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   Lord and Lady Beresford's Christmas Party, London, December 1817
 
   "Don't look behind you!"
 
   If there were ever more aggravating words to be heard, Lady Serena Olston was hard pressed to think of any.  As soon as anybody said, 'Don't look behind you!', the very first thing one wanted to do was swivel around and stare at whatever fascinating event was happening. 
 
   "Why not?" she asked, desperately trying to look through the side of her eyes to the back of her head. By the look of shock and uncertainty on her friend Bessie's face, something important had just happened.
 
   "Oh lor'," Bessie said, clutching at Serena's arm, making her spill her glass of mulled wine down the front of her dress. "It's him, Serena!"
 
   "Him who?" Serena asked as she scrubbed hopelessly at the front of her forest-green gown. It was no good – the mulled wine had left a huge stain on the silk, and had probably ruined it completely. She stared at it in annoyance. This had been one of her favourite gowns, which was why she had worn it to the Christmas party in the first place. Now it was only fit for the rag bag.
 
   Mulled wine, it seemed, was once again her comeuppance at a Christmas party. 
 
    "He's coming over here!" Bessie said, her voice rising to a squeak so high-pitched that she sounded more like a frightened mouse than a well-placed society matron. 
 
   "Who is coming over here?" Serena demanded, now annoyed because she noticed that one of her white silk evening gloves had picked up the mulled wine stain through her handkerchief. "Honestly Bessie, unless it's the Prince Regent himself I cannot think of anybody worth getting so excited about that it justifies tipping a whole glass of mulled wine down me!"
 
   She pulled the warm, damp silk away from her skin with a frown on her face, and stared at her glove in dismay. She wanted to take it off immediately – it felt clammy and uncomfortable – but a lady was never seen without her gloves in public. Ever.
 
   "Lady Serena," said a deep, masculine voice from behind her. "I see that you still have problems with mulled wine. Perhaps it is wise to avoid the beverage? At least in public, at any rate."
 
   Serena's lips tightened into a thin line, and she stood up ramrod straight, her spine rigid. She turned around slowly, hoping that she was wrong, that she had not recognised that voice, that the man standing before her was not the same man that had done her reputation such damage ten years ago that people still whispered about her now. 
 
   She was not wrong. It was him. Oh, he was older now, as was she; his golden hair had darkened with age, and his boyish handsomeness had been hardened by ten years of fighting into something stronger, more masculine. There were small lines at the edges of his dark blue eyes and he had grown a short, neatly trimmed beard. No more youthful, clear-skinned beauty for him; this was a man now, and a man in regimentals. He wore the dress uniform of a captain in the Life Guards well; his red jacket was trimmed with expensive gold braid, and his tight white breeches showed that ten years in the saddle on the battlefields of Europe had kept his figure trim and well-muscled. 
 
   "Captain Luttrell," Serena said stiffly. "You are back from the war, I see."
 
   There was a pause in the conversation, where she would have added "What a shame all of the French were such bad shots" if she had not been surrounded by a ballroom full of people, every single one of them aware of her history with Jonathan Luttrell and every single one of them trying to eavesdrop on her conversation. 
 
   "I am," he agreed, "although if you had been on the French side, I rather think that I would be pushing up the daisies on some battlefield somewhere! You always were a better shot than I was when we played with your brother's bow and arrows as children."
 
   He was teasing her! Serena was flabbergasted. After what he had done to her heart, and her reputation, and now he had the sheer gall, the naked effrontery to sail into her life ten years after ripping it into shreds – gah! Did the man have no idea what he had done? Did he not know what she had been forced to suffer for the last decade so that she could show her face at society gatherings like this one?
 
   "Serena," Bessie said quietly, putting her hand gently on her arm. "Serena, darling, perhaps it's best if you stepped away."
 
   Serena could barely hear her over the rushing of her blood in her ears and the pounding of her heart in her chest. 
 
   Her silence seemed to be deafening him. He ploughed on with the conversation, looking a little desperate. Serena found it very hard to care about his feelings at this moment.
 
   "I am glad to see you again. I asked around, and they told me that you would be here. They say that you do much for charities," he went on.
 
   "Do they?" Serena said icily. "How kind. For several years after your departure that was not what town gossips said about me at all."
 
   That made him pause, and flush. He cleared his throat, clearly embarrassed. 
 
   "So, your brother tells me that you're still not married," the idiot Luttrell said, perhaps choosing the most suicidally dangerous topic of conversation. 
 
   Serena's fingers flexed inside her gloves, her palms suddenly itching with the desire to wrap them around Captain Nodcock's throat and squeeze as hard as she could. 
 
   "Serena, come away," Bessie said more firmly, pulling on Serena's arm. She seemed to have turned into stone, however; Bessie, larger and stronger than Serena usually was, suddenly could not shift her. 
 
   "Oh!" he said suddenly, looking appalled at himself. "That is to say, I mean, I did not intend to imply…"
 
   "Is that mulled wine?" Serena interrupted, indicating the glass in Captain The Honourable Jonathan Muttonhead's gloved hand. Her voice sounded strange to her, quite distant and far away. She knew what she was about to do; there was no way that she could stop herself from completing the actions. It was almost as if she had temporarily stepped outside of her body and was watching herself as if she were a spectator to this horrendous meeting instead of an unwilling participant.
 
   "Ah, yes, it is," he said, looking a little confused at this odd turn in the conversation. 
 
   "May I have it? I seem to have spilled mine, as you can see," Serena went on, gracefully displaying her ruined dress. 
 
   "Oh, of course," he said hurriedly, as if he suddenly remembered his good manners. "Please, Lady Serena, take my glass. I will get another," he said, turning to motion to a footman who was moving their way with a tray full of warm, aromatic cups of mulled wine.
 
   It was a shame that he turned his face away, Serena reflected later, as Bessie did her duty as best friend by yanking her hurriedly from the room and shoving her into their waiting carriage. She had been aiming for his face with the warm liquid, but instead it had splattered all over his red jacket and the ribbons on his medals. 
 
   Of course, that was not all of the damage that had been done. She had lost control of the cup, which had slipped from her gloved fingers. That had caught him square between the eyes, which had caused him to stumble backwards in shock and collide with the footman. The army officer and servant went down with a crash onto the parquet floor, warm mulled wine drenching the captain's bright white breeches. They were pink breeches now, she thought happily, and probably smelled strongly of cloves. 
 
   That had been the point where Bessie had dragged her from the room, but the damage to her newly rebuilt reputation was inevitable. Spinster daughters of earls did not go around lobbing glasses of hot beverages at decorated war heroes, no matter the provocation. 
 
   The carriage ride home to Serena's parents' home on Bruton Street was silent; Bessie was too horrified at her friend's behaviour to say anything, and Serena was too busy mentally cataloguing every twist and turn of the day that led up to The Incident ten years ago. 
 
   "I do not feel comfortable leaving you alone in that house," Bessie said eventually. "It isn't right, you being there when your family is in the country. Come and stay with Thomas and me. Our guest room is very comfortable."
 
   "It's only until tomorrow morning," Serena said absently. "I had to attend Lady Beresford's party; she's the chair of Ladies Charitable Institution, and I wanted to make a good impression. They've only just accepted me as a member."
 
   That was gone for good now, she thought gloomily. The Ladies Charitable Institution was a collection of very rich, very respectable ladies of the ton who saw it as their duty to help London's less fortunate – orphans, widows and war veterans who had returned from the battlefields of France and Spain missing limbs, or their sight. Gaining admittance to this institution had been incredibly difficult. Serena had been trying for some years. They held the highest regard for personal probity and morality, and the large blot on her reputation had proved a sticking point. However, a decade of living quietly and dedicating herself to many good causes had finally proved to Lady Beresford and the rest of the ladies that she was worthy of inclusion. She was penitent for her great sin, and there is nothing that a group of good Christian women liked better than having a sinner around to forgive, she discovered. Their acceptance would have spelled a proper return to Society for Serena after ten years of exclusion.
 
   Now, though, her chance of attending another meeting of the Institution, or any other gathering of polite society was lost. A lady may be able to reclaim her reputation once, with enough time and subservient grovelling to the right society matrons. She would not be able to do it twice. 
 
   The carriage pulled up, and the footmen on the back jumped down to open the door and hand Serena out onto the street. She pulled her shawl more closely around her. London was experiencing a bitter cold snap, and many predicted a heavy snowfall. Large, pewter-grey clouds had been building ominously all day, although the streets were clear. 
 
   "Send to me later if you change your mind," Bessie begged, looking at the large, dark house where Serena planned to stay the night. "You shouldn't be alone in that big house."
 
   "I'll be fine," Serena said, sighing at her friend's fussing. "I have the staff, and tomorrow I'm heading to Kent."
 
   "You'll be going nowhere if we get that snow," Bessie said, frowning at the clouds. "If there is a heavy snowfall promise me that you won't attempt to drive there, Serena, and that you will come to stay with Thomas and me. We are only five streets away, and can come and get you in an instant."
 
   "It will not snow that badly," Serena assured her friend. "But I promise," she said, holding up a hand to stop her anxious friend from interrupting her, "If the roads are very bad, I will come to stay in the comfort of your new home, Mrs. Monkton!"
 
   Bessie, still lost in the glow of the newly married, smiled fondly when she heard her new surname. Marriage had come late for Bessie, as the war with Napoleon had separated her from the only man she had ever loved. She had stubbornly refused to consider choosing another suitor, and they had married as soon as he had returned to England. Theirs was truly a love match, and Serena wished her friend joy – Bessie had been one of a very few friends that had stayed loyal through her time of disgrace and refused to give her the cut direct, like most of her acquaintance. 
 
   Now her friend was prepared to extend that loyalty again. Serena sighed as she took the footman's hand and stepped down from the carriage. It would not be easy for Bessie to weather this storm with her. The kindest thing to do would be to tell Bessie to give her the cut direct, although she was sure that her friend would never do such a thing. 
 
   The front door to her father's London townhouse opened to let her in. There was only a skeleton staff left there to see to its maintenance over the winter months when the family lived in the country. Serena and her mother had come up for the Little Season, the small round of social events put on by those families of the ton who resided in London throughout the year. It was their way of reintroducing Serena into Society functions before the Season started up in earnest sometime around March. Her mother had gone back to Kent to prepare for the Christmas party, leaving Serena to be chaperoned by Bessie. Now that she was nearly thirty Serena was not chaperoned as she had been the last time she was there, back in her first and only Season. She could attend events alone, if she wished, although she preferred Bessie's company. 
 
   Most of the staff had returned to Kent with her mother, but there was still one footman, a maid, the cook and a scullery maid to wait on her until she travelled back to Kent the next day. The footman took her cloak and reticule, and nodded when she asked him to send her maid up to help her change. Serena ordered that a fire be lit in the library and a tray of sandwiches made up for her, and then she gave permission for the servants to go to their rest. They would stay up late down in the kitchens and make merry with the wine cellar, she knew, but she did not mind. They worked hard, and they deserved a good Christmas, even if she was destined never to have another one herself. 
 
