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        What’s better than a dashing duke?

        A dozen of them!

        Or in this case, a baker’s dozen—thirteen of your favorite historical romance authors have come together to bring you more than a year’s worth of tantalizing, never-before-released novellas.

        Enjoy them all at once, or savor them month by month, it’s all up to you…
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        January 1802

        An English Country House

      

      

      

      “Beatrice,” came the inebriated drawl. “Don’t be a prude.”

      “Of course not.” There was a great deal of difference between prude and debauched, and Bea was decidedly in the middle.

      Despite not being a prude, Lady Beatrice Falk wrinkled her nose, shifting the spectacles perched there. The scent of liquor in the room was strong enough it seemed a snifter had been waved beneath her nose. Or someone had bathed in brandy.

      “If you are not here to scold, then let me be.”

      The empty decanter winked at Bea from the side table, just as her brother winked at her from his position on the chaise longue. He sprawled over the cushions, cravat loose, the buttons of his coat and waistcoat open. He raised his glass, gestured vaguely at the room in general. “It’s a lovely time here, Sister, even if you won’t partake.”

      “Lovely,” she repeated, eyeing the tableau before her.

      Dice rolled between the shadows and firelight, and in one corner cards shushed against each other. Low laughter and murmurs floated between curls of tobacco smoke, swirled around bare feminine shoulders and rouged cheeks.

      Bea quickly counted heads. As she’d believed, three gentlemen were missing. Some of her quarry were drunk on the drawing room floor and were of no use that evening, but others would be making their way through frozen trees to their own country homes.

      She’d best get moving.

      Still, she was mistress of the house until her brother married, and with that came responsibilities. Someone had to attend to them.

      “I’ve instructed the butler to ensure your remaining guests have beds this night. Stewart has spoken with the housekeeper, who will see to it.”

      “Excellent.” Her brother half-stood, raising his glass in an enthusiastic salute. As he listed to one side, gold liquid sloshed over the rim, dripping down his already soiled evening glove. He frowned, studying the newest stain. “Damn.”

      A triumphant burst of sound rose from one side of the room. Bea watched money change hands over dice—so much money, with no purpose but gambling and drink. And perhaps to keep the laughing women standing beside the players. A pretty lot of courtesans made garish by rouge and paint and revealing gowns.

      “Well, now. I think this requires a proper celebration.” The winner staggered to his feet, puffing out his chest so the embroidery on his waistcoat rippled with the strain.

      Sir Winthrop. A close friend of her brother’s, who had asked for her hand three times the year of her debut. When it was clear she would remain a spinster, he’d twice suggested they be lovers.

      Unlike her brother, Bea chose her lovers with great care—and marriage was out of the question with the life she led.

      With a leer at one of the girls that jiggled the whiskers on his jowls, Sir Winthrop pointed to his empty glass. “We could call for another bottle. Share it, you know.”

      The girl giggled through painted red lips and opened her mouth to answer, but Sir Winthrop had turned away and raised the glass high.

      “Here! Another bottle!” he called out, plainly searching for a footman—only his gaze landed on Bea. Expression turning sly, he stumbled toward her. “Oh, ho, my lady. Come to play?”

      “I do not think so, Sir Winthrop.” Bea attempted to keep the revulsion from layering over her voice. “Thank you for your offer; however, I am retiring. Enjoy your evening.”

      Closing the drawing room doors behind her, Bea strode across the entrance hall and abandoned the guests without a backward glance. They would still be there in the morning, in various stages of drunkenness and disarray.

      The men who mattered were those who had left.

      With one hand, Bea removed the spectacles she didn’t need. With the other, she began to loosen the old wig of long, curling brown hair. Being a spinster of undetermined years buried in the country, no one cared if she still wore unfashionable wigs.

      But they suited her purpose.
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      He’d misjudged the weather.

      Howling wind kicked up the snow already covering the ground, mixing it with heavy, falling flakes. Only thirty minutes before, when Wulf had requested his horse be brought around to the front of Falk Manor, the moon had still been visible between the moving clouds. Now, between the impending snowstorm and the lack of moonlight, Wulf would be fortunate to return home. Ever.

      He should have requested a room at Falk Manor, stayed until morning.

      Even as he thought it, Wulf grimaced. Old childhood friendships still demanded attention, even though the tradition of a yule log, punch, and country dances had given way to brandy and women once the old earl died.

      Now it was dissolution of the most juvenile kind.

      Still, the duty was done, and Wulfric Standover, Duke of Highrow, was far enough from the festivities that the disgust clinging to his skin was slipping away.

      Hunching his shoulders against the bitter wind, Wulf guided his stallion onto the narrow track between the trees. With luck, he would be standing before his own fire before the storm worsened.

      “Stand and deliver!” The shout was sharp beneath the swirling snow, echoing between the silent, naked trees.

      Cursing, Wulf lifted his forearm to block the white flakes and studied the shadows dancing between the wind-tossed snow.

      The highwayman was not ten feet away, sitting atop a horse in the center of the path. His greatcoat swirled in the wind as he raised his arm, the double-barreled pistol he held appearing small and light.

      Though size was not indicative of deadliness. The thief held the weapon as straight and steady as any spymaster Wulf had encountered during the Reign of Terror.

      “What shall I deliver?” Wulf pitched his voice above the wind and narrowed his eyes, evaluating risk. He kept a pistol in his saddlebags, but he would never be fast enough to beat his opponent.

      Still, he took one hand from the reins and slid it onto his thigh. Easily, he hoped, so it would seem natural and not calculated to move closer to the saddlebags.

      “You may deliver whatever valuables you have on your person.” Through the eerie, dim, snow-light and thickening flakes, Wulf could distinguish a cap pulled low and a scarf wrapped around the thief’s face that was substantial enough to fight the wind. “Beginning with the winnings in your pockets, sir.”

      “Now, how is it you know about the blunt in my pockets?” Wulf leaned casually on the pommel. Considered his adversary.

      “A rich nabob like you, coming from a house party? Of course you have blunt.” The man’s jacket was big enough he might swim in it. A local lad, perhaps, fallen on difficult times.

      Or the Honorable Highwayman.

      Wulf had yet to make the acquaintance of the local legend, though he had heard a great deal about the highwayman’s ill-gained generosity.

      “I don’t particularly care to give up my blunt, even for widows and orphans.” Though he was actually quite willing to forgo his winnings for such a cause. “At least not at the end of a pistol,” he continued, attempting to stall.

      Another few inches and Wulf would be able to reach his weapon. He shifted again, setting his hand a little closer to the saddlebag.

      Wind rattled the branches above them, so they clacked and creaked like brittle bones. Wulf’s stallion sidestepped, pranced a few paces. Using both hands—unfortunately—Wulf brought the animal under control again.

      “Very well, Your Grace.” The pistol notched higher, its barrels seeming to stare at Wulf with two dark, round eyes. “Then I shall wound you with the first shot. Perhaps you shall change your mind.”

      “Unlikely.” Still, Wulf had lost the precious inches he’d gained reaching for his own weapon. His stallion was edgy, and the storm swirled around them—and the coins and pound notes in his pocket were not worth the effort.

      But by God, it was the principle. He’d not spent years dodging the guillotine in France only to be bested by a highwayman a few miles from his home.

      The wind sharpened, howled, and in the momentary silence as it died again, Wulf clearly heard a long-suffering sigh.

      “As you wish, Your Grace.”

      The report was deafening, slicing through the silence of snow and night. The already-spooked stallion reared, pawed the air. Even as Wulf recognized the searing pain in his shoulder for what it was, he understood he would not keep his seat.

      “Bloody hell!” he cursed, tumbling through flying snow.

      When the ground slammed into the back of his head, everything went black.
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      She’d shot him. Actually shot him.

      “Damnation.” As the sound of panicked horse hooves faded into the night, Bea looked down at her pistol and let out an irritated huff. “Why did you have to pick now to be slippery?”

      Her aim was nearly perfect, and she’d never yet wounded any of her intended prey.

      Only frightened them.

      Bea contemplated the man sprawled on the ground as snow began to blanket his greatcoat. She couldn’t leave him here. Unconscious, wounded, and without a horse, since his had gone running off into the trees.

      He was also the Duke of Highrow—a boy she’d known. A man she didn’t.

      “Damnation,” she said again, as she saw the stains on the snow. Blood. She didn’t need sunlight to recognize the dark drops dotting the ground.

      Uncocking the second barrel of her pistol, Bea tucked the weapon into the waist of her breeches and dismounted. She tied her mare’s reins to the nearest tree, then strode forward.

      Highrow lay on his back, face bared to the dark sky and biting wind. Crouching, she probed his shoulder among the folds of his greatcoat and evaluated the damage.

      He groaned, which was heartening.

      Her search revealed the shoulder was just a flesh wound, and she repeated the actions on the back of his head, hatless now. Beneath thick hair just long enough to curl over his collar, she found a large knot. It was no wonder he was unconscious.

      Shifting, Bea stared down at the duke. She was close enough to discern the lean planes of his cheekbones, the strong jaw. Although she did not need any light to remember he was handsome. Extraordinarily so. Bea had known it since she was old enough to toddle after him at the village fair or at picnics. Before he had been the Duke of Highrow.

      He had been Wulf to her, then. Especially when he’d grown into a young man who teased and laughed with her, indulging a young girl’s foolish infatuation.

      She swallowed hard as guilt rippled through her. She’d wounded an old friend, even if it was barely a scratch. She ought to feel more appalled than she did, she supposed. But then, a highwayman did not feel pity for their victims when they were entirely too wealthy for their own good. Which he was.

      Her bad fortune that Wulf’s tracks were the set she’d followed. He had never been her target. If there was one man the Honorable Highwayman knew to avoid, it was Wulfric Standover. He had been a soldier for far too long.

      Leaning back on her heels, she studied the prone man. Well, she couldn’t leave him here. Wulf wouldn’t bleed to death, but he’d certainly freeze.

      Bea judged the area, stared up into the driving snow. The storm was getting worse. Blinding. The bite of the wind penetrated her woolen coat and even the thick scarf she’d wrapped about her face.

      “I suppose I should take care of you, now I’ve shot you.” Bea shook him a little, careful not to jostle his head, and was rewarded with a groaning curse. “Wake up,” she shouted over a sudden, howling gust.

      Wulf twitched, cursed again and clutched his shoulder.

      “Easy now,” she said, pitching her voice to the lower tenor she used as a highwayman. “I imagine it burns like hell, but it is not bad.”

      Eyes flicking open, he stared up at her. She remembered quite clearly the deep blue of his irises, though in the night they only appeared to be dark and fathomless.

