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      I hope my stories touch you as deeply as you have impacted me. Enjoy the happily ever after!
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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you for reading! I hope you enjoyed every page and I would love to hear your thoughts whether it be a review online or you contact me via my website. I am eternally grateful for you and none of this would be possible without our shared love of romance.

      I pray that someday I will get to meet each of you and thank you in person, but in the meantime, all I can do is tell you how amazing you are.

      As I prepare my next love story for you, keep believing in your dreams and know that mine would not be possible without you.

      With Love,
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      The Duke of Norrend, Arthur Cain Cartwright moved his newspaper down just enough to look over it at his wife and the girls. He caught his eldest daughter, Lady Annabelle’s eyes. They looked back, somewhat amused by the situation.

      The Duchess, Louise Ann Cartwright was red in the face but silent. She seemed to be having a staring contest with one of the twin sisters she was mentoring. The indignant girl stared back without fear.

      “Joanna, you cannot go against the rules simply because you want to. It is not done that way.”

      “I can,” Joanna replied, shaking her blond hair back and forth. “I like my hair down and I want to keep it that way.”

      “A lady does not wear her hair down around her shoulders.”

      Joanna gave her a cold look. “I am not going to put my hair up, my Lady. You are not my mother. I do not have to do what you say.”

      “I am afraid you do, young lady. You were entrusted in my care by your mother and your father and I will do my best to see that you are raised properly. You will not go to the ball if you do not put your hair up in a style similar to your sister’s.”

      Joanna’s frown deepened. “I do not want to look like her!” she cried.

      “You do not look like her,” The Duchess’ voice was filled with confusion and exasperation. “You do not look alike. I was merely suggesting that you wear a similar style. I did not say the exact same style. Sometimes, young lady, I am beside myself with worry for you. Your future does not look prosperous to me.”

      Annabelle watched the exchange between her mother and Joanna, standing to the side with Julia, her best friend and Joanna’s fraternal twin. Annabelle and Julia had been friends since they were in nappies. Their parents had always been good friends. Lord and Lady Rickman were fine people.

      When Julia and Joanna were twelve years old, six years previous, their brother Luke, who was only seven, fell into a pond and drowned.

      Unable to get over the loss of her precious only son, Lady Rickman isolated herself from society, withdrew into a state of near despair. She asked her closest friend, Louise Cartwright, to care for her two daughters and raise them as her own until her depression broke.

      So Julia and Joanna lived with their mother and father but did all social events the ton had to offer with the Cartwrights and under the close, watchful eye of the Duchess.

      “That is not fair,” Joanna said. Annabelle thought for an eighteen year old young woman, Joanna did not act like she had the sense God gave her. After six years of this, she should know that the Duchess always got her way.

      She glanced over at Julia as Joanna and her mother continued bickering. She was tired of it and only wanted to sit down. She caught her father’s eye and begged him with her mind to beckon to her. She would gladly go and sit with him and chat.

      Her father was a personable man. He was strong, intelligent, quiet, and reserved. Very unlike his excitable wife, who was outspoken and sometimes loud.

      He was looking over at them and caught her eye. He did not beckon to her. He merely shook his head and lifted his paper. Annabelle knew a disappointed look had to have covered her face. She sighed.

      “Mother, I do not wish to stand here any longer,” she said. “I know Julia and I have things to do before the ball tonight and I do not wish to waste any more of my time. I know between the three of us girls, and Cecilia, too, we can find a hairstyle that will both appropriate and approved by you and Joanna.”

      The Duchess looked at her daughter, surprised. Annabelle only spoke out when she was saying something logical. She nodded curtly, a frown still plastered on her once-beautiful face.

      “Yes. You three go upstairs. Annabelle, take your sister with you. She needs to prepare, even if she has not yet reached the age of courtship.”

      “Of course, mother,” Annabelle replied, curtsying slightly. “I planned to take her with us.” It was only a little lie. She thought her mother would tell her to take Cecilia with them but did not bring it up, just in case her mother did not say it.

      Annabelle nodded at Cecilia, who smiled as she walked to them from across the room. Annabelle and Julia went through the parlor door and into the foyer. The three older girls went through the door and to the curving stairwell to go upstairs.

      Joanna pulled away from the other two quickly, her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. She picked up her skirts and was at the top long before her sister and Annabelle. Julia shook her head and murmured to her friend.

      “I tell you, Annabelle, she is getting worse every year. Though I try so hard to teach her and show her.”

      “You two are nothing alike,” Annabelle said confidently. “Nothing.”

      “I know. It is hard to believe we are sisters, let alone twins.”

      “I do not know where she gets such spark!” Cecilia exclaimed. “I would never speak to Mother the way she does. Never, ever.”

      “She is only speaking her mind.” Julia said. “But sometimes I do wish she would say things a little more politely.”

      “Perhaps time will help,” Annabelle suggested.

      “One can only hope,” Cecilia said, shaking her pretty head.

      Her hair was piled up on her head, hanging in beautiful ringlets around her pale cheeks. She had no face paint on yet but planned to add a little rouge and some color to her lips before the ball.

      She was only sixteen and not allowed to do some of the things her eighteen-year-old sister could do.

      That was not one of the things her mother insisted on, so she took advantage of it to give herself some color. She detested the gown she would be wearing that night.

      It was a dull brown color, almost a tan with dull dark yellow soft fabric around the color, wrists and hem of the skirt. It was pretty but the color took away any vibrance she could have hoped to achieve.

      She wanted to wear something bright pink, blue, green, red, something that would make her sparkle.

      Her hair was a pale color of yellow, but it was pretty.

      She had no eyebrows to speak of and her eyelashes could not be seen, though they were quite long.

      The only thing she could use was rouge and lipstick. She did not need face powder with smooth skin like hers.

      Annabelle looked similar to her sister but her features were more prominent. Her dark blond hair was double braided and pulled to the back.

      She was wearing a pale red dress with gold trimmings around the color, wrists, and hem. There was a small line of pearls going down the front of it, just between her breasts. It made her look beautiful and she knew it.

      She had the perfect necklace to go with it, a row of pearls her father had bought her for her last birthday. They were the same exact size as the pearls on the dress.

      “We still have several hours for the party. We do not need to get dressed yet. Let us go out and enjoy the sunshine for a while,” Annabelle said in a low, conspiratorial voice.

      Cecilia’s hand went immediately to her mouth and she giggled behind it. Julia raised her eyebrows, a small grin fighting for the ends of her lips.

      “Annabelle, are you hatching a plot?” she asked, her voice very curious.

      Annabelle grinned. “Whatever do you mean? Of course not.”

      She turned to the stairs and jogged up them. “Come, let us change into the clothes to go outside. It may be muddy from recent rains.”

      “I think it has been sunny enough to dry the earth, though,” Julia said, following behind her friend.

      She had a lot of clothes at the Cartwrights. She had no problem fitting into them, as she was of average height and slender as could be.

      “Well, we shall see. I am going to err on the side of caution and at least bring my boots. Then if I do not need them, I will leave them on the porch.”

      Julia nodded. “That is a good idea, Annabelle. Shall I ask Joanna to come?”

      “If you wish to, of course,” Annabelle replied. “But I do not think she will want to.”

      “Probably not but I will ask.”

      Julia went to the room she shared with her sister when they visited Norend, the name of the mansion in which Annabelle’s family lived. The other two went hurriedly to Annabelle’s room.
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      “I just do not know what to do with my sister,” Julia said, aggravated, as they walked down the pathway toward town.

      “I try so hard to encourage her to come out with me. It is not just today but it seems so often now! And do you know she has told me that she will wear the style your mother suggested to her after all? All that arguing for nothing! I do not understand the girl! Why do I feel so awful?”

      “Because you have a soft heart and she’s your sister. That’s as it should be.” Annabelle said, firmly. “

      “I do not know where she gets that behavior from,” Julia sighed. “I want her to be happy but sometimes it is very difficult for me.”

      “You are a good sister, Julia,” Cecilia said. “I have seen her act younger than I am. And you defend her still. I applaud you for your patience and understanding. Whenever it gets difficult, you know we will be here to help you however we can.”

      “Thank you so much,” Julia replied in a soft voice. “I wish to see her happy and successful. Yet she seems so miserable all the time!”

      The three fell silent, knowing why Joanna was miserable. She, like her mother, could not get over the death of Luke.

      That trauma had caused Joanna to retain a resentful attitude toward the world and anything in it. Her mother’s retreat from society was another blow to Joanna that she was having a hard time handling.

      Julia accepted the Duchess as a substitute mother and Annabelle as a new sister, along with Cecilia. They were family to her.

      Joanna felt as though she had been abandoned, when in actuality, she was given a new family in addition to the one she already had.

      Joanna did not see it that way and it only caused conflict. She did not act like a lady of 18, the way Julia and Annabelle did.

      “I feel sorry for her.” Annabelle put one arm around her friend and grasped her by the hand.

      “It will be all right, Julia. You’ll see.”

      Cecilia giggled. “Annabelle is usually right about these things, you know,” she said in an amused voice, her pretty eyes crinkling at the ends when she smiled.

      “I truly do feel sorry for her.” Annabelle lifted one hand and placed it on her chest. “She is such a sad girl inside, so lonely and depressed, even though she is with others that love her.”

      Julia shook her head. “She is lonely in a room filled with people.”

      “We must speak about something else!” Annabelle exclaimed. “We will do our best with her and be patient! She is your sister, after all. We must come to her defense.”

      “She is not so bad, Julia,” Cecilia said, finally adding her two cents.

      Julia lifted one hand to giggle behind it. “I have two of the best friends a girl could ever ask for!”

      The three of them gathered together in a free-for-all hug, laughing softly.

      “Next time, she will come,” Annabelle said as they separated. She rested her head briefly against Julia’s head and smiled wide.

      “I hope so.” Julia sounded positive. She grinned at them.

      “It is quite warm out here, is it not? I should have brought along my fan.” Annabelle spotted a bench and made a bee line for it.

      “Let us sit in the sun for a spot and then return to our duties. What do you say?”

      “Jolly good idea, Annabelle,” Julia was on her heels. “Jolly good.”
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      The Duke of Cardinal, Stephen William Colbourn, was the youngest Duke in South England. He was also the most well-known and well-liked. His reputation was immaculate, despite his young age and the fact that he had taken the title when he was but a mere sixteen-years-old. He was blessed with an uncle on his mother’s side, also a Duke, who took him under his wing. He’d noted to dignitaries passing through that his young nephew was the fastest learner in all the Queen’s land and he was extremely proud of the lad’s progress.

      At twenty, Duke Colbourn had solidified his reputation throughout England simply through word of mouth. If he had not met someone in person, they would know of his name all throughout England and in some other parts of the world, as well.

      His father’s estate had been large and he owned many manufacturing businesses, making furniture, clothing and other odds and ends.

      The Duke’s one greatest passion, however, had nothing to do with the amount of money in his coffers. He was a lover of the arts, paintings, sculptures, and statues of old.

      He personally owned many masterpieces, which he proudly displayed in what he still considered his father’s mansion. It was difficult to let go of his father’s legacy and presence. It had been domineering and strong. His father had taught him till the age of sixteen and he considered himself a better man because he had listened.

      As he rode in the carriage down the street toward Norrend, he thought about what beauties he was about to see. He was visiting with the Duke and Duchess to see if they had any paintings or artifacts they wanted to sell.

      Duke Cartwright had spread word of his intention to sell half of his collection. When asked why, his report was that he had not displayed them for a long time and did not want their beauty to go on unseen.

      Duke Colbourn was excited to see what was there. Duke Cartwright had the paintings stacked in the cellar of his mansion, which, by all accounts, was quite vast.

      Duke Colbourn hadn’t been to visit the Cartwrights before. He had heard of them in name only, just as they had heard of him. Their reputation was as solid as his, though the Duchess was said to be colder than her husband but amiable enough.

      He was not worried about the Duchess. He was not there to talk to her or discuss business with her. As a matter of fact, he doubted he would have two words to say to the woman, other than Hello and Goodbye. Maybe he would tack on a “your Grace” or “Madam” to be civil.

      Duke Colbourn did not think of himself as a man who had time for frivolities like females. He saw no need to pursue anything of that nature until he was ready. He did not consider himself ready.

      His mother, the Duchess of Cardinal, still lived, though her countenance was not the same. It took everything out of her when her Duke died. She reacted similarly to Lady Rickman, although she was perfectly capable of continuing to make good decisions regarding her children and life.

      She got out of the house, attended balls and parties, socialized often with the people of the ton. They regarded her highly.

      But she was rarely seen with a smile unless she was looking at Duke Colbourn. He was her pride and joy. She expected great things from him and great things was what he had given her. He loved her dearly and vowed to always take care of her.

      His trip to Norrend was made even more special to him because they owned a valuable piece of artwork by the great Tiziano Vecellio, an Italian painter known for his colorful style and unique brushstrokes. He had created many beautiful paintings in many different styles, including portraits of individuals, landscapes, and mythological subjects. He was very well liked and his mother practically worshipped his work.

      There were three of the 16th century Venetian painters works of art hanging in the Colbourn mansion already. He was proud of them and hoped to purchase another for his mother from Duke Cartwright.

      He’d heard the Duke had procured the Salome with the Head of John the Baptist or Judith, a religious work that depicts a woman holding the head of John the Baptist while a maiden looks on. His mother considered this to be one of the most beautiful works of art ever to be painted.

      “It’s a portrait of beauty and sadness,” she would say when seeing it in a volume of famous paintings.

      He was excited to get a chance to put his hands on the actual painting, should the Duke still have it. He leaned to the window and looked out at the mansion on the hill. It had a winding roadway up to the house. It was lined with trees on both sides but he could see how it wound up the side, following a flowing stream that ran along the right side of it.

      The hill the mansion was sitting on was dotted with sculptures, fountains, shrubs, flowerbeds, and the prettiest green grass the Duke had seen in quite some time.

      The carriage ran smooth over the graveled road and he was impressed by the care the Duke was taking with his landscaping. It was quite beautiful.

      Duke Colbourn continued admiring the Duke’s land until they reached the front doors. He stepped out of the carriage and nodded at the driver, who would stay until Duke Colbourn was ready to leave.

      He went up to the front doors. Before he could knock, it was opened by a young woman in a uniform, carrying a burlap sack. She paled when she saw him and nearly dropped the sack. He reached down and steadied it in her hands.

      “I… I apologize, my Lord. I am so very sorry.” She curtsied to him several times.

      “Do not worry yourself, young lady. I am the Stephen William Colbourn, the Duke of Cardinal. Your master is expecting me. Will you announce me?” While he spoke, he took the bag from her and placed it to the side. She looked down at it and then back to him, her face red.

      “Yes, your Grace, of course. Please follow me.”

      Duke Colbourn did so after she took his hat, cane, and the light cape he’d been wearing. It was not a cold day but it was somewhat humid and he did not like the feel of it.

      She put the cape over one arm and held the hat and cane in the other. She went to the third door on the right, passing the curving staircase that would take a visitor to the bedrooms upstairs.

      “He is in his study, your Grace. I’ll announce you.” She opened the door and poked her head in to see if the master was in the room. “My Lord? His Grace, The Duke of Cardinal, is here to see you.”

      Duke Cartwright raised one hand, looking up at the young maid over his eyeglasses. “Tell him to come in, please, Mary.”

      The girl went in the room and held it open for Duke Colbourn, who passed by her with a curt nod.

      “Thank you, Mary,” he said in a low voice. She colored again, lowered her eyes and nodded. She was out the door and closed it behind her just moments later.

      Duke Colbourn looked at Duke Cartwright, who had stood up and was holding out his hand. “Hello, Duke Colbourn. I trust your trip was a good one.”

      “It was, thank you, your Grace. How has your day been?”

      “Productive, for the most part. Please sit.”

      Duke Colbourn sat in a chair closer to the window. The Duke of Norrend came around his desk and sat in another chair that faced Duke Colbourn at an angle.

      “Tell me,” Duke Cartwright said. “How is your mother faring? A fine woman, she is. I was saddened to hear her condition has not gotten better since the death of your father.”

      “It has been four years, my Lord,” Duke Colbourn said. “And I fear she will never recover. I am glad that she chooses to continue with her social life but I miss her smiles. I would do all I could to make them come back.”

      “I am sure you do your best, Colbourn. It is a matter of the heart that we cannot fathom. I must admit, I fear the day I will lose my beloved, Louise, though she is a bit difficult at times.”

      The men smiled at each other.

      “Women are a conundrum,” Duke Colbourn said, shaking his head. “I have not met one yet that has struck me to be less than extremely complex.”

      “Complex, yes, for all of womankind. Difficult? Louise would fit in the latter category. There is a difference.”

      “I have no experience to use as examples to debate you on that fact, Sir. I will bow to your superior knowledge.”

      Duke Cartwright laughed. “I am glad you have come, Sir. I do hope you plan to attend the ball at the Conservatory this evening.”

      “I heard of it and have brought the appropriate attire,” Duke Colbourn replied. “I am looking forward to it. I do not believe I have been in this area before to attend such an event. I believe it will be quite a lot of fun.”

      “I do hope so. I insist you ride with us. There is no need for you to attend solo. I have opened my home to you and am obligated to ensure you are entertained, as well as satisfied with our business dealings.”

      Duke Colbourn nodded. So far, the reputation of Duke Cartwright held strong. He was a decent man, intelligent and well-spoken.

      Duke Colbourn could tell they would become friends. Perhaps he would learn from the Duke, since the man was twice his age. “That is excellent, my Lord.”

      “Shall we take a look at the paintings I have in storage now?”

      “I would certainly like that.” Duke Colbourn felt a jolt of excitement pass through him. Duke Cartwright was a man who liked to get things done right away. That was Duke Colbourn’s kind of man.

      He stood up and followed Duke Cartwright to the door. Before they got to it, it was opened and a young woman ran in. Her dark blond hair was pulled back in two braids. Some of the strands had strayed from the braids and was curling around her face.

      She halted in place. He noticed when her hazel eyes moved to him. He was somewhat taken aback by her beauty. She had glowing skin, small dark pink lips, high cheekbones, a tiny button nose. She was the ultimate beauty.

      In all the paintings he had ever seen – and he’d seen quite a few – Duke Colbourn had never seen a more beautiful woman in his life.

      He stood back, waiting for Duke Cartwright to introduce him to this lovely young woman. All the women he had encountered that had their fair share of beauty had turned out to be ugly inside. Greed, jealousy, and lust were abounding. He was not that type of man.

      He looked at the young woman, scanned her body from head to toe, wondering if she was ugly on the inside. From her face, it could not be told. He thought of her as angelic from the moment she stepped into the room.

      “Duke Colbourn, allow me to introduce my eldest daughter, Miss Annabelle Cartwright.”

      Duke Colbourd took Annabelle’s outstretched hand, bent at the waist, and gave the top of her glove a kiss.

      “Charmed, I am sure.” He turned to look at Duke Cartwright.

      “You have no need for beautiful paintings, my Lord. You have a lovely beauty right here in your home.”

      The Duke of Norrend smiled wide, turning his eyes to his daughter. “She is a lovely girl, you are right. And a beautiful soul, as well.”

      Annabelle laughed, covering her mouth for a moment. “Oh, father, you do flatter me. That’s why I love you so much. Well, it is not the only reason.”

      The three of them laughed, the first time that Annabelle would hear the sound of Duke Colbourn’s joy.

      She liked it very much.
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      Annabelle was so surprised when she saw the Duke in her father’s study, she lost her breath for a moment.

      He was a tall man, with hair that was almost shockingly blond. It fell down past his ears to his shoulders.

      Her first thought was that the features of his face worked so well together, he could be considered one of the most handsome men in all of England. That might have been just her opinion but she was fairly certain it had to be a fact.

      His eyes were a bright blue and his smile stretched across his face, revealing a dimple in his right cheek that made her legs feel weak.

      When he kissed her hand, she did not want him to let it go. She reined in her feelings and smiled back at him. When her father introduced them, she curtsied.

      “It is good to meet you, your grace,” she said.

      “My Lady, it is my pleasure, I assure you.”

      “We were about to go to the storage room to look at paintings, Annabelle,” Duke Cartwright said. “Is there something you needed?”

      “Yes, father, I think you might want to speak to mother before you go down to the cellar. She is quite upset because of Joanna.”

      “What has happened now?” The sound of exasperation was apparent in Duke Cartwright’s voice and made obvious by the rolling of his eyes.

      “She has run away, I suppose. She cannot be found. When we were dismissed earlier, we assumed she was here in her room. We asked her to go with us, papa, but she did not want to. We did not know she would run off…” Her father held up one hand to stop her flow of words. She clasped her hands in front of her and pressed her lips together.

      “This is a large house,” Duke Colbourn said. “I suppose it would take quite a while to find someone if they are hiding.”

      Duke Cartwright and Annabelle looked at him. “You are correct, my Lord,” Duke Cartwright said. “But this young woman, she is a handful. My wife has a lot of trouble with her.”

      “Another one of your daughters, I presume? One of a very young age?”

      “She is a ward, of sorts, but close enough to be a sister to me,” Annabelle replied. “She is our age. She is just… a little upset. She lost someone dear and… oh, I will not bore you, my Lord, with the details. She has a sad heart.” Annabelle’s voice dropped, softly.

      Duke Colbourn was impressed by her compassion. Especially if the girl in question was not blood. He was impressed with her intelligence and good will, as well. He enjoyed a woman of sound mind and logical thinking. Most of the women he knew were not that way at all and could not hold a decent conversation with him. He had a sneaking feeling this woman would be different.

      “She is not really a ward,” Duke Cartwright replied, waving for Annabelle to turn around so the three of them could leave the room.

      “She is a young woman my wife mentors. She is the same age as Annabelle. She has a twin sister named Julia Rickman.

      Their mother lost a child and since has lost her senses. It is feared she will never return to her normal state of being. It is a very sad situation and she is a very sad woman.”

      “I am very sorry to hear that,” Duke Colbourn said in a gentle voice. “Is Miss Rickman also a handful?”

      Annabelle smiled and said in a teasing voice. “Miss Rickman is a handful, too.”

      Her father shared the smile as they walked out in the foyer.

      “My daughter teases. Julia is a charming young girl with a pretty face and a heart of gold. It is surprising she has not found love yet.”

      Annabelle looked at her father. She could tell he was thinking the Duke would be a good match for Julia. Why would he skip over his own daughter to another man’s daughter?

      She reassessed the Duke to see if there was anything about him her father did not approve of. She saw nothing.

      She had to assume their talk before she had entered the room gave him some indication he did not want Duke Colbourn to court his daughter.

      “Will you be attending the ball tonight, your Grace?” Annabelle asked, deciding not to allow any feelings to grow because her father’s approval meant more to her than the discovery of a handsome man in her home.

      “I will,” Duke Colbourn replied.

      Annabelle nodded. “Wonderful! Miss Rickman Julia and her sister, if she is found, will be going with us, as they always do. You will meet Miss Rickman then.”

      Duke Colbourn blinked in confusion for a moment and then nodded. “I see. That sounds lovely.” He turned to Duke Cartwright.

      “Shall we see to the paintings then? The time is passing and I must still get ready for the ball.”

      Duke Cartwright nodded. “Yes, I am sorry for the distractions. I will attend to my wife for a moment. Please stay here in the foyer, as I am sure the Duchess does not want company at present.”

      “Of course, my Lord. I will not move an inch.”

      Duke Colbourn grinned. “You can move an inch. I will send a maid to you directly to show you to your room. Annabelle, you will come with me. When you are settled in and I return, we will have a look at the paintings I have to offer.” He clapped his hands loudly, turning his head to the side.

      “Danielle? Danielle?” he called out. A door opened to their left and behind them. All three turned to look as the maid entered.

      “Oh father, must I come back to mother?” Annabelle asked hurriedly. “I do not want to hear it all over again. I tire so of hearing about this ongoing issue.” Annabelle would plead with her father to be let out of that assignment. It was all she’d heard about for much too long now.

      “You go along with what you were doing then. I will return shortly. My Lord?” He turned his eyes to Duke Colbourn.

      Duke Colbourn was a little disappointed that he would have to wait longer, prompting him to ask, “May I ask, my Lord, if you have the Salome with the Head of John the Baptist by the renowned Italian artist Tiziano Vecelli? I was told you have it.”

      “I do have it, yes,” Duke Cartwright nodded. “It is one of the pieces I am selling.”

      The Duke of Cardinal hadn’t felt so elated in his entire life. He was going to purchase the painting for his mother and bring her some happiness. “I will purchase it, my Lord. My mother is a collector and adores his paintings.”

      “It is a true masterpiece. I will take my leave and return to you shortly. Mary, please show the Duke to his room. I wish for him to know his bearings. He will be staying with us for a few weeks.”

      “Yes, your Grace,” Mary replied, looking up at the handsome duke. Annabelle was disappointed in the feeling of jealousy that streaked through her. It was much too soon for her to be thinking such a way.

      Duke Colbourn bowed slightly at the waist. “I do hope you will not be disturbed that I have a curator coming next week. He will assess the value. It is not that I do not trust you, my Lord, as I highly respect you on many counts. But I do feel it necessary to have my expert take a look at the paintings and any other items you have for purchase.”

      Annabelle moved her eyes between the two men, wondering if Duke Colbourn’s decision to bring in a third party to assess the value of the paintings would seem disrespectful to her father. Instead, he nodded and looked gracious making his daughter proud of him.

      “That is perfectly acceptable, my Lord. It is always good to have an expert opinion.” He turned away from the two of them. “I will return shortly. I do not expect to take more than ten minutes.”

      “I will be relaxing in my room, I am quite sure.”

      “If you wish to have a drink brought to you, please inform Mary.”

      Duke Colbourn nodded.

      “I will go find Julia. We must get Joanna so we will all be ready for the ball.” Annabelle leaned over and gave her father a peck on the cheek. He smiled, lifting one hand to touch her elbow.

      “Good girl.” With that, Duke Cartwright walked away from them.

      Colbourn and Annabelle looked at each other for a moment before one of them broke the silence. It was Annabelle. She barely noticed that Mary was staring at the two of them, waiting to be told what to do.

      “I feel as though we should be saying something to each other,” she said quietly.

      He grinned. “It does feel a bit awkward, does it not? Let me ease the tension. I have an unnatural obsession with pineapple cake. Do you like pineapple cake?”

      Annabelle thought it was the strangest question she’d ever been asked. She stammered her reply, completely taken off guard. “I… I cannot say that I have an answer. I do not believe I have ever had pineapple cake.”

      “Do you like pineapple?” Duke Colbourn asked, not losing his smile.

      “I do.”

      “And do you like cake?” She could see his grin stretching wider on his face. She expected at any moment, he would burst out laughing. She could see where he was going with the line of questioning and decided to play along.

      “I do.”

      “I suppose you would love pineapple cake then,” he laughed softly, much lower than Annabelle had expected. A braying laughter would have been too much, frankly. She felt his laugh was completely appropriate to the level of humor he was conveying.

      She was impressed once again and tried to deny the urge to allow her feelings to take over. It seemed her father wanted the Duke to meet Julia. So she would go along with that. Her father had always known best in the past.

      “I do not wish to keep you from your missing person duties, my Lady,” the duke stood back and bowed slightly. “I do believe Mary is to show me to my room.”

      “Before you do, Sir, may I ask you a question?”

      Duke Colbourn was once again impressed with her boldness. He nodded. “Very well.”

      “You are here to purchase art, is that right?”

      “It is, yes.” Duke Colbourn nodded.

      “If you are here to purchase art, I must show you the paintings in this room first before I give you over to Mary. It will give you a small representation of my father’s collection.”

      Duke Colbourn thought about it for a moment. “Would your father approve?”

      “It will only take a moment and Mary will come with us. Won’t you, Mary?” Annabelle looked directly at the young maid, who was a decent girl of about 25, a hard worker and an honest person.

      Mary smiled and curtsied lightly in one small bounce. “Yes, ma’am. Of course.”

      Annabelle turned back to him with a satisfied smiled. “There, you see? All is well. We will just make a circle here in the foyer.”

      “Well then, that sounds wonderful,” Duke Colbourn replied. “Do you know a lot about art?”

      “I have studied some of the greatest artists in history,” Annabelle admitted, with a nod. “Van Gogh, de Goya, Raphael, Michelangelo, and others. I do not know a great deal about Tiziano Vecelli but I would like to.”

      Knowing that he was so interested in art made her wonder how long she would be able to hold back her admiration for Duke Colbourn. When she stopped talking and he said nothing, she glanced up at him and did a double take. The look on his face was priceless. She smiled.

      “Does this impress you?”

      He nodded. “I must admit it does. I am also impressed with your confidence and intelligence.”

      “I appreciate the compliment, your Grace.” He was going to make it very difficult for her to block her returned admiration.

      “And you are quite beautiful. I hope that I am not being too bold.”

      She hesitated before shaking her head. “I am honored to be admired by you, your Grace.”

      “You must be very inspirational to your friends.”

      “I am a positive woman, if that is what you mean. My best friend, Miss Rickman, is the same way. Unfortunately, her sister is not. You will enjoy meeting Miss Rickman, I am sure.”

      Again, Duke Colbourn blinked in confusion. Could this woman possibly not see that he was attracted to her? If he made it any more obvious, there would be trouble in the household. He swallowed and composed himself.

      “I am sure I will. What can you tell me about her?”

      “She is the daughter of Lord Rickman. He is a wonderful man, much like my father.”

      “Your father is a great man. He has a good reputation in society.”

      “He should.” Her pride in her father was obvious in her voice. “I am blessed to be his daughter.”

      “And you have a brother and sister?”

      She raised her eyebrows, looking up at him. She had stopped in front of two portraits of her parents, side by side in between the door to the parlor and her father’s study. He gazed at the portraits.

      “I do. How did you know?”

      He looked at her smiling. “Your father is well-known, surely you know this.”

      She nodded. “Yes, but…”

      “I have heard many things about your family. I did not realize until I arrived that you are near the same age as me. I was under the impression you and your siblings were much younger, less than ten.”

      Annabelle had to laugh. “I wonder where you might have gotten that impression.”

      He laughed with her. “I do not know. Had I done a bit more research, I might have realized it. I am glad, though, to meet you and find that you are not, in fact, less than ten.” He turned his eyes to the portraits again, sensing he was making her somewhat uncomfortable.

      Annabelle was not uncomfortable. She was concerned about her father’s opinion. Before she continued to the next paintings she wanted to show him, she vowed to ask her father about it.
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      The ballroom was filled with members of society, dancing in circles, talking, and laughing. Annabelle stood to one side, watching them. Her card was half-filled before the first dance started. She expected it to be filled by intermission.

      Julia was standing next to her, also watching.

      “Why are you ladies not dancing?”

      Annabelle heard the now familiar voice of Duke Colbourn at her side. She looked up at him. “We are merely taking a short break. My feet are getting tired already.” She looked at Julia.

      “I must find out if these shoes are too small. I feel like my toes are being smashed together. It is uncomfortable.”

      “Terrible luck, my girl,” Julia replied, looking down at the slippers on Annabelle’s feet.

      “I would trade you shoes but my feet are smaller than yours and my shoes would do you no good.”

      Annabelle nodded. “We have established this before,” she said with humor in her voice.

      “You have worn shoes that are too small in the past?” Duke Colbourn asked, lightly.

      “I have,” Annabelle grinned at him. “And I suppose I did not learn my lesson, as I am still wearing these shoes.”

      “They are the same shoes?” The Duke could not help chuckling. “You are asking for punishment, my dear. You will not be able to walk tomorrow.”

      The three of them laughed.

      “I do not suppose it would be proper for me to take them off and dance without them.”

      “I think you would cause quite an uproar if you were to do that,” Duke Colbourn replied.

      “But my feet are barely noticeable beneath my gown. I do believe I could do it.”

      Julia was still laughing. “Please do not do that, Annabelle. You know it will cause a shock if even one person noticed. It would catch on like a fire and everyone would know and stare at your feet for the rest of the night.”

      Again, the three of them laughed.

      “I have a suggestion for you, Miss Cartwright,” Duke Colbourn said.

      “Perhaps we can all go out on the veranda and find a spot that is secluded from the other guests. You can remove your shoes and rub your feet until they feel more relaxed.”

      Annabelle thought about it for a moment. She was reluctant to admit she was considering it but he could tell by the look on her face anyway.

      “Come,” he prompted, resting one hand on the back of her forearm. The touch sent chills through her body. She pulled away slightly but could still feel the warmth of his fingertips.

      “I will walk with you and guard you from the clay-kickers and the beef-witted scatterbrains.”

      “That is kind of you, your Grace,” Julia said, giving Duke Colbourn a bright, beautiful smile.

      Annabelle pushed down a feeling of instant jealousy. She would not allow herself to be taken in so quickly by any man, no matter who he was or how handsome he was. She would keep her wits about her until she had a chance to talk to her father.

      Her concern was that if she allowed Julia to become close to the Duke and then find out her father had no qualms with him, she would be too late.

      She debated herself in her mind, walking with Duke Colbourn and Julia to the veranda. She and her friend each took his elbows and circled their small hands around them.

      She noticed when looking up at him that he was very proud to have them flanking him.

      It made her nervous, excited, and a little afraid. She wanted to pursue something with him. She felt a quivering in her stomach when she looked at him.

      Touching him made her knees weak. But she remained strong and vigilant, refusing to let her feelings overrun her brain.

      Once they were outside on the veranda, the three of them scouted the area for a secluded spot.

      “How about that bench down there?” Duke Colbourn pointed down the slight hill to an iron bench placed directly under a large tree with low-hanging branches.

      He looked down at Annabelle. “There is a path to take us there and once you sit down, your feet will feel better.”

      “I do hope so,” Annabelle said. “I really must remember to give these shoes to Miss Cecilia. She has smaller feet than I do.”

      “Or you can give them to your best friend,” Julia laughed.

      Duke Colbourn joined her laughter as the three of them went down the steps from the large veranda to the ground.

      Annabelle smiled, though it was strained. The steps were in two tiers and they had to turn in the middle and go down the second set in the opposite direction.

      By the time they reached the bench, Annabelle’s feet were burning.

      She was anxious to take the shoes off but unwilling to let it show. She did not want to appear weak in front of the Duke, even if he was more inclined to court Julia than herself.

      She sat on the bench the moment they reached it and pulled off her right shoe. Instant relief flooded her body. It doubled when she pulled off her other shoe.

      “Oh my,” she murmured, rubbing her right foot, propping it up on her knee. Duke Colbourn looked up at the sky, unwilling to gaze upon her lower leg and ankle. He caught a quick glance of her small foot and wondered how her shoe could possibly be too small for it. She had a lovely form, from what he could see, and her shapely leg made him feel jittery inside.

      Annabelle noticed when Duke Colbourn looked away and grinned at Julia. Julia’s eyes moved to the Duke.

      “Did you see any artwork of appreciation in the conservatory, your Grace?” she asked, drawing his attention so he would not feel uncomfortable while Annabelle rubbed her feet.

      “I did.” Duke Colbourn turned slightly away from Annabelle, directing his eyes on Julia. “It is a wonderful museum of eclectic pieces. I admire many of them for their beauty and others for their lack of it.”

      Julia tilted her head to the side. “Do you have a favorite piece? One that you do not own and have been searching for?”

      Duke Colbourn thought about it. “I suppose I have always loved Portrait of a Lady,” he said.

      “I know that painting,” Julia said. “It is a famous piece from the time of the Italian Renaissance.”

      “That is correct, Miss Cartwright,” Duke Colbourn said, turning his eyes instinctively to look at her.

      She had her left leg propped up on her right knee and was massaging her aching foot. He turned his eyes away again quickly.

      “I have forgotten the artist. Is it a Lorenzo Casta?”

      “No. It is Lord Leonardo da Vinci who painted this particular portrait of a lady.” Duke Colbourn said.

      “There are many portraits of many different lovely women over the last few hundred years. But this one is particularly striking and I am very interested in seeing it in person someday.”

      “Do you know where it is at this time?”

      Duke Colbourn shook his head in answer to Julia’s question. He was struggling with himself mightily. He did not want the women to see that he was aware of Miss Cartwright’s movements in his peripheral vision.

      It would be a disgrace if he were to show vulnerability in front of them. It seemed to him that Miss Cartwright was prone to rebuff his advances, pushing him in Miss Rickman’s direction.

      Miss Rickman, for her part, was just as lovely, and he would not object to a courtship with her.

      But there was something about Miss Cartwright that struck him, something that made him want to speak to her, be near her, enjoy her very presence. He was uncertain about her feelings for him, as they had just met that very same day.

      He realized that he had lost himself in his thoughts and neglected answering Miss Rickman’s question, other than shaking his head.

      “I have not kept up with it because I have been in pursuit of the paintings of Tiziano Vecelli, my mother’s favorite artist. That is what brought me here to your village and the home of Duke Cartwright. I am surprised I did not meet your mother. Is she coming at a later time?”

      Annabelle shook her head. “She stayed at the house with Miss Joanna. The girl was being completely unreasonable and my mother does not tolerate such behavior.”

      “Is your sister not used to being told what to do by the Duchess? I thought you had been in her care for some years now.”

      “We have,” Julia replied, gazing up at him with clear admiration. “Joanna knows full well what she is doing. She was a lovely little girl, an affectionate sister. The sorrow of losing our brother was too much for her to bear. We must tolerate her until she is well.”

      “How long will she resist your mother’s efforts?” He turned to Annabelle, who had lowered her leg and was now flexing her feet under the long gown she was wearing where no one could see them.

      She directed her eyes up to his face and then lowered them to his chest. She was afraid to look him in the eye. She was afraid of what he might see.

      “There is no way to know the answer to that,” she replied, keeping her voice light-hearted. “She is struggling so much. It is a shame. She reminds me of a wild horse that refuses to be tamed. I watched our groom attempting to tame a horse. It was wild, bucking and kicking, making loud, throaty noises.” She made a guttural sound like a horse.

      Duke Colbourn could not help but chuckle.

      “Shall we not gossip about your sister, Miss Rickman. I do apologize.”

      Duke Colbourn bowed to her.

      “Do not apologize, your Grace,” Julia replied. “You are a stranger in this place and do not know my sister or her pain.”

      Duke Colbourn had to agree with that assessment. He was glad that Julia did not share in the pain her sister was feeling. “As twins, you must be very different. You are much stronger than she appears to be.”

      “She is,” Annabelle replied in a firm voice. “Julia is a respectful, intelligent lady with a great deal of potential to be one of the world’s most prominent women in history.”

      Julia blinked rapidly and raised her eyebrows, staring at Annabelle with amusement on her face.

      “Might I ask how you came to such an idea, my dear friend? What have I done that is so accomplished?”

      “Nothing yet,” Annabelle answered with a smile. “But you will. I know you will. Your destiny is to be a great woman, remembered by all for generations to come.”

      Duke Colbourn could tell Miss Rickman was flattered by her friend’s appraisal. Her small green eyes brimmed with tears.

      “That is such a lovely thing for you to say, Annabelle. Thank you.”

      “I only speak the truth.”

      There was a moment of quiet while the three considered their conversation.

      They heard the sound of a female voice caterwauling on the veranda they had been standing on. They looked up to see where it was coming from.

      “What in heaven’s name is that sound?” Duke Colbourn asked.

      “It sounds like Joanna. But I did not think she was coming. I did not know if mother would bring her or not.” Annabelle slipped her shoes back on and stood up.

      The pain that split through both her feet when she put her weight on them made her want to scream. “Oh!” she said, sitting back down again. She looked at her friends through pained eyes.

      “Oh dear. I do not think I can walk in these shoes. I will have to go home. I cannot make it through the entire dance. I can barely stand.”

      Duke Colbourn felt like he was caught between a rock and hard place. He did not want to leave the lovely lady but there was protocol to be considered.

      “I will go in and find your father. He will know what to do.”

      Annabelle nodded and watched with regret as Duke Colbourn hurried back to the veranda, going up the stairs two at a time.

      “He is a lovely man,” Julia sighed. She sat on the bench next to Annabelle.

      “But why do you flatter me in front of him, Annabelle? I know you must be interested in him.”

      Annabelle looked at Julia, wanting to tell her that her father seemed more inclined to keep his daughter for someone else but she could not say it.

      “You are perfect for him, Julia. I can tell.”

      Julia said nothing. She scanned Annabelle’s face for a moment before looking back at the big glass doors of the mansion.
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      Duke Colbourn looked around, wondering where the Duke might be. The noise from the woman on the veranda had taken the attention from anything else. The music inside had not stopped.

      He did not see Duke Cartwright but he did spot Miss Cartwright’s younger sister, Miss Cecilia. He crossed the room and leaned to speak to the girl.

      “Miss Cecilia, you must find your father and send him out to the back veranda. There is a bench where your sister is sitting. She needs to go home but cannot walk.”

      Cecilia looked shocked so Duke Colbourn continued quickly.

      “Her shoes are too small. She has hurt them by wearing them.”

      Cecilia’s face immediately changed to one of knowing.

      “Did she wear those shoes again? What is wrong with that girl?” She giggled, covering her mouth. “I am sorry. I should not laugh when she is in pain. She has been told not to wear those shoes. Why, they are even too small for me!”

      “Go fetch your father, please.” Duke Colbourn nodded, repeating the order gently. Cecilia nodded.

      He turned and went back to the double doors, going down the stairs and crossing the lawn quickly.

      Miss Rickman was now sitting next to her friend. They weren’t talking, which he thought was a little strange.

      Less than five minutes later, Annabelle looked up into the amused eyes of her father.

      “Someone did not get rid of her small shoes.”

      Annabelle giggled and blushed. “No, I did not. I am sorry, father.”

      He just shook his head, leaning down to scoop her up in his arms. He glanced at Duke Colbourn, who met his eyes briefly before looking away. “Thank you for having Cecilia come for me, Duke Colbourn. That was a good thing to do.”

      “I knew of nothing else to do, my Lord,” Duke Colbourn replied.

      “Take her shoes off, Julia,” Duke Cartwright instructed. Julia quickly slipped the shoes from Annabelle’s feet, providing instant relief.

      “You do not need to carry me, father,” Annabelle said. “I can walk without my shoes on.”

      He gave her a look of doubt. “I will not allow you to cut the bottom of your feet on the ground, Annabelle,” he said.

      “I do hope that when we go home, you will dispose of those shoes.”

      “I will give them to Julia. You want them, Julia?”

      Julia grinned. “Yes, I think they are my size.”

      Annabelle grinned at her father. “There, you see? The problem is solved.’

      Duke Cartwright laughed as the five of them walked over the lawn to where the carriages were waiting for their owners.

      “I should go in and apologize for our sudden disappearance,” Julia said. She thrust the shoes in Annabelle’s direction.

      “I will be at the carriage shortly.”

      “What will you tell them, Julia?” Annabelle asked.

      “I will think of something.”

      “You do not want to lie. Tell them my feet hurt. It is the truth without embarrassment. I do not mind being thought of as sensitive.”

      Julia laughed. “You are not thought of as sensitive, Annabelle. You know that. This will not be a blight on your reputation. I will also fetch the driver.”

      “I am glad to have you, Julia.” Annabelle turned to face the carriage as her father gently lowered her to her feet. Duke Colbourn was by her side at an instant, holding out his hand to help her into the carriage.

      “May I help you, my Lady?”

      Annabelle noticed when her father took a step back, his eyes on Duke Colbourn.

      She wondered what her father was thinking at that moment. Was he angry? He did not look angry.

      She smiled at Duke Colbourn. “Thank you, your Grace.”

      She grasped his hand and used it to launch herself into the carriage with only two steps on her aching feet. She turned as she sat and watched as Julia held her skirts with her hands and hurried back to the foyer.

      “There you go, Miss Cartwright.” He got up into the carriage behind

      Cecilia and their father followed behind them. He sat next to her on the opposite side of the carriage. Julia would sit between them or Cecilia, depending on where Duke Cartwright wanted them to sit.

      He did not seem to mind that Duke Colbourn had taken the same side as his daughter.

      “Thank you, your Grace. I do appreciate your help.” Her feet were pounding, burning and now she was beginning to get a headache. She lifted one hand and pressed it against her forehead.

      “You are looking pained. Your head is hurting?”

      “It is, yes. I hope to go home and put a cold compress on my eyes. I will feel better in the morning, I am sure.”

      “You must remember to get a new pair of shoes.” He dropped his eyes to the slippers in her hand. “You do not need to be wearing shoes that are constricting your feet. It can cause you problems in the future.”

      “I believe you are right.” Annabelle smiled at him.

      “I will not wear these shoes again. I have given them to Julia and she is now the rightful owner.”

      “I hope they were not a favorite pair of yours.”

      She laughed. “Not at all. They were sitting in a convenient spot, so I picked them up.”

      Julia was soon at the carriage. She had stopped by the servant’s quarters and brought their driver along. Julia sat in between Duke Colbourn and Annabelle, which was expected.

      The ride back to the mansion was quiet.

      Annabelle had a hard time not thinking about her aching feet and the pain that was pulsing through her head. The others in the carriage spoke infrequently and in low tones, respectful of her pain.

      Duke Colbourn looked through the window at the starry night, admiring their charm and beauty without looking at them.

      They both needed to be painted into a portrait of beauty.

      He thought that would be a good name for the painting. Portrait of Beauty. It had a nice ring to it. He would have to suggest it to Duke Cartwright.

      Half an hour later, Duke Colbourn was helping Julia down from the carriage. When Annabelle stepped out onto the small ledge below the door, he stepped back and her father held out his arms for her.

      “Oh father, please let me walk.” The first time was humiliating enough. Now he wanted to carry her inside the house.

      He shook his head. “At least to the front door, daughter. You cannot walk around without shoes. Your stockings will tear along with your feet. You care about your stockings, do you not?”

      Annabelle had to laugh. “Oh, all right.” She put out her arms and let him pick her up the way he had before.

      Duke Colbourn hung back, watching, wishing he had the opportunity to pick the lovely woman up.

      He was afraid if Duke Cartwright knew what he was thinking, he would not sell him the Vecelli painting.

      It also might negate any chance that he could capture Annabelle’s heart in the future. So he kept his mouth shut and walked with them into the house.

      The Duke carried his daughter inside and lowered her to the floor. “Will you be all right going up the stairs to your room?” he asked, seeing the look of pain cover her face again when she stood up on her feet.

      She regretted it, but she did not think she really could make it up the stairs.

      She wished Duke Colbourn could carry her but her father would never allow such a thing. She held out her arms again, as if she was two years old and her father smiled.

      “All right. Come along.” He put his arms under her and picked her up, taking her up to her room.

      Duke Colbourn stood outside the door watching as the Duke put his daughter on the bed, sitting up.

      “I will need to change if I am to be bedridden.” Annabelle said, looking up at her father.

      “We will leave you to it, then.” The Duke turned and went back to the door, stepping out into the hallway with Duke Colbourn and closing the door behind him. The Duke’s eyes met Annabelle’s before the door closed and she looked away quickly.

      “I apologize for interrupting your evening, Duke Colbourn,” she called out quickly. Her father pushed the door back open and Duke Colbourn looked in at her.

      “Enough with the apologies, my Lady. You had a very good reason to leave the ball. I was happy to help you out. I am sorry that your feet are hurting you so. It is not a pleasant thing, considering you have to walk on those feet.” Duke Colbourn looked at Duke Cartwright, nodding. The older man closed the door.

      Annabelle wanted Duke Colbourn to come back. She wanted it desperately. But she had not yet talked to her father about him and did not know his feelings about the Duke.