   The fire in the library had already been lit, as the staff knew that Serena favoured the room. It was stoked up and a plate of refreshments had been placed there by the time she made it back downstairs in her nightgown, wrapper and several shawls. It was not the done thing to wander the house in such a way, of course, but seeing as her parents would not let her out of their sight for the rest of her life, she decided to enjoy the novelty when she could. 
 
   She was two sandwiches down and twenty pages into her favourite Sir Walter Scott novel when there was an almighty banging on the door. She waited to hear it open, but then she remembered that the only footman was downstairs, and would not have heard the noise. 
 
   Sliding slightly in her bedsocks, she hurried over the black and white tiles of the hallway and unlocked the door, opening it half way. What she saw there shocked her, for in the lightly falling snow, stood a very stained, very angry looking Captain Luttrell. 
 
   He pushed past her in the doorway and glanced around the unlit hall. 
 
   "Why aren't the lamps lit?" he demanded. "Where are your staff?"
 
   "I have only a few with me, for I travel back to Kent tomorrow," she said, staring at him in horror. "Pray do come in," she added sarcastically.
 
   He paid her no notice, so she sighed and shut the front door. 
 
   "Come into this room and sit by the fire," he ordered. "You'll freeze."
 
   "Right about now, I'll welcome that," she muttered, walking past him and heading for the chair by the fire in the library. 
 
   Unbidden, she remembered another cold house, and another fire, ten years before.
 
   ***
 
   Olston House, 
 
   Kent, 
 
   Christmas 1806
 
   The fire burned merrily in the grate of the breakfast room of Olston House, bringing some much-needed warmth into the room. Large and stately though the house may be, a suitable residence for an earl, like all old houses, it was terribly cold in the winter. Lord Olston was wearing one of his warmer velvet jackets at the table, and both his wife and his daughter kept their pretty shawls wrapped around their shoulders as they ate. Their footmen hovered suspiciously near the fireplace in an effort to keep warm as they waited on the family. 
 
   "I do wish you wouldn't bring the newspaper to the table," Lady Olston said, frowning at her husband, the earl. "It is impossible to carry on a conversation when you disappear behind it."
 
   "Breakfast time is far too early for conversation," the newspaper replied. "Besides, this is only three days' old. Got to keep up to date if we're going have one of your parties, m'dear. Can't be seen to be behind the times."
 
   The earl held the newspaper away from him at arm's length, and peered at it. 
 
   "Don't know why they use such tiny print, though," he grumbled. "A man can't be expected to read that without a magnifying glass!"
 
   "Then put it down, and talk to your family!" Lady Olston scolded. "William is arriving today, or so he writes. He will want to talk to his papa at meal times, not watch a newspaper eat its toast!"
 
   Lady Serena Olston, the nineteen year old daughter of the house, looked up from her own plate. 
 
   "Is William bringing any friends with him to the party?" she asked, trying to sound nonchalant. She could feel her pulse beginning to race, and she did her best to appear unaffected by the news of her elder brother's return. 
 
   "Yes, the Luttrell boy," her mother replied, sounding slightly disapproving. 
 
   "Hardly a boy," her father pointed out. "William is one and twenty, so Luttrell must be of the same age."
 
   "When you hear of some of his exploits, you will think him still a child," Lady Olston said, buttering her toast vigorously. "He is not a good influence on William."
 
   "William is a bad influence on himself," Serena said defensively, the words spilling out of her mouth before she could restrain them. 
 
   Her mother's butter knife was dropped forcefully onto the table, nearly cracking one of the porcelain side plates. 
 
   "Your brother is a fine young man," Lady Olston said, maternal devotion, perhaps blurring her vision of her elder child slightly. "He would not get into such scrapes if he wasn't encouraged by bad company!"
 
   Serena and her father exchanged a silent glance; William was well loved by all his family, but neither his father nor his younger sister were as blinded by affection as his mother. William hadn't needed any help in getting so foxed one night while at home that he decided to swim naked in the ornamental fountains outside Olston House, and several local landowners had been to see the earl to complain about William charging through nearby towns and villages in his curricle, driving at dangerous speeds and nearly mowing several people down. 
 
   "Luttrell is not so bad a young man," the earl offered. "I dare say he has pulled William out of more sticky situations than caused them. And I know his people – good sorts."
 
   Lady Olston sniffed in disapproval. 
 
   "A third son," she pointed out. "And what are third sons to do with themselves, once they have finished drinking their way through university? Marriage to some heiress, if they're lucky. I hardly think that Mr. Luttrell is one for the church!"
 
   Jonathan Luttrell was far too handsome to become a vicar, Serena thought dreamily as she stirred her tea. With his blond hair and cerulean blue eyes, he looked more like an angel. An angel on the verge of falling, she admitted to herself – those eyes sparkled with unholy mischief rather than noble piety. He had stayed at Olston House many times since becoming friends with William at Eton, and then rooming with him at Cambridge, and she had grown to know those eyes very well indeed. There was a sketchbook buried in a hatbox in her wardrobe devoted to drawing those eyes, and she rather thought she had them down perfectly. 
 
   How she longed to see them again!
 
   "Well, if the newspaper is any judge, we shall be wanting as many men as possible to fight against Napoleon," the earl said, giving up the newspaper as a bad job. He needed spectacles, but refused to wear them. "Luttrell's an excellent rider and as good a shot; the army will be a good match for him."
 
   "Just as long as he doesn't make William go with him," Lady Olston fretted. "I couldn't bear to think of William fighting, Gordon, I really couldn't."
 
   "William won't be going," the earl said firmly. "He's the heir. He's needed here."
 
   A silence fell over the room. William hadn't been the heir to his father's earldom until three years ago when Michael, the eldest Olston child and heir to the earldom, had died suddenly of a fever. Lady Olston pulled a handkerchief out of the sleeve of her dress, and dabbed her eyes with it. The earl leaned over and patted her hand gently, clearly uncomfortable with her signs of distress. 
 
    "So, William and Mr. Luttrell will be here for the party, Mama?" Serena asked, desperate to break the oppressive silence of the room. Michael's death still hung heavy over the house. 
 
   The Countess of Olston's Christmas party was the premiere yuletide event in the locality, held just before Christmas itself to allow guests to celebrate and then leave to attend the holy days with their own families. Well over a hundred people came every year, and the Olstons hired musicians so there could be dancing. Balls usually happened at the local assembly rooms, but only sporadically in the darkest months of the year. It would be three or four months until the Season started up in London again, so private balls like the one at Olston House were the only opportunity for young ladies like Serena, and her best friend Bessie, to meet eligible young men and show off their fine gowns and nimble feet. 
 
   Serena only had eyes for one eligible young man, however – The Honourable Jonathan Luttrell, third son of the Earl of Rutland. Tall, handsome, an excellent dancer; he was everything that she could want in a husband. Every time he came to stay at Olston House he had talked to her and flirted with her, although never beyond the bounds of propriety – well, until that time in London in the summer, anyway. He was kind to servants and good with his horses – what else did one need to know about one's future husband? It was a little troubling that he did not seem to have any prospects, being a third son, but he had told her once that his grandmother intended to leave him a small estate that was not entailed. Between her dowry, which was not inconsiderable, and the estate, she was sure that they could be happy together. 
 
   She was not building castles in the sky, she was sure. After all, the last time they had seen each other, at a London ball, they had shared a kiss, had they not? And a young man of good birth didn't go around kissing the eligible daughters of a peer without thinking of marriage, surely? 
 
   And yes, he hadn't written to her since that visit, she allowed, but as an unmarried young lady she would not have been permitted to enter into correspondence with a gentleman she was not engaged to. He would have known that, and that was why he had not written to her in the six months since she had last seen him, she was sure. 
 
   "Yes, both William and Mr. Luttrell will be here for the party. William has made mention of his guest staying with us for all of the Christmas season," Lady Olston said heavily. "We will not be able to get rid of Mr. Luttrell until after the New Year, I think."
 
   Lady Olston narrowed her eyes at her daughter. 
 
   "I don't want you wasting your time thinking about a third son," she told her firmly. "Several very eligible young men have been invited to the Christmas party. The Marquess of Hasting's heir will be attending, as will be Lord Rainham."
 
   "Lord Rainham must be all of five and forty!" Serena spluttered. "And Viscount St. James has the worst breath in all of Kent!"
 
   "They are both a good catch," her mother replied resolutely. "Think of Rainham. His lands border ours, and his fortune is fifteen thousand a year. You will not want for anything as Lady Rainham."
 
   "Except love!" Serena said, throwing her napkin down. "Mother, how could I possibly fall in love with Lord Rainham? His belly sticks out over his shoes!"
 
   "Enough!" Lady Olston said, rising from the table, forcing her husband to rise hurriedly too. "Nobody is saying that you have to fall in love with him at the party, Serena, but you must think carefully about your future. One Season in London and not a single proposal! A sensible marriage should be every young lady's goal in life. You would not want to end up a spinster, like your aunt Charlotte, would you?"
 
   "I'm only nineteen!" Serena protested. "I don't have to worry about being a spinster yet!"
 
   "Lord Rainham and Viscount St. James," warned her mother. "I don't want to see you stand up at the ball with anybody until you have danced with both of them first. Especially Mr. Luttrell."
 
   "Fine!" Serena said, knowing that she sounded sulky. "But don't blame me if Viscount St. James' breath overpowers me and I swoon on the dance floor!"
 
   "If you swoon, make sure he or Rainham catches you," her mother said dismissively. "Men do like to feel that they are being useful. Come, Gordon," she went on, addressing her husband. "I need you to oversee the decoration of the Great Hall. The gardeners are bringing in holly and mistletoe, and they will need you to select the Yule Log."
 
   "Anything to be useful, my dear," the earl said dryly. 
 
   He caught his daughter's eye and winked at her. Serena could not help but smile. She did not think that her mother had made a 'sensible' marriage – the affection between her parents was visible for all to see. Was it so wrong to wish for a marriage like theirs, based on true feelings of love? 
 
   She abandoned her cold toast and left the breakfast room for the small parlour upstairs that looked out over the drive. It wasn't used very often, so she had to ring for a maid to build up a fire in the grate. Until it began to warm the room, she bundled herself in more shawls and sat with a book near the window to keep watch for her brother and Jonathan Luttrell. 
 
   She could not keep herself focused on the story, however. Her mind kept drifting back to that night in June, one of the last of the Season. There had been a masked fancy dress ball, and she had danced with any number of men whose identity she had not known – it was rather fun, even if her mother had kept a strict eye on her. She had known Jonathan as soon as she had spotted him across the room – it was hard for him to hide his height, or his shining blond hair. As soon as he came close to her, she was positive it was him. Very few people had eyes as blue as his, and they shone merrily behind the strip of black cloth that masked his face. He had been dressed as a pirate, she thought dreamily, with a flamboyant hat with a large feather and shockingly tight breeches. The over-large white shirt he had worn had been opened to reveal part of his chest, and he had carried a suspiciously authentic looking sword. 
 