      She wondered briefly if he would recognize her, then dismissed the idea. He’d never recognize her in her current garb. No one ever did. Hair short, no spectacles. Breeches. And it had been nearly a decade since they exchanged more than brief pleasantries. Wulf had been at war, and when he was home, he had paid no attention to an aging spinster.

      “Bloody hell, my head hurts.” Slowly, as if testing whether his skull would stay attached, Wulf turned to face her more fully.

      “I imagine so. You’ve a knot back there—not caused by me, I am happy to report. That was the ground.” Bea fought not to set a comforting hand on the broad expanse of his chest. Drawing back, she met his gaze. “Can you sit? Stand?”

      “You shot me.” Struggling to a sitting position, Wulf peered up at her from beneath hair whipped by the storm into an unruly frenzy. Fury sharpened the already keen planes of his face.

      “I told you I would. Now, you are bleeding, and we will both die if we do not find shelter.” She pointed to the sky. “Snowstorm.”

      “Surely, this is a jest. Or a dream.”

      “Not at all.” Bea pushed to standing, careful to keep the scarf hiding her face. “I know of a cottage not far from here. We will be safe enough until the storm lets up.”

      Another groan, and Wulf staggered to his feet. Casting his gaze about the path, he growled, “Where the devil is my horse?”

      “The horse has run off, and I don’t think there’s much to be done for him.” Bea retrieved her own mare, who still stood patiently waiting in the trees. “Horses are wily creatures, though. He’ll find a place to weather the—er, weather. As we should do, unless you’d prefer I leave you here to freeze?”

      A long, weighty pause spun out, fighting the tossed snowflakes.

      “First,” he said finally, “you intend to rob me—I presume you’re the Honorable Highwayman?” At her short, acknowledging nod, he continued. “Then you shoot me, and now you plan to shelter with me?”

      “I won’t shoot you again. I give you my word.” Bea shrugged, though she sent up a quick prayer he would not recognize her once they reached the cottage. Yet she could not abandon him. “You can’t walk back, my horse can’t carry the weight of both of us, and you really should attend to the wound. Also, I cannot help being honest. Or at least, to a degree. Leaving you here to freeze seems—dishonest.”

      He stared at her, mouth open. “What strange hell have I fallen into?”
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      Wulf was not so foolish as to deny himself refuge, even if he was sheltering with a daft highwayman.

      The little cottage hunkered between dense trees, appearing barely strong enough to withstand the storm. An even more dilapidated shed leaned beside it. Wulf warily eyed the structures, expecting them to blow over at any moment.

      Yet the highwayman was correct that weathering the storm overnight would be impossible. Wulf was trapped—no horse and too far from sanctuary, and now he carried no weapon.

      Add to that, his damned wounds. Pain burned through Wulf’s shoulder—a pain he’d felt before, having taken a musket ball to the thigh in France, another in the shoulder in Brussels. Probing this new injury proved it was only a nick, as the highwayman indicated, and the blood had already thickened and slowed.

      It was his aching head he couldn’t escape.

      The highwayman gestured toward the cottage door, as if shooing Wulf inside. Narrowing his eyes, Wulf watched the man carefully lead his horse toward the shed.

      No choice but to enter. Even if he overpowered the slight man, restrained him, what would that accomplish? Very little at present. So, he would wait and see.

      He pushed at the cottage door, but it was stuck tight. Gritting his teeth, he thrust his good shoulder against the worn wood. The movement made his head throb, his abused shoulder beating in time even though he favored it, but he burst into the room with an explosion of dust and snow.

      Breath curling out to fade into the dark, he studied the single room and the shadowed furniture ranged throughout. Beyond the walls, the wind shrieked and wailed, but there was no betraying whistle. The cold would not fight its way between the wattle and daub that snugged the cottage frame. The little structure would do well enough.

      He picked his way toward the shadow of the wide hearth. Searching blindly with his good arm, he found a tinderbox and stacked wood. Kindling sat neatly beside it.

      The cottage might have appeared abandoned, but it clearly was not.

      He began to build the fire by touch rather than sight, then glanced over as he heard the highwayman step inside. The man moved toward a deep shadow, lifted something. As the kindling caught in the hearth, Wulf saw it was a blanket.

      “For the horse,” came the explanation. The voice was smooth now that it wasn’t fighting the storm and wind. Just how young was the highwayman? “I will return in a moment.”

      Whatever the highwayman’s age, he was no fool. He kept his back to the wall, eyes on Wulf, until he slipped once more through the door and into the storm. Wulf could not fault him.

      As the fire grew, the shadowy outlines of furniture became visible. A table and chairs, trunks lining one wall, shelves holding lanterns, crockery—even a teapot. Light crept into the dark, chilled corners of the room just as the highwayman returned.

      “A fire. Excellent.” He shoved the door closed, blocking out the howling wind and any sense of the world beyond.

      “What is this place?” Wulf added more wood, watched it catch and be consumed by flame.

      “Only a cottage well-stocked by those who might need it from time to time.” Face still partially concealed by the scarf, the highwayman stared at Wulf with eyes deep and dark.

      “Criminals? Poachers?” Any number of secrets might be hidden in the shadows of the room.

      “Perhaps.” A pause, then the deep, dark eyes crinkled at the corners. “Or a man who has angered his wife and wishes for a temporary roof over his head.”

      “That would explain the blankets and crockery.” There were such places in the forests in every country of the world. Espionage occurred in many of them.

      “A man needs to eat and sleep, even if his wife disagrees.” The highwayman stepped into the ring of firelight and held out gloved hands for warmth.

      Wulf watched his opponent, examining the man who had shot him. He moved with a strange type of grace, held his slight shoulders stiffly beneath the greatcoat. The bottom of his face was still covered, but the delicate line of a nose and narrow, curved brows were discernable.

      A thought began to form, as if all Wulf had needed was to organize the pieces of information he knew into the proper shape. Shock arrowed through him, swift and forceful, but he knew the truth.

      “You are a woman.”

      “No.” The highwayman did not look up, instead keeping his—her—face toward the fire.

      “The small mare, the movement of your body, your voice, even the tea pot there on the shelf—it is clear enough, if a man looks close.” And Wulf always looked, because he had learned long ago that details could keep a spy alive. “You are a woman.”

      There was a lengthy pause, as if the highwayman was weighing the benefits of the admitting the truth.

      “Very well, Highrow.” She began to unwind the scarf, slowly and deliberately, features beginning to emerge. A lush mouth. Creamy skin pinked by the cold. Large, thickly-lashed eyes. The scarf fell to the floor and her cap followed suit, revealing short, sweetly curling hair.

      She watched him for a moment, as if waiting for something significant.

      “Is that all? Any other secrets?” After being shot, forced into sheltering with his adversary, and discovering she was a woman, Wulf wasn’t certain he could withstand any other shocks.

      “I think that should do it.” She crouched in front of the hearth, pulling off her gloves and reaching toward the heat with elegant hands. Gold light edged over high cheekbones, over the strong curve of her jaw.

      He must be dreaming. Perhaps he’d had too much brandy at the house party after all.

      Except his shoulder burned and his head throbbed. The wind howled beyond the cottage door, rattling the windowpanes in their frames. Heat burgeoned from the flames well on their way to a blaze.

      This was no dream.

      The Honorable Highwayman was a woman. Clad in scarred leather boots and thick buckskin breeches, swallowed by the heavy greatcoat, but clearly a woman.

      Wulf had never heard a whisper of such rumors.

      Even as the revelation sank in, he searched her features for recognition, but could not recall seeing that strong face before.

      The woman pushed to her feet. Angling her head to meet his gaze while loose curls danced around her face, she said softly, “I am sorry I shot you.”
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      “I usually miss after the warning—on purpose,” she added slyly. “My aim is quite accurate. Tonight the pistol slipped a little, ‘tis all.”

      “Forgive me if I am not impressed by your skill.” Confusion did not sit well on his shoulders, so Wulf shuffled what he knew of the Honest Highwayman to meet this new version of the truth. “I suppose I should thank you for not leaving me to freeze after you shot me.”

      “So you should, though that is neither here nor there at the moment. There are more important matters.” She raised a brow, almost as if challenging him to disagree. “Please remove your greatcoat.”

      “In order for you to inspect your handiwork?”

      Wulf had forgotten the pain in the midst of his surprise, but it flooded back now with a hot burst. Burning his shoulder, beating against his skull.

      “Just so.” Slim fingers began to efficiently unbutton her own greatcoat, moving swiftly over the wool.

      He was not certain he trusted his eyes as the outdoor garment fell to the floor. It was considerably smaller than his own, yet with its capes and squared shoulders it was no less masculine.

      The body beneath was anything but.

      Curved. Every bit of her was curved. Not lean or slender, or trying to hide in the breeches and coat. Instead, she was boldly feminine, the male clothing emphasizing every contour of hip and waist and breast.

      His mouth went dry.

      She did not notice. Instead, she ran her hand through loose, gold-brown curls, shaking her head as if to free them from an invisible band. “Please, come close to the fire so I may see the wound,” she commanded. As she angled her head, considering him, she murmured, “How is your head?”

      Throbbing in tandem with other body parts.

      “Well enough,” he said curtly, moving closer to the hearth as its building heat echoed the building heat in his blood. “I suppose if you shot me, you should attend to the wound.”

      Despite his head, despite the arm held stiffly against his side, a visceral, unexpected need gripped him. Clawed at his gut. Wulf wanted to understand this woman, unravel the mystery of her as he might a code from Napoleon’s spies. Unwrap each layer and discover what lay hidden beneath both her clothing and her unusual pursuits.

      A woman taking to the road as highwayman was interesting, indeed.

      “I will bring a chair over while you remove your greatcoat.” She nodded toward a pair of simple chairs huddled beside the table. “You are so tall, I shan’t be able to reach your shoulder properly unless you are sitting.”

      “I am not so feeble as to be unable to retrieve a simple wooden chair.” With his good arm, Wulf picked up the nearest chair and set it carefully on the floor beside the hearth.

      “Men.” She shook her head and laughed, the sound husky and amused—and very much in keeping with her accompanying half-smile. “I suppose I have already stung your pride by shooting you.”

      “Quite.” Carefully, Wulf began to unbutton his greatcoat. After dropping it to the floor, he set to work on the jacket. Gritting his teeth, he slowly eased it off until he stood only in his waistcoat and shirtsleeves.

      Blood liberally stained the sleeve of his shirt, brilliant crimson against stunning white.

      “Oh, God.” Her whispered words held quiet distress. Full lips pressed together, thinned, then parted again after a deep inhale. “Hell, Highrow. I truly am sorry.”

      “So I see.” Wulf settled gingerly in the chair, quite certain of her regret.

