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The Invisible
Husband

 


Eve jostled
against cold leather as the sound of the carriage wheels squelching
through cold November mud almost drowned out her parents’ snores.
Of course they could sleep, they weren’t the one being married off
to an unknown man they wouldn’t meet until after the wedding.
Shivering, she clutched her thin pink silk cape tighter around her
arms. There was no passing countryside to watch. The occasional
tree and cottage beyond the carriage lamps were merely black jagged
shapes. Four outriders were delivering her to a country church at
three-thirty in the morning where she was to become the property of
a stranger. After weeks of being starved into submission, the
thought of marrying an unknown man on an empty stomach had inspired
obedience. That morning she’d put on the clothes her mother had
chosen and prayed she wouldn’t end up in the clutches of a
fiend.

 


Reins jingled
in time with the hooves of the four black horses pulling the
carriage and the four heavily armed outriders draped in black
hooded cloaks. The whole situation was ridiculous. She was being
treated like some sort of beautiful princess, but she was merely
pretty without even an illegitimate royal connection to sweeten the
deal. All she knew about her prospective husband was that he wasn’t
poor. He’d paid her parents ten-thousand pounds for her hand and
once she became his wife, in the event of his death, she’d have a
two-thousand pound annuity purchased out of his own purse. If he
died before she could produce an heir she wouldn’t have to return
to live with her parents, but the annuity wouldn’t be of any use if
she died in childbed.

 


Her every
thought seemed to lead back to the subject of beds. The thought of
sharing a bed with a stranger made her feel like she was being sent
blindfolded to her execution. Her only consolation was that she’d
never have to see her parents again. Snuggled into a corner of the
seat she turned her head to see one of the black caped outriders
outlined by the carriage lamps galloping along side; his large hood
pulled forward. She was living a nightmare. Who was this man who
wanted her so badly he’d paid her parents ten thousand pounds and
why did he want her?

 


Twenty minutes
later the carriage started to slow. Craning her neck she could see
torches lighting up the ancient arch of an old church door. Her
impending groom was proving melodramatic. The torchlit scene set
her imagination on fire; no doubt he’d chain her to his dungeon
wall in her chemise until she swore she’d be an obedient bedfellow.
The thought made her scowl. If her infernal husband thought he was
acquiring a biddable wife he’d be unpleasantly surprised. As the
carriage jerked to a stop the four riders dismounted and took up
sentry outside the carriage.

 


The carriage
steps lowered and the door opened, one of the outriders stretched
out a black leather glove to help her down. She took hold of the
strong hand and stepped onto the pebbled walkway. Taking a deep
breath she straightened her pink bonnet and clutched her thin cape
around her shoulders as she hurried up the path towards the church.
The old wooden door creaked open like the mouth of hell ready to
swallow her whole. Stepping through the stone archway she stiffened
with apprehension. Chills tingled up her spine and over her scalp;
she’d felt the odd sensation too many times in the last six months
to dismiss it as a product of her imagination. She abruptly stopped
and turned around to find the four outriders swiftly halting two by
two behind her, their hoods bowing. Were they men or bashful
demons? Was one of them her husband in disguise? A strange peaceful
hush in the churchyard seemed to reach out and caress her. Was she
dreaming? The spell was broken by her parents rudely hollering for
her to wait. She snubbed them by turning and continuing up the
aisle where four more torches lit up the Vicar and another cloaked
figure. The flickering light reached dimly into the corners where
eerie large rectangular shapes supported what appeared to be ladies
and knights resting for the wedding.

 


Hoping the dead
would be too busy elsewhere, Eve reached the altar to find the
hooded man was merely a proxy for her husband. Standing still, her
teeth started to chatter. There was only a thin layer of dried
calfskin and a fine silk stocking between her feet and icy
flagstones. Eve opened her mouth to ask how long the service would
take, but she could feel brimming tears waiting for her to try to
speak. Tingles caressed her neck as a single outrider took up guard
on her right. Did the demons think she’d attack the vicar? Did they
think she’d try to escape? How would she flee into freezing
darkness dressed like a butterfly? Where would she go? Her parents
had conspired with her evil groom; she didn’t even know where she
was.

 


The cloaked
demon on her right looked down at her shivering body and the
ceremony was set in motion. When it came time for the ring to be
put on her finger, the demon to the left of the proxy groom held
out the ring and the proxy demon-husband, who appeared to be drunk
or blind, shoved the ring onto her cold middle finger. “Stop! That
hurts… It obviously doesn’t go there or it would fit wouldn’t it?”
She was too angry to care that her eyes filled with tears. “Are you
an imbecile? Even demon-brides wear the ring on the third finger!”
The ring bearer’s leather glove reached out and took the Proxy
husband’s clumsy fingers in a grip that made him gasp in pain. A
black leather glove to her right was extended silently requesting
her hand. She reluctantly complied too cold to refuse. The demon
gently took possession of her trembling hand and carefully teased
the ring free as if he had all night; as if there wasn’t another
demon waiting to ravish her. As the hooded man slid the ring onto
the correct finger, Eve tried to see what he looked like, but he
was wearing a black mask. Perhaps he had no face. She was so cold
she was imagining there was something in the man’s touch that went
beyond courtesy; as if he cherished the opportunity to hold her
hand. Was this cloaked demon her husband? Did he just squeeze her
hand to comfort her? She sighed through chattering teeth; it didn’t
really matter if he was her husband or the devil. It was all the
same to her.

 


The ceremony
was over before she could memorise her husband’s names; Adam Harold
Damian Latham, sixth Earl of Latham was a mouthful, but
reassuringly human. The madman would be named Adam. He probably
believed she’d been ordained by God to be his perfect mate. She
shivered as she imagined a faceless demon named Adam climbing on
top of her and forcing her with child every nine months until she
died of over breeding. She shivered in fear as her eyes filled with
tears; the night promised endless nightmares. Her morbid thoughts
were interrupted as the Vicar asked her to step forward to sign her
name in the parish register. She found her husband had previously
signed his name and was surprised to see that the ink was black. He
hasn’t signed the register with blood; was that a good sign? It
only remained for the proxy husband to step forward and place an x
next to the real signature and it was done; Eve was the new Lady
Latham. She could hear her Mother practicing her new name somewhere
behind her, “Lady Eve Latham…this is our daughter, Lady Eve…” Eve
clenched chattering teeth as she wondered what she was supposed to
do next. “Lady Eve…” Her mother’s shrill cheerful command gave the
sinister proceedings an air of farce. “…come give your Mamma a
kiss!”

 


Snubbing her
mother, she smiled as her parents loudly objected to their forced
removal from the church. The door closed with a loud thud silencing
their theatrical outrage. A peaceful silence fell over the empty
pews; Eve was at the mercy of two cloaked demons. The figure on her
right, who’d replaced her ring, held out his arm and led her with a
dramatic swish of his cloak out through a small side door and back
into the night where moonlight outlined tombstones as tall as Eve.
Were they tombstones or doorways into hell? She slipped in the wet
grass, but a strong black glove caught her around the waist and
effortlessly returned her to her feet. Ensnared in the demon’s
clutches she was led through a tunnel of clipped yew trees and into
the parsonage. Would the madman deflower her before travelling
further? She shivered in relief as the black leather glove on her
waist gently led her into the parlour and waved her towards the
fire where a chair and table were set with supper for one.

 


Ignoring the
food she leaned into the flames as she strained to hear the two
demons whispering near the door. They appeared to have forgotten
her existence. Enraged, she raised her voice, “Excuse me…would you
be so good as to explain why my husband couldn’t attend his own
wedding? Is he ill? Is he chained up in his attic? Is he unable to
stand on consecrated ground or has he read so many Gothic novels
he’s incapable of being sensible?” The two faceless hoods turned in
her direction with comical surprise. “Well? Where is my invisible
husband?” The two hoods turned back to look at each other, one
whispered something and the other made a soft choking snort, as if
he were biting back laughter. “I’m so glad someone’s amused,
because I’m not! Where’s my husband?” The two hoods turned again in
her direction as silent as the grave. One whispered something to
the other, who emphatically shook his head no.