   Lost in her thoughts of the night, six months ago, Serena stared out of the window. 
 
   ***
 
   "Permission to dance with the fair lady, your majesty?" the pirate had asked her mother, who had frowned at him for a while before eventually regally nodding her consent. 
 
   She was dressed as Queen Elizabeth, and was rather regretting the extravagant ruff that looked impressive, but restricted her ability to move her head. It was also a popular costume for ladies of a certain age, and there were many red-wigged Tudor queens moving awkwardly around the room with little to no peripheral vision. 
 
   Serena had put her hand in his and he had whisked her off to the dance floor to join the set currently starting a country dance. They took their place at the end of the line and followed the steps called by the lead lady, who began her procession down the line with her partner. 
 
   "Where are your sheep, shepherdess?" her pirate teased. "Did you lose them?"
 
   Serena had not been allowed to pick her own costume, as some debutantes had. Her mother had chosen a very frilly shepherdess costume, complete with a crook ornamented with ribbons that she had abandoned as soon as she possibly could. Serena wasn't sure what a shepherdess did all day, but she was fairly sure she didn't do it in a dress with so many ruffles and bows. It couldn't be at all practical. She envied the girls who had come dressed as Cleopatra or one of the Muses – their gowns were far more exciting, and revealing than her rather childish costume.
 
   "I let the sheep roam freely in the gardens," she told her pirate. "A ballroom is no place for them!"
 
   "Indeed," her partner said, smiling, "But aren't you worried that some thief will come along and steal them? I have heard rumour that there is a dreadful pirate on the loose tonight!"
 
   "If a pirate is that dreadful, then I need not fear him," Serena announced. "My sheep are safe enough, I think!"
 
   He threw back his head and laughed at her rather weak joke, which was kind of him, she thought. Being so close to him made her struggle to think clearly. They were doing a country dance, which required a lot of fast skipping steps and holding of hands. Despite the warm room his hands were cool, not clammy as many of her previous partners had been. They were much larger than hers, and felt strong. 
 
   Was it possible to fall in love with a pair of hands?
 
   Serena rather thought it might. 
 
   "Perhaps we should go and check on your sheep, shepherdess," he teased. "The gardens are big. They may have wandered away and gotten lost."
 
   Serena blinked. Was he asking her to go into the gardens with him? Her mother would have a fit if she found out! Leaving the safety and the scrutiny of the public ballroom to enter the dark gardens without a chaperone was strictly forbidden for unmarried ladies.  Serena cast a glance over her shoulder to her mother, who was gathered in a group with other women of a similar age, which included two other Elizabeths. 
 
   "I'm not sure Queen Elizabeth will approve of her shepherdess wandering off," she said weakly. She wanted to go with him – desperately – but she could hear her mother's voice in her head, warning her about young women who lose their reputations by dallying in dimly lit gardens. 
 
   "Ah, but she will never know," he coaxed. "Look up and down the row, sweetheart. How many shepherdesses can you see?"
 
   Serena glanced up and down the line of enthusiastic dancers. There were at least six shepherdesses in the set, and three of them wore the same colour pink dress as she did. If they were quick, and did not dally, they could probably get away with a walk outside. 
 
   "We cannot be long," she said, in a rush. "I will be in such terrible trouble if…"
 
   "Hush," he said kindly, "I will not let you get into trouble."
 
   As soon as she had nodded her consent, he whisked her out of the set. Another couple moved up the line and took their place. Holding her firmly by the hand, he led her through the room and out through one of the open French windows onto the terrace. This area was lit, and several couples were standing there to gain some relief from the oppressive heat of the ballroom. A set of wide stone steps led down to the landscaped gardens, and they descended them quickly. 
 
   "I think your sheep are down here, shepherdess," he said, pointing to an avenue of tall lime trees. The path was unlit, and in the cool night air it looked like a perfect pathway to temptation. 
 
   Serena bit her lip, unsure of what to do, until her pirate leaned closer and whispered in her ear. 
 
   "No harm waits for you, my dear," he said, the warmth of his breath ghosting over her skin and giving her the most delightful sensation all along her neck. "I promise."
 
   Serena allowed herself to be led along the gravel path, but stopped after a few steps. 
 
   "I cannot," she said, breaking away from his hold. "No, truly, I cannot walk down this path in my dancing slippers," she said, pulling up her skirts to display the thin silk shoes she wore. "The gravel is cutting into my feet."
 
   "Never let it be said that a pirate cannot also be a gentleman," her partner said, bowing low before scooping her off the ground and into his arms. 
 
   Serena flung her arms around his neck as she gasped in shock – she hadn't expected him to do that! He walked confidently into the dark of the garden with her securely in his strong arms. 
 
   "There," he said, after a few moments. They had reached a small patch of lawn that would not hurt her feet, and he put her down carefully. She knew that she had to remove her arms from around his neck, but she was very reluctant to do so. He slipped his arms around her waist and held her tightly, so that moving them became impossible. 
 
   "Oh no, shepherdess," he said softly. "I fear all your sheep have disappeared."
 
   Serena swallowed past the lump in her throat. 
 
   "Have you stolen them, then, pirate?" she asked hesitantly, not quite sure what she was supposed to say now that she was in his arms. 
 
   "I'm more interested in stealing something of far greater value," he murmured, bending his face to hers. 
 
   If Serena had thought herself in love with Jonathan Luttrell before that night, she knew now that she had been wrong, that it had been nothing but a girlish fancy. Now that his lips had met hers and her body became alive to his touch, she knew for sure that her love – their love – was real.
 
   No wonder young ladies were warned of the dangers of darkened gardens and roguish young men! Just the feeling of being enclosed in his arms was intoxicating enough, but when his hands moved from her waist to caress her bottom she lost the ability to think clearly. His lips were warm and soft, far softer than she thought a man's lips might be. His kiss was not chaste, although it had started gently. Once he had coaxed her to open her lips slightly, however, it became full of passion. Serena gave herself up to this bliss, convinced that she could never be happy again unless it was in his arms. She did not want the moment to end, and clung to him when he reluctantly broke the kiss. 
 
   "I should get you back inside," he said, his voice pitched lower than before. His hands betrayed his real feelings, however, as Serena felt them tighten around her waist where they had come to rest. 
 
   "I want to stay here," she said, burrowing herself into his embrace, causing him to chuckle. 
 
   "And I would have you stay here all night," he teased. "But I think you would be missed."
 
   Serena stamped her foot in frustration and then immediately regretted the action. It was silly and childish, and when coupled with her ridiculous costume made her look petulant. 
 
   "Do not worry, sweetheart," he said softly. "I will kiss you again before the night is out. Your bedroom is on the second floor, is it not? At the side of the house?"
 
   "The third floor, at the back," Serena said, a little confused.
 
    Jonathan had been in their London townhouse enough times to know his way around, although he would never have been in her bedroom before. It was possible that he would be mistaken.
 
   "You have moved rooms? No matter," he said hastily, raising her hand to drop a kiss on the knuckles. "Put a candle in the window when you return home, and I will climb in to kiss you good night."
 
   Before Serena could do more than blink, he had swept her up in his arms once more and started along the gravel path back to the house. She clung to him, relishing the feeling of being so protected and so cared for in his arms. Could he have meant what he said? Was he planning to climb the trellis outside her window and sneak into her room?
 
   She couldn't let him. A kiss in the gardens was scandalous enough, but if he was found in her room it would mean that they would have to marry, immediately. Did he love her enough to risk such a fate? Serena's head was muddled. Jonathan had been flirting with her ever since she was old enough to know what flirting was, but she had seen him act in the same way with serving maids and society matrons. Was he now being serious?
 
   Before she could work out what to say, they had reached the terrace again. He put her down and they hurried up the steps and back into the ballroom. The crowded room was hot after the cool air of the garden, and Serena staggered a little at the change in temperature. Her pirate led her to the end of the line of dancers that were still moving through the steps of the country dance, and they finished the set without anybody noticing that they had left. 
 
   They walked across the room, searching for Lady Olston who was found near the refreshment table. 
 
   "Your shepherdess, your majesty," Jonathan said, reaching forward and kissing the chaperone's gloved hand. 
 
   "Thank you," Lady Olston said, looking a little flushed. Whether it was the heat of the room or the attentions of a younger man, Serena could not stay. 
 
   He bowed to her as well, gave her a roguish wink and disappeared into the crowd. 
 
   "I want to go," Lady Olston said, fanning herself. "This room is a positive crush, and I am far too warm."
 
   "Of course, Mama," Serena agreed. 
 
   She had no desire to stay now that the most wonderful event of the night had already happened! She wanted to go home, to pour out her feelings in her diary and, if she dared, light a candle and leave it burning at her window. Would Jonathan come to her window tonight? Would he climb into her room? Would he kiss her with such passion again?
 
   She had to go home and make sure that the candle was lit!
 
   Of course, leaving a grand ball was more difficult that it sounded. First one had to find the hostess, and take her leave, and then one had to find a footman to retrieve whatever wraps and shawls one had brought to the party (or over-decorated shepherdess crooks, in Serena's case) and then finally a message had to be sent to one's driver, who had to battle through the collection of carriages outside the house to find his employers. It took nearly an hour for Serena to be seated in the Olston carriage, and then another hour before she was home, undressed by her maid and alone in her room. 
 
   She had a window-seat in her bedroom, a wide, comfortable space padded with cushions where she liked to sit and look out over the garden. The sill was wide also, and there was plenty of room for a candle in a glass shade to sit there, a quiet beacon to guide her lover to her. 
 
   Serena wrapped herself in her dressing gown and settled down on the window-seat to wait for Jonathan to arrive. The whole situation was so romantic – just like something out of a book! She would only tell her best friend Bessie Pennell and her diary, she decided. She did not want Jonathan to be caught sneaking into her window that night. As much as she loved him and wanted to marry him, she would prefer a more formal proposal. 
 
   She peered out of the window, but there was no sign of him yet. No wonder, she judged; he would have had the same problems leaving the ball as she had, and he would want to leave enough time for the house to go to bed before scaling the garden wall. She yawned. He would be here at any moment, she was sure. 
 
   Her eyes closed briefly. It was late – two o'clock in the morning – and she was very tired. She yawned again. It would not do to fall asleep, though!
 
   On the window sill the candle guttered a little, but continued shining as Serena's heavy eyes closed for the last time and she fell asleep on the window seat, leaning against the wall. 
 