      “I did not think there would be so much blood with such a shallow wound.” A somber expression moved across her features, sobering them as she gently touched his shoulder.

      “It is often the shallow ones that bleed the most profusely.” He murmured the words, trying to ignore the scents of fresh winter and warm cinnamon she carried with her.

      And her curving body.

      “For some reason, I am not as angry as I should be that you shot me.”

      “No?” She murmured the word, clearly distracted by her examination.

      Now that he was seated and she stood before him, each feminine sweep was so close. Too close. Hips and breasts, revealed by the breeches and coat, were within reach of his suddenly needy hands. But Wulf did nothing except grip his knees, forcing his body to stay still.

      “Have you previously injured your—” he paused to find the word “—prey?”

      “No. A warning shot is usually all that is necessary, though I’m quite adept at wounding haystacks.” Self-deprecation threaded through her words. “Surely, you are more practiced than I. You have been abroad. Seen war.” Her hands paused as she reached for the buttons of his waistcoat. They hovered there, long fingers so still and steady they might have been carved from marble. “Fought for your beliefs.”

      “Yes.” He might have said more, but the fingers began to briskly unbutton his waistcoat as if the pause in her movements had never happened.

      “What was it like? Fighting, marching—doing something worthwhile?”

      “Cold and hungry,” Wulf said flatly. “But I wasn’t a soldier for long. I was a spy.”
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      “Well, that is news.” Bea efficiently continued to unfasten the buttons, though her fingertips seemed to tingle now that she was so close to him.

      His words were not a surprise. She had not suspected it before, but hearing him say it aloud seemed natural. She might have guessed the truth had her mind thought to consider the possibility.

      The way his eyes saw right through a person, his sense of honor, the even temperament—and his easy acceptance of a highwayman as a makeshift surgeon. Wulf’s adaptability would have proven useful as a spy.

      “Such an appointment would suit you,” she concluded. “I did not know you were assigned to espionage.”

      “I do not often speak of it. Few English drawing rooms are concerned with clandestine meetings in dank rooms in the French countryside. Not every cottage is as well-appointed as this one.” He winced as she drew the waistcoat over his wounded arm. “But it is in the past. Unlike your secrets, mine are now of little interest.”

      “I suppose that is true.” Bea dropped the waistcoat beside his other garments, studied the cravat he still wore. She wondered just what lay beneath that fine cloth and starched linen. Such broad shoulders filled the fabric, so able to bear the heavy burden of the dukedom. “Do you intend to expose me?”

      Her hands were heavy as she lifted them to his cravat, but only because a strange anticipation filled them. She began to slowly unwind and loosen the starched fabric. With each movement, the space between them seemed to swell with something powerful, even mesmerizing. Bea looked into his lean, handsome face and caught the roguish gleam in his eyes.

      She could not breathe.

      “That remains to be seen.” Wulf purred the words as the last loop of the cravat lifted away, revealing a squared jaw shadowed by stubble and the strong column of this throat.

      Everything in her went warm and needy as he stared straight at her with heavy-lidded eyes. His gaze skipped hotly over her body, lingering here and there. The irises appeared black in the dim cabin, though she knew their color.

      There was power in that gaze. Power and lust that sent licks of heat moving over her skin.

      “I must maintain my reputation.” Pulse quickening, she released the cravat and let it drop to the floor. “Such as it is.”

      She wanted to touch him. To skim her hand over that sharp jaw, feel the rasp of thick hair. Even lean down and set her lips to his.

      “What may I call you, aside from the Honorable Highwayman?” The question rumbled from his chest, a low sound that skimmed over her senses. “You are undressing me, after all. Surely I might have your name?”
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      She could not give him a name.

      ‘Lady Beatrice Falk’ would reveal everything, though Wulf would not likely remember the girl nine years his junior who dreamed of riding to the hunt and going to battle. He would not remember the woman careful to hide from her brother’s drunken guests—for more than one reason.

      But he would know the Falk name.

      “That is a very long pause.” Amusement twined through Wulf’s deep voice. “I assume you are planning to lie?”

      “I did intend to lie, but I cannot think of a proper one.” It was the truth, which was no less dangerous than lies. “Nor will I give you my name—for obvious reasons.”

      “An honest highwayman, but not a foolhardy one.” Callused fingers took her hand, brought it to his lips. Pressing a firm, sculpted mouth against her knuckles, he murmured, “In any case, it is a pleasure to meet you.”

      Her breath drew in. Pushed out. Flames crackled beside them, the howling wind fighting to penetrate the walls. Wulf kept her hand in his, watching her as if nothing else existed just then. It was an intoxicating sensation.

      Bea drew back. His mouth was too full and sensual, his scent too strong. Everything about him made her want. And Bea knew the dangers of wanting and excess and lust. It did not matter if it was lust for drink, or pleasure, or dice, or silk.

      Or making love.

      Wulf would be a dangerous man to toy with. It would be too easy to fall under his spell and forget herself.

      “Your wound still requires tending.” Perhaps her body would cease this heady need if she focused on the practical. “If would be so kind as to remove your shirt, it will be easier.”

      Bea did not wait for him to consent. She strode to the shelves lining the north wall and retrieved one of the iron kettles stacked there. Without bothering to don her greatcoat or scarf, she threw open the cottage door and stepped into the storm.

      Wind whipped up a crystalline tempest to pelt her face. Ignoring the fury, she scooped snow into the pot. Icy cold stung her skin and made her fingers burn as she filled the kettle nearly to the brim. Then she wrestled the door closed and turned once more into the warmth.

      Into Wulf.

      He’d come up behind her, tall and half-naked as she’d commanded—and just there. His lips were close, and the thought of pressing her mouth to his filled her with need. She wanted to brush her fingers over the broad expanse of his chest and the blond hair sprinkled there.

      “I thought it might be heavy.” Wulf’s voice was rough, his eyes dark with desire as he carefully removed the kettle from her hands.

      He felt it as well, then, this tug between them.

      “Perhaps it is the hit to my head that makes me take leave of my senses, but I believe this evening will be very—” he paused, pinning her with those deep blue eyes. “Engaging.”

      “Oh, do you?” Bea knew precisely what Wulf was thinking just then, and sent him a slow, knowing smile. “Clearly, you are not in your right mind.”

      “Oh, yes. I am in my right mind,” he said softly.

      His gaze was so hot, so dark, it set her body alight.

      Dangerous, indeed.

      “If you would bring the pot?” She moved around him, striding toward the fire and the chair. Giving herself to the Duke of Highrow would be foolish. She would risk too much, in too many ways.

      Yet Wulf would make any woman cross the line.
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      “I’ve no convenient petticoat to bind your arm with.” Bea stared into the melting water. Little remained of the snow now, just a few swirls of white. Testing the surface with a fingertip, she judged it warm, but not hot.

      She had begun to breathe properly again as she tended the water. Still, her body was tight, her mood edgy. Bea did not want to be cautious, but pleasure must always be approached with attention.

      “We might as well use my shirt as a bandage,” Wulf suggested. “’Tis a loss in any case.”

      The sound of rending fabric rose into the air as she removed the iron pot. She swirled the kettle once to even the water temperature, then turned to see him tearing strips from the bottom edge of his lawn shirt. He ripped again, firelight burnishing the shifting muscles in his shoulders.

      She was no stranger to the male body, but Wulf’s body was more. Masculine and virile and strong. And so very tempting.

      Caution, she reminded herself.

      Settling once more into the crude chair, he laid the strips of his ruined shirt over his thigh. White against the deep black. She strode forward, trying not to slosh the warmed water—but thinking of where that trail of blond hair led.

      The one that disappeared beneath the waist of his breeches.
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      Her cinnamon scent filled the air around Wulf again as his highwayman drew close. She set the water on the floor, then quickly unbuttoned her coat and shrugged out of it. Clad in shirtsleeves and a plain waistcoat, she leaned forward to study his wound.

      The pain had dulled now—shoulder, head—giving way to an intense craving for her. One that balanced on the keen edge of pleasure and torment.

      Competent fingers brushed against his thigh as she retrieved one of the clothe strips he’d laid there. Wulf went hard, fought not to touch her. To accept the gentle ministrations as she dipped the fabric in the water and carefully sponged away the blood.

      She narrowed her eyes as she worked, leaned closer. He carefully studied each feature of her face, memorizing its contours. A strong nose, eyes he could see now were hazel, and a narrow, pointed chin. A lush, full mouth.

      The dandies in London might not call her a diamond of the first water, but there was something arresting about her face, her confident manner.

      “You are very beautiful,” he murmured.

      She stilled, frozen as she bent to reach for the pot of water again.

      “No one has ever called me that before.” Moving slowly, she dunked the cloth, then looked directly at him as she straightened. That level, honest stare was almost difficult to meet. “Someone said I was a handsome woman once, but no one has ever used the word beautiful.”

      “You are beautiful. It is true.” So true, just the look of her dried his throat. Her face was fiercely lovely, full of feminine strength. Everything about those features might have come from an ancient goddess.

      “Well. You are the first to think so.” She breathed deep, let it out again, and continued her task. “If you intend to flatter me into becoming your lover, it will not work.”

      “I see.” Amused at both of them, he studied her fingers as she worked. Long, quick, elegant. “Thank you for being straightforward about that.”

      “I am a highwayman, and I take my pleasure where and how I want, but I am careful.” She slid him a mischievous glance, long lashes flashing over eyes not quite green, not quite brown, but a mixture of both. “And you are wounded.”

      “Hardly,” he snorted.

      “I must admit, I did a poor job shooting you.” She probed the area gently, pursed her lips.  “It is not even worth stitching, truth be told. Salve over the next few days and clean wrappings should do it.”

      “To be felled so low over so small a wound,” Wulf quipped, and had the pleasure of seeing her lips turn up with humor.

      “But felled by the Honest Highwayman, so that must be some comfort,” she added.

      “True.” Which made him curious about her. She was certainly no village housewife or servant. “Who are you? It is whispered you give away everything you take. Why do you do this at all?”

      “I am tempted not to tell you, but it is no secret among the villagers—though they may not answer if a duke were to ask.” The rag plopped into the water as she dropped it, then reached for the remaining strip of his shirt. “There are many in need. The lords write their laws, the orators in London shout about poverty and politics and money, but that does not change what is here. Right here, in the village. Many are prosperous, and many others are not. Children die of hunger from time to time, or the aged cannot pay for a surgeon or buy a tincture from an apothecary, and we lose them too soon.”

      “Few of my tenants are in such dire circumstances. I see that they are cared for during the lean times.” He disliked feeling the need to defend himself but found he could not let the statement remain unsaid.