 


Eve abruptly
turned towards the fire to hide her distress as the door opened and
closed behind retreating footsteps. Failing to restrain her tears,
chills ran down her spine like wet ghostly fingers; one of the
demons was still in the room and he was watching her. Shaking in
fear she waited for hell to swallow her whole.

 



Chapter 2

 


The cloaked
rider standing near the door clenched his hands in indecisive
agony. His bride was clearly upset and needed reassurance that he
wasn’t the devil, but years of experience with women had taught him
that if he told her he was her husband and he wouldn’t hurt her
she’d demand to see his face. Exhausted by the long cold ride and
unnerved by the fact that her parents had withheld his identity,
the last thing he wanted was to hear his wife scream in terror at
the sight of him. He’d made up his mind; he’d introduce himself to
his Eve in the comfort of his shadowy home. He’d swallow his pride
and wear his cursed silly eye patch once she was his. She’d see he
wasn’t completely monstrous and forgive him. That’s how he prayed
it would happen or his heart would break. His mind made up, he
strode over to the chair near the table and pulled it out making
her jump around in fright. He silently motioned for her to sit
down. Seeing her tears, he was relieved he’d remembered to put a
clean handkerchief in his pocket and offered it without a word. To
be alone with the woman made him feel as if he’d drunk half his
cellar.

 


“Thank you.”
She blew her nose and watched as he uncovered her dish before
escaping her curious gaze by taking a turn in front of the fire.
Poking at the large log with the toe of his boot, he watched his
unsuspecting bride. She was pretty with sweet curves that made his
blood sing, but his heart had succumbed to the sound of her voice
and her cheerful amusing outlook on life. He’d first noticed her at
his cousin’s ball; he’d been watching from a hidden recess half
senseless with dejection at the prospect of rejoining society to
find a wife. He knew what to expect; the men would snort with
laughter to cover their fear while the ladies recoiled in horror.
If he gave into his cousin’s dare to leave his hiding place without
wearing his hated eye patch he knew with awful certainty that no
one would dance with him.

 


He’d nearly
made up his mind to leave the ball when Miss Eve Venables had sat
down nearby with a female friend and entertained him with her
outrageous observations. Her theory of how an innocent boy had
become a heartless Mr John Smirke had been particularly
entertaining. She appeared to have an amusing opinion on everything
and everyone. By the time she’d abandoned her seat to dance with a
pleasant looking Lord his heart was panting her name and demanding
he arrange an introduction sans delay. He’d watched with envy as
the other man led her through an eternal country dance earning her
grateful smiles. If he hadn’t left his hateful eye patch on his
dressing table he’d have given in to his heart’s demands and asked
her to dance. It was another thing to add to the list of
uncomfortable consequences of his youthful stupidity. He’d
challenged a better swordsman to a duel and paid for his chivalrous
impulse with one eye and several large red gruesome scars. The
visible scar cut across the right side of his forehead down over
the bridge of his nose through his left eye and slashed his left
cheek. The deep puckered scar slicing across his throat was hidden
under his cravat; his once pleasant voice was no more than a gruff
whisper. His family and friends often reminded him he was lucky to
be alive, but it was hard to feel lucky watching happiness dance
past through a spy hole.

 


After secretly
trailing his adored Eve around town for months, he decided to
gamble everything and offer for her. He had to hope that she’d fill
his home with her laughter and dreams. It was completely mad, but
once his mind was made up there was nothing anyone could say to
dissuade him. As long as Eve assented then he’d marry her and there
would be no debating his choice. His mother, who he’d forbidden to
communicate with or meet the girl, had lectured him daily for two
months. When he refused to consider any other bride, she ordered
him to see sense and at least introduce himself to the girl. No, he
refused to risk a meeting. If he called, Eve would insist on seeing
his face and then she’d refuse to marry him. Meeting his bride
before they married was out of the question. When he’d reluctantly
revealed his wedding plans to his mother she’d thrown up her hands
in exasperation. He brushed aside her protests that he’d frighten
the girl out of her wits and insisted it had to take place in the
middle of the night. He’d debated various times and places, but he
knew his cloak and mask would have been far more ghoulish at
midday. He didn’t mind if Eve thought him mad, but he couldn’t bear
her to think him hideous. Thankfully, his mother had refused to
disturb her sleep to attend what she termed an abomination. Adam
was relieved he wouldn’t have to listen to her sighing loudly in
disappointment that he wasn’t marrying one of the young ladies from
her list of wealthy suitable options.

 


Glancing at the
woman eating a few yards away, a sweet ache enveloped his insides
as he imagined his bride responding to his kisses. His lonely years
were almost over; once his wife fell in love with him he’d wake up
bathed in sunlight beside his own Eve. He wouldn’t have to pay
another bored harlot to pleasure him in the dark. He’d be able to
look into smiling eyes and share his feelings, if he won her heart.
If he failed to win her heart he’d have to make love to his wife in
the dark like a demon lover; she wouldn’t want to hear his husky
love sick whispers or return his kisses. The thought turned the
sweet ache into a painful knot. If he failed to win Eve’s heart his
life would be hell.

 


Adam listened
to her finish scraping her plate and pulled his watch out of his
pocket. It was time to go. He walked back to her side and held out
the watch. She looked up at his hood with red tired eyes and nodded
that she understood. He held out his arm and waited until she
reluctantly gave him her hand before leading her back out into the
cold night air to a small carriage waiting a short distance away.
The carriage lamps turned his youngest brother and two cloaked
friends already saddled into black demonic shadows. He smiled in
amusement. His wife was right. His wedding was a gothic melodrama,
but once they were home he’d be able to reassure her that he was no
heartless devil.

 



Chapter 3

 


Eve accepted
the strong black leather glove and allowed the silent demon to help
her into the carriage. She watched in fascinated fear as the
cloaked man attentively arranged hot bricks under her feet, tucked
a thick wool blanket around her shoulders followed by a rose
scented fur rug for her legs. There was no sign of a carriage
warmer or even a hand warmer. Her demon-husband was probably
paranoid that his new bride might catch fire. He might be mad, but
at least he didn’t want her to die…yet.

 


Finishing, the
silent demon jumped down and firmly closed the door. She had no
idea where she was going. Her trunks were secured on the back and a
few of her personal items were sitting next to her on the seat. She
might be heading for Russia, India, or the colonies, but she was
too tired to care. All she wanted was a warm bed, but what would be
warming her bed; hot water bottles or a demon? The thought made her
shiver with dread.

 


They lurched
into motion rushing into the darkness; the two carriage lamps
illuminating only enough wet muddy highway for the horses to see
their next ten gallops. Horse’s hooves thundered in time with her
beating heart as she wondered over and over if the fourth outrider
was her husband. Was he so hideous that he didn’t dare show his
face? If he was, why hadn’t he tried to speak to her? Could he even
speak? Even if he was hideous and mute surely he could have written
her letters, introduced himself and explained why he wished to
marry her. The thought slipped away into the darkness as she curled
into the warmth of her cocoon and fell into dreams of a black
cloaked man pinning her to a gigantic bed laughing manically in
between disgusting kisses, his rotten teeth emitting the pleasant
smell of heated calfskin and rose scented fur.

 


The carriage
pulled to an abrupt halt jerking Eve from the arms of the dream
demon and back into the power of the real one. Her sleepy mind
noted the bluish tint of the sky that hinted at the nearing
sunrise. The door was jerked open and her warm cocoon gently peeled
back allowing freezing air to gooseflesh her limbs. Black leather
gloves handed her belongings to someone behind him and then
extended towards her in a wordless command as quiet shadowy
servants carried her trunks into the house. She tried to convince
herself that she’d wake up in the morning and find her wedding an
amusing joke, but the insistent black glove lightly tapping her
knee made her heart shudder at the unknown.