      She had to know that before she made any decisions or let her heart dictate her actions. She did not want to fall for this handsome man and then have her heart broken when he rejected her or her father told her to give up any idea of courting him.

      “I will probably be asleep soon.” She whispered to herself. She did not tell Duke Colbourn that the moment he left the room, she was going to pull both her legs up and rub her feet for at least a half hour. She felt like a fool, having worn those small shoes.

      Her mother had warned her, Cecilia had warned her, even her father told her to buy a new pair of slippers. The last time she made the mistake of wearing them, she was left with bruises on her heels and blisters on her toes.
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      Duke Colbourn was disappointed. He would have liked to spend a little more time with the lovely lady. Both young ladies were good company. But it was not to be, at least not tonight.

      “I will take my leave then.” He bowed to Duke Cartwrigh. If you need me for anything… anything at all, please do not hesitate to send Mary to fetch me.”

      “Thank you for your assistance tonight, Duke Colbourn. You are a true gentleman. You did not need to leave the ball. In fact, it will not be over for another two hours. Would you like to return? You can take our carriage or one of the horses, if you like.”

      Duke Colbourn shook his head. He did not want to be at the ball if Annabelle was not there. “I am feeling a bit tired. I believe I will retire to my room. Thank you for the accommodations and for a lovely evening, my Lord.”

      He turned on his heel and left the older man with a curious look on his face.
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      Julia went to Annabelle’s bed and sat on the edge. Annabelle turned her back to her friend so Julia could untie the straps on the back of her dress.

      “He is a handsome man, is he not?” Annabelle asked, holding her double braid up. Julia untied the straps quickly and loosened Annabelle’s corset.

      Annabelle felt a sudden rush of relief in her midsection. Her corset was always so tight, it was difficult to breathe. Sometimes it made her faint of breath. She never actually fainted but it made her light-headed at times.

      “He is,” Julia answered, breathlessly. “I would not mind if he turned his eyes to me. But that will not happen. He has his eyes set on you, Annabelle.”

      “Is that what you believe?” Annabelle turned back and Julia helped her pulled the dress down.

      Annabelle picked herself up from the bed with both hands and Julia slid the gown below her waist and kicked it off.

      Julia caught it and took it to hang on the rack where it belonged. She looked back at her friend.

      “I do. How can I not? Do you not see how he looks at you?”

      Annabelle thought about it for a moment, reviewing the day in her mind. She’d noticed the way he looked at her. And she had instinctual feelings for him, as well.

      It would all come down to what her father thought. If she had his approval, she would allow her feelings for the handsome Duke to grow. If not, she would squash them and push the Duke in Julia’s direction, if she could.

      She did not want to. But she would, if her father directed her to.
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      The weekend passed quickly and Annabelle was feeling much better by the time Monday came around.

      On a typical Monday, Annabelle, as her father affectionately called her, spent her mornings in the library, where her mother always hosted a children’s paint day.

      The local women brought their children and Miss Berry, the only woman in town who could paint masterpieces in her sleep, would show them how to simply paint something beautiful.

      This had been an ongoing event since Annabelle was just eight years old. She never missed it and did not plan to now that she was older.

      Julia visited infrequently, not enjoying the recreation as much as Annabelle. She was there that morning, though, and happy to see her friend.

      She sat next to her on a child sized stool, pulling it up under her skirt and lowering herself gently to it. A small easel was in front of her, not as small as some of the children were using but smaller than an adult sized one.

      The pictures Miss Berry had the children paint were generally not complicated or big. She glanced at Annabelle with a smile on her pretty lips.

      “What are we painting today, Annabelle? An elephant with a hat on?”

      Annabelle laughed. “It could be, Julia. We shall see. How has your morning been so far?”

      Julia lifted her eyebrows slightly. “Oh, it has been a satisfying day. Breakfast was delicious. I do believe our new cook is going to work out very well.”

      “I am glad to hear that.”

      They chatted during the hour-long session. Annabelle would have stayed for the other classes but she knew Julia was uncomfortable on the little chair and did not enjoy painting elephants with hats on.

      She beckoned to Julia when the first painting was done, which, much to Julia’s happiness, was of a beach with umbrellas and no people or animals were involved.

      “We should go get some tea. I feel like playing a game of backgammon. Would you join me?”

      “You cannot play if I do not join,” Julia smiled wide. She much preferred backgammon to painting.

      The girls got up and left as quietly as they could. They doubted anyone noticed and no one did.

      They walked to the parlor, talking quietly.

      “Have you seen Duke Colbourn recently?” Julia asked, her voice so low Annabelle had to strain to hear it. She smiled at her friend.

      “He lives here, Julia. Of course I have seen him.”

      “But have you had a chance to speak with him?”

      Annabelle had to admit she hadn’t and it was a disappointment.

      “I do wish to speak to him, mind you,” she said firmly. “I do plan to. But… I am not sure if… it is the right thing to do. Perhaps I should allow him to come to me first.”

      “You will not know him if you do not speak to him. He may think your father would not approve.”

      “I think the same. I admit it has been holding me back.”

      Julia gave her friend a look. “Annabelle! You know your father better than anyone. He listens to you when you speak to him. Ask him if he approves of Duke Colbourn. I cannot imagine he would not approve of such a fine-looking gentleman. Duke Colbourn has said and done nothing objectionable since his arrival, I take it.”

      It was not really a question but Annabelle shook her head anyway. “He has been a gentleman from the start.”

      “Then your father will have no objection.”

      Annabelle thought about how often her father mentioned Julia to Duke Colbourn.

      It was like he did not even know he was doing it. And it did not matter whether Annabelle was around or not, she knew he was mentioning Julia randomly whenever he could.

      He did not want Duke Colbourn in the family. He did not want Duke Colbourn courting her.

      She wondered why.

      “I shall have a talk with him about it.”

      Julia snorted softly, making Annabelle grin. “I am surprised you have not said anything as of yet. You are not like that.”

      “I have been… distracted.”

      Julia laughed and patted Annabelle on the arm, pulling it to her so they could curve their elbows around each other.

      “Now, Annabelle, there is no better distraction than a good-looking Duke!”

      As soon as she said the words, the door opened and their father entered, followed by several other men. He smiled at Julia.

      “Did I just hear myself being called a good-looking Duke?”

      Julia’s face colored brightly and she covered her mouth with her hand, looking down.

      “Oh, your grace! I did not know you would hear me! I was… I was merely…”

      Duke Cartwright laughed, coming toward the girls. He held out his hands to Annabelle, grasping her shoulders.

      “My daughter, it’s good to see you this morning.” He leaned forward and gave her a kiss on both cheeks. He turned to Julia and did the same.

      “My almost-daughter. Let me introduce you to some newcomers to our little city. This is Lord Leonard Harcourt Balfour and his brother, Lord Gilbert Andrew Balfour. They are sons to Lord Daniel Harcourt Balfour, the Earl of Beldingshire. They are residing with the Reverend here. You know Reverend Charles Stovington.”

      Annabelle and Julia lowered into a small curtsy with each name they were given, looking at the specified individual under their lashes.

      “Of course, how are you, Reverend?” Annabelle said.

      “I am well, Miss Cartwright. You are looking very refreshed. But I do believe you have a little paint on your dress.”

      Annabelle looked down, shocked that the reverend was right. She colored as deeply as Julia had earlier and covered the small streak with one hand. “Oh dear!”

      “It will come out,” Lord Gilbert Balfour said. He had a high-pitched tone that matched his long, hawkish face. His head was topped with a mop of curly brown hair and his eyes were deep brown to match.

      It was nearly impossible to tell the black of his pupils from the dark brown color surrounding them. He smiled but it did not seem like a genuine smile and his teeth were not well-maintained.

      Annabelle moved her eyes to his brother, who was a little more put-together.

      His hair was a lighter brown but the same mop of curls his brother sported. His eyes were hazel and his face was more rounded than Lord Gilbert but Lord Leonard was heavier.

      He looked stronger and more muscular than his younger brother. When he smiled, she noticed two rows of white, straight teeth.

      “I am so embarrassed. Miss Rickman and I were just in with the children, helping them paint. Or rather, we were painting along with them.” She smiled.

      When the door opened again and Duke Colbourn came in, her smile widened.

      “I am sorry to be late, your Grace,” he said, bowing to Duke Cartwright with his head.

      “I lost track of time while exploring this fine little city of yours. You have some amazing characters here. I think Mr. Covington will fit in nicely.”

      Duke Cartwright nodded at him. He looked at the reverend. “Allow me to introduce The Duke of Cardinal, Stephen William Colbourn. He is here to purchase some of my paintings. Yes, I am looking forward to meeting Mr. Covington.”

      “Mr. Covington?” Annabelle looked at her father.

      “His colleague who is coming to assess the value of my paintings.” The way her father said the words gave her the impression he was not terribly happy about the man coming. It made her pause for a moment before she turned back to the men.

      “I do agree that we have some terribly odd people in our city,” she said, keeping her voice light. “Is your colleague also an eccentric?”

      “I think some might consider him that, yes. He’s very artistic and it makes his movements… quite fluid, you might say.” As he was talking, he was removing his hat and gloves, handing them to Mary, who appeared out of nowhere. The other men were already holding their hats and gloves in their hands. Mary collected them all, taking the Reverend’s cane, as well.

      “It is only for show,” he said, smiling at Julia and Annabelle. The girls smiled back.

      “Shall we go in the parlor?”

      “Father, we were going in to play a game of backgammon. We will be at the card table and will not bother you.”

      Duke Cartwrigh shook his head. “You are no bother, my dear. Thank you for your consideration.”

      The girls looked at each other. Annabelle wondered if her friend was thinking the same thing she was. There were three eligible suitors in the house at that moment.

      Was her father setting up this meeting for her, Julia and possibly Joanna?

      They turned and went to the door. Before they reached it, Mary, who was dusting nearby, took quick steps to get in front of them and opened it for them.

      Annabelle smiled at the young woman as she passed.

      The girls went directly to the table. As she passed the tall mahogany shelves on her left, Annabelle reached out and grabbed the backgammon board, which sat by itself in the corner where she always left it.

      One any given day, there was a good chance she and Julia could be seen sitting at this table, playing a game of backgammon.

      It was one of Julia’s favorites. Not to mention, she was a terribly good strategist, causing her to win most of the games they played. Annabelle did not mind. She enjoyed seeing her friend happy.

      The older men went to stand at the bar, where Duke Cartwright proceeded to make a small glass of brandy, offering a drink to his guests.

      The reverend declined. Duke Colbourn also took a small glass of brandy from his host. Lord Gilbert and Lord Leonard looked longingly at the bottles lining the wall but both shook their heads, not offering an explanation of their refusal.

      “This is Lord Gilbert and his brother Lord Leonard Balfour,” the Reverend said, his eyes directed toward Duke Colbourn. They are my apprentices.”

      “Leonard is his apprentice.”

      Even from across the room, Annabelle could hear the indignation in Lord Gilbert’s voice.

      Her eyes darted in his direction, instinctually wanting to catch the reaction of the other men and see the look on Lord Gilbert’s face. He’d noticed the reaction his words got and immediately looked ashamed.

      “I mean, I am here in support of my brother’s decision,” he said quickly. “And to see if it is also the life I would like to lead.”

      Duke Cartwright and Duke Colbourn eyed the young man for a moment. Lord Leonard chuckled without humor.

      “It seems my brother was not forthcoming about his dislike for change.”

      Lord Gilbert looked at Lord Leonard, gratefully. “This is true.” He turned his eyes to the other men.

      “I am not fond of change. Not at all.”

      He gave them a weak smile.

      Annabelle looked over the table at Julia, whose ears were as in tune with the men’s conversation as hers was. She could tell by the look on the pretty girl’s face.

      Her eyes were on the pieces of the game in front of her but her shoulders were lifted and she was tense from concentrating.

      “Julia!” Annabelle hissed to get her friend’s attention. Julia looked up with her eyes but did not move her head. Her hands were frozen on two game pieces.

      “If you do not move soon, your muscles will freeze and you will be a statue. A pretty statue but a statue nonetheless!”

      Julia’s face broke into a smile and she relaxed her shoulders. “I was just listening to…” she moved her eyes to the corners, bobbing her head in the direction of the men at the same time.

      “I was, too. We should not eavesdrop.”

      “His Grace told us we could come in,” Julia leaned forward, whispering.

      “And besides, they are not discussing robbing the Queen’s bank, are they?”

      Both girls giggled, covering their lips with their hands. They started the game and soon, Julia was winning as usual.

      “I do not know why I continue to play this game with you, Julia,” Annabelle tried to sound whiny but failed. Julia laughed.

      “Because you love me.”

      “When you are right, you are right,” Annabelle grinned at her.

      “Oh dear, it looks like you are losing quite badly, Miss Cartwright.” Duke Colbourn’s voice made them both look up and realize he was standing at the table, his hands folded behind his back, an amused look on his face.
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      Annabelle’s heart flipped in her chest. It beat rapidly for a moment before she got the adrenaline rush under control. She smiled at him.

      “Julia is a master at this game, your Grace. I rarely beat her. If I do, it is probably because she is tired and needs to be in bed.”

      “Apparently today is not that day.” Duke Colbourn lifted one hand and saluted Julia.

      “My hat is off to you, dear Lady. You are very good at this game. I shall remember to decline any offers to play you may send my way.”

      “And I shall remember not to send any offers your way, having previously been told they would be declined.” Julia sounded amused, grinning at the man.

      Annabelle denied the streak of jealousy that split through her. She kept the smile on her face and watched the exchange between the two.

      It should not have made her jealous and she chided herself gently for it. Julia would never flirt with the Duke knowing how she felt about him. The girl was not even looking at him anymore, she was staring down at her cards and the Duke was looking at Annabelle.

      She looked down at the board to see Julia had taken one of her pieces. She was laughing. “Oh dear,” Annabelle said. “I was distracted.”

      “You may have been distracted, my dear, but I still got the piece,” Julia replied. She looked at the Duke. “If you would like to pull a chair to the table, my Lord, you seem to be a good luck charm for me.”

      Duke Colbourn laughed. “I have no prior commitments. However, decency keeps me from sitting at the table with you, as three is not as good of a match-up as four. In addition, this is a two-player game. To reiterate, it would not be the decent thing to do.”

      “Would you like to play a game with us, your Grace? Perhaps a different one?”

      Duke Colbourn smiled at her. “Playing a different game is a better idea.”

      “How about a walk in the garden?” The voice behind Duke Colbourn was not as familiar.

      Duke Colbourn turned and they saw Lord Gilbert standing behind him, having left Duke Cartwright, his brother, and the Reverend by the fireplace on the other side of the room.

      “I am a bit tired from walking around the city all day,” Duke Colbourn confessed. Annabelle scanned his face. He did not look tired. She suspected he did not want to take a walk with the young man. Her eyes slid to Lord Gilbert’s face, who looked up at Duke Colbourn with no look of intimidation. He smiled.

      “Perhaps another time then. Shall I join you for a match-up of four in a game of Cribbage?”

      It looked like they would not be able to keep Lord Gilbert from joining their group. Annabelle felt guilty for not wanting to add the young man and gestured to the chair to her left.

      “Please join us, Lord Gilbert, your Grace. I will get the Cribbage box.”

      She left them to decide what type of Cribbage game to play and went back to the shelf, searching for the box.

      When she found it, she turned and almost ran into Julia, who was bringing the backgammon board to the shelf.

      “Here’s the box.” Her voice betrayed her disappointment. “We did not even get through one game.”

      “You would have won anyway, dear,” Annabelle laughed. “That was not in question.”

      Julia shook her head, replacing the game where Annabelle had taken it from.

      “It was not the winning that I was looking forward to. It was the playing.”

      “I am glad you like the game so much, Julia. I am sorry the men decided to join us.”

      “Oh, it will be all right.” Julia gave her a smile. “I am just being a child. Maybe I am tired.”

      They both laughed at her reference to Duke Cardinal’s earlier words.

      “I do hope that Mr. Balfour does not think I am to be matched up with him simply because you are with the Duke,” Julia said offhandedly as they walked back to the table. Annabelle gave her a strange look.

      “Am I matched up with his lordship?” If so, she was happy about it. But it was not the idea she was having. “I was thinking the same thing about myself.”

      Julia shook her head. They were about to reach the table. She gave Annabelle a side-glance with a smile that looked like she was holding back a laugh.

      “Oh, Annabelle…” she giggled and went to her seat.

      As they played, they kept up small talk that made the four of them very comfortable with one another. Lord Gilbert did not seem as bad as they had thought he would be, from his earlier attitude.

      He laughed with them, telling them stories about adventures he and his brother had together. In contrast, Julia would tell a female version of adventure, involving her and Annabelle and even her sister, Joanna.

      “Where is this Miss Joanna?” Lord Gilbert asked at one point, looking around the parlor as if the girl would just appear at his beckoning. Julia instinctively looked around to but then laughed.

      “I am not sure where she is at this moment. I suspect she will be in shortly, though.”

      “Oh? Why is that?”

      “It is nearing time for the mid-day meal. She does not like to miss meals here. The cook is quite good.”

      “You just mentioned the cook at your house is getting better,” Annabelle said. “Do you think she will stay there for the meal?”

      Julia raised her eyebrows. “I had forgotten. I guess that is a possibility. I never know what Joanna is going to do. I am her sister but I am not her keeper.”

      “Tell me,” Lord Gilbert asked, smiling. “Is she as pretty as you are?”

      Annabelle looked at Julia through wide, shocked eyes. Duke Colbourn stared at Lord Gilbert.

      Julia blushed and averted her eyes. “I… I do not know. As they say, beauty is in the eye of the beholder.”

      Lord Gilbert turned to Duke Colbourn. “Have you seen this lady they speak of?”

      “I have,” Duke Colbourn replied, in a guarded voice. “All three of these young ladies are a pleasure to look upon.”

      The girls smiled. “Thank you, your Grace,” Annabelle said, bowing her head to him and closing her eyes briefly.

      “You are most welcome. I see your friend, Miss Rickman, is just as good at Cribbage as she is at backgammon.”

      “This is beginner’s luck,” Julia said. “ Annabelle and I rarely play Cribbage. It is a lovely game, though. We shall have to play more often.”

      Annabelle nodded, agreeing with her friend. “Will your friend Mr. Covington be joining us soon?”

      Duke Colbourn glanced at her. “I must assume he will be here within the next few days. I expected him sooner. It is good that your father is willing to let me stay until he arrives.”

      “Does that mean you will be leaving after he assesses the paintings?” Julia asked.

      Duke Colbourn looked at her, too, his eyes soft. “I cannot stay in the Norrend forever, Miss Rickman. I have a home to return to.”

      “And where is that home?” Lord Gilbert asked.

      “It is just south of London in a small city called Bainbridge. We have many interesting characters there. I must say, if you want to see the nature of people, going to London is where you will find the best women to study.”

      “Oh my,” Julia covered her mouth with one hand, sharing a look with Annabelle

      Duke Colbourn looked guilty. “Not in a derogatory way, my Lady. It is an affectionate term I use for anything innocent that does not realize it is or looks like a fool. I do not hold judgment against these odd people. I feel for them. In my heart.”

      Annabelle nodded. “I understand what you mean, my Lord. I have often felt that way.”

      “What way do you mean?” Julia still had not caught on to their conversation. Annabelle had no trouble following the duke’s line of reasoning.

      “When I see someone who is not in a good place in their life. They may do things that to me seem odd and out of place. But to them, they are doing what they can to survive the only way they know how. And to me that makes them innocent, even if they commit unlawful acts or must resort to begging. A man’s pride cannot handle such a thing, in my opinion. Once his pride is taken away, what is left for him to build upon?”

      “You do make a good point, Miss Cartwright,” Duke Colbourn said. “I was unaware women thought about such things.”

      Annabelle and Julia both laughed. “Why would we not think about such things? We are designed to nurture and care for men and children. It is our duty to think about them and see what we might do to make life easier for them.”

      “I have never heard a woman say such a thing,” Lord Gilbert said. “And I am surrounded by women.”

      The other three looked at him questioningly. He blushed to the roots of his dark hair.

      “I did not mean I am surrounded by… what I meant to say was that my brother and I were raised in a home where my mother had her three sisters living with us. We have two sisters of our own and my grandmother also lived with us. We have been surrounded by women throughout our lives. You are the first one to express the need or the desire to care for a man’s desires and needs.”

      “I believe we all feel that way,” Annabelle replied. “It is just more difficult for some women to express than others.”

      “Most women,” Lord Gilbert grumbled under his breath, looking down at the pieces in front of him. “Women are more likely to win at Cribbage games they own, as well.”

      His three companions looked at him questioningly.

      “I beg your pardon?” Duke Colbourn asked in a low voice.

      Lord Gilbert looked at him with a grin. “It is nothing, your grace.”

      “It sounded as though you were implying Miss Cartwright might be winning because the game belongs to her. Is that not what I heard?”

      Lord Gilbert laughed. “It was a joke, your Grace. Please forgive me.”

      The Duke stared at him through hard eyes for a few moments. His eyes moved to Annabelle, who was looking down at her pieces with a red face. It made him angry that Lord Gilbert had tried to shame her.

      They played quietly for a few minutes before Annabelle looked up at Duke Colbourn and said, “Are you concerned about the portraits my father is offering you, your grace?”

      Duke Colbourn shook his head, taking his turn before answering. “I am not sure if I am concerned or not. It is a difficult thing to say.”

      She looked at him with a blank stare. “I do not understand. Please explain what you mean.”

      Duke Colbourn continued to look down at the Cribbage board as he thought about his answer. Then he looked at her, placing both hands on the arm rest of the chair he was sitting in and leaning forward slightly.

      “I am not the expert Mr. Covington is, my Lady. That is why I called him in. It seems to me a few of the paintings might not be… the genuine article, shall we say?”

      Annabelle was shocked. She stared at him in stunned silence, her eyes sliding to Julia, who was equally surprised.

      “What? That is not possible.”

      Duke Colbourn lifted one hand and lowered his head.

      “Now, I am not saying they are not the real thing. I am not the expert here. I have been looking at a lot of paintings for the last four or five years and I have learned a lot. But I am not an expert. Mr. Covington will tell us all we need to know.”

      “My father would not try to sell you paintings that were not genuine, my Lord,” Annabelle was feeling a bit testy and it came through in her voice.

      Duke Colbourn shook his head.

      “Please do not misunderstand me. I have been trained to look for certain things that could indicate that a painting is not real. I am not the expert. Please, believe that I have the best of intentions.”
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      That evening, Duke Colbourn joined Duke Cartwright, the Reverend and the two young men on the porch for a smoke before they retired back to the chapel.

      Duke Colbourn and Duke Cartwright compared their pipes, noting they both were made of similarly hard word and had a flattened pearl affect added to the same parts for each of use.

      “Your daughters are fine women, your Grace,” Lord Leonard said graciously. Duke Cartwright smiled at him after lighting the pipe.

      “Thank you, Mr. Balfour. Only Annabelle and Cecilia are my daughters. The other two are merely friends of the family.”

      “Oh?” Lord Leonard said. “How kind of you to take them in.”

      Duke Colbourn listened to Duke Cartwright describing the women and their general habits.

      He spoke kindly of them but when it came to his own daughter, he would not hesitate to boast of her skills and her general character.

      He gave Lord Leonard a short list of the pleasant characteristics of his daughter and her friends before moving the conversation in a more general area, such as politics.

      Duke Colbourn, not wanting to be in a political conundrum, stared out over the land surrounding the mansion, paying no attention to the remarks being made around him.

      He’d found that avoiding political conversation with those he was doing business with was always best.

      There was a broad spectrum of belief in all of Europe and worldwide. There was no reason to open up political discord without the certainty that everyone would agree.

      Chances were, there would be a dissenter and arguments would arise out of debates.

      He watched as a young boy led two horses down the road that ran parallel to the house at the bottom of the hill.

      He was too far away for his age to be discerned but from the looks of it, he was quite young.

      Duke Colbourn remembered leading horses into the stable, brushing them, cleaning them for inspection by his father.

      He was a kind man who held the respect of many. His funeral, alongside his wife, who had died with him, was attended by authority figures from all over England.

      When Duke Colbourn was a mere boy, his father had taught him to respect everyone and everything around him, large or small, animal or human.

      Every creature that lived deserved respect in the eyes of the elder Duke Colbourn. And he had passed the trait down to his son.

      His thoughts strayed to Annabelle. In his mind, he could hear her strong laughter, he could see her pretty smile.

      The look brightened her face to glowing and the sound of her laughter reminded him that she was a strong woman – or that she would be one day.

      He knew deep in his heart he would do anything to see that smile, to make sure Annabelle was happy.

      It was strange to see Annabelle pushing him toward Julia. Surely Annabelle was not rejecting him? She had a reason why she was pushing Julia to him.

      Without thinking, he said, “I wonder why?” aloud, under his breath.

      “What is that?” Duke Cartwright looked up at him from his seat by the small iron table. Duke Colbourn glanced at him.

      “I apologize, your Grace, I was deep in thought. I did not realize I spoke aloud.”

      “It is quite all right, my Lord, but please, what do you have on your mind, if you do not mind sharing?”

      "There are times when thoughts are not appropriate spoken in mixed company, your grace,” Duke Colbourn replied. He turned to the Balfour brothers.

      “Are you attached to any ladies, my Lords?”

      The two brothers looked at each other. It was Gilbert who replied. “No, your Grace. Right now, I am directed to follow my brother while he does his apprenticeship in a little church in a little unknown town in England.”

      The slight jab at the home of his hose gave Duke Colbourn an uneasy feeling.

      It was the third time he’d felt such a way when in Lord Gilbert’s presence. His snide remark about Annabelle’s Cribbage playing, implying she was cheating somehow but had laughed as if it was a joke.

      Duke Colbourn thought it was mean and from the look on the women’s faces, they were not amused.

      He tried to let the jab slide, as it was not his home, but the older duke caught the barb and did not look happy about it.

      “How long do you plan to stay?” he asked in a blank voice, as if he had no intention of telling the boy he was not welcome with a bad attitude and did not want it coming out through his voice.

      “I believe I will be here with Lord Leonard for the next three months, is that right?” he looked at his brother for confirmation. Lord Leonard nodded.

      “If he lasts that long,” he said, giving the other men a sarcastic look. They smiled uneasily. Duke Colbourn moved his eyes to the Reverend. How was he feeling about the two men in his care? He had an apologetic look on his face but was saying nothing.

      “I find that the more people I meet, the more reason I have to stay,” Lord Gilbert replied to his brother. “You have a lovely home, my Lord, and your family is equally lovely.”

      “Those are kind words, Mr. Balfour. Thank you,” Duke Cartwrigh nodded at the young man.

      Duke Colbourn was unsuccessful in keeping the conversation steered away from politics. It seemed as soon as he stopped speaking, they went back to the original conversation. Boring of it quickly, he decided to take a walk around the garden, which was lit by torches placed at the top of tall, black poles.

      The poles almost disappeared in the darkness of the night, making the torches look like flames burning in the middle of the air. The affect struck The Duke of Cardinal with a sense of the surreal and he stopped for a moment to stare at it.

      He moved his eyes around the garden, from one corner to the other, following the lights. It was an oval. In the middle of the oval was a small hill, carved with valleys and tiny “roads” that led up to the very top, which was eye level for him.

      At the top was a castle carved out of stone. Tiny flowers and decorations surrounded the castle, the pathways that made a waving circle all the way around the small hill and the stream of water that ran alongside the pathways. The light from the torches around the garden flickered off the running water, making it sparkle.

      To his left and his right, paths wound around the garden to different two or three person white iron benches. The paths continued on and would lead the person directly back to the beginning and the iron entrance gate no matter where they were in the garden.

      It was elaborate and beautiful. He put his hands comfortably behind his back and walked to the left. No matter where you were in the garden, if someone was walking on the other side of the fountain, they could not be seen. He kept his eyes on the fountain, barely watching where he was going.

      Several times he strayed from the path into the grass and had to look down in surprise and hop back on the path. He was fascinated by the hill fountain, which it was called by everyone he’d heard talk about it. Mostly it had been servants, expressing concern for the maintenance of the structure.

      “Excuse me,” he heard directly in front of him and came to an immediate halt. He looked down into the eyes of Annabelle. She was amused and smiled at him.

      “You were quite lost in thought, my Lord,” she said, softly. Julia was standing next to her, pretending she was not there.

      Duke Colbourn reached up and scratched the end of his nose self-consciously.

      “I do apologize, my Lady. I did not see you there.”

      “That is because you were not looking where you were going,” Annabelle scolded him in a gentle voice.

      “I apologize, my Lady.” Duke Colbourn stepped to the side.

      “I was admiring this hill fountain.” He put his hand out, once again taking in the beauty of the object.

      Annabelle and Julia shared a look.

      “Hill fountain,” Annabelle repeated. “You have been speaking with the servants.”

      “I have heard them speak of it, yes. I have not had a chance to admire it at night until now. It is truly magnificent in the light of the torches around the garden. How did your father come up with such a wonderful idea?”

      “It is my mother who suggested it be put together this way,” Annabelle said, turning to look at the small hill.

      “She collects miniature objects and wanted a small hill to represent the hill we live on. Much of what you see there is actually on this hillside we live on.”

      Duke Colbourn raised his eyebrows. “You are making fun.”

      Annabelle looked up at him and shook her head. She pointed as she spoke.

      “That group of trees there is a representation of those that you see when you are going down the pathway to the main road, which is there.” She moved her hand to where she was indicating.

      “And that road in the one that leads from the mansion to the ground. Mother did not want to use a mansion. She chose the castle because she says if she was able to, she would rid herself of the house and build a castle in its place.”

      “Castles are known to be cold and damp,” Duke Colbourn smiled. “I would not want to live in one. They are nice to visit. But I would not own one.”

      They both chuckled. “Thank you for telling me about your mother’s creation, Miss Cartwright. It gives me insight into how you became artistically inclined.”

      “I am not,” she protested softly, turning to walk down the path. He followed quickly behind, leaving his hands clasped behind his back. Julia came up behind them, keeping a watchful eye but trying not to listen at the same time.

      “I cannot draw a stick man, much less paint a beautiful picture.”

      “You give yourself no credit, my Lady,” Duke Colbourn said in a confident voice, taking long strides to catch up and walk beside her.

      “I saw the painting you did this morning and was amazed by its beauty.”

      Annabelle could not tell if he was sincere. Knowing the beach scene she had painted that morning was not a work of art by any means, she decided it was an empty compliment, said only to make her more amiable toward him. She frowned.

      “I painted nothing of any excellence this morning, my Lord,” she said in a resentful tone. It took him by surprise and he stopped walking for a step.

      He caught back up when she did not stop and said in a low voice, “I meant no disrespect, my Lady, I assure you. I meant to say that when it comes to painting of any kind, I myself, cannot draw or paint in any way. I have an eye for the beauty but it is not something I can represent with brush strokes of my own.”

      “I am in the same predicament, your Grace,” she replied. Had she come down too hard on him? She had assumed he was making fun of her but perhaps it was not the case. It did not seem to be.

      Annabelle was so confused. The Duke was bringing someone else to appraise the value of the artwork and she was standing in the garden with him at night talking about how neither of them had any skill in the area.

      She should have stayed with her original plan to have him look Julia’s way. She felt as though they’d just had an argument.

      They walked back with the Duke to the front porch, where the men were still gathered, chatting now about their historical backgrounds.

      Duke Colbourn said a silent prayer of thanks.
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      Much to the surprise of the girls, Joanna had joined her father and the men on the porch and was sipping tea. She was sitting in the porch swing on the other side of the deck.

      The torches that were lit all around the porch made her thick white robe stand out. She looked like an angel. Her feet were encased in large furry slippers.

      She smiled when she saw her sisters, Duke Colbourn, and Lord Gilbert coming up the porch steps. It was a weak smile and hidden behind her glass but it was there.

      Julia and Annabelle smiled back at her. They went to where she was sitting on the porch swing and sat beside her on either side.

      “Your Grace, I would be interested in hearing about your background,” the Reverend was saying. “The Duke of Cardinal was a very distinguished man, I believe. And you have quite a remarkable reputation yourself.”

      Duke Colbourn smiled. “It sounds like you have done your research, Reverend Stovington.”

      “Charles, please, your Grace. I heard something about you from his grace before you came.” The reverend indicated Duke Cartwright.

      “You donated money to the welfare of the immigrants in New York, did you not?”

      Duke Colbourn’s chest tightened. It sounded like this was going back to the political realm.

      He desperately wanted to avoid debating with anyone. It was not one of his strong suits because of his passionate beliefs. “I did, yes.”

      “That was very noble of you. I know for a fact that the money you donated went to help quite a few children who had been left impoverished when their parents died and left them too young to fend for themselves. You saved a lot of children, my Lord, and I admire that in a person.”

      Duke Colbourn was relieved. As long as no one else brought up anything political, he was in the clear.

      “Thank you, reverend… Charles. That is nice to hear.”

      “I suppose you have heard the opposite on many occasions.”

      Duke Colbourn nodded, a painful look on his face. “Yes, it is not a subject I care to speak about.”

      “We shall not speak of it then. Tell me, the Duke of Cardinal was a kind man at home?”

      Duke Colbourn leaned back against the huge pillar behind him, crossing his ankles and his arms.

      “He was. He had a fatherly way that made me look forward to being a father myself.” Duke Colbourn inadvertently lifted his eyes to look at the women when he said it, his eyes falling on Annabelle.

      The young woman was turned to face Joanna and the three were talking to each other in whispered animation. She looked happy. His heart soared.

      When he turned his eyes back to the men, they were staring at him with amusement. The older men looked amused, anyway. Lord Leonard and Lord Gilbert looked a bit disgusted. He grinned.

      “I apologize. I believe I strayed off into my own thoughts for a moment.”

      “That was quite obvious, my Lord,” Duke Cartwright laughed. “Please, take a seat. You have been on your feet a lot today. You must be ready to give the dogs a rest.”

      “I am but I will stand for a while longer. The more I do, the better I will sleep.” He looked at Reverend Stovington.

      “My father was very distinguished. He had many friends. He traveled extensively to give advice to others. He was wise and very… he was very intuitive. He was good at solving problems.”

      “It is sad that he did not live longer. He had many friends and was a very good-hearted man.”

      “He managed to change the world he lived in,” Duke Colbourn replied. “And that was really all he wanted, I believe.”

      The reverend nodded. “Understandable, my son.”

      “The hour is growing late,” Duke Cartwright said, shuffling in his seat as if he was about to stand up.

      “Your grace, I do not want to go inside yet,” Julia called from the swing. “Please stay for a while longer.”

      “I am sure the reverend and these fine gentlemen have something to do tomorrow that will require them to sleep tonight,” Duke Cartwright reasoned, looking at the reverend.

      “I do not want to leave yet, either, your Grace,” Lord Gilbert said. “I am not tired.” He looked at Lord Leonard for support. His brother shrugged.

      “I am fine with your decision, Reverend,” Lord Leonard said.

      Duke Cartwright looked from one man to another before finally settling back in his seat with a laugh.

      “All right, we will give in to the women this time. But just this once.”

      The other men knew that would most likely not be the only time the loving father gave in to the young women he considered his daughters.
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      From the moment they sat down next to her on the porch swing, Annabelle and Julia held a conversation in front of Joanna, including her whenever they could because they had her trapped and she did not have a choice, in the parlor.

      They made her laugh and told funny stories they’d heard from the children that morning. Annabelle reenacted the reaction of one of the little girls to the picture they were to paint, jabbering on about swimming in the ocean and how much fun it would be to get away from a place with so much rain.

      “She must have been about six. I have never seen a child so precocious in my life!” Joanna laughed at the looks Annabelle was making to show the little girl’s reactions.

      Joanna was giggling, her cup of tea bouncing lightly in her hands.

      Julia engaged her sister in conversation and Annabelle began listening to the men. She heard the tension in Duke Colbourn’s voice when the reverend mentioned the donation he had made to the immigrant children in New York. America was filled with orphaned children, apparently.

      She was always hearing about the orphanages and other facilities used to keep the children from dying in the streets.

      It sounded horrible to her but at least the Americans were doing something about it.

      She herself was interested in visiting someday. She wondered if the donation Duke Colbourn made included making a trip there himself. If he had seen the state of New York himself, she wanted to hear about it. She wanted to know what it was like.

      He sounded testy when the reverend spoke of the donation, as if he was expecting to be soundly judged for it. When the reverend complimented him, he sounded relieved. She agreed with Reverend Stovington. It was a noble gesture.

      When her father prepared to go inside and Julia stopped him, she was relieved. She wanted to spend a little more time in Duke Colbourn’s presence before going upstairs to dream about him.

      She was not in control of her dreams and she was glad about it. There was never anything inappropriate in them. He was just there with her.
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      Julia took her attention away just before Duke Colbourn mentioned being a father. When he’d looked at her, she was not looking at him. If she had heard his statement, he was sure she would have reacted to it.

      He would have loved to have seen the look on her face. It was not Julia he wanted to have children with. It was her.

      If he had the choice to make.

      He was growing weary and losing track of the conversation. He’d done a lot of walking that day.

      The only thing keeping him on the porch was the fact that Annabelle was nearby. All he had to do was glance over and he would see her pretty face. He hoped someday he would see her every day.

      He grinned. Like he was now. But different.

      His time at Norrend was going to be cut short any time now. As soon as Mr. Covington arrived, he did not expect to be there for much longer than a few days. How was he going to handle leaving, now that he would be going without his heart?

      He would think up some kind of excuse. He would make up a reason. He would write home and tell them he was going to stay for a while longer. Maybe he would never go back.

      He chuckled to himself, shaking his head.

      “You are lost in though often, your Grace,” Lord Gilbert said, smiling up at the young duke. Duke Colbourn looked at him through tired eyes.

      “I get this way when I am tired, Mr. Balfour. I cannot help it. I believe I must go inside and shut my eyes.”

      “It is perfectly fine for you to go when you want, your grace,” Lord Gilbert said. “The young ladies will be there tomorrow, as well.”

      Duke Colbourn could not help grinning. He nodded. “You are right. I will see you on the morrow?”

      “Yes, my Lord,” Lord Gilbert said, returning the grin.

      Duke Colbourn excused himself to go inside. He boldly walked to the swing and bowed to the three young ladies. He held out his hand to Julia first and kissed the top.

      “It was lovely seeing you today, Miss Rickman. You have a wonderful countenance about you.”

      “Thank you, your Grace,” Julia replied, lowering her head, with a smile. He nodded and moved to Joanna.

      Kissing her hand, he said, “Miss Joanna, I did not spend a lot of time talking with you today but I would like you to know that I will make more of an effort in the future. I have fallen short of my duties and I apologize to you for that.”

      “No, you have done nothing wrong,” Joanna protested softly. “I isolate myself often. Please do not think another thing about it, your Grace.”

      Duke Colbourn turned to Annabelle with purpose. He had chosen to say goodnight to her last because he was going to take his time about it.

      He did not want to separate himself from her and go sleep alone in his bed. But he was certainly going to do just that.

      He took her hand and pressed the top to his lips, hoping his passion for her was coming through his lips into her hands.

      He closed his eyes and breathed in the scent of her light perfume. It was a soft musky scent that made his chest tighten.

      Something inside him stirred. He took his time letting go of her hand and standing up straight.

      Aware that he was acting awkward, Duke Colbourn smiled at the pretty woman. She smiled back.

      “I do hope we will have time to speak again very soon, Miss Cartwright. It… is always a pleasure for me.”

      “I feel the same, your Grace,” Annabelle replied. He cleared his throat, encouraging himself to go on.

      “We will be examining the art pieces tomorrow, if you are free to join us. I am sure Duke Cartwright would not mind.”

      “I will check my schedule. I have kept my days full since the end of my schooling.”

      Duke Colbourn raised his eyebrows. “Did you complete your academic education?”

      “I did, yes. Of course.”

      “I would like to discuss this with you at length sometime. I believe now I see why you are so easy to talk to.”

      Julia cleared her throat and stared at the two of them through wide eyes.

      Joanna giggled into her cup, refusing to look up at the Duke.

      Duke Colbourn moved his eyes over the two twins.

      “I apologize. I did not mean to get into a conversation. I am retiring to my chambers. Of course, you and your sister are amazingly smart women.”

      Julia smiled. “We do thank you for that, your Grace.”

      Her embarrassed voice made the rest of them laugh.

      “I am happy to have spent much of my day with you ladies. I will see you on the morrow.”
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      To his disappointment, Duke Colbourn did not see Annabelle till mid-day at the meal they shared buffet style in the dining hall of the Norrend.

      He went down the curved steps to the bottom that led out into the main foyer. The open double doors of the dining hall gave him ample view inside.

      He saw everyone he knew and a few he didn’t. It was apparently an open, social event, these mid-day meals at the Norrend.

      He was going in through the doors when he nearly bumped into Annabelle. She was holding a glass of clear liquid and it nearly splashed back on her.

      She reacted by holding the glass higher and stepping back with her body.

      “Oh! Oh!” she exclaimed before getting herself under control. She fanned herself with her free hand, shaking her head.

      “That was a close one, your grace.”

      “Yes, it was. I do apologize.”

      “It is all right. I was not looking where I was going. You were just trying to come inside.”

      “Please allow me to escort you to your chair.”

      Annabelle smiled at him. “I would be happy to but I am taking my lunch to eat with Julia in the garden. She does love the sunny days. It rains here more often than it is sunny. We take advantage of it when we can.”

      The thought of a sunny picnic in the garden with the two women appealed to Duke Colbourn but he said nothing. He was not invited and was not the type of man to invite himself anywhere.

      “You are only having water?” The duke eyed the cup in her hand.

      Annabelle looked confused for a moment before she looked down at the cup in her hand. She smiled.

      “No, my Lord. Julia has the picnic basket. I am bringing this cup with me because Julia always forgets to put cups in the basket. She will bring the drink, she just does not bring anything to drink it in.”

      Duke Colbourn laughed, delighted by the little anecdote. “I do hope you have a good time.”

      “Thank you. I am sure we will. We always do.”

      She passed him and walked to the front doors without looking back. She could feel his eyes on her back anyway. It made her smile. She opened the door and passed through, proud of herself for not looking back at him.

      Duke Colbourn watched her as she went, admiring her form and the way the skirt swished about her legs. She was wearing slippers again, the same dark shade as the pair that had hurt her feet so terribly the night of the ball. He hoped they weren’t the same ones.

      He chuckled as he turned away.

      The spread on the long table in front of him was amazing. He scanned the many trays, the fruits, puddings, pies, meat selections, and breads that were placed about on the surface of the table. At one end there was a plate.

      He picked one up and began to choose from the selection. Everything looked fresh and delicious to his grumbling stomach.

      He stood to the side and ate three strawberries before looking up and around him. The drapes hanging on the walls were open to let in the sunlight. They were a dark red color. Each one was trimmed with gold and the tassels on the end were long and gold.

      Other than the long table, the other furnishings in the room were covered in fabrics that matched the drapes. Tables, chairs, settees, trunks, all were spread about the room.

      Decorations and busts were scattered around the room celebrating the artistic stylings of Annabelle’s great-grandmother, who had doted on the finer things, the porcelains, chinas, crystal and blown glass.

      He took in the beauty while chomping down on a few more strawberries, following them up with grapes.

      “This is a fine room, is it not?” He looked over to see the Reverend standing next to him. He could not keep the look of surprise from covering his face.

      The reverend saw it and grinned. “You did not expect to see me here again today, did you?”

      “No, Reverend, I must admit I did not. How are you today?” Duke Colbourn was anxious to avoid an explanation for the clergyman’s presence. It was not his business to know.

      “Yes, after your departure last night, his grace spoke to the boys about coming to help with some of the landscaping.”

      Unable to avoid the conversation, Duke Colbourn asked, “I thought Lord Leonard was here to be an apprentice?”

      “His grace mentioned that he had some ideas about changes he wanted made and he would have to hire a few extra hands to do it. The boys volunteered. I know Lord Gilbert would rather be doing something than sitting at the chapel, studying the Bible. It is not in his destiny to be a minister, I believe.”

      “He does not seem like the minister type to me, I must admit.” Duke Colbourn replied with a grin. “I do not know what I would picture him doing for a living but speaking from a pulpit it is not.”

      The reverend shook his head. “I agree with your assessment.” He had picked up a plate and was filling it with different foods. Duke Colbourn had a sudden thought and looked around the room.

      “Where are they now? Surely they are hungry. Young men like us…” he lifted his half full plate he’d piled high with various foods. “We need our nourishment.”

      The reverend laughed, his portly jaw jiggling. “For some of us, that does not end.” He patted his large belly with another laugh. Duke Colbourn chuckled, nodding.

      “They are around here somewhere. I believe the last thing I heard, they were going outside to scan some of the property the duke wants changed. They have a good eye for such things. Why, you should see some of the changes they have made to my chapel. The cemetery in the back is a thing of beauty now. Have you seen it?”

      Even if Duke Colbourn had seen the cemetery’s new beauty, he would not have known the difference from the way it looked before.

      Unwilling to point out this simple fact and take the risk of humiliating the good reverend, Duke Colbourn shook his head. His mind was distracted.

      If the men were out scouting the land, they would come across the women having their picnic lunch.

      An uneasy feeling slid through him. He did not recognize it as jealousy but was not sure what else could cause such a feeling of dread. He did not trust the two young men, even though Lord Gilbert had been amiable for the most part.

      Those few times he let slip something degrading or rude stuck in Duke Colbourn’s mind.

      It was as if the young man was wearing a mask and every now and then it slipped off and revealed a unsettling character underneath.

      The thought made Duke Colbourn shudder and have the sudden urge to find the women and make sure they were safe.

      It was an unreasonable feeling. Duke Colbourn had not been given any evidence to prove Lord Leonard and Lord Gilbert were dangerous. They had shown themselves to be gentlemen since the moment of their arrival.

      Thinking back, Duke Colbourn could not think of more than a few things he had even heard Lord Leonard say. The younger Balfour was the talkative, outgoing one. Lord Leonard was large and muscular.

      The older brother protects while the younger one speaks, Duke Colbourn thought.

      No matter what he did, he could not shake the feeling of uneasiness. After ten minutes, he gave up trying. He put his plate in the bin, where others had been stacked and was through the door moments later.

      Before he reached the front door, it opened and he saw an older woman come through, assisted by a younger woman. He recognized the young woman as Joanna.

      He assumed the older woman must be her mother and was shocked by the condition she was in.

      Her hair was completely grey. She stared straight ahead of her, completely directed to move by her daughter.

      Joanna prompted her to move forward and she did so. She stopped when Joanna stopped. She made every move that Joanna urged her to do.

      When she looked up at the Duke, her face changed from agony to delight. She smiled brightly.

      “Your Grace! It is good to see you today.” She curtsied lightly.

      “This is my mother, Lady Christina Rickman. Mother, this is His Grace, the Duke of Cardinal. Father has told you about him, I believe.”

      He saw no response from the Lady and moved his eyes to Joanna. She shook her head.

      “It is all right, your Grace. She does not respond to anyone anymore.”

      “This is terrible for her!” Duke Colbourn exclaimed, his voice compassionate.

      “Is there nothing that can be done for her?”

      “I do not believe so.” Joanna looked surprised by his passion about the subject. He looked like he wanted to grab her mother into a hug and not let go until she was mentally sound again.

      Duke Colbourn rested a hand on the small woman’s shoulder.

      “I am glad you are bringing her out into the world, Miss Joanna. That is good of you.”