   The little light shone all night, but no pirate came climbing in through the window to his hopeful shepherdess
 
   ***
 
   William arrived home at Olston House shortly before luncheon, hurtling up the drive like a man possessed in his brand new curricle. The high-wheeled carriage was made for racing, but William was not a steady hand with the laces and it seemed to list precariously as it rounded the fountain in front of the house. From her seat at the window in the upper parlour, Serena watched as Jonathan Luttrell threw out a hand and grabbed the reins to steady the vehicle. 
 
   The gravel of the drive crunched as the horses drew up, lather flying from their sides. William had worked them hard, it seemed. Their father would be annoyed at that. A gentleman always took good care of his horses, she knew. Michael would never have pushed his cattle that way. He would have taken his time, and arrived later. Her brothers had been so different from each other, Serena noted, sadly. Michael had been quieter and steadier than William. He would have made a good earl. William was rackety and noisy and seemed to drink and gamble far too much. 
 
   Thank goodness William had Jonathan to help him. If his quick hand on the reins was anything to be judged, he was good at getting her brother out of trouble. 
 
   Footmen swarmed to the curricle, unloading trunks and bags. Grooms arrived to walk the horses around to the stables. From her position at the window Serena saw her mother descend the steps to welcome William warmly, and give a more frosty nod of the head to Jonathan Luttrell. They went inside, and Serena began to check her appearance in front of the mirror hanging over the fireplace. She had chosen a blue dress this morning, in a shade close to that of Jonathan's eyes. She hoped he would notice her subtle invitation. Just as she was checking that her hairpins were in place, a footman knocked the door and entered. 
 
   "Her ladyship requests your presence in the drawing room, Lady Serena," he told her. 
 
   "Thank you, James," Serena said, patting her hair for the last time. 
 
   He held the door for her as she left and walked downstairs to the drawing room. On entering the room, she found her mother, sitting happily next to her brother on the chesterfield, and her father, sitting opposite in his favourite chair. The maids had just brought a tea tray, and William was already helping himself to a slice of cake. 
 
   "William!" Serena said, crossing the room. "How nice to see you!"
 
   He waved at her vaguely with the slice of cake to indicate that the sentiment was returned, but he was far too busy chewing to respond. 
 
   Serena sat in another armchair and accepted the cup of tea that her mother passed her. 
 
   "Is Mr. Luttrell not joining us for tea?" she asked, noting the absence of him from the room immediately. 
 
   "He's in the stables," William said, finishing his cake. "Said he wanted to see to the horses. I told him there was no need, the grooms would do it, but he's funny about horses that way."
 
   "You rode them hard enough getting here," the earl said sharply. "A gentleman sees to his mount, William."
 
   "It's Penscombe now, or don't you remember?" William said nastily. 
 
   Viscount Penscombe was the courtesy title given to the eldest son of the Earl of Olston. Michael had been Penscombe since he was born, but they had never used the title when they were just the family together. Now the title had passed to William, as had all the expectations Michael had shouldered since birth. 
 
   Lady Olston's cup and saucer rattled, spilling hot tea into her lap. She cried out in pain, and the earl leaped to his feet, bellowing for the footmen outside the door to fetch her maid. Serena tried to help by pulling the sodden fabric away from her mother's skin, and there was much fuss and noise until Morgan, the countess' maid, arrived to take her sobbing mistress upstairs and put some salve on the burns. 
 
   "You, in my study, now!" thundered the earl, pointing at William. 
 
   William threw down his teacup on the tray, cracking the cup. 
 
   "I didn't spill it on her!" he protested, standing. 
 
   "Now!" repeated the earl, at ear-splitting volume. William stormed angrily from the room, followed by the earl. The door to the study opened and was slammed shut before raised voices could be heard. Serena looked at the butler, who had come running with the lady's maid. 
 
   "Could you please see that this is cleared up, Lowell?" she asked. "I expect my mother will need one of Mrs. Ainsworth's sleeping powders, if she would send one up to her room."
 
   "Yes, Lady Serena," the butler said, motioning one of the footmen to go to the housekeeper's office and arrange for the sleeping powder. 
 
   "I expect luncheon will be delayed; a tray to my mother in her room, if she can manage it, and one for my father in his study," she said, thinking hard. "I expect my brother and Mr. Luttrell will eat with me in the dining room. In half an hour, perhaps?"
 
   Loud shouting and the sound of breaking glass came from the study. 
 
   "If I may suggest an hour's delay, Lady Serena?" the butler said, wincing. 
 
   "I think you're right, Lowell," Serena said, sighing. "If anybody asks for me, I'm going to greet Mr. Luttrell in the stables before I change for luncheon. Somebody needs to remember their manners around here."
 
   "Very good, my lady," Lowell said approvingly. Their butler was a stickler for propriety and such an explosive scene was anathema to him, Serena could tell. If he sounded as if he approved of her actions, at least one of the family would get off easier in the servants hall gossip that evening.
 
   There was an entrance to the stables through one of the winding corridors of the main house, meaning that Serena did not have to brave the bitter cold by walking outside and around the house to the stable block. She did wrap herself in a bright red shawl, however, as the stables were not as warm as the house. She passed the head groom in the yard, who pulled at his cap and informed her that Mr. Luttrell was at the far end of the stable with Lord Penscombe's horses. Their stables were kept as clean as possible. Neither the stable master, nor the earl would stand for anything less – but Serena still stepped carefully as she walked down the packed earth floor. She didn't want to dirty her shoes. 
 
   He had taken off his jacket and waistcoat to work with the horses, leaving him in his shirt and breeches. His cravat had been abandoned too, which meant that the fine length of his neck was on show as he brushed down the horse. He was murmuring things as he worked on the animal, calming words designed to settle the animal that had been badly used and was now in a strange stable. Serena watched him work for a while, as his back was to her. She liked to see him like this, totally focussed on his animals. She'd seen him like it many times before, when he and William had allowed her to tag along with them as they played when they were younger. If they met one of the estate barn cats or a working dog when they were out and about, Jonathan would stop to play with it, stroke it or fuss with it. He liked animals, and they seemed to like him in return. 
 
   He noticed her eventually, however. 
 
   "Lady Serena," he said, straightening up and giving her a polite bow. "I did not notice you there."
 
   "You were busy looking after William's horses," Serena said, rolling her eyes. "Thank goodness they have you to see to their comfort. My brother would not do the same."
 
   "Oh, I'm just being fussy," he said lightly. "William is right, you have many grooms here that would do a better job than me."
 
   Serena stepped closer to the horse that had already been brushed and watered, and who was now chomping happily on some hay from a feeding bin in his stall. She raised a hand to pet the white flash along his nose, but Jonathan moved quickly, darting towards her, grabbing her wrist and yanking her away just before the horse took a nasty snap at her. 
 
   "Goodness," Serena said, blushing. "I did not think he would do that. None of the horses here have ever tried to bite me!"
 
   "None of the horses here are ever whipped as these two were this morning," Jonathan said, frowning at the memory. "They are not in the best of moods, Lady Serena. It would be best if you did not venture near them today."
 
   He still had hold of her wrist, and when he realised it he dropped it quickly. 
 
   "I didn't hurt you then when I pulled you out of the way, did I?" he asked. 
 
   "No," she said, still rubbing her hand over the spot where his hand had held her arm. "Although," she went on flirtatiously, "You have hurt my feelings, Mr. Luttrell!"
 
   He frowned. 
 
   "I have?" he asked, clearly perplexed. "Forgive me Lady Serena, but how have I done that?"
 
   Serena looked around the stables in case they were being listened to by one of the grooms, but the far end of the stable block was empty, save for them. 
 
   "Why, my pirate," she said, smiling, "you promised to climb up into my bedroom for another kiss, but you never turned up!"
 
   He looked utterly confused by what she had just said. 
 
   "Lady Serena," he said carefully, "if this is some joke you are playing on me, then I will admit, you have caught me by surprise!"
 
   He backed away from her, picking up the brush he had been using on the half-groomed horse, and entered the other stall again if he were using the horse inside as a cover from attack. 
 
   "A joke?" Serena said, completely confused herself. "Jonathan, this is no joke! In June, at the masked fancy dress ball – don't you remember?"
 
   His eyes flicked towards hers at the sound of his Christian name being used. When he had visited the house as a child, they had used their names with each other as children did. When they became older, however, and propriety had become the watchword, they were always Lady Serena and Mr. Luttrell. 
 
   "I attended many masked balls, Lady Serena," he said, moving sideways, away from her, as he continued to brush the horse. 
 
   "I think you will remember this one," she said, pointedly. "You were dressed as a pirate, and I was a shepherdess. We danced for a short time before you snuck me out into the gardens and you carried me over the gravel walk!"
 
   The noise of the brushing stopped and he rose from his crouch, visible over the flank of the horse. He looked horrified, Serena realised. Horrified and embarrassed. 
 
   "No," he said, dropping the brush onto the floor, where the horse decided to kick it across the stable, just because it could. Neither human paid much attention. 
 
   "Yes!" Serena said, stamping her foot with irritation. "Yes, Jonathan! You… you kissed me," she said, the word now sounding venomous as it left her mouth. "You kissed me, and promised you would visit me later than night and climb into my window!"
 
   She checked her volume, deliberately whispering the last few words in case there were any eavesdroppers. The force behind her words did not change with her volume, however. 
 
   "That was you?" he asked, looking pale. 
 
   "Of course it was me! Who did you think it was?" she demanded. 
 
   "Lucy Hortop!" he blurted out. 
 
   "Lucy Hortop?" Serena squealed. "Whatever made you think that… that... strumpet and I were alike?"
 
   Lucy Hortop was as popular amongst the gentlemen of the ton as she was hated by the women. She was considered fast, a damning word amongst the matrons, for it implied a certain relaxation of character that well behaved women could not afford. 
 
   "Well, she had told me that she would be wearing a shepherdess costume and her mother was Queen Elizabeth!" Jonathan said defensively. "And you were wearing a mask across your eyes!"
 
   "Lots of girls were wearing shepherdess costumes!" Serena said fiercely. "And there were more Queen Elizabeths than anything else!  You didn't think to check you were kissing the right girl?"
 
   "You weren't exactly fighting me off with your blasted stick thing!" he shot back. "You wanted to go into the gardens, you liked that kiss!"
 
   Serena took a few steps back, the anger in his words hitting her physically. 
 
   "I thought you liked me," she said, feeling the tears start to form in her eyes. "I thought you wanted to kiss me! I thought that you…" she bit the words off, unwilling to display her hopes and dreams in front of a man who turned out to be the opposite of the faithful lover she had imagined him to be.
 
   "I never gave you any sign that I had an attachment to you," he said stiffly. 
 
   "No," Serena said dully. "I can see that now. I can see that every compliment, every flirtatious little comment, every private joke meant little to you, as you behave that way with every woman, don't you? It's my fault for thinking that I was… special in some way, to you."
 
   "Serena," he started, but she put up a hand to stop him, and she started to back away.
 