 


Taking hold of
the black glove, she stepped down and stared in awe at the outline
of a vast house, black against the star studded sky. She’d be
surprised if it didn’t have three hundred rooms. Was this her home
or a temporary stop? She’d soon find out. The demon didn’t ask her
if she’d had a pleasant journey or if she was tired as he banished
the carriage with a wave of his hand. Inhaling a lungful of icy air
she tightened her grasp on the firm glove as it quickly led her
across a gravel drive towards the ground level door illuminated by
a single candle. She could hear the other three cloaked outriders
keeping step behind them. Were they there to keep her safe from the
night or ensure she didn’t escape? The four demons took post
outside of the front door where she was waved into the faintly lit
yellow entrance. Two long rows of shadowy servants dressed in their
best clothes were waiting to receive her, but there was no sign of
her mysterious husband. Eve had grown up with servants, but what
were all these people supposed to do? There had to be a separate
servant for every conceivable activity. Her parent’s household of
fifteen indoor servants couldn’t compare to the small village lined
up to meet her. Feeling overawed, her first action was to remove
her bonnet. She wanted to ensure they could all see the woman their
master had purchased. Exhausted she forced herself to smile and nod
as the housekeeper introduced herself and then named what seemed
like a thousand servants. At last she was led away up the stairs
into a small greenish blue reception room with a large fire and two
bracket candlesticks reflected in the mirror over the mantel.

 


The housekeeper
looked rather nervous as she leaned over to whisper, “His Lordship
wished you to wait here. He’ll be along shortly to show you to your
rooms.”

 


Eve’s eyebrows
knit together as she asked in a loud voice. “Tell me Mrs Good, why
is everyone whispering?”

 


Mrs Good looked
appalled at Eve’s booming voice. “His Lordship prefers a quiet
house my Lady. We all have strict orders to speak in soft
tones.”

 


“Have you
really?” Eve’s voice was even louder. “Would you be so good Mrs
Good to tell my husband that his wife wishes to see him
immediately?”

 


“As you wish my
Lady…” Mrs. Good rushed from the room looking perturbed. Lord
Latham had made it clear that his wife’s every whim be obeyed
quickly, but Mrs Good had never known his Lordship to react well to
imperious women. What had her master done?

 


Eve put her
cold feet on the fender and watched the hands of the clock on the
mantelpiece slowly tick; ten minutes, fifteen minutes, seventeen
minutes, nineteen minutes, forty minutes. She fought off sleep, but
after the hands of the clock told her she’d been waiting an hour
she decided she’d give her husband a piece of her mind as soon as
he arrived and fell fast asleep.

 



Chapter 4

 


Adam was still
standing in front of his mirror. He’d changed into clean clothes;
his new bottle green coat and buff breeches fit to perfection. He
was wasting time agonising over his hated eye patch. He wanted her
to see him for the first time looking his best. His figure was
good, his wavy black hair was still free of grey, but the mirror
reflected a fool pirate straight off a pantomime stage, but without
the eye patch he was gruesome. Looking at his naked face in the
mirror made his own flesh crawl; there was no hope it wouldn’t make
his new bride shrink in horror. His once perfect left eye was now a
sightless fleshy white ball. The long puckered facial scars pointed
towards it from two directions as if onlookers needed several
reminders that he only had one eye. He hissed insults at the fool
pirate in the mirror. He was mad. Why did he expect his bride to
accept the situation without any explanation, to accept him with
open arms? He hadn’t yet contemplated the possibility of being
refused her bed, it was too awful. He’d never wanted any woman like
he wanted his wife.

 


The
housekeeper’s message tightened the knot in his stomach as the
sight of his reflection made him snarl in irritation. How was his
Eve to fall in love with him when he looked like a fool and
couldn’t talk louder than a hoarse whisper? Smashing his fists onto
his dressing table, his spare eye patch and several scent bottles
flew off onto the floor unharmed mocking his rage.

 


Musing his
defects till sunrise wouldn’t endear him to his bride; without
another glance at the mirror he started the long walk to his
waiting wife. There was an audible click as he shut the door behind
him but there was no movement from the feet visible under the
chair. He reluctantly stepped over to the fire and looked down at
his bride. Her mouth was parted, her eyes closed in sleep. Choking
on the fear of rejection he forcibly conquered the impulse to step
back into the darkness and remained in the light. “Eve…Eve!” His
loudest gruff whisper did nothing but make him frustrated. “My
Lady, wake up!” She didn’t flinch.

 


Relaxing, he
sighed with pleasure at the closeness of soft curves draped in
ethereal pink. He didn’t care if he was mad; she was the woman he
wanted to hear trailing happiness through his home. Kneeling down,
he held his breath as he removed her pink slippers. After lightly
fingering them he set them aside and admired ankles sheathed in
pink silk stockings. Did he dare? He looked from her sleeping face
to her tiny feet and decided that it was best not to chance it. If
she woke up she might think him some sort of lecher and kick him in
the face. The thick scar across his throat throbbed painfully from
the heat rising under his cravat. Standing up, he propped open the
door into the hall before returning and carefully scooping his
bride into his arms. With his heart purring at her nearness he
retraced the long walk back to the master suit.

 


Her bedchamber
door was open, a large fire and numerous candles lit up the room.
He laid her gently onto the bed and untied her cloak. Shivering,
she turned over in her sleep and tucked her hands under her pillow.
Tucking the hot water bottle near her feet, he pulled the
bedclothes up over her shoulders. Closing the door, he absently
turned the key in the lock and turned back to his bride. Standing
next to the bed he watched her sleep wishing he could throw off his
irritating eye patch and slide in beside her. Impulsively he leaned
over and lightly kissed her cheek, “Pleasant dreams Eve.” Sighing
in disappointment he snuffed out the candles. Pushing a well
disguised button, he disappeared through a sudden opening into the
long secret passage that led to his own bedchamber.

 



Chapter 5

 


Eve stretched
her legs as dim morning light reached in through half drawn
curtains and saved her from another faceless demon. Opening her
eyes she looked up to see pink and white striped silk lining the
canopy of a full tester bed. She turned her head to see more pink
and white striped bed curtains drawn back against the headboard.
Feeling oddly constrained she pushed back her pink coverlet to find
she was still dressed. Had her husband carried her up to bed?
Sitting up she found she’d been lying on her cloak. Someone had
removed her shoes, but not her stockings. She sighed in relief; the
thought of black leather gloves reaching up her skirts to untie her
garter ribbons made her feel ill. She yawned and looked around with
curious eyes. The seat of the chair at the dressing table, the
padded arm chair and footstool, the window dressing; they were all
covered in the same pink and white striped silk. She loved pink and
white stripes. Who’d told her demon-husband and where was he? The
fire was smouldering embers. Her trunks were stacked in one corner
of the room, but there was no sign of her shoes. Hopping out of bed
she approached the door. She was about to turn the handle when her
sleepy brain realised the key was in the lock. She swung back to
face her room in fear. There was no other door that she could see
and she could see he wasn’t under the bed. There was no way a man
could fit into the linen press; unless he was a dwarf. Was her
husband a dwarf? Was that why he married her by proxy? Even if he
was really short that still didn’t explain why he’d picked her or
why he refused to introduce himself. She opened her door and looked
out into the empty hall. She shivered as the oak floorboards
absorbed the heat from her feet. “Lord Latham! Where are you? Come
out and show yourself right…now!” Her angry shout bounced off the
farthest ends of the hall. She waited listening. “Lord Latham…!”
She suddenly heard running footsteps; someone was coming. Her
shoulders fell as the housekeeper appeared around the corner and
hastened towards her at an unladylike run, her silver châtelaine
dangling with keys and various useful tools clanging against her
skirts. The middle aged woman was out of breath when she reached
the open door.

 


“My…Lady…His
Lordship…is still abed…”

 


The rustling of
curtains being drawn together behind her sent a chill down Eve’s
spine. The summoned demon had come. “It’s alright Mrs Good…” The
husky whisper seemed to promise every conceivable evil. Eve spun
round to see a dark shape of a man against the closed curtains.
“…I’m right here.”

 


“Forgive me my
Lord…I thought her Ladyship would sleep longer…”

 


“Send up her
lady’s maid and prepare the small dark dining room for breakfast in
an hour.”

 


“Yes my Lord.”
Jangling keys clanked together as the woman ran back the way she’d
come leaving Eve alone at the mercy of her husband.

 


“You
called...my Lady?”