      “Thank you,” Joanna smiled at the compliment.

      “I do try. I am sure my mother would love to have a handsome young man accompany us sometime.”

      The tone of her voice changed in the middle of the sentence, indicating she was inviting him to walk with them.

      Duke Colbourn was taken by surprise. He blinked a few times and blurted out, “I am looking for your sister, Miss Rickman and Miss Cartwright. Have you seen them?”

      Joanna frowned. She blinked rapidly and looked away from him.

      “I have not seen them. I have been out walking around the lawn with mother. They are probably in the garden. I am sure you will find them there, my Lord.”

      “I apologize, Miss Joanna. I did not mean to offend you…”

      Duke Colbourn would have continued but Joanna pushed her mother to walk forward and they passed him without another word.

      Duke Colbourn followed them with his eyes for only a moment before turning back to the front door. He felt such a strong urge to find the women and protect them.

      But from what?

      He was acting like a love-sick child. There were two Balfour brothers and him, competing for three separate women. It did not make sense.

      Perhaps the Balfour brothers would not pursue Annabelle. That would give him no call to be against them.

      But even that thought did not settle his nerves. There was something about Lord Gilbert that made him uncomfortable. Something that seemed to writhe below the surface.

      He got the feeling the brothers were using a façade, covering their true characters with something more pleasant for society.

      He did not look back once he was turned away. He did not see that Joanna had looked back, curious whether he was still watching her or not. He was already rushing toward the door.
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      Joanna narrowed her eyes, a streak of anger flooding her. S

      he regretted looking back. She should have known he was not going to be watching after her.

      He had his eyes on Julia. Or Annabelle. One of them. Not her.

      She took her mother into the dining hall and made her a plate, seating her near the window, as she liked to do.

      She was curious about the men she had met the day before. The younger one was the same age as she, and very handsome.

      She watched him the night before while they were on the porch, hiding behind her tea cup and the fluff around the collar of her thick robe.

      When she had smiled, seeing the four of them come up on the porch, it was because of the men. Not her sisters.

      They were competition. And she had much less to offer than they.

      Joanna hung back, gazing through the window without seeing what was on the other side. She was listening to the men talking behind her. Her father was with the Reverend.

      They were talking about Duke Colbourn, discussing the arrival of Mr. Covington, who was supposed to be at Norrend later that day.

      They said nothing negative and only spoke of business, not mentioning him in a way that characterized him.

      She listened to them discuss the different paintings in the duke’s possession, those that he wished to sell and did not sell. She did not recognize most of the names.

      She had not taken any special courses in art like Annabelle had. Annabelle was the one with the special knowledge.

      The more she thought about it, the more she resented the fact that Annabelle seemed like a perfect match for Duke Colbourn.

      Lord Gilbert and Lord Leonard Balfour were gentlemen but they were the sons of an Earl who was still alive and they had nothing to show for themselves.

      Not that Joanna was particularly keen on finding a man who had status and title. She was a lady, and no doubt it would help her father if she did marry a wealthy man.

      But she was not interested in looking for a rich man to marry. She just wanted to be cared for.

      Lord Gilbert had shown her attention more than the other brother. She noticed the night before, watching the men talk, Lord Leonard rarely said anything.

      He contributed only when he was asked a question or mentioned by one of the others.

      She noticed the movement in the garden and focused her eyes, standing up to see better. She lifted the cup of tea to her mouth and scanned the garden.

      On one side, the two Balfour brothers were heading down a path, stopping every few feet to point and gesture around them.

      On the other side of the fountain, out of their line of vision, the girls had seated themselves on a blanket in the grass and were happily sitting there, small sandwiches in their hands.

      Closer to the house and the entrance to the garden, she saw Duke Colbourn taking long steps. The men were headed toward a collision course with the girls in the middle.

      Joanna grinned, lifting her cup to her lips. “This should be interesting,” she mumbled.
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      Annabelle and Julia were enjoying the sunny day. Although it was difficult to get him off her mind, Annabelle strived to think about Duke Colbourn as little as possible.

      When he was not around, she was preoccupied and could not get anything done. When he was around, he was all she could focus on.

      “I am thinking of making a quilt with the new fabric mother bought at the shoppe several days ago,” she said, looking at Julia over the rim of her cup.

      “Do you want to help me?”

      Julia smiled. “You know I do. I love quilting. You are the one who showed me how to do it, do you remember?”

      “How can I forget?” Annabelle asked, laughing.

      “You have been reminding me ever since, every time we make a new one. I want to make several and send them to the rescue missionaries in New York in America.”

      Julia’s smile remained large, her eyes twinkling. “I am willing to bet you did not think of this until last night.”

      “I must admit the mention of Duke Colbourn’s contributions to the mission brought the idea to mind,” Annabelle nodded.

      “I have thought and read about the plight of the children in America who have no parents to guide and love them. It saddens me to hear of such things.”

      Julia nodded, her smile faltering. “Yes, they were in a difficult situation.”

      “You should know something about how it feels,” Annabelle said, sympathetically.

      “You are not an orphan but you have had a different family help to raise you. That must be somewhat the same.”

      Julia shook her head. “I cannot compare myself to those children. I would not want to take anything from their hardship and claim it as my own. I have a loving, healthy father and a warm home. In addition, I did not get caregivers to help me, I had a second family and got two more sisters at the same time. I have been blessed and I will not forget that.”

      Annabelle was so grateful for her friend. Julia was one of the best women Annabelle had ever met, with a heart open to anyone.

      She often defended her sister’s actions even when Joanna did not deserve her loyalty.

      “Family makes a big difference. I suppose these institutions are not the warmest places to grow up.”

      “I would think not,” Julia said with a firm tone. She scooted from her position, settling more comfortably on the blanket.

      “I think I am sitting on a rock.”

      “That cannot be comfortable. You must move. Shall we go to another spot?”

      “No, I will just move to the side. But be careful, there are rocks under here. I am surprised we did not look first.”

      “I did,” Annabelle scanned the blanket for any lumps that might indicate a rock was beneath it.

      When she looked up she saw Duke Colbourn coming from the entrance of the garden. He looked worried.

      She tilted her head to the side, blinking in confusion, ready to jump to her feet and run to him. She stayed where she was but every nerve in her body lit on fire as she resisted the urge to go to him.

      Her heartbeat sped up and she swallowed hard.

      As she moved, Julia pushed herself up with one hand and scooted to the side. Her eyes caught movement just on the other side of the hill fountain and she saw the Balfour brothers approaching.

      Her eyes moved to Annabelle, who was staring over her shoulder with a look that told her it was Duke Colbourn she was looking at.

      She saw the look on her friend’s face and felt a bit of excitement slide through her. Annabelle was finally in love. It made Julia giddy just thinking about it.

      The Duke was a handsome man, a true gentleman, and wealthy enough that Annabelle would not have to worry about her future.

      He was the kind of man who gave of his wealth to children in another country who needed it more than he did.

      Julia sighed. “The Balfour brothers are heading this way, Annabelle.”

      Annabelle’s eyes slid to her friend’s face. “Duke Colbourn is coming from the entrance. He looks worried.”

      “Do you think he’s concerned that the brothers are wandering around out here when we are so vulnerable?”

      “To say so would suggest Duke Colbourn does not favor the Balfour brothers. Why should he not favor them?”

      Julia shook her head.

      “I am sure you have noticed that he does not look kindly at them. We spent a good amount of time with Lord Gilbert yesterday. He was, for the most part, amiable and considerate. But the duke did not change his initial opinion. It is written on his face.”

      Annabelle thought Julia, being a keen observer, had probably noticed something like that, even if she herself did not.

      She kept her eyes on Julia’s face while the other girl looked over Annabelle’s shoulder at the approaching brothers.

      The Balfour brothers reached the girls first and both bowed from the waist.

      “We were expecting to see lovely flowers out here this afternoon,” Lord Gilbert said.

      “But we have been blessed with lovely women, as well. I trust you are enjoying your picnic lunch?”

      “We are, thank you kindly,” Julia answered. The men came around so they were facing the front of the blanket, looking at both of the women.

      They had their hands clasped behind their backs and smiles were plastered on their faces.

      No matter how hard she tried, Annabelle could not get rid of the feeling that they were not as amiable as they were attempting to portray.

      “I would ask you to join us,” Annabelle said. “But we did not bring enough for more than the two of us.”

      “Any more would have been much too heavy,” Julia added with a giggle.

      “You should have a maid bring it out to you.”

      Julia looked at Annabelle with her eyebrows raised. “I have never thought of it. I suppose we could do that if we wanted to.”

      Annabelle turned her head to look at Lord Leonard, who was closer to her. Lord Gilbert was standing so that the sun was in his eyes. He was squinting at her. Lord Leonard’s position gave him some shade from the tree behind the girls.

      “My Lord, in the past, we have not needed to pack more than just enough for the two of us.”

      She was trying to get him to speak. She knew she was not the only one who had noticed Lord Leonard was a man of few words.

      Those he did speak were to the point. She had never met a man so quiet before.

      She was not sure what to make of it. Could she trust him? Should she trust him?

      There was one thing she knew. If he found out anything secretive about her, he would not tell anyone.

      Duke Colbourn was hurrying, seeing that the girls were now talking to the Balfour brothers. She pressed her lips together to keep from giggling.

      They would ask her what she thought was funny and she would be forced to lie to keep from humiliating herself.

      The Duke was not giving the two lords a friendly look. In fact, he looked somewhat disgusted.

      She wondered if he suspected they were no good, the way she did? She was unable to forget the Cribbage game, where he had questioned her honesty.

      “Greetings, friends,” the duke said as he got closer. He lifted a hand to them.

      Julia turned around to smile at him. Annabelle raised her hand. She wanted to offer the last half of her sandwich to him just to make him stay but she had already told the brothers there was not enough for them.

      In reality, there was not enough for them. She and Julia really did not pack enough for anyone but themselves. It was their routine and they never broke from it.

      Annabelle surmised that things were changing as the girls grew older. They would eventually have husbands and children; perhaps they would even move away from each other.

      She would treasure the time she had with her friend as much as possible before that time came.

      “Duke Colbourn, your Grace. It is a lovely day, is it not?” Annabelle said, lifting the volume of her voice. “Is everything all right? You appear worried.”

      The Duke sat down on the blanket, to the surprise of everyone around them. He stretched his legs out in front of him and looked at the women with a smile.

      “It is a lovely day, as a matter of fact. And I am going to relax for a little bit. Do you mind?”

      Annabelle wanted nothing more than for the duke to relax, sitting right next to her on the blanket.

      Technically, he was seated next to them both because he was stretched out the way he was. He left no room for the two brothers, if they chose to sit, as well.

      The Balfour brothers did not seem bothered.

      “You are welcome to relax anywhere you like, your Grace,” Annabelle said.

      “Your Grace, you are here to purchase and look at Duke Cartwright’s paintings, am I correct?” Lord Gilbert asked.

      “You are, Mr. Balfour,” Duke Colbourn responded with surprise in his voice. “Are you interested in art?”

      “I have some schooling on the matter, yes.” This came as a surprise to the rest of them. The women watched him as he spoke.

      “I am curious. I overheard you say that your colleague was coming to assess them. Are you under the impression they are not worth what is being asked?”

      Duke Colbourn looked uncomfortable. He did not want to discuss business matters with the Reverend’s apprentice. It was not his business to know Duke Colbourn’s assessment of the paintings.

      “I had arranged for Mr. Covington to visit prior to seeing the paintings. I always appreciate his input. He is the most knowledgeable artist I know.”

      “I see.” Lord Gilbert nodded. “As I said, I was curious. I have seen the artwork on the walls of the mansion and I believe Duke Cartwright has excellent taste.”

      “He does,” Duke Colbourn agreed. “Though most of that art was purchased by his ancestors going back a few generations.”

      “Perhaps I can accompany you sometime to look at what he is selling?”

      Duke Colbournl resisted the urge to look at Annabelle. Although she had no say in the matter, he knew she would have a solid, logical opinion.

      The Duke did not trust Lord Gilbert Balfour but it was not his collection that was being asked about.

      “Perhaps that is a question you should ask Duke Cartwright. It is his art collection.”
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      If Lord Gilbert asked about seeing the paintings, Duke Colbourn heard nothing about it. He did not leave the girls until after the brothers, something that Annabelle questioned as soon as they were gone.

      “Your Grace, may I ask you a question?”

      He gazed at her lovely face. “You may.”

      “You looked terribly concerned when you came out of the house earlier. You claimed there was nothing the matter but I must beg to differ.”

      “On the contrary, dear Lady, I did not say there was nothing the matter. In fact, I did not reply to that particular question.”

      “I believe you did.” Annabelle searched her memory but did not remember whether he had answered her or not.

      He grinned, shaking his head back and forth. He sat forward and looked at both the women.

      “I must confess something to you ladies. There is something about those two I cannot put my finger on. I am curious about who they really are. I suspect they are not all that they seem. It would be a shame to let wolves into the castle, would it not?”

      “How do you know they are wolves?” Julia asked.

      “I know nothing,” Duke Colbourn replied. “I am merely suggesting they may not be all that they seem. Have you taken notice of Lord Leonard’s quiet demeanor? It is my experience that when you are dealing with someone as quiet as he is, you are assured he is observing everything, taking in all information and storing it for later use.”

      “You have dealt with men like him before?”

      “I have.” The Duke nodded. “And they are difficult to read. Their intentions may seem good but in reality, they are dangerous individuals.”

      Julia looked frightened for a moment. The Duke regretted his words.

      “I apologize, Miss Rickman. I do not mean to frighten you. Please do not take my words to heart.”

      Julia shook her head. “You are a smart man, your Grace, and if you are suspicious of them, I must say there is good reason.”

      “I appreciate the compliment,” Duke Colbourn replied. He sat forward, scanning the sky above. There were clouds in the distance, indicating approaching rain. It was a little disappointing.

      “Do you think it is going to rain?”

      “I suspect so,” Annabelle replied, moving her eyes to look in the same direction he was.

      “That is disappointing. I was hoping to get in a good game of croquet this afternoon.”

      “Oh, that sounds lovely. We should set it up before the rain reaches us.”

      “It may pass over. We could find the Balfours and get Joanna and we would have an even matchup. But it will have to be ladies against gentleman. I do not want to be matched with one of them for a partner.”

      “You never know, my dear,” Duke Colbourn said, pushing himself to his feet. “They might be very good croquet players.”

      Julia began to pick up the things around her, placing the napkins and utensils back in the basket. Annabelle stood up and brushed off her dress, relieving it of bread crumbs.

      “The sandwiches were so good, Julia. We must remember to thank Cook for them.”

      Julia nodded as she moved the picnic basket off of the blanket. She and Annabelle picked up opposing ends of the blanket, stretched it out wide and met together in the middle to fold it.

      They continued the process until the blanket was folded eight times and laid comfortably over Julia’s arm.

      “I will carry your basket,” the Duke offered, picking up the wicker by its handle before either of the girls could object.

      They walked slowly down the pathway to the gate. None of them really wanted to go inside but the croquet game was tempting.

      “If I go in,” Duke Colbourn said, stopping at the bottom of the porch. “There is a good chance Duke Cartwright and the reverend will want me to talk to them. I can go set up the game if you like.”

      Annabelle smiled. “If you would like to, that would be fine. But do you know where to go for the mallets and balls?”

      “I saw the set up on the south lawn a few days ago. That’s what brought it to mind. I have been thinking about it ever since.”

      Annabelle felt hurt and amused at the same time. She was hurt that he hadn’t had her on his mind the whole time and amused that she felt hurt by that. She giggled without meaning, too.

      Julia and Duke Colbourn looked at her.

      She turned her eyes away briefly before looking back at them.

      “I apologize, I was thinking about something else. I must ask, my Lord, do you think it a bit odd that Lord Gilbert would ask about the paintings? I had no thought he would have interest in such things.”

      “We do not know him well,” Duke Colbournl said, offering an excuse for the man. “But I was also taken aback by his question.”

      The girls took the basket from him and went up the steps. “We will meet you on the lawn,” Julia said as they went. He nodded and strolled away from the porch.

      Julia pushed open the door, allowing Annabelle to go in first.

      They went to the dining hall and left the blanket and basket on the table next to the kitchen door. One of the maids would fetch it at their convenience.

      The dining hall had cleared of most people. The maids were cleaning up, taking food back into the kitchen. Mary spotted the girls and nodded. Annabelle nodded back.

      “Where do you suppose Joanna has gone?” Julia asked, looking around at the few people left in the room. “I thought she was bringing mother here for lunch.”

      “I saw her earlier walking the grounds with the Lady,” Annabelle replied. “She may have taken her home.”

      “We should check the parlor. That is where she would take mother if she is still here.”

      The two girls left the dining hall, going quickly to the parlor doors. Julia pushed one open and glanced in. She pulled her head back out and shook it at Annabelle. “No one is in there.”

      Annabelle raised her eyebrows. “No one? Where are the men?”

      “I suppose they went back to do their business.”

      “The Balfour brothers have no business to attend to, do they?” Annabelle instantly regretting having said that. It was a good thing no one was around to hear her. She blushed.

      “I mean, they are not doing anything important.”

      Julia shook her head. “You are only making it worse, Annabelle. Just hush.”

      The two women laughed. “The only place they might be is father’s study,” Annabelle said. “But I do not know if the brothers will be there or if Joanna would be with them.”

      “It is likely Joanna took mother home. But she will return, I am sure.”

      “Oh? How can you be sure?”

      “There are men here. The only man at our home is father and that is not interesting to Joanna.”

      “I should think not.”

      The two women stood in the foyer, looking around them. “Well, I suppose we can go out to the lawn and see if Duke Colbournl wants to play three-person croquet.”

      “If he is any good, he has a chance of winning,” Julia said as they went back to the front door. “But you are very good at this game. If he plays poorly, you will beat him soundly.”

      Annabelle laughed. “I am good. We shall see.”

      They chatted quietly as they walked out onto the porch. Annabelle could smell the oncoming rain. She wanted it to pass. If it rained on Duke Colbourn’s game of croquet, she would be upset that his plans were ruined.

      “Look, there they are!” Julia exclaimed, pointing in the direction of the south lawn where the croquet set was. The Balfour brothers were standing with Duke Colbourn, examining the mallets. “I wish Joanna was here. She needs to have fun with us.”

      “She will be back.”

      “But she will not come looking for us.”

      Annabelle smiled at her friend. “No. She will come looking for the men. And here they will be.”

      The men greeted the women with bows as they approached. “I do hope you were not looking for us for too long, miss Rickman,” Lord Gilbert said with a smile. “We did not go inside when we left you earlier. We noticed Duke Colbourn setting up the game and decided to help. He told us you were thinking of playing. Would you care if we join?”

      Annabelle shook her head. “Not at all, my Lord. That is why we went looking for you. I am afraid we could not find Joanna.”

      “That is a shame,” Lord Gilbert said. “I look forward to seeing her again.”

      “Shall we play?” Duke Colbourn said, holding his mallet in the air like a scepter. “I will win.”

      “Oh, is that so?” Annabelle went to the mallet stand and chose the only mallet she ever used. It had her name written on it so no one else could use it.

      “I see you have a mallet of your own,” Duke Colbourn said, eyeing the one she chose. “Does this mean you are an avid croquet player?”

      “You would be right in that assumption,” Annabelle said, grinning. “And we will have a good game today if you are as good as you claim.”

      The Duke chuckled. “I may have misspoke.”

      They all laughed. Julia chose her mallet and they set about playing the game.

      During her down time, Annabelle watched the Duke. She enjoyed how he played the game but truthfully, he was not as good as she was.

      She tried not to downplay her skills to appease him. She did not want to humiliate him at the game and have something to boast about. She wanted him to enjoy himself.

      He seemed to notice that she was being hesitant with her playing. After the first few rounds, he came to stand next to her, putting his mallet down against the ground and holding it with both hands like a fancy cane. He did not turn to her or look at her when he spoke.

      “I noticed that you hesitated on your last shot, Miss Cartwright. I do hope you are not holding back to satisfy my desire to play. I do not care as much about winning as I might have lead you to believe.”

      Annabelle giggled, lifting one hand to cover her mouth. “I… I may have been holding back a little, my Lord, but I do not wish to humiliate you.”

      He shook his head, now looking down at Annabelle with amusement.

      “You will not humiliate me, my dear. I was teasing when I said I would easily win. I enjoy playing the game. Winning is not important to me. Unless it is the heart of a lovely woman. In which case, winning is extremely important to me.”

      His words made a pleasant tingle erupt over her body. Her heart skipped a beat and she could not help looking up at him with a grin on her pretty lips.

      “You wish for me to unleash my croquet skills? I think you may regret that.”

      He shook his head, laughing. “You are an amusing woman, Miss Cartwright. I am glad to have met you.”

      Again, chills erupted over her body. He looked in front of him and then back to her. “I believe it is your turn, my Lady.”

      Annabelle looked at the others, who were all staring at her. Julia was grinning, while the men looked impatient.

      “I apologize,” she said quickly, hurrying to where her ball lay in the grass. It was on a slight downslope but she had played the course many times and knew exactly how to hit it so that it would go through two of the hoops in front of it.
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      Duke Colbourn was amused that Annabelle was distracted by him. That she even thought to downplay her skills so that he would not feel bad made him chuckle on the inside. She had stopped making plays for Julia. He had noticed.

      Her game improved a great deal after they talked. She definitely knew how to hit the ball. The second time they stepped close to each other, she smiled at him. “I must admit, my Lord, I am better here than I am somewhere else. I have been playing on this lawn and this course for many years. I know everything about it.”

      He nodded, amused by her candor. “While that is true, my Lady, your friend, Miss Rickman, has been playing here for quite some time and…” he grinned. “She is not as good as you. You have a knack for the game.”

      “Thank you, your Grace. I appreciate the compliment.”

      “I speak the truth.” His eyes moved up and over her shoulder toward the house. “It looks like miss Joanna has finally arrived.”

      Annabelle turned around to look. He was right. Joanna was holding her hat on her head with one hand and her skirt up with the other as she hurried down the lawn from the mansion.

      “Hellooo!” she called out in a high-pitched voice. “Helloooo!”

      “Joanna!” Annabelle called back. “Come play with us!”

      Joanna smiled wide, looking from the duke to the Balfour brothers. Her cheeks were rosy red. She slowed down as she neared them, breathing rapidly. “Oh my! I have just come from taking mother home and saw that you are all out here playing.”

      “We looked for you,” Annabelle said. “We thought you probably went to take her ladyship home. Is she feeling well?”

      Joanna nodded, only glancing at Annabelle as she answered. “She is physically well. She will live for a long time.”

      “I hope she can do so happily,” the Duke said. “Eventually.”

      Joanna nodded, again. “Yes, I am hoping the same.”

      “We all are.” Annabelle turned and grabbed a croquet mallet from the stand nearby. She handed it to Joanna.

      “Now that we are even, perhaps we can play teams?” She noticed when Julia narrowed her eyes. She tried not to giggle. Julia would end up partnering with one of the Balfour brothers for certain. Annabelle knew she did not want to do that.

      “Perhaps we can play brothers against sisters. Since Cecilia is not here, the Duke and I can be on a team.”

      She beamed at the Duke, who chuckled appropriately. “That sounds like a good plan,” he said.

      “I would like to team up with Lord Gilbert,” Joanna said. “I think that sounds like more fun. I am always on a team with my sister.” Her voice did not sound as derogatory as the words.

      “It would be my honor, Miss Rickman,” Lord Gilbert swung one arm to his waist and bowed dramatically, using the croquet mallet like a cane in front of him.

      Annabelle looked from Julia to Lord Leonard and back. She knew Julia was unhappy about the result of this arrangement.

      “Would you like to partner with the duke, Julia?” she asked. She could see Duke Colbourn look at her in the corner of her eye.

      She wished she could look back but he would recognize the look on her face. To her credit, Julia shook her head.

      “Oh no. I am sure Lord Leonard is a fine mallet whacker. He has been playing well this whole time. Perhaps we will beat you.” She did not say it with much confidence but her voice was gracious. She moved closer to Lord Leonard, who looked down at her.

      “I have played the game often,” he said, much to their surprise. “but I admit it has been several years. “Who will go first?”

      “Shall we draw straws to decide?”

      “I do not think that is necessary,” Duke Colbourn said. He pointed to Julia and Lord Leonard, swinging his finger between the two of them.

      “Your team go first. Followed by you two. Then we will take our turn. Does that sound acceptable?”

      The game played out well. Annabelle watched as Lord Gilbert and Joanna talked, playing the game with great fervor. Neither were very good, often sliding their ball into an impossible position and taking many turns without success. It did not bother them that they were losing badly to their friends. They seemed to be having a good time together.

      Duke Colbourn mentioned it to Annabelle and Julia when the two were near him. Lord Leonard was standing on the other side, surveying the position of his ball, looking for the best way to hit it through the hoop.

      “I do believe Miss Joanna has found someone to spend her time with.”

      “Yes, I believe you are right.” Annabelle nodded. “I have not seen Joanna open up like this for some time. I am not sure, though, that Lord Balfour is the right man for her. They are both a bit… odd. In their behavior.” Annabelle was trying to choose her words carefully. She looked up to see if the Duke showed understanding of what she was saying. He did not look confused. He nodded at her.

      “I do think you are right. Our opinions may be biased, though. We do not think highly of him already.”

      “Is it wrong for us to think the way we do?” she asked. She wanted desperately to keep the conversation going, just so she could hear him talk. The sound of his voice made her feel warm inside, no matter what he was saying. She would gladly sit and listen to him talk for hours without complaining.

      He shrugged. “I do not suppose we can control our suspicions. They are not founded in nothing.”

      “I am glad she is having a good time.” Julia sounded defensive. Annabelle looked at her.

      “I apologize, Julia, if we offended you,” she said. “I mean nothing by it. I am only concerned for her. I wish that I did not have a bad feeling about Lord Gilbert.”

      Julia nodded. “I know what you are thinking, Annabelle. I know your intentions are good. You would not want Joanna to be hurt.”

      “No. I would not.”

      “And I certainly would not encourage bad behavior, Miss Rickman,” Duke Colbourn said. “I hope you are aware of that.”

      Julia nodded. Her eyes turned to the couple near the far end of the corner. They were leaning their heads toward each other, though their eyes were on Lord Leonard. Lord Gilbert said something that made Joanna laugh.

      Annabelle was caught by the sound of the laughter. She had heard Joanna laugh with joy before. This laugh was different.

      Her first thought was to point it out to Duke Colbourn and get his opinion on it. But she kept her mouth shut before the words could come out.

      It was her turn Joanna’s turn after Lord Leonard. When she moved to take over the lawn, Lord Leonard went to stand with Lord Gilbert instead of his partner. Julia watched him walk to his brother. She looked at Annabelle with a rejected look on her face.

      “I guess I will go stand next to Lord Leonard, since he is my partner.”

      “You can stay here with us, Julia,” Annabelle said, quickly. “You do not have to go over there if you do not want to. Has he been unkind to you at all?”

      Julia shook her head. “No, he has been a gentleman. But he does not speak and I feel uncomfortable standing with him without speaking.”

      “Have you tried saying something first? Perhaps if you get the conversation started, he will have an easier time.” Julia nodded at the Duke when he spoke.

      “I have a few times. But he answers and does not contribute. Then, I am forced to come up with something else to say. It is tiresome and gives me a headache.”

      “Then you should stay here with us,” Annabelle insisted. “I do not want you to have a miserable time playing croquet. No one should have a miserable time playing croquet!”

      Julia laughed. “All right. I will stay here with the two of you. At least you contribute to the conversation.”

      Annabelle watched when the Duke went to take his turn. Joanna returned to her partner, who was in the middle of a conversation with his brother. Lord Leonard never seemed to have a problem talking to Lord Gilbert.

      They were often seen in deep discussion. But Lord Gilbert was the only one who Lord Leonard freely spoke to.

      “Your Grace is good at this game,” Julia said quietly, watching him line up his shot. “He would be a good rival for you.”

      “I would rather he not be a rival,” Annabelle giggled. “I do not want to be in competition with the man I…” she’d been about to say “love”. Her eyes widened and she put one hand over her mouth, gazing at her friend. Julia just laughed.

      “Oh, Annabelle. I am terribly glad you told me how you felt. Oh you must put him on your dance card!”

      “I cannot feel this way so soon,” Annabelle said, keeping her voice low. Her fingers fiddled with the handle of her croquet mallet nervously.

      “It is much too soon. I will scare him away. And if I do not scare him and he decides I am not the woman for him, I will be truly devastated.”

      “He will not decide such a thing!” Julia protested, frowning and shaking her head. “I never have heard such negative talk from you, Annabelle. You know better than that.”

      Annabelle giggled again. “You do not think I should guard my heart?”

      Julia leaned toward her, aware that Duke Colbourn had taken his turn and was heading back toward them. “I think it would be foolish not to.”

      Julia went to take her turn, passing the Duke and giving him a wide smile, which he returned.

      The two of them were finally alone again. Annabelle was completely aware that he was standing next to her. She felt as if she could feel his body heat from where she was. She wanted to feel his arms around her and press her head against his chest to hear his heartbeat. Would it be racing like hers?

      She would surely faint if she felt the touch of his hand. She remembered fondly the first night they had met. Even though she had humiliated herself with her too-small shoes, she had been able to take his hand several times to steady herself getting in and out of the carriage.

      Duke Colbourn was equally aware that the lovely lady was standing next to him. If he’d had his way, he would hold her hand in his for eternity. The urge to take her into his arms was stronger every day.

      Mr. Covington would be arriving soon and their time would be cut short. Once he appraised the paintings and spent a few days of holiday in the little English city, he would be ready to go back to his life. He had many, many friends.

      Duke Colbourn had friends, too. But not as many as Mr. Covington. He was beginning to wonder if his life back home would be worth anything without Annabelle there.

      He cleared his throat, trying to think of something to say. Julia’s turn would be over soon and she would return to them. They had precious little time together alone.

      “Duke Cartwright informed me there is an event coming up, a celebration of engagement, I believe.”

      Annabelle nodded. She had almost forgotten about that. It was a big event and would be held in one of the grand ballrooms downtown. The ballroom looked like the inside of a great Scottish castle. One was expected to dress appropriately when attending a gala such as that.

      “I am not sure I have the proper attire,” Duke Colbourn said, hitting on her exact thought. “I may need some help purchasing the clothes for the event.”

      “Will you be staying that long?” Annabelle asked, looking up to meet his eyes. “I was under the impression you would be gone within a week.”

      She did not want him to leave. If he was thinking of staying till the celebration, that meant he would be here for another ten days, at least. The thought brought a smile to her face. He caught the look and smiled back.

      “I believe I will be staying longer than that Miss Cartwright.”
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      Joanna was excited that she had arrived in time to play a game or two of croquet. They were in for a bad storm, she could see by the clouds in the distance.

      She’d thought about it all day and decided she would show interest in the talkative Balfour brother. It was clear to her that Julia was not interested.

      And Annabelle only had eyes for Duke Colbourn. She was still burning from his rejection of her, even though it had come as expected.

      Julia and Annabelle were always in the spotlight. She had never minded until they blossomed into true beauties and she stayed the same, plain and ordinary.

      Lord Gilbert Balfour was not the most attractive man. She thought he looked somewhat like a weasel. She had noticed mannerisms that matched that thought. But he was kind to her and treated her with respect every time they met. She liked that.

      She was delighted to be standing next to him as they played the game. He made small talk, telling her about his life in the country where he and his brother had grown up. Their family owned a farm. From the sound of it, their father, despite being an Earl, was not a wealthy man.

      He had no business sense and often got his family in severe financial trouble because of deals that went bad. He invested in things that had no value and seemed to attract thieves and scandalous individuals at every turn.

      But it made little difference to Lord Gilbert, he told Joanna. He and his brother were resilient and smart.

      “Your brother does not speak often.” She observed, watching as Lord Leonard lined up his shot. “I always wonder about people who are as quiet as he is. What is he thinking? What is going through his mind?”

      “Lord Leonard is very intelligent,” Lord Gilbert said. “But in the past, he has… excluded himself by saying things that others think are odd.”

      Joanna gazed at Lord Gilbert curiously. “What do you mean?”

      Lord Gilbert hesitated before answering her. “He has a way of putting things that people do not understand. He does try to be social but in his mind, he is always somewhere else.”

      Joanna looked at the tall muscular man leaning over to hit his ball through the hoop.

      “I suppose I know how it feels to be somewhere else in a room filled with people. I have felt like that often.”

      “You should never feel that way, Miss Joanna. You are a brilliant woman, I can see it in your eyes. You have much to say. You should not hold back.”

      Joanna looked at him, surprise written on her face. “You do not know me, my Lord, yet you compliment my intelligence?”

      “It is not just your intelligence I can compliment,” Lord Gilbert replied with a sly grin.

      “You are beautiful, as well. Just as beautiful as your sister and your friend there. You must know this to be true.”

      Joanna glanced at Annabelle and Julia, who were standing with the duke, talking amongst themselves. It looked to her like her sister was not as happy as she would like to be.

      Duke Colbourn and Annabelle were doing most of the talking while Julia watched Lord Leonard play his turn. “I have not been told that,” she admitted.

      “I have always thought of my sister and Annabelle as much more attractive than myself.”

      Lord Gilbert scowled at her, though his eyes were filled with amusement. “I am astounded, dear Lady, that you would not think of yourself more highly. What has caused such trauma? No. Do not answer that.” He looked away from her dramatically, staring at the darkening sky above.

      “This is not the time for sad stories. I promise you, I will find out what it is that has caused you to feel so melancholy. But for now, I must make you laugh. I must see you smile. Smile for me, dear Lady, if you wish.”

      Joanna’s smile was wide and genuine. Lord Gilbert lifted his mallet when his brother walked toward him.

      “That was a good shot, brother! I am impressed.”

      Lord Leonard nodded. “Thank you, Gil. I have not played in some time.”

      “You were always good at this game.”

      “Did you ask the lady about the artwork?”

      Lord Gilbert’s face changed for a moment, darkening like the sky above. Then he recovered and smiled at Joanna. “I have not yet had the chance.”

      Joanna stared at them both. Artwork? She knew very little about the artwork in the storage room. “If you are speaking of the paintings the Duke has come to look at, I know very little about them. You would have to ask Annabelle. She is the one who knows about them. Not me.”

      “We will ask her,” Lord Gilbert said in a conspiratorial voice.

      “But I would rather find out what I can from you. Perhaps you can ask her about them for us?”

      Joanna did not want to ask Annabelle about the paintings. She wished she already knew something to tell them. “Well, perhaps I might be able to answer a few questions. What is it you wanted to know?”

      Throughout the rest of the game, Joanna answered basic questions about the paintings. She knew more than she thought, based on the reactions of the Balfour brothers.

      She knew where they were kept and how many there were approximately. She knew the names of the most famous ones and was keenly aware of the prices her father was asking.

      “How is it that you know all of this and can still claim to know so little?” Lord Gilbert asked at one point.

      The look on his face was so pleased, Joanna could not help feeling happy with herself. She had not had to make up a single thing. She knew all the answers. And Lord Gilbert made her feel extremely special for that.

      “I do not know. I suppose I should have asked you what you wanted to know before I assumed I did not have the answers.”

      Lord Gilbert leaned closer to her, enough to take her breath away. “I suspect that is something you do often, my dear. You assume you are lesser than. You should not treat yourself with such disrespect.”

      Joanna had heard those words from others. But when Lord Gilbert said it, it seemed to make a difference. It was as though she was actually hearing them for the first time.

      She nodded, unsure what to say in reply. He laughed. “What will it take for me to make you smile, Miss Joanna? I do not see pretty smiles so often as I have since I came to visit this lovely home.”

      “This is not my home,” Joanna instinctively replied. He shook his head.

      “I beg to differ, my Lady. These people treat you as one of their own. I have seen it myself. You should consider this your second home, if anything.”

      “I suppose you are correct, my Lord. I spoke out of turn.”

      He shook his head. “You must not apologize. I hope you are having a good time with us.”

      She pulled in a deep breath and let it out slowly, smiling and nodding. “I am, Lord Balfour, thank you so much.”

      “I believe it was you who chose me to be your partner.” He said the words as he walked toward his ball, which was off to the side and nowhere near where it needed to be. He did a little dance around it and pretended to whack it but missed it with a wide swing.

      Joanna laughed. She heard her sister and the others laughing, too, and looked at them. They were standing at the top of the lawn, where the croquet equipment was. It seemed to be their favorite spot to stand. As if they would suddenly need to switch mallets or balls. Annabelle turned her eyes and they met. The girl smiled and lifted one hand to wave.

      Joanna waved back, returning the smile. She was not feeling amiable towards Annabelle at the moment. Annabelle was always getting what she wanted. She had the fancy home, the perfect parents, the astonishingly good looks. She was a diamond amongst coal.

      Her resentment toward the young woman was not new. Soon after their brother died and the Earl realized his wife had gone into a catatonic depression, he sent the girls to stay with the Cartwrights for a few months.

      The few months had grown into several years of the girls going back and forth between the homes. There was no nurturing for them at either place, not in a motherly way, and Joanna had suffered greatly because of it. She was sensitive in nature and needed only to be cared for.

      The Duchess was not a nurturing mother. She was hard-nosed and strict. She insisted on everything being absolutely perfect when it was nearly impossible for things to actually be that way.

      When Lord Gilbert complimented her, she was filled with a fresh warm feeling. She wanted more of that. And she would do whatever he wanted if he continued doing it.

      The storm was approaching quickly. She could tell by the scent in the air, the crispness of the breeze that blew through the leaves of the trees around them and the sudden cool air that swept past them. “I do not think we will have time to finish this game,” she said.

      “It was fun playing, though,” Lord Gilbert said.

      “Come along, come along!” Annabelle began yelling to them, waving her hand. “The rain is coming!”

      Joanna tried to keep the unfriendly look from crossing her face. She knew the rain was coming. Annabelle did not need to tell her. She looked at Lord Gilbert, who was watching her face closely. He knew what she was thinking. She could feel it.

      “You are going to be quite an asset, Miss Joanna,” he said, brushing up close to her as he passed with his croquet mallet.

      “You must hurry now. Sweet ladies will melt in the rain, so I hear.”

      Joanna grinned, though she was curious about his comment about her being an asset. What would she be an asset to him for? She had a feeling it had to do with the paintings. He had peppered her with questions while they played. His interest in them was deeper than he had let on at first.

      She did not care why he was interested in the paintings. She was glad that he was giving her attention. She hurried to be just behind him as they made their way up the hillside to the front porch. She dropped her croquet mallet with the others as she passed. They did not have the time to put them away properly. It was not the first time the equipment had been left out in the rain. It would not be the last time.

      She enjoyed the fact that Lord Gilbert was looking over his shoulder to make sure she was coming up behind him. She pulled up her skirts so her feet would not get tangled in the fabric as she went up.

      At the stairs, she saw the first large drop of rain pelt down in front of her. Lord Gilbert reached back and grabbed her upper arm, pulling her along with him. Excitement jolted through her at his touch.

      The six young people spilled into the foyer of the house just as a crack of lightning split the darkened sky and the roll of thunder rumbled above them.

      Lord Gilbert was the last one in, closing the door behind him and leaning back against it. “I think we barely made it.”

      “A little rain is not going to kill anyone,” Annabelle laughed, taking off her gloves and hat. “But I am glad we got in just in time.”

      Lord Gilbert moved away from the door as the Duchess came from the parlor.

      “Look at you all! What a disgrace! Annabelle, you must go up and change immediately.”

      “I did not get caught in the rain, mother. I do not need to change.”

      “You have been out in the sun before that. You should refresh yourself and prepare for dinner. Joanna, Julia, you go along as well. Gentlemen, I am sure the duke would like to see you in the parlor.”

      “I believe I will also change my clothes, your grace,” Duke Colbourn said, bowing to her. “Thank you for the suggestion.”

      The girls and the Duke went up the stairs quickly, hoping to get away from the wrathful look of the Duchess.
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      Annabelle was the first one to rejoin the group in the parlor. The Balfour brothers had taken down the deck of cards and were flipping them over, playing some unknown game they must have made up themselves.

      Every few minutes, one would rejoice and gather all the cards on the table for himself. She turned to the window, where her father was standing. He seemed lost in thought.

      She tilted her head to the side, curious what he was thinking. She crossed the room on quiet feet and came up next to him, her eyes looking out over the landscape.

      “What are you looking at, father?” she asked in a quiet voice, not wanting to disturb his peace but too curious not to ask.

      He glanced at her, a soft look in his eyes. “Nothing… and everything.”

      She looked at him. “I do not understand.”

      He pulled in a deep breath and let out a knowing sigh. “I know, my dear. You may think of that as a good thing. This land we see when we look out this window, such a beauty to behold, do you not agree?”

      She looked at the lawn, the rolling stream, the sculpted trees, the flowers… she was always amazed by the breathtaking beauty. “I do agree, father. It is magnificent.”

      He smiled. “That is everything. That is the everything I meant. The nothing is what I was really seeing. This… in here…” He tapped his forehead.

      She turned her eyes and blinked at him for a moment. “Are you all right, father?” His behavior was confusing.

      He nodded, giving her a sad look. “I am fine. But I have come to realize that my daughter is not my child anymore. I will soon lose you to the man who will care for you the rest of your life. I am sad to think of it. But happy that you will be taken care of.”

      For a moment, Annabelle was sure he was talking about an arranged marriage. A jolt of fear split through her. Her mind raced. Could he and the reverend have been talking about her and one of the Balfour brothers? It could even be Duke Colbourn but could she be so lucky?

      Her father saw her tense up and raised his eyebrows. “My dear, you look terrified. What have I said?”

      “You seem quite certain I will be married soon. Do you… have you…”

      A smile crossed her father’s face. She knew him well and could see how badly he wanted to tease her. He chuckled and shook his head.

      “My dear, I have nothing arranged for you. You must not trust my judgment. Oh, Annabelle!” He could not help laughing, which made her crack a smile.

      “You scared me, father.”

      He pulled her into a hug, still laughing.

      Annabelle pressed her cheek against his jacket, breathing in the scent of his musky cologne. It was a smell she always associated with him and would long after he was gone. She would recognize it for the rest of her life.

      He released her when Duke Colbourn came into the room. He gave her a smile, grasping both of her shoulders before turning to Duke Colbourn.

      “Good afternoon, my Lord. I see you escaped the rain,” Duke Colbourn said, bowing at the waist. “You are looking well today.”

      “It is good to see you. Come and have a drink with me. I would love to talk to you about your colleague. When will he be coming?”

      “I thought he would be here today but this storm may have delayed his progress. I do expect him at any time.”

      As he was talking, Duke Colbourn moved his eyes to Annabelle and tilted his head in her direction. She smiled at him. She kept her eyes on his, taking in the look he was giving her, drinking it like water.

      She was sure she saw his attraction to her. She was certain her own showed on her face.

      She turned back to the window, barely able to drag her eyes away from him. If she stayed where she was, there was a good chance he would be distracted from talking to her father and that would show to be disrespectful.

      She heard their voices fade as they moved away from her. Julia was taking a long time changing. Annabelle was a little aggravated with her. She did not need to look fancy. They weren’t going to a ball.

      As she waited, Annabelle thought about her father’s behavior. He had been spending his time split between Duke Colbourn and Reverend Stovington. Since he dispelled any thought that he might be attempting to arrange a marriage for her, she knew he had to be talking about the duke.

      Her stomach rolled over a little and she pressed one hand against it. They were talking about her. The thought of it made her a bit uneasy. She pulled in and let out a shaky breath.

      Was that something that men did? Annabelle had always had her doubts. She had never caught her father in a conversation about relationships or emotions, unless it had something to do with business or political discussions. And even then, it would be something short and to the point.

      She looked over her shoulder, scanning the room. Julia had yet to come in. Her father was standing in front of the fireplace with Duke Colbourn. Their talk did not look serious. Both men were nodding a lot and gesturing with their hands. As she watched, the door opened and Julia came in.

      She spun around and waved at her friend. “Come here!” she hissed. Julia gave her a wide-eyed look and crossed the room, nodding and smiling at the Balfour brothers as she went. She lost the smile as she got closer to Annabelle.

      “What in heaven’s name? Are you all right? You look quite flushed!”

      “I am all right,” Annabelle reassured her, flapping one hand in front of her face to cool off her burning cheeks. She hadn’t realized she was blushing until Julia mentioned it. “I have just had the strangest time with my father. I must tell you about it!”

      Julia looked back at the men. Annabelle tapped her quite violently on the arm. “Do not look at them! They will know I am talking about them!”

      Julia turned back quickly, staring up at Annabelle. “My goodness, you must calm yourself. Why, you need to sit down. Come with me. We will sit away from the fireplace. There… over there by the window. You need some fresh air.”

      They moved quickly past the furnishings to reach the two chairs facing each other at an angle. In between them, a small window with a crank that could be opened to let in fresh air. Julia set Annabelle down in one before she took the other one and pulled her small handbag around to her lap. She unsnapped the top and pulled a small hand fan from its depths.

      She snapped the fan open and handed it to Annabelle. “Here. Use this.”

      Annabelle fanned her face for a few minutes. “Oh, Julia. I must tell you. I must…”

      “Slow down and breathe for a moment,” Julia said. “Nothing is so important that you cannot give yourself a few moments to calm down.”

      Annabelle did not think she was going to calm down. It was not something that had happened and was now over with. She was going to think about this for a long time. “My father… he and Duke Colbourn have been talking about me.”

      Julia raised her eyebrows. “Do men talk about women like that? Would a father talk about his daughter to another man?”

      “If that man is interested in courting his daughter, I would say the answer is yes.” Annabelle scanned her friend’s face. “Do you not agree?”

      Julia sat up straight in the chair and looked serious. “I suppose I would agree with that. And how do you know that they have been talking about you?”

      “When I came down, father gave me a hug. He was talking about how I would be leaving soon, that I would be married soon.”

      The same look of fear that had to have been hers flooded Julia’s face. Annabelle shook her head. “He did not arrange a marriage for me. That was also my first thought. But he reassured me it is not the case.”

      “Thank the stars.” Julia’s relief was obvious. She blew out a puff of air she had sucked in.

      “Yes. But the only men that have been at my home have been the Balfour brothers and Duke Colbourn. I do not believe my father would ever see me with either of the Balfours.”

      Julia shook her head. “I agree. He does not have bad judgment.”

      Annabelle smiled at the words, so similar to what her father had said.

      “If they have been talking about you, it can only be to ask for permission to court you. What else would men have to talk about?”

      Annabelle laughed. “I cannot think of a thing they would have to say. What would he ask? If I have a favorite flower?”

      Julia gave Annabelle a doubtful look. “Would Duke Cartwright even know that?”

      They continued to laugh. “I do not know! I will have to ask him!”

      “Do not go to any extra lengths on my account, my dear.”

      The Balfour brothers began calling their names, much to their dismay. They stood up with smiles and walked to the table where they were seated.

      “You are both looking lovely this evening,” Lord Gilbert said.

      “Yes,” Lord Leonard said. Both Annabelle and Julia struggled not to show their surprise. It was disrespectful to stare at someone when they speak, even if it was because they rarely said anything at all. They smiled at both young men.

      “Thank you both kindly,” Julia replied for both of them. “Are you enjoying your game?”

      “We were but Lord Leonard does not take kindly to losing. I do not know why he still plays against me.”

      Lord Leonard looked at him. “It is the perfect question, brother. Perhaps I will not play anymore.”