   "No," she said bitterly. "No, Mr. Luttrell, do not say anything more. It is partly my fault, I suppose; I have spent such a long time wishing for your affection that I was not surprised when I finally gained it. I should have known better, but I did not wish to… oh, Lord!" she said, blaspheming in her anger with herself. "I thought the reason you had not written was because you were protecting my reputation! And all this time you thought you were sporting with another girl!"
 
   She shook her head, unable to stop the angry tears from falling down her cheeks. 
 
   "Tell me," she said angrily. "Was Miss Hortop surprised when you scaled the wall to her window that night? Did she shout, and wake the house, as she did not expect you in her room on the second floor, on the side of the house?"
 
   Jonathan flushed red, but said nothing. 
 
   "You will not say, because you would not damage a lady's reputation so," Serena said mockingly. "How very noble of you, Mr. Luttrell. How very much like a gentleman."
 
   Her eyes fell on the small pile of clothes thrown over the door to one of the stalls. Jonathan wasn't a dandy in the style of Brummell, but he did take care over his appearance.  While he followed the fashion of wearing an elegant dark coat, with well-tailored dun breeches and a white shirt, he was known to wear a more extravagant waistcoat on certain occasions. The garment on the stall door was a beautifully embroidered garment sporting some rather fanciful birds. 
 
   Moving quickly, Serena snatched the waistcoat from the door and bolted for the big open entrance to the stables, which led to the yard. 
 
   "Serena?" Jonathan said, confused, taking off after her. "Serena, what do you think you are doing?"
 
   His long legs should have given him the advantage, but she was determined and had a head start. She barrelled out into the stable yard, surprising the stable master and head groom, who were conferring about something. She spotted her target, the dung heap, and headed straight to it. 
 
   A working stable always generated a lot of dung, which was used happily by the gardeners to fertilize their gardens. The gardeners must have been leaving the pile to grow for a while, as by the time she reached the slightly steaming, odoriferous pile, it was quite sizeable. Hearing Jonathan's pounding footsteps behind her, she quickly threw the waistcoat onto the dung heap. Grabbing a nearby pitchfork, she thrust it into the pile, causing it to tumble onto what had once been an exquisite piece of clothing.
 
   "What have you done?" Jonathan bellowed, trying to snatch the pitchfork from her and rescue his clothing. 
 
   "What I want to do to you, you louse!" she shouted back, unconcerned that they had gathered a crowd of stunned grooms. 
 
   "That was one of my favourites!" he shouted, winning the battle for the pitchfork. 
 
   "Good luck in ever wearing it again!" she jeered. 
 
   "Lady Serena!" the stable master called, walking over quickly. "Is everything all right?"
 
   He looked nervously from the daughter of his employer to one of the family's most frequent guests.
 
   "Fine, Stillman," she said haughtily. "I believe Mr. Luttrell and I have come to an understanding."
 
   The last word was said with such a snarl that both Jonathan and the stable master took a step back from her.
 
   "I believe I understand perfectly," Jonathan said, through gritted teeth. 
 
   "Fine," Serena snapped. "Lunch in an hour in the dining room for you and William."
 
   He nodded his head sharply, gave up on the waistcoat as a lost cause, handed the pitchfork to Stillman the stable master and headed back into the stables. Serena shook out her skirts, nodded regally to the stable master and swept back into the house through the side door. 
 
   "What do you think that was all about?" the chief groom asked, in wonder. 
 
   "Don't rightly know," the stable master replied. "But I doubt that young gentleman has seen the last of Lady Serena's temper."
 
   The side door to the house slammed shut, causing the horses in stalls close to it to complain at the sudden noise. A loud curse came from the back of the stable. 
 
   "Reckon you're right, there," the chief groom said wisely. 
 
   She ate her lunch in her room on a tray, not willing to be at the table with that insufferable man with only her brother for company. She picked at her food, the tension in her stomach making her unable to eat more than a few bites. 
 
   How could he have done that to her? How could he have taken what had been the most magical night of her life, and turned it into something so mortifying? For all that time she had thought that she was special, that he was as in love with her as she was with him. What a complete and utter fool she had been. 
 
   Destroying his fancy waistcoat had been more than a little childish of her, she knew, but had not been able to help herself. Her rage at his treatment of her was still burning inside, and she wanted more revenge. She wanted to make him feel as embarrassed and betrayed as she was feeling. 
 
   She sat in her bedroom, huddled up on the bed with a blanket for warmth and comfort, and started to plan what she could do as revenge. Steal his correspondence and reveal its secrets? That was a possibility, but it rather required him to carry scandalous letters on his person. Men were not as fastidious about writing letters as women were, in her experience. Perhaps she could start a rumour about him that would embarrass him. There were several ladies of her acquaintance that just loved spreading juicy gossip. Ah, but what could she say?
 
   She was puzzling this out when she heard her bedroom door open and shut. 
 
   "You can take the tray, Sarah," she said, without looking around. "My apologies to Cook, but I'm not really in the right sort of mood to eat."
 
   "I hope you're in the right sort of mood to take your punishment," a familiar voice said, just before the latch closed firmly on the door. 
 
   She looked up and saw Jonathan Luttrell advancing towards the bed. She gave a little scream and tried to move away, but her arms and legs were tangled up the blanket and it took her a few seconds too long to free herself. 
 
   He reached over the bed and grabbed her by the arm, dragging her across the coverlet. She shouted for help, but he quickly pulled her to his side and clapped a hand over her mouth. 
 
   "According to a very friendly maid, your mother is fast asleep after taking a powder and your father has dragged your grumpy brother out around the estate to make him realise some of the duties he has to face now that he is Penscombe," he told her, gritting his teeth as she struggled against his grip. "All of the servants are sitting down to their lunch in the servants' hall. In short, there is nobody to hear you. You may scream and shout if you wish, but there is no point."
 
   Serena frowned at him, but eventually nodded her understanding. He was correct. All the indoor servants would be down in the kitchen now, having their meal now that the family had eaten. There was nobody to hear her scream for help, and if there were, they would discover her with an unmarried man in her bedroom. She would be ruined. 
 
   She stopped struggling, and he took his hand warily from her mouth. Satisfied with her lack of yelling for help, he began to tug at her again. She tried to wriggle out of his grip, but he was just too strong. Those muscles she had always admired were conspiring against her now. She had no idea what he was trying to do to her at first, but once he had hoisted her over his knee and started pulling at her dress, she understood completely. 
 
   "Unhand me!" she shrieked, kicking out and trying to wriggle off his lap. 
 
   "If you act like a child, you will receive a child's punishment," he said calmly, adjusting his grip so she was more firmly situated over his broad thighs. 
 
   "You dishonoured me!" she cried, feeling the cool air of the house on her stockinged legs. Her garters kept them on firmly, just above the knee, but like most ladies of the time, she had no other undergarment to protect her body from Jonathan's gaze or the flat of his hand. She was not even wearing a corset that day, merely a boned chemise, which gave her the shape she required under her column style dress. This chemise was lifted along with her dress. 
 
   "I would have made my apologies to you, if you had stayed long enough to hear them," he said grimly. "There was no need to run away from me like I was some kind of monster, and definitely no need to bury my waistcoat in the dung pile!"
 
   "You deserved everything you got," Serena hissed. 
 
   "And you will deserve everything you get," he said grimly, before raising his hand and bringing it down smartly onto her bare backside. 
 
   Serena could still feel the impression of his hand on her skin even once he had lifted it. Lord, it burned! Just as she had gasped in indignation at the first blow, he gave her another! Once again, the stinging slap came down on her poor, innocent bottom, leaving a burning ache behind it. Another two slaps followed, one on each cheek, each landing on a previously un-spanked section of her behind. 
 
   By now her bottom was burning, and was quite the warmest thing in the cool room!
 
   "Enough!" Serena shouted, desperately trying to cover her backside with her hands. "Enough! Jonathan, you have spanked me enough!"
 
   "I don't think so," he said curtly. "That waistcoat cost me thirty shillings! That's one spank per shilling!"
 
   "Thirty shillings!" Serena shouted, after the quick fall of another two blows on her backside. "How could you spend so much on…"
 
   Her advice on matters financial and sartorial was lost as she wailed her way through a set of seven or eight solid whacks to the behind from his hand. Her backside wasn't just burning now, but there was a deep ache also setting into her rapidly reddening skin. 
 
   "You embarrassed me, and you embarrassed yourself, and you embarrassed the servants!" Jonathan lectured as he spanked and spanked and spanked. Serena sobbed and wailed as she tried to kick out and stop him from spanking her, but it was to no avail. He merely adjusted her position, locking one of his legs around hers to stop them moving. 
 
   The pain was all consuming, Serena found; she had always been a good child, and had never received any punishment more painful than a quick slap on the wrist or the back of the leg. This spanking was showing her just how aware one could become of an area of one's body! Jonathan was careful to cover all of her exposed backside with his large hands, ensuring that not an inch of her was spared the torment. He even slid a hand between her thighs to part her legs, allowing him to catch the flesh there as well, which really made her cry. 
 
   It frustrated her that she could not move to avoid the spanking, but he held her so tightly that she could not break his hold. Some part of her mind detached from the experience mused on how funny it was that she would have done anything to be held tightly by him only this morning, and now all she wanted was for him to let her go! She could not laugh, for all her energy was being saved for wriggling and sobbing, and truth be told, the fact was not that funny. 
 
   She could not say how much time had passed during her spanking. It had felt like forever and no time at all, which confused her. When he eventually stopped spanking her, she still cried, bracing herself for another blow to catch her abused bottom.
 
   She was manhandled again, until she was in a sitting position on his lap. This did not do much for the pain in her bottom, but he allowed her to sob into his chest, making the soft material of his shirt wet with her tears. He put his arm around her shoulders. 
 
   "Don't cry," he said kindly. "It is over now."
 
   "But it hurts!" Serena wailed. "You hurt me!"
 
   "I punished you," he corrected her. "You behaved like a naughty child, so you had to suffer the consequences."
 
   "But you kissed me, and thought I was someone else!" she complained, through a series of hiccuping sobs. 
 
   "It was an honest mistake," he said softly. "Serena, I would never have behaved so badly with you if I had known it was you under that mask."
 
   "But you would have with Lucy Hortop," she mumbled, turning her face away from him. 
 
   "Lucy Hortop knows that a few kisses don't have to mean very much," he told her, catching her chin and pulling her back to face him. "She's a game girl, and will land a husband who likes a lusty wife. But I think that, to you, a kiss means a lot more."
 
   "It doesn't anymore," Serena said, looking away. "I have been silly, and now I've learned my lesson. I shall have to be more like Lucy Hortop."
 
   "Oh, you don't want to do that," he scolded. "It's a terrible thing, being a woman. You have to be sweet and demure to the world and passionate enough to keep your husband's interest at home."
 
   Serena's cheeks blushed as red as her backside. 
 