 


Was there a
smile in his husky whisper? She slammed the door closed and marched
across the room her knees weak with fear, her hammering heart
advising caution. A few feet from the shadow she noticed the black
hole in the wall where he’d entered. She stopped within arms reach
and put her hands on her hips as she conquered the desire to turn
and run. “At last, my invisible husband; perhaps you’d be so good
as to introduce yourself and explain why you married me.” Her voice
rose to an ear splitting scream. “Why?” A shadow arm reached out as
if to comfort her. “Don’t touch me!” The arm recoiled as if
slapped. Shadowy hands were placed on hips, somehow giving off an
air of injury. Taking a deep breath she asked in an almost normal
tone. “Why did you close the curtains?”

 


“I’m
hideous.”

 


“Why are you
whispering?”

 


“I can’t talk
any louder. I survived a deep wound across the throat.”

 


“Well, that
makes me feel safe. Did you cut yourself shaving? Did you try to
kill yourself out of despair or did someone try to murder you?”

 


“I challenged a
man to a duel.”

 


“How romantic;
I might also add…how stupid.”

 


“Yes. Thank you
for adding that.”

 


“So this
romantic stupid streak…this inspired you to purchase a woman, a
woman you’ve never met, to be your wife?”

 


“My mother
thinks so.”

 


“You have a
mother? Are you a widow? Do you have children? How old are you?
Where do you live? Are you mad? I don’t know anything about you. I
wasn’t even privy to your name before that melodramatic insanity
you dreamed up for a wedding.”

 


“You’re my
first wife. I know I should have written, but every time I tried to
put pen to paper it all came out sounding…stupid.”

 


Eve relaxed; it
wasn’t exactly what one expected a demon-lord to say. “I suppose I
should be grateful that you’re aware of your faults. Would you
please open the curtains? I’d like to see what my husband looks
like.”

 


“No…I’m not
presentable.”

 


“I can see that
you’re wearing a dressing gown, so I assume you mean your
face?”

 


“Yes.”

 


“What’s wrong
with your face?”

 


“I’ll show you
when you’re ready.”

 


“And how will
you know when I’m ready?”

 


The man paused
and took a long deep breath. “You’ll be in love with me.”

 


Eve’s burst out
laughing; her life was getting stranger by the hour. “You can’t be
serious.”

 


“I am.”

 


“Why would you
want me to fall in love with you?”

 


“You’re my
wife. Why wouldn’t I want you to love me?”

 


“So you’re not
going to ravish or beat me if I hazard an unfavourable opinion on
the state of your sanity?”

 


“I wouldn’t
dream of hurting you…” A soft knock on the chamber door announced
the arrival of the maid. “…your wish is my desire…my lady.”

 


“I desire you
to leave my room my Lord.”

 


“My Lady.” The
shadow bowed respectfully and then disappeared into the black hole
in the wall which slid shut with a soft click. The whole situation
was absurd. Eve was still laughing at the thought of falling in
love with her demon-husband as the lady’s maid helped her change
her dress and put up her hair. Questions burst into her mind like
fireworks; thankfully Lord Latham appeared quite willing to feed
her curiosity…if she could find him. Her stomach rumbled with
anticipation for breakfast and another strange interview with her
husband.

 



Chapter 6

 


Adam slumped
onto his bed and railed himself with a stream of whispered curses.
His first meeting with Eve had not gone remotely as planned. She
clearly thought him a lecherous lunatic. He wasn’t sure which hurt
more, being told not to touch her or being laughed at. His mother
was right; he was the biggest romantic fool ever born. His stupid
heart had led him into another patch of trouble. The impulsive
heart, which had compelled him to call out a man he knew could kill
him because the man had ravished a local girl, had compelled him to
wed a stranger named Eve. The local girl had never thanked him for
nearly dying to salvage her disreputable honour and it appeared
unlikely that his wife would thank him for marrying her. The
thought of facing her scorn across the breakfast table wearing his
cursed silly eye patch made him leap off the bed and hoarsely roar
his impotent rage. Why did life have to be so difficult? All he
wanted to do was to take his wife in his arms and cover her with
kisses. Just because he was a stranger didn’t mean he couldn’t win
her over given time and opportunity. Three lazy knocks made him
scowl at the door. He knew that knock. He stomped over to the door
to the hall and yanked it open. “What the devil are you doing here?
I told you to stay away until she falls in love with me.”

 


His beautiful
baby brother merely blinked in disinterest at the topic and pushed
past him into his bedchamber. “So how did it go last night? You
must be quite a lover old man. I accidentally pressed my ear to her
keyhole and heard the most delicious laughter every few
minutes…”

 


Adam paled in
horror, she was still laughing at him? “I paid you good money to
keep your pretty face away from home for at least two months. Don’t
tell me you’ve lost all that money on another stupid wager?”

 


“Mother says
she’ll skin me and feed me to the ravens if I wager another penny.
You know what that means. She’ll marry me off to Cousin Guinevere.
Why couldn’t you marry Guinevere? She thinks you and your eye patch
are to die for. The horrid woman made me sing fifteen pirate songs
before I could escape her the last time Mamma made me call on her.”
The younger man fell onto his brother’s bed and put his hands under
his neck. “So how did it go last night?”

 


“It didn’t! She
fell asleep before I could introduce myself now go away before she
falls in love with you.”

 


“No wonder
you’re in a bad mood.”

 


“I’m not in a
bad mood. Now go away before she sees you.”

 


“Relax old man;
you’re the wealthy Lord, I’m the penniless fourth son.”

 


“Yes and she’s
now my wife which means I’ve cracked all my eggs and you’re more
handsome and charming so be kind to me and run away. I’ll be in a
bad mood for life if she falls in love with you.”

 


“You should
write all this down and turn it into a play. You’re worse than
father; just go tell her you’re in love with her and roll her onto
the bed with sweet nothings. It always works for me.”

 


Adam rolled his
eyes in irritation. “You’re a genius Luke! I’ll waltz into my
wife’s chamber, throw out my arms in a theatrical gesture of
conquering hero and in a whisper proclaim she owns my heart (even
though we’ve never met making myself look a complete ass) and
demand my conjugal rights. Yes, I’m sure that would win her over.
What woman could resist such stupidity?”

 


“It’s no more
stupid than the mess you’ve cooked up. I told you to put on your
eye patch and call on her. She probably loves one eyed Lords. For
all you know her favourite doll only had one eye. It’s not like
you’re ugly. Your teeth are still good and I’ve seen dozens of
ladies watch you with admiration.”

 


“No doubt they
were all whores admiring my purse.”

 


“Listen old
man, you have got to stop thinking rot. You’re quite pleasant to
look at. So you look silly with an eye patch; so what? At least you
don’t also have a peg leg. Mother is concerned that you’re going to
end up with a broken heart. She thinks you’ve bitten off more than
you can chew if you know what I mean.”

 


“I’m perfectly
aware of Mother’s concerns.”

 


“Well if I were
you I’d get a move on and start charming your bride. Mother says
you have two weeks to sort out this mess before she arrives to sort
it out for you. You know what happens when she starts sorting out
problems. You know how she waves her arms about in those ghastly
gestures left over from her playhouse days; she’s likely to
accidentally set your wife alight. I think Father must have been
drunk when he married her.”

 


“He was in
love; a condition you’ve never suffered, because if you had you
wouldn’t be so smug.”

 


“Make me feel
my youth; just because I’m only twenty-two doesn’t mean I’m sans
experience of the heart…or at least…”

 


“As I was
saying…go away and don’t even think about introducing yourself to
my wife. It’s bad enough you put the wedding ring on the wrong
finger. I wanted to punch you.”

 


“It wasn’t my
fault. I was spellbound by her exceedingly low décolletage. She has
very nice…”

 


“I don’t want
to hear another man admire my wife, especially not when he’s better
looking. Go and tell Mother to mind her own business or face my
wrath.”

 


“I’m hungry. I
need some breakfast. I’ll help you break the ice…”

 


“I think I’ll
have a tray in my room; I can’t bear to hear her laughing at me…not
for another few hours.”

 


“Don’t be a
fool Adam! You’re not going to win her heart hiding away in your
room.”

 


“When someone
slashes out one of your eyes and nearly slits your throat then you
can come tell me not to hide in my room, but until then go to the
devil.”

 


“She probably
thinks you are the devil after all those black cloaks you had us
wear. What did she call you, demon-husband? Mother’s going to laugh
herself sick.”

