotten her manners. 
"Oh, yes. You remember my friend from Lady Hollingsworth's ball? Miss Bingham has agreed to be our chaperone to the opera as the marchioness had other plans." 
"I owe you a thanks for facilitating this evening," he said with a slight bow and a roguish smirk that made even Lucy a bit flustered. "Shall we be off?" He offered his arm to Phoebe, and the moment she took it, she felt more at ease. Something about Signor Alonzo's presence soothed her worries and made her forget why she had them in the first place. His solid physique at her side awoke something unfamiliar inside her. An urge to be closer to him. To feel the warmth of his skin against hers, without the barrier of gloves between them. For a brief moment, she even considered what it might be like to kiss him. 
The image of that possibility stuck in her mind as she followed Lucy into the carriage. In the moment they had before Signor Alonzo joined them, Lucy gave her an arched look that ignited an inferno of shame. 
She had let her thoughts get away with her. Phoebe tried quickly to disguise her impure thoughts as soon as he rejoined them. "Have you been to the opera before, Signor Alonzo?" she asked. "Here in London, I mean. I am sure you have seen a number of impressive performances in Italy." That was where the art form was birthed. She could not fathom the rich and varied cultures had experienced firsthand. Phoebe only experienced things through her books, and those tales were too exciting to ever happen to someone like her. 
"I have not had a chance yet, no," he answered, his voice as stiff as his posture. 
"Then I look forward to experiencing it for the first time alongside you," Phoebe said, offering a small smile. Something had changed in his disposition, but perhaps it was only in her mind. 
Signor Alonzo did not return her smile. Instead, he gazed upon Phoebe with a curious look she could not quite place. Had she said something wrong? 
"It is quite the spectacle," Lucy said, cutting through the silence that seemed to be weighing down the carriage. "I believe the first time I attended I was so taken with the decor I forgot all about the performance." 
"I do not know what I look forward to the most," Phoebe said, trying to match Lucy’s bright tone as the carriage sped through the streets. "I have heard this soprano is magnificent. What are your thoughts, signor?"
It took him a moment to consider, but then he shook his head. "I have not given it much thought," he admitted. 
Phoebe’s throat was dry when she swallowed, and she sent a furtive glance to her friend. She could not gain her footing, and Lucy always fared better in such situations. Phoebe was happier than ever it was Lucy at her side and not Sophia. 
"I am certain you will be most impressed by all aspects," Lucy said confidently. She patted the back of Phoebe’s hand for reassurance.  
Once they finally arrived at the opera house and entered the grand building, Phoebe could understand how Lucy had been so captivated. The theatre was enormous and beautiful—gilt flowers climbing the walls, twinkling gold stars on the thick, red curtain, and so many ladies in gorgeous gowns. It was enough to make one's head spin, and with the handsome man at her side already setting her heart aflutter, Phoebe had no hopes of calming down anytime soon. 
"It seems as though we have made it in time for the start of the show after all," Lucy said as Dante led them to his box on the third level. 
"Does that mean I have earned your forgiveness, Miss Turlington?" he asked, directing his entire attention at Phoebe, turning her mind towards the salacious yet again. It was an impressive feat the way he managed to do so with little more than a heated look.  
"I only agreed to consider absolution, Signor Alonzo, and considering it required a recklessly hurried carriage ride—" 
"Nonsense," he said. "Bernard is an incredibly talented driver. You were never in any danger. I would not allow it." 
The clever reply Phoebe had waiting died on her lips, her tongue tied by the heartfelt sincerity in his words. Signor Alonzo had not said that out of some expectation of chivalry. He truly meant he would keep her safe and she could not help but trust him at his word. It was equal measures flattering and staggering. He was almost too perfect; she could not fathom why he had chosen to center his attentions on her, but she also did not want them to cease.
"Well," she said as she took her seat, drawing out the moment to allow her pulse time to slow, "I suppose a bit of clemency could not hurt." 
"You are too kind," he replied, sitting next to her. Lucy sat on Phoebe's other side, pointedly looking away from the pair. "I could not have chosen better company." He lowered his voice as he spoke while the conductor in the orchestra pit called the attention of the musicians. 
A moment later, the curtains pulled away from the stage, and an enchantingly beautiful woman stepped out alone. At first, it was difficult to hear her over the music and the murmuring of opera patrons who were more interested in socializing than the performance. Slowly, the singer's voice rose, growing in power, drowning out everything else. There was a raw passion in her voice, a deep sorrow that sunk all the way into Phoebe’s bones. The singer wasn't just performing, it was as if they all had a private view into her most intimate and devastating moments. 
Though Phoebe did not know the language, and she had a perfectly capable translator next to her, she had no need to ask what the woman was singing about. The specifics weren't important. Her unfettered emotions told the tale well enough, whisking Phoebe along for the journey. 
She was thoroughly enraptured. From the opening note until the end of the first act, Phoebe was mesmerized. Truly, when Signor Alonzo asked what she had thought of it so far, she could not believe so much time had passed. It felt like they had only just arrived at the opera. 
"I am afraid I am enjoying it so much that it will be over too soon," she admitted. "I cannot imagine anything grander. It is no wonder they call it the King's Theatre for I cannot imagine such luxury befitting anyone else." 
"I must agree," he said, his voice once again laced with warmth. Whatever problems had plagued him prior, the opera seemed to bring him back to himself. "Would you like to walk around? I do not know about you, but my legs could use a stretch." 
"That sounds like a wonderful idea!" Lucy chimed in, already on her feet. 
Phoebe thought Lucy would much rather stay in the box with Signor Alonzo where she might actually have hope of hearing anything he said, but she knew she was right. That was her role as chaperone, after all, to make sure they did things the proper way. Walking around during the intermission to be seen by others was definitely the proper way of doing things, even if Phoebe did find the whole practice overwrought. 
Was it so terrible that she simply wanted to spend more time with the man without so many people around? 
Signor Alonzo was not a typical member of society, though. He was even more beholden to the unspoken rules than Phoebe herself was. The smallest slight could be reason enough to ensure none of his proposals would be accepted. 
A part of Phoebe hoped there would only be the one, but another part of her chastised herself for moving so quickly—even if only in her mind. 
"A stretch does sound nice," Phoebe agreed, taking Signor Alonzo's arm again. It was not long before she was truly grateful for the chance to walk around. With all the chatter around them, they didn't have much opportunity to talk amongst themselves, but even Phoebe could not help but be drawn into the interest of who had arrived with whom. 
Miss Mary Hollingsworth had finally caught the interest of a viscount’s son, so the gossiping ladies would have to find another subject for their fabricated scandals. Phoebe could only imagine the sour face Sophia would have made if she could see the pair. 
She did not have to imagine it for long, though, for Sophia was within sight, on the arm of Phoebe's father. Lucy had spotted the pair at the same time, and the two girls exchanged a glance. 
"I did not realize your stepmother's plans were to attend the opera as well," Lucy said, eyebrows raised. 
"Nor did I," Phoebe admitted, her stomach turning itself inside out. "She made no mention of it." 
"Is something the matter?" Signor Alonzo asked, brows furrowed. 
"Not the matter, per se," Phoebe said, raising her voice to be heard over the din. "I was unaware that my father and his wife would also be in attendance." 
"Your father?" he asked, instantly stiffening as he looked out over the crowd. 
"Yes, over there," she said, pointing him out. "He has never cared much for the arts, but I suspect he is willing to endure it for the sake of the new Lady Turlington." Phoebe did not mean to sound bitter when she said it, but it came out that way anyhow. Unbidden, memories of all the times she had asked her father to take her to the opera or a museum sprang to mind. He would never acquiesce for his daughter, but his pretty new wife was another matter. 
"We should probably say hello," Lucy said. 
Dante stiffened, but it was the appropriate course of action, though, so they made their way through the throng of people. 
Sophia spotted them first and hurried over, a big smile on her face as she greeted Dante. "Signor! What a lovely surprise. My stepdaughter did not tell me she was in need of a chaperone this evening," she said, holding onto his hand for a bit too long. 
"She was not in need," Lucy said, making no effort to hide her dislike for Phoebe's stepmother. 
"I would not presume to steal your company from your husband, my lady," Signor Alonzo said, pulling his hand free while his eyes darted to Phoebe's father again. 
"Nonsense!" Sophia exclaimed. "I practically had to drag him out of the house. Sometimes I think he has forgotten entirely what it is like to be young and full of vigor," she added, eyes sliding over Dante with a sly smile that made Phoebe's grip tighten around his arm. 
"Would you like to meet him?" Phoebe asked, hoping to put an end to Sophia's shamelessness. The marquess had no apparent interest in joining them of his own volition. 
"I think it is about time to venture back to our seats," Dante said, still glancing at Lord Turlington with a hard look that Phoebe did not quite understand. Perhaps it was too soon in their courtship to meet her father. Perhaps she had misread his intentions and this was not meant to be a courtship at all. 
"You are more than welcome to join us in our box," Sophia said cheerfully. "We have seats to spare, and it is quite private." 
"That will not be necessary," Dante said coolly. As much as Sophia was attempting to draw him in, he did not show the slightest temptation. 
He also did not fear walking the line of rudeness. While it was amusing in the moment, Phoebe thought it a strange decision to willingly insult the stepmother of the woman he was courting. 
Again, she had to wonder if she had misread the signor's intentions. 
It was a concern that occupied her mind for the remainder of the opera. She had no spare attention to enjoy the moving aria or to absorb the rest of the story which had so enthralled her before. 
"Have I done something to upset you?" Dante asked in her ear as they left the theatre. "You will not hurt me to say so." 
Phoebe hesitated and looked back at Lucy, who was too far back to overhear them. If they were meant to be courting, she should be frank with him, she reasoned. It would do no good to start off with secrets between them. 
"I have been thinking on our meeting with my stepmother, and I cannot help but suspect we did not make a favorable impression."
"Ah," he said, his expression drawing tight again. "That is my fault, I am afraid," he said. "I had hoped to seem the perfect English gentleman and it may have made me a bit rigid. I fear your enchanting nature has been my undoing once again, Miss Turlington, but I would like to improve my standing in your family's eyes. Becoming closer to you has been one of the happier surprises since my arrival and I would hate to do anything to endanger that closeness." 
Phoebe prayed the dim glow of the streetlamps was not enough to reveal the color rising to her cheeks. "In that case, I will make every attempt to smooth things over," she said, struggling to maintain her composure. 
Whether she was ready to admit it or not, Miss Phoebe Turlington knew she was entirely smitten. 




Chapter 4


Phoebe could not recall a time she had been more excited for a ball. Or more nervous. 
It had been two weeks since the opera and she had not heard a single thing from Signor Alonzo. Not until a dress arrived at her doorstep the morning of Lady Holbeck's end-of-season ball. 
"I have no doubt you will turn every head when you enter, Miss Phoebe," Frances said, smiling at her in the mirror. 
The dress was a work of art to be sure, with dainty lace on the sleeves and intricate embroidery along the bodice. It must have cost Signor Alonzo a small fortune. 
Which was all the more reason Phoebe was ill at ease wearing it. She was far too simple, too quiet for such a magnificent gown. And then of course, there was the color. 
"You don't think it's too bold?" Phoebe asked, uncertain about it even while she admired the way the vibrant red silk accentuated her pale complexion. Coquelicot had been a popular color for trimmings in previous seasons, but an entire gown in the shade was bound to bring Phoebe more attention than she was accustomed to. 
"Not at all, miss. I think Signor Alonzo has a keen eye for fashion." 
Phoebe matched her smile. "I still cannot believe he sent such an extravagant gift."
"Right, he should after disappearing the way he did," her lady's maid said. 
"I am sure he has good reason, Frances. He is a very busy man." 
"Pardon me for saying so, but he ought to learn to make time if he wants to be wed. You deserve better than an absentee husband." 
"I know you are speaking from a place of concern, but we should not be so hasty to judge him. He has been the perfect gentleman in all other respects." 
Frances did not respond until she finished fastening a ruby necklace around Phoebe's neck. 
"I can see how happy he makes you, and for that, he has my gratitude. Your mother would be so happy for you," she said, giving Phoebe one last look with tears brimming in her eyes. 
Phoebe gave her a firm hug before she started blubbering. Frances had been with her through so many of life's ups and downs. She had been there to dry Phoebe's tears after her mother's funeral, and to allay Phoebe's fears after her disastrous debut. With any luck, Frances stood to gain a new household to manage—provided she was willing to move to wherever Signor Alonzo intended to reside. 
Would he want to move them to his estate in Italy? It seemed unfathomably far, but that also made it a tiny bit thrilling. She would miss Lucy, for sure, but having a continent between herself and Sophia sounded rather appealing. 
Yet again, Phoebe seemed to be getting ahead of herself. 
It was a remarkably easy thing to do when it came to the topic of Signor Alonzo. His ongoing attentions kept the future at the forefront of her mind, and the more she thought on it, the more she longed for it to be true. 
But there was still so much she did not know about the man. So many questions she still would like answers to. She needed to keep her wits about her in his presence. She could not allow herself to become flustered and weak-kneed as she typically did when he was around. With the end of the season upon them, she needed him to state his intentions formally if she was going to continue tying her hopes to him. 
"Phoebe!" Sophia called from down the hall, her heavy footfalls growing nearer by the second. "Are you nearly—" She stopped in the doorway, narrowing her eyes at Phoebe. "Is that a new dress?" 
Phoebe ran her hands down the front, struggling to keep calm in the face of her stepmother's imperious glare. "Yes. It is," she said simply. 
"Where from?" Sophia asked, stepping closer. The covetous look in her eyes made Phoebe think she might want to rip the dress apart, but she wouldn't dare. At least not with Frances there as a witness. No matter how much Sophia despised her stepdaughter, she cared about her reputation in society more, and everyone knew any scandal the maids were privy to was bound to spread like wildfire. 
"Signor Alonzo sent it this morning," Phoebe answered, moving her hips just enough to make the skirts swish. She felt no remorse that Sophia had reduced her to such pettiness. 
Sophia's nose wrinkled. "I suppose tastes are different in Italy. There is no time to change into anything else. Come along." 
Phoebe's heart dropped as she looked into the mirror again. Was Frances wrong? Was the shade of the dress going to invite a scandal she could not recover from? The ton had already turned on her before; they would not hesitate to do so again. 
She fought to remember Lucy's advice to disregard her stepmother’s criticisms. Sophia herself had even said it: perhaps the tastes were different in Italy. What would she know about what Dante might like in a potential bride? 
By the time the rush of cool night air touched her heated flesh, Phoebe felt more at ease about her choice. She could not let Sophia rattle her. She would not give her the satisfaction. She did not even bother to respond to any of Sophia's subsequent comments on the carriage ride over. The marchioness had a great number of opinions about Phoebe's dress and the suitor who delivered it, but Phoebe paid them no mind. She was too preoccupied with what she would say to Signor Alonzo when she saw him. 
Should she be cross about the weeks of silence? Or simply grateful for his generous gift? Truthfully, the confirmation he had not given up his pursuit was enough to erase any ill thoughts Phoebe was harboring. After all, finding a wife was not the man's primary business in the country. She could not be arrogant enough to think he would forget his other obligations on her account, romantic as the notion might be. 
Her anxious internal debate was cut short once they arrived at Lady Holbeck's home. There were many people already in attendance, but Phoebe noticed none of them. She only saw Dante. And he her. With his eyes steadily locked on Phoebe, Dante made his way around the edge of the ballroom. 
With every step he took towards her, her heart beat a little faster until she could hardly stand the distance between them. 
"Lady Turlington," he said with a polite nod to Sophia. "Miss Turlington," he said to Phoebe, a low rasp in his voice which made her suppress a delightful shudder. "Could I ask you for a dance?" 
"It would be my pleasure," Phoebe answered, slipping her hand in his. She did not have to look back at Sophia for smug satisfaction to take hold; she had not fallen victim to her stepmother's critiques. 
"I am happy to see you wearing the dress," Signor Alonzo said as they neared the dance floor. "It suits you." As they took their positions and her hand began to slip from his, she could feel Dante's fingers following the curve of her palm. Phoebe paid careful attention to her steps; even through her gloves, Dante’s touch ignited a swell of urgent heat deep in her belly. And lower, between her legs too. 
Certain that her face must be entirely aflame, Phoebe could not meet his gaze, choosing instead to keep her eyes on the rich crimson skirt of her gown.
"I must admit, it is a bit more daring than my typical attire, but I find I do not mind the looks as much as I anticipated." 
He was close to her when he answered, the warmth of his breath caressing the shell of her ear. "Being envied is nothing to be ashamed of, Phoebe." 
All the declarations and promises she made to herself about not going weak-kneed in the man's presence flew away the moment he said her given name. It was dangerous. Intimate. Sinful. 
But she already longed to hear it again. 
"Envied, s-signor?" she stammered as she struggled to keep step with the dance. He had set her off-balance and breathless with his intense gaze and his nearness bordered on impropriety. 
"In that dress, every woman here wishes to be you. Every man wishes to be with you." 
In an instant, Phoebe felt she might be the same shade as her bold dress. There was nothing subtle about his flattery this time, but nothing insincere, either. 
"Daring is a good look for you," he continued, leaving her even more tongue-tied. 
How was she meant to keep her wits about her when he was so unbearably handsome and so insistent on showering her with such honeyed words? It was a hopeless endeavor. The most she could ask of herself was to keep her skirts in place. She had never anticipated it to be a challenge, but Signor Alonzo had been a surprise in so many ways. 
"I am sorry to see the season ending now that we have met," she said. 
"I share the sentiment," he agreed. "Though, as I understand, you will be enjoying your scenic country home. That sounds a fair bit better than all these balls." 
Phoebe chuckled, some of her wits finally returning to her. "I regret having to be the one to inform you, signor, but there are balls throughout the summer as well. I am certain Lady Turlington will host one herself. There will be no respite for me." 
His eyes glinted with mirth. "A harrowing prospect." 
"What of your summer plans? Will you be traveling?" she asked, her heart already longing for a taste of the adventure he was bound to pursue. 
"I have no set plans," he said. "I was not sure what was in store for me when I arrived in England." 
"How have you managed to keep your social calendar from filling up?" Phoebe had seen how the mamas and their daughters flocked to him. "Surely, you have received a dozen invitations by now." 
"None worth accepting," he answered, his steady gaze piercing through her doubts and concerns. 
"You would be most welcome at our event," she said impulsively, hardly believing the words coming from her own mouth. She readied herself for his rejection, though prayed it wouldn't come. 
To Phoebe's utter delight, he said, "I could not possibly wait that long to see you again." 
She tried to laugh, but he was startlingly sincere. His candid appreciation for her never lost its dazzling impact. For a moment, Phoebe's mind was free of words, filled only with the desire to be closer to Dante. Far too close for what was considered proper. "We must find a way to persevere," she said, sad for the dance to end. 
"Please save me another dance before the evening is through?" he asked as they ended with a final congenial dip of their heads. 
"Of course," she agreed. If it were at all acceptable, she would save every dance for him. She did not expect anyone else to claim a spot on her dance card with Sophia sabotaging her at every turn, though she was not at all sure she would survive the excitement if she were to spend an entire evening dancing with Dante. 
Fortune favored Phoebe; Lucy intercepted her before she returned to her chaperone’s side. Phoebe's friend pulled her aside, walking close beside her. 
"You look like you could use some air, dearest," Lucy said, steering them both toward the gardens. 
Phoebe had to admit, the night air did help to clear her mind or soothe the burning ache that accompanied Signor Alonzo's presence. 
Together, they walked silently through the gardens, past other guests and at least one couple who did not seem at all concerned with discretion. After passing countless rose bushes and neatly trimmed hedges, Lucy pulled her aside, to a deserted corner of the garden where they would not risk being overheard. 
"You must tell me everything," she said, clasping Phoebe's hands in her own. 
Phoebe faltered for a moment. "There is nothing to tell." 
Lucy clearly did not believe her. She narrowed her eyes and put one hand on her hip. "Come now. We have been friends nearly our entire lives. I think I would know when my dearest friend is in love!" 
Love? The word held so much weight. Did she love Dante? Could she, after such a short courtship? 
"I believe you are being hasty, dear Lucy," Phoebe finally said. "There is nothing more between Signor Alonzo and myself now than what you saw at the opera a fortnight past."
Lucy remained skeptical. "Do you mean to tell me that this is not a product of his attentions?" she asked, gesturing to Phoebe's attire. 
Phoebe could not deny it. "A dress is hardly the same as a proposal," she said instead. As much as Phoebe enjoyed her time with Signor Alonzo—and as much as she particularly enjoyed his flattery—she did not want to lift her hopes too high with regards to their future. He had still made no formal declaration. There was also his strange behavior with her father to consider. And, most detrimental of all, the season was at an end and their opportunities to see one another would be greatly limited. 
"I suppose that is true," Lucy conceded. "You must forgive me for prying. I only thought with the way the two of you were dancing... Has he truly said nothing of your hand?" 
Lucy's disbelief only shook Phoebe's confidence more. Dante should have said something by now. Though it was possible he was unaware. Perhaps Italian customs differed on such matters. 
There were only so many excuses she could fabricate for the man before the doubts overtook them. 
Thankfully, Lucy did not force Phoebe to admit the truth out loud. She was able to read her friend's expression, and reached out to place a hand on her shoulder. 
"Forget I said anything," Lucy encouraged gently. "The gown is exquisite," she added with an encouraging smile. "I do hope you will have something equally lovely to wear to my ball." 
That stopped Phoebe's footsteps in their tracks. "Your ball?" 
Lucy looked quite pleased with herself when she nodded. "Technically, my father's. He is permissive, but he has not entirely given up hope that I will be wed. I suppose he believes Burstock Hall will do a better job enticing some young man to propose than I am able to do on my own in London." 
"Have you finally changed your mind about accepting a suitor, then?" Phoebe asked. 
Lucy laughed wholeheartedly. "Heavens no! But in a matter of weeks, I am certain a ball will seem a nice diversion from the afternoons of horseback riding and playing the pianoforte. Please say you'll attend. I could not imagine enduring it without you." 
Phoebe laughed to herself as they made their way back to Lady Holbeck's ball. "I would not miss it for anything." 




Chapter 5


"Though I am loathed to say it, I am sad to see the season end," Lucy said as the girls and Sophia entered the modiste's shop the day after Lady Holbeck's ball. "Especially considering it was just beginning to get interesting," she added with a knowing look to Phoebe. 
"Interesting?" Sophia asked with a wrinkle in the bridge of her nose. "It was perhaps the quietest season I have ever been a party to." 
"Well, things are different for married ladies, are they not?" Lucy asked, casually reminding Sophia that she was not as young as she liked to believe. 
Lucy needed to be careful, though. She may not seem it, but Phoebe knew Sophia was more than capable of clever retaliation. She might have been a terrible bully, but she was not to be underestimated. 
"What do you think of these ribbons?" Lucy called to Phoebe innocently, adding, "Nosy old cow," under her breath once Phoebe was at her side. 
"Have you heard from Signor Alonzo?" she asked as they huddled closely together, pretending to examine the embellishments on offer. 
"No," Phoebe admitted reluctantly. The second dance in his arms had been even more thrilling than the first. When he said he would be unable to wait for Sophia’s ball to see her again, Phoebe was finally convinced that she had a handle on his intentions. In truth, she had been expected the man to call upon her father the next morning. 
But the morning had come and gone and there was no visit from the confoundingly opaque Signor Alonzo. There were no flowers or missives. No heartfelt thank yous for the prior evening. 
"If I am to be honest with you, Lucy, I am beginning to think this whole thing has been overblown. Is courting meant to cause such anguish?" 
"I was afraid of this," Lucy said softly, shaking her head. "I had hoped he would prove to be different, but...my dearest Phoebe, it is not courting or society that is to blame, but men themselves. They spare no thought for how they toy with us, string us along, only to break our hearts. If he is as boorish as the rest, you would do well to put this whole affair behind you." 
Phoebe frowned, turning over a bit of violet ribbon in hand. They would both need an entirely different wardrobe for the summer months, and shopping with Lucy before they left the city was an event Phoebe always looked forward to. Today, it all seemed rather pointless. 
"I thought you were fond of Signor Alonzo?" Phoebe asked, confused by the sudden swell of emotion in her chest. She had not expected to be so distraught. It was now clear how much hope she put in the man. She had believed him worth it, but he’d disappointed her anyway. 
How could she have been so wrong?
"I was," Lucy agreed. "When he was making you happy, of course. If he is going to cause you heartache, then he can take the next boat back to Italy for all I care. Any man worth his salt would have declared his intentions by now." 
"You don't think we should be more understanding that he may not be aware of our customs?" 
Lucy scoffed. "He understood well enough to dance with you and invite you to the opera. He had no trouble delivering gifts and missives—you cannot truly believe he simply knows no better." 
Phoebe sighed. "No, I do not," she said. It was not what she wanted, though. She did not wish to agree with Lucy that Dante was no good, or he had led her astray. She could not understand what he had to gain by flattering her if he did not intend to court her. He made no move to compromise her virtue, no attempt to cheat her family out of their wealth. 
If he had no intentions to properly court her, no desire to make her his bride, what was he after? 
It made no sense to Phoebe, and the longer she thought on it, the more perplexed she was. She could not help but think of the pleasant things Dante said to her. The memory of his intense, gold-flecked eyes haunted her waking moments, and the promise of his warm, sensual voice invaded her dreams. 
She could not escape thoughts of him, but she was not at all confident that he spared any thought for her. 
"Leaving the city will be good for you," Lucy said resolutely. 
"Perhaps," Phoebe said, noncommittal.
"Trust me," Lucy encouraged. "I know it does not seem that way now, but this may be for the best. It might suit me if I had no other choice, but I do not think you would do well with a husband who makes no time for you. A man who travels as much as Signor Alonzo does would never be at home with you. An invisible husband is the only acceptable sort if you ask me, but I know you long for something more romantic." 
"I harbor no misconceptions that I will be fortunate enough to find a love match, but is it so terribly unrealistic to hope for mutual respect? Perhaps a husband who is not an unwashed swine? I fear if my circumstances do not change soon, that is the only fate which awaits me. For a brief moment, I believed Signor Alonzo might be the answer to my predicament, but I was foolish to do so." 
Lucy gave her a quick hug, shaking her head. "You are not a fool for believing in the goodness of people, Phoebe. It takes a great strength of character and fortitude to keep from becoming as jaded as the rest of us. I commend you for it." 
While it was not exactly what Phoebe hoped for at the end of her season, she was beyond grateful for a friend like Lucy. There was no doubt that they would remain close friends no matter the circumstances. Whether Lucy ever decided to wed or not, whether Phoebe found a marriage she was content with, or one she resented—their friendship would always be there, and that was far more valuable than any flattery from Signor Alonzo. 