      Lord Gilbert nodded. He looked at both the women from one to the other and back again. “He says that every time we play.”

      Julia and Annabelle did not know whether they were supposed to laugh or not. It was a joke at Lord Leonard’s expense. They simultaneously lifted one hand to cover their mouth, where they would give a giggle-choke and clear their throats. Having used exactly the same motions, the girls looked at each other with big smiles.

      “I am willing to bet you could not do that again if you tried to,” Lord Gilbert said, sharing their amusement. “Would you like to play a card game with us? Or perhaps some Cribbage? I know you do like Cribbage.”

      “I suppose a quick game of Whit would be nice, if you are interested,” Julia said, stepping over to an open chair and sitting down, her eyes on the table in front of her.

      Annabelle reluctantly sat down opposite her. She was not in the mood for the game but if it was what they wanted to do, she would go along. How bad could it be?

      She was not fond of Whit and rarely played it. Julia was better than she, so having her as a teammate helped Annabelle a little. But her mood soured when she was near the Balfour brothers. There was something about them that made her skin crawl with goosebumps.

      Lord Leonard was more forthcoming, more open than he had been for the past day or two. He said a few words every now and then.

      Annabelle suspected Lord Gilbert told him to open up or he would not be accepted by society. What he had to contribute was usually worthwhile but so far, Annabelle suspected she would not recognize his voice if she heard it in a crowd.

      “I wonder,” Lord Gilbert said in a voice that got Annabelle’s attention, though his eyes were on Julia.

      “Where is your sister Miss Joanna? I was hoping to continue our conversation from earlier out on the lawn.”

      “I am sure she will be down directly,” Julia said, staring at Lord Gilbert’s face. Annabelle could see her analyzing him.

      “She always takes longer than we do when there is company.”
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      Annabelle had to excuse herself after a few games. The men stood up when she scooted her chair back, bowing at the waist. She told Julia it was unnecessary for her to leave the game because of her.

      “It is not as much fun without you, Annabelle,” Julia pouted for a moment. She grinned and waved Annabelle away.

      “I am teasing you. Go and talk to others. We are always together anyway. Perhaps I am tired of looking at you… oh no! I did not mean that! I love your face!”

      The quick turnaround Julia displayed made Annabelle laugh. “You are a silly goose.”

      She turned to walk to the other side of the room, where her mother and Cecilia were seated. They both looked up as she approached. Cecilia’s eyes widened when Annabelle sat next to her mother on the settee and leaned close so that her shoulder was touching her mother’s.

      “That is a beautiful… thing you are knitting, mother,” she said softly. She scanned it, trying to figure out what it was going to be but it was in the beginning stages.

      The Duchess looked somewhat surprised and Annabelle did not blame her. She was not often affectionate with her mother. The woman seemed as hard on the inside as she was on the outside.

      If Annabelle was not completely certain her mother was only trying to do what she thought was right, she might have been resentful. But her affection came from her father the majority of the time.

      The Duchess held out the knitted fabric in front of her and turned it from side to side. “It is… it is a blanket I am making for a friend who is to give birth soon. Does it not look like a blanket? Have I gotten the stitches wrong?”

      Before her mother tore out all the stitches she had done so far and started over, Annabelle hurried to say, “It does, it looks perfect, mother. There is not a thing wrong with it at all. Is that not right, Cecilia?” Annabelle gave her sister a pleading look. Cecilia grinned.

      “Of course it is a blanket. The stitches are perfect as always, mother. You need not worry at all. Your friend will adore it.”

      “I do hope so.” Annabelle was amazed by the strength she always heard in her mother’s voice, even when she was speaking low.

      “Mother, may I ask you a question?” Annabelle asked, leaning forward and looking up at her mother’s face.

      The Duchess looked drawn and worried. It was a look Annabelle was used to but just now felt sorry for. Her mother was strung so tightly, she was not able to relax.

      “You may,” the woman replied.

      “Father said earlier that he has realized I will be getting married soon. I… I think he is right, mother. I will be getting married soon.”

      The Duchess raised her eyebrows, giving her the same look Cecilia was. It was obvious they were mother and daughter in that moment. Annabelle looked from one to the other.

      “You may have noticed that there have been men around the house lately?” Annabelle asked, trying to make it obvious who she was talking about.

      “How can you be sure of such a thing?” Cecilia was the one to ask the question. She looked like she thought Annabelle was about to make a terrible mistake. Annabelle frowned at her.

      “Why do you react this way? Has it not been obvious that I have been spending some time with Duke Colbourn?”

      Cecilia shook her head.

      “It is unavoidable with him living here for a time, Annabelle. It just seems to me you are jumping too far ahead of yourself. You do not know the man. There is still much more for you to learn about him.”

      Annabelle’s frown turned into a scowl.

      “Please wipe that look from your face, daughter,” the Duchess said in a firm tone. Annabelle released her tense muscles and looked at her mother.

      “Your sister is right. The duke has not been here long enough for you to know whether he is worthy of you or not.”

      “I am just speaking from the heart, mother,” Annabelle said.

      “This is obvious to me,” the woman nodded, setting her knitting down in her lap and looking directly at Annabelle.

      “And when people speak from the heart, it means they are making decisions based upon the heart and not the head. This can get you in great trouble. You cannot try to make your fantasies a reality before their time.”

      Annabelle was hit by the word “fantasies”. She felt as though her mother was saying there could never be a courtship between her and the Duke. “It is not a fantasy, mother. It is… it is a possibility!”

      She was surprised to see her mother nod.

      “Yes. It is a possibility. And I am telling you not to let yourself go too deeply into the fantasy of what you want and let the possibility take its form however it does. Do not force anything. Do not expect anything. Take the chance if you are given it but do not live in the future now.”

      Annabelle chewed on her lip, thinking about what her mother was saying. She was an intelligent woman, there was no doubt about that. Her advice was valuable.

      She understood what the duchess was saying. She nodded.

      “Thank you, mother. I see what you are telling me. I will do my best to keep a level head and not get wrapped too tightly in my emotions.”

      The Duchess nodded, smiling wide. “You do understand. I am happy. Good girl.”

      It had been some time since she’d heard her mother call her a good girl. It felt good. Annabelle smiled and stood up. “We need some entertainment, mother. Shall I play the pianoforte?”

      The Duchess raised her eyebrows. “Thank you for the offer, Annabelle. Yes, please do! We will all gather in the music room.”

      Annabelle could not believe she had offered to play. She hadn’t played in several months and was quite unpracticed. But she would give it her best shot. She went to her father and asked if the two men would like to join her in the music room. She would be entertaining them for a time.

      The look on Duke Colbourn’s face made Annabelle’s heart melt. She tried to remember what her mother had said but the look of impressed admiration etched in his handsome features made her knees weak.

      She turned away from them to go to the card table and saw that Cecilia was already there, telling them what was going on. She caught the look of surprise and amusement on Julia’s face.

      Annabelle, her father, and Duke Colbourn were almost to the door when Joanna came around the corner, looking up at them in surprise.

      “Where is everyone going?”

      Duke Colbourn was the one who answered in a loud voice, “Miss Cartwright is going to entertain us on the pianoforte!”

      Annabelle said a quick prayer that Joanna would not react with surprise to that statement. Thankfully, Joanna seemed distracted, looking over their shoulders to the room around them.

      “Has Lord Gilbert already left?”

      “He has gone to the music room,” Annabelle answered. “You can see him there.”

      Without another word, Joanna turned on her heel and went back the way she’d come. The three of them looked at each other. Duke Colbourn shrugged and they went down the hall to the room where the musical instruments were kept.

      There was a small stage to the left, a fireplace behind it and on the other side of the room. Her father had created the design himself.

      Musicians were often hotter than others, simply because of the adrenaline from exerting themselves. If the room was too cold, the fireplace in the back could be lit without fear of burning up the musicians on the stage.

      Annabelle stepped away from her father and Duke Colbourn, going up on the stage and sitting at the pianoforte. She cleared her throat and desperately tried to remember the notes of the songs she used to play. She checked the keys to see if it was in tune, which, of course, it was.

      She looked out at the people who had gathered, noticing Julia sitting with her mother and Cecilia, Duke Colbourn sitting with her father in the front row and Joanna in the back with the Balfour brothers. No one was talking. They were all looking at her.

      She drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. You can do this, Annabelle, she told herself in her mind.

      She flexed her fingers and laid them on the proper keys. She closed her eyes and began to play.
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      Duke Colbourn had never seen a more beautiful sight in his life. He was not sure whether it was the beautiful music she was playing or the fact that she had captured his heart that made him think she was so stunning.

      He let the music flow over him. It took him to another place. He felt like he was floating for a moment. He realized he had closed his eyes and he opened them to gaze upon the emotional profile of Annabelle as she played.

      He could tell how hard she was concentrating, how much she had lost herself in the music. When the first song was over, he stood up and clapped loudly.

      “Beautiful!” he called out. “Absolutely fabulous!”

      Annabelle blushed furiously, smiling at him. “I am glad you liked it, my Lord.”

      He sat down again, his face glowing. He hadn’t been able to help himself. He wanted to hear more. Every time the woman did something, he fell for her more and more. He smiled at the duke, who just chuckled and shook his head.

      “I remember those times,” the older man said in a low voice that only Duke Colbourn could hear. “I do remember those times.”

      From the stage, Annabelle could see Joanna and the Balfour brothers clearly. They were in deep discussion. She could not imagine what the three of them could have to discuss that was so important. They did not seem to be paying any attention to her playing.

      That was not what was bothering her. It was the look on Joanna’s face. She had never seen the girl look so guilty, so sad and confused all at one time. The entire day, she had been smiling and laughing. She appeared to be having a good time with the Balfour brothers. But something had changed.

      She continued to play, distracted now, playing mindlessly, though she hit all the correct notes for the song. Her eyes slid to Duke Colbourn’s. His face was glowing, a large smile plastered there. She wanted to talk to him. She was worried about Joanna.

      His advice would be sound.

      She played several more songs, watching the Balfour brothers, who had Joanna in between them, lean over her and talk to each other. Her eyes moved from one to the other as they talked. She said only a few words and would nod reluctantly every now and then.

      Anxiety made Annabelle’s heart jittery. Whatever they were talking about, it was scaring Joanna.

      Annabelle played a note wrong and stopped for a second. She restarted almost immediately but the mistake was enough to get the attention of the Balfour brothers. They stopped talking, both their eyes darting to the stage.

      Annabelle hoped they did not see her look down. She had been watching them, hoping others in the audience would notice and wonder what she was staring at.

      Her face colored. She played the rest of the song and then turned from the pianoforte.

      “I am sorry. It does not look like I will be able to entertain you with any more songs. I am not feeling well.”

      Julia was on her feet and by her side in two seconds. “Annabelle. You come with me. We’ll get some tea. How does that sound?”

      Annabelle nodded, her eyes gazing at Duke Colbourn as she left. The look of worry on his face touched her heart. He turned to her father and she heard his deep voice asking if there was anything he could do for her.

      Her father shook his head but the look on his face said something different.
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      It was quiet when Annabelle got up the next morning. She’d gone to bed early and surprised even herself by falling asleep almost immediately and not waking up until the next day. She could not imagine what had made her so tired.

      The air around her was so silent, she questioned whether she had lost her hearing. When she went to the window and pulled back the drapes, she heard the sound of birds chirping outside her window. So it was not her hearing.

      She was curious now. Usually she could hear some kind of movement, an indication that there were other living people around her. She did not hear her father’s dogs out back, nor the three kittens Cecilia kept on the second floor of the mansion. She dressed and splashed some water on her face, rubbing the small cloth across her teeth to clean them.

      She went down the stairs, sliding her hand along the banister, being quiet intentionally. She looked around the bottom floor but there were no maids, no one at all, moving about.

      Her first destination was the dining hall. There should be a good spread of food there for all who wanted some. But there was the absence of noise from people eating breakfast.

      When she pushed the door open, there were only three people in the room besides the servants and they were sitting near the fireplace, talking in low voices. She did not recognize them.

      That did not surprise her. Visitors from other towns and cities sometimes came to the mansion to try the breakfasts and lunches they served to all. What surprised her was that none of her family members were there. Not one of them. Julia and Joanna were not there. Where was everyone?

      She stopped Mary, who was bringing out a fresh pot of tea. “Mary. Where is my family? Where is Miss Rickman?”

      Mary’s face was a blank. She shook her head. “I do not know, my Lady, I am sorry.”

      Annabelle turned away from her, looking around with a frown on her face. It did not make sense. She went across the room to the door and opened it to go out in the foyer.

      She stepped out and looked up the stairs. Cecilia was hurrying down them, staring down at her feet so she would not fall, holding on to the railing. She glanced up and saw Annabelle.

      “Oh! Annabelle! I had just come for you. You must come at once.” Her voice was frantic to match the look on her face.

      “What has happened?” Annabelle asked, alarmed.

      “It is terrible, Annabelle. Oh, it is so terrible.” Cecilia made it to the bottom of the stairs and came to her quickly, grabbing one of her arms.

      “Come with me. I cannot explain. You must hear this for yourself.”

      Annabelle’s heart raced as she hurried after her sister. They went directly to the library and went in. Annabelle had always enjoyed being in the library.

      Her father had purchased many fine books and reading them was one of her favorite things to do. She was not feeling good when she entered the library this time. She was worried.

      At the desk in the distance, the one her mother always used when she was corresponding with relatives and friends, her mother, Julia, and Joanna were standing, making a small circle. The three ladies turned when Cecilia and Annabelle entered.

      Annabelle almost came to a stop, shocked by the looks on their faces. Each one was different. Her mother’s was typically hard and stern but there was another look on her face that Annabelle did not recognize. Julia looked angry. Joanna looked guilty. She recognized the guilty look from the night before when she’d been playing the pianoforte.

      “Mother! Julia! What is going on here?” She passed Cecilia and moved to stand directly in between her mother and Julia. She looked from one to the other. Joanna would not meet her eye, which gave her pause.

      She looked at her mother, who was staring at Joanna at that point. “Mother?”

      “I had Cecilia come to get you, Annabelle. I want you to hear this for yourself.”

      Annabelle’s eyes widened in fear. She looked at her two friends. “Julia? Please someone tell me what is happening? Is someone hurt? Father? Is father…”

      “Tell her what you told me, Joanna,” her mother interrupted her.

      They all looked at Joanna.

      Joanna said nothing, still looking at the ground, unwilling to make eye contact with anyone around her. She was the one accusing but it felt to her as though they were all accusing her.

      “Joanna!” the duchess barked at the young woman, making her jump. She clasped her hands in front of her and mumbled something unintelligible.

      “We cannot hear you.” The duchess was losing her temper. Her voice rose in pitch and volume. “You had no trouble voicing your thoughts a few moments ago. Now that my daughter is here, you cannot speak up? Tell Annabelle what you told me immediately.”

      Joanna’s eyes dropped to the ground again. In a low voice, barely able to be heard, she said, “I… I told the duchess that… about the be… behavior of the duke yesterday. While we were playing croquet. And after… when you were playing the pianoforte.”

      Annabelle frowned.

      “What do you mean?” She searched her memory for something that might have made Joanna upset. The duke had done nothing wrong.

      In fact, he hadn’t spent much time with Joanna. He’d spent most of his time with her and Julia. In fact, he had been encouraged and happy that Joanna seemed to be having a good time with the Lords Balfour.

      Frustrated with the girl, the Duchess made a sound of irritation and turned to face Annabelle.

      “Joanna says that Duke Colbourn was lude with her yesterday, several times suggesting they meet in secret. She says that no matter how many objections she placed, he was persistent. Did you see any of this take place?”

      Annabelle was too shocked to speak. Her wide eyes turned to Joanna. Her claims were impossible. If there was one thing that was a fact, it was that she had her eyes on Duke Colbourn every chance she got. There was very little – if any – time for him to sneak off and speak to Joanna under his breath.

      “I saw nothing of the kind,” she responded, hotly. She could feel her cheeks burning. “Why would you say such a thing, Joanna? You know this is not true.”

      Joanna frowned. “It is true. I know you do not want to believe me. No one ever does. But he was very crude and would not leave me alone.”

      “I saw you with the Balfour brothers most of the day,” Annabelle responded, trying to understand how Joanna could say such a thing about Duke Colbourn.

      Regardless of her feelings for the man, he was a respectable gentleman and had proven himself to be such in the time he’d spent at their mansion.

      “You cannot expect anyone to believe such nonsense.”

      Joanna huffed.

      “I told you she would not believe me. I told you. No one believes me!” Joanna turned her back to them, covering her face with her hands. Annabelle did not believe the act for a moment. She looked at her mother and Julia, who both looked as taken aback as she was. Julia shook her head.

      “I do not know what to believe, Annabelle,” she said in a quiet voice. “What do we really know about Duke Colbourn.”

      Annabelle looked at her friend like she’d grown another head. “We know he was not speaking to Joanna that way yesterday!” she exclaimed.

      Julia pulled in a sigh. She folded her hands over her chest and looked at her sister.

      “Joanna, you must understand why it is so hard for us to believe this. I must say, I am as surprised as everyone else. You were with us for only half the day. And in that time, you played croquet as Lord Gilbert’s partner and spent the rest of the evening sitting with him and his brother while Annabelle played and then we all had some tea and toast and went to bed. I cannot think of a single time I saw the duke speaking to you.”

      Joanna did not turn back to look at them. When she spoke, it was to the air in front of her. “You just did not see him. It happened the way I say it did.”

      Annabelle’s temper was getting out of her control. For the first time in her young life, she balled up her fists and shook them at her sides. She would never be convinced that the duke had done such a scandalous thing. He was a gentleman through and through.

      She had known Joanna for a long time. This was something she never would have expected. She had not known the duke for a long time. How could she know what he would do? Could it be possible that Joanna was telling the truth? She did not want to believe it. She refused to believe it.

      Duke Colbourn was an outstanding man, a man with conviction and stamina. He was a man of honor. Her father would not have done business with him, even sell him paintings if he was not sure.

      Duke Cartwright would also not have invited the duke and his colleague, Mr. Covington, to stay at Norrend if he was not completely sure his wife and daughters would be safe from harm.

      He had been corresponding with Duke Colbourn for a long time before he was invited to come and look at the paintings.

      After all that time of negotiation and invitation, could Duke Colbourn truly be what Joanna was claiming him to be? She would not – could not believe it.

      She bit her lips together to keep the wrong words from coming out. She did not want to bite Joanna’s head off because of this. If it was true, she would never forgive herself for believing in the Duke and not one of her oldest friends, someone who was more like a sister to her.

      And she would never forgive Duke Colbourn either. He had already taken a great portion of her heart. He had captured her attention. She believed she had captured his, as well. The dilemma was almost too much to bear.

      She simply refused to believe it. “I want to talk to Duke Colbourn,” she said, looking at her mother. The duchess shook her head. Annabelle frowned.

      “Why not, mother? I want to ask him if this is true!”

      “It is not your place to decide if he is telling the truth or not, Annabelle,” her mother replied, her voice cold.

      “It is the Duke who will make the decision. Make no mistake, Joanna, if you are lying, there will be consequences. You do not wish to shame your family, do you?”

      Joanna’s back stiffened. She shook her head. “No, I do not.”

      “Then tell us now. Are you telling the truth?”

      Joanna nodded her head up and down.

      “I want you to tell me with your voice,” the duchess insisted.

      “Yes, your grace. I am telling the truth.”

      Annabelle shook her head, backing away from the women. “I do not believe her.” She turned on her heel and bolted for the door.

      “Annabelle, you must wait to speak to him until the Duke has…”

      She was through the door before her mother finished. She had never in her life been disrespectful to her mother. But the woman simply did not understand.

      She had to find Duke Colbourn and warn him that Joanna was trying to smear his reputation.

      To what end? What did Joanna hope to accomplish by tarnishing the duke’s reputation? She would never believe that it had anything to do with her.

      Joanna may not have been close to Annabelle, but the two women were still like sisters. They loved each other… or at least, that was the way Annabelle had always thought of it. Joanna could be a handful. But most sisters were, weren’t they?

      Annabelle ran down the hall and swung open the door of the parlor. It was empty. Her father’s study was just beyond it. She hesitated. She rarely went to her father’s study. He did business there and she did not want to disturb him.

      She had learned at a young age that he needed quiet to concentrate on the deals he was making. She had no idea what those deals entailed but she had always thought they must be very intricate for him to need such peace and quiet.

      Was Joanna simply jealous that the duke was paying attention to Annabelle and not her? Again, that made no sense to Annabelle. Lord Gilbert was giving Joanna plenty of attention.

      Her mind went back to the night before when Lord Gilbert and Lord Leonard were holding a conversation in front of a very distraught Joanna. Perhaps she told them what the duke was doing?

      Annabelle shook her head. It was not true so that was unlikely.

      Perhaps they were telling her to say something and she did not want to? But why would they want to do that?

      Nothing made sense to Annabelle. All she knew was that she had to find him. If he was already with her father, she would interrupt them. She would say her peace. She would find out the truth.

      Annabelle moved quickly down the hall to her father’s study. She knocked on the door lightly and then swung it open. Her father was there. Duke Colbourn was not.

      He looked up at her. She could tell the duchess had already informed her husband what had been said. His face was drawn and worried. He beckoned to her with one hand.

      “Come in, Annabelle. We must talk.”

      She went in and closed the door behind her, leaning against it with her hand still wrapped around the handle. Suddenly, the urge to sob like a brokenhearted child overcame her.
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      Her father stood up and came around the desk to console her. He held his arms out and she went into them, covering her face with her hands.

      “Father, it is not true. It cannot be true.”

      The Duke pushed one large hand through his daughter’s hair and pulled her to his shoulder.

      “Hush, my dear. We will sort this out.”

      “But…”

      “I said to hush. I believe the duke has gone on a ride in town. He is due back soon. We must sort through this as quickly as possible but we cannot find the underlying cause of it without his input. The man cannot be tried and found guilty without even having a say in the situation.”

      Annabelle looked up at her father. “You cannot believe Joanna, father. You know that she is not… she is…”

      “I know what you mean to say, my dear. You have dealt with much from her over the years. Do not think I have not noticed. She is quite a feisty young lady.”

      “That is an understatement, father.” Annabelle’s anger was returning. How dare Joanna say such things about the man she loved?

      Her father took her by the hand and lead her to the chair in front of his desk. He waited until she had lowered herself to it before returning to his chair on the other side of the large white wood desk.

      Annabelle had sat in that particular high-backed, blue cushioned chair on many occasions, some good, some bad. The bad consisted mostly of her having spilled something and refused to clean it up. That had happened about three times when she was five.

      She felt like that five-year-old again, sitting in the chair, crying in front of her father. But so many years had passed and so many things had happened. She was not five. This was a serious matter.

      The Duke’s reputation was at stake. If word got out that he’d even been accused, people would start to wonder about his character.

      “This is not fair to the Duke,” Annabelle said, her voice as firm as her mother’s.

      “You know what a scandal like this could do to him? It is not fair! I do not understand why Joanna would lie!”

      “He has rejected her, has he not?”

      “On several occasions. But he was not… he was already…”

      Duke Cartwright nodded.

      “You do not have to continue. I know what you are trying to say. He had already shown interest in you when Joanna saw him.”

      “Yes, father. At first, I thought you wanted him to meet Julia. I pushed him to speak to her and told him all types of wonderful things about her…” She could not help smiling.

      “I think it confused him. My attraction was probably on my face from the very beginning.”

      “I did not notice it,” her father admitted. “But I believe the flash in your eyes when he was around was there before he ever encountered Joanna. That I know of, of course.”

      Annabelle nodded, her tears drying up as she found an ally in her father. “So you do not believe Joanna’s story?”

      Duke Cartwright pressed his lips together, steepling his hands in front of them and resting his elbows on the desk. “I am afraid I do not believe her, Annabelle. And this poses a great problem for me.”

      Annabelle blinked at him, waiting to hear his explanation. She did not want to push him to tell her but she wanted to know.

      “The Duchess will need to save face, both in society and with Joanna’s mother, Lady Rickman. Lord Rickman will be unhappy but he is an easy-going chap and will not be upset for long. Many men that I’ve known have said something they did not mean to or should not have said to a lady.”

      Annabelle shook her head.

      “Are you saying he may have said something without realizing it?”

      Her father shook his head. “I am telling you that Lord Rickman will be easier to deal with than the Lady. She is very protective of her children.”

      Annabelle frowned.

      “That is not what I see, father. She has sent Joanna and Julia here since they were young girls. How is that being protective of your children? I would always want mine with me. I cannot protect them from afar.”

      “She feels that is exactly what she is doing,” her father said.

      “She is incapable of providing the kind of mothering relationship they need and she entrusted that to your mother.” He tilted his head when he saw the look on her face.

      “And while your mother is not the most nurturing woman in the world, she is very confident and was able to give them a mother, even if it was not the perfect mother.”

      “I understand, father. But what is it you are trying to say? Mother is not going to be on our side?”

      “She will likely not want to believe Joanna is lying to us. She will want to believe the girl would not stoop to doing something so vile and vicious to a man who has done her no harm.”

      “But that is exactly what she is doing, father!” Annabelle exclaimed.

      “We must not let her do this to him!”

      “We will get to the truth, Annabelle. This I promise you. But you must stay calm. You must go to town with your mother, as that is what she had planned today.”

      Annabelle frowned.

      “I cannot go to town, father! I am so…”

      “I know you are angry. But you will have to keep up appearances. For your mother’s sake, if not mine. I enjoy my evenings when my wife has had a good day. If she has not, I am forced to keep to myself. That is not much fun.” He smiled at her.

      “I do not want to go to town.” She did not return his smile. Instead, she stuck out her bottom lip and slumped down in the chair the way she had done when she was a small child. She knew it would make him smile but it was actually the way she felt.

      She wanted to sulk and pound her feet and her fists on the floor. She wanted to squirm and fidget and make small guttural noises to get under her mother’s skin.

      But she was not going to do any of those things. Those days were over. She was a grown woman now, about to be married. And she would do anything and everything she could to make sure it was Duke Colbourn she met at the end of the aisle.

      She stood up abruptly.

      “Thank you for listening, father. I hope you will speak to the duke with mercy and kindness, despite what has been said about him.”

      “You know I will, my dear.” Her father nodded at her as she moved backwards toward the door.

      She gave him a long look before turning and heading back through the door. She did not want to be in the study when he had his talk with Duke Colbourn.

      She would rather be far away. But into town with her sister, Julia, Joanna, and her mother? Could not they change the plans?

      She went up the stairs quickly to her room and changed into afternoon luncheon clothes. She was on her way back down when Julia stopped her at the top of the stairs.

      She was going to her room to get a special pair of boots she wanted to wear. The makers claimed they were waterproof. She wanted to prove whether they were or not.

      “Annabelle. Come with me,” she took Annabelle’s arm. That was the second time Annabelle had been grabbed and dragged off somewhere by someone in just one day.

      “I hope I am not going to get more bad news,” Annabelle sighed. “The last time someone said something like that to me, I got some horrible, terrible news.”

      Julia practically pushed her friend down the hallway and through her doorway. She closed it behind her and began to pull off the ties that held her tunic around her waist. She slipped the tunic off and followed it with her underskirts.

      “We are going into the city,” Julia said, pulling on fresh clothes. She looked relieved. “I want to tell you right now that I do not believe Joanna is telling us the truth. I do not know why she would lie about such a thing, other than his rejection of her. Some women simply cannot deal with a man rejecting her.”

      “But many men have rejected Joanna,” Annabelle said, sitting on the edge of Julia’s bed and watching her friend get dressed. She got up and offered to help her with her corset.

      As she tightened it, she continued, “It is not like that with you and me. We are different. We have experienced rejection before and we were able to move on. She will be, too. But petty revenge is not going to solve her problems.”

      “Her weaknesses are many. I do wish I did not have to speak of her so. She is my twin sister, my only sister. I wish her no harm. Why does she wish it on others who have done nothing but offer kindness to her?”

      Annabelle was once again relieved to hear that someone other than her believed in Duke Colbourn’s innocence. And to hear Julia say those words about her own sister, it was heartbreaking.

      “I know how you must be feeling, Julia. She is like a sister to me. Why would she say these things? I have been going over it in my mind and I just cannot … I cannot understand!”

      Julia nodded a thank you for the help with the corset. She stepped into the new dress she would be wearing and turned so Annabelle could tie up the satin straps in the back.

      “This is a nice dress. Are we dressing up for the city today?”

      “I want to wear this. My father bought it several years ago and I have never worn it.”

      Annabelle raised her eyebrows.

      “You have never worn it?”

      Julia laughed.

      “Not even once. I forgot it was there. Found it in with Joanna’s things. Is that not funny?”

      “I have never seen her wear it.”

      Julia nodded.

      “I doubt she knew it was there. Come. Are you done? Yes? Your mother and the girls are waiting down in the foyer for us.”

      “They were not there the last time I was down there.”

      Annabelle stood up, feeling the pressure of Julia’s rush. If she was standing in one place, Julia would be tapping one foot in impatience. They went through the door out into the hallway.

      Once she was downstairs, Annabelle had a hard time looking at Joanna. It did not matter if she did. The girl was not looking at her. Her anger boiled just below the surface. She was refusing to let it show.

      The carriage was waiting for them out front. The driver opened the door and helped the girls into it. Once they were inside, the duchess closed the door from the outside and looked at the girls over it.

      “I wish to stay here and talk with the Duke and Duke Colbourn when he arrives. You ladies go on and I will meet you in the restaurant at three p.m.”

      Annabelle turned in her seat as the driver pulled out of the driveway, staring back at her mother. Was she going to make Duke Colbourn leave? If she did, would Annabelle ever see him again?

      She spent the entire ride into the city in fear that her mother had stayed in order to demand the Duke leave the premises.

      If she was angry enough to send him off the premises, he would not dare to see Annabelle again, no matter how deep their love might be or have the chance to be.

      She vowed to herself, staring out over the horizon, that she would not speak to Joanna again until this matter was resolved. Joanna needed to confess to the truth.

      Most of all – more important than anything else – Annabelle wanted to know why. She just wanted to know why.
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      Duke Colbourn missed seeing the ladies by only a few minutes. He had taken a longer route back to the mansion than usual, simply to enjoy the beauty of the English countryside. He came upon the path up to the house moments after they went through the gate to go into the city.

      He was riding peacefully and slowly, letting his horse meander up the path to the mansion. The air was crisp and clean. The sky was blue with just a few white clouds. He hadn’t seen a more beautiful day in quite some time.

      He knew what he wished he was doing. He wished he was on a picnic with the beautiful Annabelle. Her smile, her sweet scent… it all appealed to him.

      According to her father, whom Duke Colbourn respected completely – as a Duke and as a man – Annabelle was interested in getting to know him.

      Duke Cartwright had not talked to Annabelle about it but he said he could tell by the look on her face when she happened to glance Duke Colbourn’s way.

      Duke Colbourn was fairly certain he’d seen that look on her face, as well.

      He did not want to be presumptuous. It just seemed to him that the right words from his mouth and she would be his. Her father did not have an objection. If he had, he would have mentioned it long ago.

      He reached the barn and dismounted, handing the reins to one of the stable boys. He turned on his heel and looked up at the mansion, holding his hat with one hand to scan the entire building.

      Annabelle was in there somewhere, reading, talking to Julia, playing a game. He could not hazard a guess as to what she was doing right then. He wanted to know, though.

      The thought that he was about to find out made him feel a bit nervous. His reaction to seeing Annabelle made him chuckle. He should have been long past the age where girls made him nervous.

      He took the steps up to the porch two at a time, reaching the top in four stretches. He walked to the front door and opened it, entering almost silently. He turned around and closed the door behind him.

      Mary was standing by the dining hall door. He looked at her curiously and raised his eyebrows when she beckoned to him with her small hand.

      “Your Grace! Your Grace! May I speak with you?” She kept her voice low. Her worried tone concerned him and he went to her quickly.

      “What is it, Mary?”

      “The girl, Miss Joanna, she has said some terrible things about you to the master, my Lord. He is waiting for you in his study. He and the duchess both. They are waiting for you.”

      Duke Colbourn’s mood plummeted. What would Joanna have said? What could she have said? He had done nothing untoward, not to her, not to Julia, not even to Annabelle. It was not his way.

      “They are in his study?”

      “Yes, my Lord.” Mary studied his face. He could tell she was searching for the truth. He looked back at her and she dropped her eyes.

      He turned away from her and went toward the duke’s study, his heart hammering in his chest. This was a bad situation.

      Not only was his reputation at stake with all of society, his relationship with Annabelle was in jeopardy and it hadn’t even started yet.

      Not to mention the paintings he was preparing to buy. They were items he had been searching for at least a year. The paintings meant nothing compared to his feelings for Annabelle.

      He took in a deep breath before knocking and opening the door at the call of “enter”.

      He walked directly to the desk, where the duke was seated. The Duchess stood next to him. He tried to read their faces but found it impossible. Duke Cartwright always had a kind look on his face.

      He was worried, Duke Colbourn saw that his worry lines had come out around his eyes and his forehead. He knew they were worry lines because he had never seen them before. The Duchess just looked coldly at him, giving him a sense of dread.

      “You wanted to speak with me, your Grace?”

      “Yes, my Lord, please sit.”

      Duke Cartwright held out his hand toward the chair Annabelle had been sitting in earlier. Duke Colbourn sat down, settling himself in the chair comfortably.

      This was not going to be a nice conversation. He wanted to at least be comfortable while participating in it.

      “Something has come to our attention that we need to speak with you about, Duke Colbourn.” His formality made Duke Colbourn more nervous.

      “Yes, my Lord.” Duke Colbourn nodded.

      The Duchess narrowed her eyes.

      “You know to what we are referring?”

      Duke Colbourn nodded again, looking up at her.

      “One of the maids stopped me to tell me I should come in and speak with you. She said that Miss Joanna has been making some accusations against me. May I ask, please, what it is she claims I have done?”

      The look on the Duchess’s face eased somewhat, which was a relief to Duke Colbourn. He was sure she had been thinking his guilt had made him aware of the situation.

      She looked away from him, lifting her eyes to stare at nothing. Duke Cartwright was the one who answered his question.

      “She has told the duchess you were making crude remarks to her during the croquet game yesterday, propositioning her to meet you in secret.”

      An abrupt chuckle came out of Duke Colbourn unexpectedly before he could stop it. He cleared his throat, looking at the two of them with regret. He lifted one balled up fist and put it in front of his mouth to hide his smile unsuccessfully.

      “I do apologize,” he said through another chuckle. He lowered his head and let out one more, shaking his head. He looked up.

      “Your Grace, you cannot believe such a ludicrous lie. I am ashamed to say such a thing but the girl is not telling you the truth. I have no interest in meeting with her in secret.”

      “You have done nothing untoward against Joanna?” the Duke asked.

      Duke Colbourn shook his head vigorously.

      “No, my Lord. Believe me. I have no interest. She is not the one I would ask for such things, if I were to ever do so. And I would never do so.”

      Duke Cartwright stared at him before looking up at the Duchess.

      “I believe him. Do you?”

      The Duchess was back to staring at Duke Colbourn with cold, hard eyes.

      “You are interested in my daughter, Annabelle, are you not?”

      Duke Colbourn moved his eyes back and forth between the duke and Duchess, who were now both staring at him. He nodded. “I am.”

      “Then it would behoove you to watch your behavior around all other women, would it not?” the Duchess continued.

      Duke Colbourn felt like a schoolboy being berated by the headmaster. He forced himself to keep his head high and his eyes on theirs.

      “Yes, it would.”

      “And you will take care that your behavior is not misconstrued in any way?”

      Duke Colbourn’s temper was beginning to rise. She was making it seem like he was guilty and they were just letting him off easy.

      “I always do, your Grace. But I must insist that I have done nothing and said nothing wrong. I spent nearly all my time with Miss Rickman and Miss Cartwright yesterday. Miss Joanna was with Lords Balfour. I rarely spoke to her at all, much less did I have the time or inclination to proposition her.”

      Duke Colbourn thought the look on Duke Cartwright’s face suggested the Duke was already tired of the whole situation.

      “I believe him.” He repeated the phrase, looking up at the duchess. She looked from Duke Colbourn to her husband and back.

      Duke Colbourn felt he should say something in his own defense but did not know how to say it without sounding disparaging to anyone.

      His nature was to be polite but what Joanna had done was nearly intolerable. Why would she try to ruin his chances with Annabelle, therefore ruining his life?

      “I am terribly disappointed that she has said something like this, your Grace,” Duke Colbourn looked at Duke Cartwright.

      “I am unsure how to act around her. I do hope that you are not asking me to leave the premises.”

      “Your precious paintings are safe, your grace,” the duchess said. The Duke lifted his hand and she clamped her mouth shut, looking down at Duke Cartwright. He shook his head without looking at her.

      “I do not believe that your request to stay has anything to do with the paintings. I am aware of your intentions for my daughter and have no objections currently. You may pursue courting her with my permission. However, we are walking on a thin line here. You must remember that. If Miss Joanna tells her tale anywhere else, your reputation will be at stake, as well as ours.”

      “How do I rectify that situation, my Lord?” Duke Colbourn asked. He hoped the man would not suggest being nicer to Joanna. That would only lead her to believe he was truly interested in her, which, at this point he was not, even if he ever had been.

      Duke Cartwright looked up at his wife.

      “The Duchess will take care of the situation. She will have a talk with the girls, all of them.” The Duchess just nodded, her face unchanging.

      Duke Colbourn wondered if the woman had ever smiled. Did she approve of his courtship with Annabelle?

      It appeared it would not matter, as long as he had Duke Cartwright on his side.

      “I will take my leave of you, my Lord, if you do not mind,” he said. “I am anxious to speak with Miss Cartwright. May I ask where she is?”

      “She has gone to the city with her sisters.” The Duchess included Julia and Joanna in the word. “She will be back in several hours.”

      “Thank you. I will be here for dinner tonight.”

      Duke Colbourn stood up and went to the door without looking back. He was a mixture of emotions. The doorknob felt cold under his hand when he turned it. Once on the other side, he let out the breath he’d been holding and leaned over, resting his hands on his knees.

      Joanna had nearly done him in. The accusation had come unexpectedly. He’d been blindsided. He felt like he’d been punched.

      For the life of him, he could not figure out why the girl would want to do something like that to him. What had he done to stir her ire? He stood straight up, his eyes on the front door.

      He was not going to wait the hours till the girls got home. He was going to ride to the city and see if he could find them. He did not care if Joanna saw him or if she was made uncomfortable by his presence.

      He wanted to see Annabelle. Talking to her was the only thing that would make him feel better.

      As he rode down the path leading away from the house, he wondered what Annabelle’s reaction had been to Joanna’s accusations. He had neglected to ask the duke. She must have been shocked, dismayed, hurt…

      His anger at Joanna rose up again. She had hurt Annabelle, whether she meant to or not. That was not acceptable. He could imagine the emotions running through her.

      They had to be similar to the ones he was feeling. Except she may have her doubts. She would not know the truth. She hadn’t spoken to him yet.

      His stomach turned over at the thought that she might have believed Joanna. Perhaps that was why she had gone to the city with her? Or she may have been ordered to go by her mother.

      There were many possibilities.

      Duke Colbourn hurried his horse along, no longer enjoying the bright blue sky above or the beautiful scenery around him. The only thing on his mind was getting to the city and finding Annabelle. He hadn’t asked where they’d gone or the purpose for going into the city.

      He shook his head. His anxiety to find her had caused him to neglect important questions.

      He would find her regardless. He did not care if he had to stop at every restaurant or shoppe and ask if they had seen the four girls. He was determined to find her.
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      Annabelle did not have anything to say to Joanna as they rode to the city. She was upset, unsure whether she should believe Joanna or not. It did not seem possible but she did not truly know the duke. Could he be a scoundrel who would do such a thing?

      When they got to the shopping district, the driver stopped and let the girls out. They would walk up the street, cross to the other side and come back. It was a long street. It would take them nearly two hours to traverse the whole thing, if they stopped at every shop and did not purchase anything for lunch.

      Annabelle felt a little sick when she immediately saw the Balfour brothers heading toward them. They had seen the girls first and crossed the street to meet them.

      She looked at Joanna, wondering if the girl had known they would be there or had told them to meet her there. The look on her friend’s face was one of delight, which made Annabelle sick considering the lies she had been telling that day.

      She pulled lightly on Julia’s puffy sleeve, moving her head in the direction of the brothers. Julia turned her head and saw them.

      “Oh dear,” she murmured in a voice so low only Annabelle heard her.

      “Julia, we should go in this shop. I do not want to speak to them.” Annabelle murmured.

      Julia gave her an understanding look. She touched Joanna on the arm. “We are going in here, Joanna. Please give our regards to the brothers.”

      Without waiting for a response, Julia pulled Annabelle and Cecilia with her, making it seem like she was the one trying to get away from the brothers.

      Looking over her shoulder, Annabelle saw the two Balfours looking their way, only slightly confused. They looked more amused than anything else.

      Once they were inside, Julia and Cecilia proceeded to look at the goods and wares around them. It was a shop that sold clocks and other items for the house. Fancy plates and dinner items. Napkins and tablecloths.

      Annabelle watched Joanna through the window. She tried to decipher what the three were saying to each other but she did not know how to read lips. The looks on their faces told her only that they were delighted about what they were talking about.

      It aggravated Annabelle. She wanted to force Joanna to tell the truth.

      “Julia,” Annabelle pulled her friend to the side.

      “Do you think she is telling them what she told mother this morning? They will surely go and tell everyone they meet. The lie will damage the Lord’s reputation completely. He will be shunned.”

      Julia glanced toward the window where her sister and the Balfours could be seen. She shook her head.

      “I do not know, Annabelle. I do not think they would lower themselves to spreading rumors. It would not make them look like gentlemen.”

      “I am not sure they are concerned about looking like gentlemen,” Annabelle responded, her anger coming through her voice.

      “You are upset with them, as well?”

      “Last night when I was playing the pianoforte, they had her in between them and I must say, she looked terribly uncomfortable. I would not have wanted to be her in that moment. They were leaning over her, speaking to each other. She looked like she wanted to run away. She was completely distraught. Now she is talking to them as if they are all best of friends. I am suspicious, Julia, I cannot help it. Something is not right.”

      “What can we do, Annabelle? We cannot get someone to do something we want them to do. If she insists on telling these stories, we cannot stop her.”

      Annabelle was not satisfied with that. There had to be a way to keep Joanna from ruining Duke Colbourn’s reputation with the ton.

      Julia shook her head, taking Annabelle’s hand and squeezing it.

      “Annabelle, you must not worry so much about the Duke. He can handle himself. In fact, I am sure he is beside himself with worry that you have believed my sister. I cannot defend her, though I do love her. I do not understand her behavior at all. I am sorry, Annabelle. I know you are in love with the duke.”

      Hearing it said aloud made Annabelle feel strange inside. She was coming to accept the reality that she was indeed, in love with the man. She wanted to spend the rest of her life with him.

      If that was what he wanted, too.

      “You must try to relax. We will see the duke in a few hours.”

      “Mother may have made him leave.”

      Julia looked doubtful. She pursed her pretty lips and shook her head.

      “I do not think she will. Your parents did not look like they believed my sister. The Duke…” She shook her head. “He is friends with Duke Colbourn. He knows the man better than you and I do. He will find the underlying cause of it. And if he does not believe it, he will not allow your mother to get rid of his grace. You are worrying so much and you must not do that. You will have worry lines in your pretty face before you know it.”

      “You sound like my aunt,” Annabelle had to laugh softly. “I will try not to worry. Right now, I only wish I was with the duke. I want to know what he is thinking, if he is angry with me.”

      “Why in heaven’s name would he be angry with you? You did nothing wrong,” Julia sounded truly confused. She tilted her head and looked at Annabelle like the woman had lost her mind.

      Annabelle shook her head. “I… I am not sure. I just feel as though he is mad at me.”

      Julia stood for a moment, biting her lips together. She was highly amused. The look on her face irritated Annabelle, who frowned.

      “Oh, now you are going to tease me. Do not tease me, Julia. I shall have to smack you.”

      Julia stuck out the tip of her tongue quickly. “You would never do such a thing, Miss Annabelle Cartwright. And we both know that.”

      Annabelle sighed loudly.

      “You are right, of course. I am being silly.”

      Julia nodded.

      “You are being silly. Are you ready to go out and confront the Balfour brothers now?”

      “I suppose I can tolerate their presence for the time being. If I must.” She looked directly at her friend, who blinked rapidly and put on a sober face.

      “You must,” Julia said, seriously.

      Annabelle’s mood had lifted, which surprised and pleased her. She treasured Julia and her ways. Talking to her always made everything better. She put her arm through Julia’s and squeezed her.

      “You are a good friend, Julia.”

      Julia grinned wide.

      “As are you.”

      They went through the door one at a time, Julia leaving first with Annabelle directly behind her. Annabelle felt the satin straps under her chin loosening. A good breeze would surely knock her hat off her head.

      She put one hand on the top of her head and the other on the straps. Sure enough, the bow had come loose.

      “Oh dear,” she said, fiddling with the straps. She could easily retie them but how they would look worried her. She did not want a messy bow under her chin. She stopped Julia and made her look at the straps.

      “Please,” she heard to her left. She turned her head and saw Lord Gilbert Balfour approaching, a wide smile on his face. She looked away from the unbrushed teeth to his dark eyes.

      They were like pools of black snakes swimming around in mud. She had to avert her eyes again, choosing to look to the side as if she was thinking.

      “Allow me to fix your bow, Miss Cartwright.”

      Before she could protest, Lord Gilbert was untying the bow and retying it, straightening the satin so that it lay flat against her chin.

      “There. That is much better.”

      He put his hands on her shoulders and turned her so she could look in the reflection of the window. He released her almost immediately but where he had touched her made her feel uncomfortable.

      “Does that look better?” he asked. She moved her eyes over the reflection, noting that her face looked like she had just been frightened nearly to death. She forced herself to change the look, making it a more amiable, innocent look. She did not want to seem like a frightened rabbit.

      “It does look better,” she said in a voice much more confident than she felt. “Thank you, kind my Lord, for your assistance.”

      “It was my pleasure, my Lady.” Lord Gilbert turned away from her, returning to Joanna’s side. He smiled at Lord Leonard.

      “That is how you treat a Lady, my brother. If you were not so shy, you would know that.”

      “I am not shy,” Lord Leonard said. “I am selective. I choose my words wisely and it leaves me with time to analyze and observe. Something you, my brother, might oblige yourself in attempting sometime.”

      Lord Gilbert shook his head, laughter on his face. Annabelle thought Lord Leonard’s comments were on target. It was a shame Lord Gilbert did not take him seriously.

      He was intelligent. She suspected he was much more intelligent than Lord Gilbert but let his brother stand in the spotlight so he did not have to. It was much more Lord Gilbert’s nature to be outspoken anyway.

      “We must not stand here out in the open all day,” Cecilia said. Annabelle had almost forgotten her little sister was with them. She had wandered off in the shop and was only now coming out.

      “Come, there are other shops I want to visit before the day is done. It is a beautiful day but I will burn if I stand here for long. So will you, Annabelle.”

      Annabelle nodded. “You are right, Cecilia. There, we can get some pastries and cold tea.” She pointed to a small café directly on the other side of the street.

      “Allow me.” Once again, Lord Gilbert came to stand by her. He took her hand and looking both ways, he crossed the street with her, holding her hand up in the air as if she was an invalid or royalty. She did not know how to feel about it. It felt to her like he was touching her more than he should be.