 


“I’m so glad my
pain amuses you. Thank you for coming and ruining my day. It was
very thoughtful of you.”

 


“Don’t be so
stuffy Adam. Just because you haven’t properly introduced yourself
to your wife doesn’t mean I can’t. I’m going to have breakfast with
her and I suggest you join us. The girl needs to know Lathams are
perfectly rational people who can walk in the sunlight without
being turned to stone.”

 


Adam clenched
his fists and hissed with rage, “Don’t you dare!”

 


“You know I
can’t resist a dare. Put some clothes on, nothing black, and come
be sensible for half an hour. How can she not like you? There isn’t
anyone who doesn’t like you. Even Great Aunt Vesper likes you; the
horrid witch even hates herself, now stop being an idiot and just
come charm your Lady Latham.”

 


“Don’t be an
ass…” Adam sat down on the bed next to his brother and hissed his
discomfort. “…there must be hundreds of people who loathe me.”

 


“Yes, but
they’re stupid so who cares what they think? We’ll be in the formal
dining room where the big windows let in lots of light so she can
see how pleasant you look in the flesh.”

 


“She’ll think
I’m hideous next to you. I don’t want her to think I’m
hideous…”

 


“You certainly
aren’t going to win her heart by hiding in your room. I’m going to
tell her you’re coming so if you don’t come you will look
silly.”

 


“You’re as bad
as Mother.”

 


“Don’t be
cruel! I’ve never set anyone alight waving around a candle stick
and my schemes, unlike Mother’s, almost always work out in the end.
Just because the last one ended in a phenomenal disaster doesn’t
mean you can’t trust me.”

 


Adam shuddered
as his heart throbbed in horror. “I neither need nor want your
assistance. Go before I kick you out myself.”

 


“That wouldn’t
be wise. Your Lady might be looking out a window. She’d think you a
brute instead of the ultra sensitive, caring, knight in shining
chain mail, can’t kill a fly to save your soup sort of man that you
are.” Luke Latham bounced off the bed and rubbed his hands as he
headed for the door. “Come show yourself or you’ll wish you
had.”

 


“Please leave
before you ruin my life.” His throat ached as he tried to shout
above a whisper. “I’m perfectly capable of wooing of my bride, now
leave.”



“Did you say go
wait for me in the dining room? As you wish! I’ll sit next to my
new sister and leave you the master’s seat opposite where she’ll be
able to see you every time she looks up. I’m sure she’ll be
impressed unless you give her that look you’re giving me.” His baby
brother winked at him, before firmly closing the door. Adam groaned
as his stupid aching heart demanded he put on his eye patch and
join his brother. Was she in her room laughing at him? The thought
caused spasms of discomfort. What could he possibly do to make her
fall in love with him? His mind was an unhelpful blank. He slowly
unbuttoned his dressing gown as he imagined her arms around his
neck as he held her tight. His excited heart commanded him to get
dressed and meet his wife in the sunlight and then slumped against
his ribs and returned to calling, ‘Eve…Eve…Eve…’

 



Chapter 7

 


Eve was shown
into a small windowless dining room with a small oval table and one
lit candle. She’d just sat down in one of the two chairs when she
heard a loud male voice ring out making her jump. “Where is my new
sister…she can’t eat in the dark; serve us in the formal dining
room and set the table for three…I’ve told my brother…the fool
isn’t going to eat in the dark with his bride. If he refuses to
join us His Lordship can eat on the roof. I’m sure her Ladyship
would like to see what she’s eating, I know I would.” A shadowy
slim figure of a man stopped in the door way. “There’s a well lit
dining room a few minutes away if you’ll follow me.”

 


“Who are
you?”

 


“Luke Latham;
one of your new brothers…”

 


“He has
brothers?”

 


“Three; I’m the
youngest and your favourite.”

 


“Why?”

 


“Because the
other two couldn’t be bothered to attend your wedding; just blow
out the candle.” She obeyed and followed after the disappearing
man. There was a whole family of lunatics? It was a frightening
thought. Following the fashionable figure through another doorway,
she bumped into him and found strong young hands steadying her as
she stared mesmerized by male beauty. “I’m beautiful I know, but
you can’t fall in love with me. Adam would kill me or least he’d
want to kill me and that would be just as bad because he’d never
speak to me again and I’d miss the silly old fool.” The young man
smiled at her and waved a hand towards the magnificent room. Now
wouldn’t you rather eat in here?” Eve’s mouth fell open as her mind
tried to separate the carvings, hangings, glittering chandeliers,
painted walls and ceiling. It looked like someone had kept saying,
‘yes, I’ll have that too.’ It was a monstrous eyeful that
reinforced her theory that the family was mad. “Grandfather
extensively redecorated much of the house before marrying
grandmother. She enjoyed eating so grandfather designed a room fit
for a Queen. You’d never guess he did it without any training…” Eve
glanced around the frightening ornate room as the man calling
himself her brother pulled out a chair for her and then seated
himself next to her without ceasing his senseless ramble. He
certainly wasn’t the husky whispering demon she’d met earlier. Her
demon-husband was a more concise and sensible user of words. She
glanced at the beautiful man who’d yet to draw breath as she
inwardly cringed at her ignorance.

 


“How old is
Lord Latham?”

 


The young man’s
chatter stopped as his eyes went wide. “He’s thirty-seven…didn’t
they tell you?”

 


“They told me
nothing.” Her husband was seventeen years older than herself? No
wonder he hadn’t wanted to meet her; he was practically a
greybeard. That’s why he’d worn the silly cloak; her husband was
ancient as well as insane. Doubtless he’d married her to breed an
heir before he died of old age, but then she’d be free of him. The
thought made her smile before it slid away with the thought that
she’d still have to endure the marriage bed with a mad stranger.
She’d have to close her eyes and remind herself it could have been
worse. At least she wasn’t poor Princess Caroline wed by proxy to
the fat Prince Regent.

 


“Why did you
marry him?”

 


Eve eyed her
supposed brother with exasperation. “Why do you think?”

 


“You wanted to
be a Countess?”

 


“Why would
anyone sane want to marry someone they’ve never met?”

 


“I don’t
know…for the adventure?”

 


“When I
realised my parents would deliver me to the altar faint with hunger
with bruises on my legs, agreeing to their demands made for more
comfortable life.”

 


The man gaped
in horror as he glanced back and forth between her and the door.
“They didn’t! You’re exaggerating…aren’t you?”

 


“No, why?”

 


“Don’t tell
Adam they hurt you…I beg you!”

 


Eve shivered as
she felt that strange tingle down her spine and over her skin as if
someone was watching her. “Why not?”

 


The beautiful
man dropped his voice to a pleading whisper. “The fool’s in love
with you. He’d be wretched if he knew he’d unwittingly caused you
pain. He might even kill himself in a stupid act of honour to set
you free… Blast! I hear footsteps. Stay here, I’ll go see if he’s
in the hall…” The young man rushed over to the open doorway and
slid to a stop before peering out into the hall. “Adam?” Eve stared
at the young man leaning out of the room in confusion. The family
was definitely affected by some mental plague. How could her
husband be in love with her when they’d never met? She strained to
hear the whispered conversation taking place. Was her husband
really just outside the door or was the man named Luke talking to
himself? Anything seemed possible as she strained to overhear the
one-sided conversation. “There’s nothing to worry about…what you
mean what’s wrong? There’s nothing wrong! I didn’t say anything to
her. What do you mean she looks upset? I was sitting next to her
and she looked perfectly composed to me; you’re seeing things
again. You look splendid…she’s not in love with me.” Luke Latham
turned his head back towards her. “You’re not in love with me are
you?”

 


“No.”

 


“See…she’s not
in love with me. Now stop being a fool and come eat with your wife.
I can eat in the kitchen while you have a tête a tête…she won’t
care about your silly eye patch…she’s not going to laugh at you…no
she won’t and unless you speak to her in full daylight she’s going
to think you are some mad demon-lover. Adam? Blast!”

 


Eve watched the
beautiful man return to his seat with a scowl. “Will he join
us?”

 


“He thinks
you’ll laugh at his eye patch.”