Chapter 6


A few weeks after the end of the season, the heat of the summer had arrived in full force. There had been no word from the man who’d swept Phoebe off her feet, and not even the Turlingtons’ recent trip to the coast had lightened her mood. 
She did not wish to sulk about the situation with Signor Alonzo, but her mind would give her no rest from thinking about him. It was made decidedly worse by the seaside, for all she could think of was Signor Alonzo and his travels across vast distances. 
Her books were of no comfort, either. The stories contained within their pages were no match for the thrilling tales Dante had spun for her. She often found her mind wandering, her eyes drifting out the window as she wondered what he might be doing. Was he already sailing once more? On a voyage back to Italy, never to be heard from again? 
It should not matter. Of course, Lucy had been right that she would never be happy with a husband who was rarely home. That knowledge did not make her any less forlorn. She still thought of Dante whenever her mind was free. She still fantasized about dancing with him again, letting his exotic accent wash over her. 
Would she ever stop yearning for him? Would she always be cursed with this despair?
She never would have expected herself to become one of those besotted young ladies, hopelessly enamored with a man who had forgotten her very existence. Maybe Lucy had the right idea about it after all. Maybe the right course was forgoing the whole practice. Avoiding all of the complexities and entanglements of courtship and marriage entirely. 
Of course, it would also mean eschewing her dreams of motherhood. While that might be acceptable to Lucy, Phoebe had often thought she would do well with children of her own. They were much easier to understand than adults, by her estimation, and her own mother had always said motherhood was her greatest joy in life. 
No; as much as she might wish it could be, Phoebe could never follow the path Lucy had chosen. Her father would sooner marry her off to one of his friends than support her through another futile season. He had made no mention of any arrangements yet, though Phoebe's heart remained in her throat any time he was home for supper. He could announce her betrothal on any day and she would have no recourse to object, no matter how ancient or intolerable the match might be. She could not be in the same room as her father without fear squeezing all the breath from her. 
At least there would be some reprieve at Lucy's ball. Phoebe had been looking forward to it since her dearest friend’s first mention of the event, but it was during the week after returning from the coast that it became the only bright spot she saw on the horizon. Seeing Lucy again and getting away from the expectations of the ton would, with any hope, be a balm to Phoebe's fragile heart.  
It was not only the ball she looked forward to. Possibly sensing her friend's despondency even through their letters, Lucy had suggested a brief retreat for Phoebe. They had arranged for Phoebe to stay at Burstock Hall for a week following the ball, leaving her free of Sophia's criticisms and the sword of an unwanted betrothal hanging over her neck. 
The time away would not erase her predicament, but she hoped it would be enough to quiet her mind for a time. And with Lucy there to keep her occupied, she might even manage to cease her compulsive fantasies of the rogue Italian who had captured her heart, only to toss it back. Unfortunately, her relief was out of reach for just a bit longer. 
Lord Bingham's country estate was only a half-day's journey, though it could have been an eternity with the way Phoebe's mind tormented her. 
Had she offended him? Could she have done things differently? Was Sophia right about her desirability after all?  
Most torturous of all, she would never know any of the answers. 
By the time her carriage arrived at Burstock Hall, the moon was out in full, lighting the way. Though it had been a tiring journey with her mind running the way it had, Phoebe was eager to meet up with Lucy after their weeks apart. 
Burstock Hall was a sight to behold. Lucy must have hired an entire battalion of staff for the occasion. They would have been needed for the hundreds of candles alone. Not to mention how many hours it must have taken to polish every mirror, crystal, and piece of silver to a high shine. The flowers were a wonder too. It was all so extravagant Phoebe could not imagine anyone other than Lucy producing such an outcome—save perhaps Queen Charlotte herself. Lucy had always done things her own particular way, so why should her ball be any different? 
"You have outdone yourself," Phoebe said as they greeted one another. "Although, after seeing this, you are bound to receive a few offers of marriage. Many gentlemen are in want of a capable wife to run their household." 
"Then they shall have to search elsewhere," Lucy said, taking Phoebe by the hand, grasping it tighter than necessary. 
It took only a moment for Phoebe to see why. 
In an instant, her entire body stiffened, betrayal coursing through her blood. Ambushed! By her own friend. She had thought Lucy was better than this. 
"Why did you not tell me that Signor Alonzo would be in attendance?" Phoebe asked, fighting the sudden urge she had to flee. It would do her no good with the grip Lucy kept on her hand. 
"Please forgive me," Lucy said, sounding contrite. Phoebe noted a distinct lack of remorse in her friend's eyes, though. "I feared you would refuse to attend if you knew." 
Phoebe did not deny it. 
"And what reason do you know of why I should not revoke my participation after this deception?" she asked. Being cross with Lucy was not something Phoebe wanted to be, but her friend left little choice in the matter. 
Lucy glanced around before pulling Phoebe aside, into a quiet study where no one would disturb them. "Be angry with me if you must, but when Signor Alonzo wrote to me about his dilemma, I simply had to intervene. You may not realize it, dear Phoebe, but I do have a bit of a romantic streak in me, even if I don't desire such things for myself." 
Phoebe had been friends with Lucy long enough to grant her some latitude. Enough to hear her out, even if she did have to fight her impulse to leave in a huff. Lucy was meant to be her ally, yet she’d conspired with Dante without saying a word.  
"What, pray tell, is his dilemma?" Phoebe asked curtly.
"Is that not obvious?" Lucy asked, breaking into a wide smile. "You are. He did not come to England with plans of courtship, and, as you suggested, he is not entirely familiar with how things are done here. It was not his intention to spurn you, but rather he was concerned about ruining any hope he had with you. I have assured him you are not so easily offended that he need walk on eggshells in your presence. I have also informed him a lady prefers to be aware of her suitor’s intentions, and if he is looking for more than a passing dalliance, he should tell you as much." 
"You have had considerable correspondence, then," Phoebe noted, even more bitter that her friend had not told her about any of it. 
Beneath the bitterness, though, was something else. Something bright and merry. Something that lifted the weight off her chest and made Phoebe feel like she might do something she had not managed since leaving London—smile.
Signor Alonzo was at the ball, and he had chosen to attend because of her. As vexing as he had been with his confounding disregard for tradition, Phoebe still felt a thrill when she allowed herself to dwell on the thought. 
"Only inasmuch as for us to realize we are in agreement on one matter—your happiness, dearest Phoebe. I regret the things I said about him at Madame Laprade's shop. It was not truly Signor Alonzo whom I objected to. My assumptions were unfounded, and I should not have let my tongue loose so." Lucy held both of Phoebe's hands in hers as she made her plea. 
"I believe him to be a man of honor, and I believe he will make you a fine husband should he decide to propose. I do hope you won't let my careless words sour your chance at an otherwise compatible match." 
It was not like Lucy to apologize for her quick tongue, nor her sharp words. More unprecedented than her apology was her change of heart. Lucy was a woman of strong convictions, and she did not reconsider her judgments lightly. Signor Alonzo must have said something truly persuasive to be able to win her over. 
Phoebe had complete faith that Lucy would not lead her astray. 
"Of course not," Phoebe assured her. "But it is more than just your words? If he is so resolute in his decision to court me, why has he not spoken to my father?" 
"That I cannot be certain of," Lucy admitted. "Perhaps he was not sure you would still have him after he made such a mess of things." 
Much to her chagrin, Phoebe found that explanation entirely plausible. 
And would he have been wrong? If he had come to their family estate a week ago, would she have bothered to hear him out? 
"I know how long you have dreamt of a pleasant union," Lucy said, squeezing Phoebe's hands. "I am so happy you have found a gentleman who can provide it." 
"I suppose I could hear his account of things, at least," Phoebe relented. She still wondered if it wasn't too soon for talks of betrothal and marriage. Yes, many matches were made in less time than she had spent with Signor Alonzo, but not all ladies shared Phoebe's sentimentality. Many only wanted the most prodigious partnership they could manage. 
Phoebe cared more about a man's heart than his title. But could she trust Dante's? 
"You will not regret it," Lucy enthused as she hurried to the study door, bustling with excitement. "And of course, I will be your chaperone all evening," she added with an impish smile. 
They had no sooner left the study than Lucy was pulled away to her hostess duties, and Phoebe found herself rooted in place by a familiar, piercing green and gold gaze. 
"I presume Miss Bingham has coaxed you into remaining for the evening?" Signor Alonzo asked as he approached. He did not wait for Phoebe's reply to take her hand, bringing it to his lips. The moment his lips touched her flesh, a flush of heat rushed to her cheeks and melted away away any remnants of her resistance. 
"She did. You must have presented quite the defense to sway her. It could not have been easy," Phoebe answered. 
His lips quirked into a mischievous grin that felt familiar, though she was sure she had not seen him so at ease before. Yet again, Phoebe was struck with the desire to know what kissing those lips would be like. For a moment, she could think of nothing else. 
"Only that I have been taken with you," he said, still holding her hand. He stood straighter, much taller than Phoebe, with broad shoulders that shielded her from the rest of the party. "I am sorry for handling things poorly. I should have sought the advice of Miss Bingham sooner, but I allowed my pride to get in the way." 
"You mean that, signor? Truly?" Phoebe asked, daring to hope yet again. 
"I do. And I would like you to call me Dante," he answered, dropping his voice to the low, rumbly register that made Phoebe's knees wobble. "Would you do me the honor of joining me for the next dance?" he asked, his powerful masculine allure leaving her unable to resist. 
Hooking her arm around his, and reveling in being so close to him again, she smiled and said, "I would be delighted, Dante." 




Chapter 7


ChThe grounds of Burstock Hall were immaculately kept, much like the rest of the estate. There were grand gardens, sloping fields, and a dense forest in the distance. The English had a particular way of dominating nature which their cousins on the continent did not share. The countryside had changed little in thirteen years. And yet, nothing about this trip had been what Alex—or, as he was known here, Dante—expected. 
"I do not think you have earned a single point," Phoebe teased as his ball rolled past yet another hoop. "I thought you would be a more formidable opponent, Dante," she added sotto voce as she brushed past for her turn. 
It wasn't truly his given name, and still the way she said it sent a shudder of excitement through him. She had been doing everything in her power to drive him thoroughly mad the past few weeks. Intentional or not, he was unable to say. 
If he had to wager, he would suspect Phoebe had not the slightest inkling what she did to him. She was too pure to be such a deliberate tease. 
She was too pure for him. 
"I cannot defend myself," he answered, shielding his eyes from the sun to admire her a moment longer. None of Phoebe's day dresses were half as scandalous as the revealing red gown he'd sent her, yet they each stirred his loins with the same vigor. "I have been positively enthralled with the loveliest scenery I have ever beheld." 
"I have always enjoyed the landscaping here at Burstock Hall," she said, striking the ball with her mallet. 
"I will have to take your word for it," Alex answered. "I confess it has been beyond my notice." 
At first, Phoebe's brow wrinkled as she worked out his meaning. As soon as she had it, her lips parted and her eyes widened, while her cheeks flushed a brilliant red, reminding him of the poppies in Tuscany. 
Her friend, the ever permissible Miss Lucy Bingham, sat thirty paces away from the pair, reading a book without paying them any mind. 
A lesser man would have forgotten his purpose here. It would have been all too easy to give into temptation, to accept what Phoebe was offering, but Alex knew he could not. No matter how often he found himself wishing things were different. He could not let the pleasant strolls through the gardens or entirely too enjoyable picnics sway him. 
He had spent only three days with Phoebe at Burstock Hall and was already willing to throw away all he had worked for in the dozen years since he and his family left for Italy in disgrace. He could not afford to dawdle any longer. Too long, and he may lose the heart to do what needed to be done. 
Already, he was beginning to waver. 
This was larger than the two of them, though. There were wrongs which needed to be righted. Sins which required a reckoning. He had come so far, gotten so close, he could not give up. 
His one regret was that Phoebe's heart would inevitably be a casualty of his crusade for retribution.
It could not be helped. Whether he wanted her to be or not, Phoebe was inextricably tied to his scheme now. And in fact, she was integral to its success. 
"I believe we have thoroughly settled the matter," Alex said, strolling back to Phoebe's side. 
"And what matter would that be, signor?" she asked, mischief in her eyes. 
She had become less guarded with him in the past days. Miss Bingham's suggestion to stay for the week Phoebe was planning to visit had worked a treat. The young lady's endorsement also encouraged her friend to be more receptive of him. It was precisely what he was after, but with every success he secured, Alex's guilt weighed upon him more. 
"That you are far better at pall-mall than I could ever hope to be," he answered with a gentle smile. They walked past Lucy, into the garden where they would have even more privacy that Alex would not permit himself to take advantage of.
"Is it a game you play in Italy?" she asked, ever curious about his life abroad. A part of him wished he could show it to her. What would she say of the wonders of Rome or the canals of Venice? 
"Not that I know of, but it is possible some do. I do not have much time for games at home. The family business takes a large portion of my schedule."  
A new frown wrinkled her brow. "What will happen when you have a wife and children? Will you have time then?" 
She was raising her drawbridge again, and he would have to tread carefully. 
"To be truthful, I never thought those things were meant to be a part of my future," he said, his heart aching at the disappointment that crossed her features. "Not until recently, that is. I have had to reconsider a number of my priorities because of you." That much was true, even if little else she knew about him was. 
"I see," she said, but she couldn't possibly. For that, she would have to know who he was, and if it ever came to light, he knew she would never look at him the same again. 
The longer he tried to maintain this charade, the greater the risk he would be unmasked. There was no time left for delays. If he wanted to clear his father’s name, he needed to act swiftly, before the turncoats caught onto his ruse. The time had come to put his connection with Phoebe to the test. If he could be sure of her loyalty to him, there might be hope for his plans yet. 
Back in his temporary bedchambers, Alex penned a note for dear Phoebe. Of all the risks he had taken thus far, this was by far the biggest. This letter he wrote could mean the difference between success and the gallows. 
If he had done as well as he thought, he might keep his head yet. 
After supper, he gave the letter to Lucy in the hope Phoebe's resistance would be further lowered by the messenger. 
"How are things progressing, signor?" Lady Bingham asked as she took the sealed note. 
"Do you wish me to believe you have not been discussing every detail already?" he asked with an arched brow. 
Though he had always known there would be innocent people dragged into his mess, Alex was sorry that Lucy had to be one of them. She had developed into a formidable ally, and Alex already rued the day he'd cross her. 
"Who is to say?" Lucy answered coyly. "Perhaps Phoebe has told me nothing at all. Then how can I be certain she would even welcome your missive?" 
Alex admired her persistence, even if he did not agree with her cause. Gossip for gossip's sake served no purpose other than amusement at the expense of another. Rumors could ruin lives and tear families apart. As innocent as her snooping was, Alex could not indulge in it with her. 
"It seems my fate will be at your mercy, Miss Bingham. I may not know much about English customs, but I do know better than to comment on certain subjects." 
Lucy's face fell into a slight pout. "Well, at least I know you must truly be a perfect match. Neither of you are any fun." 
It was then that Phoebe emerged from the ground floor study with a book in hand. She seemed to have a new one every night. 
"What is it you find lacking?" Phoebe asked, stepping into their conversation with a twinkle in her blue eyes that told Alex she wanted to torment her friend a bit. 
"Miss Bingham is disappointed she is not privy to the details of our courtship," Alex said, delighted by the sight of Phoebe's cheeks flushing. 
Alex himself felt warm at the mere mention of their courtship. Farce or not, he had enjoyed his time with Phoebe and he did not look forward to it ending. 
"I was always under the impression you detested the rituals of courting," Phoebe said to Lucy, her small smirk growing into a grin. "If that is your idea of entertainment, I am sure we can find you a suitable match so you may have fun of your own." 
Miss Bingham's resulting pursed lips and narrowed eyes said she was less amused by the suggestion than Phoebe and Alex were. He kept his laughter stuffed away; it would do no good to wind up on her bad side now. He still needed one last favor from her. 
"I believe it is time for me to retire for the evening," he said, nodding his head to Lucy before turning to Phoebe. It made no difference if he tried to play the part of a perfectly chaste gentleman. The moment he held Phoebe's hand, there was a blazing conflagration between them. 
He brought her hand to his lips, meeting her gaze with his own, and for a moment, he half-expected to burst into flames. 
She had been a tight, closed-off bud when he first approached her at Lady Hollingsworth’s ball, but with time and patience, Phoebe had begun to blossom. A look here, a touch there, and soon she began to reciprocate. She did not pull away when his lips lingered a moment too long. Nor did her gaze falter. She met his intensity with a matching fire of her own, and thoughts of having her and making her his consumed Alex's mind.
All the more reason his plan needed to progress to the next step. Any more time with Phoebe and he was bound to lose sight of what mattered. 
The girls were silent until he reached the top landing of the stairs when they started whispering in tones too quiet for Alex to make out. 
All that was left to do now was go back to his bedchamber and wait. And hope that Miss Bingham would do her part. 
After hours, once he was certain the last of the servants had gone to bed, Alex slipped from his room, keeping his candlelight close. The library where he hoped to meet Phoebe was in the far wing, and if he could help it, he would rather not disturb anyone who might awake with questions. 
Phoebe was not there when he arrived. The large library was empty and dark save for the cool blue light of the waning moon above. 
Alex left his candle on a table and stood at the window with his back to the door watching thin clouds pass by, hardly enough to cloak the stars. He knew if he turned the other way, his disappointment when she did not arrive would be immeasurably greater. He would not stare at the doorway with bated breath. 
He did not realize he had company until the door shut behind her. The instant he turned, he regretted his previous stance. Perhaps if he had been watching the door when she walked in, he would not have been so utterly stunned by her appearance. As it were, he could not tear his eyes from her, nor lift his jaw from the floor. 
A vision with her hair unbound, falling in waves over her shoulders, Phoebe approached holding her candle close. In its light, Alex could see the uncertainty in her eyes. 
Regret squeezed at him again. She was too innocent, too beautiful—she did not deserve the storm he intended to let loose. 
He took a step closer to her, his thoughts too chaotic to make sense of. He knew he should say something to her, but he simply did not trust himself to choose the right words. 
"Lucy delivered your message," Phoebe said, doing him the kindness of breaking the silence at last. 
The tension that pulsed between them remained intact. 
"I shall give her my thanks," he answered, his voice barely more than a whisper. Reverent and soft. 
From the first moment he saw her, Phoebe had quickened his pulse and stiffened his cock. Discovering her identity allowed him the indulgence of pursuing her, though he had never expected to see her like this—in her natural state, no frills or face paints to detract from her innate beauty. 
Against his better judgement, he had grown attached, and the thought of ending such a promising prospect left him ill at ease, awash with regret for a sin he had not yet committed. There were a number of sins he had been tempted to commit with Phoebe, and to this point, he had shown remarkable restraint even by his own estimation. 
He could not—would not—refuse himself what was likely the only chance he would ever have to bring Phoebe the kind of pleasure she could merely dream of. After he was gone, he did not know what would be in store for her—thinking about it too much made his convictions falter—but he knew he would always regret it if he let her go now. 
The growing tension between them left no room for words. Phoebe placed her candle with his, her eyes leaving his only long enough to glance down at the growing evidence of his arousal. She said nothing, but when their eyes met again, Alex knew what she wanted. 
"I used to consider myself a gentleman," he said, wrestling with his last shred of restraint. He’d only meant to bring her here. Nothing more. 
"Are you not?" she asked breathlessly, her head tilting to one side.
"I do not feel like one when I am near you, Phoebe. The thoughts you inspire are far from proper."
In the glow of their candles, he could still see her face flush. He heard the catch in her breath. And when her gaze met his, he found a mirror of his own desire, and not the shock he’d expected. 
"What sort of thoughts?" she asked. 
"I could show you better than I could tell you. But Phoebe—"
"Yes," she whispered, eyes bright and eager. 
Alex held firm for as long as he could. He had talked himself away from this scandal too many times already. There was no resistance left in him, and her blessing was nearly enough on its own. The sight of her quickly wetting her lips was his final undoing, though. He closed the remaining distance between them, pulled her into his arms, and kissed her with all the pent-up longing that had been growing the past weeks. 
Phoebe made no attempt to pull away from him, not even a token protest for the sake of her virtue. Instead, her hands rested on his chest—soft, dainty, ungloved. Her bare skin so close to his. She sent his head spinning, his blood boiling. His loins were tight with need, and the beautiful, willing woman in his arms was all but begging him to seek his release with her. 
Phoebe's quiet, desperate gasp drew a growl from deep within Alex's chest, and his hands followed the line of her spine, keeping her trapped against him. Her lips parted enough to grant him access, enough for him to taste the sweet ambrosia she had on offer. He could never get enough of that intoxicating sweetness. 
The fact there would never be enough of her should have forced Alex to pause. He knew he should go no further. If he was never to be satisfied anyway, it served no purpose to destroy Phoebe's reputation. 
No matter how well reasoned the argument, he could not pull himself away from her. She fit in his grasp just so, her body molding to his, her tongue inexperienced but eager when they kissed. He had allowed himself to live this fantasy too many times, and now it was within his reach, he could not walk away. 
His lips left hers, kissing down her slender neck, made almost blue by the moonlight. Her skin was like silk, and the sweet feminine scent of violets ignited an unanticipated possessiveness in him. He felt her tremble as his lips found one sensitive spot after another until she was breathlessly clinging to him.
"Dante..." she whispered encouragingly.
Her words returned his sense to him. Despite every fiber of his being protesting, he withdrew himself from her sensual allure, going as far as to push her away when she still clung to him. 
"You should go back to bed," he said, holding her candle out to her. 
He should not have kissed her. He already knew she was willing to risk her reputation to do as he asked; it had been his objective and he should have left it at that. 
"You wish me to leave?" Phoebe asked, the pain of his rejection making her voice wobble. 
He met her gaze and instantly wished he hadn't. How could one look wound him so deeply? "Good night, Miss Turlington," he answered, turning back to the window. 
For a long moment, he continued to sense her presence in the room, as if she were merely waiting for him to let her into the joke, or to call her back after a change of heart. 
Eventually, the door shut behind her again, and the weight which had been lightened these past days in her company suddenly bore down upon his shoulders again, heavier than ever. 