      She did not want him to kiss her hand, help her in and out of a buggy, help her across the street. She was not helpless and did not like to be treated like a fragile child.

      She gave him a cursory smile, pulling her hand away as soon as she was on the other side of the street. She turned to go in, catching the look on Joanna’s face. She was angry. Lord Gilbert was deliberately treating her special to make the girl jealous.

      Her feelings toward Lord Gilbert were already sour. Thinking that he was hurting Joanna on purpose made it worse. She picked up her skirt and hurried over to where Joanna was standing in the street, as if she was not going to come in the café.

      “Joanna. Come with me. I want to sit with you and talk to you.”

      Joanna’s eyes widened. She was not expecting Annabelle to do that. Annabelle held on to her friend’s elbow and directed her up the three steps to the door of the café. She smiled at Joanna to show she held no ill will against her and the two of the entered the café.

      “Come and sit with me at a table over here, Joanna,” Annabelle said, taking her friend’s hand. Joanna was still in shock and could do nothing but obey.

      She followed Annabelle to a small table for two in the corner of the café. She sat at one end so she could look across at Joanna.

      She did not think about what she wanted to say before she said it. She just started talking.
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      “Joanna. You must tell me why you would say those things about Duke Colbourn when you are so obviously taken with Lord Gilbert.” She leaned forward with one hand and placed it on the table, ignoring the fact that the rest of their group had entered the café and taken a different table, their eyes fixed on the two girls in the corner.

      “Joanna, you know that I am interested in the Duke. Are you trying to hurt me?”

      She tried to read the look on Joanna’s face. It seemed a mixture of guilt and bitterness. “I am not trying to hurt you, Annabelle,” the girl said in a low voice.

      “Then why would you say such things.”

      Joanna looked down, her cheeks turning red. “I… have you thought that what I have said might be true?”

      Annabelle shook her head. “You know your words are not true. You should tell the duke and duchess they are not true. You know it is not possible. He was not near you long enough to do such things. Not without being seen nor heard.”

      Joanna shifted uncomfortably in her seat. She refused to meet Annabelle in the eye. Annabelle stared at her for what seemed like an hour but was really only a few minutes.

      “I am disappointed, Joanna,” Annabelle’s voice dropped almost to a whisper. “I am so disappointed.”

      Without another thought, Annabelle stood up and walked out of the café. She did not know where she was going and she prayed God would send Julia after her. She felt stifled in the café and did not want to be there anymore.

      She did not walk quickly. She knew Julia would be catching up with her in a few moments.

      True to form, her friend hurried up beside her and slowed her pace to walk with her. “Annabelle, what did you say to Joanna? She is crying in the café.”

      “I simply asked her for the truth. She refused to give it to me.”

      “She is very stubborn, the poor dear. She does not want to admit to anything.” Julia’s voice was sad. She slipped her arm through Annabelle’s and they walked together in silence for a few minutes, enjoying the fresh air.

      “I apologize for leaving that way, Julia,” Annabelle finally said. “It felt like I was being suffocated in a box.”

      Julia shook her head. “I was not willing to spend much more of my time with the Lords Balfour.”

      “I would like to go home, if I am honest with you,” Annabelle said.

      Julia nodded. “I know. You want to talk to Duke Colbourn. He is bound to be back by now. The Duke and Duchess will have talked to him already.”

      Annabelle pulled in a breath. “Yes. They have had plenty of time to talk to him.”

      “You must stay calm. He will not be angry with you. I am sure of it. He will be wondering how you are feeling about it. If he does not mention it, you know he is not interested in your opinion. But he will ask.”

      Annabelle looked down at her friend’s slender, pale face. “You seem so sure.”

      Julia shrugged daintily.

      “I am sure. I see the way he looks at you. There is no doubt. I would take bets on that.”

      Annabelle laughed softly.

      “I hope you would win.”

      They had stopped walking and were standing outside another shop, this one with three pretty dresses displaying in the window. The girls remarked on the beauty of the fabric and decided to go in. They looked around the shop, admiring what was offered but not buying anything.

      By the time Annabelle left the dress shop, she felt much calmer. She walked back in the direction of the café. If her sister was still there, she planned to suggest they go back to the mansion. She was calm but she was still determined to speak to the Duke.

      She did not have to wait till she got home. She spotted his horse coming down the street from a distance. Her hand on Julia’s arm squeezed tight. Julia let out a small cry and looked at Annabelle with alarm on her face.

      “Annabelle! What is wrong?”

      Annabelle turned to Julia with wide eyes.

      “He has come to the shopping district. That can only mean he is looking for us.”

      Julia looked down the street and saw him coming on horseback.

      “You saw him from that far away?” Her voice sounded surprised. She gave Annabelle a wide-eyed look.

      “My goodness, Annabelle.”

      Annabelle just laughed.

      “I hope he is not angry.”

      “He will not be angry with you,” Julia said in a cautionary voice.

      “But do not expect him to be in a cheerful mood. My sister will have to deal with the consequences.”

      They continued to walk toward the approaching Duke. Annabelle wondered if he had seen them yet.
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      Duke Colbourn did see the women. He caught sight of Annabelle’s pretty yellow dress from far away. There was no doubt it was her. His heart did a flip and he pulled in his breath. He had to talk to her but would he be able to alone?

      Julia was with her, as always. Before he reached them, he had already decided to speak freely, whether Julia let them alone or not.

      Before they met, he had to pass by the café. He did not know the rest of the group was in there, including Joanna. When they all came out on the street, he instinctively jerked on the reins of his horse, causing the animal to swerve to the left. He steadied the horse and got his wits back.

      Joanna was staring at him with a terrified look on her face. Lord Gilbert and Lord Leonard backed away from the women, not willing to get involved. They had no standing with the Duke and knew it fully.

      Cecilia moved, as well, but it was in the direction of her sister and Julia. She kept looking over her shoulder until she reached them. She turned and walked beside Annabelle, looking up at her big sister.

      “What is he going to say to her, Annabelle?”

      Annabelle gave her sister a sarcastic look.

      “I do not know what he is going to say, Cecilia. How could I know?”

      Cecilia did not respond. She looked at the duke as he approached. They were all going to meet in front of the café.

      The Duke did not get down from his horse. He sat tall in it, glaring down at Joanna. She would not look up at him. He took it as a sign of her guilt.

      “As you can see, I have not been sent away, Miss Joanna.” His voice was stern and angry but level.

      He moved his eyes to Annabelle when she walked closer to them. Julia and Cecilia stopped walking a few feet before Annabelle.

      “Have you anything to say for yourself?”

      Joanna said nothing. Her face was beet red and she was staring at the ground.

      The Duke looked at Annabelle again, searching her face for anger or betrayal. He saw neither. What he saw made a warm feeling swim through his body. It stymied his anger at Joanna. A feeling that pleasant was more powerful than the troubles the young lady had caused him.

      “You must find another way to seek attention, Miss Joanna,” he said in a voice much softer than he had been using. “I will not tolerate any more rumors or lies. Is that understood?”

      Joanna just nodded her head. She had yet to look up at him.

      Giving up on the girl, Duke Colbourn edged his horse forward to get closer to her. “Miss Cartwright. If you would be so kind as to walk with me.”

      “I would be glad to, your Grace,” Annabelle responded.

      He dismounted and threw the reins of his horse over a small white hitching post in front of the café. Turning his back to Joanna, he bowed to Cecilia and Julia. “If you would care to walk with us, you are welcome.”

      “Thank you, your Grace,” Cecilia said, dropping into a small curtsy. They waited as he went to Annabelle and offered her his arm.

      Annabelle’s heart was pounding in her chest. She took his arm and looked up at him with warm eyes.

      “I was afraid you were angry with me, my Lord,” she said. “It appears you are not.”

      He gave her a questioning look. “I see no reason why I would be angry with you, my Lady. Did you participate or agree with what the young lady was saying?”

      “No, my Lord, I did not.”

      He shook his head. “I did not think you did. It was odd, do you not agree? Why is she angry with me?”

      “I suppose it is because you did not return her interest.”

      Duke Colbourn looked at Annabelle, confused. He had not seen a great deal of flirting coming from Joanna. Once or twice, perhaps. But nothing serious enough for him to take notice of.

      “She showed no interest in me.”

      Annabelle grinned. “You may not have noticed, my Lord. You are a man. Men sometimes do not see what is right in front of them.”

      The Duke looked so comically confused, Annabelle had to laugh.

      “You are laughing at me.” Duke Colbourn did not sound offended. It sounded like he was ready to laugh himself.

      “I do not mean to, your grace, it is just… I have seen that look on my father’s face when he is trying to understand my mother.”

      The Duke grinned at her. “I am complimented by your comparison. Duke Cartwright is a Gentleman that I aspire to imitate.”

      “My mother is not a woman I aspire to imitate,” Annabelle said. “She is strict and much stronger than I could ever be with my children. She has taught me well. But when I have my own children, I will give them…” She hesitated, looking up at the duke. She was talking about children. He wanted children. She’d heard him say so.

      “I will give them more hugs than I have received from my mother.”

      Her sentiment made the Duke think of his own mother and how loving she had been to him. She and his father had cared deeply for each other and it reflected in the way they treated their sons. He missed her. He would find time to introduce the lovely Annabelle to her before too long had passed.

      “That is good of you, Miss Cartwright. I would hope that the mother of my children would be loving to them. I know you have learned that from Duke Cartwright, have you not? He is very open with his affection for you and Miss Cecilia.”

      “He is a good father.” Annabelle said. “And the Duchess is a good mother. She is just not the type of mother I plan to be.”

      The Duke nodded. “I understand what you are saying, my Lady.”

      They turned at the end of the block to go back in the other direction, crossing the street first.

      “Would you like to stop for a pastry? Or did you eat at the café with the rest of them?”

      Annabelle shook her head.

      “I did not eat. I was… feeling ill. I wanted to go home. I wanted to…”

      Should she tell him she was aching to see him, to make sure he was not banished from the mansion or angry with her for not standing up for him?

      “You wanted to speak to me.” He finished the sentence for her.

      She hesitated. “I did.” She admitted it. She might as well. He obviously knew. He stopped and turned to face her. Behind them, Julia and Cecilia stopped a few feet away, pretending to look in the window of the shop next to them.

      “I wanted to speak to you, too, my Lady. I was very concerned that you would believe Miss Joanna and think that I am not who I claim to be. I came here seeking the beauty of portraits and paintings men brought to the world over the last several hundred years. But what I found was the beauty of the present. You are that beauty, Miss Cartwright. I have asked Duke Cartwright for permission to court you. He has given it.”

      Annabelle’s knees weakened and almost gave way. He caught her under her elbows and helped her straighten herself up. He had to chuckle softly.

      “Are you that surprised he would say yes?” he asked in an amused voice.

      She laughed with him.

      “I am not surprised,” she said. “I am relieved. I am so glad this day has turned out so much nicer than I thought it would. I was afraid. Afraid that Joanna would be believed. That the Duchess would send you away. But here you are. With me.” She pulled in her breath.

      “I am happy.”
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      The tension in the mansion was much less palpable than Annabelle thought it would be. Joanna rarely spoke to the duke when they were in the same area. Annabelle, however, was spending as much time in his presence as she could.

      Though they were never alone, sometimes she felt as if they were, that it was just the two of them eating their dinner or chatting in front of the fire.

      Two days after the huge storm they had experienced, the arrival of Duke Colbourn’s colleague was finally upon them.

      Unexpectedly, a carriage came rolling up the hill toward the front of the mansion. Julia and Annabelle were sitting in the rocking chairs, barely moving, enjoying the late summer day.

      Annabelle sat forward when she saw the carriage approaching. She stood up at the same time as Julia. Both women moved to the edge of the porch.

      “Do you recognize the carriage?”

      “It looks like the one the hotel in the city uses. The one nearest to us.” Annabelle replied, shifting her body so she could get a better look.

      “Go in and tell father. He may want to come out here.”

      Julia immediately went into the house, calling out for the duke. Annabelle could hear her “your Grace” even after the door closed.

      The carriage was almost to them when the door opened again and a flood of people came out. The Duke, Duchess, Cecilia, Joanna, Julia, and Duke Colbourn all came out, one after another.

      Duke Colbourn’s face lit up. Mr. Covington had finally arrived.

      He hurried to the edge of the porch and down the steps so he could meet his friend. As he passed Annabelle and her father, he said, “It is my colleague. He has finally arrived!”

      Annabelle looked up at him as he went by. The smile on his face was bigger than she’d ever seen. He was delighted beyond the shadow of a doubt.

      The door of the carriage opened and a slender man came out, stepping down to the ground with an energy unlike any Annabelle had seen before. He seemed to be bouncing on his feet, even when he was standing in one place. He was a flurry of movement, from the moment he stepped out of the carriage.

      “Your Grace!” Mr. Covington said, gesturing wildly with his hands as if he was swatting several flies away from him.

      “I am so delighted to finally see you. You would not believe, my Lord, the trauma I have been through. I am lucky to be alive! Blessed, you could say! Yes, blessed! My Lord, it has been quite a trip getting here. I must say. You will not believe the stories I have to tell. The heroism! The miracles! Ah, I have much to tell you!”

      Annabelle listened to the man talking, an instinctive smile on her face. He was almost as tall as Duke Colbourn, with a long brown hair that reached his shoulders. His eyes were a bright blue, such a blue that it looked like his eyes were pools of clear water. He removed his hat before bowing to Annabelle, the first person he met on his way up the porch steps.

      “This is Miss Annabelle Cartwright. Her father Arthur Cartwright, The Duke of Norrend. Her Grace, The Duchess Louise Cartwright. Miss Julia Rickman. Miss Joanna Rickman. And the youngest lady here, Miss Cecilia Cartwright. This is my Lord, my brother, my confidant, Mr. Matthew Covington. A Gentleman beyond all measure.”

      As the Duke spoke, Mr. Covington straightened himself and looked very proud.

      “Well! I do thank you for that, your Grace!”

      “It is good to finally meet you, Mr. Covignton,” Annabelle tipped into a curtsy. He shook his head.

      “My Lady, the pleasure is mine. And I have no title.”

      “I apologize, Mr. Covington.”

      He shook his head again. “No need, no need. I enjoy being mistaken for a Lord. It makes me feel as though I have been bestowed with an honor beyond my worth.”

      “No honor is beyond your worth, Mr. Covington .” He looked at the family.

      “I have informed the duke but I neglected to tell all of you that I have known Mr. Covington since we were in the academy together. We are good friends, as well as colleagues. We have studied the history of art together for many years. He is the first person I would ask for advice on any artwork in the world.”

      “Now, now,” Mr. Covington laughed. “I am sure you would find many more that are just as knowledgeable as I am. But for now, I am the best you have.”

      “Shall we go inside?” Duke Cartwright held out his hand.

      “That would be fabulous, yes.” Mr. Covington passed him by, smiling at the rest of them as he went. He stopped inside the foyer, looking around with wide eyes.

      “What a lovely home! This interior decorating. You chose well, your grace. You chose well.”

      Duke Cartwright smiled at him.

      “Thank you, Mr. Covington.”

      Mr. Covington placed his hands behind his back and began to walk slowly around the foyer, taking in the furnishings, the decorations, the art hanging on the walls. He looked satisfied.

      Annabelle watched him make the round, looking up at Duke Colbourn to see what his reaction was. He was watching Mr. Covington, as well, the smile on his face nearly undetectable.

      Mr. Covington came back to them after surveying one side of the room. His eyes were alight with energy.

      “If this is a representation of the artwork you have, my Lord, I am excited to see the rest.”

      “We have collected a good deal of valuable works of art, Mr. Covington. I am sure you have heard of some of them.”

      Mr. Covington nodded.

      “I will be surprised if I have not heard of them all, my Lord. Mr. Covington tells me that you have the Tiziano Vecelli he has been looking for. That is good news, indeed. He has been searching for some time.”

      “I did not know it was in your possession until recently, my Lord,” Duke Colbourn told Duke Cartwright.

      “It has been a well-known secret.”

      “A well-known secret?” Joanna said. They all turned to look at her. She blushed and dropped her eyes. Mr. Covington walked to her, placing his hand under her chin, and lifting it up so she had to look at him.

      “What a lovely creature you are,” he said, his voice soft and breathless. “Such artistry, such beauty I could make with a face like this on a canvas. Oh yes, I could. You would be breath-taking, absolutely breath-taking!”

      Joanna looked terrified. Her face turned red. He laughed and tapped her chin lightly.

      “I do not mean to scare you, my Lady. You must already know that you are a beautiful woman. Like your sisters and the duchess here. You are surrounded by beautiful women, your grace. What a lucky man you are.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Covington. I quite agree. The parlor is this way. Shall we have some tea?”

      “A lovely idea, indeed!” Mr. Covington followed the duke to the door of the parlor. They all moved into the room one by one. Annabelle made sure to walk in behind Duke Colbourn, so she could stand near him wherever he went.

      He glanced back several times, making eye contact with her. He was keeping tabs on her. It made her heart melt every time their eyes met.

      Standing near him, she watched as Mr. Covington circled the room, again admiring the furnishings, the grand clock standing in the corner, the artwork on the walls. She stayed where she was when Duke Colbourn went to him.

      “The Tiziano Vecelli is in the storage room where the rest of them are, Mr. Covington ,” Duke Colbourn said.

      “After we have some refreshments, we should go immediately and see them. I would like your opinion.”

      “That is why I came,” Mr. Covington laughed. Annabelle could tell they would have to get used to hearing that laughter. She believed he could be told that someone had died and he would find a way to turn it into something positive. He eyed his friend.

      “Are you in a hurry to leave, your Grace? I was under the impression from your last letter that you intended to stay longer than originally planned.”

      “I am planning to stay, Mr. Covington , and you are welcome, too, I am assuming.”

      Mr. Covington shook his head. “Never assume, my Lord. Always know.”

      Duke Colbourn.

      “I do know. I asked the Duke for his permission and he has had a room made ready for you. If you wish to stay.”

      “I have not seen you in some time, my Lord. I am wanting to stay. But I must ask, before we see the paintings, I would like to have a private discussion with you, if that is possible.”

      Duke Colbourn looked out the window.

      “It does not appear there is rain on the way. Would you like to see the garden? It is a work of beauty on its own.”

      “This mountainside is a thing of beauty,” Mr. Covington said as he walked toward the duke, who had seated himself in a chair near the fireplace. Mary would be in soon with refreshments. The rest of them took seats around the duke, all eyes on the newcomer. “I should love to see the garden.”

      “We will return shortly.”

      Duke Cartwright nodded, waving one hand. “Do as you please. Consider my home yours for the time being.”

      “Thank you, your grace. That is very kind of you.”

      The two men walked toward the door. Duke Colbourn looked at Annabelle over his shoulder, giving her a warm smile. She blinked, smiling back. She felt like a silly girl, thinking she would miss him while he was gone. Even for a half hour.

      Duke Colbourn and Mr. Covington did not speak until they were at the garden gate. Mr. Covington stopped and stood there for a moment, taking in what he could of the small hillside representation in the middle of the vast garden.

      “Oh my,” he said breathlessly. “Oh, this is something to behold, is it not?” He pulled open the gate and went through, looking back at Duke Colbourn.

      “This is simply amazing. What a work of art!” He went directly down the path to the closest area he could get to the hill fountain. “What is this?”

      “The servants call it hill fountain. I do not know if it has a proper name. It has small carvings that look like the hillside as you come up to the mansion.”

      Mr. Covington nodded.

      “I can see that. It is amazing work! I could never carve such small figures that look so very lifelike. Such exact representations of the real thing. Oh my, I am impressed.”

      Duke Colbourn grinned. “Shall we talk about the paintings?”

      Mr. Covington looked sober for a moment, losing his smile, though it was still hidden in his eyes.

      “You are under the impression the duke has been taken? The paintings are not genuine?”

      “I do not know for certain. Yes, it is my impression. That is why I need you to be here. I cannot buy them if they are forgeries and the duke will need to be told as much.”

      “What has made you think they are not the genuine paintings?”

      “Small defects I think no one else has seen. They may not be defects. They may be parts of the paintings I did not know were there. I have never seen them before in person.”

      Mr. Covington shook his head, standing stiff with his hands clasped behind his back. His eyes were focused on the hill fountain as he took in every small detail.

      “If you think the paintings are forgeries, I will certainly check for any signs of defect. How many do you suspect?”

      “Three.”

      “Is one of them the Vecelli?”

      Duke Colbourn shook his head.

      “Thankfully, no. I do believe that one is genuine. However, with my untrained eye, I truly cannot say.”

      “I will check for you, my Lord. If there is any chance they are not genuine, I will know.”

      “I know. That is why I asked you to come.”

      Mr. Covington’s smile was back.

      “Yes, we established that, did we not?”

      Duke Colbourn. “We did.”

      “You are wanting to stay longer because of the young lady in there? Miss Cartwright?”

      Duke Colbourn raised his eyebrows in surprise.

      “Yes. How did you know?”

      Mr. Covington laughed loudly. “It does not take a trained eye to see how the two of you look at each other. There is obviously something between you. Are you courting her?”

      “I am.”

      “Oh? And when did this begin? Why have you not written to me about it?”

      “I just received permission yesterday. I am afraid my letter would have been delayed until after you got here.”

      They both laughed.

      “I am happy for you, my Lord. If there is anything I can do to help the process along, please do let me know.”

      Duke Colbourn gave Mr. Covington a slap on the shoulder.

      “You are a good friend, Mr. Covington . I am glad you are here.”
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      Annabelle stood by the window and watched the two men in the garden. Feeling like she was spying on them, she turned to the side and looked at her father. She wanted to talk to him again. He was melancholy the last time, saying that she would be marrying soon and he would lose his little girl.

      Now, after what had happened the day before with Joanna, she wondered if his opinion of Duke Colbourn had changed.

      He seemed a little guarded, which disappointed Annabelle. She did not want her father to object to a relationship between them. Joanna had planted a seed of doubt that had not been there before.

      The Duke sat in his chair without speaking, lifting the tea cup to his lips every now and then, staring at the non-existent fire in the fireplace. Annabelle walked to him.

      “Do you want me to light a fire, father?” She asked softly. The duke looked up at her in surprise, as if he had not expected her to come over and speak to him. His face relaxed after a moment and he smiled, shaking his head.

      “No, I am not cold. Are you cold?”

      “Oh, no, father, it is quite warm today.”

      “Bring a chair, my dear, and sit with me. We can talk.”

      Annabelle sat in the chair nearest to him, vacated by the duchess, who had taken her leave for an afternoon nap. She leaned toward her father.

      “I am worried, father.”

      He gave her a sober look.

      “As am I. Tell me, daughter, what it is you are worried about?”

      “I worry for many reasons. I worry that Joanna is troubled and that we will not be able to help her mature. I worry that you have… thoughts of doubt about Duke Colbourn. I worry that you will object if our relationship continues to grow.”

      Duke Cartwright turned his eyes back to the blackness of the fireplace.

      “I worry for those reasons, as well. And for others. I worry about your mother, your sister, Julia. I worry about the state of the house, whether the servants are satisfied and taken care of, whether the businesses will fail. There are many worries in this world. We must pick which ones are the most important.”

      Annabelle tilted her hand, trying to understand what was most important to her father. He had mentioned several things she considered much more important than the rumors and lies of a jealous young woman. She hoped he felt the same way about it.

      “What is important, father? Tell me what to be worried about.”

      He smiled at her without humor.

      “I cannot tell you what to worry about, my dear. You will worry about the things that are closest to your heart. What is it you are most worried about?”

      She tilted her head and leaned even closer. “I fear you will object to Duke Colbourn and I. I worry that mother’s opinion will sway you.”

      Duke Cartwright looked down at the floor before moving his eyes back to the fireplace.

      “The Duchess is a hard woman to read. She is softer inside than she appears.”

      Annabelle gave her father a doubtful look.

      “I cannot imagine it, father. Mother? Soft?” She tried to picture her mother in a situation that would cause her to react in a soft way.

      She could not imagine even one. She always assumed her mother was cold about everything she did. She showed little affection to her daughters. It was not something Annabelle was used to seeing.

      “I know you do not see it, Annabelle. But you must realize that your mother has been through many traumatic events in her life. They have shaped and formed her opinion of the world. She was not always the woman she is now. She has grown distant to society and the ton. She does not seek their approval when she sends you and the girls to the parties. She seeks her own approval, something I am afraid the poor woman may never receive.”

      Annabelle felt sorry for her mother. “But why not, father? Is she not capable of loving herself?”

      Duke Cartwright’s eyes snapped to his daughter’s face.

      “That is very intuitive of you, my dear. No. It seems she is always seeking a perfection none of us can attain. That is why she is hard on you and your sisters. It is because she is hard on herself.”

      Annabelle dropped her head, looking at the empty fireplace with sad eyes. She suddenly understood why her father was staring into the blackness.

      Seeing nothing but the black soot against the back of the stone fireplace helped clear her mind of all thoughts but those she wanted to think.

      She was not distracted by movement or color. She could stare into the darkness and analyze what was worrying her.

      “You are too young to be worrying about the many things that live in my mind, my dear,” her father said, putting his hand out to her. She took it and he held it between them, smiling.

      “You are too young and too pretty. You will have a fine husband and many lovely children. I look forward to seeing them and playing with them and watching them grow.”

      “Oh father, you speak of such things with wisdom. I will listen to your advice, I make you that promise.”

      “You are a good daughter,” the Duke said, squeezing her hand. “I do love you.”

      “I love you, too.” She got up and leaned over to hug him around the shoulders. Once again, as she always did, she breathed in his scent, imprinting it in her mind so that she would always know when her father was near. Smelling it would remind her of the hugs and the love her father gave her.

      He looked up at her, leaning forward and whispering in a voice just loud enough for her to hear, “Now you go and check on the duke and his friend. I know you want to see if they are still in the garden.”

      Annabelle giggled, standing up and going back to the window. It looked like the Duke and Mr. Covington were taking a quick walk around the hill fountain. She turned when she felt a presence next to her.

      Julia was smiling at her, her small arms folded over her chest. “How are you feeling, Annabelle? Are you all right?”

      Annabelle nodded.

      “Oh yes, how could I not be? My father has given his permission to court Duke Colbourn. I could not be happier.”

      “He has forgiven Duke Colbourn for the incident with Joanna?”

      “He had no need to forgive Duke Colbourn,” Annabelle said, unable to keep the defensiveness from her voice.

      “It was Joanna he has forgiven. Duke Colbourn did nothing wrong.” She looked at Julia. “You know this.”

      Julia nodded. “Yes, I misspoke.”

      Annabelle tilted her head to the side.

      “You do not believe Joanna, do you, Julia?”

      Julia’s face turned to one of regret. She shrugged.

      “I do not know what to believe, Annabelle. She is my sister. I cannot believe she would make up such terrible lies, just to get revenge on a man who spurned her.”

      “But the Duke did not do what she said he did,” Annabelle insisted. “You know that Joanna was not telling the truth.”

      “She has never admitted to it.” Julia’s arms were still crossed in front of her chest. She turned away from Annabelle, looking out the window at the men in the garden. They were making their way around the other side, beginning the walk back to the house. The look on her face showed that she did not want to believe her sister.

      Annabelle decided to drop the topic. It had to be sensitive for Julia, knowing that her sister was capable of viciously attacking someone who had done nothing wrong. Especially the duke. Her Duke. The thought of it brought back Annabelle’s anger.

      She mentally pushed the feeling away. Her anger would get her nowhere. Her father had forgiven Joanna, there was probably some type of punishment involved and Lord Rickman had been notified of his daughter’s deceit. There was nothing more to be done.

      She was glad to see the men were heading back into the house. They would want refreshments. She turned and hurried to the table where the pastries and tea were sitting.

      She poured two cups of tea and set several pastries on a small tray. She wanted to have it ready for him when he came in the door. Someday, it would be her job to serve him in whatever capacity he needed. She would be perfectly willing.

      When he came through the door, the exuberant Mr. Covington behind him, their eyes met. She lifted the tray and held it out to him.

      “Please take a cup of tea and a pastry. Mr. Covington?”

      Both men immediately removed the cups from the tray.

      “Thank you, my Lady,” Mr. Covington said. He sounded impressed. Duke Colbourn was looking at her with loving eyes.

      “Thank you,” he said, his voice soft. Mr. Covington looked from his friend to the lady and back with a large smile.

      “You see, your Grace? You simply cannot miss it. Only a fool would miss it!”

      Duke Colbourn colored slightly, a look Annabelle was not used to. She knew instinctively what Mr. Covington was talking about and realized that once again, she had been talked about. This time, the thought made her want to giggle.

      She set the tray down on the table beside her and lowered her head to the men. “I will leave you to your conversation.”

      “You need not leave, Miss Cartwright,” Mr. Covington said.

      “Do not do so on my account. I am pleased to know that my good friend has a lovely woman by his side. I encourage you to be good to him. He has always been good to others.”

      “That is a lot of goods in one speech, Mr. Covington ,” Duke Colbourn said with a laugh. He looked atAnnabelle.

      “We are very complimentary towards one another. It keeps us both in good moods.”

      That made Annabelle giggle.

      She picked up one of the pastries and took a bite, moving her eyes from one to the other. Mr. Covington launched into an adventurous story about a time he and Duke Colbourn had taken a ship across the ocean to America and the storm they endured that made them question their decisions in life. They had both feared for their lives but survived the ordeal to tell the story.

      “No one tells the story like Mr. Covington does,” Duke Colbourn said.

      “He indulges himself and makes it much more horrific than it really was. But to his credit, it was a deadly storm and yes, our lives were in danger.”

      It was but one of many stories Mr. Covington had to offer. After a solid hour of nonstop talking, the Duke cut politely into his speech to suggest they take a look at the paintings.

      “Oh yes.” Mr. Covington nodded vigorously. “I am ready to see these beautiful paintings. Please point me in the direction.”

      Annabelle watched him move his head, remind her of a chicken. The thought struck her as so funny, she had to turn away and almost choked on her laughter. Julia was standing next to her and patted her on the back.

      “Are you all right, Annabelle?”

      Annabelle nodded, deciding it would be best to keep such a horrid thought to herself. She was ashamed of herself and vowed not to be so mean-spirited in the future.
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      The room was silent while Mr. Covington looked at the paintings. The ones in question had been propped up on easels, as much in the light as possible. Duke Cartwright offered to have the paintings taken outside to be seen in the natural light but Mr. Covington said it made no difference. If there were any problems, he would spot them either way.

      The quiet felt like a weight on Annabelle’s shoulders. She shifted in place. She’d asked her father if he would allow her to come and view Mr. Covington’s examination. She was as curious as the rest of them. Knowing her love for fine art, he had agreed she could come along.

      Mr. Covington viewed each painting from a distance, then moved in for a closer examination. He looked at the frame and tilted the painting forward to look at the back. After the third painting, he walked away from all three, turned and stared at them, one hand under his chin. Finally, he turned to Duke Cartwright and Duke Colbourn.

      “These paintings are genuine,” he said bluntly.

      Annabelle watched both her father and Duke Colbourn breathe a sigh of relief at the same time. Their shoulders relaxed and they smiled at each other.

      “I am happy to hear it,” Duke Colbourn said. He was elated to hear the paintings were the real thing. “This is why I do not rely on my own judgment. I hope you understand, your grace.”

      Duke Cartwright nodded.

      “I do. It is a relief to me, as well. Would you care to see the rest of my collection, Mr. Covington?”

      “I would like to very much, yes.”

      Duke Cartwright went to his side and they walked around the room together, stopping at each painting, lifting it if it was not hanging, making remarks about the artist and the style.

      Annabelle was usually very interested in such things. Had it been any other time in her life, listening to an expert such as Mr. Covington talk about paintings and fine art would have been a dream come true.

      But when her father walked off with Mr. Covington, he left Duke Colbourn behind and she could not resist the opportunity to speak to him, no matter what they talked about.

      “I am so happy the paintings are real,” she said in a low voice, stepping over to him. She had her arms crossed over her chest, gripping her arms with her hands. He noticed and raised his eyebrows.

      “Are you cold, my Lady?”

      She shook her head, trying to relax her tense muscles. She did not want to admit she was now quite nervous being around him. She had been perfectly relaxed before. What had made the difference?

      “I believe I am still feeling the tension from before. The anticipation was terrible. Did you not feel it, too?”

      He nodded.

      “I must confess I did feel somewhat apprehensive. I did not want Duke Colbourn to think I was in any way disrespecting his knowledge of fine art. It was my own that I was questioning.”

      “I understand,” Annabelle nodded. “I believe my father does, too. The Duke is a very thoughtful man. He is known for considering all sides of the equation.”

      “I have noticed. If he was any other man, I may not have been able to escape the wrath of the duchess. I am dismayed that she does not approve of me. I did not feel her approval when I arrived and I feel it even less now.”

      “I am sorry, my Lord, I will talk with her on your behalf, if you would like.”

      Duke Colbourn looked down at her, drinking in the high cheekbones, the dark lips, the narrow, pretty eyes of the woman he loved.

      “You are a jewel, my Lady. I must tell you how beautiful I think you are.”

      “I thank you, my Lord. I am equally fond of your face.” The way she worded her compliment made them both smile wide.

      “You are fond of my face?” Duke Colbourn repeated, chuckling as he said it.

      “Yes, your Grace.” She decided to make the most of her blunder. “It is a face I would like to continue seeing frequently. As in daily. For a very long time. As in perhaps the rest of my life.”

      Duke Colbourn’s smile widened, if it was at all possible. He had come for the paintings. He had found love. It was an amazing thing to him.

      “That is something I am also looking forward to.”

      Annabelle wanted to move closer to him but etiquette prevented any further movement. She would have given anything to kiss his lips, to let him know how much she wanted to be his bride.

      She held back, turning her head when her father and Mr. Covington came back toward them.

      “We are going to have a celebration dinner, Annabelle, Duke Colbourn. Mr. Covington has appraised the value of my art pieces at a much higher amount than I had originally assessed. I must thank you for bringing him to my home, my Lord. It is much appreciated.”

      “It is certainly my pleasure.”

      Annabelle followed the men through the door and down the narrow passageway that would take them back to the main house. She was behind Duke Colbourn, who glanced over his shoulder at her every so often with a warm smile on his face. She scanned his broad shoulders, his strong legs. He was a well-built man. She could not have found a better man to fall in love with. And how lucky was she that he felt the same way?

      The passageway entrance was a door that led from the parlor to the other portion of the mansion. That area had always been used for storage. Every time Annabelle went down the passageway, she wondered why it had not been built a bit wider. Some of the items stored in the space must have been difficult to get through.

      “Oh! Joanna. Lord Gilbert. I did not know you were here, my Lord,” she heard her father saying as he went into the parlor through the doorway. She shuddered off a disgusted feeling and put a smile on her face.

      “Your Grace. Your Grace. I have just come by for a visit with the lovely Joanna. I hope that is acceptable.” Lord Gilbert bowed to them.

      “Yes, I do not see why you cannot call on her. Have you spoken to Lord Rickman?”

      Annabelle came around the back of the men, moving past the windows to go around Joanna and Lord Gilbert. Duke Colbourn followed her route.

      “I have not.”

      Her father had stopped to talk to Lord Gilbert. Annabelle was not in the mood to speak to either of them. She was still stewing about Joanna’s near sabotage of her relationship.

      Duke Colbourn reached out and grabbed her arm to slow her down. She stopped and looked back at him. He let go, turning his eyes to the other people in the room.

      She instantly understood what he was implying. She was being unladylike, hurrying past the two and trying to leave the room. She stood stock still, her eyes on her father.

      “I would suggest that should be your next move, my Lord, as it is he you will need permission from if you plan to court the young lady.”

      Annabelle watched Joanna’s back stiffen. She shuffled her feet and clasped her hands behind her back. Because of Annabelle’s position, she could see the girl was kneading her fingers so hard she was changing the color of her skin. She gripped her hands together. She was nervous about something.

      Annabelle looked up at the back of the girl’s head, wishing she had not been in such a hurry to leave. The look on Joanna’s face would tell her much more about what the girl was thinking. But she had acted too soon and she was lucky Duke Colbourn had stopped her at all.

      By contrast, Lord Gilbert looked completely at ease. He was relaxed and smiling, like he always was. He had turned to the side and she could see his profile. Nothing was a problem for Lord Gilbert.

      “I will take that under advisement, your Grace. Thank you.” Lord Gilbert bowed at the waist.

      “We are on our way to the dining hall. Lunch will soon be served. We will see you there?”

      “Yes. Yes, we will be there.”

      Duke Cartwright looked around the room.

      “I trust your brother is here?” He looked at Joanna directly.

      “He is. Yes. He is around here somewhere. He will be back shortly.”

      Duke Cartwight stood for a moment, assessing the situation. He moved his eyes from Joanna to Lord Gilbert.

      “Perhaps Joanna should come with us to the dining hall,” he said.

      “We are planning to play a game before lunch, my Lord,” Lord Gilbert said. “

      I do hope we have your permission to do so. Lord Leonard will be back shortly. The game is ready to play.” He waved his hand at the card table nearby, where indeed, the cards were laid out for a game of Whit.

      Duke Cartwright glanced at the table. He nodded. “We will see you in the dining hall.”

      “Thank you, my Lord. Thank you.” Lord Gilbert bowed twice as Duke Cartwright walked around him. Annabelle and Duke Colbourn waited until her father and Mr. Covington went through the door to the foyer before following behind them.

      True to his word, Lord Leonard was approaching the parlor door. He stopped and bowed to the Dukes. “Your Grace. Your Grace.”

      “Lord Leonard,” Duke Cartwright said. “You are staying for lunch?”

      “Yes, my Lord, we plan to after a few games of Whit. Joanna expressed an interest in playing and my brother is known to give in to a pretty face.”

      “Yes. I have noticed.” Duke Cartwright sounded more serious than Annabelle thought he intended.

      “We are going to the dining hall now. We will see you there.”

      “Yes, my Lord.” Lord Leonard bowed again and turned toward the parlor door. He stopped and turned back quickly, saying, “Pardon me, my Lord, but did you receive good news about your paintings?”

      Duke Cartwright looked back at him.

      “Yes. We have genuine paintings.”

      “I know that is a relief to you, my Lord. Congratulations.” With that he turned and went to the parlor door.

      The men continued but Annabelle hung back a little and watched Lord Leonard slip through the door only opening it enough to get through. She caught a glimpse of Lord Gilbert in the room when the door opened. His face was very serious. He did not look like he was getting ready to play a game of Whit.

      She hurried after the men, not wanting to be left behind and asked any questions. Why would Joanna want to play a game before lunch? She was not one to invite others to play games. In all the years she had known her, Joanna had never once asked her to play a game with her. And why did Lord Gilbert look so serious?

      When she went into the dining hall, she looked around for Julia. If there was anyone who would share her wonder about the situation, it was her best friend. She spotted the young woman standing by the table of fruit, looking through the selection and picking out strawberries.

      The room was filling quickly with people from the city and the nearby countryside. She had to maneuver around several people, excusing herself and curtsying. She finally reached Julia and could not help eyeing the fruit table herself.

      “Oh my, those look so very fresh,” she said. Julia looked up at her.

      “I did not see you coming. You are like a small kitten on padded feet.”

      Annabelle smiled.

      “I did not mean to frighten you.”

      Julia shrugged.

      “Did you enjoy the artwork examination?”

      “I did, thank you. It was a relief to find out the works of art are genuine and not forgeries.”

      “Oh, that is a relief!” Julia exclaimed, right before taking a bite of her strawberry.

      “Did you see my sister? She is in the parlor playing games with the Balfour brothers.” Julia shook her head.

      “I do not know what she sees in Lord Gilbert but I am glad she has found someone to spend her time with. She has become much more outgoing, would you not agree?”

      Annabelle would agree. But something about it all bothered her. She could not put her finger on it.

      “Do you have no suspicions that Lord Gilbert might not be the right suitor for Joanna? You have no concerns?”

      Julia took another bite of her strawberry, finishing it and dropping the leaf on her plate. She gave Annabelle a nonchalant look.

      “I have spoken with her about my concerns. My sister does not listen to me. She knows that I only come from a place of love. But she does not listen to me. We are twins. I am only minutes older than her. She does not count those minutes as being worthwhile.”

      Annabelle gave a humorless chuckle.
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      Joanna shifted in the chair nervously. The Dukes were in the storage wing with Mr. Covington and Annabelle surveying the value of the three paintings. She was waiting in the parlor with Lord Gilbert, while Lord Leonard scouted the rest of the house.

      She wanted revenge against Duke Colbourn for humiliating her in the street. But the plan Lord Gilbert had come up with was elaborate and dangerous. She would incur the wrath of many people if she did not play her cards right.

      Lord Gilbert was very persuasive. When she started to question what they were doing, he always told her that she was the only person alive capable of doing what needed to be done.

      She was the only logical one to say the Duke had said crude things to her because Annabelle would never admit it, even if it were true and Julia was too pure to have not slapped the Duke’s face at least once. Joanna was timid, meek, easily controlled.

      When the group emerged from the passageway, her heart had nearly beat out of her chest. She was so tense, she gave herself a mild headache. Her hands ached from where she had been kneading them together. She desperately wanted to lie down.

      But she had committed herself to the plan Lord Gilbert devised. Once the group was gone to the dining hall, she would remain in the parlor while Lord Gilbert and Lord Leonard went through the passageway, retrieved the three paintings and brought them back. They had large sacks ready, hidden in a corner near the doorway, where no one would look.

      If anyone came to the parlor, which was unlikely for at least half an hour or more, Joanna was to say the men had left to get lunch and bring it back for her.

      The time it took for the two men to get the paintings went by like molasses dripping from a tree. Joanna thought they would never return. It felt like an eternity.

      She paced the room, waiting with a steady beating heart. The doorknob never turned but she kept looking at it as if it had.

      Finally, Lord Gilbert and Lord Leonard came back through the door. They propped the paintings up against the wall. Lord Gilbert’s face was glowing with triumph. He smiled wide at Joanna.

      “Do you see? Look! Look at this beauty!” He uncovered one of the paintings, looking at it with hungry eyes. Joanna wondered why he found the painting so fascinating. She had seen it before. It did not seem special to her.

      But Lord Gilbert’s joy at stealing the painting was written all over his face. Lord Leonard, by contrast, was sober and serious. He covered the painting back up and moved two of them to the door, so that if it opened, the person on the other side would not immediately see them. He returned for the third one and looked down at Lord Gilbert.

      “You must get yourself under control, brother. These are the most valuable paintings in that storage room. They will be missed quickly. For all we know, the Dukes may return to look at them after lunch. We must put them in the room now.”

      He went back to the door, propping the third painting up against the other two. He turned and beckoned to them.

      “Come. We must do this now. Each of us will hold a painting. Miss Joanna, you will lead the way because you know which room is his. You do know this?”

      She nodded.

      “Good.” He casually opened the door and stepped out, looking around the foyer. He would have to make the timing perfect, as some people from the city came late for lunch.

      People were coming and going through the area, admiring the paintings and decorations but never going into any other room but the dining hall. That was the only area they were invited besides the foyer.

      He stepped back inside, shaking his head. “There are people out there. We will have to wait.”

      Lord Gilbert looked at the game table.

      “I suppose we should play a game. At least make it look as though we had played a game. Do you agree?”

      Lord Leonard nodded.

      “That is good thinking. You two set it up. I will find a hiding place for these in this room. We will play for five minutes. Then I will check again. I will check until there is no one out there and we can make it up the stairs without being seen.”

      Joanna thought the task sounded completely impossible. She had been in the mansion for so many years, she knew the routine of the people who lived and worked there. The foyer was rarely empty, especially at lunchtime.

      Since Duke Cartwright and Duke Colbourn knew they were playing a game of Whit, they might return to the parlor quickly. Then how would they get the paintings out of the room?

      Lord Leonard walked around the room, surveying each corner, cabinet, hutch, and trunk. When he found an easel covered up with a large drape, he nodded. Joanna watched him from the table, where she was seated. The others had no idea what kind of man Lord Leonard was. To them, he was a quiet observer, involved in his own thoughts, watching the world move around him.

      But to Joanna, who knew him much better than they, he was smooth, manipulating, and calculating. He was highly intelligent, that she knew. But it did not seem to her that he was on the good side of things. He found ways to make things worse for other people.

      Lord Gilbert had told her several stories that he must not have thought were as bad as they were but to Joanna, they showed what a scheming, devious man he could be.

      She blamed Lord Leonard for Lord Gilbert’s involvement in anything improper. He was the older, bigger brother. Lord Gilbert did anything he asked. It was an odd thing to see. Joanna wondered if she and Julia had a relationship like that.

      Lord Leonard came back to the table and sat in the third chair, picking up his cards. They played for five minutes to the second and he was on his feet again, checking the foyer. On his third attempt, he looked back inside and frantically waved his arms.

      “Grab them! We must go quickly!”

      Lord Gilbert and Joanna jumped to their feet so quickly, the back of his legs tipped Lord Gilbert’s chair over. He snatched it before it went crashing to the ground. He did not want to draw any attention to them. He and Joanna crossed the floor quickly, grabbed the three sacks and brought them to Lord Leonard.

      The three of them darted across the foyer to the stairs and went up as quickly as they could. Joanna ended up at the bottom, still going up when the men were already on the second floor. They turned to look at her but said nothing. Their faces said enough.

      She hurried past them and went to the door to Duke Colbourn’s room. She set the painting down in front of the door, leaning it against her legs, so that her hand was free to turn the knob and open the door.

      For one brief moment, she was afraid the duke had come back to his chambers during lunch. To her relief, the room was empty. She moved through the doorway. Lord Gilbert came in after her and then Lord Leonard. Lord Leonard closed the door behind him and set the edge of the painting on the floor, looking around.

      “Where shall they be hidden? It must be somewhere that is easily accessible but no one would look there unless told to.”

      Joanna scanned the room and pointed at a large hutch standing against one wall. It was used for large coats during cold winter seasons. It was at least four and a half feet wide and stretched back about the same.

      “In there, or behind it?” she suggested.

      Lord Gilbert looked at Lord Leonard. The older brother nodded and the three laid the paintings on top of each other on the bed. Lord Gilbert and Lord Leonard pushed and pulled on the hutch until it was scooted out a foot. They placed the paintings behind it and shoved it back so they were pushed against the wall.

      Joanna watched them with an uneasy feeling. Somehow, this was going to go wrong. Something was going to go wrong. She was no longer sure she wanted the duke to be sent away from the mansion. Annabelle did look happy with him.

      “I do not know if we should do this,” she said. She regretted it the moment she said it. Lord Gilbert crossed the room and took her face in his hands. He was not rough with her but he scared her nonetheless.

      “It is too late to back out now, my dear. The time has come for you to have what you want. Annabelle has been receiving her every wish every day of her life, has she not?”

      Joanna nodded. He took his hands from her face but his eyes remained locked on hers.

      “And you have not. You have experienced great loss. A loss no one else can understand. They do not seem to care, do they? Have they?”

      Joanna pulled in a deep breath, shaking her head.

      “No, I suppose they have not.” Her voice came out defeated. It really was too late. When the paintings were found in Duke Colbourn’s room, it would appear he was attempting to steal them. He would be sent away from the mansion and Annabelle would not have her duke anymore.

      Somehow, the idea did not sound as good as it had when Lord Leonard had first come up with it.

      The older brother took a few steps to stand beside them. “We cannot stand her all day. The reason we are here is because you were insistent that Annabelle be punished for the years she has treated you badly. This is what you told us, is it not?”