      “You are particularly kind, then.” She wound the torn cloth around his shoulder, binding it tightly. “Many are not, and those in the village are unsupported. There was a young widow who gave away her four children a few years ago—to work for others for free, rather than as paid servants—because she could not feed them. They are fed and clothed now, so I cannot blame her. Yet I would have helped if I could.

      “There are many who sit in London, in their finery and with their fancy brandy, visiting Parliament each day where they have a chance to make a difference.” She breathed deep, then continued. “They think nothing of those who are less fortunate.”

      “I see.” Perhaps Wulf might have been included among such company. He championed his own causes, but he had not often considered the circumstances of the poor. He doubted he would ever neglect the subject again. “Still, there are other, legitimate methods to see the poor are cared for. Pamphlets, treatises, even laws. Look to those who have made a difference before, making people think with their words. Skulking around at night and engaging in highway robbery is not necessarily the best method to support your cause.”

      “My method is practical, at least, and immediate.” Annoyance flashed over her face. “Those I steal from possess more than enough money, and usually spend it on drink or gambling or women. Jewelry and fashionable gowns. New curtains for a drawing room, simply for the sake of new curtains.” She tied the ends of the fabric and stepped back, examined her work.

      “You rob those with excess and give to those in need.” Fascinated, Wulf cocked his head, considered her firm expression. “And when you shoot your prey, you tend to his injuries.”

      “I suppose I do.” Her lips slowly curved with resigned humor, softening the features that had hardened and making him want to kiss her as much as her irritation had.

      He was certain there was not another woman in all of England quite like this one.

      “You are an extraordinary woman.”

      She laughed at that. Threw back her head and laughed, long and loud. “You would not think so if we were anywhere but here, in this cabin.”

      “I think I would.” Which brought another question to his mind. “Would I meet you somewhere else?”

      “No.” Though her smile remained and her gaze was steady, the word was flat. He had heard similar tones in the secret hiding places of France and Belgium.

      “Why do I think you are lying?” he asked softly.

      “Because I am a thief.”

      “True.”

      “I am also a passable surgeon.” She grinned at him, eyes snapping once more with good humor. Stepping close, this time between his legs, she adjusted the binding on his arm with gentle hands. “You are quite cleaned up.”

      “Thank you, though it seems strange to say, as it was you who shot me.”

      Though she had no need to remain in front of him, she stayed, her thighs brushing against his. No petticoats and skirts between his skin and hers, only buckskin and wool. Wide, beautiful eyes met his, held. Still, she did not move away.

      Heat speared through him, lust ground at his control. Her body called him. The nip at the waist of her waistcoat, the flare at her hips, the soft rounding of her belly. So many gorgeous lines and curves to follow. Unable to keep himself from touching, Wulf reached out with his good hand, set his fingers lightly on her waist.

      Her breathing quickened, and her eyes went dark.

      “Now that your injury is tended, what shall we do?” A feline smile moved across her face. “Games, perhaps?”
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      Bea set her lips to his, took and tasted, simply because she wanted to. Caution be damned. The iron kettle on the floor was ignored, the shirt he’d discarded only a whisper in her mind.

      Instead, the heat of him thrilled. The scent of him made her yearn.

      And his mouth. It gave sweetly and still greedily consumed. He tasted of winter. Of lust. Of need. She wanted more before she even understood the want. Every inch of her body was lit with fire as brilliant and hot as the flame in the hearth.

      Wulf’s face tipped up toward hers. The hand at her waist curled around to her back, drew her closer as his injured arm rose. A warm, rough palm pressed against her cheek, his thumb feathering across her skin.

      His strong thighs came together, holding her in place but not trapping her. Relishing the hard muscle against her softer curves, she let the sensation settle into her body, let it fuel her mouth. She moved her tongue over his lips, then pressed inside to tease.

      Every movement simmered in her blood.

      “Madame Highwayman,” Wulf murmured. “Your mouth is more dangerous than your pistols.”

      In one strong, fluid move, he rose to his full height, the expanse of his chest filling her vision.

      She had to touch.

      His skin was smooth and hot. Muscle rippled beneath her fingers, the heat of his skin warming her cold fingertips. Though she felt the strain of his control, he waited. Daring, tempting, and releasing her all at once.

      “Just how much do you want to play?” The rumble of his deep voice vibrated against her palm. “How far do you intend to go?”

      “I don’t know yet.” But she knew how far she wanted to go.

      “Decide.” The tone of his voice lowered as he stepped closer, and she dropped her hand.

      He was barely an inch away. She wanted to touch again. More. Drawing her gaze upward, she let it linger on his mouth. Considered just what to do. Then two strong, callused palms cupped her face. Firm, hot lips bent to hers. Claimed.

      His mouth sent lightning straight to her toes. Wrangled so much need and brought it to the surface. She could not stop her hands from roaming toward his shoulders, curving them around his neck. Settled her fingers in thick strands of blond hair.

      Tugged a little. Just because.

      His low, needy growl followed, and his mouth nipped once in response.

      Suddenly she could not touch enough of him. Her hands roamed over his skin, down the muscled torso to grip his waist. The buttons of the fall-front breeches were just there, so she flicked them open. The breeches slipped to the floor to reveal—everything.

      Long torso, strong thighs, and a body more than ready for her. She took him in her hand, reveled in the soft skin and hard strength.

      “It is to my benefit you were only half-clothed,” she murmured.

      “And mine.” Wulf’s hands circled her waist, cupped her bottom and drew her close.

      Bea abandoned her grip and pressed against him, the length of his arousal hard against her belly. She wanted him inside her, yet wanted this moment—this night—to last so much longer.

      Wickedly, she grinned up into that lean, handsome face. “I have decided, Highrow. Making love is exactly what I will be doing tonight.”
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      Approval roared through him.

      He had wanted more of her than just a few kisses, a few touches. Had struggled against the fierce demand for more. He would have only gone as far as she would have allowed, but he was ridiculously satisfied by her choice.

      He may not have survived otherwise.

      Fueled by the haze of lust rushing through his blood, Wulf slanted his mouth over hers, continued to press that warm, feminine body against his. But it wasn’t enough to drown in the scent of her, the taste of her mouth.

      He had to touch.

      Running his hands over rounded hips, over the soft waist, he aimed for the buttons on her waistcoat. Quickly unfastened the tiny fabric-covered discs. She shrugged out of it herself, in between feathering kisses over his jaw. The nibbling touches pulled a growl from him and he began to untuck her shirt before the coat had even dropped to the floor.

      White cotton followed dark wool a moment later, and she quickly removed the simple shift beneath her shirt, then her breeches—until she was standing naked before him. Gold and pink in the firelight, gaze fixed on his and her full mouth lifting with wicked invitation.

      The body hidden beneath the men’s clothing was alluringly feminine. Heavy breasts, soft thighs. Dangerously curved and rounded. This was no slender willow, but a magnificent, lush woman.

      Woman.

      She might be the embodiment of the word.

      Gorgeously confidant, she prowled across the room to one of the trunks. He had the pleasure of watching her round bottom as she retrieved a pile of blankets. She quickly spread one, then another, on the floor before the hearth. The remainder she laid aside, neatly piled for future use.

      Neither of them was cold now.

      “Come.” Passion swirled in the word, seemed to rise from her skin as she held out a hand for him.

      Wulf accepted, wanting his hands on every inch of her body. She drew him down to the blanket, then ranged herself over it. Stretched her arms over her head and let him look his fill at a body he had not known he would crave so deeply.

      He did. Crave her. Want her. Need her, as he needed his next breath. Everything he knew had tumbled away with the whirlwinds of snow, leaving only this passionate, powerfully sensual woman.

      He could not quite regulate his breath, or control the lust pounding through him. He slid his hands over her body, listened to her purrs of approval. He took one breast in his mouth, tugged lightly at her nipple, and reveled in the tremble of her thighs even as she gripped his hair.

      So responsive, so uninhibited. A man could lose himself in her passion.

      He forgot everything beyond the circle of firelight, beyond the velvet of her skin, the heat that gripped him when he entered her. Her sigh of welcome shook his soul, her soft limbs drawing him in until he did not know where he was—except with her.

      When his mind whirled like the storm outside and his blood burned like the fire indoors, he allowed himself to be lost in her.
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      The wood blazed once more as Wulf added fuel and stirred the coals back to life. Bea snuggled into the blankets he’d covered her with and let her gaze roam over his naked body. He was almost too exquisite to look at. Hard, lean, muscled. He had been a solder—a spy—and it showed still, even if he had been home for a few years. Certainly, he did not appear to be a duke.

      But then, he was not supposed to be, until fate had played its hand.

      “Do you miss your brother?” Bea wished she had not spoken the words as soon as they tumbled from her lips. The question was unpardonably rude, the answer entirely too private.

      But he was staring at her over his shoulder, beautifully naked and carefully tending the fire. Everything about him had stilled, and she wondered if he had forgotten his important bits were not far from the flames.

      “You know of my brother?” He set the poker aside and drew away from the hearth. Crawling over the pile of blankets and Bea herself, he settled himself beneath the covers and drew her close, leaving her near the warmth and his back to the cold room.

      She resisted for a moment, but it was too pleasant to ease against his frame. To accept the heat of his body, the way his chest fit against her back. Watching the flames, aware of Wulf just behind her and doing the same, she said carefully, “I know you are not the firstborn.”

      Crackling flames filled the silence.

      “I am sorry, Highrow. I should not have asked.” Guilt rippled through her satiated body. “Please forget I did so.”

      “No. It is a good question, and I do not shy away from the truth.” He dropped a kiss onto her bared shoulder, as if he had done such a thing a thousand times before. “I miss my brother very much, though not due to anything related to the dukedom. I simply miss my brother.”

      Everything in her sighed with sympathy. Poor Wulf.

      “You were close.”

      “Very, but I rarely took the opportunity to return home once I became a spy. I had found a purpose in serving my country and pursued it relentlessly.” The arm around her waist tightened, drawing her closer still to his hard, heated body. “He was gone just a few years later. I received word it was a fever of some kind.”

      “And so, you became the duke.” Bea stared into the flames, trying to imagine such a moment. She loved her brother, though she did not always like him. Still, if he were gone, she would be mired in grief.

      “And so, I became the duke.” There was no bitterness in his voice. Instead, a deep sorrow coated his words. “My brother loved the land, the family. The title was at risk, and the history that went with it. I came home—to honor him. The family.”

      “You gave up espionage,” she murmured.

      “Family is more important.” The hand circling around her waist drifted up to cup her breast. Easily, once again as if he had done so a thousand times before. But it was both the first time and the last, so Bea let herself enjoy the sensation of his callused hands on her skin. “Now Napoleon’s missives have been exchanged for the grain yield.”

      “Do you miss it?” she asked.