Chapter 8


Leaving Burstock Hall was bittersweet for Phoebe. While she had enjoyed her time with Lucy—and Signor Alonzo, though she'd rather not think about it any longer—the events of the previous night left her cold and longing for the familiarity of her own home. 
Mercifully, she had not seen Dante as she took her leave. She did not think she could bear to face him again. The embarrassment was much too fresh. He had made a complete fool of her and she didn’t know if she would ever be able to forgive him. 
Or forget him. The heat of his lips on her neck remained as fresh as her mortification. The warmth between her legs had not subsided, either. Every time she replayed the kisses, Phoebe was torn between anger that she had allowed herself to be so reckless, and regret that Dante had not taken it further. In all of her hours imagining, she never fathomed such profound ecstasy could be possible. 
And now she would have to make peace with the knowledge that she would never experience such satisfaction again. The carriage ride home gave her plenty of time to come to terms with things. Lucy had the right idea about things the first time around—courting was a horrid practice, and Phoebe felt she'd had her fill of it. 
Though she was disappointed and more than a little heartbroken, Phoebe understood now in a way she hadn't before, the value of a convenient, loveless match like the one her father and Sophia had. She had only experienced a taste of infatuation, and that alone was enough to open up what felt like an infinite chasm in her heart. 
For her own sake, it seemed the best course of action was to keep her emotions out of these matters entirely. She need not like her intended to be content with him and the children he could provide. In practice, few married couples were lucky enough to enjoy each other’s company. She could finally understand why her wishes had been so unreasonable in Sophia’s eyes—the road to a congenial match was riddled with the pitfalls of heartbreak.
Walking through the front door of Turlington Manor, Phoebe did not feel the same weight upon her shoulders that she typically did. She was rather tired from the day's traveling, and her familiar country home was a welcome sight for once. 
"Phoebe!" Sophia cried as she entered from another room. "We were not expecting you until tomorrow." 
"I found myself feeling homesick sooner than expected," Phoebe said, hoping to leave it at that. Word did not travel so quickly in the country when the season was through. It was likely no one knew about Signor Alonzo staying at Burstock Hall. 
"I am so glad you have arrived," Sophia said, surprising her. "We have only a few weeks until our grand ball and I have heard nothing but praise about Lord Bingham's. We must find some way to out-do them." 
"It will be quite the undertaking," Phoebe said. "Lucy spared no expense in making her affair something truly extraordinary." 
"Come," Sophia said, taking her by the hand as she led them both to the drawing room. "We should discuss our plans over tea." 
Phoebe knew why her perception of her stepmother had changed after the past few days, but she did not know why her stepmother seemed to have a new view of Phoebe herself. Perhaps the days apart had done them both some good. They had not had a break from one another since Sophia and Lord Turlington returned from their honeymoon, and Phoebe always felt the new Lady Turlington resented having another young woman under her roof. 
But there was a change in Sophia—an openness which was both welcoming and wholly unsettling. 
It was two days after returning from Burstock Hall when Phoebe learned why Sophia had been in such good spirits as of late. They were discussing the menu—a lengthy ordeal with dozens of courses—when Sophia suddenly took Phoebe's hand, squeezing gently as she smiled. 
"I am so grateful for your assistance, Phoebe. It will be a great help to you when you are running your own household."
"There is more than enough time for practicing such things," Phoebe answered, her internal warnings stirring to life. 
"Not so much time as you may think," Sophia said, still smiling. "Lord Turlington is determined to find you a husband. As I understand it, if no one comes forward after the ball, your father has arranged for Lord Mullens to have your hand." 
Phoebe’s stomach turned. It was no wonder Sophia had been so friendly with her—she was happy to be rid of her soon! 
Coldness gripped her, and Phoebe withdrew her hand from Sophia's. 
It should have come as no surprise. Phoebe knew she would be wed sooner or later. And she had long known that failing to find a suitable match on her own would result in her father finding one for her, but she was not sure any amount of preparation could have spared her the sinking hopelessness that seized her at the news. 
Was it not what she wanted? During her carriage ride home, Phoebe vowed she would never let a man near her heart again. So what more could she hope for in a husband than someone kind, who would not cause scandal or bruises? A friend of her father's was likely to be her best hope, if only because he would not want to ruin the friendship over poor treatment of his spouse. 
It was little consolation, but Phoebe had to hold onto something. She had made her peace with the fact that she would not have a love match, and she had accepted the likelihood her father would wind up choosing a husband for her. She had not expected it to happen so quickly, though. She expected she would still have the remainder of the summer and autumn to come to terms with her future, but it seemed Sophia had burrowed into Lord Turlington's ear and encouraged him to act more swiftly. 
"I think I have contributed all I can here," Phoebe said, standing while trying her best not to look at her stepmother. She trembled—though with anger or fear she could not say—and did not want Sophia to notice her weakness. "I am sure you are capable of finishing without me," she added, leaving with carefully measured steps rather than storming out as she wished to do. 
Her feet carried her in a direct path to her father's study. A few paces from the door, Phoebe stopped. 
Lord Turlington had company; the two men spoke in voices too low for Phoebe to make out, though there was no mistaking the tense tones between them. It was unusual for her father to conduct business from their home, and she could not recall him ever having any friends to speak of. Curiosity kept her lingering outside her father’s study for far too long. 
When the door finally opened, Phoebe jumped back with a start, finding cover in a nearby doorway. A large, rough-looking man stalked down the hall without noticing her, leaving a trail of tobacco-scented air behind him. 
"Cholmeley!" Lord Turlington roared, the frustration in his voice enough to make Phoebe wince. 
It seemed a poor time to confront him. In his irritable mood, it would serve no purpose to argue with him. She had gone most of her life without bringing her problems to Lord Turlington. He’d made it clear early on after her mother passed that he had no interest in Phoebe beyond what duty dictated. This was his way of finally fulfilling the last of those duties so he could be done with her. 
Worst of all, Phoebe knew he was right—she needed to be wed and had not made meaningful progress on her own. Challenging him about an entirely reasonable decision would not ease her frustrations and would only serve to irritate her father further. 
Instead of continuing to Lord Turlington's study, the haze of cigar smoke seeping out of the room sent Phoebe back to her chambers. This was a circumstance she would have to sort out on her own.
She spent the entire night and the better part of the next morning attempting to draft a letter to Lucy. No matter how she tried to write it, she was not satisfied with the outcome. As day began to break, it revealed dark clouds on the horizon. It was an apt accompaniment to Phoebe’s dour mood. 
How could she explain things to Lucy? She would still wonder what had gone wrong with Signor Alonzo. Phoebe usually told Lucy everything, but she could not bear to tell her friend how foolish she had been. Lucy had no idea what the letter she delivered for Dante said. She could not have known he lured Phoebe out of bed afterhours, put her in a compromising position, and then shed her like a heavy coat on a warm afternoon. Lucy had warned her to be more careful, and Phoebe had disregarded the advice. She believed her relationship with Dante was special. She would not have kissed him otherwise. 
Clearly, the thought was not mutual. How many women had he kissed? Was she nothing more than a challenge for him? A crude form of entertainment while he was in a foreign land? 
While she wished she could talk to Lucy about it all just to get her friend’s wisdom, she could not bear to think of Lucy’s disappointment when she learned the truth. 
There was a knock at her door which brought Phoebe out of her thoughts. 
"Will you be coming down to breakfast this morning, Miss Phoebe?" Mrs. Watts asked after Phoebe called her in. 
The hours passed so quickly, and yet Phoebe felt she aged a full year in only a night. 
"Yes, thank you," she said, setting her half-written letter aside. 
While she desperately wished to hide in her chambers sulking about her plight, Phoebe would not grant Sophia the satisfaction. She would go downstairs with her head held high and her broken heart locked away. 
"Is everything all right, miss?" Watts asked as she brushed Phoebe's hair in preparation of the day. 
"Yes, of course," Phoebe answered, not meeting her gaze. "Why wouldn't it be?" 
Her lady's maid shook her head. "Don't mind me, miss," she said. "You know I'm always worrying like an old hen." 
"I struggled with sleep last night, that's all," Phoebe assured her. 
Frances nodded. "You've been giving too much of your time to Lady Turlington's planning. If you're not careful, you'll wind up too exhausted to attend." 
Phoebe shook her head. "Well, that wouldn't do. What use is a livestock auction without the prized cow on display?" 
Frances met her gaze in the mirror and blinked, confused. 
"Pay me no mind, Frances," Phoebe said, standing with a gentle smile. "You are right, of course. I will take more care to rest. Thank you." 
Downstairs, Phoebe heard Sophia's effusive laughter carrying from the dining room. Lord Turlington rarely joined them to break their fast; did Sophia have company of her own? 
Phoebe took a steadying breath before entering. She saw Sophia first, but only by a second because her stepmother sat inappropriately close to Signor Alonzo. 
Phoebe stopped in the doorway, her blood turning cold. Sophia's gaze skimmed past her, but she made no move to acknowledge Phoebe's presence. It was not until she cleared her throat that Signor Alonzo took note of her. 
He jumped to his feet in an instant, reaching for her hand. She pulled it out of his grasp and watched something dark flicker through his expressive green eyes. If it was remorse, it was well-earned. 
"Miss Turlington," he said with a bow of his head instead. "I was just apologizing to Lady Turlington about calling unannounced." 
"What reason do you have to visit Turlington Manor uninvited?" Phoebe asked, making no effort to hide her displeasure.
"Phoebe!" Sophia scolded. "Mind your tongue. Signor Alonzo is a welcome guest in our home." Phoebe did not like the way Sophia purred his name. Nor did she appreciate the immodest gaze the marchioness gave him when his back was turned. 
"As I was leaving Burstock Hall, Miss Bingham was penning a letter for you. Seeing as I had to pass this way on to my next stop, I offered to deliver it for her." Phoebe did not know if Dante wanted to say more about how they’d left things. He could not speak freely with Sophia within arm's reach. 
"Well, in that case, I thank you for the delivery. I am sure you're eager to be on your way—" 
"Nonsense," Sophia chimed in. "I have invited Signor Alonzo to join us. He must be famished after such a long journey—can you believe he arrived on horseback?" 
"Did he?" Phoebe asked. 
"A poor decision on my part," Dante said, reclaiming his seat at the table. "The horse I acquired is not built like the ones I am used to. I fear if I continue on my journey now, the poor beast may give out before the trip's end." 
It seemed a calculated move to Phoebe. Surely a man of his travels would know better than to rely on a single horse for such a journey. Just as surely as they could not turn him away now that he had arrived. 
"Our stable hands will tend to it, fear not," Sophia cooed. "And in the interim, you may find some respite here." 
"I am grateful for your hospitality, Lady Turlington," he said before turning his attention back to Phoebe. 
Whatever he might wish to say to her, Phoebe had no interest in hearing it. He had said enough when he told her to go to bed that night in Lucy's library without a single word to follow. She could not believe how she had thrown herself at him. And for all his talk of wanting to be a gentleman, he certainly hadn’t comported himself as one.  
"If you both will excuse me," she said, stepping away from the table. "I find my appetite has escaped me." 
Through some miracle, she managed to keep her voice even-keeled and her trembling hands unnoticed as she fled the dining room. 
What was he doing? Phoebe did not for a moment believe his story was as simple as delivering a letter for Lucy. Was he there to torment her? To make an even greater fool of her? 
And the way Sophia acted around him was sickening. Not that he seemed to mind at all. 
Instead of going back to her rooms where she felt overwhelmed by the pile of discarded letters and how she would incorporate this newest development into her dispatch, Phoebe left for the gardens. 
There, at least for a short while, she could find peace. The gardens at Turlington Manor were not as grand as some, with enormous marble fountains or unusual blooms from far-off lands, but Phoebe loved them all the same. There were endless roses and tall hedges that provided secluded corners where Phoebe often hid after her mother's passing. 
The garden had been a passion of her mother's, a small connection Phoebe still had to her. Sophia thought it old-fashioned and wanted to rip it all out the moment she moved in. Phoebe did not argue with any of the other changes Sophia made to the house she'd grown up in, but she drew the line at her mother's garden. It had been a hard-fought battle, and Phoebe suspected Sophia would still get her way once Phoebe was no longer around to protest. 
That thought made hiding out in the hedges more bittersweet than usual. The day when she left Turlington Manor was no longer some far-off date; it was coming sooner rather than later, and Phoebe needed to enjoy what she could of the garden while it still existed. 
"I hoped I would find you here," Dante said, causing her to startle. 
"And I hoped you would not seek me out," she answered tartly. She had no escape with him blocking the only path through the bushes. "You should not be here alone with me," she added, arms crossed over her chest. "You should not be here at all." 
"You're right," he said, his voice soft as he took another step towards her. 
Already, the heat between them was enough to make Phoebe breathless. Already, the closeness of him made her want to pick up where they had left off in Lucy's library a few nights ago. 
"But Phoebe, I had to see you again. I had to explain..."
"There is nothing to explain, signor. We both made a foolish error in judgment, and you were the wiser of us in calling it off." The words were coarse as sand as she forced them from her throat. Kissing him had not seemed like an error at the time and she hated that such a remarkable experience had turned so bittersweet in her mind. 
"It may have been the wise choice, but it was not one made without conflict. I did not want to stop that night, Phoebe. But it was not my intention to ruin your virtue. I only wished to speak to you in private and found myself carried away by your allure. I sent you away for your own protection, but I have regretted it since—not because we did not… but because I could see how hurt you were in the end. I have thought of nothing else but seeking your forgiveness for the past few days." 
It was not what Phoebe expected to hear. She felt tricked and foolish, but perhaps she had been too quick to judge him. Her arms fell to her sides, and some of the thorns which had wrapped so tightly around her heart began to unravel. 
"Dante," she said, taking a step closer, her mind still muddled by his presence. She could not think clearly with the earnestness in his eyes and the growing heat between her legs. Whenever he was near, she was breathless and warm. All senses left her head, and the singular thought remaining was a desire to get closer to him. Now, the desire to kiss him joined, and the spark of heat in his gaze suggested that he was helpless to the pull as well. 
Before Sophia or Phoebe's father could discover them in such a compromising situation, a whisper of rain approached from the distance, turning quickly to a roar as the sky split open. 
They shared a quick look between them, all the tension dissolved in the summer storm. Without another word, they ran inside, fighting to hold back laughter while kicking up puddles. 
"Signor!" Sophia called, a hand at her breast as she approached. "This weather is atrocious. You simply must stay until it has cleared." 
Phoebe could not stop the heat that arose at the thought of Dante under her roof, and the sly look he gave her provided no relief either. 
"Lady Turlington, you are far too kind," he said with a shallow bow. "I would be honored to be your guest." 




Chapter 9


The weather played out better than Alex could have hoped for. What started as a dark and gloomy day transformed into a raging storm the likes of which he had not seen in some time. He was grateful he had arrived at Turlington Manor before it broke, but even more grateful it had happened at all. 
It offered the perfect excuse to extend his stay beyond the afternoon. His exhausted steed could grant him only so much time, but the storm continued to howl and blow with no signs of letting up by suppertime. 
And so, Alex found himself dining with the man he despised most in all the world—Lord Charles Turlington. With the lady of the house on one side of him, and fair Phoebe on his other, Alex should not have had a thought to spare for the marquess. But instead of noticing the charms of either woman, Alex spent every bit of energy he had tamping down the violent urge to leap across the table.
His hand shook as he reached for a knife, willing himself to cut the meat on his plate, not the traitor who was finally within reach. 
After decades of obsessing and plotting, after years of scheming and moving toward this moment, he could not bungle it now. 
Sweat formed along his brow as Sophia carried on, oblivious to the fact that no one at the table paid her any mind. Alex was too busy suppressing his rage; Phoebe had clear disdain for her stepmother and seemed to fear her father; Lord Turlington took note of very little of any of this, though his gaze did keep skimming back to Alex, his expression pulled into a frown as if he could not decide whether the Italian looked familiar or not. 
"Have you been to the stables to check in on your horse yet, signor?" Lady Turlington asked directly. 
"Surely not with the storm," Phoebe said, all but calling her stepmother a dimwitted fool with her tone. 
Sophia did not pick up on the slight, or chose not to acknowledge it. 
"What is the matter with your horse, signor?" Lord Turlington asked, suddenly engaged in the subject. Alex had found a great many men who had no interest in their family's matters but endless attention for stories of hunts and beasts. 
"It was exhausted after a trip from Burstock Hall," Sophia answered for him. "It seems our English horses do not have the impressive stamina of Italian thoroughbreds," she added, sending an unabashedly coy smile Alex’s way. 
He could not believe her brazenness—in front of her own husband!
Lord Turlington grumbled. "Doubt you got good stock at the London docks." 
"It is not so obvious with the English, those which are well-bred and those which only appear to be," Alex cut back, his knuckles whitening around the handle of his knife. Charles Turlington played the part of dutiful servant to the crown, when all the while he was a rat in a double-breasted waistcoat. 
His days of deception were drawing to an end, though. Alex would unmask him, even if it was the last thing he did before meeting the gallows. 
"The quality of breeding matters little with the weather we are experiencing," Phoebe said, making an attempt to smooth things over. 
It only gave Sophia free rein to resume her trifling. She had not been a part of his plans. Her unabashed interest in him was complicating matters more than needed, and Alex could see that Phoebe was beginning to find the whole exchange contemptuous. 
There was nothing he could do about it while they still dined. His hope was to deflect Sophia as best he could without offending her—a difficult line to tread—and seek out Phoebe afterwards. Despite Sophia's flagrant disregard for the sanctity of her marriage, not to mention the extremely daring wardrobe choice she made for a meal with family, Alex had no interest in her. He had eyes only for Phoebe, and he needed to tell her so. 
His goal had always been to get close enough to Lord Turlington to gather what he needed; courting his eligible daughter seemed the most prudent path, especially since he knew she had a girlhood crush on him when he was a boy. It should have been smooth sailing, but Alex had not expected to develop feelings for the young woman. 
Last he'd seen her before he left England, she was but a child. A small girl of no more than six or seven when his was double that. She had followed Alex and his brothers around, often trying to join in on their games though she was too small, and they were too rough. After more than a dozen years, he had not expected Phoebe to recognize him, but he also never considered how she would have grown. 
The woman she had blossomed into. 
It was not something he had prepared himself for, and his weakness around her was evidence of such. His foolish actions that night in the library should have been enough to convince him to use a different angle. He could find another way to get to Turlington. But it was now Phoebe, not revenge, which occupied his every thought. A desire to be in her company again had become his main motivation, no matter how reckless.
Sending Phoebe a note asking her to meet him alone, after everyone retired for the night, had been irresponsible enough at Burstock Hall. At Turlington Manor it would be downright foolhardy. 
Showing up at her door late at night was hardly any wiser, but the risk was lessened by the fact they would not be caught unawares. No one would enter her bedchambers without knocking; the same could not be said of any of the manor's studies or libraries. 
Later that night, Alex was gratified to find there was still a hint of light coming from under her door, the faint smell of tallow telling him she had been burning her candle for some time. 
Was she experiencing the same difficulty sleeping that he was? Ever since the disastrous interaction in the library at Burstock Hall, Alex had struggled to relax. Visions of Phoebe's hurt expression haunted him, preventing any meaningful slumber. 
Each time he thought he had taken his most risky move yet, he managed to find a way to out-do himself. If Phoebe did not wish to speak to him, Alex would find himself out in the storm, his plans all for naught. She had always been reasonable, though. She would hear him out now just as she had in the garden earlier. 
Rather than knocking, which ran the risk of waking someone else in the house, Alex took a deep breath and turned the handle, pushing the door open on silent hinges. 
Phoebe sat at her writing desk, a candle burned down to its last few minutes. From the curve of her shoulders, Alex could see she was tired. She looked to have the weight of the world on her, though he could not fathom what troubles a woman like her could have. She was young, intelligent, attractive, and likely had a sizable dowry from her well-connected father. It was a wonder Miss Phoebe Turlington was not already married off, but Alex was sure it would happen before too long. 
The thought prompted a cold stab of jealousy. He wanted her to belong to him, even if it did mean sacrificing his life's work. 
It was not meant to be, though. He would have her only in appearances, only as long as it took for him to gather the evidence he required. And then she would be someone else's. 
"Please don't be alarmed," he said softly, taking a step away from the door. 
Phoebe whirled around with a gasp, leaping to her feet. "Signor!" she hissed under her breath. "You should not be here!" 
"I know," he said, taking another step. Her room was large, and there were still at least ten paces between them, but with each step he took, Alex was compelled to move even closer, the room growing warmer. "But I needed to speak to you." 
"This is highly inappropriate," Phoebe argued, but she did not scream. She did not threaten to call out for the staff. She folded her arms over her sheer nightdress and let him approach. "What could you possibly need to say to me that could not wait until morning?" 
He had rehearsed an entire speech after supper. He had repeated what he wanted to say to her, line by line, until it was engraved in his mind. Moving words about how she should not be embarrassed by her family, how he was not at all taken by Sophia's behavior. He had carefully crafted his plea to make clear he was thoroughly enamored with Phoebe and could not imagine a day he looked at another woman the same way he did her. 
But in the face of her innocent beauty, with the guarded curiosity in her cool, blue eyes, the enticing pink flush rising from her chest to her cheeks, and the pale nightdress which did little to cover her creamy skin—Alex forgot every word he had dreamt up. 
"Signor?" Phoebe prompted again. "What did you wish to say to me?" 
"I need to kiss you again," he said, begging she would not turn him away. 
"You do?" she asked, her breaths coming quickly. She took a small step toward him, searching his gaze, leaving no room between them for thoughts of consequences. 
"Desperately," he growled. In the span of a single breath, Alex closed what was left of the space between them, and pulled Phoebe into his arms. He kissed her with the fervor of a man left dreaming far too long, holding her firm against him. 
She did not pull away. She did not even try. Phoebe gasped once, then clung to him for dear life. Her lips molded against his, soft and supple, sweeter than the finest wines, the juiciest berries. Her tongue slid against his, and a lightning bolt of desire shot straight to his cock. 
In his arms, Phoebe was sweeter than ever. Her soft curves molded to his grip without the firm support of her stays. Her breasts were pliant and warm pressed against his chest, each breath seeming to draw them closer to one another. He pulled his lips away from hers, longing to hear those decadent moans he had earned the last time. 
As his lips trailed hot kisses down the side of her neck, Phoebe sighed, tilting her head while her fingers ran through his hair, holding him in place. 
"Dante," she whispered his name on an exhilarated sigh. "It all feels so wonderful." 
This time, he did not let the false name stop him. This time, he tugged at the front strings of her gown. It fell open, slipping off her shoulders to reveal the tops of her pert breasts and only the barest hint of her pink nipples beneath her arms as she tried to hold the garment in place. She kept her eyes down, bashful and uncertain. 
That would not do. Alex took one of her hands she used to cover her breasts, and pulled it free, bringing it to his lips. 
"There is more I could show you," he said, turning her hand over. He kissed the inside of her wrist, delighted to watch gooseflesh spread up her arm. 
Phoebe’s reservations were still written on her expression, but she didn’t require more assurances. She clearly wanted what he had to offer. She made that even plainer when she let her other arm drop causing her nightdress to fall in a puddle of cotton on the floor below. 
In the dim, flickering light left from the candle, Alex could see the gooseflesh pebbling Phoebe's arms. He followed their spread across her upper chest, down over her perfectly supple breasts, his gaze alone seemingly possessing the power to make her nipples pucker in the cool night air. 
"You are a wonder," he said, shaking his head in disbelief. Coming to her room tonight, he hoped to convince her his interest was true. He might have secretly hoped for another kiss, after the weather denied him the chance in the garden. But he never could have imagined he would be fortunate enough to see Phoebe like this. Pure and bare, beautiful and vulnerable. Open and eager. 
"You mentioned more, signor?" she asked, canting her head to one side with a mischievous light flickering in her eyes behind the inexperienced nerves. 
The strongest will known to mankind would be unable to resist such a tempting beckon. Alex paused only a moment, both to give thanks for this moment, and to curse himself for being unable to walk away. Then a low, rumbling groan rose from deep within his chest and he dipped his head to capture one of those succulent nipples with his lips. 
"Oh!" Phoebe gasped, arching into the new sensation. Alex sucked on one hardened nipple while his hand molded to her other breast, a symphony of erotic gasps and whimpers filling his ears as he explored her body. His free hand slid down her bare back, over her exquisite rump. She made the most enticing little squeak when he squeezed her, and then his hand was moving again, sliding over her hip, to the front of her thigh. He stopped just short of her delicious treasure, his conscience tugging at the recesses of his mind. 
He should not take this any further. He should leave while her virtue was still intact—what he told her had been true; he had no intention of ruining her reputation. Intentions aside, Alex found he struggled to keep propriety in mind when in the company of Miss Turlington. In the years following his father's death, Alex had been single-minded in his pursuit of justice. No one had ever tempted him to veer from his chosen path the way Phoebe did, and no temptation had ever been harder to refuse. 
"Please," she whispered, surely not knowing what she asked of him. She was flushed and breathless, as needy as he, but she was also inexperienced. Naive. 
Her family may have destroyed his, and perhaps his quest for vengeance would destroy hers in turn, but Alex could not quite believe that Phoebe deserved to be punished for the sins of her father any more than Alex himself deserved to be cast out over the perceived sins of his father. 
While he was locked in an internal debate, Phoebe tried to make up his mind for him. Her nimble fingers worked to unfasten his shirt, struggling with the task as she insisted on kissing him the entire time. She was hungry for it, practically begging him, and Alex's willpower could only stretch so far. 
By the time her silken fingers uncurled on his bare chest, he was all but gone. She whimpered and mewled, aching for a relief from the pressure building within her, beseeching Alex to help her find the release she could not attain on her own. 
Perhaps it made him weak-willed, but Alex could not resist any longer. He could not deny her what she asked of him. Not now. In the coming days and weeks, he would take so much from her. It was the least he could do to give her this pleasure now. Something to remember him and these untroubled times by. 
Besides, Alex reasoned, what could be a more fitting downfall for the duplicitous Lord Turlington than the untimely deflowering of his precious daughter? 