   "Lucy Hortop seems to be doing all right," she muttered. 
 
   "Is that really what you want?" he asked, his voice sounding husky. "Do you want to know what Lucy Hortop would do, if she had been across my knee like you have?"
 
   "I think she would cry," Serena stammered, as his hand not holding her shoulder started to creep up under her dress and slide up her leg. 
 
   "Oh, she'd be wailing all right," Jonathan agreed, smiling. "But not just out of pain. Like I said, Lucy's a game girl, always happy to try new things."
 
   His hand was higher now, parting her thighs. Serena clutched his shoulders and gasped as she felt one of his fingers slide along her slit. She tried to pull away, but she was held too firmly in place. 
 
   "I was right to spank you for ruining my waistcoat," he told her, running his finger up and down her most private place, "but I am beginning to see why you were so upset. I shouldn't have kissed you in the garden, and promised to climb through your window; I got you all hot and bothered and didn't get you off."
 
   "Get me off?" Serena asked, puzzled. 
 
   He chuckled. "Oh, so innocent," he said, leaning his forehead against hers. 
 
   He moved his finger so that he parted her folds and unerringly found a spot that Serena had no idea existed. He rubbed it gently and she convulsed in his arms, gasping aloud. It was as if he had set sparks loose in her body, little brief flames of pure pleasure that burned briefly then died away. 
 
   "More!" she demanded, when she could speak again. 
 
   "Greedy," he chided, although with a smile. 
 
   He moved his finger again, this time allowing others to move about her folds as well. His pace was slow and steady, creating those brief sparks, but it seemed lacking somehow. She began to jerk her hips against his fingers, encouraging him to move faster. 
 
   He took the hint, this time using the pads of two of his fingers in a quicker rhythm against that magical spot. The sparks returned, but stronger now, more intense, lasting longer and merging to build something bigger. She could not speak, merely grip onto the man who had caused her so much pain and was giving her so much pleasure. 
 
   Her whole abdomen was tense with anticipation. It seemed as if something big was going to happen, something spectacular, she was sure. Her breath was coming in pants now, as was Jonathan's. 
 
   "That's it, you can do it," he urged. "You want to come for me, don't you, Serena?"
 
   She did, she truly did – she had no idea what he meant, but right now, with the pleasure he was giving her, she would do anything for him, anything at all, even suffer another spanking!
 
   Then, suddenly, something seemed to break inside her, and the tension that had been building was shattered in an instant by a shock of sheer bliss so powerful that it robbed her of the ability to see clearly – little spots of light danced in front of her eyes, and she collapsed bonelessly into his arms. 
 
   He held her closely, panting as much as she was before groaning. 
 
   "It is too much," he said, shifting position to stand before laying her carefully over the end of her bed. "No man could resist such temptation!"
 
   Serena was lost in her own bliss, and she barely noticed the firm mattress under her cheek, or the cool breeze on her legs and backside as Jonathan yanked up her dress and chemise again. She could hear some fumbling with cloth and his hurried curses, so she turned her head to look back over her shoulder. 
 
   He was standing over her, his breeches unbuttoned, with his member in his hand! Young ladies of quality such as Serena were not supposed to have any idea about the male form, but a tour of a few art galleries during her Season had shown her paintings of the naked form that her mother had not been quick enough to draw her away from. All the paintings were very old and were Italian, from the Renaissance period. All of the men portrayed in them had very small members indeed. Serena had come away from those brief glimpses with a confused impression that all men sported members of no more than an inch or two long. 
 
   Either Jonathan was massively disproportionate, or those artists had a real problem with perspective, Serena thought groggily. She watched as Jonathan slid his hand up and down his member, which was standing freely from his body and not dangling limply as she had seen in the artwork. He was making soft grunting sounds and was somewhat red in the face. She watched, confused, wondering what was going to happen next.
 
   Whatever she had imagined, it was not that liquid would spurt from his member and land squarely on her reddened bottom! She lay completely still, shocked as the cool drops landed on her. He grasped hold of one of the four posts at the corner of the bed to support him as he tucked himself back into his breeches. 
 
   Serena wasn't quite sure what to say – or do! She opened her mouth to speak, but just as she did, she heard the very worst noise she could possibly hear. 
 
   "Serena!" her mother called. "Serena, are you in your room?"
 
   "Oh no," Jonathan said, going pale. 
 
   "Hide!" hissed Serena, scrambling to her feet and yanking her dress into shape. 
 
   "Where?" he asked, sounding desperate. 
 
   "Wardrobe," Serena said firmly, throwing open the door, pulling a dress off its hook and tossing it onto the bed. "Get in!" she urged, and watched as he pulled his long limbs into an impossible contortion to make himself fit. 
 
   Serena hurriedly pulled off her dress and chemise, using the undergarment to clear up the mess from her behind before tossing them under the bed.  There was a clean chemise draped over a chair, left for her earlier by her maid, so she tugged it over her head and struggled into the new dress. These new styles of gown made it very easy to dress without a maid to help; you didn't even have to wear a corset any more, if you did not wish to.
 
   Her door rattled. 
 
   "Serena?" barked her mother. "Why is this door locked?"
 
   "I am changing, Mama!" Serena called, looking at the state of her hair in disbelief. Hurriedly she undid the braids that her maid had plaited this morning and ran a brush through it. 
 
   "Open this door at once, Serena!" her mother said. 
 
   She did as she was instructed, and her mother stormed into the room. 
 
   "Where is Mr. Luttrell?" she demanded. 
 
   Serena did her best to look innocent. 
 
   "I have no idea," she said. "The last I saw him was in the stables before luncheon. Perhaps he went for a ride?"
 
   Her mother stared at her piercingly, then swept her glance around the room. Serena held her breath and hoped that her mother did not start looking under the bed or in the wardrobe. 
 
   "Typical," the older woman said eventually. "His first day as a guest and he's nowhere to be seen when he's wanted."
 
   "You want to speak to Mr. Luttrell?" Serena asked, confused. 
 
   "Your father has taken William out across the estate and one of the footmen has fallen and hurt his back," her mother said irritably. "I need one more tall man to help with the placing of the holly and mistletoe around the house, and I wanted to make Mr. Luttrell useful."
 
   "I will dress my hair, and come and help you look for him," Serena said firmly.
 
   "Very well," her mother said. "It is nice to have one child that you can rely on," she said, unexpectedly, before turning and walking briskly up the corridor. 
 
   Serena closed and locked the door again before letting Jonathan out of the wardrobe. 
 
   "She wants you to help hang the holly and mistletoe," she told him, before opening the window and peering out. Satisfied with what she saw, she nodded to him. 
 
   "You can climb down the ivy and come in through the front door. Pretend you've been walking in the gardens," she told him. 
 
   "I can't climb down ivy!" he said, horrified. 
 
   "Well, you can't go out the door!" Serena snapped. "She'll see you leaving the corridor!"
 
   "Damn and blast it," Jonathan muttered, peering out of the window to the ground below. 
 
   He climbed out gingerly, not wanting to let go of the windowsill. 
 
   "I'm not sure this will take my weight," he said dubiously. 
 
   "It better had," Serena said, watching as he started to inch his way down the thick luxuriance of ivy that grew up the side of that wall of the house. Some strands did give way in his hands, and there was a worrying groaning sound coming from the plant, but he didn't so much climb down as slide, using the ivy to stop himself from accelerating too quickly. Once she saw that he was safely on the ground, she shut the window, bundled her hair up hastily into a simple roll and pinned it into place. 
 
   She winced as she left the room and hurried down the corridor. Walking and sitting were going to be painful for a while. 
 
   This had been a most eventful day, she decided, as she rounded the corner to the main staircase and started her descent to her impatient mother in the hall below, just as Jonathan walked in cheerily through the front door and greeted her mother warmly. 
 
   Little was she aware of just how eventful the next day would be!
 
   The day of the Christmas party was a busy one for the women of Olston House, both family and servants. While the maids scrubbed the house from top to bottom and the kitchen staff laboured to create a grand selection of foods for the guests to pick at in the buffet, the ladies of the house were responsible for the decoration of the rooms used for the dancing, eating and talking as well as arranging the flowers that had been grown in the hothouse specifically for this event. As the flowers were Lady Olston's special pleasure, she had ceded the job of creating the mulled wine to Serena. They had an old family recipe that was followed to the letter, involving nutmeg, loaf sugar, egg yolks, cinnamon, ginger, mace and cloves. The expensive spices had to be steeped in the wine in little muslin bags, and the wine gently heated over a small fire for several hours before it could be decanted into a giant silver punch bowl and served to guests. 
 
   Serena had been assisting her mother for years with this task – one of the first sewing tasks she had been given as a child was making the small bags for the spices. She was more than capable of making the wine, and as such had been holed up in a small parlour close to the ballroom for most of the afternoon before the party started, creating the famous Olston mulled wine. 
 
   Helping her mother with the flowers and giving orders to the maids about laying out the buffet tables had kept her away from Jonathan all day. He loitered about the downstairs rooms for a while, clearly hoping to speak to her, but there were too many people around. Serena was glad of it. 
 
   The events of yesterday afternoon – the spanking, the pleasuring – had left her horribly confused. She was sure that she should hate him for letting him use her body in such a way, especially after the discovery about the kiss in June. If anybody ever found out that it had happened, her reputation would be in tatters and any chance of a marriage with anybody could be dismissed. However, she did have to admit to herself that her destruction of his property was wrong, and that she hadn't really given him much of a chance to apologise. She would never be able to forget clinging to his body as he touched her so intimately, either, or the intensity of the pleasure he had given her. 
 
   So, she decided, it was best to ignore him as much as she could. The party made this easier than it normally would be to dodge a houseguest. She had left the wine steeping over a small fire and stationed a maid to watch over it as she was bathed and dressed for the party. Once she had been dressed in her best dress, a cheerful gold gown with silver embroidery, she took over her station in the small parlour again. The room smelled of rich red wine and spices, and she stirred it cheerfully as she heard the commotion of horses arriving, guests flooding into the entrance hall and the musicians starting up a merry tune. The Yule Log would be lit in the ballroom's fireplace and the whole house was festooned with greenery. 
 
   The silver punch bowl was by her feet, and she carefully began to transport the warm wine from the pot over the fire to the ornate heirloom with a jug. Once the large punch bowl had been filled, she opened the parlour door to find the footmen who were to carry it into the dining room and start doling it out into cups for the guests. The punch bowl was far too heavy for her to move alone once it had been filled. 
 
   As soon as she opened the door to the parlour, Jonathan slipped in. 
 
   "Get out!" she demanded.
 
   "Not until we have time to talk," he said quickly. 
 
   "We have nothing to talk about," she said icily. "Leave, please, before we are discovered."
 
   "I have to talk to you about yesterday," he said, stepping to one side of her, and then the other, to prevent her from leaving the room. "About what happened after I spanked you."
 