 


“His eye
patch?”

 


“He lost an eye
in a duel; the blind eye is all white surrounded by puckered scars.
Don’t ever ask Adam to tell you ghost stories in the fire light,
he’s frightening.” The beautiful young man paused dismayed at his
own lack of tact. “But in the daylight, when he wears his patch,
he’s no more frightening than I am. He’s quite handsome if you
ignore the big ugly scars that slice across his face. It’s a pity
the barber who sewed up his wounds was drunk…”

 


“How old was
he?”

 


“Seventeen…some
local girl was ravished and he went to defend her honour. Adam
didn’t even know the girl; he was born a silly romantic knight in
shining chain mail. Mother’s been trying to marry him off to one of
her ‘sensible rich brides’ for years but he’s always insisted he’d
find his Eve and marry for love.”

 


“How can he be
in love with me? We’ve never met.”

 


“I’ve no idea…”
The beautiful man grimaced as he realised he’d made another faux
pas. “…but you’re quite…pleasant looking and you have very
tempting…charms. There must be innumerable things he admires about
you…” The red faced young man suddenly jumped out of his chair.
“I’ll go convince Adam to come in and list them!” Eve sighed with
relief as the man ran past servants carrying lidded silver dishes
and out of the room. Hopefully the young man would keep running.
Luke Latham had the social tact of a brick. Her brother-in-law
clearly didn’t think her much to look at, but what did her
demon-husband think?

 


It was
completely absurd to think a stranger had married her because he
was in love with her. She filled her plate from the offered dishes
as she smiled to herself. If the rest of her life was as bizarre as
her first day as a married lady she’d be too amused to be
disappointed. The familiar chill chased over her scalp and down her
spine. Eve looked around, but could see no leering demon. He’d been
watching her for months and he was watching her again. The fact
settled into her mind with a comfortable weight as she picked up
her knife and fork. Unlike his brother, Lord Latham found her
appealing and as soon as the sun set her demon-husband would
doubtless materialise. Her heart started racing at the thought of
that husky whisper crawling into her bed. She ignored her burning
cheeks; whatever happened after dark at least the food was
good.

 



Chapter 8

 


Adam hurried
away from the dining room whispering curses on his heart. He’d made
a terrible mistake. He shouldn’t have married her, not without
courting her in person. He now possessed a treasure he couldn’t
freely reach out and handle. The thought of seeing her eyes fill
with revulsion made his hands go cold with fear. If he ventured
into the dining room he knew he’d make it half way to the table
before falling in a dead faint and cracking his head open. That
would hardly impress his bride. She’d certainly take the
opportunity to remove his eye patch and then she’d never fall in
love with him.

 


His heart
groaning in horror, Adam stopped and hit his head sharply against
the wall. Her lovely face looked unhappy. Why had he thought he
could win her heart after paying her parents to deliver her to the
altar like sacrificial lamb? Her father had assured his solicitor
that she was happy to marry him, but it appeared her father had
been economical with the truth. She’d clearly been forced her to
marry him. The thought made his heart flinch. Had he caused his
beloved Eve pain? He hit the wall with his head again as if the
pain in his heart wasn’t punishment enough. She probably hated
him.

 


She wasn’t
going to fall in love with a one eyed fool; why would she? He
carefully dabbed away the tears seeping out from under the eye
patch and then furiously wiped his good eye. If he couldn’t speak
to her face to face in daylight he’d have to annul the marriage.
He’d never win her heart acting like a coward. His chest ached at
the thought of never looking her in the eyes or sharing her
laughter. He hit his head against the wall one more time to punish
himself for thinking he could win her kisses and groaned in defeat.
He’d send his Eve home and accept his fate as a single man in a
cursed lonely garden, but first he’d allow his heart one last view
of happiness. Thankfully, his odd Grandfather had built a number of
secret passages with hidden viewing holes to watch his wife unseen.
His poor Grandmother, unaware of her husband’s voyeuristic
tendencies, had died of fright one evening in her bath after
realising the eyes in a painting of her husband were following
her.

 


Pressing a
hidden button, Adam squeezed sideways through a narrow gap that
appeared in the panelling into a cavity created by a false wall. To
reach the peep hole into the dining room one had to climb a secured
ladder and then swing back the painted eyes. She was alone. Staring
at sunlit features his heart dared him to return and take his place
at the table. After a few minutes her unhappy expression blossomed
into an amused smile as she appeared to appraise the room. She
wasn’t a beauty, but everything about her was pleasing. Bluish
green eyes flashed with intelligence in a pleasant face designed
for good humour. Straight golden brown hair was plaited into a
Grecian style. He couldn’t help wondering what she’d look like with
it hanging free over her tempting charms. Straining his ears to
hear her politely thank the footman for pouring her a cup of
chocolate, his innards knotted in pleasure as she questioned the
footman about Lord Latham. She appeared pleased with the man’s
answer. Eager to hear more, Adam willed his ears to hear the lovely
voice, but her next question was drowned out by the sound of his
brother calling out from below, “Adam, what are you doing in here?”
Adam flushed with horror as her smiling eyes fluttered upwards and
seemed to meet his stare. She couldn’t know he was watching her. He
waited until her eyes were on her plate before silently swinging
the painted eyes back into place and hissing his displeasure at his
brother at the bottom of the ladder. “Are you mad?”

 


Adam carefully
put his feet on solid ground before grabbing his brother by the
coat collar and dragging him close. “She heard you!”

 


“There’d be
nothing to hear if you used your backbone. What is wrong with you?
If you’re in love with the woman…go speak with her.”

 


“Keep your
voice down!”

 


Luke rolled his
eyes, “She can’t hear…”

 


“She heard
you!”

 


“She wants to
know why you married her so go tell her. I made a complete ass of
myself…” Luke Latham found his coat collar repossessed as he
suddenly stared into one angry eye.

 


“What did you
say?”

 


“I didn’t say
anything; that’s the problem. She wanted to know why you married
her and I couldn’t think of a reason that was believable. I
couldn’t lie and say her beauty transfixed you, could I? She’s not
exactly…” Luke’s next words were lost as Adam shook him in
frustration hissing curses on meddling Lathams. “You’re ruining my
new coat!”

 


Adam’s single
green eye gleamed with murder. “Don’t say another word to my
wife.”




“I can’t go
without taking my leave. She’ll think me…” Adam grabbed his brother
by the cravat and gave him the evil eye. “…you’re…choking me…” Adam
released his brother and turned away fearing his distress would
gleam in the faint light coming in through the secret doorway.
“...go explain yourself old man; I told her you’re in love with
her.”

 


Adam turned
back in horror. “You did what?”

 


“I told her
you’re in love with…no don’t…choke…”

 


“If I didn’t
know you meant well with your mindless meddling I’d…
Comment-diable! She must think me deranged…she must think me the
greatest lunatic in the Kingdom.” Adam groaned as his heart
shrieked with panic.

 


“Perhaps she
fancies Bedlamites…can’t…breathe…”

 


Swamped by
agonising disappointment and an uncomfortable desire to kill his
brother, Adam released the younger man and reluctantly glanced up
at the peep hole before dragging his brother back through the
secret door and closing it behind him. “Do I look like a happy man?
Do I look like I appreciate your meddling?”

 


“I’m sorry
Adam…I was only trying to help.”

 


“If you want to
help, leave and let me pretend this whole Gothic melodrama never
happened.”

 


Two beautiful
eyebrows rose in horror. “You’re not going to annul the
marriage?”

 


“It’s none of
your business.”

 


“But you love
the woman…not that it makes any sense to me, but clearly you
wouldn’t make such an ass of yourself if… Where are you going?
You’re not going to break your heart just because I told her you
love her? Adam! You can’t send her home…her parents are awful.”

 


“So are her
in-laws.” The hoarse words spattered his cravat. Adam had to reach
his room and lock his bedchamber door before the pain in his chest
erupted into audible sobs.

 


“Adam…” Luke
bravely thrust himself in his older brother’s way and grabbed his
arm. “You can’t send her home! They forced her to marry you. If you
send her back they might hurt her…” Adam clenched his teeth as he
felt the blow. He’d caused his Eve harm. He stared past his brother
as tears dripped down his cheek and prayed his brother would
disappear. “…but she doesn’t appear to mind being your wife. You’re
not going to kill yourself are you? You know Jonah hates farming.
He’d rather join the Navy than be a Lord and you know he’s
terrified of being eaten by a whale.”