Chapter 10


"Please Dante," Phoebe breathed, though what she was begging him for, she could not say. She felt like she was on fire from within, and the only way to quench the flames was a secret Dante kept close. His mouth drove the thoughts from her mind, his touch erased her sensibilities, and the realization he was already in her bedchambers and she was already as nude as the day she was born, was all that was needed to obliterate the last of her doubts. 
"Please," she asked again as his fingers pinched the taut bud of her nipple. "I fear I might…" 
"Might what?" he asked, watching her closely as if she were a fox and he was on the hunt. 
She found she did not find the sensation entirely objectionable. There was a raw, unguarded quality to the hungry way he looked at her, and rather than frightening her as it should, it made her predicament worse. 
"I am not entirely sure," she admitted, feeling foolish. He was such a worldly, experienced man. She was a clumsy girl who did not know the first thing about what happened next. "I only know I will not be able to bear it if you do not continue, signor. I understand you wish to be a man of honor, and I thank you for considering my virtue, but—" 
Phoebe did not have the chance to finish her sentence because Dante's lips were already on hers. He kissed her hard, like it had been all he'd thought about for days—maybe it was. That had certainly been the case for Phoebe. As he kissed her, he also moved her back, towards her bed, until he was lowering her to the mattress, that same hungry look still in his eyes. 
The candle she had been using to write was nearly gone, but there was enough of a glow to catch the glint of gold in his gaze. That arresting stare made her heart feel like it wanted to stop and race off at the same time. 
As his lips trailed down the side of her neck again, Phoebe moaned, writhing beneath him. It was such a peculiar sensation, warm and soft, but urgent, too. Something akin to a tickle, but deeper in her bones, settling heavy in her sex. She squirmed, aching for more. 
Dante's mouth moved lower still, his lips caressing the space between her breasts, his tongue teasing her nipples until she arched into him, desperate for more. It was a wonder how his lips on her breast could cause so many sensations throughout her body. The shock of it went all the way to her toes, but it was the heated space between her legs that clenched and pulsed expectantly. 
"What are you…?" she whispered as his mouth made a path down her belly, to the crease of her upper thigh. The sight of him looking up at her from down there was enough to strike her speechless. 
"Do you trust me, Phoebe?" he asked, gently prying her legs apart. She shuddered as the cool air met her heated flesh, but all she could do otherwise was nod. Whatever he wanted to do to her, she wished for it. 
She simply had to know. 
"Lie back and enjoy it," he said just as the candle fizzled out, leaving them in darkness as the storm continued outside. 
Phoebe found the darkness provided little comfort. Though she clearly trusted Dante, being unable to see him set her on edge. So much so, that when his mouth found her again, she nearly jumped off the bed. 
"Is there something wrong?" he asked, his voice sounding distant compared to her heavy breaths that filled her ears. 
"I was…surprised," she answered, her voice tight with humiliation. But underneath the twisted knot in her stomach, there was a tingle of something else. Something she longed to know more about. 
"I am better prepared now," she said with a deep breath. She had come this far; she would not back out without knowing what it was he could show her. 
"If you are certain," he said. She could hear the smile in his voice, even if the room was too dark to see it. 
"Yes," she answered, barely a whisper. It was enough. 
He held her in place with a firm grip, using one hand to keep her pinned to the mattress while his other delicately spread her apart. A hot rush of embarrassment flooded Phoebe, but it was quickly replaced by a hot rush of something else as Dante's lips descended on her most intimate place. 
"Oh...oh my," Phoebe gasped, her whole body alight with new sensations. Her toes curled from the pleasure of it, her legs spreading wider without any conscious thought. She had only her first taste of the pleasure Dante could bring her, and already she wanted a twenty-course feast. 
"You are sweeter than honeyed wine," he whispered into the darkness, dragging his tongue through her sensitive folds. Phoebe had heard of other women touching themselves, finding pleasure in private under their covers, but she had never understood the fuss herself. 
Now, with Dante between her legs, she realized she had gone about it all wrong. 
Or, perhaps more likely, he was going about it all very right. 
Soon, his fingers joined, slowly massaging a sensitive spot while his tongue delved deep within her. It was scandalous and filthy, but it was also exhilarating. Phoebe felt like a bowstring being pulled ever tighter, the sensations swimming through her sending her to heights she never knew possible. 
And then, like the sudden barrage of the storm opening above them in the garden, Phoebe could take no more—she was going to burst. He shifted so as to wrap his lips around the sensitive spot, making her toes curl, his finger slowly gaining entrance to her unplumbed depths. 
"Dante, it is so incred—" she moaned, words failing her. She trembled as the pressure inside her grew, gasping cries of pleasure filling her bedchambers. He covered her mouth with his hand, muffling her ecstasy as his finger worked in and out of her. The lewd, wet sound of her arousal coating his hand only reinforced how vulgar and improper their joining was—and it was not at all the deterrent Phoebe thought it should be. 
Though she wasn't thinking much at all in that moment. Only how wonderful it all was and how happy she was to finally have this experience with Dante.
His hand remained over her mouth as he suckled and drew out a strangled cry. Phoebe could hold back no longer. The storm was at her door. Despite the absolute darkness, she saw spots of color and bursts of light as her body buckled and bent, convulsing from the pure euphoria he elicited. 
By the time Dante withdrew his hand, Phoebe still had the lasting shimmers of pleasure rippling through her. Her mind was a blank, but raced anyhow. In truth, her entire body felt as if she had been running around despite the fact she had not moved at all. 
"I do not wish to leave you," Dante said, shifting his weight. "But I must go before we are discovered." 
Phoebe tried to meet his eyes, but it was impossible in the dark. She reached out, and he grabbed her hand, pulling it to his lips. He kissed the backs of her knuckles, then leaned in to kiss her again. 
She had not expected to find her own musky taste on his lips, but she found she didn't mind that either. 
"Be careful," she whispered, suddenly all too aware how dangerous this meeting had been. She had let her desires cloud her judgment, but now she was partially sated, she could not help but think of how reckless they had both been. 
Did Dante realize how much he was risking for this dalliance? 
"Until the morrow," he said with a final kiss, slipping from her chambers without another word. 
Phoebe laid back in bed, her head spinning while her entire body buzzed with the aftermath of what just happened. 
She could hardly believe it. It was so unlike her that it seemed more likely to have been a dream than reality. 
But Phoebe knew there was no way her dreams could have conjured up such bliss. She still sensed Dante's presence long after he left, and the most exasperating part was she knew there was so much more he could offer her. 
What could she offer him in turn? Could she give him the same pleasure he’d given her? It only seemed fair, though she knew she would need a generous amount of instruction from him. 
Somehow, she did not think he would mind. He was gentle in his own way, but he was assertive too. Phoebe had been eager to follow his lead before, and she was eager to dance again. 
It was a shame he left so quickly, though she understood why. The storm was finally beginning to taper off and they could not risk being heard. Phoebe would be ruined, Signor Alonzo exiled—or worse. They had risked so much for the momentary pleasure of being together. 
And as foolish as she knew it was, Phoebe would do it all again. She was tempted to leave her chambers that very moment, but the languidness in her muscles prevented her. She managed only to put her nightdress back on before slipping under the quilt, her bed far more comfortable than she remembered it being in the past. 
As she drifted off to sleep, Phoebe thought she finally understood why there was so much to-do about keeping these sorts of things trapped within the confines of matrimony. If the young ladies of the ton knew such wonderful pleasures were within reach whenever they wished, society as they knew it might very well crumble to pieces. 
She woke with bright spirits the next morning, her own cheerful mood more than enough to make up for the lack of sun outside. Phoebe was certain Signor Alonzo would ask her father for her hand this very morning. No number of clouds could spoil her mood. 
However, there was no mention of marriage as they broke their fast. When Phoebe's father retreated to his office, Dante made no effort to intercept him or ask for an audience. In fact, he seemed to be doing everything he could to avoid interacting with Phoebe's father at all. Lord Turlington did not make a great effort on his part to engage the young man, but Phoebe could not ignore the tension that seemed to exist between them. 
At first, she tried to reason that Dante was simply nervous. He had already told Phoebe about his lack of confidence when it came to the marquess, but nerves alone could not account for the hateful look that crossed the Italian's face at one point. It was only there for a moment, brief enough that anyone who wasn't watching him closely would have missed it, but Phoebe saw it. 
It did not seem like nerves. 
But then what was it? 
By the time they finished breakfast, the storm had started anew, and it seemed Signor Alonzo would be staying with them for another day. It took the better part of the morning for Phoebe to finally have a moment to speak privately with the man. 
Sophia should have been keeping a close eye on the pair, but she claimed the sound of the rain against the windows made her drowsy, and she had dozed off while tending to her needlework. Phoebe did not know how long she would remain asleep, so she seized the opportunity as soon as it presented itself. 
"Have I or my father done something to offend you, signor?" she asked under her breath, still concerned Sophia might only be pretending at sleep to catch them unawares. She did not truly think Sophia was capable of such conniving deception, but her guilty conscience had inspired a streak of uneasiness in Phoebe she could not seem to shake. 
Dante instantly paled, eyes widening as he stammered a response. "I beg your pardon?" he finally asked. 
"It is the only reason I could conceive of for why you have not yet approached him for my hand. I saw how you looked at him at breakfast—have you some quarrel with him?" 
His gaze searched hers, impossible to read, though his worried expression was a far cry from the hungry look he typically had for her. 
Dante kissed her. Suddenly, and without warning. With Sophia only a few paces away and the library door not even pulled all the way shut, he swept her into his arms and kissed her until she was dizzy and breathless, all trace thoughts of her father long gone. 
"I apologize for worrying you," he said. "I will take care of it." 
Phoebe did not know exactly what he meant, but the self-assured way Dante announced it comforted her enough for the time being. She had no experience with these things, but something still struck her as off, even if she could not put her finger on what precisely. 
So close to him, Phoebe wanted to fall into his arms again. She wanted desperately to keep kissing him, to forget all sense of decorum and hike up her skirts. She wanted him to touch her again, the way he had the night before. And she wanted his mouth on her bare skin. 
She wanted it so much that her breath grew short, her brow suddenly damp with perspiration. 
"Are you well, Phoebe?" Dante asked, reaching out to hold her arm for stability. 
"Yes," she said, though she felt rather faint. "I believe I may still be in need of some recuperation after the exertion of last night," she added, a fresh wave of heat stealing her breath away as the memories flooded her mind. 
She could not stay so close to him and trust herself to behave properly. When she was near Dante, everything Phoebe wanted was decidedly improper. She had to leave before he could convince her otherwise. These things were meant to stay within the confines of the marital bed, and Phoebe still waited for Signor Alonzo to declare those intentions.
Thankfully, he did not protest, and he did not follow her. Part of Phoebe hoped he would but being so brazen in daylight hours was more than either of them could stomach. It would be different once they were wed. Then they would be able to kiss in the halls if they liked. They would not have to fear being overheard, nor would they have to hide their affection for one another behind closed doors. 
The concept of marriage had never excited Phoebe overly beyond the prospect of motherhood, but with Dante and the carnal discoveries he promised to share with her, it was now all she could look forward to. 
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After informing Frances that she had a headache, ensuring she would be excused from any afternoon socializing and tea, Phoebe sat at her writing desk, once more attempting to pen a letter to her dear friend Lucy. 
It was no use, though. Why should she write a letter about her impending engagement when she could very well be able to write about the real thing by the evening's time? Too many things were uncertain still, and Phoebe did not know how to even begin to discuss all the possibilities. 
It would be much easier if they could visit in person, but all the rain would have left the roads muddy and nigh impassible. A half-day's trip could take two or three days in that state. It would be a week or more before they dried out enough to make the journey reasonable again, and by then, Phoebe's whole life might have changed at the rate things were going. 
When she still hadn't heard anything as the hour for supper approached, Phoebe began to worry again. How could Dante seem so sincere about his interest in her while still not making any of the proper moves? 
Was she a fool to continue falling for his charms and promises? 
She did not want to force the man's hand if marriage wasn't what he was after. Phoebe did not wish to nag him into an offer, and she did not trust herself to avoid the subject if they were to be alone again. She also did not trust herself to keep her virtue when simply being alone with Dante was enough to make a room so stifling, she felt the need to undress. 
Until she heard from her father, Phoebe thought it best to keep to her room where she was relatively safe from the risk of embarrassment and ruination. Her primary obstacle was she had finished the most recent book she'd pulled from the library. 
Not at all content to sit by the window sewing lace on her sleeves, Phoebe made the choice to venture out of her chambers long enough to find a new book—and not a moment longer. 
She did not make it to the library, though. Phoebe had hardly made it past the stairs when she heard a hushed conversation from the drawing room—Dante and Sophia. 
Instantly, a vise tightened around Phoebe’s heart and would not let up. Their quiet tones suggested they did not want to be overheard, and jealous fear turned Phoebe's blood to ice. She slowed her steps, quieting her breaths to remain undetected. Perhaps it was an innocent meeting, but Phoebe could not afford to offer the benefit of the doubt with her future hanging in the balance. 
Carefully, Phoebe peered through the door's opening, her heart plummeting as she did so. 
Sophia stood incredibly close to Dante, her hand on his arm as she leaned in. She made a move to kiss him, and Dante pulled away at the last moment, but Phoebe's heart broke all the same. The fears she had not been willing to give name to finally surfaced. Was their courtship only a ploy for Dante to be with Sophia? 
It would certainly explain why Dante seemed to have such a strong dislike of her father. Perhaps he resented her father for marrying Sophia. Could they have been lovers before Sophia's betrothal to the Marquess of Rigsby? Dante was certainly more age-appropriate, though he did not provide the title Phoebe's father did. 
She could watch no more. She could not bear to see the betrayal. It only served to spawn more conspiracies in her mind, each one wilder than the last. 
She did not go downstairs for supper. 
Alone with her thoughts, Phoebe could not sleep that night, either. It had now been at least three nights since she had gotten a proper night’s sleep, and it was beginning to take its toll on her. She could not think clearly. Her heart raced even when there was no reason for it. And worst of all, she had the destructive urge to go to Dante's room and demand an explanation. 
It was that last one which had her leaping out of bed the moment she heard a creaking floorboard in the hall. It was him; she was sure of it. 
More than that, she was certain he was going to meet Sophia for a clandestine rendezvous. Phoebe intended to catch them in the act. She might wind up with a broken heart, but perhaps her father would be less eager to marry her off without philandering Sophia whispering in his ear. Surely, he would not permit such indiscretion from his wife. 
She followed the soft footsteps to the library, where she stopped outside the door, holding her breath as she looked in. 
Dante was alone. Sophia was nowhere in sight, and instead of waiting for her to arrive, Dante was methodically going through Lord Turlington's bookshelves, opening one book at a time, leafing through it, then replacing it on the shelf. He moved quickly, with purpose, but he was not hasty or careless. He put every book back in its place, exactly as he'd found it. 
What was he doing? 
Phoebe retreated into an alcove, waiting to see if Sophia would arrive. After some time, she had to believe her stepmother wasn't coming. This was all the more perplexing, but Phoebe was far too tired to try to puzzle out any more of Signor Alonzo's confounding behaviors. She would find out what he was up to, and she would put an end to this once and for all. 
It needed to be done. She had let it go too far already. He had shown he could not be trusted to make a commitment, and she had granted him access to her body anyway. She was a fool. But she was a fool who learned her lesson, and she would not let Dante continue to treat her like a halfwit. 
By the time Phoebe stepped into her father's office, Dante had accumulated a small pile of books on the desk behind him. He did not notice her as she entered, and when she cleared her throat—rather forcefully—he was so startled he jumped back and sent the pile of books tumbling to the floor with a great clatter. 
"Damn it all!" he cursed, out of shock more than anything she guessed, because in the next breath he was apologizing. "Phoebe, you startled me. I'm sorry for—" 
She did not want to give him space to concoct excuses. That was how he kept swaying her, keeping her wrapped around his finger, willing to believe every duplicitous word that came from his mouth. She marched right up to him, thrusting a finger at his chest. 
"Give me one good reason why I should not wake the servants and have you turned out of the house this instant," she hissed, shaking with anger. How could he touch her the way he had, kiss her with so much passion, and still not ask for her hand? What kind of rake was he? At least most lotharios had the decency to be forthright about the kind of character they lacked. They did not move about society purporting to be perfectly respectable gentleman. 
She was angry with him for his deception, but more than that, Phoebe was angry with herself for not seeing right through it. She had been so desperate to wed anyone other than Lord Mullens that she had been ignorant to his scheme...whatever that may be. 
He tried to laugh off her concerns, but she heard his nerves. "Why would you do that?" he asked. "Are your guests not allowed to look for reading material?" He bent to clean up the mess he'd made, and for a moment, Phoebe saw his mask drop. There was something different about him. 
Something familiar. 
When he stood straight again, a lock of hair hung in his eyes. He reached up and raked it back from his face, at once unveiling his true identity. 
That one action was enough to bring it all rushing back to Phoebe. She once knew someone else who pushed their hair out of their face in precisely the same manner. The only other person she had ever known with such expressive green and gold eyes. A boy with floppy hair and a smile that had given her butterflies even when she was barely old enough for the schoolroom. 
"Alex?" she whispered in disbelief. 
But it couldn't be him. Could it? 
In the dim candlelight, Phoebe saw him pale. His golden complexion turned ashen, and though he tried to protest, it was too late. Now that she had seen it, she could not be more certain. Yes, he was taller, older—a fair bit more handsome too, whether she wanted to think about that or not—but he still had the same face, and his worried expression now was one she had seen many times before when he and his brothers had gotten in trouble. 
"Phoebe, it's not what—" 
"Tell me, then," she said, still not ready to forgive. She may have had a young girl's crush on him a dozen years ago, but that did not mean he had any effect on her now. He and his family had not left because his father was killed in the war—his father was a traitor. He had been executed for his crimes against the crown. His family fled the country in disgrace, their holdings and fortune forfeit. 
Coming back to England could mean his death if anyone found out who he was. Why would he risk that? Surely not for a bride. 
"I wish I could tell you," he said, shaking his head. 
"If you do not, I will reveal you to everyone. What are you doing here?" 
Alex looked at her with eyes full of sorrow and pain. They were as sincere and earnest as they had always been, but now the light was dimmed, the golden shine dulled. Slowly, he shook his head. 
Tears gathered in Phoebe's eyes. She did not know whether she was more confused or hurt. Or angry. She wanted some sort of explanation. She thought she was owed as much, but could not bring herself to say so. 
She could not bring herself to say anything at all, for the moment she took in a breath, hot, disappointed tears streamed down her face.
"Phoebe..." Alex said, his voice full of tender regret. He took a step towards her and wiped away one of her tears, cradling her jaw with his powerful hand. 
Though she could not speak and he refused to, their eyes said enough. Alex wiped another tear away. His arms slipped around her, and Phoebe melted into him without resistance. She wanted to hate him for his deceit, but her heart refused. She searched those familiar eyes, wondering how she had not seen it sooner. No one ever made her heart skip the way he did. 
Unable to pull herself away from him, away from his piercing gaze, she licked her lips, hungry to kiss him, despite everything. Alex waited for her to come closer, and then he captured her lips with his. Phoebe could not resist. She did not want to. Alex was likely to be the only man she would ever enjoy kissing, and so she thought she deserved to enjoy it one last time before she sent him away for his own good. 




Chapter 12


A moment before he kissed Phoebe, Alex heard footsteps coming down the hall. Whether it was Phoebe's bold accusation or the clamor of the books Alex had knocked over, something had alerted another member of the household. Alex prayed it was Phoebe's lady's maid and not the lord or lady of the house. 
Whoever it was, the only way for Alex to be sure Phoebe did not instantly blurt out his secret to them was by covering her mouth with his. 
That he got to taste the sweet nectar of Phoebe's lips again was merely a bonus. 
"What is the meaning of this?" Lord Turlington hissed, marching into the room with a scowl that would have made lesser men cower. Not Alex, though. All Alex wanted to do was punch the man. 
Luckily, Phoebe was in Alex’s grasp, and by the time he released her, he had tamped down the most violent of his urges well enough to keep from striking the man. 
Phoebe herself seemed too dazed from the double hit of discovering Alex’s true identity and his unexpected kiss to be able to say anything at all. 
"You..." Turlington said, pointing a quaking finger at Alex. For a moment, he thought he was found out, but upon closer look, there was no recognition in Turlington's eyes, only anger. Likely, he was not angry about the threat to his daughter's virtue—if Alex had learned anything about the man, it was that he would be more upset about the potential loss of a fortuitous business deal. 
It sickened him. What kind of man saw his own flesh and blood as nothing more than property to auction off? 
The same sort of man who would sell out king and country for his own benefit, Alex surmised. The sort of man who would look the other way about such an impropriety—for the right price. 
"How dare you!" Lord Turlington exclaimed, saving most of his vitriol for who he saw as the wealthy foreigner who seduced his untouched daughter. When he glanced at Phoebe, he only a disgusted sneer for her. "Do you have any idea how much I will make you regret—" 
"Papa, no!" Phoebe cried, both of them keeping their voices low enough to prevent anyone else from learning about the brewing scandal. 
Alex held up a hand to stop her, stepping forward to meet Turlington with a hard look of his own. 
"I expect you to make this right," Lord Turlington said through clenched teeth. 
"That won't be a problem," Alex answered without hesitation. 
"What are you saying?" Phoebe protested. "You cannot—" 
"That is enough, Phoebe," Turlington snapped at his daughter. "You are to go to your room this instant and not speak another word of this." 
"But Papa—" 
"Not another word," he reiterated. "If you wish to keep the reputation of this family intact, you will do as I say. Now!" 
Phoebe sent a final worried look in Alex's direction, but he gave her a small nod, encouraging her to follow her father's wishes. If she had wanted to, she could have ruined him in that moment. One wrong word from her, and Alex would find himself on the wrong end of a rope. 
Thankfully, Phoebe understood the gravity of the situation and remained silent as she left her father's office. 
Once the two men were alone, Alex's nerves grew. He was certain the older man would recognize him—if not from when he was a boy, at least through the resemblance to his father. Alex's mother had often told him he was the spitting image of the late viscount. The longer they stood in the same room without Turlington identifying him, the more Alex’s nerves shifted back to rage, until his throat burned with the effort of keeping his secret locked away. 
Leave it to a man like Turlington to fail to recognize the man he condemned to death. 
"Have you compromised her?" Turlington asked, pacing a few steps before taking a seat behind his desk, hunting out a cigar. 
Alex's hands clenched into fists. Again, he got the impression Lord Turlington cared less for the sake of his daughter, and more for the determination of his asking price. 
"No matter," the older man said. "You will be wed as soon as we can secure the expedited marriage license—which you will be covering the associated costs for," he added. 
"Of course," Alex said. He refused to address the man by "my lord" as he should, but Turlington did not seem to be bothered by it. "I will not be requiring her dowry," he continued, each word tight and clipped. "I shall provide for her and she will want for nothing." 
In other circumstances, he might be glad at the thought. Marriage had never been something Alex considered possible for himself, but the thought of being with Phoebe caused him to reevaluate his previous expectations. 
It did no good to imagine what things might be like if circumstances were different, though. The situation was without solution, and the best he could do for Phoebe was help her avoid a scandal she could not recover from. He may not ever be the husband she deserved, but even he believed he was a better option than becoming an old maid or marrying a man more than thrice her age.
"That is quite generous of you," her father said suspiciously. "Though you should not think it gives you any permissions with my daughter. I expect you to behave properly at least until the wedding. After that, take her away to Italy for all I care." 
Alex's nails bit into the flesh of his palms as he fought to keep his hands steady at his sides rather than flying at Lord Turlington's face. The thought of leaving Phoebe behind made Alex ache; how could this man care so little for her? He did not deserve her loyalty. 
A part of Alex had been conflicted about whether or not he should tell Phoebe the truth about her father, but the longer he spent in Lord Turlington's presence, the less conflicted he was. 
Before long, everyone would know exactly what kind of man the Marquess of Rigsby was. 




Chapter 13


Chapter 13
Phoebe had no sooner entered her bedchambers than she wanted to leave them again. Of course, by the time she donned her housecoat and made herself somewhat decent, it was too late. She had not wanted to step out in only her nightdress because she did not know if the whole affair was cause for her father to rouse the staff. 
Her instincts had been correct—as soon as she opened her door just a crack, she was met with the drawn expression of Mrs. Watts. The older woman did not look at Phoebe as if she were scandalized, so there was a chance her father had not said why she needed tending to, though Phoebe doubted the rumors would start circulating before too long. "Good evening, Mrs. Watts," Phoebe said. "I must fetch some fresh reading material." 
The other woman shook her head solemnly. "I'm afraid I can't let you do that, miss. My lord has instructed me to keep you here." 
Phoebe could tell it pained the other woman to be the instrument of the marquess's control, but there was no getting around it from her position. 
"Am I to be a prisoner in my own bedchambers?" Phoebe asked, keeping her voice lowered, despite the furious tremor making it quaver. It was not Mrs. Watts's fault Phoebe's father would rather lock his daughter away than give her a bit of latitude. And Phoebe knew better than to ask Mrs. Watts to go against Lord Turlington. Insubordination would find her dismissed and with no means to bring bread home for her children. 
Phoebe could not ask that of her, especially because she had no good reason to venture out other than a desire to spite her father. 
"Never you mind," Phoebe said, gentler as she sighed. "I will not give you any grief. Good night, Mrs. Watts." 
"Good night, Miss Phoebe," she answered, still uncertain. 
Back in her room, Phoebe paced in front of her bed. She was overflowing with indignant rage, but if anyone asked her exactly what she was so angry about, Phoebe was not sure she would be able to say. 
Being lied to, for one. Dante—or rather, Alex, as she'd discovered—had purposefully deceived her; he had lied about his identity, his history, and his family. Had he also lied in all his flattery of her? 
What explanation could he possibly have for his trickery? Was he a traitor like his father? 
Though it might have been the right thing to alert the proper authorities about Alex's identity, Phoebe could not bear to imagine it. Which meant she could not tell her father either. 
At least not before she knew what was going on. Just because she could not fathom any reasonable excuses did not mean she wasn't keen to hear whatever he came up with. And truly, was getting married such a terrible fate? Lord Turlington would certainly be glad to have his daughter married off. Likewise, Sophia would be thrilled to see Phoebe go—and Phoebe would not miss her stepmother either. 
So what was she so angry about? 
Perhaps it was the lack of choice in the matter, though that was likely to be true of any proposed match at this point in her life. And after being caught with Alex, it was the only way to save her family's reputation. They should consider themselves lucky Lord Turlington was willing to accept a marriage offer rather than condemning Alex to a far grimmer fate. If he knew about their more intimate encounter, he might not have shown the same generosity. 
Surely Alex would not tell him, but Phoebe couldn't be certain. There was no telling what men spoke of when they were alone. 
Knowing she could not go anywhere, and she could not change anything that had happened was perhaps the best Phoebe could hope for. It provided her the luxury of unbothered sleep, which was something she sorely needed after the past few nights. Thankfully, it was a dreamless sleep. The kind of slumber which left her wondering if she had lost days to it. In fact, when she awoke, she was so groggy she had difficulty determining if the events of the previous night had been real or a dream. 
One peek outside her door confirmed Mrs. Watts was still there, standing watch, making sure Phoebe could not get herself into any more trouble. 
Her morning meal was brought to her room, and likewise with tea. 
It wasn't until supper that Phoebe was finally freed. Lord and Lady Turlington had plans and would be gone for the evening. Mrs. Watts was willing to allow Phoebe some reprieve from her prison cell, but she insisted on keeping a close eye on the pair the entire time. There was no hope of getting close enough to Alex to speak in private, but their supper with minimal supervision was as close as Phoebe could reasonably hope for. 
"I was sorry to hear your father confined you to your room," Alex said softly. "It was not my intention—" 
"What are your intentions?" she hissed under her breath. Mrs. Watts was close by, but if they spoke softly enough, she might not hear every word. "Do you truly intend to go through with this union?" she asked incredulously. How could he? Who would she even wed? Dante, or Alex? 
"Of course," he said simply, leaving her no less confounded than before. 
In a matter of days, news of Phoebe's impending nuptials had spread, even if the reason for the expedited ceremony had not. There had been no other opportunities to speak with Alex. It seemed Lord Turlington instructed his entire staff to keep the two apart, and Sophia had taken the task up without any instruction at all. She had an endless list of wedding planning tasks for Phoebe. Lady Turlington certainly seemed to be overjoyed about the arrangement, so much so she failed to notice Phoebe’s lack of enthusiasm. 
Lucy had been one of the first to receive the news, getting a hasty note from Phoebe which covered only the barest facts with no embellishment. When Phoebe had written it, she was still in shock about the series of events, and it seemed even Lucy was able to sense something amiss. 
Dearest Phoebe, 
I was so happy to receive news of your engagement to Signor Alonzo. I am gratified my instincts about your compatibility were correct. 
Though this is bound to be a thrilling time in your life to be sure, I am concerned for you. Are you well? Your letter does not possess the optimism towards marriage I have come to envy of you. Should you need additional assistance or support with making the arrangements, please do not hesitate to send for me.
There was a bit more to the letter, mostly about Lucy's life and events at Burstock Hall. She did not press the matter, but Phoebe detected a note of worry throughout Lucy's letter, and she wondered whether she should have kept the announcement to herself until invitations were sent out. Now she would have to find a way to sound convincing in her follow-up letter before Lucy grew truly suspicious. 
Phoebe would have loved to have her best friend come to help with her wedding, but the truth was, no help was needed. Sophia had pivoted all of her ball plans into wedding plans, and it was going to be a far grander affair than Phoebe would have like. Alex had not been consulted at all, but she could not imagine he would want such extravagance, either. Especially without his family present, which could never happen. There was nothing to be done for it, though. She was trapped in this scheme whether she liked it or not.
"Now, now," she said to herself, verging on tears. "It is not all as bad as you're making it out to be." She had been young when Alex and his family fled the country, but what she knew of Alex before then was that he was honorable, respectable, and he would not take advantage of her or give her anything less than a comfortable life. 
She could do much worse for a husband, she reasoned, but he was also a far cry from the fantasy of Signor Alonzo she had concocted in her mind. 
And that was all it was: a fantasy. The more she thought on it, the more she realized she had never known much about Dante at all. He was very careful to not reveal much about himself while constantly prying into the business of Lord Turlington. Almost everything she thought she loved about the charming merchant was a lie. Or hopeful delusion. 
Could she really blame the man for her naivety and willingness to look beyond what made sense? 
She penned a quick response to Lucy, reassuring her friend all was well and there was no cause for concern. By the time she sealed the letter, Phoebe was ready to retire for the night, far before her usual hour. 
In only a matter of days, Phoebe felt she had aged a decade or more. In the blink of an eye, her childish idealism had been scattered in the wind like so much dandelion fluff. Lately, her thoughts were like the fluff, breezily wafting to and fro, impossible to catch hold of with the gusts of worry and eddies of uncertainty pushing them about. 
There was no difficulty in obtaining the special marriage license—Lord Turlington's place in society, coupled with Alex's heavy purse, made quick work of the typical obstacles—and before Phoebe had time to come to terms with her newly decided fate the day was upon them, and she faced a walk down the aisle towards a man she hardly knew. How much of his flattery and beautiful words had been a part of his act? Her heart still fluttered at the thought of him, his heated looks, and his hungry kisses. In her bed at night, she still thought about his visit to her room. She still longed to be with him, to give all of herself to him. No matter how many times she attempted to convince herself she did not know the man Alex had become, her heart would not accept it. 
The thought of running away crossed her mind more than once. She needed more time. More information. She needed answers, but the house was full to the brim with guests and extra staff, and Phoebe was sure her absence would be noted before she could go anywhere. Never mind the fact she had no clue where she would go. 
Then, at the altar, confronted with that monumental question, Phoebe again considered fleeing. She could refuse, and with all these witnesses, it would be difficult to force her back into it, but the humiliation would be unbearable. What would happen to Alex? If he was discovered, he was as good as dead. 
And, of course, there was a small part of Phoebe that clung to hope. A part which reasoned it might not be what either of them would have chosen, but that did not mean they had to be miserable. A part that reasoned many marriages had been built on less and still proved fruitful. 
"I do," she said with far more conviction than she felt. 
It was all a blur—people congratulated her, but Phoebe could do little more than thank them with a manufactured smile pasted in place. There was food and dancing, but through all of it, Phoebe felt like she was somewhere else. In a dream, perhaps. 
It would make more sense when she and Alex finally had an opportunity to speak alone. Then maybe he could tell her why he risked everything to be in England. Why he’d lied to her. 
After some time, Phoebe retreated to her chambers, and Frances helped her to prepare for her wedding night while Lucy kept her company. 
"You make such a lovely pair," Frances said. 
"You're not nervous, are you?" Lucy asked, brows furrowed. She remained worried throughout the ceremony, but Phoebe kept up the happy face that was expected of her.  
"Nervous?" Phoebe asked, thinking only of her planned conversation with her new husband. 
"Many girls are on their wedding night, but it's not as dreadful as you might have heard. It can even be...rather nice," Frances explained, cheeks flushing with color. 
"Oh..." Phoebe answered, stroking her hair. With all the uncertainties surrounding the marriage, Phoebe had done her best not to think too much about that aspect of the wedding night. She’d focused more on his deception, and what part she might have in it. Every time she began to think about how nice his touch was or how delicious his kisses were, she started rehearsing her planned interrogation anew. 
Avoiding the thoughts would do her no good anymore, though. The night arrived whether she was ready or not. Memories of how he'd made her feel, how he'd touched her and made her toes curl seeped into her mind, reigniting that now-familiar warmth that spread through her lower belly and centered between her legs. Everything else about him might have been a lie, but the things he did to her body were very real. 
"I am not sure nervous is the right word," Phoebe answered at last. Would they even find time for....that when she had so many questions he needed to answer? Her sex tingled, encouraging her to find the time. She was a married woman, and she longed to experience all the benefits marriage had to offer. 
"No one would think less of you if you were worried, dearest," Lucy said gently. Phoebe still hadn’t told her the truth about Alex’s identity, and the guilt ate away at her. Once she had answers herself, perhaps she could tell her friend. 
"I am not at all worried about it, and neither should you be," she told them both resolutely. "My husband is a respectable gentleman and will show me all the kindness possible in such matters." 
It was the proper response, but Phoebe's convictions were hollow. Alexander Duncan had been a respectable boy, but she had last seen him when he was not more than thirteen. There was no telling what kind of man he had grown into. He was the sort of man who undressed innocent young ladies in their rooms and did unspeakable things to them. Could that be called respectable? 
Phoebe did not know, but she was suddenly much warmer at the memory. 
"Well, I imagine he'll be 'round to fetch you any minute," Frances said. "Don't want him to find us here chattering away with his bride." She moved in for a quick hug, tears shining in her eyes when she pulled away. 
Lucy moved in for a quick hug next, taking Phoebe’s shoulders in her grasp. "I am so happy you have found the husband you always wanted," she said with a rasp in her voice. 
Her words caused tears to brim in Phoebe's eyes. Though they were few and far between, she did have people in her life who truly cared about her and her happiness, and this marriage seemed like an insult to them all. There was no going back now, though. 
Frances gave a watery chuckle, wiping tears from Phoebe's cheeks before dabbing at her own, and then she and Lucy were off, leaving Phoebe alone with her anticipation. 
Alex did not show up in short order, though. As the hours passed, Phoebe wondered if he was coming for her at all. 
Finally, she had enough waiting. There was no need to worry about a scandal, so she took her candle and left in search of her groom. 