      Joanna nodded.

      “Then you will reap the rewards when the paintings are found and he is sent away. Come, we must leave this room before we are discovered.”

      The three hurried to the door, slipped through and made it to the top of the stairs unseen. Lord Leonard was there first and stopped, holding up his hand. He scanned the floor below.

      “We will go directly to the dining hall.”

      Lord Gilbert and Joanna nodded at him. They walked as casually as they could down the stairs and crossed the foyer to the dining hall doors. Lord Leonard opened it and allowed the other two to pass him.

      The food looked delicious, distracting Joanna from her worry. She had not realized how hungry she was. She crossed the room to the table where the bread and meat was laid out, picking up a plate from the side of the table.

      She lifted her eyes long enough to see Annabelle standing near the window with Julia and Duke Colbourn. They were laughing and smiling.

      Joanna looked at Annabelle’s face. Her eyes were directed at the duke. Her smile beamed. The sun spraying through the window caught her in its light, surrounding her with a glowing halo.

      Joanna straightened up. Resentment flooded her. Annabelle was always bathed in glory. All she had to do was stand in front of a window and gaze at a handsome duke. She was given everything while Joanna received scraps.

      She clenched her jaw. She would make sure they found those paintings in Duke Colbourn’s chambers. He would be sent away. He would be humiliated and Annabelle would be alone again. For once, she would feel the pain that Joanna felt when a loved one is taken away.

      Lord Gilbert’s hand on her elbow distracted her from her thoughts. She looked over at him.

      “You are lost in thought, my Lady,” Lord Gilbert said, a look of concern on his face. She was touched. He would stand by her. No matter what happened.

      Lord Gilbert was concerned about her. But it was not out of love. The look of anger on her face when she looked at Annabelle was obvious to him. He knew everyone else would see it, too. He gave her a gentle look, knowing it would calm her down.

      The look disappeared from her face and she gazed at him lovingly.

      He did not feel in the least sorry for her.
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      Duke Colbourn woke up the next morning feeling refreshed and happy. He was looking forward to his day with Annabelle, not knowing what to expect. There was a ball later that evening, a birthday party for a prominent member of society.

      He had purchased a tunic to match Annabelle’s dress, which he had not seen but had asked about as discreetly as possible.

      In reality, he simply asked Julia about it so he would purchase the right color. For all he knew, Julia could have told Annabelle that they would match.

      He and Mr. Covington planned to meet first thing this morning in the storage wing. Duke Colbourn wanted to show him what he had seen in the paintings that had made him think they were not genuine. Mr. Covington would be able to fill him in on his error and show him how to avoid the mistake in the future.

      He cleaned at the water basin with a soft cloth, dried off and dressed. He brushed his hair and looked in the mirror, scanning his face.

      Ten minutes later, he was in the parlor, waiting for Mr. Covington. He looked at the game of cards left out on the table. It was an odd thing. The maids had not cleaned it. Joanna and the Balfour brothers had not picked it up.

      He shook his head, moving to pick the cards up and put them back where they belonged. Such a simple thing to do. He was disappointed in the lot of them.

      As he slid the cards back onto the shelf, Mr. Covington came through the door.

      “You look refreshed!” Mr. Covington said, upon seeing him.

      “You slept well, I take it.”

      “I did. And you?”

      “The bed that was provided to me is one of the finest I have ever slept on. I will remember to thank Duke Cartwright for that when I see him.”

      The two men headed to the door to the passageway into the storage wing.

      “I see that you and your lady are very compatible,” Mr. Covington said. “I am impressed with her. You have chosen well.”

      Duke Colbourn shook his head.

      “It had nothing to do with choosing, my Lord. It happened whether I wanted it to or not. As you know, I have not been seeking a wife. Although my age dictates that I find one and my duty is to have an heir, I was not looking.”

      Mr. Covington nodded.

      “I was aware of that. I never understood why you did not take the opportunities that were presented to you. You have known many fine ladies these past ten years since academy.”

      “I had yet to find one that I felt a connection to. With Miss Cartwright…” He shook his head. “It seemed to come naturally. I am… enthralled with her every move. I feel… different. Odd, in a way. But it is good. I like it.”

      Mr. Covington laughed. “I am glad you like the feeling of love, my Lord. It is a grand thing.”

      “Have you been in love, Mr. Covington ? I have yet to hear you make mention of a female you might be interested in.”

      Mr. Covington shook his head. “I have no title to carry on and no heir is required. I am free to do as I please. I have not met a woman who can match my energy. I stay on the move. It does not leave a great deal of time for such things.”

      He pushed open the door and entered the main storage room, where the three easels were propped up in a row.

      Mr. Covington stopped so abruptly, the Duke bumped into him from behind. Mr. Covington looked back and stepped to the side. “I apologize. The duke must have moved the paintings to a different place.”

      Duke Colbourn looked around him at the empty easels. He frowned. Duke Cartwright had said nothing about moving the paintings. He did not know where the man would have moved them to.

      “They have not been moved,” he said in a low voice. I believe they have been stolen.”

      Mr. Covington’s eyes snapped back to the empty easels. He seemed to be having a little trouble grasping the situation.

      “Why do you say that?” he asked. “Surely we will find them stacked to the side or…”

      “Those are extremely valuable paintings, Mr. Covington ,” Duke Colbourn interrupted him.

      “That was one of the reasons I was worried about their authenticity. He would not stack them to the side. You see how carefully he has boxed and crated these? He would not move them. It would take a great deal of trouble and he knew we were coming in this morning to look at them.

      Mr. Covington stood for a moment, thinking. “We need to tell him what has happened.”

      The Duke felt a stir of frustration in his chest. Why did these things keep happening to him? It was as if he was not meant to be with Annabelle. But he could not accept that. He knew the connection they had was not like any other.

      “Yes. Of course we do. But what is it we will tell him?”

      “The truth, of course. We arrived together this morning and the paintings were gone.”

      Duke Colbournl sighed.

      “This is turning into the strangest business deal I have ever had. Before we go, there may be other paintings that have gone missing. Do you remember what was here?”

      “I doubt that I would remember each painting he had in here. It is enough that these three are gone. We must tell him now. He can make his assessment of the rest of them when he is down here.”

      They turned to go back to the main wing and find Duke Cartwright. Duke Colbourn had a bad feeling. He was so recently accused, how was this going to look with Duke Cartwright?

      He passed through the parlor and went through the door into the foyer, Mr. Covington on his heels. They turned in the direction of Duke Cartwright’s study. It was the one place they knew to find him, though they were not sure he was there at the moment.

      A knock on the door and his answer of “Enter” made the two men look at each other with apprehension.

      Duke Colbourn opened the door and the two men went in the study. Annabelle stood up from the high-backed chair, turning in their direction. Julia was standing on the other side of the chair, looking at them curiously.

      “Duke Cartwright, your grace,” Duke Colbourn said. “I am afraid the paintings, which we were going to inspect further this morning, have been removed from the storage wing. Did you order this removal, my Lord?”

      Duke Cartwright frowned, standing up and placing his fists on the surface of this desk, knuckles down.

      “Removed? What do you mean? They are not on the easels?”

      “They are not on the easels, my Lord,” Mr. Covington confirmed. “My first thought was that you had moved them.”

      “I did not move them. I had no reason to. I knew you were going to look at them again today.”

      Duke Colbourn nodded.

      “That was my reasoning, my Lord. Please, you must come down and see if anything else is missing.”

      Duke Cartwright was around the desk and to the door in a flash. Julia and Annabelle hung back but followed the men through the foyer, the parlor, and the narrow passageway. They all filed into the main storage room and stared at the empty easels.

      Duke Cartwright was speechless. He took a few steps toward the easels and stopped. He turned with a face as white as a sheet, staring at Duke Colbourn.

      “I… I am simply beside myself. I do not know who could have done this.”

      “Unfortunately, there are many people who have access to this storage wing, my Lord,” Mr. Covington said. “You do not keep your parlor door locked when you open your home for breakfast and lunch. We know the paintings were here before lunch but Duke Colbourn and I did not return after lunch. Did you or anyone else return after lunch?”

      Duke Cartwright shook his head. “I did not. I know of no one else who would have had reason to come back here.”

      “There are strangers wandering your halls every day,” Mr. Covington pointed out. The duke shook his head.

      “Most of them are not strangers. They are people from the nearby city, they are country fellows with their families. They have been coming here for years, since we opened the home to them. I cannot believe that any of them would do such a thing.”

      Duke Cartwright turned and went back to the door, looking as though if he had to see the empty easels any more, he might be sick. The rest of them followed him back through the passageway to the parlor.

      Annabelle walked as quickly as she could to keep up with Duke Colbourn, who was in front of her. His face was painted with worry. She knew he was thinking about his bad luck at Norrend. She hoped it would not change his mind about her. So far, she had not brought him anything but aggravation.

      They came out into the foyer to see that Duke Cartwright had passed through without acknowledging the presence of a very guilty looking Joanna. She was staring at the card table and swirled around when the duke came through.

      “Your Grace!” she said in a frightened voice. “Are you all right, my Lord? You look… distraught.”

      The Duke stopped and looked at her.

      “Did you see anyone pass through here before you went to lunch yesterday, Joanna?” he asked, his voice stern and angry.

      She bit her bottom lip, shaking her head. “No, my Lord. I saw no one. What has happened?”

      “The paintings we were looking at yesterday have disappeared. Are you sure you saw no one?”

      Joanna shook her head again. “No, I am so sorry. Those… those were the very valuable paintings, were they not?”

      Duke Cartwright was about to go through the door when he stopped and looked back at her.

      “Yes. They were three of the most valuable paintings in my possession.” The Duke knew Joanna knew next to nothing about art. He thought it was odd that she would question him about them.

      “Do you have something to tell me, Joanna?” He asked, taking a few steps back into the room in her direction.

      She swallowed. Annabelle could see how nervous she was. When she moved her eyes to Duke Colbourn, Annabelle felt nausea rise into her throat.

      “Did you not say you were anxious to purchase those, Duke Colbourn?”

      Annabelle sucked in her breath sharply, her eyes darting to Duke Colbourn’s face. She saw his jaw clench in anger. He nodded. “Yes, I am anxious to purchase them.”

      “Have you found the money you needed?”

      Duke Colbourn frowned. Duke Cartwright moved his eyes back and forth between the two, trying to figure out what was going on.

      “The money I needed? What do you mean, my Lady?”

      “I overheard you telling Mr. Covington that you might not have the funds to cover purchasing all three of the paintings. It seems a coincidence that now the paintings are gone.”

      Joanna’s voice was remarkably smooth for the words that came out of her mouth. Annabelle’s anger was tingling under her skin. Joanna’s reputation for telling the truth was in question.

      Duke Cartwright looked at the girl in frustration. “

      What are you saying, Joanna? Are you accusing the Duke of theft? If you are, I do hope you are right. You will be in serious trouble if you are making false accusations against a high-ranking member of society.”

      Joanna kept her eyes focused on them, innocence painted all over her face. She was enjoying the look on Annabelle’s face. She could see her world coming apart in front of her. No duke, no marriage, no children.

      “I am merely suggesting that everyone is suspect until the paintings are found. Even my room. But you may search my room, if you like. I certainly did not carry three heavy paintings and put them with my things.”

      “Are you saying I should have someone search the duke’s chambers?” Duke Cartwright sounded flabbergasted. He shook his head.

      “I will do no such thing. The duke is in fine standing with this family and I will not put him through such humiliation. Kindly keep your thoughts to yourself, young Lady.”

      Duke Colbourn lifted one hand. “If it will make the young lady happy, your Grace, I would be happy to let you look through my room.”

      Annabelle noticed the look of satisfaction on Joanna’s face. She was suspicious. The girl was up to something. But she hadn’t removed the paintings. That was a fact.

      “Are you sure, Duke Colbourn? This must be completely voluntary.”

      Duke Colbourn nodded.

      “I have nothing to hide, my Lord.”
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      The entire group went up the stairs, Joanna included. She trailed along behind everyone else, looking satisfied with herself. She had thrown suspicion on Duke Colbourn.

      Annabelle did not understand her friend’s motives. It seemed excessive to keep accusing Duke Colbourn just because he rejected her advances.

      They all gathered around the door to Duke Colbourn’s room, which he reached out and opened himself. He went in and looked around. The room looked the same way it had when he’d left that morning.

      He was not a messy sleeper, so his bed was barely touched. He stepped to the side and let the duke come in. The others followed after, looking around the room.

      “I see nowhere the paintings could be kept,” Duke Colbourn said, his eyes turning to Joanna, who was the last one to come in. He was far from a stupid man.

      If Joanna said that the paintings could possibly be in his room, she had to have a reason for doing so.

      When she came in, the lady was looking down at the floor, watching where her feet went. He looked down at the floor but it made no sense to him. The paintings could not be hidden under the floor.

      He watched her face when she finally lifted her eyes. She was looking at Duke Cartwright and did not move her eyes from him.

      Duke Colbourn was doing his best to hold on to his temper. He was exhausted with being accused of things he had not done.

      “Your Grace,” he said, addressing Duke Cartwright. “I have stolen no paintings. I have done nothing to you or your family. I tire of being accused. I would ask that the lady provide proof that the paintings are in my possession or leave me be.”

      Duke Cartwright looked at Joanna. “If you would be so kind as to respond to the duke, it would be appreciated.”

      Joanna looked around the room.

      “I am sure there is somewhere the paintings can be hidden. You have not looked. They would not be in plain sight.”

      Annabelle was watching Joanna as closely as the Duke Colbourn. She watched as Joanna ran her eyes around the room, hesitating only once. When she looked at the hutch.

      “Father,” she said, moving her eyes from her father to the Duke Colbourn.

      “May I ask that the hutch be moved?” There is a space behind it and below it. Or the paintings might be in the hutch.” She wished she could send her thoughts to Duke Colbourn so he would not think she was going along with Joanna’s lies.

      She did not enjoy the look he gave her but she would explain herself at a later time. She met his eyes and shook her head just slightly, hoping he would understand it. He looked confused and then turned his eyes to her father.

      “I will move the hutch, my Lord.”

      “Nonsense. I will have someone on the staff move it. You will not lift a finger to support these accusations. If the paintings are behind the hutch, we will have our guilty party. If not, there is still question about where the paintings might be.”

      Annabelle could not tell what her father was thinking when he went to the side of the bed and pulled on a small rope. A speaker from the servant’s quarters sticking out from the wall made a small sound and they could all hear a male voice through the speaker.

      “My Lord?” the voice said.

      “Albert, come to Duke Colbourn’s room and bring William with you.”

      “Yes, my Lord.”

      They all stood in silence waiting for the servants. Annabelle could feel the tension in the room. It was so thick, it was like a thundercloud surrounded them. The men came in the room only a few minutes later.

      “Albert, you and William move this hutch to the side, please. We want to look behind it and underneath it.”

      “Yes, my Lord.” Albert and William took places on either side of the hutch and with a hefty grunt, pulled the hutch away from the wall.

      Annabelle watched as the hutch was moved.

      There was nothing behind it. Her eyes darted to Joanna’s face. She looked shocked. Annabelle was covered in chills.

      Joanna had expected to see the paintings there. When she realized everyone was going to look at her, she made her face as neutral as she could. Guilt covered the neutral look and her face turned red.

      Her hands moved to cover her mouth.

      “I… I…” She stared at each of them as they all glared at her.

      “Joanna, do you know where the paintings are?” Duke Cartwright asked in an angry but calm voice.

      Joanna stared at him with wide eyes, shaking her head. “No, my Lord, I…” She could say nothing more. She turned on her heel and darted out the door as quickly as she could.

      “Joanna!” Julia ran through the door after her sister, giving Annabelle an apologetic glance.

      Annabelle, Duke Colbourn, and Duke Cartwright stood in the room for a moment longer, staring at the empty space behind the wall.

      “I do not think the paintings are here,” Duke Cartwright said in a low voice. He looked at Duke Colbourn.

      “Do allow me to apologize for Joanna.”

      Duke Colbournl shook his head.

      “You need not apologize, your Grace. It is not our fault when young people seek attention in the wrong ways. I am not certain what Miss Joanna has against me, but apparently, I have done her wrong somehow. I simply do not understand.”

      Duke Cartwright gave him a sarcastic frown. “I have lived with my daughters and wife for more than half my life, my Lord. I will never understand them myself.”

      Annabelle watched the dukes speak, keeping her mouth shut until she felt she was not interrupting them. When v looked at her, she decided to speak.

      “Did you see how she looked when the paintings were not behind the hutch, father, my Lord?” She moved her eyes from one duke to the other.

      “She looked surprised. She thought they were there. Why would she think they were there unless she put them there?”

      “Joanna would not have been able to move that hutch by herself. I must assume that she had servants help her, if this is the truth. In the meantime, the paintings are still missing. What do you suggest?”

      Duke Colbourn sighed. “I do not know why this is happening. I did not come here to cause problems.”

      Duke Cartwright nodded. “I know you came here with only good intentions, my Lord.” He instructed the servants to move the hutch back. When they were finished, Albert approached Duke Cartwright.

      “My Lord, I could not help overhear what you said about some of us assisting Lady Joanna. I beg of you, Sir, not to believe such a thing. We are loyal to you. You have no member of your staff in this house who would do such a thing.”

      Duke Cartwright looked at Albert appreciatively. “I thank you for that, Albert. However, if you overhear anything that might help us, come to me immediately.”

      Albert bowed his head and left the room with William. Annabelle moved to stand next to Julia.

      “Father, we will go find Joanna and see if we can coax the truth from her. Do we have your permission?”

      Duke Cartwright nodded.

      “Yes, that is a good idea, my dear.”

      Annabelle followed Julia from the room, looking over her shoulder at Duke Colbourn. He returned her gaze with one of worry. She wanted to talk to him privately but it was not the time. There would be a chance later that evening at dinner.

      The two young women walked quickly to the other rooms, looking in for Joanna. She was not in the rooms.

      “It looks like we may have to search the house,” Julia said, looking down the hallway as if she expected to see Joanna appear at any moment. They went down the stairs together.

      “Do you think she stayed in the house?” Annabelle asked.

      Julia shook her head.

      “I do not know. It is doubtful, I must say. But where would she go?”

      “The garden? Would she take a ride? We should go to the stable and see if she took a horse.”

      Julia nodded.

      “Yes, I agree. But first, we must check the parlor and we should find the Duchess.”

      Agreeing on this, the two ladies went quickly to the parlor, believing Joanna would not be there. She was not but the Duchess was. She was entertaining visitors. When the two girls went in the room, she looked up at them with a smile.

      “Good afternoon, my dears,” she said. She looked at the two women sitting across from her on the couch. “This is my daughter, Miss Cartwright and Miss Rickman, daughter of Lord Rickman.”

      “We have met,” one of the ladies stood up to greet the young women with an air kiss on either side of their cheeks. “You may not remember, Miss Cartwright. I was one of the ladies who volunteered with the children’s painting class.”

      Annabelle smiled. “I do remember you, my Lady, but I am afraid I have forgotten your name.”

      “Lady Henrietta Caldwell. It is so good to see you again. You are looking lovely today.”

      “Thank you,” Annabelle replied. “Mother, may I speak with you privately?”

      The Duchess looked surprised but stood up immediately.

      “If you will excuse me, my ladies. It appears my daughter has a crisis on her hands.”

      “Yes, it is quite important.”

      “I would like to come along, if I may,” Julia said, looking from Annabelle to the Duchess.

      “Of course, Julia,” Annabelle replied. “This concerns you, as well, does it not?”

      Annabelle noticed the worry cover her mother’s face. The Duchess excused herself from her visitors and walked to the door. The maid, Mary, was standing by the door, dusting a bust of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. She glanced over her shoulder and saw the ladies coming, moving quickly to open the door for them. She bowed her head when they passed.

      “Mary, bring the ladies some tea and pastries. I will return shortly.”

      “Yes, my Lady,” Mary replied.
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      The Duchess was impatient to know what was going on. She eyed the young ladies as they stepped out into the foyer. “We will walk in the garden. Please tell me what this is all about. Has Joanna acted up again?”

      “You are amazingly intuitive, mother,” Annabelle replied. “This does have to do with Joanna. Have you seen her this afternoon?”

      “I have not seen her since breakfast. What has happened?”

      “The paintings have gone missing. The three that were in question. Did father tell you about them?”

      The Duchess nodded.

      “He did. And what has that to do with Joanna?”

      “She must be participating in this somehow,” Annabelle said as the three women stepped out onto the porch, descended the steps and began walking to the garden.

      “This morning, Duke Colbourn and Mr. Covington went to inspect the collection and the three paintings were gone. They told father and we all overheard. Joanna told father to check Duke Colbourn’s chambers for the paintings.”

      The Duchess frowned.

      “Why would she request such a thing?”

      Annabelle shook her head.

      “She certainly seems to have a vendetta against him, mother. I do not know why and I am not sure it is because he rejected her advances. He seems as perplexed as we are about this.”

      “I am sure he is. Men do not like to be accused when they have done nothing wrong. I assume the paintings were not in his chambers?”

      “No, mother, they were not. We are suspicious because Joanna looked very surprised that the paintings were not there. Father has given us permission to find her and question her about this.”

      “This is very troubling. There must be a reason for her behavior.”

      “Tell her what you told me you saw when you were playing the pianoforte, Annabelle,” Julia said.

      Annabelle glanced at Julia and nodded. “Yes, I told Julia that while I played that night, Joanna was sitting in between the Lords Balfour. They were having a conversation over her and she looked very upset. I have no way of knowing what it was about but she looked so unhappy. It was the next day she accused Duke Colbourn of being inappropriate with her. I think they may have given her the idea. As for the paintings, it is always a possibility that they are the ones who took them.”

      The Duchess was quietly thinking, an intense look on her face.

      “Has no one thought to mention this to Lord Rickman? He will want to know what his daughters are getting into, would he not?”

      “I have spoken to my father, my Lady,” Julia said. “Not today but a few days ago. He is not worried. He believes the Lords Balfour will inherit a great fortune from their father and it is my understanding that if he can get Lord Gilbert to marry Joanna, we will need not worry about money for the rest of our lives.”

      “I do not believe the Lords Balfour will be inheriting a great fortune,” the Duchess said in a low voice. Annabelle and Julia looked at her, surprised.

      “Why do you believe that, my Lady?” Julia asked.

      The Duchess looked at the young woman. “The Lords do not carry themselves as though they have wealth. Their clothes are not indicative of wealth. They show very little class and behave in crude ways. Lord Gilbert is more outgoing than his brother. He likes to talk. But what he says has little substance. I do not trust them.”

      “Do you trust Duke Colbourn? Despite what Joanna tried to do?”

      Her mother nodded. “I have listened to your father. He knows the man much better than I do. If he believes we can trust Duke Colbourn, I have no choice but to accept his decision. It appears he will become a member of the family eventually. Therefore, I will give him as many chances as needed to prove himself worthy.”

      Annabelle could not help smiling, despite the circumstances. It felt good to know that her mother accepted Duke Colbourn and that it was she who would be bringing him into the family. As her husband.

      The thought made her heart race.

      The women continued to walk in the garden. Annabelle could not help admiring the hill fountain and the beautiful flowers and foliage around her. The sun beamed over their heads as mid-day dragged into the afternoon. Dark clouds in the distance indicated there would be rain but for now, it was clear and beautiful.

      “Where do you suppose Joanna went?” Annabelle asked, scanning the garden in case the young woman was hiding there somewhere.”

      “She is upset?” the Duchess asked.

      “Yes, she ran from the room when she saw the paintings weren’t there. The Duke’s chambers showed no signs that they had ever been there.”

      “Would she have gone home?” Julia asked. “I suppose we could check there.”

      “We must go to the stables and see if a horse is gone,” Annabelle said, bringing up their earlier plan. Julia nodded.

      “Yes, that is what we were going to do, is it not?”

      “I will go back to my guests,” the Duchess said in a quiet voice. “And if I see Joanna, we will talk immediately. I cannot ignore my visitors any longer.”

      “Of course, my Lady,” Julia bowed her head to the Duchess. “We will return once we have checked the stable and my home. We will report to you immediately.”

      “See that you do. Be careful.”

      “Thank you, my Lady.”

      The two young women watched the Duchess turn on her heel and walk back to the house. After a moment’s hesitation, the two of them crossed back over the path and through the gate, walking down to the stables over the green lawn.

      “Do you think she went for a ride? If she did, we might not see her for hours.”

      “I do not know, Julia,” Annabelle shook her head. “Wherever she went, we must find her. She knows something she is not telling us.”

      “I am afraid for her, Annabelle.” Julia looked sad. “I hope we can find her and coax her to tell us the truth. I just cannot believe she has gotten mixed up in something like this. She has been a handful but she has always been a lady to respect. Those Balfour brothers have corrupted her.”

      Annabelle thought about her friend’s words as they made their way down the hill to the stables. She did not have a response. Joanna was Julia’s twin sister. She could not imagine how it felt to know such a close relative might be responsible for such actions.

      “She should have known better than to let this happen,” Julia continued. “She is a smart girl. I fear she has been taken in by Lord Gilbert and made to do things she did not want to do.”

      Annabelle nodded. “I agree with you. But what can we do? If she is responsible in any way, she will need to confess to my father and to Duke Colbourn. She will be shamed. I know neither of the dukes want that to happen.”

      Julia looked off into the distance. Annabelle could tell she was wondering where her sister was at that moment in time.

      “She must be held accountable if she is at all responsible.”

      “I agree but…” Annabelle let her words trail off. She did not want Joanna shamed. She wished the young woman hadn’t gotten herself into this trouble to begin with. And she still was not sure how she was involved.

      “I do not understand what she has against Duke Colbourn,” Julia said. “He has been nothing but a gentleman to us all since he arrived. Do you believe she is doing this because she is somehow in love with him and wants revenge because he chose you?”

      Annabelle frowned. “I just cannot believe that.”

      Julia nodded. “I was thinking the same thing.”

      They reached the stables. The door was open and they went inside, taking a lantern from a hook by the front door. Annabelle held the lantern up as they walked down the row of stalls. There were horses in each one but the last.

      Annabelle looked around for the stable boy. After a moment, she heard a rustling in a stall across from them and held up the lantern.

      The young boy was brushing down the legs of one of the horses. When he stood up straight, he caught sight of them and cried out softly.

      “Oh! I apologize! I did not see you come in.”

      Annabelle smiled at him. “I am sorry to frighten you, Christopher. Have you seen Joanna?”

      “Yes, she took Dreamcatcher for a ride. She said she would be back in an hour or two.”

      “How long ago was that?” Julia asked.

      “I would say about twenty minutes, my Lady,” Christopher replied.

      “Thank you. Prepare two of the horses for us. We will also be taking rides.”

      “Yes, my Lady.” Christopher said, bowing at the waist. He left the stall he was in and readied two of the horses for them.

      “Where do you suggest we go first?” Julia asked.

      “I want to go to your house first. If she needed comfort, she might find it there. And she would be away from the questions.”

      “She may have gone for a ride in the woods. If so, we might not find her. She will have to come back to us.”

      “We know she will eventually. We will check the house first.”

      Julia nodded. “All right.”

      They mounted the horses and rode away from the house in silence. Unsurprisingly, what they were thinking was quite similar.

      Annabelle felt disappointment in her friend, though the behavior was somewhat expected. She felt sorry for Joanna. The girl just did not seem to have herself together.

      It made Annabelle want to take the girl in hand and give her some guidance. But since they were the same age and given Joanna’s stubborn attitude, it would not surprise her if her advice fell on deaf ears.

      She glanced at Julia, stifling a sigh. Her friend’s face was so downhearted, so sad. It made Annabelle’s heart hurt. The thought that the Lords Balfour may have violated her sister was giving her a great deal of angst.

      “Everything is going to be all right, Julia,” she said softly. “Do not worry. We will find her and we will set things to right.”

      Julia gave her a grateful look but the worry did not leave her face.
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      The two girls did not find Joanna at the Rickman mansion. The housekeeper informed them that no one had seen Joanna all day. They turned their horses around and went back to Norrend.

      Instead of going inside, they passed the mansion and went to the woods, following a path they knew Joanna would take if she were going for a ride.

      As they rode past the stables, Annabelle called to Christopher, who came out rubbing his hands on a cloth.

      “Yes, my Lady?”

      “Has Joanna returned?”

      “No, my Lady.”

      Annabelle nodded and urged her horse toward the path through the woods. Riding down the path had always been one of her favorite things to do. It was beautiful land. When the sun was shining and the birds were singing, it was magical.

      Julia was still very quiet. Annabelle wondered what was going through her mind. It was not good thoughts, she was sure of that.

      After riding for ten minutes, Annabelle saw someone approaching from the opposite direction. To her relief, it was Joanna. They would not have to search any longer and maybe they would get the answers they were looking for.

      When she saw them, Joanna stopped her horse and looked dismayed. She did not turn and run, which Annabelle was grateful for. It would have been silly to chase her friend down and how would they stop her? Jump on her horse?

      The thought amused Annabelle but a smile did not come to her lips. She looked at Julia, who glanced back at her.

      “I see her,” Julia said.

      “She sees us, as well. Stay calm. We will get our answers.”

      Julia looked guilty and sad at the same time.

      “You must not worry, Julia,” Annabelle said. “ Joanna knows we love her. We only want what’s best for her.”

      “We know that,” Julia replied. “But does she? It does not appear so. If she thought we loved her, she would have come to us, would she not?”

      Annabelle shook her head. “I do not know. It is doubtful, in my mind.”

      The two girls reached Joanna and stopped their horses a few feet away from her.

      “We have been searching for you everywhere, Joanna,” Annabelle said gently. “Are you all right?”

      Joanna looked surprised by the question. “I… I do not feel all right,” she replied.

      “Shall we find a place to sit and talk? Or would you like to come back to Norrend and talk there?”

      Joanna looked past them down the path that would take them to the house.

      “I do not want to go back yet. I was riding slowly to help the time pass. I know the dukes are angry with me.”

      “They are not as angry as they are confused,” Annabelle said.

      “Please can we find somewhere to talk? Perhaps we can go back to the garden.”

      “The circle benches are just past here,” Julia suggested.

      “Shall we go there?”

      “That is a good idea,” Annabelle said, hurriedly. She urged the horse to go past Joanna and the two sisters followed her.

      “I have been so worried about you,” Julia said to her sister. “Why have you been behaving so strangely? Surely you are not acting on the orders of the Balfours.”

      “I do not act on anyone’s orders.” Joanna sounded offended.

      “I do what is in my mind, what I feel like doing.”

      Julia shook her head. “I do not believe that. You are my sister. How can you not see that what you are doing is wrong?”

      “I do not want to talk about it.”

      Julia frowned.

      “You must talk about it, Joanna. We need to know what is going through your mind so that we might be better able to understand what you are doing and why. We cannot help you if you do not open yourself to us.”

      “I do not need help.”

      Annabelle looked over her shoulder at her friend. “You are mistaken. You do need help. And only those who love you can help you.”

      Joanna snorted in an unladylike fashion. “I do not need anyone’s help.”

      They reached the circle benches and dismounted. Duke Cartwright had placed an “oasis” in the middle of the woods, creating a large clearing where he’d placed claw-footed, white iron benches in a circle in the middle.

      Large flower pots were put in between each bench. The flowers blooming in the pots added beautiful colors to the scene.

      Added to the beauty was a small stream running past the clearing. It was beyond the tree line but the sound of the bubbling water was comforting nonetheless.

      Joanna was the first one to sit on a bench. Her sister and Annabelle sat on either side of her. Annabelle was reminded of the night Joanna was trapped in between the Balfour brothers.

      “I must ask you again, Joanna,” she said. “For the truth. We must know the truth if we are to get you out of this situation.”

      Joanna frowned at her. “What situation are you speaking of?”

      Annabelle blinked at her.

      “You must know that my father and the Duke Colbournl know that you have been lying to them. You will have to face the consequences eventually. Would it not be better to tell us what has happened so that we can defend you?”

      “I have not… have not been… lying…” Joanna could barely get the words out. Her cheeks and nose were red with shame, giving her away to the other two young women.

      “But we know that you have, Joanna.” Julia’s voice was slightly angry.

      “Duke Colbourn did not proposition you during the croquet game. He has done nothing to merit your ire. Why are you trying to destroy his reputation by calling his honor into question? You accuse him of rudeness and then of theft. What is going through your mind to make you do this, if not the influence of the Balfour brothers?”

      Joanna was quiet. Annabelle decided to give it a try.

      “Do the Balfour brothers have a vendetta against Duke Colbourn?”

      Joanna looked at her. “I would not know.”

      “You spend time with them. You talk to them. You must know what kind of men they are and what they are capable of. Did they steal the paintings? Is that why you looked surprised that they were not in Duke Colbourn’s room?”

      “No. No, that is not how it is.” Joanna shook her head.

      “Then please inform me. I must know. You know that the duke and I are courting. I plan to make him my husband. I will be his wife. I love him and I feel he loves me, as well. This… situation you have caused is threatening my happiness and my life with him. I must have answers.”

      “Are you upset because he did not turn his eyes to you?” Julia asked.

      Joanna’s face was still red. She lifted her hands and covered it, lowering her head.

      “Joanna, had you not accused the Duke to begin with, you would be more trustworthy now in the eyes of the dukes. But you have accused him of theft. Of the paintings he was already planning to buy. Why would you do this?”

      Joanna pressed her lips together, lowering her hands to her lap, where she kneaded her fingers together firmly.

      “I… I have been…”

      The two young women waited for Joanna to continue, not wanting to barrage her further with questions. Joanna swallowed visibly and looked at Annabelle.

      “I feel terrible about this, Annabelle. I know I have done wrong and I do not know what to do about it.”

      Annabelle felt some relief. It appeared Joanna was finally going to tell them what had happened.

      “I did not accuse the duke because I wanted to. I was told it was the best thing to do to make him leave Norrend.”

      Annabelle looked at her friend with a shocked face.

      “Whatever do you mean? Why would you want the duke to leave?”

      “I… He… It is a complicated thing.”

      “No, it is not.” Julia frowned, her anger showing on her face.

      “The Cartwrights have done only good for you and for me. They have helped us for many years now, since we were small. Why would you want to hurt Annabelle this way?”

      Joanna pulled in a deep sigh and let it out slowly.

      “Lord Gilbert told me if the duke was to marry Annabelle, her parents would no longer be interested in supporting us. He said Duke Cartwright told Reverend Stovington as much while they were talking one day. He overheard in the parlor while playing cards with his brother.”

      Annabelle scowled. “That is completely untrue! Why would my parents ever decide such a thing?”

      “You should know better than that, Joanna,” Julia scolded her sister. “The Duke and Duchess have always been kind to us. Whether or not Annabelle is married will make no difference.”

      “If she is married, there will be no need for her to attend the balls searching for a husband. That is what we are doing. We would be left on our own.”

      Annabelle shook her head.

      “No. You are mistaken. I do not believe Lord Gilbert heard any such words coming from my father’s mouth. He loves you and Julia as if you are his own daughters. Why do you think you are still welcome in Norrend, even though you lied to my father’s face?”

      Joanna’s face went scarlet and she dropped her eyes again.

      “I believed him. He told me… he wants to court me and… I believed what he was telling me.”

      “But if he wanted to court you, why would you be worried about going to the balls?” Julia asked. Joanna looked at her.

      “Because you would have no one. Father has spoken about pairing you with Lord Leonard, since I am with Lord Gilbert. I told him I did not think you would want that.”

      Julia lifted her eyebrows. “I am glad you told him that. I have no interest in being with Lord Leonard.”

      “You must believe me,” Joanna moved her eyes from Annabelle to her sister and back.

      “I did not know the Balfours would steal the paintings. They may not have. They… they were behind the hutch. I suppose a… a servant could have…”

      Annabelle shook her head.

      “No. If the Balfour brothers put the paintings back there and they are not there now, that means they came back and took them. We must inform my father right away.”

      “I do not want to get in more trouble,” Joanna said.

      “Will you tell him for me?”

      She was disappointed when both of them shook their heads.

      “You will have to tell him, Joanna,” Annabelle said.

      “This is something you will need to take responsibility for.”
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      Joanna cried as the three women rode back to Norrend. She was sure the Balfour brothers would lie. They would deny everything and she would end up looking like the liar she had become. Annabelle could not help feeling sorry for her.

      Her father was not an irrational man. But he would not accept being disrespected and lied to, especially not by someone he had been taking care of for years.

      They approached the stables slowly. Christopher was standing outside the stables, looking toward the woods. As they crossed the field, he walked to them, lifting one hand to take the bridle of Annabelle’s horse.

      “My Lady, your father has been asking for you.”

      Annabelle nodded. “Did you tell him we went for a ride to find Joanna?”

      “I told him that Joanna went for a ride earlier and you and Julia went, also. I did not tell him you were looking for Joanna.”

      “Thank you, Christopher. If you will take care of the horses for us.”

      The young man smiled. “That is my job, my Lady. I would be happy to, of course.”

      Once they were off the horses, Julia and Annabelle hurried across the lawn to the house. Joanna moved slower, dragging behind to the point they had to turn and call to her. She reluctantly picked up her pace and went in the house behind them.

      They went to the parlor first to look for their father. He, Duke Colbourn and Mr. Covington were sitting by the large window on the other side of the room. The three men stood up when the ladies entered, their eyes focusing directly on Joanna. The girl’s face was still as red as a beet and it was obvious she had been crying by her swollen, red eyes.

      “Joanna.” Duke Cartwright did not greet his daughter or Julia. He took a step toward the young woman, who cowered, her face guilty.

      “What is the meaning of this behavior? You have not been yourself recently.”

      Joanna moved her eyes only to look up at the two dukes, keeping her head bowed to them. “I… I have not been myself recently, your grace,” she replied. “I have been… influenced by others to do things I would not otherwise do.”

      “Including lying about Duke Colbourn?” Duke Cartwright sounded shocked. He stared at her, along with the other two men.

      Joanna could not bring herself to answer out loud. She nodded.

      “Both times?”

      Again, she nodded.

      “You will need to speak up, Joanna. I would like an answer. Out loud.”

      “Yes, my Lord. I lied both times.”

      Duke Cartwright made a sound of disappointment and shook his head.

      “What has caused this behavior from you, my dear? You would never have done something like this before. Would you?”

      “No, my Lord, I would not. I… I was influenced by the Lords Balfour.”

      The men all looked at each other.

      “Those men…” Duke Colbourn shook his head. “I did not trust them already. I do not know why I did not think of them in the first place. It might have saved us some trouble. Did you find them suspicious, my Lord?” He looked at Duke Cartwright, who just stared back at him.

      Neιther of them expressed interest in Annabelle and therefore I did not pay a lot of attention to them. I suggested the Joanna seek out permission from her father.”

      “Do you not think it odd that the Lords Balfour are not here today? They are here every day since they came to stay with the Reverend.” Duke Cartwright nodded as the other one spoke.

      “They are frequently here,” he said. “Now that the paintings are missing, they are also missing. I find it strange. I will send a messenger to the Reverend, asking him to send the brothers here.”

      “Will you tell him about the missing paintings, my Lord?” Duke Colbourn asked.

      “I would like to speak to them in person before I do,” the Duke Cartwright replied. “Unfortunately,” His eyes fell on Joanna.

      “I am still very confused about this whole situation. Joanna, I wish for you to tell me what has happened from the beginning, please. Why did you lie about Duke Colbourn and make it seem he was inappropriate with you? Is this something the Lords Balfour put in your head?”

      Joanna hesitated before answering. “I… I cannot say the Lords are responsible for everything that has happened,” she said. “I was given the idea by them but it was I who decided what to say.”

      “But, my Lady, why would you lie about his grace?” Mr. Covington finally spoke. The others looked at him.

      “His Grace is one of the most respectable, remarkable men I have met in my life. He has never caused harm to anyone, at least not intentionally. You could have severely damaged his reputation. If you spoke to the Balfour brothers about this matter and they told anyone on the ton, his reputation would be at stake. Why would you do this to this kind gentleman?”

      They all turned their eyes back to her. Her face was nearly pulsing red. She dropped her eyes to the ground once more.

      “I cannot honestly say why I behaved this way, my Lords.”

      “You must,” Duke Colbourn insisted.

      “You must tell us. I believe it is my right to know why someone has tried to slander me. Is it because I was not receptive to your advances?”

      Joanna slowly nodded.

      “But my Lady, I do not recall you giving any signs that you were interested in me,” the Duke continued.

      “You were interested in Annabelle,” Joanna replied in a voice so low they could barely hear her.

      “Speak up, young lady,” Duke Cartwright barked. Her eyes darted to his face, fear covering her with chills.

      “I am sorry, your grace. I said you were interested in Annabelle.”

      “So you lied about him intentionally, even though you knew he was interested in me and I in him?” Annabelle frowned.

      “What have I done to you, Joanna? Why would you do this to me after we have been practically sisters since we were children?”

      “I am ashamed of myself. I truly am.”

      “And well you should be!” Duke Cartwright said, drawing his eyebrows together.

      “You could have sullied the Duke in a way that was not repairable. Have you told anyone in the city about your accusations?”

      Joanna shook her head. “No, my Lord. I have not.”

      He nodded. “That is a good thing, Joanna. See that you speak the truth from now on. Tell me about the paintings. How did you get them and where did you put them?”

      “I was in the collection room with the Balfours. They took the paintings and put them in the Duke Colbourn’s chambers.”

      Duke Colbourn bristled inside. They had intentionally made it look like was stealing. He shook his head, looking disappointed.

      “My Lady, I do not understand why you would allow that to happen to me. If the paintings had been discovered there this morning, it would not be redeemable. I would be forced to leave Norrend and Miss Cartwright, two things I have no intention of doing anytime soon.”

      “I suppose that means we are not leaving as planned?” Mr. Covington said. The duke looked at him.

      “No, Mr. Covington, I am staying here. You are a free man and can roam the world if you please. But I cannot. I will be married within the year.”

      Annabelle felt chills cover her body. He was talking about her. He was looking at her. When he smiled, she smiled back. He lost his smile when he looked at Joanna.

      “You have put my entire life in jeopardy and I want answers.”

      Joanna stammered at him.

      “I… Lord Gilbert can be very persuasive. But, my lords, I did not know they were going to take the paintings. I have made myself look like a fool and I am ashamed. Lord Gilbert said he only wanted to help me with my plan to have you dismissed from Norrend.”

      Annabelle winced at the words. She could hardly believe they were coming from Joanna’s mouth. She was so upset and disappointed in her friend.

      “When we saw that the paintings were not there today, I… I realized what I had done. I helped them steal the paintings. I do not know where they have taken them or what they will do with them.”

      “This is very disturbing.” Duke Cartwright looked at the Duke Colbourn. “I am not aware that the two know much about fine works of art. They cannot sell them outright because they are registered to me and they would have to travel far before anyone would buy them not knowing they are mine. Do you suppose they will destroy them or otherwise damage them?”

      Duke Colbourn shook his head. “I do not know them well, my Lord. But I do not think they are stupid enough to damage the paintings. More than likely, they will try to sell them. But you are correct, they are registered to you. And I have traveled far to come see them. It took me a bit of time but I found the paintings I desired.”

      “If you wish, you may purchase the Vecelli painting and leave the missing ones to me to find.”

      Duke Colbourn shook his head. “No, my Lord, I will wait and purchase all the ones I have chosen at the same time. Whether or not the three paintings are recovered in good condition, I will buy them. I feel responsible for this.”

      “You are in no way responsible. You should not think that way. If the paintings are not in the same condition they were when they left my home – if they have left – I will not charge the same price for them. We will base it on their condition upon their return.”

      “Yes, my Lord, I agree to that.”

      “I will send a message to Reverend Stovington requesting the young men make a visit. If they do not come tonight, we will see them at church in the morning.”
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      There was no message from the reverend the rest of that Saturday night and the Balfour brothers did not pay a visit.

      When Annabelle went to sleep that night, she could hear Joanna weeping in her room.

      She was not surprised to see Julia sitting on her bed waiting for her, her nightgown and cap on already.

      “Julia. Can you not sleep?”

      “I thought Joanna would go home tonight but she has decided to stay. Why do you think she chose to stay?”

      “I do not think she wants to see your parents. She is too ashamed. They would question her if she cried in her room there like she is doing in her room here.”

      Julia nodded, a satisfied look on her face.

      “That does make perfect sense.” She scooted over on the bed and Annabelle sat next to her after changing into her nightgown.

      “Tomorrow is Sunday,” Julia said.

      “It is God’s day and we will have to put on a smile for church. I do not feel a lot like smiling. I can think of nothing in my life right now that would make me smile.”

      Annabelle looked at her with raised eyebrows.

      “Am I not a blessing? Is it not your privilege and honor to be my best friend in the world?”

      Julia laughed. Annabelle nodded.

      “I thought I could make you smile. I know you are unhappy with what is going on but it will be resolved soon enough.”

      “I feel responsible. She is my twin sister. I feel whatever she does is a reflection on me and that now people will not think of me the same.”

      “No one in this house will think of you any differently,” Annabelle replied, shaking her head. She reached over and took Julia’s hand, looking into her eyes comfortingly.

      “You did not do this. The fact that she is your sister, even a twin sister, does not make you responsible for the choices she makes. She is someone completely different from you. You are my best friend. Please understand how much I care about you.”

      She brought Julia’s hand to her chest and held it against her heart. Julia sighed.

      “Thank you, Annabelle. I feel different now.”

      “Would you like to sleep in here tonight?”

      “That would be a great comfort to me.”

      Annabelle held her hand out, sweeping it over the huge bed behind them.

      “There is plenty of room and you are always welcome. Come, let us get some sleep so that we will not have droopy, puffy eyes in the morning.”

      The girls had climbed in the bed and both were asleep within minutes. The day had been long and disappointing.

      As they were on the way to church, after a hearty breakfast, they were quiet, not wanting to interrupt the conversation of her father and Duke Colbourn.

      Annabelle listened to them discuss what they planned to say to Reverend Stovington and the Lords Balfour. Her father was unhappy that they had not received a message back from him.

      They reached the church, where many other buggies and carriages were pulled into the dirt lot beside the building. There were a few people outside but it appeared almost everyone was almost inside.

      Duke Cartwright stepped down from the carriage, glancing around him. “It looks as though there are not many people attending church today. Are we late? Perhaps we are early.”

      Annabelle shook her head. “No, father. We are here at the same time we usually are.”

      The men walked ahead of the women into the church, passing several people who were talking quietly. They looked at the group as they passed but none of them said anything directly to them.

      “Mother?” Annabelle looked at her mother, worried. “Something feels different today.”

      The Duchess of Norrend nodded at her daughter. “I agree, my dear. But we will not know until we get inside, will we?”

      We might not even know then, Annabelle thought, her heart racing. What if something had happened to the Reverend? Or to either of the Balfour brothers? They were the ones who knew where the paintings were. If they had them in their possession, they might have opened themselves up to dangerous people. Or had the reverend participated in the theft in some way.

      Annabelle’s eyes darted to her father, as if he could read her thoughts. She would not want him to know she suspected the reverend even for a second. She did not feel it was possible but was rather thinking of anything and everything that might be an answer.

      “My Lords!” A man Annabelle did not recognize came around a corner and spotted her father and the rest of them.

      “Have you seen Reverend Stovington?”

      Annabelle was covered in chills.

      “Is he missing?” she asked. The man looked at her.