 


“You’re right;
it would be cruel to make Jonah a Lord and force him to worry over
next year’s harvest. I shall face eternal heartbreak with stalwart
bravado for Jonah!”

 


“Don’t sneer
Adam, you know we’d all be miserable without you.”

 


“Yes, who’d
bail you out when you got into another scrape?”

 


“Give me your
word of honour that you won’t hurt yourself or I’ll tell Lady
Latham her Lord was just watching her eat through a peep hole.”
Adam gave his brother the evil eye before pressing past and moving
mindlessly toward his room. Even the first time he’d looked in a
mirror after losing his eye hadn’t made him feel so wretched. The
woman he longed to hold thought him as mad as the rest of his
family. “Adam, promise me you won’t kill yourself…”

 


“Of course I’m
not going to kill myself…” The younger man sighed in relief as he
ran after his brother. “…I’m a coward. If I can’t face my bride,
I’m hardly going to find the nerve to face death…”

 


“I’ve never
known anyone who was less of a coward…remember that time…”

 


Adam paused
outside his room and hissed, “I don’t want to remember anything!”
Slamming his door he locked it and tore off his eye patch. Throwing
it on the floor he cursed his impetuous heart. He’d have to face
her…he’d wait till dark. Numbly falling face first onto his bed he
lay there listening to the clock tisking in contempt at his
cowardice as the day wore on. He’d never been afraid of anything or
anyone until his heart resolved to rest in the arms of Miss Eve
Venables. He sighed into his coverlet as the image of Eve sitting
at his table swirled through his brain. She was the perfect Lady
Latham. He should have kicked his brother out the front door and
faced his fear, but it was too late for should haves.

 


He had three
options; keep his wife whether she hated him or not, annul the
marriage or give her a choice. His heart insisted he choose the
first option, but his heart’s inane demands had landed him in the
mess to begin with. He was going to listen to his head for once and
let his wife choose. Whatever she decided his silly romantic heart
would have to accept. His heart blanched at the possibility of
losing her. He could feel it writhing in his chest, but for once it
was going to be ignored. It would have to suffer ‘til nightfall
before learning its fate.

 



Chapter 9

 


As winter
twilight faded into early darkness Eve returned to her chamber and
had her maid help her undress. “I’ll wear my dressing gown over my
chemise until my Lord sends word that he’s ordered dinner.”

 


“Very good my
Lady…but...”

 


“Yes?”

 


“When his
Lordship remains all day in his room he normally orders a supper
tray.”

 


“Then I shall
have one as well. Does he often remain all day in his room?”

 


“No my Lady;
only when he’s…upset.”

 


“And what
usually upsets his Lordship?”

 


“I couldn’t say
my Lady.”

 


“Yes you
could.”

 


The maid
glanced towards the hidden communicating door and lowered her
voice. “His family often upset him with their helpful schemes. His
Mother is particularly helpful.”

 


“I look forward
to meeting her.”

 


“She’s a good
woman. She loves her sons.”

 


Eve looked into
the maid’s eyes and understood the silent admission. The mad Mother
hadn’t wanted her son to marry her. Perhaps the woman wasn’t mad.
“You may comb out my hair. I’ll remain in my room the rest of the
evening. I’ll have a dinner tray at six and pot of hot chocolate at
eight with two cups.”

 


“Very good my
Lady.”

 


Eve waited
until the door closed on the chamber maid before stretching with a
loud yawn. Her feet were sore from hours spent wandering around her
new home. Thankfully the fussy decorative clutter in the dining
room hadn’t spread to the rest of the house. There seemed an
endless number of pleasant rooms hinting at her husband’s
habits.

 


Lord Latham’s
library had given the most solid evidence of the man’s personality.
His desk according to a brass plaque on the front of it had been
made from the timbers of some shipwreck. A large globe on the desk
was worn from handling. Three large map books on the floor were
open to various countries as if waiting to take a bored mind away
from England. His desk was a mountain of untidy piles of papers and
books. A man’s lorgnette for the opera and what looked like an
ordinary rock were being used as a paper weights. Seven open novels
in various stages of being read looked like they’d been thrown face
down, one on top of the other, as if the man couldn’t decide which
one to read and so decided he wouldn’t read any of them. An ancient
black and red Grecian dish contained an assortment of boiled
sweets. She sampled one as she opened a large book on Grecian
history and found the black ribbon marker was really an eye patch.
Closing the book she wondered how he could work in chaos. A white
feather flagged the location of the inkwell hidden behind several
black cravats and an emerald silk waistcoat that had been dropped
in disdain. Did he often work in his shirt sleeves?

 


The desk drawer
told a similar tale. Untidy bills and crumpled letters all
addressed to ‘the honourable Earl of Latham’ floated freely among
piles of coins that must have been tossed into the drawer. She was
about to close the drawer when she noticed a stack of ladies
fashion magazines tucked away in the corner almost hidden under a
carefully arranged cravat. Why did her husband keep ladies
magazines hidden in his desk? The library shelves were equally
untidy with half read books shoved in-between souvenirs of life and
the odd article of clothing. Clearly the servants did nothing but
dust in the library. The view opposite the desk, out the large
floor to ceiling window, framed the prettiest part of the garden
like a living painting. It was difficult to imagine the owner of
such a room being evil. She’d appropriated the ladies magazines and
the bowl of boiled sweets and had them sent up to her room. If the
man loved her he wouldn’t care if she ate all his sweets. Her
rational fears swept from her mind, she decided she’d be quite
content to be Lady Latham and relaxed. She certainly couldn’t
imagine being bored.

 


When the clock
chimed five-thirty she was sitting on the bed, her bare feet
resting on a silk wrapped hot water bottle. A lemon sweet taunted
her empty stomach with thoughts of her dinner tray as she perused
the fashion magazines. How much did her husband love her? Would he
buy her a new wardrobe? Her Mother’s dictated trousseau was filled
with uncomfortably low cut dresses. Eve paused as she heard what
sounded like a muffled sneeze. She leaned over and looked at the
wall. No it was still closed. She’d just sat back against the
pillows when three soft taps gave her warning. Her heart drummed a
cadence of suspense as she took a deep calming breath and told
herself to expect anything. Hopefully she’d get to eat before he
claimed his conjugal rights. “Come!” There was a poignant pause
before the secret door slid open and floorboards creaked toward the
bed. The half drawn bed curtain rustled. He’d come. “Good evening
my Lord.” She resisted the temptation to look and blindly chose
another sweet from the Grecian dish sitting beside her and popped
it in her mouth. She knew he was standing near the headboard so he
could hide and watch her with his right eye. “Would you like a
boiled sweet?”

 


“No.”

 


“I found them
in your study. You had a pile of ladies fashion magazines in your
desk. I didn’t think you’d mind if I took some.”

 


“No.”

 


“You’re not as
talkative as your brother.”

 


“No.”

 


“I’m glad; he
gave me a headache.” She held the fashion magazine open so he could
see it. “What do you think of this dress? Do you think it would
suit me?”

 


“Yes. In pink.
You look lovely in pink.”

 


Eve felt her
cheeks turn pink with pleasure. The simple whispered words were
spoken with feeling. “Thank you. It’s my favourite colour.”

 


“I know.”

 


Eve felt her
pink cheeks darken as she wondered how much he knew. “And what is
your favourite colour my Lord?”

 


“Pink.”

 


The absurd
answer made her laugh out loud. “How long have you loved the
colour?”

 


“Since the
first time I saw you.”

 


Eve shivered as
the compliment somehow breezed over the back of her neck causing
pleasurable tingles. “When was that?”

 


“Six months ago
at my cousin, Lady Harold’s, ball. She screened off a corner so I
could watch the dancers unseen. You came and sat down on the chairs
in front of the screen with a friend. You were so amusing…” His
soft sigh punctuated the words with a poignant sadness. Eve felt
her eyes mist over. The man must have spent the last seventeen
years watching life whirl by wanting to join in, but fearing
rejection.