Chapter 14


Wedded bliss was never something Alex thought he would find in this lifetime. Matrimony had always been the furthest subject from his mind, but not even in his wildest imaginings would he have thought his wedding night could be so miserable. 
There wasn't enough brandy in all of England to take away the sting of the day. Alone in one of Turlington Manor's many studies, secluded in a wing cleared so the newlyweds might have some privacy, Alex was determined to drown his sorrows. 
He had been a fool to think he could do this. It was true what they said—embark on a journey of revenge, and you may as well dig two graves. Only this time it was three. Alex had set out content with the knowledge he would go down with Turlington, but he hadn't expected to drag Phoebe into it too. In his quest for vengeance, he had ruined her life, and he wasn't sure he would ever be able to forgive himself. He should have left. It was too late now; a young woman abandoned by her husband without any other prospects might as well be dead. The things she would endure would certainly make her wish she was. 
He could not do that to Phoebe. He had done enough already. But what could he do to save her from a terrible fate now? Going after Turlington would likely be the end of them both, and then Phoebe would be worse off than before. Without a father or a husband, who would take care of her? 
Alex had seen how difficult life was for his mother after his father was killed. She was fortunate to have a wealthy cousin in another country who was willing to take her in with her three boys. Phoebe did not have any such cousins to Alex's knowledge. Who would be there for her? Miss Bingham? Her father was generous enough to allow her to eschew marriage traditions, but it was unlikely he would agree to start a home for wayward young women in need of support. 
Alex sighed, dragging his hand over his face after finishing another glass of brandy. His six-hour candle was nearing its end, but he didn't care to find another. He would sit in the dark; dawn couldn't be far. 
How had things gone so off-course? 
He knew the answer, even if he did not wish to acknowledge it. Phoebe had stolen his heart and muddled his mind. She had distracted him from his singular mission, and in turn, he had failed her. 
He would not fail her again. Even if she could never love him, he would make sure she was cared for. It was the least he could do. 
"Most people assume newlyweds will get little rest on their wedding night, but if I am not mistaken, it is typically because they are together," Phoebe said, darkening the doorway, but coming no closer. 
She was angry. That much Alex could tell from her voice. Disappointed, too. Had she expected him to consummate this farce of a marriage?
"Phoebe..." he sighed, his voice low and rough. He poured another drink. 
She took a step into the study and closed the door behind her. "You have swindled me into this marriage. I believe you at least owe me an explanation. What are you doing here? Why are you under an assumed name? What business did you have in my father's office?" 
He held up a hand to stop her barrage of questions. He should have known she would not be satisfied without answers. 
"I did not mean to involve you like this, Phoebe. This is much bigger than the two of us, and I am truly sorry you were pulled into it." 
"Into what?" she asked, stepping closer, standing just a few paces away from his chair. Her housecoat was open, and the sheer nightdress she had chosen for their wedding night did not escape his notice. Even in the waning candlelight her could see the rosy rings of her nipples through the fabric. It would take nothing at all to rip it off of her so he could properly enjoy what was now rightfully his. 
Unfortunately, it was not so simple. Phoebe would not have him after all he had put her through, and marital rights or not, Alex would never force her. He took a deep breath, then shook his head, sighing. She would never believe him, but his story was nothing but the truth. 
"My father was innocent," he said. "And I've come back to prove it." 
Her mouth dropped in surprise, all further protests and complaints dying on her lips. 
Of all the people in the world, Phoebe was the only one who’d witnessed things firsthand. As young as she was, he’d assumed she would forget everything, but the way she looked at him when she first recognized him said that she remembered enough about the circumstances that had cast his family out of the country and led his father to the noose. 
That morning was burned into Alex’s memories. He hoped Phoebe did not remember it in as much detail as he did. He had been brushing his favorite horse, Snail, when his mother made the decision to flee with her family before her husband's execution. Phoebe liked the horses and had always found any excuse she could to spend time with Alex and his brothers. In a way, she was a part of their troupe, even if she was too little to keep up with them. 
Elias, fifteen at the time, had come to drag him away. They didn't even have time to pack their things. There was a ship leaving for Italy and it would not wait for them. There was no time to waste. Their father had been found guilty of treason and was sentenced to be hanged; their land and titles were seized, and they would have nothing but a life of disgrace if they stayed. 
Back then, she was too young to understand why his face was streaked with tears at the news. She didn't understand where her friends were going, and Alex could not bear to explain it to her. 
He never had the time anyway. 
Elias tolerated his tears for a time, but his twin Benjamin was not so permissive, and by the time they all boarded the carriage bound for the harbor, everyone's eyes were dry. Alex never shed tears over the injustice again. But he decided on that day he would make right the wrongs that were done to his family, and his determination had never wavered. 
Not until Phoebe. 
He met her eyes and saw his same internal anguish reflected back at him. Tears gathered in shimmering pools, reflecting the candlelight back at him, but she did not let them fall. 
"I want so badly to be angry with you," she said, her voice trembling. "So why is it all I can think of doing is comforting you?" 
Alex had no answer for her, but he could not bear to watch her suffer without comfort. He stood, the effects of the brandy leaving him a touch unsteady at first. He got his legs under him before too long, then he crossed the distance to Phoebe and took her hands in his. 
"I cannot begin to tell you how sorry I am that your fate is now linked with mine. It is not something I would wish upon anyone, let alone someone I care for so deeply." 
"You...what?" she asked, blinking back tears. One stream broke free, and Alex could not stop himself from swiping it away. 
Suddenly, he was close enough to feel her breath upon his skin. To smell the sweet scent of violets she had added to her hair. Every fiber of his being told him to pull her closer, to taste her lips again, to claim her as his wife. His pulse thundered with the need, brandy dissolving any inhibitions he had remaining. 
"In all my years away, I never thought of the woman you might grow into. But the moment I looked into your eyes again, I knew..." 
Phoebe's breath hitched, and she leaned closer. "Knew what?" 
But Alex could not articulate what he wanted to say. He could not put words to the bone-deep certainty he felt—the impossible knowledge that she was his, had always been, and would always be. Time and a vast difference had held them back for too long, but he took one look at her that night, and time and distance became vague memories. 
For so long his life had been divided into before his father's death, and after. But now, finally, Alex had another perspective—there was only the time before he reunited with Phoebe, dark and lonely, and the time after, full of hope for the future. 
"I am yours," he said.
Maybe one day he would be able to find a way to say more. Phoebe certainly deserved to hear it. But for now, until he could form the words, there were other ways of showing his wife how he cherished her. 
He pulled her into his arms and kissed her, dragging her soft body against his. Phoebe melted into him, moaning softly as their tongues met and Alex's hands slid down her body. He kissed his way to her ear, down her neck, savoring the sounds she made with each new delight he gave her. 
"Does this mean you intend to give me a proper wedding night after all?" she asked between heavy breaths.
"You want a proper wedding night, I can give you a proper wedding night," Alex said, scooping her up into his arms. Phoebe quickly muffled her surprised squeal, then her expression sobered. 
"I have thought a great deal about...the last time," she said, biting her lower lip as he carried her out of the study. She had not protested thus far, and despite her obvious nerves, Alex was quite sure she wanted this as badly as he did. 
"Have you?" he asked, arching a brow. "Fond thoughts, I hope?" 
Her blush told him everything he needed to know. 
"Thoughts of revisiting it?" he pressed. 
"And more," she admitted. "The thought has kept me up at times." 
The image of Phoebe alone in her bed, kept awake by thoughts of his mouth made his cock harden. His imagination painted a vivid picture, and he couldn’t pass up the opportunity to share the fantasy with his wife. "Have you touched yourself to these thoughts?" he asked, simultaneously delighted and aghast at her horrified expression. His sweet bride was charmingly innocent. He had much to teach her. 
"I could not . . . I have not—" she stammered as he pushed open the door to what would be their shared bedchamber for the time being. 
"Never?" he asked, taking his turn to offer a horrified expression.
"Well do not look at me as if I have announced I have an over-abundance of toes hidden in my stockings," she said defensively. 
Alex set her back on her feet, smiling broadly now. "On the contrary, I am far more concerned about what you seem to be lacking rather than any over-abundance." 
Phoebe's face flushed a deep shade of red. "I am not lacking." 
"You are," he said gently, kissing the side of her neck as he removed her housecoat and reached for the hem of her nightdress. "But fear not, it will soon be remedied." And with one fluid motion, he pulled the thin garment from her, leaving her naked, trembling, and breathlessly anticipating his next move. 




Chapter 15


ChapterHe could hardly believe she was really his. She had not spurned him. Had not revealed his secret. Phoebe had only offered him her sympathy. She still did not know everything, but it was enough. Telling her more could put her in danger. 
Charles Turlington did not seem like a man who would show mercy simply because his kin was involved. He had never been particularly kind to Phoebe, and Alex was sure that would be doubly true if he thought Phoebe had any hand in his downfall. 
Alex would do whatever it took to keep Phoebe safe, even if it meant still keeping her in the dark about some things. It would all come to light in due time, but for the first time in over a decade, Charles Turlington and the revenge Alex wanted to enact upon him were not at the forefront of his mind. In fact, they were so far from what he was focused on in the moment he did not even know where the sudden protective urge came from, only that he would go to any means necessary to save her any more grief. He would give his life for her. 
"Alex, I—" she whispered as he lowered her to the bed. 
His chest swelled and he could not resist the overwhelming urge to kiss her. 
"Say it again," he growled, sliding his hand over the top of her silky thigh. Goosebumps rose to meet his fingertips, and without a word from either of them, Phoebe's legs began to part, encouraging him to touch her in a way she had not dared to touch herself. 
Yet. 
"What?" she asked, breathless as his hand moved inward. There was little light to see by, but she still watched his hand, utterly transfixed. "What is it you want me to say?" she panted. He gently stroked the soft, downy hair that grew between her legs.
"My name," he said, finding her outer lips already slick with arousal. He traced the seam of her sweet little pussy, admiring her lovely body as she trembled beneath him. 
"Alex, please," she said in a breathless groan. 
Hearing her utter his actual name, rather than his fictitious one, had an immediate effect on his cock. He was hard as granite, aching to be inside of her, longing to enact the fantasies that had plagued him since he set eyes on her. 
But he would take his time. It was their wedding night, and while everything else about the wedding might be an act, this did not need to be. This could be real. It could be something she could remember fondly, he hoped. 
Delicately, he spread her open, bending to taste the sweet honey he had dreamt of every night since he learned of its intoxicating effect. One lick, and Phoebe's legs went rigid. 
"I thought there was no way it could be as phenomenal as my memory made it," Phoebe said, her voice tight. 
He licked her again, taking great care to drag his tongue around the outside of her clitoris. "Is it not?" he asked, holding back a smile. 
"It is better," she said, looking down at him, face flushed, eyes dilated. She was more gorgeous than she had ever been, but Alex would not be satisfied until he saw her come. 
"Give me your hand," he instructed. 
"My—?" 
He took her wrist, guiding her hand, but as soon as she realized what he was doing, she pulled back. 
"I couldn't!" she protested. 
"Why not?" 
"I-I... I-It is..." she stammered, struggling to form any kind of cogent argument. 
"Do you trust me?" he asked, regretting it almost instantly. She had trusted Signor Dante Alonzo, but could she trust Alexander Duncan, son of a French spy? 
There were many reasons why she should not trust him, but Phoebe nodded her head in spite of them. 
"I do," she said, against all odds. She let him take her wrist again, and this time when he guided her hand between her legs, she did not balk. 
"Right here," he whispered, placing her fingertips on her shiny pink pearl. 
"Oh!" Phoebe gasped, her hips jolting from the sudden sensation. 
She had really never done this. Alex was utterly dismayed by how she had gone so long without any sort of curiosity, but he was endlessly delighted he got to witness this momentous occasion. 
Slowly, deliberately, he guided her fingers in small circles, gaining speed until one of her legs began to quake. It would not take much more to push her over the edge. 
"Do you like the way that feels?" he asked, lifting her bottom up with his free hand. Phoebe was doing most of the work on her own now, but he kept one hand over hers to be sure she did not stop too soon. 
"Yes," she breathed. "It is unlike anything... Oh, Alex." Her breaths quickened, her fingers moving faster without his instruction. 
"That's it," he encouraged as he centered his face between her legs again. "Don't stop." 
"Alex, I... I don't know if I can—ohh!" His tongue entered her, and Phoebe gripped his hair, grinding herself against him until she came apart, shuddering and muttering his name over and over. 
It was the most erotic thing he had ever seen. No woman had ever given herself to him the way Phoebe had. No woman had ever been so open, nor so captivating. But of course not—he had never been in love with any of those women. 
He would not admit such serious sentiments for Phoebe, but there needed to be no admissions for it to be true. 
"Alex," Phoebe said, still struggling to catch her breath. "I want it all. Please. I need you." 
They were the words every man longed to hear, and he was lucky enough to hear them from the woman of his dreams. He could not deny her, no matter how much sense dictated he should. 
"Are you certain you're ready?" he asked. It was not a question most men would bother with, but if it were for his selfish reasons alone, he would not be pursuing this. Phoebe's desires were all that mattered. 
"Please do not make me wait any longer, Alex. I might go mad if you do." Without hesitating for a response from him, she started to undress him. Her hands were shaky and unsure, but she persevered nonetheless, and with each touch of her dainty fingertips, each brush of her soft hair against him, Alex's cock grew harder. 
It took a great deal of effort to stand there while she stripped him. Her hands on his bare skin were a cooling balm on a burn. He was on fire, and she was the only thing that could extinguish it. 
When she finally had him naked, his cock standing proud, she kissed him. It was a bold move from his timid wife, but bolder still was her hand moving between them, her fingers softly caressing his length. She was overly gentle, as if she thought she might break him, but those whisper-soft touches drove him wild like nothing else. 
He pulled her down to the bed with him, positioning himself between her legs. 
"I will do what I can to avoid hurting you," he said. 
Phoebe nodded, her face flushed pink, her nipples hard as pebbles atop her perfect breasts. "I trust you," she said. 
It was almost too much for him to endure. He did not deserve her generosity. 
She spread her legs a bit more, and Alex angled his hips forward until he was enveloped by the wet warmth of her delicious pussy. Phoebe's body opened for him, stretching to accommodate his girth. Her eyes were wide open, her lips parted in a silent cry. 
"Alex," she gasped, her face contorted into a look he could not place as either pain or pleasure. 
"Should I stop?" he asked, his balls tightening up in protest at the suggestion. 
"Heavens no!" Phoebe said quickly. "Don't you dare." For emphasis, she wrapped her legs around him, pulling him in closer. 
That was enough reassurance for Alex to know he was not taking advantage of her. He guided the remaining length of his cock into her until they were joined completely. Husband and wife in every sense of the phrase. 
"It’s so incredible," Phoebe breathed. "It is no wonder people make such a fuss over it." 
Alex fought to hold back a chuckle. 
"Dearest Phoebe, there is so much you've yet to learn." He withdrew his hips, savoring the moment of confused protest furrowing her brow, and then before she could say anything, he thrust into her again, watching as her eyes widened, shock then realization covering her entire face.  
He thrust into her again, and this time Phoebe was expecting it. She lifted her hips to meet him, driving him even deeper into her heavenly depths. 
"Phoebe," he said her name like a prayer, all other words lost in his pleasure. Sex was rarely a disappointment in Alex's mind, but his opinion might have been different if he'd had Phoebe first. She fit him too perfectly. Like she was made for him. And he her. 
Each stroke brought them closer to each other, and soon it was too much for either of them to take. He would not spill his seed inside of her—a child was the last complication they needed in this relationship—but he would not withdraw until she had finished. He needed to experience her squeezing him as she climaxed. 
But as Alex drew nearer and nearer to that precipice, Phoebe stubbornly would not fall. He reached between them and pressed his thumb against her clit, circling it with every thrust. 
"A-A-Alex," she moaned, clamping her legs tight around his hips. 
"Come for me, Phoebe," he said, locking gazes with her as his thumb pressed harder, circling faster. 
She had to come before he did. He clenched nearly every muscle in his body, but he was determined to hold on. 
He felt the ripples of her orgasm before her cries of ecstasy were even past her lips. Her pussy tightened around him, her legs squeezing him with all her strength, wave after wave of pleasure racking her body. 
Alex's climax hit him in an instant. He had no warning, no hope of withdrawing in time, and as he spilled his seed deep inside her, he found he did not care. He’d never had an orgasm so powerful or intense, never came so hard his toes started to go numb, but Phoebe was different. With Phoebe, he saw stars. For the first time in a dozen years, he was home. 
Once they were both entirely spent, Alex rolled off of her, sweaty and out of breath. He stared up at the bed's canopy while his body settled down, and slowly but surely, the weight of what he'd done started to settle back in. 
He had let his raging libido cloud his judgment and now Phoebe would wind up even more wounded once it was all said and done. It could never work out between them. She would not support his quest to bring down her father, and he could not abandon it. Not even for her. 
"I do not know why ladies complain so often of having to perform their marital duties," Phoebe said, propping herself up on her elbow to face him with a canny grin. She was glowing. Radiant. Alex wanted to kiss her more than anything. But he would not allow himself the pleasure. He had taken too many liberties already. "I think I shall quite look forward to them." 
Alex said nothing. He could not share her enthusiasm, but he also could not bring himself to be cruel to her just for the sake of driving her away. It would be for the best if he could. Making her hate him was better than the alternative. 
His mother had grown so thin and frail after his father's execution. She changed from a vibrant woman full of life to hardly more than a walking skeleton. He could not sentence Phoebe to the same fate. He could not let her fall for him the way he had fallen for her. 
"If you wish to sleep, you may remain here, otherwise, I suggest returning to your own chambers," he said, turning on his side away from her. It was far from what he wanted to do. He wanted to pull her into his arms, hold her close, and kiss her until she fell asleep. 
Instead, he turned his back on her and left her to wonder what she had done wrong. 




Chapter 16


Despite his best intentions to not see her at all, Phoebe was inescapable the next day. She was everywhere he turned, when she wasn't she was on his mind and in his fantasies—of which there were many. It did not seem to matter what she did, Alex's mind would find a way to contort it into some lewd daydream.  
In the morning, it was the way she ate her strawberries, her tempting mouth forming around each one before she bit into it, sweet juice coating her lips. She did not look at him, still rightfully angry about the distance he put between them after their lovemaking, but that did not stop him from watching her. He imagined her soft lips forming around his stiff cock, her tongue bringing him pleasure like he had never experienced before. It was exquisite torture because knew it could never happen again, but the worst part was the fact this torment was self-inflicted. 
Phoebe’s stepmother had no qualms about stepping in to fill the silence, nor did she seem as though she would let a thing like the recent nuptials stand in her way of pursuing Alex. She spent all of their morning meal chattering away, all the while casually touching his arm in a way that was entirely too familiar. He hoped she would have other matters to tend to after breakfast but was not so lucky. 
With Sophia dogging their heels, it was impossible for Alex to put the distance he desired between himself and Phoebe. He did not want to make his avoidance of Phoebe obvious, but Sophia refused to give them space. 
That afternoon, as she read by the window, it was the way Phoebe twirled her hair, slowly winding it around her finger while her eyes skimmed over the pages, that drove Alex wild. He could not help but recall what had transpired between them, and he wanted more.
Did she know how enticing she was, just by existing? Every move she made him want to press her against the wall and take her right there. 
As the day wore on, Alex found himself not wishing for solitude, but rather for a moment alone with his wife. She was still angry with him, but he wanted to offer further clarification. She needed to understand why they could not work out. She deserved an explanation—or at least as much as he could give her without putting her in danger of her father's ire. He could at least explain his own father's fall from grace without implicating hers, but to enable him to do so, Lady Turlington would have to be elsewhere. 
There was little hope of that considering her repeated attempts to get rid of Phoebe. 
"Are you sure you're all right, dear?" Sophia asked for what was likely the dozenth time. "You look like you might be coming down with something. Perhaps you should take to your bed before it becomes dire." 
Phoebe snapped her book shut, leveling an unyielding glare at her stepmother. "I am quite well, actually. I slept far less than usual, but I feel much more rejuvenated than I would have expected. I suppose that is one of the joys of being newlywed. And there have been a great many joys already," she added for emphasis. Her gaze flicked to Alex, and for a brief moment, he thought he saw her smirk. He had never found her more enchanting than in that moment, watching her put Sophia in her place.
"I am no longer in need of a chaperone, Sophia. I do believe you can quit worrying yourself over my virtue." 
If Sophia had not already been thoroughly castigated, Phoebe’s words were the final nail in the coffin. She turned half a dozen shades of red before marching out of the drawing room in a huff. 
Their vindication was short-lived. Phoebe sighed heavily, then stood from her seat. 
"I should not have said that. Now I will have to smooth things over." 
Alex wanted to tell her she did not have to do any such thing. She did not have to worry about the wrath of her father or the tantrums of her stepmother. She was his wife, and he would provide her every luxury he could, but Alex knew that was no replacement for family. As much as he wished she could easily divorce herself from them, that was not the case. He and Phoebe shared a sense of familial duty. He could not expect her to disown her family any more than she could expect him to disown his. No matter how detestable Alex found Charles Turlington, Phoebe would have to come to her own conclusions about her father. Trying to come between them would not work in Alex’s favor, especially when Phoebe still looked so wounded every time she glanced his way. 
Frustratingly, Sophia successfully managed to prevent them having a moment alone. Phoebe left only moments after her stepmother. It was likely for the best, though. Alex knew what happened when he and Phoebe were alone together, and he didn't want to make matters worse by taking her to his bed again. 
At least he finally got his wish and was able to avoid Phoebe. He did not see her for the rest of the afternoon. It wasn't until supper time that husband and wife were reunited, and even then, it was with a large dining table between them. 
Sophia did not acknowledge the earlier disagreement, and she seemed to be in good spirits, so Alex assumed Phoebe was able to successfully patch things up. 
"Now the wedding is over, when are you planning on taking your honeymoon?" Sophia asked over the main course. 
Alex cleared his throat, looking between Phoebe and Sophia, not sure what to say. A honeymoon was the next logical step, but he still had not found the evidence he'd come for. 
"I am afraid it will have to wait. My plan was always to go back to my home in Italy, but I am not sure it is safe enough to travel for me to be willing to risk my lovely bride," Alex finally said, hoping that would suffice. 
Sophia's answering predatory smile told him that his answer played right into her ploy, whatever it was. 
"Well, Signor, there are a number of wonderful places to visit right here in England. Why, it was for our own honeymoon that we visited Bath and already I find myself longing to venture there again. It is such a charming spot for a honeymoon, don't you think, darling?" she asked, calling down the table to Lord Turlington who seemed entirely oblivious of the conversation. 
"Mhm, you are right as always, my dear," he said, distractedly, his own thoughts apparently far more engaging than anything happening at the table. 
"Well, that settles it," Sophia said victoriously. "I will make the arrangements so that we may all spend some relaxing time away." 