   Serena could feel her blush starting from her chest and work its way up to her face. 
 
   "I need to get this punch bowl out to the guests," she said. "I have to summon footmen to lift it."
 
   "Oh, I can lift that," Jonathan said dismissively, heaving the large bowl up onto the table. "Now, Serena, we must talk."
 
   "There is nothing you can say to me that I need to hear," she said, taking a step back from him. "Yesterday, we both made mistakes. We should be lucky that my parents did not discover them."
 
   He frowned. It was not fair, Serena thought crossly, that the man was just as handsome when he was upset as when he smiled. 
 
   He ran his hand through his hair in frustration. 
 
   "When you told me it was you that I had kissed in June, you surprised me," he said suddenly. "If the truth is to be told, I have been thinking of that night for some time, but when I, ah, met with Miss Hortop again, it wasn't the same."
 
   "And now we know why," Serena said frostily. 
 
   "And now we know why," he agreed, sounding ashamed. "If I had known that you were Penscombe's sister that night, I would never have taken you out of the dance."
 
   "Because I am William's sister?" she asked, annoyed.
 
   "Because you are little Serena," he said, smiling. "The annoying younger sister that tagged along on our adventures as children, and wouldn't leave us alone to do the rude and nasty things that small boys do."
 
   "I see," she said stiffly, stepping away from him, but he reached out quickly and grabbed her wrists. 
 
   "And then you weren't little Serena, but the beautiful Lady Serena, ready for her debut," he said, pulling her near him. "I stayed here the winter before your presentation at court, and all of a sudden you were a gorgeous young woman, and so far out of the reach of a third son with few prospects, no matter how much he realised that he was, against his will, falling in love with you."
 
   "You will have your grandmother's estate," she said, allowing herself to be pulled closer after hearing those magic words. "And my dowry is big enough!"
 
   "I do not wish to live off my wife's dowry," he said sharply. "I want to be able to provide for her. And there's not much chance of that," he said bitterly. "My father has just bought me my commission," he told her. "As soon as the festive season ends, I am to report to my new commanding officer in the Life Guards."
 
   "You are going into the army?" she asked, appalled. "But Jonathan, the newspapers say that Napoleon will try to invade England!"
 
   "Once he has swallowed up the rest of Europe, I have no doubt that he will try," Jonathan said grimly. "The army has need of me, and I have need of it. If I work hard, and can be promoted, then perhaps one day, with my pay and my grandmother's estate…"
 
   "But you might die!" Serena cried, anguished. 
 
   "I have no plan to do that," he told her loftily, although his smile did not quite reach his eyes. 
 
   "You will not marry me," Serena said quietly, watching for confirmation in his face. 
 
   "Serena, I cannot marry you; I cannot support you," he said, sounding deeply unhappy. "And I cannot ask you to wait for me. I have no idea how long I will be fighting, or when I will return to England."
 
   "You will not take my dowry?" she pleaded. 
 
   He shook his head stubbornly. "I can't," he said simply. 
 
   She let out a hopeless sigh, and let herself be enfolded in his arms. 
 
   "I don't want you to go," she said into his broad chest. 
 
   "And I wish with all my heart that I could stay," he said, his voice sounding thick with emotion. 
 
   "But you can't," she finished for him, and there was nothing for him to do but sigh in response. 
 
   "Let me have one more kiss," she said bravely. "To tide me over until you come back home, and you marry me."
 
   He shook his head, but smiled anyway. 
 
   "I don't want you to wait for me," he repeated. 
 
   "And I don't want you to go," she told him tartly. "It seems that neither of us is getting what we want in this affair."
 
   He smiled again, this time more warmly, and brought his lips down to hers. He had meant it to be a gentle kiss, she could tell, but she would not let it stay that way. She brought her hands up to his face and grabbed him, keeping him in place as she raised herself up onto her tiptoes and pressed her body against his. It did not take him long to respond, his kiss turning passionate and wild. She ran her hands through his hair and he responded by picking her up, carrying her towards the large table in the middle of the room where she had been preparing the ingredients for the mulled wine all day. 
 
   The table that now contained the large punch bowl full of wine, sitting a little too close to the edge for safety. 
 
   He sat her down on the table with a thump, his fingers stroking her collarbone and the top of her breasts. She hooked a leg around his waist, bringing him closer. The combined bumping against the table of the two of them caused the punch bowl to topple from the edge of the table with an almighty clang that resounded throughout the room. The wine rushed forth, spilling over the floor and out underneath the closed door. 
 
   They looked at each other in horror and just had time to untangle themselves from each other before the door was thrown open and Lady Olston stalked in, ready to shout at clumsy servants for ruining the mulled wine. Instead, she found her daughter sitting on a table looking dishevelled while the man she was with was trying to straighten his clothes. 
 
   If Lady Olston had been alone, perhaps the whole incident could have been hushed up. However, she had been in the company of some of their neighbours, who saw what had happened in the room all too clearly. Their squeals of shock and glee soon brought others running, and before two minutes had elapsed it seemed the whole of the party knew that the innocent daughter of the house had been caught in flagrante delicto with a handsome house guest. 
 
   The party, of course, was abandoned, which was enough of a scandal in its own right. A crying and pleading Serena was locked into her bedroom for hours, until her mother came to see her in the early hours of the morning. 
 
   "Where is Jonathan?" Serena begged. "When are we to be married?"
 
   That had been the sole ray of light in this dark mire she found herself in – he would have to marry her now, if only to save her reputation. It would not be ideal, she knew, living on the interest of her dowry and his salary, but she was sure that they would manage. They were in love, after all. That had to mean something, didn't it?
 
   Her mother's face was haggard, and she seemed to have aged ten years in a single evening. 
 
   "Mr. Luttrell has packed his things and left," she said bitterly. "When your father asked him if was prepared to marry you, he said that he was not. Your father challenged him, of course, but the coward left before seconds could be organised."
 
   Serena was in shock. Jonathan was gone? He had abandoned her? Surely, this could not be!
 
   "This cannot be true!" Serena said, rising and going to her mother. "Mama, please – ah!"
 
   The sound of the slap her mother delivered to her cheek rang through the room. 
 
   "Because of you, Luttrell ran away like a coward," her mother told her, anger now in her voice. "And if ruining your reputation and the Olston name wasn't enough, he took William with him."
 
   "William has gone too?" Serena asked, her hand still covering the red mark on her face. 
 
   "He has stolen my son!" her mother shouted, all reason now lost. "My boy, my only boy, and he is gone with Luttrell God only knows where!"
 
   "The army," murmured Serena numbly. "He has a commission in the army."
 
   Her mother screamed then, a scream of real fear and pain at the thought of her only surviving son running away to put his life in danger. Her scream brought maids running, who sent for the butler, who sent for the earl. It was the earl who managed to quiet the sobbing, raging countess enough to get her standing up again and walk her off to her bedroom.
 
   Serena was left alone in her bedroom, sitting on the edge of her bed, still reeling at Jonathan's betrayal. She began to understand the terrible position he had left her in – ruined socially, a pariah, known to everybody at the party as no better than a whore. Her whole life began to crumble around her and she cried, huge, wrenching heartfelt sobs as she mourned the death of a life she had not yet begun to live. 
 
   ***
 
   London, 1817
 
   "I suppose you have come to punish me again for the destruction of your clothing," Serena said, looking pointedly at his ruined uniform. 
 
   "That is not why I am here, and you should know it," he said, shaking his head.
 
    "All I know about you is that you deserve absolutely nothing from me," she said coldly. 
 
   He flinched, acknowledging the truth of her words. 
 
   "I was an idiot ten years ago," he said, shrugging. "As soon as I got to the bottom of the drive I knew I had made a mistake, but I could not turn back."
 
   "William," Serena said bitterly. 
 
   "William," he agreed. "He was so desperate to leave Olston House and your parents behind that he was willing to go in the company of the man who had destroyed the reputation of his sister."
 
   "My mother broke down when she heard of it," Serena recalled. "When he sent word that he had bought a commission she took to her bed for a month. She was positive that he would be killed on the battlefield. That he survived to return to us was nothing short of a miracle."
 
   Jonathan said nothing, which was all the confirmation Serena needed. 
 
   "He would have died," she said heavily, "if you had not been there to get him out of trouble."
 
   "There were a few sticky spots," he allowed, clearly not telling her the whole truth. "But by the end, we needed each other. He stopped being that angry young boy frightened of taking his brother's place and became a man."
 
   "He shouldn't have gone the way he did," Serena said angrily. "He scared my mother half to death and my father has lived most of the last ten years sure that he would be the last Earl of Olston."
 
   "No, he shouldn't have done that," Jonathan agreed. "But you have to understand how utterly terrified he was at the thought of inheriting. He had grown up assuming that he'd inherit some little estate your father held up in Northumberland, all moorland and sheep. Then, overnight, he suddenly has to take on the Olston estate knowing that his brother would have made a far better job of it."
 
   "At least he managed to get away," Serena said, looking back to the fire. "I had to stay at home and witness the pain he caused, as well as the pain I brought to my parents. Do you know what my life has been like for the last ten years?" she demanded.
 
   "A little," he said carefully. "I know that you were sent to live with your aunt Charlotte for some years, and then back in Kent more recently."
 
   "How do you know that?" she asked, dumbfounded, turning back to face him. 
 
   It was a mistake, she knew. Her feelings had always been jumbled where Jonathan Luttrell was concerned, but the power his eyes held over her had not changed in ten years. Their beauty drew her in.
 
   "I used to read the letters you would send to your brother," he admitted. 
 
   "Aunt Charlotte made me write," she told him. "At first, I had no desire to do anything but tell him what a blockhead he was."
 
   "Oh, those were the good ones," he said, smiling. "I used to sneak them out of his jacket pocket and pretend you were shouting at me."
 
   "If you knew where I was, why didn't you write to me?" she asked, confused and more than a little hurt.
 
   "But I did," he said indignantly, stepping towards her. "I addressed them to Olston House at first, and then when I realised you were living in Herefordshire, I wrote to you at your aunt's address. When you never replied, I thought that you must hate me too much to reply. I apologised so many times, Serena, and wrote asking you to marry me."
 
   "Are you being honest with me?" Serena asked suspiciously. 
 
   "On my honour as an officer and a gentleman," he said immediately. 
 
   He was sincere, she could tell. That was not an oath that any man took lightly. Could it be true? Could he have been desperate to marry her after all?
 
   "I never got those letters," Serena said weakly. 
 
   "Your parents must have intercepted them," he said, taking another step towards her. "They probably did not want you to hear from me."
 
   "Yes," Serena agreed. "Yes, my mother would have done that. My aunt would have followed her instructions on the matter."
 
   "Let me take this time to tell you what those letters tried to ten years ago," he said, taking the final step close to her so that he could take her smaller hands in his. 
 