 


“Do you ever go
out in public wearing an eye patch?”

 


“Yes, but I
look like a fool pirate from a Christmas pantomime; people laugh at
me. If I take it off they cross themselves as if I’m the devil.
When I was twenty my parents took me to London to introduce me into
society...” A long painful sigh conjured endless unpleasant images.
“…I foolishly insisted on attending a ball without my eye patch.
After the first five ladies felt too indisposed to dance with me I
kindly refrained from forcing any more to pretend to be too ill to
enjoy the evening and left.”

 


“A pox on rude
ladies; I’d have danced with you. It would have made me the talk of
the town. ‘Ooh did you see Miss Eve Venables dancing with the one
eyed Lord? She looked like she enjoyed his company, but then you
know how she’s always laughing to herself. I hear she spends her
winters in the attic bathing in asses’s milk; it gives her that
pallid complexion.’ I even danced with Lord Mulgrave once though I
admit I accidentally stepped on his toes every few minutes
in-between apologies and profuse declarations of admiration for his
sharp canine teeth.” The bed curtain rustled with almost inaudible
laughter. “I’m afraid he was insulted when I compared him to a
favourite pet rat I made up for his benefit and fortunately he lost
all interest in my charms.”

 


“He does look
like a rat.”

 


“He is a
rat. If I was his mother I’d have to wear a sign around my neck
that said, ‘I did not mate with a rodent.’ The curtain rustled
again with laughter. “I understand your reticence at calling on
ladies in pink my Lord, but you could have written to me
anonymously. You could have tormented me by feeding me clues to
your identity and then showed up sporting some sort of tell; a pink
and white striped cravat would have been appropriate. You could
have used some of the fabric left over from the bed hangings. I
would have found that highly amusing and terribly romantic.”

 


“I used a whole
bottle of ink and dozens of quills trying to write you a single
blasted letter. The best I could do was, ‘My dear Miss Venables, I
find you eminently worthy to be my Countess, but I’m so hideous I’m
afraid if I call on you I’ll frighten you; you may faint, hit your
head on a table and die of concussion. Will you marry me?’”

 


Eve shook with
laughter. “You’re right, that wouldn’t have inspired palpitations
of excitement my Lord.”

 


“I agonised
over what to do. I decided I’d make an offer for you and if you
married me then I’d introduce myself at home where I’d benefit
from…shadows.”

 


“And peep
holes? You were watching me in the dining room.”

 


The eye
disappeared as the curtain hissed curses on beautiful brothers
in-between soft moans of horror. After several long minutes the
curtain stilled and she felt that tingling sensation that told her
was watching her again. “My brother is an interfering wretch. I
told him not to say anything.”

 


“He didn’t…I
can feel when you’re watching me. I started noticing it six months
ago. At first I thought I was mad, but I’m not am I?”

 


“No.”

 


“I hope there
aren’t any peep holes into my bedchamber. Beware you don’t lose
your good eye as I poke at the wall trying to find it.”

 


“I wouldn’t…my
father walled it up after Grandfather killed himself.”

 


“Good! Come sit
on the bed. You can tell me what you think of these dresses.”

 


“I can’t. I
look like a monster in candlelight; I frighten myself.”

 


Eve snuffed out
the candle next to the bed and threw her magazine on the floor. The
light from the fire and the two small candle sconces either side of
her dressing table mirror threw the bed into deep shadow. “I’m
having a hard time hearing you all the way over there.” The curtain
rings slowly rattled towards the wall as the shadow pushed the
curtains back and gingerly climbed onto the mattress beside her.
“Here, have a sweet…”

 


“Ouch! That was
my good eye.”

 


“You will
insist on having tête a têtes in the dark my Lord…your feet must be
freezing. Here, you can share my hot water bottle… Those are my
feet.” She could feel the shadowy man looking at her, not that he
could see anything. “Have you eaten? My dinner tray is coming at
six.”

 


“I ate at five.
My Lady…Eve...I came to…”

 


“To kiss
me?”

 


Eve felt the
mattress move jostling her against the headboard. She felt the
shadow lean towards her and sigh against her cheek. “No, but…”

 


“But you want
to?”

 


“Yes, but…”

 


“But you can’t
see me so you don’t know where my lips are?”

 


“Madam you’re
tormenting me!”

 


“Am I? Are you
in love with me?”

 


Something hard
whacked against the headboard causing the shadow to groan. Eve felt
the hair on the back of her neck stand up as a long sigh warmed her
ear and ruffled her hair. Invisible fingers reached out and jabbed
her in the arm before lightly tracing their way to her face where
they caressed her cheek. “You’re so lovely in every way.” She
allowed a cautious arm to slide behind her back as more invisible
fingers came to rest on her waist. He might be as ugly as sin, but
his husky whisper and soft touch were causing the most delicious
sensations. She consciously leaned towards him causing the hand on
her waist to hold her closer. “My silly heart heard you speak and
the stupid thing abandoned me to trail you like a dog. I had no say
in the matter. It’s led me by the nose for the last six months.
I’ve been a complete fool, but I…you must think me a wicked
heartless oaf.”

 


“Not exactly;
more of a one-eyed demon who secretly reads ladies fashion
magazines. I was frightened out of my wits until I spoke with you
this morning. I’d have preferred to have had a say in who I was
chained to for life, but I’d rather be chained to you than Lord
Mulgrave. You don’t look like a rat do you?”

 


“No!”

 


“That’s a
relief…”

 


“Eve…”

 


“Adam?” Her
silent amusement seemed to discompose the arm around her waist.

 


“Eve…I need
to…”

 


“Kiss me?”

 


“No I need to
tell you…Comment Diable! It feels so good to hold you…” Cautious
invisible lips brushed her temples and hovered over her cheek.

 


“What do you
need to tell me Adam?”

 


The fingers
caressing her face paused as he exhaled into her ear. “Just because
I want you as my wife doesn’t mean…” Three sharp taps on the door
were swiftly followed by six soft chimes. He clutched her tighter
as if he was afraid he’d never hold her again. “Blasted clock!
There’s never enough time…”

 


“My dinner
tray…Come! I’m starving; you can tell me what you need to say while
I eat. I must have walked five miles exploring the house and
gardens…” Light spilled into the room as the door silently swung
open. The demon’s hands retracted as he rolled off the bed and
flung the pink and white striped bed curtains down the rail to hide
his exit. He’d disappeared back into the secret passage before she
could get out of the bed. Her husband certainly moved quickly for
an old man. “I’ll eat near the fire…thank you.” Eve sat down at the
folding table and lifted off the silver lid and inhaled the smell
of roast beef and potatoes. The extra light was swept back into the
hall as the servants closed the door behind them. She paused as she
listened for movement in the secret passage. Would he come back or
hide away in his room?

 



Chapter
10

 


Adam waited
behind the secret door, his heart pressed against its cage in
furious rage at being deprived her presence. He could still feel
her laughing in his arms; he moaned as the rest of his body joined
his silly heart in grandiose demands. Remembering the soft give of
her skin under his hand made him feel faint as he imagined her
returning passionate kisses. Was he losing his mind or had she
leaned against him? Hissing curses on his ugly face he rubbed his
aching chest and prayed his servants would hurry and take away
their light.

 


The faint
closing of a door signalled his heart to increase its efforts. Adam
pushed the button that released the sliding door and cautiously
stepped back into his wife’s room. She was sitting at a folding
table near the fire facing the flames. His heart sighed in relief
and dragged him across the room. Stopping behind her, his heart
ordered him to touch her hair. He silently commanded his inner
organs to be reasonable; the woman was eating. She didn’t want her
demon-husband playing with her hair. His heart sneered at the
pathetic excuse for self-denial and leaned against its cage as if
it could will itself against her. What if she chose an annulment?
The possibility made his heart whimper in pain, as it panted,
‘Eve…Eve…Eve…’ After six months Adam knew his heart wouldn’t cease
calling for her. If he lost her, his heart would slump in despair
and pant her name until it expired. He stared at long golden brown
rippling heavy and straight over her back half way to the floor.
Juliet must have ensnared Romeo with similar hair. His hand reached
out to touch it, but retracted as she turned her head.
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