      “Yes, my Lady, he is. He has not been seen since last night. He had a late visitor, Their Graces, the Duke and Duchess of Rochester Island. They stayed until late into the evening and left. They said he did not mention going anywhere and there was no sign that he was planning to leave his church.”

      “I suspect something else may have happened to him,” Duke Colbourn said, frowning.

      “Yes, that was my thought, too, your Grace,” the man replied.

      “Thank you for your information,” Duke Cartwright said, turning to his wife and daughters.

      “I must find the Lords Balfour. They will have to answer for this. I am sure they will know what has happened to the reverend. He would not miss a Sunday at his church unless he was detained elsewhere and unable to come.”

      “I agree, my Lord,” his wife answered. “We will wait for you here.”

      “But, mother…” Annabelle began to protest and then slid her eyes to her father and Duke Colbourn. She closed her mouth and took a step back, looking down. It was not her place to help the men. The Dukes and Mr. Covington went down the middle aisle toward the altar at the end and the ladies sat down in the back pew, watching them.

      Duke Colbourn could not have felt much more confused. He looked back on the time he had spent at Norrend and could not remember anything he had done to make Joanna betray him in such a way.

      Not even for the chance of getting a husband. Would a woman really go to such lengths just to get someone as unattractive and crude as Lord Gilbert Balfour?

      He followed Duke Cartwright to the stage where the altar was. They stepped up on it and went to the door to the right that would lead to the offices of the church. The door on the opposite side led to the quarters where the reverend and any of his charges or those seeking sanctuary could take a room.

      “We will check the offices first,” Duke Cartwright said. “If there is no sign of foul play, we will check the rooms. I do not wish to invade anyone’s privacy.”

      “I do not think the Balfour brothers will be here, my Lord,” Mr. Covington said. “If the reverend is missing, they will know they are suspect. We may have to search for them elsewhere.”

      “I hope they are here,” Duke Cartwright said.

      “I do not wish to spend my Sunday searching for them.”

      “We will need to find Reverend Stovington. I must say, my Lord.” Duke Colbourn shook his head.

      “I do not think the Lords Balfour are very intelligent. If they are planning all of this, they have not thought anything through. If they did harm to Reverend Stovington, they will hang. And they have made it perfectly clear that something is afoot by not being here when he is missing.”

      “They might be here,” Mr. Covington said.

      The Dukes looked at him, nodding. “Perhaps.”

      They went through the long hallway that curved around the back end of the church. Duke Cartwright opened doors as he went, putting his head in to see if anyone occupied the room.

      There were four offices and two classrooms for the children. No one was in the offices. There were children, whose parents did not expect the Reverend to be missing in both the classrooms. They looked up at the men in surprise.

      Duke Cartwright just smiled at them and closed the door. He turned to his companions, shaking his head.

      “They are not in the offices nor the classrooms. I suppose we will have to check the rooms. I hesitate to do so because it is very personal. But we must find them.”

      “I am sure we cannot be the only ones looking for the reverend, my Lord,” Duke Colbourn said.

      “Though we may be the only ones looking for the Lords Balfour.”

      Duke Cartwright nodded.

      “I believe you are right, Duke Colbourn.”

      The men crossed the stage to the other side, passing through the door to the bedrooms. As they had suspected, there were two other men walking down the hallway. They turned when they heard the men come through the door.

      Duke Cartwright put his hands behind his back and clasped them together, walking swiftly to the two men.

      “Have you seen the Reverend or any sign of where he might be?”

      Both men shook their heads and one answered, “No, my Lord. We have been looking in every room and he does not appear to be here. We are quite worried about him. He would not leave without giving notice or getting a replacement for himself.”

      “I agree,” Duke Cartwright nodded at them. “I will check below with my companions. You continue to look up here.”

      The men nodded and bowed at the waist.

      “Yes, my Lord,” they said at the same time.

      Duke Colbourn gave Duke Cartwright a quizzical look when the older man turned back to leave the hallway.

      “What is below, my Lord?”

      Duke Cartwright looked up at Duke Colbourn, who was taller than him.

      “The cellar.”
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      The three men went down a spiral staircase that led to the damp parts of the church. Duke Colbourn found the underground rooms to be intriguing. The walls were made of stone, with etchings of animals, leaves, flowers, and other objects of nature decorating them. The floor was also stone but the Duke was impressed by how smooth it was.

      It must have taken some time to make the rooms as uniquely well-done as they were. There were lanterns on the walls and Duke Cartwright lit one to carry with them as they walked through the rooms.

      “I do not believe I have ever been in a church with a cellar that looked like this, my Lord,” Duke Colbourn said.

      “How long have you known about this place?”

      “I have always been aware the cellar was made this way. I believe the church held functions down here some years ago, when it was first built. It does not seem suitable for such things now.”

      Duke Cartwright just smiled at him.

      “I suppose it is not. If the Lords Balfour are down here, we will insist on getting our answers.”

      “You do realize they will not admit to anything,” Mr. Covington said. “They will deny all. Criminals always do.”

      “I will be able to tell if they are lying to me,” Duke Cartwright sounded confident. Duke Colbourn wondered how he could be that way.

      “One way or another, I will have my paintings.”

      The three men walked quietly through the tunnels and hallways. Duke Cartwright held up the lantern while the other two men lit their own. They split up to search the large cellar, meeting up in the middle where they had started.

      “They are not here.”

      “Did you see any signs that they might have been or that anyone has been down here recently?” Duke Cartwright asked. Both men shook their heads.

      “No, I am sorry, my Lord,” Mr. Covington said.

      Duke Cartwright sighed, heavily.

      “We must continue the search outside.”

      “Perhaps someone else has found out where the reverend went.” Mr. Covington said.

      “We will find out. I have not been…” Duke Cartwright stopped speaking when the door they were about to pass through opened and the Lords Balfour came through, Gilbert first with his brother behind him.

      The two young Lords stopped and stared at the three men.

      Duke Colbourn thought they looked scared out of their minds. He knew instantly that they were guilty of everything Joanna had said.

      Despite that, he knew that unless the two boys confessed or the paintings were found in their possession, there was no proof of their guilt.

      He half expected the two to turn tail and run back up the steps to get away from them. But they didn’t. Lord Gilbert calmly stepped into the main room, his brother coming through behind him.

      “Good morning, your grace. your Grace.” Lord Gilbert did not acknowledge Mr. Covington, bowing at the Dukes.

      “Have you seen the reverend?”

      Duke Colbourn’s heart sank. They had the perfect reason for being down in the cellar, and even for looking guilty. Everyone was looking for the reverend and by asking the question, Lord Gilbert was using the disappearance as an excuse to keep from looking like he was doing something wrong.

      “We have been looking for him,” Duke Cartwright answered.

      His tone indicated to the Duke Colbourn that he was thinking the same thing.

      “When did you last see him?”

      “Yesterday evening,” Lord Gilbert responded. “He is not down here?”

      “No, we have not seen him.” Duke Cartwright crossed his arms over his chest.

      “We must talk. We have questions to ask you.”

      “What is it about, my Lord?”

      “It is about the paintings Duke Colbourn was purchasing from me. They have gone missing.”

      “Oh my, that is not good news,” Lord Gilbert said. His face did not change. He did not look worried.

      “No, it is not. And Joanna claims that you have taken them.”

      Lord Gilbert raised his eyebrows and looked genuinely surprised.

      “Why would she say such a thing?”

      “She was very credible,” Duke Colbourn said.

      Lord Gilbert gave him a sarcastic look.

      “It seems to me she has lied before. She has caused trouble in the past. I find it hard to believe you would take her word for anything.”

      Duke Cartwright frowned.

      “I do believe the last words I spoke to you was to advise you to go to Lord Rickman and ask for permission to court Joanna. You appeared to be getting very close to her. I know that she was under that impression as well. I believe we all were. If you feel she is not worthy of being trusted and believed, why would you allow yourself to be involved with her?”

      Lord Gilbert had the courtesy to look ashamed for a moment.

      Duke Colbourn had to refrain from losing his temper. They were guilty and they were not going to own up to it, just as Mr. Covington had said.

      “I want my paintings returned,” Duke Cartwright said.

      “And if anything has happened to Reverend Stovington, I can assure you, there will be consequences.”

      “We have done nothing to the reverend, my Lord,” Lord Gilbert responded in a calm voice.

      “We are going up to the church to continue the search for the reverend. If I hear anything about your paintings, I will certainly notify you directly and as quickly as possible. But I cannot tell you where they are or where the reverend is.”

      “Cannot or will not?” Duke Colbourn inquired. Lord Gilbert looked at him for a moment before smiling.

      “I cannot tell you something I do not know.”

      Duke Colbourn balled up his fists but kept them behind his back. These men had callously attempted to destroy his reputation and cost him the woman he loved. He would not resort to fisticuffs, though he was very tempted.

      The Lords Balfour turned to go back up the stairs. The dukes looked at each other with regret and reluctantly went up the stairs behind the two Balfours. Leonard still had not spoken.

      Duke Colbourn thought he looked like he wanted to say something. It might benefit them to split up the two brothers and try to get the information from Leonard. But he had never seen the two brothers apart.

      He wanted desperately to speak to Annabelle about it. She was highly intelligent and intuitive. She had the kind of woman’s intuition that would be perfect for sorting out this kind of tragedy.

      Once he began thinking about her, Duke Colbourn could not stop. He was anxious to be in her presence again, missing her like he never thought he would. And it had been less than an hour. He wondered if she was missing him as much as he was missing her.

      He stared at the back of Lord Gilbert’s head as they went up to the church. He was not an attractive man by any means and had little money. He was not dressed in the clothes of the season, indicating he was unable to purchase new ones. He was unclean, dirty on the inside and the outside.

      Duke Colbourn could not imagine what Joanna saw in him or how he had been able to manipulate her the way he did.

      He certainly did not seem charming in any way.

      The men came out just outside the church, where the door to the cellar stood open. People were walking around the grounds with looks of wonder and curiosity on their faces.

      The reverend would be missed if he was not able to return.

      Duke Colbourn turned to go in the church. He wanted to see Annabelle. He wanted to tell her he had been thinking about her.

      Just to see her pretty face and be in her presence would be enough to calm his angst.

      “Your Grace?” Duke Cartwright looked at him as he turned to the church.

      “Will you be joining us to look for the reverend?”

      “I will, my Lord,” Duke Colbourn replied. “I wish to check on the ladies first. They may know something by now.”

      “I do not see how they could.” Despite his words, Duke Cartwright moved to follow Duke Colbourn into the church.

      There were more people in there than there had been when they left the ladies. The Duchess of Norrend and the girls were not sitting in the back pew anymore but were standing in the middle aisle, talking to some of the other ladies.

      When Annabelle looked up and caught his eye, her face lit up. A warm feeling spread through him and he could not help but smile. She smiled back. He thought it was the most beautiful smile he had ever seen.

      Mr. Covington leaned over and tapped Duke Colbourn on his arm.

      “You look like a love-sick puppy dog, your grace,” he murmured in an amused voice.

      “Do I?” The Duke did not take his eyes from Annabelle.

      “You do. You should go speak to her. I think it will do both of you some good. I can see you are upset about the current events. Upset as in angry. You should go talk to her. It will calm your heart.”

      “I like your advice, Mr. Covington ,” Duke Colbourn responded. “I believe I will take it.”

      He moved away from the group of men toward the women, pulling in a deep, calming breath. He did not take his eyes from her face. She saw him coming and turned toward him.

      The Duke was stopped several times by other parishioners asking if he knew anything, to which he always responded that he didn’t.

      He wondered why the people would ask such a ridiculous question. He was practically a stranger and if the reverend had been spotted, they would already have known about it.

      He managed to get to the ladies within a few minutes, avoiding as many people as he could.

      He stepped up beside them just as the women moved their eyes over his shoulder and spotted the Balfour brothers.

      Joanna looked distraught immediately and she turned away, covering her face. Annabelle and Julia looked from the Lords Balfour up to Duke Colbourn with questioning looks.

      He did not want to tell them what they already knew.

      The Balfour brothers were contesting the accusations and claiming innocence. They tossed Joanna to the lions as soon as it was convenient for them.
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      He looked sorrowfully at Joanna before turning his eyes to the Duchess.

      “Your Grace, the Balfours are claiming innocence and have said that Miss Joanna cannot be trusted. The reverend has not been seen or found. They claim they have not seen or heard from him since last evening. Can you think of anywhere he might have gone?”

      The Duchess glanced around the room at the rest of the people.

      “I am sure that if anyone knows where he is, it would not be me, my Lord. Nor my daughters. We do not associate with the reverend the way the Duke does. He would be more likely to have answers than I would. I am sure he will think of something.”

      “My Lady, would you care to walk with me?” Duke Colbourn turned to Annabelle.

      “We will go around the church grounds and join the others who are looking for the reverend.”

      “I do hope he is all right,” Julia said. “I always enjoy his sermons.”

      “I would like to go on a walk with you, your Grace,” Annabelle said, scanning the duke’s handsome face.

      “Mother, do I have your permission?” She did not even turn her eyes from him when she asked the question. Her mother looked at her with amusement.

      “You may,” she said, turning to Julia. “You will accompany them, Julia.”

      Julia stood up.

      “Yes, your Grace. I would be happy to.”

      She followed behind Duke Colbourn and Annabelle as they went to the door, her hands clasped behind her back.

      Annabelle could not help but smile up at Duke Colbourn. He returned her smile.

      As they passed through the door, Duke Colbourn holding it open for her, he leaned down slightly and said in a low voice,

      “I do hope that we will be walking down the aisle in the other direction within a year or so. I suppose it is up to you.”

      She raised her eyebrows.

      “It is up to me? How is it up to me?”

      “You will have to say yes after our courtship, will you not? What if you tire of me and do not want to see me again?”

      Annabelle threw back her head and let out a light laugh. She tilted her head to the side and gave him a warm look.

      “I do not think that is possible, your Grace.”

      “Are you sure? I would hate to give you my heart only to have it trampled on.”

      Annabelle wondered if she should be offended by his words.

      “I am not the type to trample on someone’s heart, your Grace. And I certainly would not trample on yours. I have a great deal of love to give and if there is anyone I would like to give it to, it is you.”

      “I do like the sound of those words, my Lady,” he responded.

      “I have been thinking about you all day, wondering when I would have the time to speak with you alone. I feel your input in this matter would be vital.”

      “Do you?”

      “I do.”

      Annabelle’s heart raced at the thought that he valued her opinion. She did not know what she would have to offer but she would certainly try.”

      “We must find a way to prove the paintings were stolen by the Lords Balfour. Only then will we find the paintings and justice will be done. But I can think of nothing that would prove they took them.”

      “The last time we saw the paintings,” Annabelle said, looking out over the land as she walked.

      “The Lords Balfour and Joanna were in the parlor. Do you remember?”

      “I do.” Duke Colbourn nodded.

      “And Joanna… I was behind her. I could see how nervous she was. She was kneading her hands like she does when she is nervous.”

      “Kneading?”

      Annabelle lifted her hands and rubbed her fingers over her palms aggressively to show him.

      “This is what she does. Either behind her back or in front. This time, it was in back and only I could see it. I do not believe you noticed though their backs were to you, as well.”

      “I did not notice. Even if I had, I would not have associated it with nervous energy, as I do not know Joanna very well.”

      Annabelle nodded.

      “I have known her nearly all my life. I know her mannerisms.”

      “I am quite sure you do.”

      “They were there when we all left for the dining hall, do you recall?”

      “I do.”

      “They were playing cards.”

      Suddenly, Duke Colbourn remembered putting away the card game.

      “I put the cards away this morning before I went in to see the paintings.”

      She looked at him.

      “You did? Why would you do that? The servants would have gotten them.”

      He shrugged.

      “I wanted to be helpful. I want to be on your father’s good side.”

      “If they left the cards there, it shows they were distracted from finishing up. They did not even have time to clean up after themselves.”

      “Would they have cleaned it up or left it for the servants?” Duke Colbourn asked.

      “Joanna knows that the rule of the house is if you get out the board or the deck of cards, you must put it away. Our servants do a lot of work around the house and he does not want our petty garbage to be in the way. He says it is a sign of respect.”

      Duke Colbourn’s eyebrows shot up.

      “A sign of respect to the servants?”

      She shook her head.

      “The sign of respect to oneself.”

      Catching on, the Duke nodded. “I see.” He thought about it for a moment.

      “If I had not put away the game, it would have at least shown that they were distracted. That they had to do something quickly before they went to the dining hall.”

      “How did they manage to get to your chambers without anyone seeing them? With three paintings?”

      Duke Colbourn shook his head. “I have no idea. I would like to extract the information from them but I do not believe I can do anything to make them more friendly to me. I believe they came here with the intention of taking the paintings and I simply got in the way.”

      “You are probably correct, your Grace,” Annabelle’s voice was soft. “I do wish there was a way.”

      The Duke put one hand on hers where they rested on his arm.

      “I apologize, my Lady. I am very frustrated with them. I am beside myself and I do not know what to do.”

      She looked amused.

      “A duel?”

      He looked at her as if he could not believe she could even suggest such a thing, even in jest.

      “I do not wish to kill them for their wrongdoing. Should we participate in a duel, one or both would surely die. However, this is not something I want to happen. I do not want to duel them. Neither of them.”

      “You cannot duel two people at once, your Grace,” Annabelle responded, stepping over a particularly large stone on the ground and then looked back up at him. He was smiling, though it was barely detectable.

      “I would not wish to duel them at the same time, though I think their odds would be slightly better.”

      “My goodness,” Annabelle chuckled. “I did not know you were such a good shot.”

      “I am.” the Duke replied with a nod. “My father gave me some tips on how to survive. Shooting a pistol was one of them.

      “In case you should ever be challenged?”

      “Yes, that is right.”

      “Did he have cause to think you would be challenged with something so severe?”

      Duke Colbourn looked down at her, squinting his dark eyes.

      “My Lady, is that something you wish to discuss or shall we speak about the paintings.”

      Annabelle shook her head and said firmly, “I do want to discuss the paintings. But let us finish this first. Please tell me, your Grace, if he had any cause to think that way. Were you a restless young man?”

      “I am still a young man and I am quite restless,” the Duke responded with a nod and a side-smile. She giggled again.

      “But I was not a troublemaker. I was a good boy for my father and mother.”

      “And your mother still lives?”

      “Yes, the Duchess is at the Cardinal Castle.”

      “You live in a castle?”

      He shook his head, at first confusing her and then clarifying with his words.

      “My mother lives there. The Duchess will never leave Cardinal Castle. It is her home. I have several pets there, including two dogs and three horses. I miss my pets.”

      “And you are planning to stay here. Will you be bringing them with you?”

      “If they wish to come.”

      Again, Annabelle had to laugh.

      “If they wish to come? How will you know?”

      “Have you any pets, my Lady?”

      She looked up at him. “Your Grace, you’ve been living with us for several weeks. You know I do not have a pet.”

      “You should get a cat.”

      Annabelle shook her head, laughing again.

      “You are making me laugh, my Lord. I do not need a pet. I am perfectly fine on my own. However, it does appear that when you and I marry, I will inherit your five pets. I am sure I will love them as my own.”

      “You do not know how much that means to me,” Duke Colbourn said, squeezing her hand with his overtop hers.

      “I think we have not gotten very far on the progress of finding the paintings or the reverend.” Annabelle’s voice was soft.

      He laughed.

      “No, I suppose we got on different topics. We will have a lot of time to discuss our lives and our pets.”

      “Your pets,” Annabelle stressed with a smile.

      His laughter came abruptly once again.

      “Yes. My pets.”

      “As for the Balfour brothers, I believe they took the paintings and I believe Joanna has told the truth. This time. She was lying before but now… I could see it on her face. She has told us the truth and is now deep in regret and shame for her actions.”

      “It is sad to see the poor girl in such a state. She is pretty and smart, yet she does not feel that way.”

      Annabelle shook her head.

      “I am at a loss to know what is running through her head sometimes. She has turned down perfectly suitable interested men, at least they seemed to be so to me. It does not make sense to me. It is as though she wants to be alone in the world.”

      “I do not think anyone wants to be alone in this world,” the Duke said, turning her so they could walk to the West, where the sun was burning bright in the sky.

      “But some people do bring their loneliness on themselves by lying, cheating, and stealing. Let us rejoin your family. I know your mother must be worried about you.”

      Annabelle laughed.

      “She is not worried about me, my Lord. She knows I am with you.”

      Annabelle said the Duchess did not worry because she was with the Duke and not because Julia was following them at a distance, out of courtesy.

      Duke Colbourn thought this was encouraging.

      Annabelle’s words comforted him.

      He wanted the Duchess to approve of him.
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      It was late that night before Annabelle and Julia went to bed. They spent an hour in Joanna’s room, comforting her and talking to her about things that had nothing to do with paintings or suitors.

      It was not easy for Annabelle not to mention her intended, as he never left her mind. But she knew it was important for Joanna to recover from her betrayal.

      Joanna and Julia had gone back to their home for a few hours after church but found themselves bored and lonely without the Cartwright family surrounding them.

      Their father was out searching for the reverend and their mother was holed up in her chambers with a book and a cup of tea. She did not want to be disturbed.

      She never wanted to be disturbed.

      Since they were left to their own devices, the girls changed into riding clothes and took an hour-long ride, going to the city shopping district for a short time and enjoying the afternoon sun.

      Annabelle chose to stay at Norrend with her mother. She took a nap and ate tea and biscuits, sitting in front of the fireplace with her mother in another chair nearby. They said nothing. Just being in the presence of another person calmed Annabelle’s beating heart.

      She’d had a good talk with her mother, who assured her that she was thinking deeply about her courtship with Duke Colbourn. She was still unsure how to react to the Duke.

      “He is not a difficult man to understand, mother,” Annabelle said at one point, lowering her book to her lap.

      “I have not spoken with him except to reprimand him for something that has been told to me. The Duke is the one giving you permission to court him.”

      “But he is a good man, mother, surely you see that.”

      As she spoke, Cecilia came in the room and went directly to the cart to pour herself some tea. She picked up a pastry turning back and eyeing her mother and sister.

      “What have I walked into?” she asked innocently. “I do hope there is no argument.”

      Annabelle shook her head.

      “I am merely trying to convince our mother that the Duke of Cardinal is not a bad man, despite what Joanna might have said.”

      Cecilia looked at her mother. “Joanna was not telling the truth, mother. I know she is not telling the truth.”

      Annabelle and the Duchess looked at the young girl with wonder.

      “You do?” Annabelle asked. “How do you know?”

      “Because I overheard a conversation they were having at the church today.” She came over to the couch where Annabelle was sitting and sat down.

      “Why have you not mentioned it yet?”

      “I thought it was already proven that Joanna was telling falsehoods. I saw no need to add wood to the fire.”

      “Please tell me what you overheard, Cecilia,” Annabelle said.

      “I want mother to understand that the Duke has done nothing wrong.”

      Cecilia looked from her sister to her mother.

      “The Lords Balfour were talking about her. They said they were surprised she told the Duke what she told him. They never thought she would. They called her weak and a child-like. Lord Gilbert… he is not a very nice man. He used some very harsh language to describe Joanna. I am just glad she is no longer considering him as a suitor. He would have been very cruel to her and she could have nothing done about it.”

      Annabelle looked at her mother’s face to see her reaction. The Duchess was moving her lips around as if she wanted to say something but the words would not form. Her face was thoughtful and finally, she looked at her eldest daughter.

      “If she lied for them to protect them, I can see why she has been so distraught.”

      “She did exactly that, mother,” Cecilia said. “And they believe she would do anything they asked her to. At least Lord Gilbert believes that. Lord Leonard only talks to his brother. I have not heard him speak but a few times since they arrived.”

      Annabelle nodded. “Yes, I noticed that.”

      “I do believe we all noticed that,” the Duchess said.

      Annabelle related the information to Julia that night after they got Joanna calm and in bed. Julia had decided to stay with Annabelle for another night, so they could stay up later and talk. She said she had something to tell Annabelle.

      They dressed for bed and climbed in, laying under the covers and looking at each other. The lantern on the side table on Annabelle’s side was still lit.

      “What is it you need to tell me? And why could you not tell me when we were with Joanna?” Annabelle asked.

      “I could not tell you this because Joanna will be very upset. Somehow, my father has not gotten the hint that the Balfour brothers are not to be trusted. He told someone at church that there would be arrangements made that I would marry Lord Leonard and Joanna would marry Lord Gilbert.”

      Annabelle felt a little sick to her stomach. She knew that was the last thing Julia wanted and Joanna was not safe with a manipulative man like Lord Gilbert.

      “Oh dear. That cannot happen. Your life would be ruined.”

      “Yes, it would. But I will never marry Lord Leonard. The mere thought makes me ill. It is quite frightening to think that we would have to live the rest of our lives married to two cruel, unlawful brothers. I want nothing to do with them now. How will I feel after marrying one?”

      “You need not worry, my dear,” Annabelle said in a low voice, scanning her friend’s face in the dim light of the lantern.

      “You will not marry him. Joanna will not marry Lord Gilbert. It will not come to pass.”

      “You sound very confident.”

      Annabelle nodded.

      “We will find the paintings and get justice. When we get justice, your father will see the light. The Lords Balfour will not be here to manipulate or steal anymore. They will be in prison or they will be hanged. That, of course, will depend on what has happened to Reverend Stovington.”

      Julia pressed her cheek into the fluffy white pillow under her face.

      “I wonder where he is. I certainly hope he is safe.”

      “I do, too,” Annabelle responded, nodding. “I fear for his life. If he has gone missing without a trace or a word, there is a good chance he is not all right.”

      “You are right,” Julia agreed. “And he is such a good man. This is such a tragedy.”

      She was quiet for a moment before continuing, “When you spoke with Duke Colbourn today on your walk, did you solve anything at all? Do we have any way of finding the paintings?”

      “We did not come to any solid conclusions. We know they took them. We just do not know where. That will be the hardest thing. Trying to find them. Someone knows something and they are not even aware of it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Annabelle scooted herself down a little, pulling the covers up to her chin. She stared at the waving canopy fabric above her four-poster bed. It was the most fascinating color of green and she’d insisted on bedclothes to match. The green color comforted Annabelle’s rapid heartbeat.

      “I mean, someone probably saw something and they did not even realize it might be a clue of some kind. Earlier today, Cecilia overheard the Lords Balfour discussing Joanna and how gullible she is. I could not mention them in front of her this evening. She is already distraught. I do not want to add to her pain and discomfort.”

      “I thank you for thinking of her.”

      “You did the same.”

      They smiled at each other.

      “I wish she realized that we really do care for her. I have told her on many occasions and not heard the same feelings returned. Not with her words.” Julia repeated Annabelle’s movements, turning to lay on her back and stare up at the fabric. She did not pull the covers up to her chin.

      “I think she knows deep in her heart that we love her. I cannot imagine what would make her feel so terrible about herself. I feel sorry for her.”

      “I think feeling sorry for her is one of the ways she copes with people,” Julia said.

      “What I mean to say is that when people feel sorry for her, she feels more comfortable. She wants to be taken care of. She wants to be loved and taken care of. I think she thought that was what Lord Gilbert was going to give her.”

      “She did not always look happy when she was with him,” Annabelle said.

      “And I noticed when they were together and father was telling Lord Gilbert to talk to your father about courting her, she did not look happy. She became very stiff and held her hands behind her back. I could not see her face at that time but I know she had to have been trying hard to cover her feelings. Probably smiling through it.”

      “Do you believe she loved Lord Gilbert at all?”

      “I do not know. But I do not believe he loved her at any point in time. It seems to me they used her to try to get Duke Colbourn to leave and then steal the paintings. When they realized the Duke was more believable than Joanna, they had to think of something new. I wonder what they told her to make her go along with them?”

      “I do hope the reverend is found soon.”

      “As do I.”

      “I hope he is not injured or…” Annabelle could tell Julia did not even want to mention that the reverend could be dead.

      “Do you really think the Lords Balfour would be unwise enough to do such a thing?”

      “It would be ill-advised, to be sure. But I do not know the men well and at this point, I feel that there is a possibility they would be unwise enough to do something ghastly to the reverend.”

      Annabelle and Julia were quiet after that. Annabelle occupied her tired mind with thoughts of Duke Colbourn until she fell asleep, only to dream of the man who would someday be her husband.
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      When Annabelle woke up the next morning, she discovered Julia was already up and gone from the room. She sat up and stretched, thinking about her dream, the bits that she could remember.

      She’d been with Duke Colbourn at a dance. She felt comfortable in his arms. She remembered the feeling with a smile. She stretched her arms over her head and yawned.

      Her brain was still in a fog so she got out of bed and went straight to the water basin. She poured fresh water into it from the pitcher that sat beside it and dipped her hands in it. It was cool but not terribly cold. It woke her some and she rubbed her hands on her face to wake up fully.

      She got dressed and brushed her hair quickly. She could smell breakfast foods and the scent of fresh tea in the air. It made her stomach grumble.

      She went down the stairs quickly, looking down the hallway before descending. All the doors were closed. She did not know who else was up.

      The dining hall was half-filled with people from the city and the nearby counties, enjoying the traditional breakfast foods the Cartwrights always had available. She passed through the hall, smiling at the people and nodding in response to their greetings.

      Julia and Joanna were seated near the window, where they usually sat to eat. The sun was shining through the great, tall windows. The drapes had been pulled to the side.

      Annabelle made a plate of food and sat with her friends. “Good morning,” she greeted them. “Did you sleep well?”

      Looking at Joanna, Annabelle did not think she slept well. There were dark rings under her eyes and her face looked drawn and tired. She did not answer Annabelle but Julia did.

      “I did sleep well. I always do when I am in your room, Annabelle. I do not think my sister did, though.” Her voice was regretful as she looked at Joanna. Joanna looked back at her and shrugged.

      “I will be fine. It unnerves me that Lord Gilbert… and Lord Leonard have not owned their crime. And I am worried about the reverend. Father says there has still been no sign of him. Lord Gilbert and Lord Leonard will not be back here to Norrend, I believe.”

      Annabelle shook her head. “I agree. They will not come back here. I do not think father would let them anyway.”

      The ladies sat eating, watching the guests of Norrend as they mingled around the room, talking, eating, laughing.

      Annabelle wondered how they could be so joyous, considering the reverend was still missing. The paintings would mean nothing to any of them. But surely, they knew the reverend and knew he was still not found.

      Annabelle scanned the room for Duke Colbourn but did not see him among the crowd.

      “I wonder where the duke is,” she murmured quietly. Julia looked at her.

      “I saw him leave already. He was with your father and Mr. Covington. I do not know where they were going but I do not think they left Norrend. They are probably in the parlor.”

      “They must have come in early.” Annabelle was disappointed. She missed the Duke, not having seen him for the entire night from dinnertime till the morning.

      She was anxious for a time when she would not have to miss him, when she would see him when she woke up in the morning and when she went to bed at night.

      She told herself to be patient. He would be her husband soon enough.

      She laughed at herself inside, knowing that soon enough was not quite soon enough for her.

      After their breakfast, the young ladies decided to walk in the garden and enjoy the morning air. Just as they went through the door into the foyer, they saw Duke Colbourn coming out of the parlor with Duke Cartwright and Mr. Covington.

      “Good morning, my ladies,” Mr. Covington said in a loud voice. Annabelle suspected he thought they might not have seen them.

      “Good morning, Mr. Covington,” Annabelle responded. She looked at her father. “Has there been any news, father? Has the reverend been found?”

      Her father shook his head. “He has not been found.”

      “But the elder Lord Balfour is here,” Mr. Covington said, making all three ladies look at him. Annabelle turned her eyes back to her father.

      “The elder Lord Balfour? The father of the Lords Balfour?”

      “Yes, that is correct. He is at the church now. The word is that he is here to take his sons back with him.”

      “But they cannot leave, father. They have the paintings and they know what happened to the reverend.”

      Duke Cartwright stared at his daughter. “You say those things with great confidence.”

      “Father, you do believe it, do you not? It could be no one else.”

      “Annabelle, I have asked your father for his permission to take you on a carriage ride today and a walk in the park.”

      When Duke Colbourn spoke up, Annabelle’s heart beat hard against her chest. She found it suddenly a little hard to breathe. All she could do was smile at him.

      “I am happy to hear that,” she said. “When would you like to go?”

      “If you are not busy now, we can go.”

      Annabelle nodded. “I am ready to go.” She turned to Joanna and Julia. “You enjoy a walk if you like. I will be back soon.”

      “Enjoy yourself, Annabelle.” Julia leaned over and gave her air kisses on each cheek.

      “I will.”

      Annabelle gave her a knowing smile as she passed by, taking the Duke’s arm as she had the day before. It was going to be a regular habit when they were married. She would not walk anywhere without circling her hands around his arm.

      “Annabelle,” her father stopped her. She turned to look at him. “There is a ball in three days. We must prepare for it whether the reverend is found or not. Our lives must go on, shall we say.”

      She blinked at him, wondering why it was so important for her to know that right then. She nodded. “All right, father.”

      As Duke Colbourn led Annabelle outside to his waiting carriage, he leaned over and said in a low voice.

      “We are going to do a little searching of our own, if you are up for it, Miss Cartwright. I do not want you to think I am being mischievous but the presence of the duke and others at the church yesterday did not leave the Balfour brothers much option but to cover themselves the whole day. Today, we will go visit the elder Lord Balfour at the church.”

      “Did he not come just to get his sons?”

      The Duke helped her up into the carriage and then went around to get in himself. She enjoyed being so close to him and knowing every time there was a jostle of the buggy or a rock in the road, she would be forced to bump against and lean on him. She did not mind it.

      In fact, she rather looked forward to the small touches that would occur randomly throughout the ride.

      “I assume he did come to get them but I suspect there is something else going on. They are the thieves as we have surmised so far but we have no proof of this. If their father has come to the church, I feel there is a good chance his sons were only following his directions. He does not sound like a gentleman from what I have heard. Already he has upset several women with his crude talk.”

      Annabelle looked surprised. “He has? When did he arrive?”

      “Apparently, he came sometime this morning during morning mass. Your father and I attended the mass this morning and he introduced himself to us. We did not have a lot of time to talk but what was said was quite telling.”

      “Do you think he knows about the paintings?”

      The Duke looked down at her with a sober face. “Not only do I think he knows about the paintings, I believe he knows something about the whereabouts of the reverend.”

      “They will not tell us anything, will they? No more than they have? Their father will be of no help to us if he is taking part in the scheme.”

      “We will have to take that chance.”

      “We may have to do some very quiet research, your Grace,” Annabelle said.

      Duke Colbourn looked down at her with a serious expression. “What do you mean, my Lady?”

      “When I was a child, Julia, Joanna and I played a game in Norrend that never seemed to end. We would walk very quietly behind each other and if you were not spotted and touched, you won the game. I often won the game. But while I played, I noticed I could hear other people’s conversations very well and learned to avoid being seen by anyone, including those I was playing the game with. If we play that game with the Balfours, we may overhear some things we need to know.”

      “Like the whereabouts of the reverend,” the Duke nodded as he spoke. “Yes, that is a good idea. I like your game.”

      “Thank you.”

      “What other games did you and the fine Rickman ladies play together?”

      Annabelle looked thoughtful. “I would have to think about it. It was so long ago. I will have to think about it.”

      “You are a very young lady. How can you forget already?” Duke Colbourn laughed.

      Annabelle shrugged. “There are some things that once they are over, you rid from your mind in order to make room for better stuff than you had. I did that with my childish games. I do not think about them anymore. We had a lot of fun. But those days are over now and I will not reclaim them. I am a grown woman now.”

      He grinned. “Yes, my dear, I can see that.”

      “I wonder how much the Balfours know about art. Did you have a chance to talk to their father about it?”

      “I did not. I did not want your father to question them further. If we make them angry, we might have a real catastrophe on our hands.”
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      Annabelle and Duke Colbourn went to the church, leaving the carriage a block away and walking the rest of the distance so they would not be seen. She was feeling nervous but safe with the duke. He would not let any harm come to her, she was sure of it.

      When she looked at him, even when he was not looking at her, she felt a warm feeling of love flow through her. She looked at his lips, his eyes, the features of his face, taking them in and making a new memory.

      She was anxious for the day she could feel his arms wrapped around her and feel the love he had for her. She would make a scent memory of him, just the way she had with her father.

      “Oh, your Grace, I do hope the reverend is all right.”

      The Duke nodded. “I do, as well.”

      “If he was not found at the church yesterday, why do you think he might be there now?”

      “I do not know who else is at the church but if the Balfours are the only ones there, there is a reason for it. The Lords Balfour may not have been expecting their father and were therefore not ready to go. But I see no reason for them to stay any longer, yet they do. This does not make sense to me.”

      “I am wondering the same thing.”

      She hadn’t thought about it but since he mentioned it, it was a curiosity.

      As they approached the church, Duke Colbourn led her across the lawn behind a row of trees so they could not be seen. He stopped when he could see the side of the church with the door that lead to the cellar.

      “I think we missed a room down there,” the Duke said, keeping his voice low. “I want to see if they are in there again. If they are, there must be something going on that we should know about.”

      “Oh dear. Do you think the reverend is being held down there? Or is dead and they are covering it up for right now?”

      Duke Colbourn shook his head. “I do not know.”

      “Should we not just go in and talk to the elder Lord Balfour? Surely you can coax the information from him.”

      “I can certainly try. But I want to walk around the church first and see if we can find anything. Perhaps we will catch them in a compromising position.”

      “I do not think my father would approve of spying on the church or the Balfours,” Annabelle said in a quiet voice. Duke Colbourn looked down at her.

      “He may not. Do you want to leave?”

      Annabelle looked up at him, warmly. She wanted to do whatever he wanted to do. If that included spying, so be it.

      “No, I do not want to leave. But I do think we should be very careful and if we do not see anything, we should go inside and talk to them.”

      “If we can find them. I see their carriage is still there waiting for them. They may be gathering their things together. They have had enough time to do so. They must be doing something else.”

      The two fell quiet as they walked along the tree line. There was no movement around the church. It was completely silent.

      When they got back to their original position, the Duke stopped so suddenly, Annabelle almost ran into him. She stopped, grabbing her skirts and looking up at him in surprise.

      “My Lord?”

      “We will have to go inside and speak to them.”

      “What are they doing in the church without the reverend?”

      He looked down at her with penetrating eyes. “We do not know that the reverend is not in there.”

      The thought gave Annabelle chills. Her eyes widened and she moved them to the exterior of the church. “That is a very frightening thought,” she said breathlessly.

      “Do you want me to take you back to Norrend? It may not be safe for you to be here.”

      Annabelle shook her head. “No, I want to stay with you. You will keep me safe. Besides, I do not see the Balfours hurting me. It just does not seem possible.”

      She was confused by the look that swept over the Duke’s face. His eyes turned soft and he tilted his head slightly to the side.

      “You have had little experience with truly evil people, my Lady. That is a good and a bad thing. It does not teach you what you need to know but it also keeps you happy and comfortable. You must protect yourself against the evil in this world and there is a lot of it.”

      Annabelle had to admit she knew very little of the world outside Norrend and her little city of people. “What will you say to them, your Grace? How will you know if they are telling you the truth?”

      “I will have to go by my instincts. And did I not tell you that having you here would help? They will be less likely to react violently with a woman present and the intuition of a woman like you is invaluable.”

      “It is pleasing that you believe in my intuition, my Lord.”

      “Well, I do. Come on, shall we go in?”

      With one hand around his elbow and the other holding her skirts up slightly, Annabelle walked with the Duke across the lawn and up to the front of the church. She looked up at the man. “I thought you said they were probably hiding in the cellar.”

      “We must check the upper half first. The cellar is enclosed and more dangerous. If they are up top, we can speak with them more freely. They will be highly suspicious if we are down in the cellar. However, if we need to, that is where we will go.”

      Annabelle nodded and said nothing more. She was ashamed for questioning him. He was filled with logic and reason. He would not tell her anything she did not need to know, nor would he hide anything back.

      The loving feeling of warmth passed over her and she looked up at him, admiring his profile. He had a certain walk that she loved watching. His stride was smooth and strong. He appeared to be very confident, which he, in fact, was.

      Annabelle gripped his arm with her hand so hard he looked down at it and then into her eyes.

      She wanted to drown in the dark pools of his eyes.

      They went up the steps to the front of the church and went through the double doors, only opening one. Duke Colbourn let her through first.

      She felt a rush of cool air as soon as she stepped through and looked around for an open window. She saw none and blinked in confusion. She looked back at the Duke.

      “Did you feel that?”

      “Feel what?” Duke Colbourn asked.

      “That rush of wind. It was cold. I do not see any windows open. Where do you suppose it could have come from?”

      The Duke came in behind her and looked around. He scanned each pew and all the windows. “I am not sure. That is truly strange. Come along.”

      The two slowly made their way down the middle aisle. “You look that way and I will look this way,” Duke Colbourn instructed her. She nodded but then turned to him.

      “What am I looking for, your Grace?”

      “Look for pews that are out of place, wooden boards on the floor broken or that might just look different. Holes in the wall that could indicate a secret passage to…”

      He stopped and stared across the room at the fireplace. Annabelle stopped when he did and looked up at him. When she saw the direction of his eyes, she looked at the fireplace, as well.

      “No. They would not have put him in the fire, would they?”

      “There is only one way to find out.”

      Annabelle reluctantly followed him to the fireplace. He held out his hand to it as if the fire was blazing and would warm his hand. He looked down at Annabelle. “Do you feel this? Is it cold to you?”

      Annabelle held out her hand and felt the same cool breeze she’d felt when she’d entered the church.

      “I do feel it.”

      Duke Colbourn nodded. “I do, as well.” He bent down and looked up into the flue. “I cannot see anything in there. It is too dark.”

      Annabelle ran her eyes around the fireplace from the mantle above it that held several crosses and figurines of Jesus, Mary, and Joseph to the floor grating beneath it. She narrowed her eyes, focusing on the ashes.

      “They have burned something recently. There has been no need for a lit fire. It has been warm for several days.”

      She took hold of a fireplace poker in a container beside the fireplace and began to sift through the ashes, looking for some kind of clothing or a paper that made it through the fire. There were some scraps. She bent over and carefully pushed at the remnants with the poker, trying to figure out what they were.

      “Why… I think this is a Bible, my Lord. Look at this,” she pushed the poker down on one piece of paper and brought it up to show him. He plucked the piece of paper from the end of the poker and turned it over in his hands.

      “Yes, this is a page from the Bible.” The Duke agreed with her. Her body covered in chills at the thought that the Balfours were brave enough to burn a Bible in the church. They looked at each other with wide eyes.

      “What can this mean, your Grace?” Annabelle whispered. “Is… is the reverend dead?”

      “I do not know, my Lady. A burned Bible does not mean that the reverend is here or dead.”

      “We know he was not the one who burned that Bible,” Annabelle insisted. “Nor would he allow such a thing to happen. Not if he were able to stop it.”

      The Duke nodded. “While that is true, my Lady, it does not mean he has gone to Heaven. It means he either did not know it was going to happen or was not present when it did. If he was present, please do remember the poor shape of the reverend. He is a tall man but is quite round and he does not look like he takes care of his body. The young Lord Gilbert could have overpowered him just because of the sheer strength of his youth.”

      “What do we do now?”

      Duke Colbourn looked straight at her, holding up the scrap of the Bible page.

      “We go and find the reverend.”
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      Annabelle looked down at the grate in the fireplace, pushing the poker through more of the soot. Some of it fell down into the grate. She narrowed her eyes.

      “When you and father were downstairs, did you see the bottom of this?”

      “We did not go in the soot cellar,” Duke Colbourn gave her an interested look. His eyebrows were raised and there was the trace of a smile around his lips. She looked back at him with a serious expression.

      “I think we should go check the soot cellar.”

      He nodded. “I agree. But we must be quiet.”

      “I am a master at being quiet,” Annabelle replied with a giggle, setting the poker back in its place in the container.

      “So you have mentioned.”

      The two of them turned away from the fireplace and stopped abruptly when they saw the elder Lord Balfour and his sons coming in the front door.

      There was nowhere for the two of them to hide so they stood together, pretending they had not noticed anything in the fireplace. Duke Colbourn put his hand on her lower back and urged her forward.

      “Be nice,” he murmured in a voice only loud enough for her to hear.

      The warning made Annabelle giggle again, which made her less nervous. She walked with him through the pew to reach the middle aisle where they would greet the Balfours. The men were looking at them with suspicious eyes.

      Annabelle knew exactly what the Duke had meant when he said the elder Lord Balfour was not the most pleasant of men. Lord Gilbert resembled him much more than Lord Leonard.

      The Earl of Beldingshire stopped a few feet from Duke Colbourn and bowed to him.

      “Good afternoon, your Grace. I did not know you would be returning.”

      “Frankly,” the Duke responded. “I am surprised there are not more people here. Did you send them away?”

      “There was nowhere left to be searched, my Lord. If the reverend is still here, he is not in this church.”

      “Can you be certain of that?”

      “I can.”

      “And you base this on the fact that there were many people here earlier searching for him?”

      “That is correct.”

      “You have continued to look for him?”

      “I have, my Lord.”

      “You have found no evidence of foul play?”

      Annabelle watched the Lords Balfour during the exchange. Lord Gilbert looked at her once or twice but the questions Duke Colbourn was firing at his father kept drawing his attention away from her.

      She watched their reactions. There was no way they were not responsible for what was happening. Lord Leonard looked nervous. His brother looked angry.

      “No, your Grace. And we have continued searching. But we will need to depart from here soon.”

      “You cannot leave without knowing what happened to the reverend, surely. You were here to apprentice under him, Lord Balfour, were you not?”

      He directed the question to Lord Leonard. The young man nodded, looking guilty. He dropped his eyes and would not meet Duke Colbourn’s again.

      “Surely you have become friends with him at least. I have only known the reverend for a short time and he seemed like an amiable sort, a gentleman to his bones. Would you not agree?” He continued to use a firm voice, directing it at Lord Leonard, who looked like he was being stabbed by every word.

      “I did, your Grace.”

      “Then how can you, in good conscience, leave without knowing where the reverend has gone? Whether he is still alive or not?”

      “He is still alive,” Lord Leonard replied in a hurried voice. His father looked him sharply and he shut his mouth with a snap.

      Annabelle could see the muscles in his jaw when he clenched his teeth together. He could look away but he could not keep her from noticing that reaction. He also stiffened and his hand gripped the back of an aisle seat.

      So many indications that the Balfours were guilty of something. But it was not the murder of the reverend. Annabelle fully believed Lord Leonard when he said the reverend was still alive.

      Unable to let that comment pass, the Duke frowned at Lord Leonard. “Lord Leonard, how can you be so sure?”

      Lord Leonard looked down at his father. To Annabelle, the look on Lord Leonard’s face resembled that of someone looking at a snake about to strike.

      “I did not ask your father the question, Lord Leonard,” Duke Colbourn said. “I asked it of you. Why are you so confident?”

      “I do not believe anyone would want to bring harm to the old man, my lord,” Lord Leonard finally answered.

      “He is amiable, as you say, and a true gentleman. I am sure he has just gotten lost, perhaps he tripped and has hurt himself in the woods. There are people looking for him through the woods. Would you care to join them?”

      The Dukeshook his head, looking down at Annabelle.

      “We are here to do another search of our own. We are going to the cellar. Would you care to join us? More eyes are always better in my opinion when searching for something or someone.”

      Again, because she was watching for the reactions of Lord Gilbert and Lord Leonard, she saw both boys look at their father sharply. She knew she and the Duke were on the right track.