Chapter 17


Packing for her honeymoon should have been a joyous occasion. Of all the things Phoebe resented Sophia for, taking the joy out of these ceremonies and celebrations was perhaps the most heinous of all. 
Why was Sophia not content with her own husband? Why did she need Phoebe's as well? And for Alex to go along with it… Who had ever heard of such a thing? 
But of course he was taken with Sophia. How could he not be? She was beautiful and charming when she wanted to be. She had no reservations about showing off her best assets in the latest fashions, and next to her, Phoebe always felt rather plain. 
Would she now have to compete with Sophia on her honeymoon too? 
"Perhaps you should leave the packing to me?" Frances asked gently as Phoebe hurled another pair of shoes into the traveling trunk. 
"Maybe you are right," Phoebe said with a heavy exhale. She was letting her temper get the better of her. Other than one hushed conversation, there was no evidence that they were having an affair and she had bigger concerns to focus on. 
Like Alex's secret. 
She still did not know if she was doing the right thing keeping it to herself. She knew the pain and suffering Alex had endured because of his father's persecution, but was it enough reason to trust him? 
Leaving for the gardens, Phoebe thought back on that day. She had been far too young to understand what was going on back then, but over the years, she had filled in the blanks with stories and rumors she had heard, and she tried to reason with herself that Alex could not possibly be as bad as his father. 
Though, when she had known him, Phoebe did not think Alex's father a bad man at all. He always had a smile and a kind word for her, even though she was just a girl who could not take the hint the older boys who lived next door wanted nothing to do with her. At the time, she only knew she thought Alex was the greatest person to walk the planet. His older brothers were fine enough—they attracted plenty of attention from the local ladies—but Phoebe had always been smitten with Alex. 
It was just a silly girlhood crush, but she had been devastated the day Alex and his family fled the country. She could still remember the tears, the panicked rush to take what belongings they could on such short notice. For so long, the memories had been locked away. Her father refused to speak about the viscount or his family, and soon Phoebe had begun to think it was all part of her childhood fancies. 
Perhaps a part of her heart always belonged to him though. Did one ever truly get over their first crush? Even if they might be a traitor to the crown like his executed father?
Her heart would not believe that. Alex certainly had reason to be angry and to take it out on the king, but she did not want to think he would stoop to such levels. 
It was all so much to think about. Phoebe would have given anything to speak with Lucy about it all, but there was no time. They would be leaving for Bath soon, and Lucy was already on her way back to Burstock Hall. 
For now, Phoebe would have to sort things out on her own. 
"Be careful you do not get too much sun before our trip," Sophia said as their paths crossed in the garden. Of course, Sophia carried a parasol to block the harsh summer sun, but Phoebe liked the warmth on her skin. She would not be ashamed of a bit of color, especially not with her deeply tanned Italian husband. 
"I am surprised you wanted to take another trip so soon. You did not seem at all relaxed by the last one," Phoebe said, bending to smell a blooming rose. 
Sophia had done nothing but complain about her previous retreat. It was too hot, she did not like the smell, and she was not at all impressed by the baths themselves. Phoebe knew of no reason why Sophia would wish to go again other than a desire to encroach upon Phoebe and Alex's marriage. 
"Much has changed now the weight of finding you a suitor has lifted. In any case, I am delighted to have the opportunity to show Signor Alonzo the sights." 
Phoebe's jaw clenched with the effort of holding back the first words that sprang to mind. 
"I am perfectly capable of showing him myself," she said, hating how defensive she sounded. 
Sophia heard it too, and no practiced bully could leave such a juicy vulnerability without prodding. "I have no doubt you are, dear thing, but I couldn't help but notice that you have spent very little time together since your engagement was announced. I believe last night was the first time you had truly spoken to one another. It is a shame to see a marriage sour so quickly," Sophia tutted, plucking a petal from the rose Phoebe had been admiring and crushing it between her fingers. "A word of womanly advice: if you do not keep him happy in the marital bed, he will seek his fun elsewhere. Be careful you aren't growing complacent," she added, patting Phoebe on the shoulder before she walked away. 
It was a good thing too. If she had not left at that moment, Phoebe was not confident she would have been able to resist striking her. The woman had all but said she intended to have an affair with Phoebe's husband—it would have been warranted! 
She doubted the story would pass muster with anyone else. Sophia was very good at fooling people. She had an incredible skill for getting into a person's head and making them doubt things they knew to be true. Phoebe would not let Sophia sow doubts about her marriage, or about Alex. 
But when he failed to collect her that evening, the misgivings began to arise. One by one, niggles of doubt and echoes of Sophia's criticisms came to mind until there was a swirling maelstrom of cynicism and despair. 
Leaving for their honeymoon the next morning did little to lift her spirits. How could it with Sophia along for the journey? At least in the carriage, Sophia could say nothing to upset her further. With Alex at her side, Phoebe was protected. 
Of course, that also meant Sophia was there to block any chance Phoebe might have to talk to Alex about everything. There were still so many questions left unanswered, so many unknowns about her future that she was desperate to figure out. 
The trip passed quickly while Phoebe's mind was overactive, and when they arrived at the inn, she was surprised to learn Alex had requested a shared room for them. 
"I did not think your stepmother would allow us a moment alone together otherwise," he explained when she remarked on it behind closed doors. "I would have never thought a lady could be so brazen. A strumpet perhaps, but—" 
"You are terrible!" Phoebe gasped, but she was smiling at the same time. Maybe Alex was not as taken in by Sophia as she had thought. How could that be true, though? Phoebe did not miss the way the gazes of other men lingered on her stepmother. Her stomach twisted, the happy moment slipping out of reach. 
"You are not disappointed to have me, instead of...?" she asked, unable to meet his eyes. 
"Instead of what?" Alex asked, stepping closer to her. His voice was low and warm. Entrancing. 
She couldn't stop herself from looking up at him. Up into those green and gold eyes which always stole her breath away. 
"I am aware I don’t know much about what goes on between a man and a woman in their marriage bed. I do not possess the same charms Sophia does," she said in a rush. Sophia's charms were considerable enough to require an adjustment to the bust of every dress she purchased. And it was precisely those charms which reduced Phoebe's father to idiocy whenever his new wife was present. 
Alex chuckled, shaking his head. "Do you really think so little of me?" 
"I... No! Why ever would you think I do?" 
"I’m afraid I haven’t been the best husband so far," he said, shaking his head as he raked a hand through his hair. "I did not mean to cause you harm the other night, but Phoebe, there are things I cannot tell you without endangering you. You must believe me. I wanted to keep some distance between us for your sake, but it is more unbearable than I thought possible." 
A lump formed in Phoebe’s throat, her mind blank as his words swirled around. It was impossible to stay angry with him when he made his case so earnestly.  
"I have not been firmer with Sophia because I do not wish to offend her, but I assure you, I have no interest in her or her 'charms'," he said, settling his hands on Phoebe's hips.
"Truly?" she asked, the lump in her throat tighter than ever. 
"I married you, did I not?" he asked with another chuckle. "Granted, it was not a part of my plan, but I cannot say I am upset about the development. Whether you realize it or not, you are my ideal wife, not Sophia." 
His words left Phoebe momentarily speechless. Perhaps she had taken for granted that every man on the earth wanted her beautiful, seductive stepmother. She had assumed it a given that any man would salivate over Sophia the same way Lord Turlington did. 
But Phoebe did not need to compete with Sophia for Alex's attentions. She had already won. The way he looked at her told her as much. There was no room for doubts. She never should have let Sophia get under her skin. 
"I know this honeymoon is not what you hoped for," he said, brushing her hair away from her neck so he could kiss it softly. "But I do hope it will not be a complete disappointment." 
Phoebe sighed as his kisses moved to the other side, her insides slowly melting as he worked his magic. She did not think anything could be a complete disappointment if he was involved. He had just begun lifting her skirts when there was a knock on the door alerting them to supper time. Neither one of them wanted to stop, but the chorus of their stomachs rumbling together was enough to convince them. 
"There will be time enough later," Alex assured her, kissing her neck once more while his hand rubbed between her legs over her skirt. It was just enough to make her breathless, but not enough to provide any satisfaction. 
Thought the newlyweds were eager to get back to their room after supper, their companion had other ideas. Sophia insisted they take a ride through the streets, despite their protests that the architecture would be easier to admire in the daylight. 
By the time they finally returned to the inn, the long day of traveling had worn on them both. Alex helped her out of her dress and stays, eyeing her hungrily once she was in nothing but her shift, but he did not try to remove it from her. Instead, he pulled her into bed with him, wrapped her in his arms, and quickly fell asleep. 
Phoebe was still not used to her new role as wife. Even now, on her honeymoon, she feared she was doing something improper by sharing a bed with Alex. A small part of her still dreaded a scandal, though she knew none was coming. 
Eventually, Phoebe was able to sleep. Once she got over the peculiarity of the whole arrangement, she found she liked having Alex's body curled around her, his arm caged over her keeping her safe. 
There were still many things that Phoebe did not know or understand about married life and her husband, but this was one thing she was already rather fond of. 




Chapter 18


Phoebe was awake well before the first rays of sun. She had woken up still trapped in Alex's arms, and now that some of her overwhelming exhaustion was relieved, her mind went back to her husband. She was unable to fall back asleep in the same position which had been so natural the night before.
Instead, she stayed very still, listening to his steady breaths, each exhale stirring her hair against the back of her neck. His arms were sculpted and firm, with only a fine covering of hair. His chest against her back was warm and solid, and if she concentrated very hard, Phoebe was certain she could feel his heart beating a steady rhythm. 
His lower body was molded to the curve of hers as well, and as Phoebe shifted her awareness downwards, she detected an odd sensation—some part of him nestled against her buttocks, rigid and warm. It was not his leg, for it wasn't broad enough, nor could it be a hand, because she could plainly see both of those. 
Finally, it dawned on her, and her entire body was aflame at once. In one swift movement, she pulled herself free of his embrace and rolled over to face him. 
"Why did you not tell me you were awake?" she asked. She had been patiently waiting in complete silence so she would not disturb him. 
Alex's eyes slowly cracked open, and he blinked blearily as if she had just woken him. But how could that be possible when a part of him was already very much awake? 
"Is something the matter?" he asked, rubbing sleep from his eyes as he yawned. 
Phoebe frowned. Just when she thought she was beginning to understand some things, she was shown just how little she truly knew. "Were you not awake?" 
He yawned again. "Was it the snoring that confused you?" he teased. 
"You did not snore," she said, exasperated. "At least...I do not think you did. I only noticed that well, your...." She sat up so she could look pointedly at the bulge beneath his nightshirt. 
Alex's sleepy gaze followed her line of sight, then he dropped his head back to the pillow. "Ah," he said. "I do not have to be awake for my cock to get hard." 
Phoebe's eyes widened, still locked on that bulge. Hearing Alex speak in such vulgar terms did not even deter her. He was awake now, and she could only think of one thing. "My apologies," she said. "I did not realize..." 
"Would you like to touch me?" he asked, rubbing his hand over his face. He looked less tired now, the gold sparks in his eyes bright in a sea of green. 
She hesitated. The answer was immediately on her tongue, but she held it back, not wanting Alex to think less of her if she was overeager. 
"Be honest with me, Phoebe," he said. "You do not have to fear disgrace. Anything that happens in our marriage bed will remain between us." 
Taking a deep breath, Phoebe wet her lips and nodded slowly. "I would like to, yes. I have thought about it ever since.... well, since that first night during the storm. I have wondered if I could possibly reciprocate in some way. I would like to make you feel as incredible as you made me feel." 
"You wonderful, sweet, gorgeous woman," Alex said, pulling her into a kiss. 
"Even though I do not know what to do?" 
He kissed her again, his hands moving all over her body, and soon her worries were replaced with desire—hot and urgent. 
"Dearest, I am yours as much as you are mine. You may do anything you wish," he encouraged. And as if to emphasize the point, he took her by the wrist and gently guided her hand down to the swell between his legs. 
At first touch, it jumped in her hand, startling her, then she laughed at how easily she was spooked. Alex gave her an encouraging nod, so Phoebe touched him again, this time settling her hand over the firm length of him. 
"Your touch is heaven," he whispered, emboldening her to take the next step. 
Slowly and with great care, Phoebe began to peel back the fabric of Alex's nightshirt, lifting it up his muscled thighs until she revealed her prize. She touched him again, this time skin-on-skin, and he instantly gasped as if he'd touched a hot iron. Phoebe snatched her hand back, looking up at him with a frown. 
"Did I hurt you?" 
"Definitely not," he said, his voice strained. 
Phoebe frowned still. "Are you sure?" 
"Do you remember how you jolted the first time I touched—" 
"Oh!" Phoebe exclaimed, her face warming again. That heat grew and spread throughout her, centering most prominently in her desirous sex. If she was understanding him correctly, then she already had a better idea of how to approach this. 
"You will not hurt me," he assured her, brushing a lock of her hair away from her face, tucking it behind her ear. "That you wish to touch me at all brings me more joy than you could imagine." 
Phoebe returned her gaze back to the strangely beautiful appendage before her. She would like to do much more than touch it, but she would have to work up the nerve to do what she really wanted. 
So first, she reached for him again. Alex sucked in another sharp breath, but Phoebe did not let it stop her this time. Instead, she trailed her fingers down the entire length, watching transfixed as it jumped and twitched at her touch. 
She did not have to ask Alex if he was enjoying it—his head was back, eyes closed, and his expression pure bliss. Seeing him so clearly relishing her presence and her touch was the final push she needed to get over her trepidation. 
Phoebe lowered her head between Alex's powerful thighs, and gradually stuck her tongue out to touch the very tip of him. 
She licked his cock and it filled Phoebe with a rush of desire unlike any before. 
At the new sensation, Alex jolted upright, staring at Phoebe in disbelief. Before he could say anything, there was a knock on the door. 
"Sorry to disturb you," called the innkeeper's wife who served them supper the night before. "We're rousing people to break fast." 
"Oh," Alex said, watching as Phoebe's lips closed around him, her eyes meeting his, silently asking for his approval. Alex raised his palm to her cheek. The gesture felt both kind and possessive at the same time. She exhaled slowly, luxuriating in the intimacy between them. 
For a moment, he looked so conflicted she was unsure whether he was going to pull her away or keep her there. Then, he started to guide her down, encouraging her to take more of him. His eyes rolled back in his head, his legs trembling the same way Phoebe's had when he licked her.
"Signor," the innkeeper's wife called through the door again, "will you and your lady be breaking fast with us?" 
"Oh yes," Alex groaned as Phoebe's mouth enveloped him completely, the end of his cock reaching all the way to her throat. For a moment, Phoebe gagged, but she pulled back, took a breath, and carried on, determined to see this through. 
"Very good, sir. Do you need more time to ready yourselves, or shall I tell them to expect you right away?" 
"Phoebe," he hissed under his breath, giving her a stern look. It was an act, though, because he did not make an attempt to pull her away. If anything, he encouraged her by lifting his hips as she lowered her mouth again. She traced her tongue around him, and Alex's eyes widened, his grip in her hair tightening. 
"Signor? Should I come back?" the clueless woman in the hall asked. 
"I'm nearly...ready," he said through clenched teeth, eyes darting to the door. 
"Pardon? Should we set a place for you?" she called. 
"I'm coming!" he roared.
It had been his attempt to warn Phoebe, but she did not realize what he meant, and was surprised at the rush of his warm, salty seed filling her mouth. 
There were no further questions from the door. Once he was sure no one would hear, Alex burst into laughter. "I cannot believe you did that to me," Alex groaned, but he was still smiling as he pulled Phoebe up to kiss him. 
"Should I have stopped?" 
He laughed again. "Heavens, no! That was an experience I am sure I will remember for the rest of my days. I never would have guessed you could be so..." 
"Adventurous?" she supplied, her own laughter bubbling up. She knew they should be completely mortified, but she found it difficult to care about what anyone else thought so long as she had Alex's approval. 
"That is certainly one word for it," he teased. "I do wish we could stay in this bed all day, but I am afraid if we don't make an appearance downstairs in short order someone will come knocking again." 
"We wouldn't want that," Phoebe teased, barely restraining laughter. 
"Certainly not," he said, starting the routine of getting dressed. "Next time, you will have to carry on the conversation while I lick you to completion," he added, leaning in to kiss her neck, knowing full well the effect it would have on her. 
Phoebe suppressed a pleasurable shudder. "Then I suppose it is best we make haste, or I will only be half-clothed before your head is between my thighs." 
For a moment, she forgot what she was supposed to be doing, entranced instead by the way his body moved, the effortless flow. Watching him only made her want to touch him. But Phoebe knew where touching him would lead. 
"I do hope my hair is not as unruly as yours," she said, brushing it through while trying to get a good look in the warped, cloudy mirror. 
"Your hair, as everything else about you, is utter perfection," he said, sincerity mixing with the playfulness in his tone. "But what is wrong with mine?" He thrust his fingers through his dark brown hair, pushing it back from his face in that way he had. 
Her heart thumped against the inside of her chest, and Phoebe could not take her eyes off of him. She so badly wanted to give him her heart, but she could not bear the risk while there was still so much she did not know. 
"How's that?" He smiled, causing a lump to form in her throat. 
"Much better," she said, clearing the rasp in her voice. She had given him so much else of her, could she give him what was left? With a man as dangerously alluring as Alex, was there any chance she wouldn’t?
After completing the finishing touches to their appearance, the newlyweds headed downstairs together. 
"Oh good!" Sophia chimed the moment they entered the dining room. "We were not sure if you would be joining us, Phoebe." 
Phoebe arched a brow. "Why would I not?" 
"I beg your pardon," the innkeeper's wife said as she brought bread and jam to the table. "I thought the gentleman said he would be coming." 
Alex sputtered on his coffee, struggling to keep his composure. 
"No need to apologize," Phoebe said gently. "My husband simply misspoke. He has not been in England long." 
That explanation was good enough for everyone else, but Sophia could not resist an opportunity to needle at their relationship. 
"That's odd," Sophia mused. "I cannot recall another time Signor Alonzo has spoken anything but impeccable English." 
Phoebe leveled a hard look at her stepmother. She had let the woman push her around for far too long. But that was before Phoebe realized what she could do. For so long, she had felt powerless, as if she were relegated to be a spectator in her own life. Ever since she married Alex, that had changed. 
The wedding itself may have been forced upon her, but little else since then had been. She was the one who sought Alex out and practically demanded a proper wedding night from him. She had already stood up to Sophia's meddling ways, and even if it had led to this wholly unconventional honeymoon, Phoebe would do it again. 
Even in their room here at the inn, Phoebe had been the one to take charge, and she had been rewarded with an experience that left her so empowered she could not even think to be intimidated by the woman sitting across from her.
"Odder yet," Phoebe remarked. "I cannot seem to recall a time when you let someone other than yourself speak for any length of time. I am not at all sure when you would have had the time to make such a judgment." 
Alex sputtered again, excusing himself as he coughed into a napkin. "Something in my throat," he explained to the rest of the table, but when he looked to Phoebe, there was a sparkle of laughter in his eyes. 
He enjoyed seeing Sophia knocked down from her high horse as much as Phoebe did. 
Which proved to make for a very enjoyable day of sightseeing. Despite her best efforts, Sophia was unable to get between them, and unlike the night before, they were able to retire to their shared room at a reasonable hour—not without a few winks and nods from the innkeeper and his wife. 
In spite of what everyone assumed they would be doing in their room, once Phoebe and Alex were behind closed doors again, he held his arm out to stop her advance. 
"It is not that I don't want you," he explained at her immediate frown. "Believe me, I do. But I am afraid that has been a distraction, only delaying the inevitable." 
Her frown deepened. "What is inevitable?" 
Alex let out a heavy sigh, leading her to the bed where they both sat on the edge. 
"When I told you I believed my father was innocent, it was not the entire truth. I am certain of his innocence, do not mistake me, but there is something else that I should have told you long before now." 
Phoebe shifted where she sat. She did not like the direction of this conversation. Alex's tone made her uneasy, as if she had done something wrong. 
"Whatever it is, Alex, you can tell me. I will not think less of you for it," she said, reaching for his hand. She did not believe there was anything he could say to make her think less of him, short of admitting that he himself was a spy for Napoleon. 
"Before my father was put to death, he was able to pen the truth about his so-called crimes. My father was captured with a French regiment, but he was not a traitor. He was a spy sent to infiltrate the French army." 
"I do not understand," Phoebe said, shaking her head. "If that were true, there would be record of it. Someone would know he had been assigned—" 
"Yes," Alex agreed. "Other than my father, only two people knew of his assignment: the Head of the War Office, who wrote a letter which would absolve my father of any wrongdoing, and a close friend of my father’s, with whom he entrusted that letter while he was carrying out his assignment. The Head of the War Office died a week before my father's capture, unable to inform his successor of the arrangement." 
Phoebe's hands were damp, her fingertips cold. The calm way Alex explained everything to her did nothing to hide the barely contained fury which trembled just beneath the surface. He truly believed every word he said. 
"And what of his friend?" she asked, her voice no more than a whisper. 
Alex squeezed her hand until her fingers hurt and she pulled away. Gently, he brought her hand to his lips, kissing each knuckle in silent apology. 
"When my father asked him to produce the letter which would prove his innocence, the man claimed to know nothing of it. He himself was a spy for the French, and was more than happy to let my father take the blame for his own crimes. It was the word of a viscount against that of a marquess. You already know the outcome." 
Phoebe's breath caught in her chest, her head swimming with the new knowledge. 
"A marquess?" she whispered. 
"Your father," he confirmed. 




Chapter 19


Her father? 
For more than a day, that was the main thought which circled in Phoebe's mind. 
Ever since they had lost her mother, Phoebe had never been particularly fond of the man. He spent most of her childhood being cold and distant, unwilling to face any reminder of his late wife. If it weren't for the need to find a match for Phoebe, he might never have married again. 
As it was, had gone in search of a wife solely for the purposes of having someone to introduce and chaperone Phoebe. That he had found manipulative, scheming Sophia had been bad luck for Phoebe, but it had never occurred to her they might be cut from the same cloth. 
The things Alex claimed her father did were hard to reconcile. If true, they were sins far worse than neglecting his daughter or marrying a woman half his age. 
Phoebe was not sure she could believe it. In truth, she had her doubts about Alex's father too. Alex was so convinced of his father's innocence, but who wouldn't be? His father, Barnard, had been found cooperating with French troops—there was little ambiguity to that. The stories of a deceased war official and a backstabbing friend were far-fetched, though she could see how they would bring great comfort to a scared boy exiled to a foreign land. 
She did not wish to be the one who shattered that boy's long-held convictions, even if that boy was a fully grown man now. She would not be able to bear the pain in his eyes if he thought she doubted his story. 
For the remainder of the honeymoon and their trip home, Phoebe did what she could to enjoy herself. She tried to stop her unending ruminations from ruining her time with Alex. Their lovemaking only increased in frequency, as if they were both using it for a distraction more than ever. Each time was better than the last, though she did remain conflicted about all of it. 
How was she meant to choose between her family and her husband? And with such important stakes! A wrong choice on Phoebe's part could have implications for the overall tide of the war. 
The fear left her unable to make any sort of decision at all about the matter, but was not inaction and silence a decision of its own? If Alex's true identity was discovered and it came to light she knew and said nothing, she would face no better fate than he. 
"I owe you an apology," Alex said on the second day after their return from Bath while they were in the study at their end of the house. Until Alex was able to secure a permanent residence for the two of them, they were going to remain at Turlington Manor—Alex's suggestion this time, not Sophia's. 
Sophia had hardly a word for either of them the past few days, though neither of them had any complaints. 
"What for?" Phoebe asked, pulling her eyes away from her book. She had been staring at the same sentence for the better part of an hour, and still she had not the faintest idea what it said. Her thoughts were too muddied to pay attention to it. 
Alex’s mouth drew tight with worry. "I should not have said anything about your father," he answered, exhaling heavily. "I wanted to avoid telling you too much. I do not want you to be implicated if something goes awry." 
Phoebe set her book aside, then turned back to Alex. 
"What about you?" she asked. 
"Pardon?" 
"If something 'goes awry,' you will be implicated, will you not?" she clarified, her voice soft and even.
It clearly bewildered Alex. "W-Well, yes. But that was always the case, so—" 
"You were not always my husband, though," she said, meeting his eyes without flinching. 
"Phoebe—" 
She stood, leaving only a hand's width between them. With his height, she had to tilt her head back to keep his gaze. 
"I believe it is the very least you can do to keep me abreast of your schemes, Alex. At least then, I will not be caught entirely unawares when something 'goes awry,' as you so aptly put it. I would prefer to know the storm is on the horizon." 
"You would?" 
She nodded, resting her hand against his chest. "I would. Then I might better appreciate the clear skies while they exist." 
He searched her eyes for a long moment before settling his hand on the curve of her waist. "Then I recant my previous apology," he said, earning a surprised giggle from her. 
"Although," he mused, pulling her against him. "You may wish to reconsider. I had quite the apology planned." The growl in his voice and the heat in his eyes left no doubt what he intended. 
"Well, I would hate to think I was cause for all of your planning to go to waste," she said, maintaining an air of innocence while she fought the rising tide of desire steadily warming her blood. "If you still wish to carry out your intentions, I will not stand in your way." 
"Is that so?" Alex asked, thinly veiled laughter in his tone. "You are a most generous wife." 
He kissed her hard, and with such a passion that it was impossible for Phoebe to hold onto her doubts. Of course, they always came creeping back after some time, but while she was in Alex's arms, while his lips were on hers and his hands were lifting her skirts, she could doubt nothing. 
"Do these doors have a lock?" he asked as his lips peppered her jaw with kisses, then her neck, and her collarbone.
"N-No," she breathed, fighting the urge to rip off every layer of clothing she wore just to have his hands on her bare skin. 
"Then we better hope no one comes looking for us," he said, pulling at the neckline of her dress, lifting a breast from beneath her shift so he could cover her nipple with his mouth. 
Phoebe's hands flew to her mouth to smother her sudden cry. 
"What...what are you doing?" she gasped. Though they were in their secluded wing of the manor, they were not in their private quarters. Anyone—including Sophia or Phoebe's father—could still venture in if they were so bold. 
Alex pulled his head up, grinning. The instant his mouth left her nipple, the cool air made it pucker tightly, its twin following suit. 
"First, I am going to put you on that desk, push your skirts over your hips, and feast on your delectable pussy until you are quivering and begging for mercy." He slid his hand between her legs, his fingers quickly finding the evidence of how much she enjoyed his proposed plan. 
"First?" she panted, clinging to him for support as her legs began to tremble. He made slow, steady circles around the tight bud he called her clit, and Phoebe could hardly remember to breathe, let alone how to keep herself upright. 
"Yes," he confirmed. "After that, I will take you against"—he looked around the room long enough to make up his mind—"that far wall." 
She had no quick remark or smart reply. Only a blinding need for all of it to come true. 
In another time, when she was not so distracted by the needs of her womanhood, she would be frustrated that her body so frequently rebelled against what she knew was proper. But with her blood hot from Alex's kisses and her sex aching for the rest of his promises, she had no space to think of anything other than sating her uncontrollable hunger. 
He was true to his word too. He left no spot on her body untouched. No sensitive space went without kisses and caresses, and after he had turned her into a puddle with his fingers and his tongue, Alex hiked her up against a wall, pulled out his cock, and filled her so completely she was certain nothing could ever be so perfect again. 
Her cries were smothered with kisses, and as he brought them closer and closer to that momentous peak, he gazed fondly into her eyes. He brushed her hair away when it fell in her face, and then he went back to kissing her senseless. 
It was raw and passionate—perhaps more than any of their lovemaking before—but it was more than that. The way Alex looked at her was tender, almost loving. The intensity between them was not only animal lust, but it was also a reflection of their connection. 
It was too good to consider tawdry. Too right. Phoebe clung to him, letting Alex carry her to new heights. Alex knew her body by now. He knew all the places to touch her that would bring her right to the edge, and he knew exactly when to stop to keep her from falling over. 
"I want you to come with me," he said, eyes darkened with lust. "Could you do that for me, beloved?" 
Phoebe clenched around him in response, still fighting to keep from making enough noise to attract attention. 
"Y-Yes," she answered, already teetering over the edge, waiting only for him to join her for that final leap. 
Alex began to roar his pleasure, but quickly kissed her, both of their cries mingling, their bodies in total synchronization. In that moment, their connection was absolute. It was not merely physical, it was far more than pure lust. They were husband and wife, united as one. 
Slowly, gingerly, Alex helped Phoebe lower her legs until her feet touched the floor. He righted his garments, then took her face in his hands, staring deeply into her eyes.
"What is it?" she asked, sensing there was something on the tip of his tongue. Perhaps he needed another moment to catch his breath. 
He pulled her into a deep, firm kiss, holding her in place for far longer than usual. When he finally broke for air, there was something conflicted about his expression. 
"It may be unwise to say so, but…I love you, Phoebe. More than I thought possible." 
Those words squeezed her chest until she thought she might swoon. 
"I suppose a man shouldn't be afraid to express such affections for his wife," he added, laughing at himself. 
Phoebe smiled, unable to provide a different response. She did not doubt his emotions, but she could not bring herself to echo them. 
It was not that she lacked feelings where her husband was concerned, but a part of her still worried it might be some sort of trap. He had already deceived and hurt her so many times—all as Dante, of course, but did that really matter? She didn't know if she could trust her judgment when it came to him. 
Especially because she had no way of knowing if his declaration of love was real. She wanted to believe him, but how many of his words and actions were still motivated by revenge? 
How far was he willing to go to clear his father's name? 
Or ruin hers? 
Did he truly love her? Or was she still a victim of his plan?