      “I miss my brother more.” His fingers toyed with her nipple, each touch sending sparks through her. “Nor does it matter any longer. That life is gone. Forgotten.”

      “Nothing is ever forgotten. It is only behind you.” Shifting within the circle of his arms, Bea turned to face him. Stared hard into those deep blue eyes. “Sometimes, you need to look behind you to determine where you are going.”

      “A philosophical highwayman.” In the shadowed half-light, his face might have been carved from stone. Rough and strong, and blessed by the pagan gods.

      “I am a highwayman of many parts.” She pressed her lips to his. Softly, because she felt the hurt that still reverberated through his body. “You did what was right, coming home. You will continue to do what is right as the Duke of Highrow. Your brother would be proud.”

      “I hope so.” He nibbled at the corner of her mouth, sending little shivers right down to her toes. “The wind has died down.”

      She had forgotten the snowstorm and the world beyond the warm cottage. It seemed as if, for a brief time, nothing existed outside the circle of golden firelight. Only the two of them, warm and naked and cocooned in blankets.

      But morning would come, and with it a return to Lady Beatrice Falk, a spinster in her twenty-seventh year, and the commanding Duke of Highrow.

      There would not be another man like him in her life.

      No lover before, no lover after, could compare to Wulf.

      “Dawn is only a few hours away,” she whispered, cupping his cheek so the rough stubble brushed against the palm of her hand. “Will you make love to me again? Once more before the night is over?”

      He did not answer her. Instead, he dipped his mouth to hers. Hot and firm and skilled, he seized the control she’d had only a while earlier. Heat swirled in her belly, clogged her lungs, as she ran her hands over his chest.

      Mouth never leaving hers, Wulf continued to play with her tongue—teasing, tasting—as one hand drifted below to caress her hip, her bottom.

      But his gaze had shuttered. He was different now, as though he’d reined himself in. From her body, from their conversations. She understood that. Knew he had lost himself the first time—and knew as if it had been she just how terrifying that was. Control was as necessary as breathing or eating.

      Could she give it to him? She did not know if she wanted to.

      When he trailed his mouth between her breasts, she sighed. Let the licks and nips and kisses stir her desire. Sliding her hands upwards, she gripped the edge of the blanket and bared herself to him. He settled between her thighs, created magic with his fingers and mouth.

      She wanted to stop him, to make him bend to her will instead of being lost in the need pulsing between them. In his caresses. In the pounding of her heart and the singing of her skin. Instead, Bea let his mouth and hands draw her up, bring her to pleasure, and lay her down again.

      She opened her arms as she had before, wanting to bring him close to her again. Wulf shifted above her, arms braced on either side. His eyes, so deeply blue they held her captive, stared into hers.

      “Who are you?”  he whispered. “I want more of you. I don’t want tomorrow to be the end.”

      “No one.” A part of her soul broke away, the pain of it slicing through her. There was nothing for them, whatever she might want. “There is only tonight, Wulf. That is all.”

      His body was poised just at the entrance of hers. Hot, heavy. He held himself still, waiting. Thinking. Oh yes, he was thinking. And wanting.

      “It is not enough.” He pressed his lips to hers and thrust into her, the muscles in his arms and shoulders shifting beneath his skin.

      “Only tonight,” she repeated. Clamping her legs around his waist, she swung them around until she straddled him. Took him into her and rode him. “There is only tonight. We will make every moment count.”
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      The thick blankets still enveloped him, but Wulf was alone in that warm soft wool. Morning light crept through the cottage windows, infusing the room with a white glow. The fire had died to embers, and the air had cooled enough he could see his breath.

      Through the curling vapor, he saw her clothing was missing. The boots she’d set by the fire had disappeared.

      The highwayman was gone. Without a goodbye, without a word.

      Damnation! At the very least, she could have woken him. Instead, she’d stolen away in the dark.

      Wulf shucked off the coverlet and rose into the chilled air to dress. Cursing again as the cold fabric touched his skin, he pulled on his breeches, then what was left of his tattered shirt. They had agreed to nothing, but the woman could have afforded him common courtesy at least and said goodbye.

      Intent on leaving the cottage prepared for some other stranded traveler—or highwayman—he folded the blankets and replaced them in the trunk. She had already stacked the kettle on the shelf with its mates, so there was little to tidy. He spread the embers in the hearth and strode toward the door.

      Setting his hand on the latch, he turned for one final look at the room. The simple table and chairs. The wide hearth. He would always remember her lying naked on the blankets, beautifully curved, her nipples a dusky pink.

      That vision would be forever seared into his mind.

      Part of him understood they should mean nothing to each other beyond shared passion. She was clearly a woman who went her own way. A highwayman, while he was a duke. They would not meet again, and that was for the best.

      Bugger that. He wanted more than one night. Wanted more from her.

      He opened the door to the cottage, the chill of the morning bolstering his sudden fury instead of cooling it. He would find her—find her, explain that one night was not enough, and make love to her again. Then once more.

      Because she had made him think, made him feel. Made him want more deeply than he’d ever wanted.

      She was his highwayman. For good or ill, and for how long, he did not know—but at least for a little while, they would belong to each other.

      Assuming he could find her.

      Pulling the door shut with a snap, he studied the clearing in front of the cottage. White blanketed everything, bringing with it a still winter silence. Small boot prints disturbed the smooth surface of the snow, pointing toward the shed. A little farther beyond, horse tracks arrowed toward the north. Toward the forest path, as far as he knew.

      He followed the tracks, each step in the ankle-deep snow increasing his discontent as the outside world crept back in. His stallion had disappeared, his shoulder was aching again, and his cursed highwayman had left him stranded. He did not know precisely how far he was from his own estate, nor where the nearest tenant or villager’s cottage might be.

      Looking down at the horse tracks, he continued to follow them.

      At least he knew where she was, and when he found her, he would wring the neck of that discourteous, beautiful, irritating, clever, sensual—

      A wagon appeared on the path, bringing with it creaking wood and the muffled sound of hooves. A sway-backed mule led the weather-worn wood vehicle, its driver wizened and hunched against the cold—all three of them might be a century old.

      “Yer Grace!” The driver reined in the mule, raised a hand, and wheezed, “I’m ‘ere to get yer!”

      “Is that so?” Wulf eyed the piles of fresh hay in the wagon bed, then the wrinkled face, red with cold. Surely the man was one foot in the grave and did not deserve to be out on a morning like this.

      “The ‘onest ‘ighwayman sent me, Yer Grace. I’m to take yer home on me way to find work.”

      “I see. Thank you, then, sir.” At least the blasted woman hadn’t abandoned him entirely, though her gesture did not even his temper. “I would prefer to return to Falk Manor. Would you be so kind as to see me there?”

      “’Spose.” A frowned creased the old man’s face. “I was going t’other way to pick up some work, but the ‘ighwayman said as ‘ow I ought to git you, and the jobs aren’t plentiful anyhow. So, work can wait.” He jerked his head toward the back of the wagon. “I’ve put out fresh hay.”

      “That is kind of you.” Favoring his aching shoulder, Wulf pulled himself into the wagon and braced for the jolting ride. Even as he did so, he noted patches on the jacket draped over the hunched, frail shoulders in driver’s seat. Surely the threadbare garment would not be warm enough for this bitter cold.

      Yet the man was looking for work, despite shoulders bent with age.

      Wulf thought of the Honest Highwayman’s words the night before, of the poor and the old and infirm she provided for. Was this man one of Wulf’s own tenants? He did not know, and could not say he would have paid attention before. He would not have looked. Really looked.

      That shamed him, though he doubted he would ever fail to notice those around him again.

      “My good sir,” he said, turning in the wagon and leaning against the planked wall. “Might I ask how long you have been acquainted with the Honest Highwayman?”

      “Fer some time.” The driver clucked to the mule and did not turn around. “I came to git yer, because I was asked. I won’t say no more, for the ‘ighwayman ‘as done well by me.”

      Wulf had thought as much. The ancient man was one of the recipients of her thievery, and from the look of his frail frame, he could use it. “You are looking for work, you said?”

      “Aye.” The word carried a cautious tone. “Cutting ice, dragging it to the ice houses. The big families will want it come summer.”

      “Hm. Well, I’ve a need for another man in my stables, if he’s good with animals and vehicles. Light repair to wheels and such, a bit of polish to the carriage lamps, currying the horses.” He rubbed at his chin, as if he wasn’t thinking about that frail body hauling huge blocks of ice through the winter cold. “If you’ve the interest.”

      “Could be.” The man clucked to the mule again, the sound inattentive rather than meaningful. “In the stables, you say?”

      “Yes.” He waited as the man glanced over his shoulder, consideration moving over weathered features. “Just present yourself at the rear door of Highrow Place if you’ve a mind.”

      The sound the aged driver made as they passed beneath the gate to Falk Manor was part grunt, part assent. Wulf accepted that as noncommittal, but noted he needed to speak with the head groom about finding a place for another set of hands should the offer be accepted.

      The wagon trundled to a stop in front of Falk Manor’s double doors, and the butler quickly opened them. Eyes wide, he examined the rough vehicle and the less-than-respectable appearance of both its occupants.

      “Your Grace!” The butler called out as Wulf jumped from the wagon to stride up the front steps. “Has there been an accident? Are you injured?”

      “I was delayed by a highwayman last evening and my horse bolted.” He knew he sounded irritated and gruff, and smoothed his tone. “If I might seek assistance?”

      “Of course, Your Grace.” The butler glanced behind him as the lord of Falk Manor staggered across the parquet floor of the entryway, muttering something unintelligible “His lordship,” the butler murmured, “would be willing to offer whatever assistance you require.”

      “Thank you.” Wulf eyed his host of the evening before.

      The man still reeled from the effects of brandy and smelled like a perfumery. He appeared to have been sleeping, as his gaze was heavy-lidded and vague, and there were crease lines across his cheek.

      “Highrow.” The earl squinted one eye and focused on Wulf. “Are you back? If so, ‘tis too late. My damned sister has rousted the lot of us, and the enjoyment is over. Everyone is off to bed.”

      “I am sorry to hear that.” Not, of course, that he was. The fewer guests he had to address, the better. Still, he decided to avoid mention of the Honest Highwayman altogether to the earl. “I was forced to shelter in the woods overnight. I thought perhaps I might impose upon you to arrange conveyance to Highrow Place.”

      “’Course. Stewart?” The earl turned to the butler, waved vaguely in the air.

      “I will send word to the stables to arrange a carriage.” Stewart bowed to Wulf and spared his lordship not a glance—the butler was clearly accustomed to taking the reins of responsibility from his employer. “In the interim, I shall procure a room for you, where you might refresh yourself and perhaps break your fast.”