      The Earl of Beldingshire did not give any indication he was afraid. “We will most certainly come down with you. But I promise you, we have searched thoroughly and have found no sign of him.”

      “I would feel better if I looked on my own.”

      The Earl of Beldingshire bent low, nodding. “Of course, your Grace.”

      Lord Leonard lead the way as the small group circled around the church to the cellar door. He was also the one who opened it and held it while the others went in.

      Before she went through first, Lord Gilbert gave her his lit lantern. She took it gratefully, forgetting why she was there for a moment. She gave him a smile and said, “Thank you.”

      He did not smile back.

      She went in just after the elder Lord Balfour. Duke Colbourn insisted that the Lord Balfour go first, to light the way, that Annabelle have her own lantern and that he would bring up the rear.

      This was to make sure the Balfours did not close the door on them and leave them in the cellar to rot away, hidden from the world like the reverend.

      Annabelle looked at the door to the soot cellar as they entered the main room.

      “Where would you like to search first, your Grace?” The elder Lord Balfour looked up at Duke Colbourn.

      “You three go down that corridor and try every door and then come back. We will check this side over here.”

      “Yes, your Grace.” The elder Lord Balfour gestured with his head to his sons. They followed him, going down the corridor, Lord Gilbert looking over his shoulder at them every so often with a worried expression on his face.

      “Did you see how worried he is, your Grace,” Annabelle asked. “We must be very close.”

      “I think so, as well. Come let us see about this door to the soot cellar.”

      He turned and hurried to it. Annabelle went with him but she walked slowly backwards, her eyes still down the corridor as the Balfours disappeared down it. When she could no longer see them, she spun around and stared at the door as the Duke pushed and pulled on it.

      “If they put him in this room, they will have locked it,” he said, looking up and around him, holding his lantern up high.

      There were shelves from the floor to the ceiling next to the door. It was covered in a fine sheet of dust and every tool on it was also covered with dust.

      “Here are some very useful items,” the Duke said, looking at the shelves. He handed the lantern to Annabelle and she held both hers and his up as high as she could.

      The Duke took down a length of rope that was circled together. It was not the thickest rope but it would do if he needed to tie anyone up. He also took down a long iron pry bar, which he put next to the locked doorknob.

      He pulled back on the pry bar until he heard a snapping sound inside and the doorknob fell off. He pushed the door open, reached back, and took one of the lanterns from Annabelle.

      “You will stay out here. The soot cellar is not a clean place to be. I will check to see if the reverend is in there.”

      “I do not want to be alone, your Grace,” Annabelle said in a pleading voice. She looked up at him, blinking rapidly in fear. She looked behind her, expecting to see the Balfours headed for them, ready to bind them up and shove them in the soot cellar, too.

      “The soot cellar is no place for a lady,” Duke Colbourn insisted. “You must stay out here.”

      “I cannot, my Lord. It is too late for us to be thinking about such delicacies. I must come with you.”

      “You will get terribly dirty.”

      She smiled at him. “It is nothing that cannot be washed off, my Lord.”

      “It will ruin your dress.”

      Annabelle was becoming a bit frustrated with the Duke.

      “Your Grace, I insist I must come in. I cannot defend myself if I am out here alone and they cannot lock us in the soot cellar because you have just broken off the doorknob. I must come with you.”

      “You are correct. Just stay near me.”

      “I will be right by your side, my Lord, I promise you.”

      The two went into the room together, the Duke in front just slightly, holding up his lantern. He reached back once they were in the cellar and grasped Annabelle’s arm for a moment, making sure she was near enough for him to grab if he needed to keep her from falling.

      He reached out with the lantern and swung it from side to side, casting the light on the walls and corners.

      “Reverend? Are you here?”
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      Duke Colbourn lead Annabelle toward the back of the soot cellar. It was not a large room but they moved slowly so as not to unrest the soot that was layered on the ground.

      In the corner, a huge pile of coal along one wall, creating a dark shadow when the lantern light passed over it. Annabelle felt a chill run through her and she moved a little closer to the Duke.

      “Reverend?” The Duke used a low voice but it echoed through the small room. He turned to the right and held out his lantern toward the corner. He took a step forward. “Reverend?”

      Annabelle noticed the change in his voice. She moved around him and took a step forward, holding out her lantern the way he was. They stared for a second at what looked like a large folded rug propped up against the wall.

      “Oh no,” Annabelle said quietly, hurrying forward before the duke could stop her.

      “Oh no, Reverend Stovington. Oh my.” She set the lantern down beside the rug and reached forward to unfold the top of it.

      Duke Colbourn stopped her with one hand. “Please, my Lady, let me do this.”

      “I…” Annabelle pulled her hand back, retreating a step or two to allow him in front of her.

      The Duke grasped the corner of the rug and pulled it back.

      They were staring at the face of the Reverend Stovington. He looked peaceful.

      “Oh, Reverend Stovington.” Annabelle covered her mouth with one hand and turned her head away from the man in the corner.

      The Duke looked over his shoulder at her before touching his fingers to the side of the reverend’s neck. “He is still alive,” he said, much to Annabelle’s relief. She sighed and turned back.

      “We must get him out of here immediately. We must find the Balfours before they have a chance to leave with the paintings.”

      Duke Colbourn nodded. “Yes. Hold the lanterns. I will carry him out.”

      Annabelle quickly picked up the lanterns and followed the Duke when he hefted the reverend up into his arms and carried him through the open door to the outer part of the cellar. She went around him to the stairs so that she could shine the light while they went up into the church.

      “I must go fetch a doctor,” she said. “I wish that we had brought the buggy to the church. Now we will have to walk all the way back to get it.”

      “I will go for the buggy. You stay with the reverend.”

      “What if the Balfours return?”

      The Duke shook his head.

      “If there is one thing I believe about the elder Lord of Beldingshire and his sons, it is that they are not stupid. They must have known we would find the reverend. They have probably already loaded the paintings in a carriage and are heading out.”

      “Do you think you will cross their path?”

      “I do not know. But I believe you will be safe here with the reverend until I return or the doctor gets here, whichever is first.”

      Duke Colbourn laid the reverend down on the stage by the altar. “Get some water and a cloth, my Lady. Try to clean him up as best you can.”

      When he laid the reverend down, some of the soot left from his feet and hair coated the stage underneath him.

      Annabelle stared at it, thinking about what the reverend had been through in the past day. She did not want to picture how Lord Balfour and his sons got the reverend into the cellar. They must have hurt him somehow.

      “I will return.”

      Duke Colbourn hurried down the middle aisle and disappeared through the front door. Annabelle watched until he was gone and then turned back to the reverend.

      “I am here, Reverend Stovington,” she said quietly, bending over him and touching his face. “I am here.”

      The Duke had not run in a long time. He felt a strong release of energy as he took off down the stairs and headed to where they had left the buggy. When he was past the tree line, he could see a dust cloud down the street.

      His instincts were right. Lord Balfour and his sons had taken the paintings and were leaving. His sense of urgency renewed and with another burst of energy, he ran to the buggy as quickly as he could.

      The horses were standing idle, waiting for their master. He jumped up in the buggy and snapped the reins.

      Duke Colbourn turned the buggy around and went after the Balfours, uncertain how he would get them to stop. He raced the horses as fast as they would go, knowing the Balfours were doing the same thing.

      They were in a wagon pulled by two horses instead of four. He was grateful because the extra two horses would have made it impossible for him to catch up.

      He concentrated on the dust cloud. It did not veer off the main road. They were headed to the city. He shook his head.

      They would not get away from him in the city. It was crowded and there was always at least one buggy or horse drawn carriage on the road. Someone would surely stop them on the other side. And he needed to get the doctor, who was in the city, so he was going in the right direction.

      The buggy wheels jumped and hopped on the bumpy road, making the Duke bounce around in the seat. His body would be bruised from the rough ride but he did not care. He pictured the reverend in his mind.

      Too many people were being hurt by the pursuit of the three paintings. They were worth a lot of money but the Balfours would not even be able to sell them without being reported.

      He watched as the wagon in front of him got closer. Their horses were slowing down. He watched in satisfaction as he pulled up behind them. Lord Gilbert and Lord Leonard were both turned, looking back in his direction. They both looked terrified.

      The Duke was flattered, since he had no real plan on how to get them to stop. He contemplated running up alongside their wagon and jumping over from the buggy.

      Not only was it three against one but he had never done such a stunt in his life and doubted he ever could. Perhaps when he was a very young man.

      He continued to chase them, leaning forward in the seat as if it would make the buggy go faster.

      He could hear the young men calling out to their father to go faster.

      There was a curve at the end of the dirt road, where the street turned to smooth cobblestone and lead into the city. From his position behind them, Duke Colbourn could see beyond the curve. Another buggy was approaching. He could not see who was driving it but they were about to crash into the Balfours.

      He slowed his horses down and let the Balfours pull out in front. The two young men in the back of the wagon looked at him in astonishment.

      He lifted one hand and pointed. The two turned and looked around the curve. They yelled to their father, who yanked back on the reins to get the horses to stop.

      Panicking, the animals reared back, both lifting up on their hind legs, causing the buggy to crash into them. The momentum was too high for the buggy to stop when they did.

      The Balfour men were thrown from the buggy. The Duke looked away for a moment, unwilling to see their bodies flying through the air. He had slowed his horses enough so that he was quickly by the side of the crazed animals.

      He stopped his buggy and jumped down, running to catch the bridle of the horses or jump in the wagon to stop them from tearing off down the road.

      He could not grasp the bridle quick enough as the animals were still rearing and whinnying in a panic. He decided to jump in the wagon. When he pulled himself up, he looked down in the back of the vehicle at the three paintings, stacked one on top of the other.

      Aggravated at the carelessness of the Balfour men, Duke Colbourn grabbed the reins and began calling to the animals to calm them.

      “Whoa! Whoa!” he said, pulling back gently on the reins.

      The animals came down on all fours once again and pawed at the ground, irritated.

      The buggy that had been coming in the direction of the church had stopped when the occupants saw the wreckage and the men laying on the ground. It was a couple, a man and a woman, dressed in fine clothing. They both looked shocked.

      The man got down from his seat and went around to help the woman, who took his hand without moving her eyes from the scene. She took in the two young men laying on the ground, their father not far from them in the grass nearby.

      “What has happened here?” the man said, coming up to the wagon and looking up at Duke Colbourn. “It looks like the animals were driven mad.”

      “They were driven hard,” the Duke replied. “But they will be fine. I am Stephen William Colbourn, The Duke of Cardinal.”

      “I am William, the Duke of Rochester Island. This is my wife, Duchess of Rochester Island.”

      “It is good to meet you. You were visiting with the Reverend recently, were you not?”

      “Yes, that is right.”

      “He has been injured. He is at the church now. Please get him and bring him to Norrend. Do you know where Norrend is?”

      “Yes, I know the Duke of Norrend. That is my wife knows the Duchess of Norrend.”

      “I am going to get the doctor. I will meet you at Norrend. Also, the daughter of the Duke, Miss Cartwright, has stayed with the reverend. It would be so kind of you to give her a ride home, since you will be taking the reverend there anyway.”

      “Oh yes, of course! My Lord, we must go. There are people in danger.” The Duchess was already heading back toward their buggy.

      Without another word but a single nod of their heads, the Dukes went in separate directions.

      Duke Colbourn glanced over his shoulder once more to look at the paintings. So much trouble for these priceless works of art.
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      Several days later, Annabelle knocked the croquet ball with her mallet and watched with satisfaction as it slid through two of the hoops. She smiled at Duke Colbourn, who just shook his head.

      “Remind me why I play this game with you, my Lady,” he said in an amused voice. “I cannot win.”

      “You have won my heart, your Grace,” Annabelle said, playfully. “I hope that is more important than a croquet game.”

      “Yes,” Duke Colbourn chuckled. “Yes, I must say it is much more important.”

      The ordeal they had just been through had exhausted them both. Once they were back at Norrend with the reverend, both of them went to their separate rooms and slept for a long time. Annabelle did not find out what happened to the Balfours until the next day.

      Lord Gilbert suffered a broken leg and was unconscious for two days. His brother was also knocked unconscious but came to before his father and brother, while they were still alone in the road.

      He spotted the buggy Duke Colbourn had left behind, jumped in it, and left without a second of hesitation never to be seen again. He did not check on his father or brother.

      He could not have saved his father.

      Annabelle felt sorry for the men, despite the harm they had caused. It seemed like the death of the elder Lord Balfour, despite his unlawful ways, was too high a sacrifice to pay for three works of art, no matter how priceless they were.

      The family put together a celebration, inviting anyone who wanted to come to an impromptu party. They gave no real reason for the party. No one outside the Norrend home knew what had happened.

      Annabelle moved up the hillside to stand by the Duke. She watched as Julia took her turn, followed by Joanna.

      She and the Duke Colbourn did not speak, content to be near each other for the time being. They would have plenty of time to talk in the future, when they could have more privacy.

      Julia smiled up at Annabelle. “I am going to be as good as you someday, Annabelle. You do know this, do you not?”

      Annabelle just laughed. “You must practice more, Julia. That is the only way to get better.”

      “Yes, I have been told that before.”

      “How is your mother? I heard she was feeling a little better.”

      Julia stepped up to where they were, turning to watch her sister take her turn.

      “She is speaking more. And she is coming out of her room more often. It is… such a lovely feeling, Annabelle. Such a lovely feeling seeing her coming out of the shell she has been in for so many years.”

      “I would like to invite her over as soon as you feel she is well enough. I have already asked permission from the duchess and she has agreed that it would be good for your mother to come and visit again after all these years. She entrusted the care of her two daughters to my family and mother feels it would be only right for her to see how things have gone.”

      “I am grateful to the duchess for that,” Julia nodded and then immediately shook her head, her eyes on her sister.

      “Joanna, you are not holding that right. No, you must twist it just a little more to the right if you want it to go through the hoop.”

      Joanna scrunched her nose at her sister. “I know what I am doing, Julia.”

      Julia shook her head. “I do not think you do, sister.”

      Instead of responding, Joanna swung the mallet and hit the ball, sending it flying off to the right, completely missing the hoop. She turned and scrunched her face up again.

      “I do suppose I should have listened to you on that, sister, but you know how I am.”

      Julia laughed and went down to banter with her sister on the hillside, pretending to show her the correct swing.

      Annabelle watched them, feeling a warmth emanating from Duke Colbourn from where he stood next to her. She looked up at him and found him gazing at her. She smiled.

      “What is it, your Grace?”

      “I am enthralled with you, Annabelle. Your smile, your eyes, the way you care about your family and your friends. How is it that I could be so blessed?”

      “You have done many good things in your short life, my Lord,” she replied.

      He grinned at her. “Thank you for the compliment. I do not feel as old now.”

      She gave him a shocked look. “Your Grace! You are not old!”

      “I am older than you.”

      She scoffed, waving her hand in the air. “Do not be silly, your Grace. That does not make you old. It makes you mature. If you were my father’s age, it might be closer to the truth.”

      Duke Colbourn threw back his head and laughed heartily. “Miss Cartwright, you have a wonderful sense of humor. I predict many laughs in our future.”

      “Oh, I do hope so,” Annabelle replied. “I do love to laugh.” She caught his eyes and they exchanged warm looks.”

      “My Lady, are you… do you… truly love me?”

      Annabelle wondered why he would ask a question with such an obvious answer. She turned to him, folding her hands inside the gloves she had taken off. It was a warm day and the gloves were suffocating her hands. She gripped her fingers together, hiding them in the folds of the fabric.

      “I do, my Lord. Very much.”

      “Does that mean you will be my wife and give me children?” the Duke knew all the answers to the questions he was asking. And he was not insecure about what her answers might be.

      He just wanted to hear it from her lips. See her and hear her profess her love for him. “Will you marry me, Miss Annabelle Cartwright?”

      As he spoke the words, he took both her hands, gloves and all and brought them to his lips. When his words were finished, he placed a soft kiss on each hand. “You would honor me greatly with your love and devotion.”

      “My Lord, I will marry you. I will bear your children. I will stay with you until we are both old and grey and forever after that. Never will I let go of your hand.”

      He looked in her eyes. He could see how much she loved him. It made his chest tighten. The feeling would have been painful if it wasn’t love that prompted it to happen.

      “I am so happy to hear that. I will protect you always. I hope that what you have seen of me has not made you doubtful in any way.”

      She shook her head, drawing her eyebrows together. “It cannot happen, my Lord. I have given my heart to you and only you. Not even for a moment have I believed any of the slanderous lies leveled upon you. I was outraged and angered by it.”

      She glanced over at Julia and Joanna who had moved to another part of the lawn to continue their game without Annabelle and Duke Colbourn, who were obviously otherwise occupied.

      “I have forgiven her. I do hope you have found it in your heart to do so, as well.”

      The Duke smiled at her, tilting his head to the side.

      “My Lady, as long as I have you by my side, I can withstand any storm. I have forgiven her because she was quite taken in by the machinations of Lord Balfour. And I am so very grateful that you defended my honor when these things came to light.”

      “It would not have been any other way, my Lord. From the first moment I saw you, I felt there was something different about you. I found pleasure in the way you spoke, the way you looked at me. You have traits that I find quite attractive.”

      “As do you, my Lady.” He squeezed her fingers lightly, bringing them once again to his lips.

      “Oh, your Grace,” Annabelle said in a soft voice, stepping a bit closer to him. She looked up, drowning in the passion she saw deep in his eyes.

      “I am so pleased my father has no objection to our union. I would have found it impossible to say no when you asked me to be your wife.”

      “I would not have liked to hear that word come from your mouth, Miss Cartwright. But if it had, I would have respected your decision and gone to South London with Mr. Covington.”

      The thought of the Duke leaving with Mr. Covington and never seeing him again made Annabelle’s heart ache even though it had not happened. She never wanted to be apart from him again, barring business trips.

      She trusted her heart with him. She would give him everything she had, love him more than any other woman in the world. She would keep him happy and content. And he would keep her safe and protected from anything evil in the world.

      “My Lord, please do not ever leave me behind. I wish to be yours forever.”

      “Sweet Lady, the day that we are married is the day you will be next to me for the rest of our lives. I will never leave you behind and I hope to be someday be worth the love I see in your eyes. I will prove myself to you, my Lady. I will give you everything you ask for, as long as it is in my power to do so. Thank you for giving me your heart. I gladly accept it and give you mine in return.”

      “I love you, Stephen Colbourn, Duke of Cardinal.”

      “And I love you, my Lady Annabelle Cartwright.”
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      “I don’t think it’s a good idea for me to go,” Lady Louisa said to her mother across the breakfast table. “I would worry about you, Mother.”

      In Lady Gilchrist’s hand was a letter from a relative of whom Lady Louisa had not heard more than a handful of words spoken.

      “I agree that it is regrettable that Aunt Sarah’s husband has died, but I don’t see how my attending to her can help. After all, does she not have children of her own?” Lady Louisa continued pushing aside the toast and marmalade set before her.

      “She does have two daughters. They are not much younger than you. I know that you will not have to do much to help them, but it would be nice if you went anyway.”

      Lady Gilchrist was looking much better now, though the year anniversary of her own husband’s death had been a hard hurdle for her to overcome. She scarcely believed that she would have done as well without the constant companionship of her daughter. Lady Louisa always seemed to be a calm mind amid turmoil.

      “I am surprised at all that Aunt Sarah wrote and told you,” Lady Louisa said taking a sip of her hot chocolate.

      “As am I. In fact, I cannot remember the last time either one of us spoke to the other. I find it to be a hand of goodwill and I think it would be only right for me to give one in return. Sarah is not as well off as us,” Lady Gilchrist continued. “It would do well for her to have the added help. It also might be nice for you,” she finished with an arch of her blonde brow.

      “In what way?” Lady Louisa responded with skepticism.

      She wasn’t sure how leaving town, her only home really, to stay with relations she barely even knew about would be to her benefit.

      “Well, for starters, you only know our circles here in London. It might be nice for you to see prospects on a broader horizon.”

      “Prospects? Mother, I am twenty-six almost twenty-seven years old. I believe the time of prospects is over for me,” Lady Louisa said in honesty.

      “I don’t think that is true,” Lady Gilchrist countered. “You are in your prime if you ask me. Perhaps this new change of location will give you the courage to stand out. If you would only do that, I know you could find your own happiness.”

      “Perhaps,” Lady Louisa said doing her best not to roll her eyes.

      Her mother was always encouraging her to step out more and be noticed. Lady Gilchrist loved her daughter dearly and for that reason refused to see that she would be nothing more than a demure wallflower for the whole of her life.

      Lady Louisa was not like her brother who was always free with words and off on exciting adventures. It was not her way, nor would it ever be. Though she would have liked to have a romance and family of her own, she had resolved quite some time ago that the chances of that were very slim.

      Not only was Lady Louisa quiet and reserved, but she was also quite homely. Perhaps it didn’t help that her best friend Isabella, the Duchess of Wintercrest, was just about the most eye-catching creature in the whole of the ton both in looks and personality.

      In truth, Lady Louisa was a bit curious to know more of this family that she had otherwise never heard much about. She knew that some rift had occurred between her mother and aunt but nothing beyond that. Her aunt's house was, in fact, not very far from their own country seat.

      “If I am to go,” Lady Louisa said timidly, “I would like to know what caused the hostility between you two? I would hate to make a situation worse.”

      “I highly doubt you could do such a thing. You always seem to be the pillar that all the rest of us looked to. You have such a calming steading force about you,” Lady Gilchrist complemented.

      She was hoping it would distract her daughter from the question at hand. Her rift with her sister seemed very petty now that she was older and somewhat of an embarrassment to have to tell her daughter about it.

      When Lady Louisa wouldn’t let the subject go without a straight answer, however, the dowager countess had no choice but to explain it all with an exasperated sigh. “I suppose my sister grew resentful over time.”

      “Of what?” Lady Louisa encouraged.

      “Well, she was intended to marry your father.” “What?” Lady Louisa let out in exasperated shock.

      She couldn’t believe the words her mother was speaking. How had she never heard this before?

      “They had never even met each other when the arrangement was made. In fact, I am certain our parents made it from her infancy. Sarah had a bit of a rebellious streak in her youth and was determined against marrying a man she didn’t know all for the sake of our family connections.”

      Lady Gilchrist moved her hand to her hair and smoothed back a curl that encircled her face out of habit. It was easy to see this wasn’t a comfortable subject for her.

      “Sarah fell in love with Mr. Hendrickson, and they ran away and eloped before my parents could say otherwise.”

      “I don’t understand, then why is she upset with you?”

      “Well, the reason for their rushed elopement was because your father was to come and acquire his bride that very week. He didn’t know of the events until he and your grandparents arrived on my family’s doorstep.

      It was most embarrassing for your Grandfather, my father that is. I fear he never forgave Sarah for that.”

      Lady Gilchrist was silent for a moment as her past seemed to flash before her eyes.

      “Luckily, the Frasiers were very good friends and understanding of the whole circumstance. Even your father, God rest him, was not very hurt by the slight and insult of it all. They stayed for a time, and the result was our union.”

      “I still don’t understand why Aunt Sarah would be angry with you? She had no interest in Father it would seem. Why would she care that you married him in her stead?”

      Lady Louisa could see the complication of the events but if anything her own mother should have been the one angry that she was forced to marry the one meant for her sister.

      “We married to fulfill the honor of the promise, not because we cared for each other. I am not the first to do such a thing certainly, but I am one of the lucky ones that actually found enjoyment in the arrangement.”

      “Your aunt held tight to her principles that she should have been free to choose for herself and not be forced into a union. When she heard of me taking her place, she thought of me as weak. I was marrying a man for the security of his name and fortune, and she married for love.”

      “Unfortunately for her, she has lived a very hard life due to her choice. Mr. Hendrick, though a landowner, did not have the means to give Sarah the life she was accustom to. I think over time, and because of her great many hardships, she resented her choice.”

      “Our parents also disowned her for her actions,” Lady Gilchrist added at the end. “All that was to be split between us two sisters upon my father’s departure from this world was given in whole to me.”

      “I see,” Lady Louisa said.

      “I offered to give Sarah at the very least her portion. They certainly needed all of it more than we did. She would not hear of it. I suppose that was the final nail for her. I had meant it in goodwill, but she took it as an act of gloating.”

      “I am not sure how I can help this in any way. I can’t imagine that anything I could say or do would change Aunt Sarah’s heart towards us,” Lady Louisa said searching her own thoughts.

      “I am sure you are right in that fact, at least for me.

      None the less, it is our duty as Christians to extend the hand of friendship and love to those in their time of need. I know she would never receive me. Our relationship is permanently destroyed, but that doesn’t mean yours has to be with either your aunt or your cousins.”

      “So what would you have me do?” Lady Louisa asked.

      “Simply be there for your aunt. Help in any way that you see fit. Be a good friend to your cousins. In these ways, you can mend the bond severed between our two families.” Lady Gilchrist paused for a moment before giving a half smile. “If you should happen to find your prospect at the same time, all the better.”

      Lady Louisa did roll her eyes this time at her mother’s words. Yes, her mother wanted her to go and create a connection where once it had been and now was lost. But Lady Louisa suspected it was more her mother’s last effort to do duty of seeing her only daughter settled in life.

      If only she had the words to tell Lady Gilchrist that such a thing was not just unlikely but surely impossible. She did not possess a great beauty or eloquence in words when it mattered. Yes, in the safety of her home or around close friends she was more open than she would otherwise be. But even in these instances, she would still be considered reserved.

      Why Lady Gilchrist thought sending her to a far-off country with relations she didn’t know would make her into that shining light her mother always hoped her to be, she didn’t know. If anything it would have an adverse effect on her ability to be outspoken.

      “I suppose it would be the right thing for me to go and at least see if I could ease the blow a bit. After all, I have experienced the loss of a father and can comfort my cousins in that way.”

      Lady Gilchrist broke out in a satisfied smile before setting the note aside that had resided in her hand for the whole of their conversation.

      “I will write to your aunt today and suggest the arrangement.”

      Lady Louisa nodded before turning back to her hot chocolate. She wondered how her mother would fare all alone here. With the Earl of Gilchrist and his wife, Abigail, gone to the Americas, there didn’t seem to be anyone here to keep her company.

      Of course, she did have all their friends here as well as London and several societies to keep her busy. Perhaps her mother would scarcely notice her absence. Though the year mark of her father’s death had brought her mother into a deep depression, she had been wise in keeping her hands busy. In that way, the Dowager Countess had overcome the memory of the darkest day in her life.

      Lady Louisa reflected on this new-found information on her mother and father. If she had never been told, she was sure to have believed they had married for love. The affection and warmth that seemed to emanate from her memory of her parents never once speaking of an arranged marriage.

      Perhaps while she was away with her aunt, she could somehow show that her mother had never meant to slight her sister. Nor had she intended to take away any possession that belonged to Aunt Sarah.

      Lady Louisa knew that pride and jealousy were not easy vices to overcome, especially one rooted so deeply for such a long time. Perhaps in her own small ways, though, she could begin to help her aunt see the providence in her elopement and the resulting marriage of Louisa’s parents. For surely all things were done for a purpose. If there was one thing that Lady Louisa was actually good at, it was to see the goodness, the answer amid the darkness.
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      Miss Antoinette Byrd feels ready to marry. As her friends and cousins find their happily every afters, she dreams of the day her own handsome husband will meet her at the end of the aisle. Finally, her parents, who have been hesitant due to her immaturity and rebelliousness, agree to let her see some suitors.

      Antoinette is immediately won over by Duke Alexander Godwin, a man who has it all. He is handsome, incredibly wealthy, a Duke, and one of the bravest, wittiest, most charming men she has ever met. Every minute by his side feels like she is being swept up in a fairytale romance about princes and princesses.

      And yet, her parents keep her options open with other suitors. Antoinette is at first unsure why they are not locking down Duke Godwin as soon as possible, but as time goes by she begins to realize that, however dreamy Duke Godwin is, they have very little real chemistry. In fact, of all her suitors, one seems to shine brighter than the rest... But is he the right man for her?

      In the midst of Christmas celebrations, the return and near loss of a dear childhood friend, a threat to her family's wealth, and her sister's marriage hitting a seemingly insurmountable hurdle, Antoinette feels pressured to make her choice. And deep down, she knows that the choice she most wants to make is one that would break her parents' hearts. But choosing the wrong suitor would break hers.
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      Mary and the Duke of York, Christofer Haskett’s wedding was a sight to behold. The rich scent of early autumn roses, the joyful bridesmaids' dresses, the delectable food, the fine music, and, of course, the handsome groom and the beautiful bride and they embarked on a journey of self-discovery and family together. It was enough to make Antoinette's heart flutter.

      She was proud she had helped her cousin win over a perfect suitor and find joy in marriage. Now, if only she could do the same...

      As she danced with yet another very interested young man, she glanced over at her parents who were, as always, paying her no attention whatsoever. How was she supposed to find a husband when her parents would not even narrow down her list of suitors, let alone pick one or two for her to consider? Having an older sister and an older brother, she had known she would probably marry later than others her same age. Her sister was married, her brother was betrothed and away in India on a pilgrimage, and still, the months went by and Antoinette twiddled her thumbs in anticipation. She was beginning to feel a little like a beef joint which had been left over from the night before, sliced and just carelessly left on the table alongside breakfast. When were her parents going to show some real interest in her marriage?

      The man in front of her must have been speaking. His lips were moving. She could barely hear what the young man was saying over the noise of her own thoughts. This would not do.

      As the pace of the dance changed, and the eligible young men and women traded partners, Antoinette slipped away to where her parents were having an animated discussion with  Baron and Baroness Fitzroy—the parents of her childhood friend and current pen-mate Lucy.

      Antoinette curtsied. “Good afternoon, Lord Fitzroy, Lady Fitzroy.” They nodded and greeted her back. “Well, mother, what did you think of him?” she asked.

      Her mother shook her head a little. “I'm terribly sorry, dear. I have no idea whom you are referring to.”

      “The young man I was dancing with, a young Master Garvey,” she elaborated.

      “Oh, of the Suffolk Garveys? How was he? Was he nice?” her mother continued in a friendly tone of voice.

      Antoinette felt herself internally scream, but pressed her lips together and smiled politely to not offend the company. “I am not sure. I would very much like your guidance, perhaps your opinion.”

      “You just dance away, my dear, you are still young. If any young man takes your fancy we can meet his parents later,” her father added in a tone of voice which suggested he thought he was being helpful. He wasn’t.

      Antoinette nodded. “Of course, father.” She curtsied again and walked up to where the couples were dancing, quietly waiting on the sidelines for an eligible man to ask her to dance with him.

      This was ridiculous. There had to be thirty, maybe even forty, single young men dancing. Not to mention the few dozen standing and observing. Considering many were friends of Duke Haskett's, there was a rich selection of handsome, wealthy, high-status men, all of whom would make excellent husbands to someone. So how would she know who would make the most excellent husband for her?

      She sighed and looked at the standing crowd, neck craned up, smiling faintly as she attempted to make eye contact with someone, anyone, who wished to dance. She did not know the faintest thing about marriage, or how one went about pairing a couple. And yet her parents seemed to be casting her out to find her own husband, not taking much interest in the whole affair. She wished they would just pick a man who would fit her well, allow them to court, and then—should all go to plan—she could be married in a few months as Mary was.

      Mary, the great sceptic who had been scared her chosen suitor would not be appropriate for her or meet her needs. Mary, the just-married bride, dancing with said suitor right now. If even someone who had been as nervous as her cousin could happily marry this way, Antoinette felt she would enjoy fantastic success.

      Finally, her eyes locked with those of a tall man with chocolate brown hair and shining, sky-blue eyes. He smiled a knowing smile and weaved his way through the crowd to where she was. Antoinette felt a sense of relief, and slight excitement, as the dance ended and he extended his hand to her.

      “May I have this dance?” he asked, bowing slightly.

      “You may,” she replied, placing her hand in his and half-curtsying.

      As they walked out to the sound of the next dance beginning, Antoinette resolved to make the most of her situation. If her parents truly weren't going to show any initiative, then it was up to her to learn some names and vet the candidates. Hopefully if she could talk to her parents tomorrow with a few specific men in mind, the whole process could begin.

      “I am Miss Antoinette Byrd, daughter of Lord and Lady Byrd,” she said, smiling. “How do you do, strange man?”

      He let out a surprised laugh. “My, you are a bold one. And a funny one. I am Alexander Godwin,” he replied.

      Antoinette paused briefly. She knew that name from somewhere. “The Duke?” she asked with a slight gasp. “Alexander Godwin, the Duke of Hamilton?” she asked again.

      “The one. Why do you look so surprised?” His smile showed that he was slightly amused. “It's perfectly natural for one Duke to know another, is it not?”

      “I have heard little of you, Your Grace, but I expected you to be older,” she replied without thinking. The heat rose to her face. “I do apologize, I spoke without thinking,” she added hastily.

      “Indeed. An awful trait in a woman, don't you think?” he asked.

      “An awful trait in any person, Your Grace.” Antoinette tried to sound as polite as possible. She never did like the men who spoke in a way that suggested that impoliteness or rashness is forgivable in men. Having been raised alongside both a brother and a sister, she was of the firm belief that although men and women played different parts in society, neither should be rude if they could possibly avoid it.

      “Indeed,” the Duke replied. From his expression, she could see he could not think of what to say next.

      “I am assuming from Your Grace's invitation to dance that Your Grace is still single?” Antoinette said, in an effort to revive the conversation.

      “Oh yes, Miss Byrd, for now,” he said with a soft smile. She was beginning to see that he was not quite as bold as she had initially assumed. And yet, his slight sheepishness was not entirely off-putting.

      “And why would a man of Your Grace's status be struggling to find a wife?” she continued.

      Antoinette cringed at her words.

      “Quite the forward one, aren't we?” he replied with a slight laugh. “I suppose I am not a Duke of enough status, or social presence, to attract many proposals. And yet my standards are too high to have been met thus far,”

      “Quite the conundrum,” Antoinette replied with a sharp smile. “If one does not meet many people and does not find someone worth marrying among those one does meet, then one may stand to remain unwed one's entire life...”

      “A much less terrifying prospect for a man of wealth and status than for a young woman, I assure you.”

      “And yet Your Grace is still here, dancing with an unattached young woman.” Antoinette's eyes locked with Duke Godwin's. She knew she was giving him a flirty look, or at least that’s what she hoped she was giving him through her flushed face…she was prepared to take her chances. She could always feign ignorance if he accused her of being too forward. Life was always given to those who took chances.

      She spotted a slight flush of red on his cheeks and broke eye contact swiftly. Look too little and you are cold. Look too long and you are unladylike. In the middle was the scale of what was appropriate, and Antoinette always felt that gazing as long as was possibly appropriate would be the best way to capture a man's interest.

      Duke Godwin cleared his throat. “I am dancing with young women I like,” he explained. “Just because I can remain unwed does not mean I am committed to the idea.”

      As the dance ended, Antoinette wanted to set the next part of her plan in motion. She was not particularly enjoying being the one managing the technical and logical aspects... but if her parents weren't going to, then it would be up to her, wouldn't it? She curtsied and smiled at Duke Godwin.

      “If Your Grace truly does like a simple young woman such as myself, perhaps he would wish to meet Lord and Lady Byrd?” she suggested.

      Duke Godwin looked a little surprised, but also pleased. It seemed as though Antoinette's forwardness was feeding his ego. She wasn't sure if she liked—or disliked—this yet.

      “Very well, I shall meet the parents of the simple young woman,” he replied with a laugh, following her closely as she made her way to where her parents were still talking to the Fitzroys.

      She curtsied again. “I would like to introduce everyone to His Grace Alexander Godwin, the Duke of Hamilton.”

      Antoinette looked on eagerly as her parents finally engaged, greeted him, asked him a few questions about himself and finally incorporated him into their animated conversation with the Fitzroys—which apparently was about the true purpose of Christian Mission. She felt relieved and wondered whether she should attempt to weigh in on the matter and impress Duke Godwin.

      But she did not know enough about Duke Godwin to even begin to impress him. If he knew much less than her about the subject he would be insulted. Should he know much more than her, he would not be impressed. It was too difficult. She would have to rely on her parents to win him over and persuade him that she would make a wonderful wife.

      However, as the minutes flew by and another dance ended, the conversation continued to be about Christian Mission. Antoinette felt that they were treating Duke Godwin's presence as a mere attempt at mingling with some higher class people, rather than vetting a potential suitor. She felt the frustration rise. Should she ask him back to the dance? No, that would look frivolous. She knew she needed to join in, and she listened carefully for a point where she could.

      “I simply cannot see how any amount of peaching could possibly begin to address the lack of faith and natural Godliness in these people,” Baron Fitzroy finally interjected, shaking his head. It was just the break in the conversation Antoinette needed.

      “I do not believe there is any such thing as a person who lacks faith and Godliness,” Antoinette replied.

      Duke Godwin glanced her way and smiled lightly again, as though welcoming her back to the conversation. “How so?” he asked.

      “We are all made in God's image, are we not? We are all people, are we not? If we did not believe these people were capable of Godliness, then we would not be making an effort to convert them,” she explained. “One cannot make gold out of stone, or a Christian out of a dog.”

      “But who is to say that they are Godly?” Baron Fitzroy contested. “Being a person and being Godly are two different things, surely.”

      “They are made in God's image, as are we. Just because they have not accepted our Lord as their saviour does not mean they have no Godliness, simply that they are out of touch,” she explained.

      “So you are saying they are not ungodly, but that their Godliness is simply an untapped potential?” Duke Godwin asked with a slight spark in his eye. “An interesting idea from a young woman.”

      “My brother is in India, spreading the Good Word,” she replied. “I learned much from him as a girl.”

      Duke Godwin nodded. “Indeed you have. At any rate, it has been my pleasure to make your acquaintances, but I must see my friend Duke Haskett before I depart.” He bowed slightly and everyone bowed and curtsied deeper in respect.

      “The pleasure was all ours,” Baron Byrd replied, shaking Duke Godwin's hand before the man, nodding and smiling politely, vanished into the crowd.

      Noticing the success of her approach so far emboldened Antoinette. She danced with several more single men that night, bringing each in turn to meet her parents. And yet none seemed to leave the same impression on her and her parents as Duke Godwin had. Perhaps it was merely his status and his education, but the way he spoke and the way he carried himself made him so much more desirable than any of the other men she saw that night.

      And yet Antoinette had a nagging feeling that all her efforts would come to nothing at all. That her parents would simply pass up her opportunity with Duke Godwin and she would be exactly where she had started that evening.

      As Antoinette congratulated her cousin for what felt like the hundredth time, Mary took her hand. “What is the matter?” she asked softly.

      “Nothing at all, I am simply tired.” Antoinette tried to excuse herself.

      “You seemed so jovial earlier,” Mary pressed.

      Antoinette shook her head. “It would be unfair to burden you with my silly concerns on your wedding day.”

      “No, you have helped me so much, pray tell,” Mary insisted again.

      Antoinette drew a deep breath and sighed. “I am worried about my own marriage prospects. Namely, that as of yet I have none.”

      Mary nodded. Antoinette's parents' lack of interest in finding her a suitor had been a conversation topic amongst them before.

      “I know that they must eventually decide to move me towards marriage, but I feel they are passing up too many good opportunities,” Antoinette continued.

      “What would you normally do?” Mary asked.

      Antoinette shook her head. “There is no 'normally,’ I have no idea right now.”

      “If this were my problem, you would tell me, 'Mary, talk to your parents, tell them what you think, if you don't act then you will never get what you wish for,’” Mary elaborated, mimicking her cousin's voice.

      Antoinette laughed. “I sound nothing like that! But yes, I suppose I would.” She sighed. “It's so much more difficult when it's your own parents, though.”

      Mary nodded. “Believe me, I understand. But if you truly, from the bottom of your heart, believe you could miss an opportunity of a lifetime, then you need to tell them so.”

      Antoinette nodded back. “I really ought to take my own advice more often.”

      Mary laughed. “You really should.”

      Antoinette looked over to where her parents were. Mary was right. She needed to confront them about Duke Godwin and let them know she was interested in him. It was better to be a rude daughter than spend the rest of her life knowing she did not speak up at the right time…or at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, Antoinette felt nervous but excited. Mary was right, after all. Antoinette spent so much time advising others to take action, she would be an absolute hypocrite if she did not take her own advice. And although up until this point none of her suitors had mainly caught her eye, Duke Godwin had definitely been an exception the night before.

      Sure, he had been a little condescending at times, but she understood it. She was a younger woman a whole class beneath him. It was natural he may know more than her, or have stronger opinions than her. For a man in his position, he was actually rather forgiving.

      And in every other aspect, he seemed desirable. He was a Duke, with great wealth behind him. He was educated and well-spoken. Her parents seemed impressed by him and eager to talk with him. Not to mention, he was handsome. She could easily envisage herself spending a lifetime with this man. And, what is more, she felt her parents would be pleased with this decision.

      Heading downstairs for breakfast, she felt a little giddy. This was just like in her romance novels, where the heroine meets her one true love, and then their courtship begins. Of course in Antoinette's case, she expected they not need overcome the sheer number of trials the heroines in her books face. After all, adventurous though she may be, she felt that continually facing social and moral dilemmas would be less of an adventure and a more of constant stress. But nevertheless, she knew that this would be the start of her romance.

      “You look most jovial this morning,” Lady Byrd said, seeing her daughter stride into the room with a bounce in her step. “Good news?”

      “In a way,” Antoinette said. “I have an announcement.”

      “Well, so do we,” replied her father. “Age comes before beauty after all.”

      Antoinette felt her excitement double at the prospect of both delivering and receiving an announcement. She sat down at the table, feeling her foot tap lightly against the carpet as she waited for her father to speak.

      “Having seen how you conducted yourself last night, your mother and I have reached a conclusion about your marriage prospects,” her father began, glancing at her mother.

      “You were polite, graceful, demure, and yet not too silent, nor too passive,” her mother said, nodding. “You were in every way a lady.”

      “We had originally had our reservations about allowing you to see your suitors seriously. You have always been a bit too bold, a bit too... unladylike. We were concerned that you would not attract the right sort of a man. But last night you showed us that you are determined to be wed and willing to behave yourself like the young lady you are. You have inspired great confidence in us,” Lord Byrd said. “Would you like to begin vetting your prospects in earnest?”

      “Oh yes!” Antoinette said, suddenly checking herself and taking a deep breath. “That would be most wonderful.”

      Her mother laughed a little. “Very well, what was your announcement?”

      “It was of a similar nature,” Antoinette replied. “I had not been too eager regarding any of my suitors until now, but... last night I met a man who I believe may make a most excellent suitor. Alexander Godwin, the Duke of Hamilton.”

      Her mother smiled. “That is fantastic news,” she said. “His Grace would make a fine suitor indeed, and he seemed to be interested in you.”

      Her father nodded his head with the faintest trace of a smile emerging on his lips also. “Yes, His Grace is an excellent option. I shall write to him immediately to ensure that he is aware of our interest.”

      “Who else would you like to consider?” Lady Byrd asked.

      Antoinette felt slightly disappointed. Not this again. She knew of countless eligible young men, and other than Duke Godwin, none stood out from the rest whatsoever. How could she select a few from that vast group? She shook her head. “Whoever you believe is a good prospect,” she replied. “I trust you, as my parents, to know what is best for me.”

      Lady Byrd nodded. “We shall make a selection, to ensure that you are not too restricted in your choices. But if you wish, we can focus our attention largely on His Grace.”

      Antoinette nodded back eagerly. “Nothing would make me happier.”

      “Then it is decided,” Lord Byrd said, “I shall write to His Grace, Alexander Godwin immediately to inform him of our interest.”

      Antoinette felt her heart soar. This was precisely what she had wanted for the past couple of years. For her parents to take her interest in marriage more seriously, for them to provide the support and assistance she so desperately needed to make the right decision when it came to finding a husband.

      After breakfast, Lord Byrd retired to his study to compose the letter, and Antoinette requested leave from Lady Byrd to go and tell her cousin, Mary, the good news.

      “Antoinette, I believe you are forgetting something,” Lady Byrd replied as she sorted some cut flowers, ready to spend the afternoon building an artistic arrangement.

      “Ah, yes...” Antoinette suddenly realized. Mary had only married the day before. Not only would she not be home with her parents, but she would probably not be at Duke Haskett's local manor either. She sat down heavily in a chair and sighed dejectedly. “But I wish to speak with someone of the good news.”

      “Father Howe, perhaps?” Lady Byrd suggested, raising an eyebrow at her daughter's dramatics.

      “The vicar?” Antoinette cringed slightly.

      “Do not speak of him in that tone. He is a good man and a vital part of our community,” Lady Byrd replied sternly.

      Antoinette shook her head. “It is not that... I simply do not believe it is a conversation men could understand.”

      Lady Byrd hesitated. “Perhaps not. You could go to see Miss Eleanor.”

      Antoinette shook her head again. “Eleanor and all her sisters are away with their parents, attending some charity events to raise money for London hospitals and poorhouses this Christmas. I would not even know where to write them right now.”

      “Perhaps you should write a letter to Lucy, then, it has been some time since you had correspondence with her,” Lady Byrd replied. “She is still at boarding school?”

      Antoinette stared at her feet. “You are right, I have not spoken to her for a month or more. I hope that she is doing well. Last I heard, she said her stay in boarding school would be coming to a close next year, and she was coming home. Yes, I shall write her a letter.”

      As Antoinette stood up, she noticed her mother shake her head with a slight smile before beginning her arrangement.

      Antoinette did not wholly understand her parents' aversion to her nature. Sure, she was a little excitable, and perhaps a bit loud and forward. But it was nothing that would interfere with her ability to be a good lady, wife, and mother. If anything, from her experience volunteering at Sunday school and local orphanages, she found that her slightly less stern demeanor made her more endearing to children than some of the less excitable women were. And that closeness with children was something she treasured. She had a natural affinity for them and did not understand how some governesses and teachers would be so strict with the poor little things. She felt confident that she would make an excellent mother someday, not despite her slightly boisterous and rebellious nature, but because of it.

      But she was also coming to see that, even though she did not entirely understand the rigid social expectations which surrounded her, she had to conform to them. If she wanted to marry and marry well, it was necessary to act more like a Lady, to be more controlled, demure, and conforming. Once she wed, she would be in a better position to relax and be her true self. But until then, she significantly improved her prospects by hiding some parts of her personality.

      Sitting at her dresser, she nudged her toiletries to one side with her arm before setting up a writing pad, some paper, and a quill.

      “Dearest Lucy,

      I am terribly sorry that I have not written sooner. There is no excuse for my silence. However, if it is of any reassurance, I have been incredibly busy, and there is much to tell you.

      My brother, as you know, has departed on yet another Mission to India. It is hard work for him, but in his last letter he intimated that he is genuinely satisfied with the good being done, and suggested he may be away some time.

      You may recall that my cousin, Mary Elridge, was available for marriage and seeing some very eligible suitors. Yesterday she was finally wed to His Grace, Duke of York. Despite the trials which fate cast in their way, they have seen the value in one another, and are now united in Holy Matrimony, and very much in love.

      Which leads to my present circumstances. My parents have, after much deliberation, decided it is time for me to consider marriage in earnest. And not a moment too soon! Yesterday afternoon, at Mary's wedding breakfast, I met the man who is sure to become my husband. I will not reveal too much as of yet, for fear that I am wrong. But I shall hopefully see him soon, and I eagerly anticipate that day.

      I hope that you are well, and would love for you to be home for Christmas.

      Yours dearly,

      Antoinette”
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