Chapter 20


Phoebe was just putting the final touches on her letter to Lucy when she heard the commotion. It started with a crash, then her father's elevated voice echoing through the halls. Instantly, Phoebe's heart sped to a gallop, her mind blanked in her panic. All she could do was follow the sound of her father’s shouting, wincing every time his bellow increased in volume. As she grew nearer to his study where the ruckus was coming from, Phoebe froze—Alex was speaking to Lord Turlington, though he was managing to keep his voice level. 
"What is all this about?" Phoebe asked, stepping through the open door, unwilling to be cowed by her father any longer. She was a married woman now, and the only man she had to answer to was Alex. 
"Phoebe," Alex said, taking a step towards her. 
Lord Turlington swatted his cane out to stop Alex in his tracks. "Do not speak to him, Phoebe. This man is a liar and a crook. I found him rummaging through my things, no doubt searching for valuables to steal." 
"Papa, do not be ridiculous. Why would Signor Alonzo steal from you? He has his own fortunes," Phoebe argued. 
Why had he been in her father's study again? 
"Signor Alonzo," Lord Turlington scoffed. "I have looked into you, signor. There are no records of a Dante Alonzo going back more than a year. Not even in your supposed home country. I do not know what kind of scheme you have planned, but I will not be made a fool any longer. I suggest you take your leave while I am still in a charitable mood." 
"Papa!" Phoebe cried, looking between the two men, waiting for Alex to defend himself somehow. He obviously could not reveal the truth, but surely, he would say something. 
"Phoebe, return to your room. I will tell Mrs. Watts to move your things. We will have to find some way to explain this whole mess away," her father said, glaring at Alex with a look that suggested he might be willing to kill the younger man. 
Alex didn't flinch, but he also did not defend himself. He did not try to fight for Phoebe. 
He just…left. 
It was all the confirmation she needed that he had never truly loved her. He only ever cared about his revenge. Time and again she let him fool her. She swore to never let her guard down again, but it was not the first time she had made such a claim. Somehow, Alex always managed to break through her defenses. When it came to him, she had no defenses. 
Yet he managed perfectly well to leave. Without a word. Without a look back. Without her. 
He gave Lord Turlington a long, withering glare, then he turned and stalked from the room: gone. Along with her hopes and dreams—and her heart. All that was left was a hollow ache engulfing her chest. 
Phoebe could not leave without a word though. She could not be so stoic and composed while her world shattered around her. Her eyes burned with unshed tears of fury that shook her voice and made her level tone impassioned. "I will never forgive you," she said through clenched teeth, hysteria threatening to crack through.
Lord Turlington remained unmoved. He showed no remorse for the damage he’d done. He seemed bothered only inasmuch as it inconvenienced his day. Phoebe stalked out the same door Alex had left through, but he was well and truly gone. By the time Phoebe reached the upstairs, the staff were already packing his things and moving hers. 
After he left, nothing felt right anymore. Phoebe could not eat, she could not enjoy her books or the sunshine outside, and despite the number of hours she spent wallowing in her bed, she could not sleep either. 
She wasn't the only one. Though she took care to give him wide berth, Phoebe could not help but notice her father had the same trouble sleeping she did. Night after night he could be found in his study, furiously writing letters. 
During the day, he seemed to be entertaining more visitors than usual—strange men Phoebe had never seen before, who said nothing until the study door was locked behind them. The lock on the study door was new too. Though she did not want to give him any credit, Phoebe wondered if Alex had been right about her father after all. Why would he need a lock on his study if he was truly innocent? What could he have to hide from his wife and daughter? 
Her chance to find out arrived one night when her father had inevitably succumbed to his fatigue in the drawing room over a glass of brandy. He took no notice of Phoebe's presence, nor the light of her candle as she drew nearer. She was able to get close enough to take the study key from his waistcoat pocket without disturbing him. There was not even a pause in his snores. 
The moment she held the key in her hand, Phoebe wanted to put it back and forget the entire thing. What did she have to gain from learning the truth? It would not win Alex back. He’d never been hers to win; she knew that now. He had been very good at playing the part, exceptionally talented at convincing her he was genuine, but ultimately, that was all it had been—a very convincing performance. 
Something made her hold onto the key though. Perhaps she knew she would never have a peaceful night of sleep again if she did not at least look for herself. Alex had been searching the study for the evidence he needed to clear his father's name and reclaim his family's titles. If the evidence was there, she should uncover it, shouldn't she? If not for Alex, for England? Or at the very least, for her own curiosity’s sake.
Each step that brought her closer to her father's study made her throat tighter and her hands slicker. The key grew warm against her palm until it burned her to keep hold of it. 
Finally, she stopped at the door, took a deep breath, and after looking all around to make sure no one else was awake at this late hour, she turned the key and stepped through the doorway. The light from her candle made the shadows dance as her hand trembled, so Phoebe set it down on the desk and took another breath to steady her nerves. She had already passed the point of no return by unlocking the door. There was no use in being afraid any longer. Now she needed to move quickly to find what she was looking for. 
"Where would it be?" she asked herself, turning in place to look over the sprawling bookshelves. That was where Alex had focused his attention, but Phoebe did not think it a likely hiding place. Unlike his daughter, Lord Turlington had no fondness for reading. The majority of the tomes in Turlington Manor were inherited, belonged to Phoebe’s mother, or were purchased in order to maintain the appearance of being up to date with current interests. 
Phoebe could not recall ever seeing her father read one of his many books, so it was unlikely he had one of particular significance which served as a suitable hiding place. To Lord Turlington, all of the books were alike, and he would never be able to recall which he had chosen over another. 
That left the most likely hiding place in his desk. 
Phoebe took the seat behind it, and a fresh wave of nerves rushed through her. This was possibly the most time she had ever spent in her father's study and sitting at the large chair behind the formal desk was a vivid reminder she did not belong. 
But she would not let her fear get the best of her now. She had to know if there was anything to Alex's theory. Deep down, Phoebe knew it would do nothing to soothe her aching heart, but on the surface, it was a suitable distraction that kept her mind from slipping too far into despair. 
Before she could talk herself into leaving empty-handed, she began rummaging around in the various drawers and compartments, coming up empty each time. There were plenty of letters, but none which referenced the war or Alex's father. They were all boring, ordinary papers regarding Lord Turlington's business holdings and estate. 
"Think, Phoebe. There must be something..." If her father was hiding something of such importance in his study, he would likely would have stored it in a significant place, would he not? 
She had already ruled out the books and his desk, but that left little else in the room besides seating, his drinks, and the box of pipes and tobacco he seemed to always have at hand when in his study. 
Surely it could not be so simple. 
Holding her breath, Phoebe pulled the box towards her. The sickly-sweet aroma of dried tobacco was stronger than any perfume she had encountered. If it were not for the association with her father, she might like the smell, but it was inextricably linked with him and endless painful memories. 
After a moment of examination, she found the false bottom in the box which revealed a treasure trove of secrets. Secrets that changed everything. 
First and foremost, Phoebe found the letter Alex had been searching for all those years. It named his father, the bounds of his mission, and bore the stamp of the war office—it could have saved Barnard Duncan's life. 
It should have. 
So why did her father keep it to himself? 
She didn't have to wonder long. The letter exonerating Alex's father was far from the only secret in Lord Turlington's tobacco box. There were dozens of letters, many of them direct orders from the French to her father. Records of payments, falsified papers to hide how he was smuggling supplies to their enemies—it was all there. 
Alex had come so close to uncovering it. 
It was no wonder her father had grown overly cautious. 
There was so much to process and sort through. Shock was the prevailing emotion. Phoebe always knew her father had a tendency towards being selfish and callous, but a traitor? A spy? It was more than she could have ever fathomed. What little duty she still felt towards her family had only been for her mother’s sake. That was long gone now. Charles Turlington deserved none of her loyalty or respect. 
She didn't know what she would do with all of this new information, but she knew she could not leave the evidence where her father could destroy it. Without much thought put into the decision, she hastily stuffed the bundle of letters into her dress and put everything in the study back just the way she'd found it. 
Carefully and quietly, she snuck the key back in his pocket, then as swiftly retreated to her room where her heart did not slow down for nearly an hour. 




Chapter 21


Once she was certain no one in the household knew of her clandestine after-hours creeping, Phoebe hid the papers away and fought to put herself to bed. Her mind raced, recounting what those letters contained over and over again. Who would she tell? How could she get the evidence to them without her father being any wiser? And what would happen to her once his treason was discovered? Phoebe had none of the answers, but after the excitement of breaking into her father’s study and discovering the truth, she was much more aware of how little sleep she’d gotten since her husband’s departure. 
As unusual as the arrangement was, Phoebe quickly got used to falling asleep wrapped in Alex's arms. She enjoyed waking up to his weight on the other side of the bed, his warmth enveloping her, his cock ready to satisfy her. 
She thought all those things were special to him too, but he did not even attempt to fight for her. He did not ask Phoebe if she would join him, and he did not argue when her father turned him out and told Phoebe to stay. 
It was as if she did not matter to him at all. And he said he loved her. At least she never said it back. 
Though that was to say nothing of how she felt. That was another matter entirely, especially now she knew the truth. If Alex was honest in his account of everything between their fathers, could it mean that he might have been honest about other things too? 
Or was that simply the rationale of a desperate, heartbroken woman who was still clinging to some hope? 
Thankfully, sleep silenced those questions and Phoebe was finally granted a reprieve. It was brief, however; only a few hours after she drifted off, there was a tap at her window. 
One small tap. Then another. 
The sound was enough to rouse her, but only just. She told herself it was the wind and closed her eyes again. The next two taps were not enough to pull her from bed when she had only just found her sleep after so long. 
Leaves rustled below, then a heavy thud hit her balcony. It was the rap of knuckles on glass that Phoebe could not ignore. Still groggy and stuck in a dream she could not remember, she could see nothing in the darkness but her curtains. 
She closed her eyes again, but then there was another knock. And unmistakable knock. Certainly not the wind. Phoebe sat bolt upright, squinting into her dark room. Her fire had long gone out, and so there was no way for her to light a candle. She did not know what she was expecting when she pulled herself out of bed and made her way to the window. Her heart left a lump in her throat the entire way, perspiration beginning to form at her hairline. 
Drawing back the curtain, Phoebe covered her mouth to stifle her surprised cry. No matter what she had been expecting, it certainly was not a man on her balcony. Much less such a devilishly handsome one. 
The nearly full moon lit up the world outside, casting Alex in a cool blue light which made him look much paler than usual. But it was him! He was really there. She pulled the window open, scowling at him. 
"What are you doing here?" she hissed. Her voice did a better job of concealing her elation than her face could ever hope to—she already smiled in spite of herself—and her body was all but ready to melt into him like she’d done so many times before. She was a hopeless, conflicted mess when it came to this man. And yet she was still so happy to see him again. 
"What does it look like?" he asked, glancing back over his shoulder with a roguish grin. 
"It looks like you climbed my trellis, but I cannot imagine why you would do such a thing." She shuddered as the cool night air swept in; her thin cotton shift was no match for it, and the breeze left her with gooseflesh. 
Down on the ground below, a horse nickered and huffed, hitched to the very same trellis Alex climbed up the side of the manor. 
"I have come to collect you," he said simply, his brows furrowing. 
"To collect me?" she repeated. "You left me." 
"Only because I had no choice," he insisted, reaching for her hand. 
Though sense told her she should, Phoebe did not pull away. 
"When your father discovered me in his study, I had no time to forge a plan. I wanted to make sure I had the means to provide for you, and I have spent the past days doing nothing else," he said, bringing her hand to his lips. 
She wanted to kiss him. She wanted to fall into his arms and never let go. If only it were so simple. 
"What about the letter you were trying to find?" she asked, preparing herself for the blow that would come. Surely, this attempt to take her away was still part of his elaborate plan to right the wrongs of the past. 
"It does not matter," he said, shocking her to her core. 
"What?" She searched his eyes, but it was too dark to make out anything of note. She only had the sincerity in his voice to go from. 
"Phoebe, I have spent the best years of my life obsessed with the past and things I could not change. I have wanted nothing more than to clear my father's name and bring peace to my family—but it would not bring him back. It would not undo the years of grief we have endured." 
He squeezed her hands tighter, and Phoebe could sense his urgency. Had anyone else heard him rapping on her window? Was he seen riding his horse in? 
"My days of wanting nothing more are over. I have found what I want, and it is you, dearest. It is you, and only you. I do not care about anything else so long as you agree to stay my wife." 
"I... I don't know what to say," she stammered, her heart and her mind at war with one another. One told her to believe everything he said. One reminded her she'd been burned before. Back and forth her thoughts went, quick enough to make her dizzy, her stomach flipping on itself. 
He did not leave without a fight because he had no love for her. He left with a new purpose. And he had come back. Her throat tightened and her heart swelled with loving words she could not release. 
"Leaving without you was unbearable, beloved. The only solace I had was knowing that I would be returning for you. If you do not wish to join me, I will not try to force you, but I hope you will—" 
Before he could finish his sentence she pressed her lips to his. Many falsehoods passed between them since Alex returned, but those words were not among them. His feelings were true, and so were hers. 
Alex smiled as he pulled away, his fingers laced through her hair. "Does this mean you want to leave with me?" 
"I need to pack some things," she said, whirling around. 
With the curtains thrown wide open and the moon nearly full, there was just enough light to hastily stuff a few necessities into a valise. There wasn't room for much more than a couple of dresses in various weights, some gloves, and slippers. She packed a comb and hairpins, as well as a bonnet for traveling. Most importantly, she slipped the packet of papers from her father's study into the inner pocket of the valise. The letters were the most important thing, and once they were safely packed, Phoebe spun in place searching for anything else she should add. There were so many things to think of and she knew she would undoubtedly forget something vital in her haste. 
It made no difference. Alex was right—nothing mattered as long as they had each other. She had been unwilling to admit, even to herself, how much she had fallen for him since their wedding, too afraid it meant certain heartbreak. But she survived the heartbreak, and still she loved him. 
"I'm sorry for all the things you have to leave behind. I wish it did not have to be this way," Alex said as she offered the bag to him. 
"My father would not allow it any other way," she said with a sigh. Alex still did not know what she had found, but Phoebe knew there was too much at stake for the marquess to let her go blithely. "And we do not want him to learn of your true identity," she added, reaching for his hand. "They are just things, Alex." 
He laughed lightly. "My mother said the very same to me the day we left. You are right, of course, they are just things, and I will make sure they are all replaced in due time. But I do know the sting of leaving behind your entire life." 
"This is different," she assured him, calm overtaking everything else as she squeezed his hand. Finally, the path ahead of her was clear. Whatever they faced would be manageable, because they had each other. "You had nothing but grief and uncertainty waiting for you. I have a bright future and a loving husband at my side." 
"That you do," he said, smiling before he pulled her into a firm kiss which quickly grew into something hot and desperate between them.
"Soon," Alex said, pulling away to catch his breath. 
At once, they both turned their heads towards the door. There were floorboards creaking elsewhere in the house. 
"It is most likely Cholmeley or Mrs. Watts," Phoebe whispered, but her pulse thundered in her ears. 
"Quickly, before someone notices the horse," Alex said, steering her towards the window. 
It was perhaps the most daring undertaking she had ever agreed to, and the moment her feet were on the balcony, Phoebe began to have doubts. Her bedroom was one level removed from the ground floor. She hesitated. 
"I never realized how far down it is," she said, peering over the edge before she looked back at her room. "But leaving through the house would be far too great of a risk." 
"I will go first," Alex said, squeezing her hand. "Then you can toss me the valise and come down yourself." 
Phoebe worried her bottom lip, a chill starting to seep into her that had nothing to do with the wind. 
"What if I fall?" she asked, almost too afraid to voice the fear aloud lest she make it true somehow. 
"That is why I am going first," he said. "So I can catch you." 
His words did little to assuage her worries. "What if you fall?" 
"I would far rather take my chances with the trellis than your father, dearest." 
That, in Phoebe's estimation, was an excellent point. Without another complaint or protest, she nodded and he started the arduous journey down. Of course, he made the whole thing look easy. Phoebe no sooner blinked than he was safely touching dirt again. Her valise soon joined him, and then it was time for Phoebe herself to gather her courage. The tangles of ivy and wisteria made it difficult to find handholds, so Phoebe went slowly, methodically, until her arms were beginning to shake from holding herself aloft. 
"You are nearly there," Alex encouraged, standing directly under her with his arms outstretched. As she lowered herself more, Alex did not move his hand. It stayed on her ankle, then slid up her leg with each step she took down. As soon as he was able, Alex grabbed her by the waist and pulled her from the trellis, safe in his arms just as he'd promised. 
Just as he was helping to boost her onto his horse, the front door of the manor opened, and Charles Turlington stormed out with a lantern held high, looking on the verge of apoplexy. 
"What in Heaven's name is going on here?" he roared, his gaze wild and bloodshot. 
Alex did not flinch, calmly making sure Phoebe was situated before turning to Lord Turlington. 
"I have only come to collect my wife. As is my right," he said. "You may turn me away, but you cannot hope to prevent it." 
"Phoebe, get down from there this instant," her father commanded, angling himself to get between Alex and the horse. 
"Do not try to stop us, Papa," Phoebe spoke up, refusing to let her nerves get the best of her, even though she shook all over as if she were the last autumn leaf caught in a winter wind. "We are in love." 
"You foolish girl," her father scoffed. "I should have married you off to Lord Mullens the moment he said he would have you." 
"Your shortsightedness has been my fortune," Alex said, seeming to take great joy in finding this one victory at least. "Now if you would step aside—" 
"I will not!" Lord Turlington roared, making the horse nervous. "I will not allow my daughter to be taken by some swindler." He reached for Phoebe's arm, his fingers making painful divots in her flesh. "Get down here." 
"No!" Phoebe fought him, trying with all her might to pull away. Trying so hard that when she finally succeeded, it threw her entirely off-balance. "Alex!" she cried as the ground rushed towards her. 
Just as he promised, he was there to catch her. Perhaps he always would be. 
They locked eyes for a moment, a small, thankful smile gracing Phoebe's face. In the next instant, the gravity of the name she’d just uttered hit them both. Praying her father would not make the connection, Phoebe looked his way while Alex set her on her feet. 
They were not so lucky. Lord Turlington’s eyes widened, sudden recognition dawning on him, quickly followed by malevolent gratification. They would never get away now. Phoebe looked to her husband, praying he would have an answer. 
"Oh, hell," Alex grumbled, resigned. A second later, Phoebe's father was crumpled in a heap on the ground, knocked out by her valise. 
"I do not envy him the headache he will have when he wakes up," Alex said, helping Phoebe back onto the horse. 
"I'm so sorry," she wailed, still horrified by the slip of her tongue. 
"Do not despair, my love," he answered, mounting the horse to land in the saddle seat in front of her. "Only hold on tight. We must make ourselves scarce in a hurry." 
The moment her arms were looped around him, they galloped off into the first grey streaks of dawn.




Chapter 22


They rode through the morning, into the afternoon, swapping out horses at hitching stations. Alex had everything pre-arranged, possibly expecting that they might need to move quickly. 
By the time they reached their intended destination—an out-of-the-way inn where her father and his men were unlikely to find them—Phoebe was exhausted all the way to her bones. She could hardly hold herself upright long enough to join the supper table. 
"Long trip, was it?" the innkeeper asked as he ladled up a hearty stew for them both. It was not the same sort of meal she would get from Cookie, but she was so famished that it was the best meal she had ever had. 
"Extremely," Alex answered for them both. "My dear wife is not accustomed to so much travel," he added with a gentle smile in her direction. 
"And you, sir?" 
"Call me Duncan," Alex said. "I, unfortunately, have much more experience with it. But now I am wed, perhaps my excursions will finally come to an end."
"A good woman can do that," the innkeeper said with a chuckle. 
Phoebe was far too sapped to join in on their friendly conversation, though she liked watching Alex. The two men shared ale and regaled each other with stories for a few hours before the newlyweds decided to retire to their room. The whole time, Phoebe could not take her eyes off of her husband. 
Watching him with the innkeeper, it was easy to see how he had become so successful as a merchant. He could effortlessly get along with people from all walks of life. He did not think himself above anyone else because of his station or theirs. 
He was most unlike her father in that way. She was finally seeing Alex for who he truly was, this new side of him painting a more vivid picture—and she loved him all the more for it. 
"Sweetheart, you look asleep on your feet," Alex said as he thanked the innkeeper for all his hospitality and company. "Will I need to carry you to bed?" 
Phoebe was surprised she still had the energy to blush as furiously as she did. Thoughts of him carrying her to bed inevitably brought up the memory of their wedding night. That, in turn, brought up the memories of so many other nights they'd shared together. And mornings. And even afternoons. He had once lamented that he had found the only woman to ever have a larger appetite than he. 
"I believe I will find the strength to manage on my own," she answered with a sly smirk, holding out her hand for him to take. 
"Sleep well!" the innkeeper called cheerfully, chuckling as they disappeared up the stairs. 
Once in their room, Alex helped Phoebe undress, then combed her hair, kissing along the ridge of her shoulders as he went. After so much turmoil and strife, it was the perfect thing to loosen her aching muscles and soothe her overwrought mind. 
"I cannot tell you how happy I am that we are together again," he said. 
"There is no need. I am just as happy," she answered, slowly gathering the courage she needed. There was almost no trace left of her previous doubts, but what remained would be tested when she told him what was in her valise. 
"I have something to show you.” After a fortifying breath she took out a stack of pages and handed them to him. 
She hardly moved as he inspected the papers she presented to him, his brow furrowing more and more. 
"Phoebe, how did you—?"
"They were hidden in his study, as you suspected. Do you see what this means?" 
"We have to take these to the War Office at once," he said, folding everything up carefully. "We will leave at dawn's first light." 
"You will finally be able to clear your father's name. To reclaim your family's holdings and titles." He would not have to live under a false identity, always cloaked in the fear that someone may discover the truth. 
"So long as your father doesn't find us first," he said solemnly. "Does he know what you found?" 
She shook her head, suddenly cold with the thought of what her father would do if he caught up to them. He would destroy the letters, for one. Then possibly do everything in his power to have Alex hanged just like his father. And Phoebe...there was no telling where he would send her, but it would not be pleasant after how she stood up to him. 
They simply had to get the evidence to the War Office before any of that could happen. 
"Not yet," she said. "I only discovered them last night. If we are lucky, he’s set off in pursuit of us without checking his study." 
Alex held her in his embrace, staring deeply into her eyes as a smile turned up his lips. "I am not sure about you, beloved, but I am feeling exceptionally lucky." 
"You certainly have a way with words," she answered, leaning into his kiss. 
"Remarkable, considering I have not been in England for long," he teased. 
Her cheeks flushed at the memory—she still could not believe how bold her stepmother had been. Thankfully, Alex always saw right through Sophia. 
"Would you have preferred I leave you to come up with your own explanation?" she asked, sliding her hand down his chest as they moved towards the bed. It did not matter they were both too tired to stand; it would not stop them from expressing their love for one another. 
"Certainly not," he chuckled. "After having your mouth on my cock, I am not sure I could have formed coherent words in any language." 
"I would like to do that again sometime," she mused, trailing her hand lower, over his abdomen and his hip bone. 
"And you may," he answered. "Whenever you’d like. Save for tonight." 
She arched a brow. "Not tonight?" 
"Mmm," he answered, lowering her to the bed. "I have other plans for tonight." 
He climbed into the bed with her, taking their usual sleeping position with his body curled around hers. Already, she felt herself sinking into the bed, fatigue taking hold of her consciousness and pulling her under. 
But Alex was there. Kissing the back of her neck, stroking her arm, making her hot and aching for him without much effort at all. He had mastered her body, and now, he was going to show off his expertise. 
His hand slid over her stomach, tugging at her shift until the hem was up around her navel, leaving her exposed from the waist down. Then he slid his fingers lower, slipping between her legs where he easily found her clit. 
He didn't go too fast or get her too excited; instead, he maintained a slow, leisurely pace, drawing one languid circle at a time. There was no hurry this time, no need to rush or worry about being interrupted. 
Phoebe lifted her top leg to give him better access, and Alex slid his leg between hers, keeping her open for him. She realized what was happening only a moment before they joined, and then she was in heaven. 
"How do you like that?" he asked, grinding his hips slowly while keeping the same maddening pace with his fingers. 
"Mmm," she purred in response. "I did not know marital relations could be so...relaxing." Even as her pleasure mounted and the orgasm built, sleep clawed at her, a bitter battle she would not give up so easily. 
"They can be a great many things, love," he said, kissing her shoulder as he filled her deeper, making her gasp. "And I hope to explore them all with you." 
"Yes," Phoebe panted, clenching around him. There were so many ways he had still yet to pleasure her, so many things she had yet to learn; it was overwhelming, but in the best way possible. "I want that too," she whispered, pushing her hips back against him. 
"You shall have it," he said, the urgency in his voice matching the tempo he set with his body. "God, Phoebe," he groaned, burying his face against her neck as they both came apart. 
As soon as the rush of orgasm began to fade, Phoebe's tumble into slumber picked up speed. "Alex," she said, stifling a yawn.
"Yes, dearest?" he answered, sounding as exhausted as she felt. 
"I love you," she told him. She had long since passed the point of being able to deny it, and if something were to happen after they left this inn, she wanted him to know. 
"I love you too," he answered, the last thing either of them said before they fell asleep. 