      “That would be most appreciated.” He ignored the earl as much as the butler had, which was just as well. His still-drunk host was listing sideways as he peered into the empty snifter in his hand.

      “Your Grace,” Stewart gestured toward the stairs leading to the upper floors. “If you would follow me—”

      “Bloody hell!” Filled with utter fury, the feminine shout rang under the high, painted ceiling of the entry and echoed long enough that the subsequent silence became ominous.

      To a man, the occupants of the hall hunched their shoulders against that most terrifying thing—a woman’s anger—and turned toward the sound.
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      The lady strode briskly through the sliding doors of the front drawing room, heels issuing a staccato beat on the polished parquet. Green flowers dotted her muslin gown, shifting over her skirts as if they marched along with as her temper.

      “Did my brother ruin the drawing room rug? Truly? Mother took great care in bringing that from India ages ago. She would be heartbroken. There are burns. Burns!” The lady opened her arms wide, not in supplication or explanation, but as if to encompass the enormity of the transgression. A dusty paste bird nested in wigged curls just as the creature might have done during the woman’s come out a decade earlier. “The rug is not meant for the ends of cheroots. Or brandy. There is an extensive spill—Oh.”

      She stopped, blinked at Wulf through round, wire-rimmed spectacles. Her skirts floated to rest around her slippers, the embroidered flowers ending their patrol.

      “My lady.” He nodded in greeting, wincing because he should have addressed her as ‘Lady Christian Name’, but he could not remember her Christian name. He gestured to the wrinkled greatcoat, his bared head. “My apologies as to my appearance.”

      “Of course.” A quick nod of her head, a flush of cheeks. “Your Grace.”

      He did remember the girl—woman now—from his childhood. He had seen her a handful of times since then, hovering at the fringes of her brother’s house parties. Awkward in conversation but sweet in nature.

      Desperately ready to wash, eat—and dear Lord, to sleep on a bed—Wulf turned back toward the butler. Stopped.

      Cinnamon and woodsmoke.

      He looked back, certain he was wrong. Sunlight reached beyond the lady’s lenses, shining on eyes not quite green, not quite brown. Eyes he had not expected to see again. Not here, not so soon.

      It was she.

      His lover. His highwayman.

      Everything in his body heated, hardened, flamed. He did not need to search her face for the truth. Did not need to think about it.

      He simply knew. He’d learned each burst of green amid the warm brown of her eyes the night before, how the firelight played on them. They were different now in the bright sunlight and behind wire rims, but no less beautiful. More so.

      His gaze dropped to her mouth, traced the full shape. Oh, yes, he knew those curves. Quite well. Other curves were hidden by the muslin gown, which sagged rather than clung, but he knew the contours of her lips.

      The Honest Highwayman had been hiding in plain sight—behind ugly spectacles and elaborate, unfashionable wigs—but in plain sight nonetheless.

      “If you would be so kind, my lady, I should like to speak with you in the drawing room.” He paused, pinned her with his gaze. “About the circumstances surrounding last night, of course.”

      He had found her now.

      She would not escape again.
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      “There is no need.” Bea coughed, sputtered.

      “I insist, my lady.” Wulf’s dangerous tone shivered through her veins, though she tried to quell the rising panic that accompanied it.

      Surely, he did not recognize her. No one ever suspected an aging spinster could possibly be the Honest Highwayman. Yet his eyes held cool steel—not the warm blue of the passionate lover she’d left sleeping at dawn.

      “I don’t—”

      “Unless, of course, you would prefer to discuss various nighttime activities here in the hall?” His voice rumbled lowered, warning Bea just how precarious her position was.

      She looked toward her brother, already lurching up the steps to his bedchamber, then toward the butler who watched with guarded eyes. She could not see a choice.

      “Very well, then.” Wulf knew her secret—but she’d be damned if he held the reins for this particular reunion. Coolly, angling her head, she murmured, “Please join me in the drawing room, Your Grace.”

      Turning on her heel, Bea led him toward the chamber. She could feel his knowledge of her identity—her body—boring into her spine. If a few weeks had passed before they met again, he would not have identified her, and all would have been well. The night would have been nothing but a memory.

      Damn him for arriving at Falk Manor instead of returning home.

      Damn, damn, damn.

      Bea was unprepared to meet him so soon in her spinster garb, had barely been able to set the night from her mind to attend to her other responsibilities. Just the sight of that wicked face and broad shoulders—knowing what was under the greatcoat—had her pulse scrambling.

      The drawing room doors snapped shut before she was more than a few feet into the room. Bea swung around, prepared to argue, to defend, to lie.

      And was swept up. By his scent, by his arms, by his mouth. Hungry and hot, his lips slanted over hers. Bea met his mouth with the same hunger, because the want had been hiding beneath the surface of her skin. Waiting to surge through her blood and pound into her soul. Gripping his shoulders, she leaned into the kiss, into him, and reveled in the hard body pressed against hers.

      Without releasing her, he drew back and looked at her. Just looked. Beyond the spectacles, beyond the blasted wig.

      “You are an extraordinary woman.” He’d said the same words before, in those moments trapped between snowstorm and firelight. “Hello, my Honorable Highwayman.”

      “I suppose the jig is up.” It stung her pride to be discovered, yet there was relief in sharing the secret. Even for a few moments. “Will you turn me over to the magistrate?”

      “I’m considering it.” His mouth came back to hers, tasted and took and gave in the most delicious way. “If you ever leave my bed again without waking me to say goodbye, I most certainly will.”

      “I beg your pardon?” Bea drew back, looked hard into those dark blue eyes.

      “You don’t think for one minute that we are done, do you? I don’t want last night to be the end.” Gently, he reached for her spectacles, removed them. “Do you need these?”

      “Not at all.” There was no point in more lies, so she took the spectacles and slipped them into the pocket of her gown. “They are only glass.”

      “The wig?” He flicked a finger at the dull brown curl dangling over her left ear.

      “Useful.” Bea tugged at the wig, pulling at pins and scattering them about. She dropped the monstrosity of hair and paste and powder onto the ruined rug, then shook out her cropped natural locks. Reveled in the release of the weight, as she always did.

      “There you are.” He framed her face with his large hands, studied it. “You are more beautiful in the daylight than you were in the firelight.”

      “Oh, Wulf, that is nonsense.” But it delighted her nonetheless.

      “It is true. No, the London dandies would not cater to you, and perhaps you would not have your pick of the marriageable gentlemen—”

      “Oh, well,” she said dryly. “That’s flattering.”

      “Wait.” He laughed and slid his arms around to circle her waist. “You don’t need the dandies and the gowns and jewels to be beautiful, which is what they judge beauty by.”

      “No?” She should not be turning into a puddle with such words, but she was.

      “You are beautiful because of something else altogether.” His mouth pressed against hers, soft and sweet. “Your heart.”

      Damn him again. Her knees went weak.

      “Wulfric Standover, you are a rogue.” At his bland expression, she added, “A sentimental one, but a rogue nonetheless. Which you know.”

      “I know nothing.”

      “That line belongs to the highwayman of our little scene.”

      “So it does.” He traced her mouth with a finger, then the edge of her jaw. That finger slid down the neck to play with her collarbone. “Might I have the pleasure of your name now?”

      “Beatrice.” She paused, because it mattered that he used the name she had given to herself. “Bea.”

      “It is a pleasure to meet you again.” As he had in the cottage, Wulf raised her hand to his lips. The calluses of his fingers were no less exciting, the touch of his mouth no less thrilling. “Bea.”

      Her body shuddered and yearned, just as it had then. Pressing herself against his wide chest, Bea raised her mouth for a kiss. His lips molded to hers, so ready to provide just what she wanted.

      “The butler is likely wondering what is happening behind the closed doors,” she murmured against his mouth. “My brother is gone to bed, of course, not that he would notice or care, particularly.”

      “I would say ‘let them wonder,’ but you have a reputation to maintain.” He drew back, raised one blond, wicked brow. “Of sorts.”

      “If a spinster of twenty-seven cannot take a lover, then the world is a dreary place indeed.” Bea pursed her lips. “Now that you know who I am, I’m quite inclined. It would be a novel experience to make love with a man who knows both the spinster and the highwayman.”

      “What if I choose not to settle for just a lover?” Even as he spoke the words, Wulf appeared as shocked as Bea felt. Then his shock smoothed away and determination replaced it. “What if I want more?”

      More than lovers? What was there? Bea could only see marriage, and she was not at all certain she wanted to be under someone else’s control in such a way.

      “I may not have more to give, Wulf.” In fact, she was certain of it.

      “With a heart as deep as yours, I know you do.” He swung her back into his arms. Strong, kind arms that did not restrain her. They only held her carefully, as if avoiding hurt or caging, before he claimed her lips for a deep kiss. “It is not a discussion for today, however. Today I only ask for a bath, breakfast, a decent bed—with you in it—and tomorrow we shall see what we see.”

      Tomorrow.

      Tomorrow might be filled with lovemaking and laughter, if Wulf was there. With conversation that did not involve gambling and brandy. With something deeper, if she could be open to it.

      She might be.

      “Today we shall see to breakfast and beds and—” she grinned wickedly at him. “Loving.”

      “I am ready for that, as these moments in the proper drawing room are a torture. I am already seeing your gorgeous body on a soft bed, where I can love my highwayman properly.” He drew her close, set his lips to the curve of her neck. “Tomorrow and the next day, then, and we shall see to the rest.”

      Bea could not fault that logic, so she settled into the circle of his arms and let Wulf kiss her senseless.
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        Miss Penelope Pease is what every bright young thing never wants to be—ruined, thanks to an ill-conceived flirtation with the late Duke of Warwick. But ruined suits the new duke, his brother, Commander Marcus Beecham just fine—because after a career in the Royal Navy, he’s rather ruined himself. All it takes is one frosty night for two imperfect people to make the perfect February valentine.
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        London, February 1816

      

      

      Commander Marcus Beecham turned his face into the bitter wind on the River Thames, closed his eyes and thought of England. Of easy living, lazy summer afternoons in the country, with picnics and long rides across the rolling hills. Witty conversations with charming girls who gazed at him with—

      No. It was impossible. After more than a decade at sea, he doubted he could even hold a conversation with a girl.

      And yet here he was, back in the damp land of his birth. His family had insisted, having written that he must resign his commission in the Royal Navy and abandon the career to which he had sacrificed ten long, hard years—and very nearly his life.

      Marcus would just have to show his family that he was well now, if not entirely whole. That he was sound of mind and judgment, no matter his injuries. That he was as fully capable as any officer in the fleet—more so, for he knew the cost of battle better than most men.

      He also knew his duty, which was the only reason he had left his ship to return to a city he disliked with an intensity that rivaled his odium for his callous, authoritative older brother, Caius, Duke of Warwick.