   "I made the biggest mistake of my life ten years ago when I ran away," he said, looking deeply into her eyes. "I left you behind because I thought that you would do better without me, that you would find a man who could afford to give you everything your heart desired. I told myself that you would be treated kindly by your parents. I know that they loved you. I did not make it ten yards down the drive before I realised just how stupid I had been, and how I had abandoned you so cruelly. My own pride over living off a bride's dowry stood in the way of me doing not only the right thing, but what I truly wanted to do."
 
   "You wanted to marry me?" she asked, her voice choked with emotion. Tears started to fall, unbidden, down her cheeks. 
 
   "I did. I always have," he admitted. "Let me show you something," he said, unbuttoning his red jacket and reaching inside. He pulled out a scrap of paper, old and folded many times. The ink had smudged a little where it had been rained on, and there were one or two brownish marks that looked like bloodstains. He handed the paper to her, and she blinked, recognising it. 
 
   "This is the end of a letter I sent to William," she said, looking at her own handwriting. 
 
   "You've been a prize idiot, but you're the only prize idiot I have. Come home soon, and come home safe. I love you, even though you probably don't deserve it. Serena."
 
   She read the words on the scrap of paper aloud, and then handed it back to him. He carefully refolded it and placed it in his inside pocket.
 
   "I ripped it off the end of the letter you wrote," he admitted. "All of the other fellows had letters from their wives and sweethearts. I pretended that those words were for me. Lord knows, I was a prize idiot," he said ruefully.
 
   "I never thought I would see you again," Serena said, wiping her eyes. "I used to check the lists the newspaper printed, of the names of the fallen soldiers, and I was always so happy when your name wasn't there. Then I'd get angry with you again, for leaving me, until the next time we got a newspaper and the relief would come back. I hated you – at least, I thought I did. Believing that I hated you was a lot easier than admitting to myself that despite everything that had happened, I still loved you."
 
   "Do you… do you still feel the same way about me now?" he asked, looking both hopeful and frightened at the same time. 
 
   She looked down at his ruined breeches. 
 
   "I think it's safe to say that I still feel a certain resentment about how the last ten years of my life has been spent," she said dryly.
 
   "Understandable," he said, smiling a little. 
 
   "But," she went on. "I would be lying if I said that I only hated you. I read a book once – I've read a lot of books in the last decade," she added, "and the author said something along the lines of great love and great hate being two sides of the same coin. If you feel one, then you are very close to feeling the other. I hated you because I loved you, I think, and while I clung to one emotion I could never abandon the other."
 
   "So, you mean to say that if I worked very hard, I could regain your trust?" he asked. "That, with time, you could love me again? Enough to marry me?"
 
   Waiting would be a good idea, Serena knew. Ten years was a long time. Jonathan would have been changed by his experiences in the war, and the good Lord only knew how much opposition her parents would bring to the match. 
 
   On the other hand, however, ten years had been a very long time to wait. Ten long years of quiet, sober living, of working her fingers to the bone stitching and knitting for charity after charity. Ten years of pointed looks and nasty smirks and vile rumours repeated as truth amongst her old friends. She had been miserable for ten dull, miserable mind-numbing years. She was nearly thirty, a spinster with no chance of marriage and children, destined to live with her parents, and then her brother, until the day she died. 
 
   She had absolutely no desire to live that life. If it meant giving Jonathan another chance to prove his true feelings, well, she would be bold enough to do just that.
 
   "If you love me, Jonathan Luttrell, you will get a Special License, and you will marry me immediately," she heard herself say. "We will use my dowry and your salary to support us, and we will be happy, no matter how poor we are, do you understand?"
 
   "Yes, sir!" he said, jumping to attention and saluting in such a professional way that she burst into laughter. "Permission to speak, sir?"
 
   "Permission granted, Captain," she said, waving a hand loftily. 
 
   "Your dowry can be yours to do what you want with, sir!" he said, grinning. "My grandmother's estate has a very rich seam of coal running straight through it, which is becoming more valuable as each day passes!"
 
   "You mean to say that we could have married ten years ago and avoided all this… all this—"
 
   Her words were cut off as he grabbed her and pulled her into kiss far more breathtaking than any of his previous ones had been. 
 
   "Enough talk of the past," he said softly. "Let's think of our future, shall we?"
 
   "Very well," she agreed, standing on her tiptoes to kiss him again. 
 
   He leaned back away from her. 
 
   "There is just one thing," he said, smiling wickedly. 
 
   "What?" Serena demanded. 
 
   "Well, wife, you do seem to have a habit of damaging valuable items of my clothing," he said, indicating his ruined breeches. "And I do seem to remember the punishment for that was a spanking."
 
   "One spank for every shilling you paid," she said, licking her lips. "And then, afterwards, you touched me here." 
 
   She pointed to the meeting of her thighs. 
 
   "I did," he said, taking her hand and leading her to the armchair before the fire. 
 
   He sat down and waited for her to decide what she was going to do next. Slowly and deliberately she unwrapped the shawls from around her shoulders and let them fall to the ground. Next, she undid her wrapper, and let that fall too. With only her long linen nightdress on, she gracefully arranged herself over his lap. He found the hem of her nightdress and pulled it up to reveal her backside to the warmed air of the fireside. 
 
   He let his large hand rest on the curve of her derriere. 
 
   "Now, these breeches were very expensive, as I recall," he said, rubbing her pale skin with a hand now callused from holding a sword and firing a rifle. "They cost at least fifty shillings."
 
   "Fifty!" Serena said, outraged, wriggling to see his face. "There is no way that you are going to spank me fifty times, Jonathan!"
 
   He lifted his hand and let it fall once with a satisfactory smack. 
 
   "They have two legs, so let's call it two sets of twenty-five," he said cheerfully, smacking her again. 
 
   His first spanks weren't so hard; these weren't delivered in anger, as he had first spanked her so long ago. These delivered a gentle warmth to her skin, which faded after a few moments. The sensation was actually rather pleasant, she decided, raising her backside slightly to encourage the blow. Once her skin had been warmed, he started to spank her harder, which felt more familiar. These stung for longer, and they fell more frequently than before. She started to wiggle in his lap, and he held her more firmly. 
 
   "Some big ones coming up now," he warned her. "Get ready for them."
 
   She wasn't entirely sure how she could be any more ready for these next blows than the last, but these made her shout into the silence of the room. These hurt! He'd always been strong, but so much time in the saddle must have given him the muscles of Atlas in his arms. 
 
   There were ten of these such painful spanks, and he counted them for her evenly as she howled and wriggled and tried her best to avoid them. When the tenth one was over and done with she was scooped up and sat on his lap as she cried into his chest. 
 
   "That hurt!" she managed to say between sobs.
 
   "Nice to know that I haven't lost my touch," he said, pulling up her nightdress and running a hand along her thigh. 
 
   Obediently she opened her legs, expecting him to start massaging her expertly again, but she had a surprise coming. 
 
   He stood up, supporting her as he did so, before pulling her nightgown up and over her head and throwing it to the ground. 
 
   "Back into the chair," he said firmly, dropping to his knees in front of it. 
 
   When she had settled her aching bottom into place, he put his hands under her knees and lifted her legs, pulling her forward slightly and draping them over his shoulders. 
 
   "Jonathan, what are you… oh!" she screamed, as he gently pulled her folds open with his hands and started to lick at her slit. His tongue made three or four long passes over the length of it before he settled his attention to a small area at the top. 
 
   She had never imagined that such a thing was possible! The sensations he created were beyond any that he had coaxed from her ten years ago. He was determined, suckling at her as if the devil himself was on his heels. He let his hands run up over her body, finding her breasts by touch alone as he continued to let his tongue explore her secret folds. 
 
   The tension was building up in her again, down in the pit of her stomach, and she threw her head back and howled with ten years' worth of pent-up feelings as the tension broke and the ecstatic bliss broke out in waves through her body. Jonathan did not stop, however, and to her surprise, she felt another, smaller pleasure wave crash through her, and then another. 
 
   "Stop," she begged, after the third. "Stop, I beg you! It is too much!"
 
   He grinned up at her from between her legs. 
 
   "It's only the beginning," he promised her. "I swear to you, my love, this is only the beginning."
 
   It was the beginning of a night of pleasure that Serena would never forget, right to the end of her days. They anticipated their wedding vows several times, reaching such heights of joined bliss that Serena was reluctant to let him leave her bed the next morning! However, he would not wait another day to marry her, and he had to cross London and the Thames to obtain a Special License from Lambeth Palace, the official residence of the Archbishop of Canterbury. Serena had heard of such marriages, but they were very rare. Most couples called banns in their parish church and waited three weeks, but both Jonathan and Serena were too impatient to wait that long. 
 
   It took him all day, leaving Serena alone in the house with the scandalised servants who had learned of Jonathan's presence only when the maid entered the bedroom early in the morning to light the fire and open the curtain. She sent the footman to Bessie' house with a note, and her friend arrived bursting with the righteous ire of those that defended their weaker, vulnerable friends. It took Serena some time to convince Bessie that she was marrying Jonathan willingly, and that her love for him had survived the ten years of bitterness. In the end, her friend agreed to stand up with her at her wedding, and sent for her husband to come and act as witness. 
 
   Jonathan arrived late in the afternoon, in the middle of the still-falling snow, bearing an obliging vicar, a friend and fellow officer to stand with him, a wedding ring and the important license stamped and sealed by the Archbishop. The friend and fellow officer turned out to be William, who had been sent by the family to escort her back to Kent. He was delighted to see his younger sister happy at last, and gave his blessing to the match, promising to help smooth the problem over with their parents. 
 
   Grateful at the thought of at least one of her family being at the wedding, Serena asked William to give her away at the small service held in the library. The servants watched from the door as the couple said their vows and Jonathan slid a ring onto Serena's finger, making her forever his wife. 
 
   "A wedding ring on my finger won't save us from being talked about all over town," she told her husband later, when their guests had gone and they were lying in bed in Serena's room. 
 
   She lifted her hand and admired the glint as the candlelight bounced off the most important piece of jewelry she would ever wear. 
 
   "We shall be scandalous," he agreed, smiling. "And I wager we shall not want for invitations, either. Everyone loves a good love story, you'll see. Those old biddies who tolerated Lady Serena Olston will be anxious to receive Lady Serena Luttrell, just you wait and see!"
 
   "You think that this second scandal will remove the stain of my first?" she asked, sounding dubious. 
 
   "I think this second scandal will make you the most popular woman in London," he said confidently. "And when people get to know the real you, they will forget about the scandal, and take you into their hearts.
 
   "Then we shall cut them, live in the country, and raise our children in peace," he said firmly. 
 
   "Children?" 
 
   "Yes, children," he said replied. "And since my unconscionable actions have delayed their presence for ten years, I believe we should get started on their conception as soon as possible!"
 
   Laughing, Serena extinguished the candles, and loved her husband. 
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