Chapter 23


Waking in the same bed as Alex again gave Phoebe a sense of peace she had not experienced previously. It did not matter if it was in a familiar, luxurious location such as Turlington Manor or a strange, simple inn—she felt content. As long as she was with Alex, she was exactly where she should be. 
It was especially nice when he woke her with kisses, his hand already on her breast, arousing her nipple to a stiff peak. Even if it was barely dawn.
"Morning already?" she asked, covering a yawn. 
"It is," he said. "We must prepare to depart." 
Phoebe sat up, pulling away from his intoxicating touch. It was difficult enough to say what she wanted without him distracting her with arousal. 
Well, more arousal. It was impossible to avoid altogether when he was near. She was at least learning to cope with a certain amount—like hunger, she could tell when it was inconsequential and when it could no longer be ignored. 
"You should go without me," she said. It had been but a passing thought the night before, but while she slept, her mind had been made for her. 
"What on earth are you talking about?" Alex asked, pulling back to look at her as though she were mad. "Why would I ever do that?" 
"You will make the trip in less time without me," she reasoned. "I will only cause you delay, and if my father catches up to you—" 
"To us," Alex said. 
"I do not worry about him causing me bodily harm. He may try to hide me away, but once you have cleared your name, you can find me again."
"I will do no such thing," he said, his voice firm and commanding. Even that sent a new rush of desire through Phoebe. Was there anything he did that wouldn't make her want him more? 
Perhaps she was the more insatiable of the two. 
"Stop with this foolishness and get dressed," he added, pulling himself out of bed. 
"Don't be angry with me because I am thinking about this logically," she snapped back, pulling her stays into place. 
Without her needing to ask, Alex laced them for her, taking care not to do them too tight. Then he placed his hands on her shoulders and leaned in until his lips were next to the shell of her ear. 
"Your logic has no place here," he said, sending shivers down her spine. He stepped back to don his waistcoat, leveling a firm look at her. "You are my wife, and you will be coming with me. I left you once because of that wretched man and I refuse to do it again. If you are concerned about causing us delay, then it’s all the more reason we should not waste time arguing over this." 
Though his words were strong and composed, Alex's eyes betrayed him. Phoebe could see their time apart had taken a toll on him. While she had been wallowing, feeling betrayed, and giving up on him, he had done the opposite. He never lost his faith with her, and she needed to do the same for him. 
After all, theirs was a reciprocal romance; she could not let him do all of the work while she sat around waiting to be saved. 
"Do you need assistance?" she asked, packing up her things after putting on her stockings and half-boots before he began putting on his own stockings. "I thought you wanted to leave at first light?" she teased. 
"Let's go," he said, taking up her valise before opening the door for her. 
"Not staying to break fast?" the innkeeper asked as they reached the bottom of the stairs. "At least have some coffee. The lady will need her strength for another day of travel." 
Alex glanced at Phoebe, then acquiesced without much deliberation. 
It already was evidence that she would hold him back, but Phoebe could not deny how much better she felt after the first bit of warmth hit her stomach. 
Again, the men were able to strike up a friendly conversation, though Phoebe was too lost in thought to follow along. She would have a great many things to tell Lucy about in her next letter. So much had happened that she could not even remember what her last letter had said. 
She would probably need to start at the beginning to make sense of it all. But that would have to wait until Alex was able to be Alex again. Until then, it was not safe to tell anyone the truth, not even her dearest friend. When she could, though, what a story it would be! 
"I am afraid we can linger no longer," Alex said. "You have been a wonderful host, Mr. Cobb. I will remember your kindness." He finished by giving the man a generous payment. 
"Wait," Mr. Cobb said before they left the dining room. "Maybe you ought to leave using the entrance at the back...to avoid being seen." 
Phoebe sent a questioning look to her husband, but Alex simply nodded. 
"Smart man," he said, taking Phoebe by the hand. 
They had no sooner opened the back door when the front one opened, a raucous crowd of hired men pouring in. Then she saw him—her father. 
Phoebe's gasp might have caught his attention if not for Alex's hand going over her mouth. All at once, he smothered her sound of surprise and pulled her outside with him. 
"We're too late," Phoebe mourned, her hopes slipping away. She took a final look at Alex, her heart aching with the knowledge of what must happen next. What she had to do to keep him alive. "Take the valise and leave. I can delay him." 
"Hush," Alex whispered, pulling her close. "I have paid Mr. Cobb well enough to keep his silence for some time. We will take another road—I do not think he knows where we're going." 
It was no use arguing with Alex and making any attempt would only take up precious time they did not have. He was a stubborn fool, and if she wasn't careful, it could be the death of him. 
Alex must have been right about their luck, though. They were able to mount their horse and sneak out of the village without drawing any attention to themselves. It would not be long before her father found them again, but Phoebe hoped this would grant them enough time to reach the War Office. 
The whole journey, she kept her skirts gathered so that she could ride like a man, and they could ride faster. What was the harm anymore? She knew her husband would not think less of her. She refused to be the reason they failed. She would not let propriety stand in her way any more than she would let her sore joints or chafed skin do so. Alex would be upset with her when he realized how she hid her pain, but that would be after they arrived at Whitehall and set the records straight. 
At that point, he could be as cross with her as he'd like. It would not matter, for they would be free. 
The countryside passed in a blur, giving way to wider, paved roads as they neared the city. It was odd to be in London during the off-season. When she was younger, Phoebe often wondered why people did not simply choose to remain in one home or the other for the entire year. Visiting in the height of summer cured that curiosity. It was stifling—both the heat and the stench. 
They were nearly there, though. Phoebe had not spent much time in Whitehall—parliament and matters of country were not often the concern of young ladies—but she recognized the famous clock atop Horse Guards where the War Office was housed. 
"Now the difficult part," Alex said, dismounting their horse after the final leg of the journey. "Securing an audience." 
"Surely someone will want to hear about a French spy hiding amongst the peerage?" Phoebe asked. 
Alex stopped and turned to face her, taking her hands in his. "I believe this is where you will be crucial to the success of our endeavor. There will be little reason to take the word of a foreign merchant—" 
"And even less to believe a woman!" she argued, already envisioning the humiliation he was inviting upon her. 
"I know," he said sympathetically, as he squeezed her hands tighter. "But it is our only hope. He is your father. You should have no reason to speak against him beyond concern for your country. You must make it clear to them how grave the situation truly is, for if your father has a chance to defend himself before we can fully present our evidence, he may yet be able to talk his way out of it." 
Phoebe swallowed the lump in her throat and nodded. She was not half as sure as the gesture would suggest, but Alex was right—an infuriating habit of his—her father had gotten this far without being discovered, and it would take a lot more than an Italian with no titles to his name to convince anyone at Whitehall to care about their discovery. 
Dirty and stinking from the trip, Phoebe was not entirely sure they would listen to her either. She would simply have to make them listen. Truth was on her side, and she had all the evidence she needed. She only had to find her confidence. 
"Are you ready, my love?" Alex asked. His terms of endearment always made her heart flutter, but this time, it also steeled her resolve. She would not disappoint him. 
"As one can be," she answered, taking his arm. 
Walking was a struggle after the long days of riding, but she had Alex to lean on. He didn't seem to be at all bothered by the exertion. Perhaps one day Phoebe would have the same ability. They still had not discussed a future between them. It was too difficult to think about when things were so uncertain. She did not wish to let her heart dream too much if it would never be possible for those dreams to come true. 
But maybe they would travel, as Alex always had. He could take her to the faraway places in his stories, and they could spend every night in each other's arms. 
It nearly sounded too good to be true. But it could be. It would be. 
They had hardly begun when they encountered their first obstacle. 
"The earl is not receiving visitors today," the steward said, giving them both a distasteful look. 
"I think he will wish to hear what I have come to say," Phoebe said, but that only worsened the steward's distaste. Not all men were as broadminded as Alex when it came to a woman having any say at all. 
"What she means to say," Alex cut in, his hand resting lightly on her back, "is that it is a matter of grave importance. We have come to learn of a serious betrayal that could turn the tide of the war." 
The steward was skeptical, but Alex's earnestness had the same effect on him it often had on Phoebe—it was almost impossible to doubt him face-to-face. 
"How did you come to learn of this betrayal?" the other man asked, his interest piqued. 
In spite of herself, Phoebe managed to hold her tongue. Her time to speak would still come, but the steward responded better to Alex, so she would let him handle this. 
"My wife found documents in her father's study which will explain everything," Alex implored. "Won't you at least let the earl himself decide if our story has any merit? The crown itself may be at stake—do you want your lord to be responsible for that?" 
The man's face paled dramatically, taking on a slight green hue as he swallowed. Phoebe did not know why Alex thought she would be necessary when he seemed to be perfectly convincing all on his own. 
"I will ask," the steward finally said, a sheen of perspiration shining on his forehead before he turned heel to leave through a grand doorway. 
"Are you certain you need me to speak?" Phoebe asked, trepidation rising with every passing moment. How long would it take for the steward to return? 
"Of course," Alex answered, leaning in to place a soft kiss on her temple. "One man failing to see your brilliance does not mean all of mankind should be deprived." 
He truly had missed his calling as a poet, she thought, fighting back a smile that would be out of place in such a somber locale. 
After a considerable amount of time—enough that Phoebe’s aching body was all she could think about—the steward finally returned. 
"Who did you say your father is?" he asked. 
Phoebe's nostrils flared, white-hot rage rising up, causing her tongue to fly free. "You have wasted enough of our time, sir. We have traveled a substantial distance to deliver this information under threat of grievous harm. The Secretary will look at what we have brought. It is the least he can do." 
"I—But—Madam, wait!" the steward called after her as she marched through the grand door, but Phoebe would wait no more. And true to his word, Alex was close on her heel. 




Chapter 24


"This is quite the story you have concocted," said the Secretary of State for War and the Colonies. He was a man close in age to Phoebe's father, with an unremarkable countenance and a dull, steady voice. He had listened patiently while Phoebe and Alex spun their yarn, seemingly impressed by the gall it took for them to force their way past the steward. It was a wonder he had not called to have them removed. Luck truly was on their side.
Or perhaps this secretary was wiser than his predecessors and understood the necessity of turning over every stone when it came to matters of war. 
"It is no story, my lord," Phoebe said, her mouth parched after so much talking. "It is the truth, and I have here the documents to prove it. I believe if you inspect this letter closely, you will see the stamp matches that of this very office. There have been half a dozen men in your position since this was penned, so it is no wonder this is the only surviving record of the arrangement." 
She looked to Alex before handing the letter over. It was the one piece of incontrovertible proof they had, and once they handed it over, it could be lost for good. If the earl thought they were lying or decided to destroy it for some reason, there would be no coming back from it. 
"It is all right, dearest," Alex encouraged. Caution could only take them so far. At a certain point, they would need to make a leap of faith. 
She passed the letter to the older man, her hand trembling as she did. His reaction to it could make all the difference in their lives going forward. 
"Also," Phoebe added after an excruciatingly long stretch of silence. She cleared her throat and presented the rest of the papers she found in her father's study. "I have evidence here that the Marquess of Rigsby has been smuggling supplies for the French and falsifying his documents to conceal his illicit income." 
"It serves as further proof about what kind of character the man possesses," Alex spoke up. "He did not stop at condemning his friend to the gallows, but also sought to undermine the crown in our country's time of turmoil."
"My lord," said the steward, entering through the grand door without a spare look in Phoebe's direction. He might never forgive her for undermining his authority, but she did not care. In all likelihood, she would never see the man again, and for Alex's sake, she was willing to do much more. "There is someone who wishes to speak with you at once," the steward said, clearing his throat pointedly. "He is quite insistent." 
"Seems to be going around today," the earl grumbled. "Who is it?" 
The steward hemmed and hawed again, his voice clear as a bell when he spoke. "Lord Turlington, Marquess of Rigsby, my lord." 
Phoebe and Alex exchanged a worried look. Had they done enough to convince the earl?
"He will have to wait," the earl answered, still revealing nothing of his opinions. 
The steward's jaw hung slack for a moment, the thought of arguing with his employer clearly crossing his mind for a brief moment before he tamped it down. "Of course, my lord. I will inform him." 
Once the door was closed again, the earl went back to quietly perusing the papers Phoebe presented him, not showing any signs of being under pressure. After the frantic race to make it this far, it was impossible for Phoebe to sit still in silence, not knowing what the man was thinking. 
Then her father's voice came through the door, rising in volume until he was shouting at the poor steward who was no doubt taking the brunt of the outburst. 
"He bloody will see me!" Lord Turlington roared as he stormed in. "Who do you think you are, telling me to wait?" he shouted, spittle flying wildly. In his frothing rage, he had not even noticed the young couple visiting the earl were his daughter and son-in-law. His attention focued on the man who had snubbed him. An earl denying audience to a marquess was not the way things were supposed to work in Lord Turlington's mind. He had a right to be seen—to be heard—and that right would not be denied. 
"I see barging in is a family trait," the earl said to Phoebe, soft enough that only she and Alex could hear. It was more exasperated than amused, but when he turned his attention to Lord Turlington, his expression hardened even more. 
"Sir, I will ask you to control your temper and return only when I am ready for you," the secretary said, not at all intimidated by Lord Turlington's bluster. He might be an earl, but he held one of the most important positions in all of England. 
"I will not—" Lord Turlington cut himself off mid-sentence, finally recognizing the married couple sitting in front of the secretary's desk. In an instant, his face paled, the fury draining from his expression and morphing into abject horror. He looked from his daughter, to Alex, then the secretary's desk and the papers laid out across it. 
"Whatever tale these two have fabricated, I assure you—" 
"That is quite enough," the secretary said, standing from his seat. At his full height, he stood a head taller than Lord Turlington, who suddenly reconsidered his bid to snatch the papers up. He only made it halfway through his lunge towards the desk before he thought better of it. 
Alex still had Phoebe's valise at hand too. 
"Murray, fetch the Bow Street runners at once," the earl said. "I have had enough of this." 
Phoebe's heart caught in her throat. Who was he calling the runners for? Her father, or her husband? 
Alex looked unsure as well, his brow furrowed. "Sir?" he asked, side-stepping Lord Turlington to stand in front of the desk. 
"It seems you have endured a great deal to be standing where you are today, young man," the earl said, ignoring Lord Turlington's ongoing protests. 
When he saw that was not helping him at all, Lord Turlington tried to run, and hastily retreated, not at all paying heed to his steps. Phoebe had only to shift the valise with her foot to put it in his path, and he came crashing down onto his rump. 
By the time he pulled himself back to his feet, the steward had returned with the runners, and her father’s complexion took on a sickly pale green Phoebe had never seen before. 
A small part of her was almost sorry for him, but not for long. He had brought this all upon himself and caused so much grief in the name of furthering his own interests. He did not deserve her pity, nor anyone else’s for that matter. Whatever came of him, Phoebe no longer cared. 
The earl cleared his throat, not hiding his irritation at all as Lord Turlington was forcibly removed from his office. 
"As I was saying," the earl continued, leveling his gaze at Alex. "You have endured a great deal to make it to this point—much of which you could have avoided if not for your stubbornness—"
"Sir, I—"
The earl held up a hand to stop him. "Stubbornness which this country owes you a debt of gratitude for." 
"Sir?" Phoebe spoke up, standing to be at Alex's side. 
"I believe returning what is rightfully yours will be a suitable beginning to repaying that debt, don't you?" 
Neither Alex nor Phoebe knew what to say, both too afraid to speak for fear they might ruin the good fortune which had graced them so far. 
"All I have ever wanted was for my father's name to be cleared," Alex spoke frankly, with a tremble in his voice. 
"I think we will be able to do a great deal more than that," the earl said. "I will ensure the Duncan estate is restored as it should be. You no longer have to hide your lineage in shame," he added with a sympathetic look. 
It did not seem possible that their whole ordeal could be truly over. It had never been easy, but even now, Phoebe expected there would be another obstacle, some other hindrance standing in their way to happiness. 
The Secretary signed a declaration stating all he was going to do to set things right, so that Phoebe and Alex had some sort of recourse should nothing happen, but that was far from their concerns as they left Horse Guards at Whitehall. 
Foremost of Phoebe's concerns was sleep. Perhaps some salve on her chafed legs. Time spent in Alex's arms...
It was all she could do to remain conscious while he found and secured them a room, and not even their combined stink of travel could stop her from falling asleep almost instantly. 
After three days, they were well and truly recuperated. In those days they had done little more than sleep, eat, and talk about what the future held. 
London, on the other hand, had been whipped up into a frenzy over the scandal of such a high-ranking peer being a turncoat. In their cozy lover's nest, it was easy for Phoebe and Alex to forget about the ripples they had caused, but once they ventured out, there was no hiding from it. Everywhere they went, Phoebe felt she was on display—or worse, unwelcome. 
"Dearest," Alex said as they were readying for bed that evening, "I was wondering what you might think about traveling?" 
"Is that a joke?" she asked, laughing. "It is all I have dreamed of since I was a girl." 
He stepped up behind her, brushing her hair over one shoulder to expose the back of her neck. With his arms around her waist and his lips so close to her nape, his breath sent a delightful shiver down her spine. "Is that all?" he asked. 
Phoebe stilled; her whole body drawn tight in anticipation as she waited for his hand to slip between her legs. As expected, he'd been furious about the chafe wounds and blisters she'd hidden, but they'd had time enough to heal and she missed his touch.
His mouth. 
His cock. 
"Perhaps not all," she answered as his lips pressed to her neck, soft and warm, sending gooseflesh down her arms. "Where do you wish to travel?" 
"How would you like to see my home in Italy?" he asked.
She turned in his arms to face him. "You wish to go back?" After all he had done to reclaim his place in English society, she did not expect him to give it up so soon. 
"For a short while," he said. "My family might like to know that I have wed, and I would enjoy showing you our estate." 
"Are you sure this suggestion is not borne of the scandal surrounding my family?" she asked, resting her palm against his firm chest. 
"Is it wrong I want to save my wife the humiliation yet to come? I have seen how uncomfortable you have been. They will surely find a new rumor to gossip about in due time, but until then, we could remain far away, where none of this will matter. Once things have calmed down here and the humiliation is but a memory, we can return to claim my family's estate. Perhaps my brothers would like to join us." 
"Are you sure?" she asked, guilt still eating at her. 
"Phoebe, I came to England to set the record straight, not because I was desperate to roost here. It does not matter where in the world we are, my love. I will be happy so long as I have you." 
She smiled, leaning up on her toes to kiss him. "You know, I have thought the very same thing. I think a trip to Italy sounds perfect." 
"We will call it our honeymoon." He laughed. "As much as I cherish the memory of our time in Bath, I would rather your stepmother not be a part of our actual honeymoon story." 
"Agreed." She giggled, kissing him another time. 
Soon, they tumbled into bed together, making up for the past days without intimacy. With no fears or worries left weighing on either of their minds, their connection was stronger than ever. 
More than Phoebe could have ever hoped for. 
"I love you so much," Alex said, nuzzling into her neck once they were both spent. 
With the promise of travel on the horizon and Alex in her heart, Phoebe could not imagine ever being happier. "I love you, too," she said, entirely at peace. 





Epilogue


The journey to Italy was long, but mercifully uneventful. The conflict on the continent was in decline, making for relatively safe passage. Phoebe was just as enchanted with travel as she had expected—especially with Alex to keep her company day and night—but by the time they docked and her feet were on terra firma once more, she was awfully glad that the bulk of their passage was behind them. 
Italy was a wonder beyond anything she could have imagined. The climate was not nearly as dreary as Phoebe's home, even as the year drew to an end. Alex took great joy in showing her the countryside he was so familiar with, and they took their time meandering through villages where they stayed in luxurious inns, which made Phoebe question whether she really did want their honeymoon to come to an end. 
But Alex was eager to return home after so long away, and Phoebe did look forward to being in one place for a while. Traveling was nice, but she had gotten her fill of it for some time. 
"My mother will be so happy to meet you," Alex said as they neared his family's villa which was surrounded by rolling hills where olive trees and grapevines dotted the land, perfuming the air with the rich, earthy scent of growth. 
"Do you think so?" Phoebe asked, suddenly nervous at the thought. All this time she had been married, and never once thought about the possibility that her mother-in-law might not like her. Her stomach turned. 
"Yes, of course," Alex laughed. "She has always been convinced she would have three bachelor sons until the end of her days. You have broken the curse." 
Phoebe offered him a feeble smile, still fighting a wave of nausea. Why had the worry not struck her sooner? Why must it hit just as she landed at their doorstep? 
"Are you all right, beloved?" Alex asked, his forehead creased with worry. "You don't look well." 
"I am—" Phoebe stopped, holding her hand to her mouth lest something more than words come spilling out. 
Alex drew back the curtain of their carriage, letting in more of the fresh air. "You need not be nervous," he said, patting her hand as they drew to a stop. 
Once the movement had ceased, Phoebe found it much easier to avoid casting up her accounts. 
"Truly, she will love you as much as I do," Alex assured her further, bringing her hand to his lips for a soft kiss across her knuckles. 
"Let us hope so," Phoebe answered, the wave of queasiness gone. 
Alex, of course, was right. Phoebe had no sooner stepped through the door than she was being embraced by Viscountess Duncan. Alex had sent word ahead he would be returning with a wife, and it was clear his mother had not believed him until she saw it with her own eyes. 
"You are even lovelier than he said," Lady Duncan gushed as she looked Phoebe over. 
"You are too kind," Phoebe said, blushing furiously. "Kinder than my husband, from the sound of it." 
"I did not understate your beauty," Alex protested. "I simply did not belabor the subject because I knew she would soon see for herself." 
Phoebe smiled. "You are always so clever with your words, my lord." 
"My lord?" came a voice from the stairs. "Who has bamboozled this dear woman?" 
"Elias," Lady Duncan said in a firm tone. "Please do not disrespect Alexander's new bride lest she get the wrong impression of our family."
"Or the right one," said another voice which eerily matched the first. Benjamin was not far behind his twin. Though they had both grown considerably, they still did not differ from one another in anything other than countenance—Benjamin was solemn and serious, Elias with a grin on his face. "If Elias were to be on his best behavior, it might lead her to think he is something akin to a respectable gentleman." 
"And if you cracked a smile, it might take her a minute longer to spot that stick shoved up your ar—"
"Elias!" Lady Duncan snapped again. "That is enough. Both of you," she added, glaring at the twins. She turned back to Phoebe with an apologetic smile. "I hope you won't take their antics to heart." 
"You have no cause for concern," Phoebe said. "I have known of their exploits for some time. It would take a great deal for them to shock me now." 
The viscountess frowned, clearly not following. When Alex grabbed Phoebe's hand, she knew what it meant, and suddenly, that sick, unsettled feeling was back. 
"You did not tell her?" she asked in disbelief. 
"I thought it best discussed in person," he admitted sheepishly. 
"What have you not told me?" his mother asked. 
"Mother," Alex said, looking between his mother and his wife, trepidation in every word. "This is Phoebe Turlington." 
It went over about as well as Phoebe had expected. At first. 
Once the initial shock wore off, things began to calm down. The Duncans soon realized Phoebe was not at all like her father, and she was a victim of his treachery and control too. It did not hurt that Alex made an impassioned case for his wife. 
It also did not hurt that Phoebe had been integral to his success—no one in Alex's family knew he had gone to England to right the wrongs of the previous generation, but they were all impressed to hear the tale. 
"I never would have thought it could be, but I am happy to welcome you into our family," Lady Duncan said, finally giving Phoebe another hug. "I would welcome any woman who could win Alexander’s affections, but you do seem to be something truly special." 
"I am so sorry for the pain my father caused," Phoebe said, not sure how Teresa could ever forgive her. She was not sure she could be so generous if something ever happened to Alex. If her children had to grow up without a father. 
"They are not your sins to atone for, child," Teresa said with a gentle kiss on Phoebe's head, the same way her own mother used to comfort her. 
The gesture brought tears to her eyes. She had not thought of that memory in many years, but now it filled her with an unexpected warmth. For so long those memories had been too painful. Without love in her life, it was unbearable to think about her mother’s affection, but those memories did not have the same sting they once did. She was certain her days in Italy with Alex's family would be some of the happiest in her life. 
Before long, word from England caught up to them. They had been at Alex's family home little more than a sennight when a letter arrived from Lucy. Phoebe had sent word of their safe arrival the moment their ship docked, telling Lucy her letters could be delivered at the Duncans' villa. 
And after so long away, Lucy had many things to catch Phoebe up on. It was hard to believe so much had happened in such a short time. 
Along with Lucy’s letter, the postal delivery also brought a letter bearing the seal of the crown itself. 
"What does Lucy say?" Alex asked after reading over his letter. 
"You cannot possibly think this gossip is more important than a message from the king," she argued. "You first." 
Alex waved his hand dismissively. "It is nothing new. Only the official declaration reinstating our lands and title. My brothers will be pleased about it. I doubt my mother will ever wish to return... Now, what does Lucy have to say?" 
Phoebe sighed. "The Turlington scandal is still the talk of the town. My father is in prison awaiting his execution. The crown has seized all his assets and Sophia has lost everything." There was nothing much new there either. Only confirmation of what she knew waited on the horizon. 
"I am sorry, my love," Alex said, stepping closer to put his hands on her hips. "I wish it could have been some other way." 
Phoebe shook her head, looking up at him. "It was his own doing," she said. "I cannot find sympathy for the man after the pain he has caused others. I will be glad to put all of that unpleasantness behind me. I have a new life now...a new family." 
Her eyes met Alex's, holding his gaze for a meaningful moment. 
"A family?" he asked, the gold in his eyes aglow with barely restrained excitement. 
"With all the travel, it took me some time to figure it out, but...I have not had my courses in nearly three months. There is no doubt," she said, offering him a tentative smile. She was fairly sure Alex would be happy with the news, but there was always the chance he might not be. 
Allaying any fears she might have had, he lifted her and spun her around, laughing from the sheer joy of it. 
"You know what this means?" he asked after setting her down and kissing her senseless. 
"What?" 
"My mother is going to adore you even more," he laughed. 
"It may mean we have to wait longer to return to England, though," Phoebe pointed out. 
Alex didn't care. "We will wait until they are old enough to travel, of course. Our lives here will be as rich as any we could find there." 
"Richer," Phoebe said. "Because we will be with your family. We will have to take care not to spoil our child with how loved they will be." 
"I could think of worse fates than being spoiled by excess love," Alex murmured, kissing Phoebe with an urgency she recognized all too well these days. 
"I would wager your thoughts are far from fates with that look in your eyes, my lord," she teased. 
"On the contrary," he argued. "I am sending a prayer of gratitude to the fates for weaving our threads together." 
She kissed him, her heart lighter than it had ever been. "Then I shall do the same," she said, unable to imagine a life, a moment, or a husband more perfect than hers. 
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