      A sentimental homecoming, it would not be, but a short one, Marcus hoped. Caius could not want him to stay long in London, either.

      Ahead, a figure hailed his captain’s gig from the Hungerford Stairs. Marcus recognized an older version of Hodges, his brother’s stern-faced butler, extending his arthritic hand as if he would assist Marcus out of the boat. “Welcome home, Your Grace.”

      The sudden dread in his chest weighed him down like a cannonball in a canvas shroud. Marcus had to use his good arm to push himself to his feet in the boat. To meet the man’s eyes. To make sure what he had heard was no mistake. “Your Grace?”

      There had been no news in the letter that had reached him off Recife. No hint that he was no longer the spare. Nothing in the short, formal lines insisting upon his return that his brother, the heir—the bloody Duke of Warwick—had finally done the world a favor and been put to bed with a shovel. Or a bullet between his eyes.

      “Indeed, Your Grace,” Hodges bowed his head in solemn confirmation.

      The boat tipped beneath Marcus’s feet. Shock made his body heavy and his brain stupid. “Dead?” Caius had always seemed invincible—a reckless force of nature who had inherited his dukedom young and learned early to aggressively insist upon having his way.

      “How?” Caius was little more than a year older than Marcus—a man in the prime of his life. A man safe ashore, who might be expected to live a far less hazardous life than Marcus, or any of his Royal Navy brethren, certainly had. “Accident? Misadventure? Revenge?” Caius had always done as he pleased. Perhaps he had done as he pleased with someone else’s wife?

      “I’m sure I couldn’t say, Your Grace.” Hodges still held out his hand to help Marcus ashore. As if he thought Marcus so frail that he needed an arthritic old man’s help on the water-slick steps.

      There was nothing for it, of course. With one well-aimed shot across his bow, Marcus was being made to quite literally give up his ship.

      And so, he would.

      Because Commander Marcus Beecham knew his duty. He planted his sea boots ashore and became a duke.

      Damned if it wasn’t one hell of an unexpected demotion.
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      The palatial townhouse on Grosvenor Street was as it had always been: stone-faced, curtained and immaculate, with not so much as a weed daring to poke through the clean-swept pavement. Inside was the same—nothing out of place, everything as unchanged and preserved as if it had been under glass for ten long years.

      His mother, whom he had not seen since he was a raw boy of ten and four, barely looked at him. “Oh, Marcus, there you are.”

      As if he had come from the next room and not half a world away. “Mother.”

      “I prefer Mama—so much more elegant.” She chanced only a glancing look at Marcus, as if she were afraid to look at her own child. As if she couldn’t bear the sight of him.

      Ten years away and he had become a hardened man—two minutes back in her presence and he was already as surly and uncomfortable in his own skin as the adolescent boy he had been when he left. More so.

      The ache where his left arm used to be wasn’t helping his mood.

      Marcus took a deep breath and resolved to be himself. “Well, Mama, I reckon what prompted you to send for me was that Caius has died.”

      “Don’t say died.” The teacup in her hand trembled ever so slightly. “I prefer passed away.”

      “I prefer no double speak.” His decade of service had given him a taste for simplicity and the character for honesty. “When did Caius die, and how?”

      “Months ago. It’s taken you forever to get here.” The dowager duchess frowned into her teacup, as if she were put out at him for not being more conveniently located than the coast of Brazil. “You’re so awfully out of fashion with that ill-kempt beard and antiquated clubbed hair.”

      No mention of what else about him that was more permanently altered.

      Marcus worked to keep the slow match of his temper dampened. “Fashion doesn’t matter at sea, Mama.”

      “Well, now that you’re finally here, you can see to such things. Martins is secretary.” She waved her wrist in the vague direction of the library, where this secretary was presumably to be found. “He can sort you out and do…anything you might need done for you.”

      As if his missing arm made him incapable of doing anything for himself. “I can still write a bank draft, if that’s your worry.”

      Her teacup shook enough to splash hot pekoe into the saucer. “We’ll have to make an effort right away,” she went on as if she hadn’t heard him, “if we’re to have any luck a’tall before the Season is in full swing.”

      “Any luck at what?” His mind was already busy toting up a long list of questions for this as-yet-unseen secretary—Caius had never been an attentive, dutiful sort of fellow to begin with, but if the estates had been left to their own devices for months, there was doubtless much work to be done. “Are you done in? Did Caius bankrupt the estate before going toes up?”

      “Marcus!” His mother’s tone was affronted, but she finally turned to face him, and meet his eyes. “Any luck at doing what I failed to do for your dear brother—finding you a respectable wife.”
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      Marcus sensibly abandoned London, making all sail directly for Warwickshire, settling quietly into the ducal seat of Warwick Court, and setting his mind to learning his newfound ducal duties. But not even his removal to the country could stop Society’s mamas, who waged a battle as direct and brutal as Admiral Nelson ever had—the invitations for country card parties, musical evenings, and balls immediately arrived with the relentless regularity of mortar rounds from a shore bombardment.

      As little as he liked it, Marcus was a man too used to duty to shirk from responsibility, even in such aggrieved circumstances. He silently cursed his fate and chose a winter ball at nearby Oakley Hall as the lesser of all the evils on offer, on the presumption that he could not be required to dance.

      Yet after only a few minutes of standing awkwardly by the side of the dance floor, he regretted his decision. He’d be damned if he would spend another strangled breath—the spacious ballroom was somehow as sweltering as the horse latitudes even in February—making idle conversation. And by conversation, he meant gossip. He did not care to hear who was sleeping with whom—especially as he was bloody well not sleeping with anyone at the moment.

      But people—and by people, he meant the wide-eyed, stammering young things the local mamas kept foisting upon him—could not seem to speak of anything more substantive. That was if they could bring themselves to speak at all. Most of them just stood there, quivering in their virginal white muslin as if they feared his empty sleeve might jump out and grab them.

      Marcus had had enough of being stared at from behind fans—nothing made his missing arm ache like feeling useless. But just because he was a fish well out of seawater didn’t mean he had to flop ignominiously about the deck. He was now the bloody Duke of Warwick—he could do as he damn well pleased. And what he pleased was to find a snug harbor to moor up in and have—as his naval steward used to say say—a bit of a wet.

      He found the quiet library with a mercifully full decanter of brandy and poured himself a heavy measure before cracking the window to let in some fresh air. He settled comfortably into a wing-backed armchair by the hearth and was contemplating which of his sins had got him condemned to such a purgatory, when the sound of the library door latching shut made him sit up and take notice.

      Across the room, a tiny, dark-haired young woman in claret-colored velvet was attempting to shove a large chest of drawers across the door.

      He had to ask, even though he could plainly see the answer. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      The young lady in question let out an oath so old, so Anglo-Saxon and so familiar that Marcus feared he must have misheard her, for he had never heard it uttered anywhere but between the decks of a ship.

      Fuck him indeed.

      But then she said, “Oh, good Lord. Beech? Is that you behind that beard?”

      Everything within him eased. “It is.” Only one female of his acquaintance had ever called him Beech—Miss Penelope Pease, daughter of his host for the evening, Sir Harold Pease. And Marcus, in his oh-so-tedious and unimaginative youth, had called her, “Pease Porridge?”

      “Dear Beech!” She came forward with her hand extended, all astonished happiness. “What an unexpected pleasure! If you aren’t a welcome sight for sore eyes.”

      And here he had been thinking that he was a sore sight for her welcome blue eyes. Devil take him, but she had grown into a beautiful young woman, whose hand he gladly took. She was the first real human contact he’d had since he'd returned—he felt the warmth of her grasp all the way from his fingertips to places better left unmentioned. “Why Pease Porridge Hot—how is it possible you are no longer ten and three years old?”

      Her smile lit up her heart-shaped face, all mischievous, laughing angel. “More like Pease Porridge Cold these days, my friend. And you are no longer the gangly lad of our gloriously mis-spent youth, either. Gracious, but you’re a long drink of water.”

      Marcus was pleasantly surprised to find his mouth curving into his first real smile in days. “Well, the passing decade has clearly not dimmed your hoydenish tendencies one bit.”

      “It’s not as if I haven’t tried, but—” Behind her, the door latch rattled, and she sprang back to action, lowering her voice to an urgent whisper. “Help me!” She motioned for him to join her as she laid a determined shoulder to the chest of drawers.

      “I don’t think I should.” Even he knew barricading them in alone was definitely not the done thing.

      “I’ll explain if you’ll only help,” she promised. “You’re supposed to be a bloody hero, Beech. Come act like one.”

      He was drawn in by her wayward charm. “My dear Pease Porridge, whatever have you been doing with yourself these many years?” His question went unanswered while he snugged in beside her to lay his good shoulder into the chest of drawers—careful so as not to spill his drink—and shove the heavy piece of furniture the necessary remaining inches to bar the door.

      “Thank you.” She blew out a gusty breath before she smiled up at him and patted his lapel in an absent gesture of casual intimacy that nearly rocked him back on his heels. “Good Lord, Beech, you smell divine. What are you drinking?” She swiped the snifter of brandy from his hand and took a hearty sip. “Mmm. Thanks.” She kept possession of the glass as she all but flung herself into the other armchair opposite the hearth. “I’m meant to be good and stay well clear of trouble, but to do so I’m in need of some fortification. You?”

      “As you see.” Marcus decided he rather liked the offhand, ordinary way she treated him, much like his brother officers had—as if there were nothing wrong with him.

      He fetched himself another drink. “Well clear of trouble? But wasn’t there some stupid talk of you marrying my late, unlamented brother?”

      She nearly choked on the brandy, but when she recovered her aplomb, she shot him what he could only describe as a sharp, cutty-eyed glance. “Dear Beech, you have been away.”

      “Aye.” He distinctly remembered his mother had written about an engagement between Pease Porridge and his older brother Caius, if only because the news had given him such an awful, riveting pang that had stayed with him, lodged deep in his chest like a broken rib.

      “There was talk, but it was quickly dismissed.”

      And just like that, the pain was healed, and he could breathe again. “Glad to hear it.”

      “Ha!” she scoffed. “You’d be the first of your family to feel so.”

      Something in her tone told Marcus he was clearly not in possession of all the facts. “Enlighten me, Pease Porridge.”

      She laughed, but by the time she answered, the twinkling warmth in her eyes had hardened into studied nonchalance. “Did no one write to tell you all the gory details? That I made the unforgivable mistake of daring to decline the engagement that was so thoughtfully and hastily arranged for the Duke of Warwick and me? That I refused to marry your brother, and was that instant and forevermore declared entirely unsuitable?”

      The flush of satisfaction—she had refused Caius!—quickly burned itself out. Such childish triumph was beneath him with his brother cold in his grave.

      Still. “Unsuitable for being smart enough to say no to my blaggard of a brother?” Such a choice only raised her up in his estimation. “Hardly.”

      “Kind Beech. You have been away a very long time, haven’t you?” Penelope Pease took another deep drink, before she met his eye. “It’s like this, Beech. I’m ruined, you see. Utterly and completely ruined.”
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      “The devil you say!”

      Penelope could tell by the scowl on Marcus Beecham’s delightfully scruffy face that he did not believe her.

      “Come now,” Beech continued in his lovely low baritone. “Don’t distress me with such nonsense.”

      It was kind of him, if naive. She wouldn’t have expected that of a naval man—especially one so obviously aware of how unfair, unkind and harsh life could be. “I wish I were, Beech. I wish—” So many things. Things she couldn’t say to dear Beech, who seemed to have come back to her from the dead—certainly his family had made no mention of him for years. “Doesn’t matter. You’re here, and that’s what matters.”

      “Pease Porridge.” His tone brooked no change of conversation. “What don’t I know?”

      How strange—or refreshing, she was not sure which—that he didn’t know the whole of her very short, but ultimately sordid, affair with his now-deceased brother.

      Lord, but they grew them fine, these Beecham boys. They were so alike physically—tall and strong-boned with piercing grey-green eyes—she might be forgiven for her imprudent infatuation. Beech was all tanned, naval robustness, even with that empty sleeve, where Caius had been a paler, more citified version of handsome.

      But even a blind woman could tell that Marcus Beecham had become everything his devilishly good-looking older brother had not been—upstanding, honest and forthright. Too good for the likes of her. “All you need to know is that I am ruined, and you are meant to stay well clear of me.”

      “Devil take me if I will.” His tanned face was marred only by that ferociously lovely scowl—and that interesting little scar on his forehead. “You’re the first friendly face I’ve seen since I put a foot on land, and I’ll not abandon a friend to the foul winds of rumor.”

      “Kind Beech.” He would be such a man.

      If only she had had been patient. If only she had been prudent. If only.

      But there was no way to put spilt milk back into the pail. “Sorry, Beech, but I’m afraid I’ll soon be abandoning you. I’m being sent to the hinterlands—banished to some Backwater-By-Nowhere as companion to a maiden aunty in punishment for my sins—whilst my parents try to launch my younger sister, Susanne, off.”

      “Like a ship of war, ready to go into battle?” he chuckled.

      “Indeed.” Penelope found her own smile to mirror his. “In light of my scandal, they feel they must wage a campaign to find sweet Susanne a husband. And until they depart for London, I am meant to be as quiet and invisible as a mouse, which is why I made for my lonely bolt hole here this evening.”

      “Lonely?”

      “I beg your pardon, Beech. I meant to be alone, but that does not mean that I am not delighted to have the unexpected pleasure of your company. Lord, but it has been a long time, hasn’t it?”

      “A lifetime—Caius’s lifetime, at the very least.” Beech knocked back another drink of  brandy. “Which is damned ironic, considering I was meant to be the expendable one.”

      Such a thought was not to be borne. “Not expendable, Beech. Never that. Out of sight, perhaps, but never out of mind, surely.”

      “Out of mind until they had use of me,” he scoffed. “My mother, and the lawyers and secretaries she has set nipping at my heels like a pack of rat terriers.”

      “Poor Beech, to discover yourself a duke,” she teased.

      “Aye, well…” One side of Beech’s lovely mouth curved up in a rueful smile. “I know there are a thousand men—nay, a hundred thousand—who should love to be standing in my well-polished boots, but…” He let the thought trail away as he absently touched the empty sleeve of his coat where it was sewn under his lapel. “I daresay I’ll be happier once I settle into my duties and escape society’s demands. At least in the country I can get a fresh breath of winter air. I was like to suffocate in that ballroom.”

      To Penelope, leaving society was exile, not escape. This winter, and every one thereafter, would be spent as a companion to a relative she had never met, in some frozen corner of the countryside where she would doubtless spend the coming years being made to stop up drafts.

      Such a bleak prospect was enough to prompt sarcasm. “I should recommend getting yourself ruined if you want to escape society entirely, Beech. Though I daresay a fellow as handsome as you got himself good and ruined a long time ago.”

      “I beg your pardon?” His tone was incredulous enough to remind Penelope that Beech had done nothing to earn her spleen.

      Yet some still-wounded piece of her tattered pride prompted her on. “But, of course, chaps aren’t accounted ruined whenever they indulge in…shall we call it ungentlemanly behavior, are they? Because my unladylike behavior—being caught alone with your brother, to be specific—is how I was ruined.”

      He looked slightly stunned. “You went apart with Caius? Willingly?”

      “I have to admit so, yes. Very willingly. Enthusiastically, even.” She gave Beech that much of the truth. She had been a fool for a handsome face so very much like Beech’s, and the late Duke of Warwick had been irresistible to her—all brooding, dark delight that she had learned nearly too late was the sort of self-loathing that poisons everything and everyone it touches.

      She had only just missed it touching her.

      Still, she had been poisoned, and everything that had made her life comfortable, everything she had recklessly taken for granted—her good name and her family’s regard and protection—was gone in an evening.

      “He fooled you, then.” Beech’s scowl loomed across his brow like a thundercloud. “He always did like having his way, and he never did care who he hurt while he got it.”

      Dear, clever Beech, to see so clearly, and yet, still not see all.

      “Alas, Beech, I was the one who kissed him,” she admitted.

      Penelope could not tell if the look in his eyes was pity or disappointment. Either way, it was more than she could stomach. “What about you? Have you never kissed anyone, Beech?”

      Her question took him aback for only the briefest moment. “Indeed, I have,” he confirmed without a trace of rancor. “And enjoyed it. Immensely. Great stuff kissing, when properly done—amicably and with the right person.”

      Something within her—something ridiculously, miserably hopeful—sparked to life. Properly done, indeed.

      She attempted to douse the ember by taking another drink. But the brandy only seemed to loosen her tongue. “Be glad you are not a woman, Beech, else you’d be ruined for such enthusiasm.” Lord, but it felt good to say what she’d been thinking, to let the words loose upon the world. She propped her feet upon the fireplace bumper. “Utterly ruined—your very existence treated as an affront to all well-bred behavior.”

      Gracious but she was airing out all sorts of her dirty linen this evening—even she could hear the bitterness in her tone. But Beech had been a loyal friend in their long-ago youth—before he had gone away to the Navy and she had been fool enough to turn her reckless fancy to kissing handsome men—and he deserved the truth. The whole truth, and not what she had been admitting out of some idiotic mixture of resentment and pride.

      “So here you are, an affront, barricaded behind a chest of drawers,” Beech concluded in that steady, smooth baritone as deep and rich as the liquor. “Might I venture if that precaution is to keep you from being imposed upon by idiot chaps eager to keep you ruined?”

      “Why, Beech.” Penelope felt the brandy’s warmth spread all the way to her toes. “How extraordinarily perceptive you are.”

      He deflected her praise. “Human nature is the same on a ship as it is in a ballroom.”

      “Is it? That brings to mind all sorts of interesting questions I should love to ask. But the problem is that it is February, and the St. Valentine’s poems have begun. I can normally endure them—the poems as well as the idiot chaps who send them—but my present circumstance seems to have brought out the absolute worst in the county’s bachelors.”

      The horrible doggerel was nearly enough to make her eager for the escape of exile.  Nearly—she supposed the post could still reach her in Backwater-By-Nowhere.

      “St. Valentine’s Day poems?” Beech’s dark scowl scoured his forehead. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

      “Poor Beech. You—”

      “—have been away,” he finished for her. “So it seems.”

      “Poor Beech,” she said again.

      “I’m not sure I like being called that—it smacks of helplessness.” He put down his drink. “And I assure you, despite present appearances, I am not helpless.”

      “I never meant to imply so,” she agreed. He looked too vital, too real for helplessness. “You’re only too good—too honest and open—for your own good.”

      “I am flattered you should think so,” he said. “I’ve seen too much of the world to wish to be anything other than honest. There is no hiding from the truth.”

      He touched his empty sleeve again in that strangely reassuring gesture, as if he needed to remind himself that his arm was indeed gone.

      “Brave Beech, then.”

      And she was Ruined Penelope Pease, who was now too far beyond the pale to ever marry, and though she had become inordinately skilled at ignoring the proverbial elephant in any room, she was damned tired of it.

      So, she looked Beech in the eye. “Tell me what happened to your arm.”
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      For a fraught moment Penelope feared she had overstepped the mark—his eyes went still over the rim of his brandy glass.

      “I lost it, of course,” he said with such offhand grace that she wondered if she were making too much of the injury. But then, his mouth curved into a wry smile. “Brava. Do you know you are the very first person I’ve encountered since my return who has had the”—he hesitated for the barest second, as if he might have been about to say something else before he settled upon—“temerity to speak of my alteration.”

      She wasn’t sure whether she was meant to be chastened or affronted. But she felt affronted—for him. “It seems a rather stupid thing not to notice that where you once had two arms hanging from your rather fine shoulders, you now have but one. And I keep track of my friends.” What few she had left. Which made her rather anxious to keep the one fate had been kind enough to provide for her this evening. “I read the newspapers, and know what ships you’ve been on, when you’ve been in battles, and when you’ve been mentioned in dispatches. Especially when you were counted as grievously injured.”

      “How flattering.”

      “Yes, well.” Penelope felt heat suffuse her cheeks. But she wanted to be done with cynicism—Beech of all people deserved honest admiration for his sacrifice. “You were listed at the Battle of Pirano, when you were first lieutenant on Victorious. I’m afraid I lost track of you for a while, until you were posted as Commander out of the squadron at Malta.”

      “Devil take me.” His smile lasted only a moment. “You are well-informed.”

      “People talk.” And she still listened—even when what she heard wasn’t entirely flattering. “And heroes are talked about everywhere.”

      “I’m no hero.” He looked at her from under his brows. “But it was the Battle of Pirano, in the Adriatic Sea. Glorious, sunny day with a good wind. And I was the first lieutenant on Victorious, in charge of sailing the ship while the captain ordered the battle.” Beech ran his good hand through his hair as if he needed to settle his brain before speaking of what she knew must have been an unspeakable trauma. “We engaged in close battle with the French seventy-four, Rivoli, raking her to bloody splinters until we truly were victorious. But as battles go, we both inflicted casualties and took them. And as you see, I was one of those casualties.” He closed his eyes for a moment, then took a deep drink of his brandy before he added, “Lucky for me, I was not one of the fatalities. And thankfully the loss has been no real impediment to my career—I can give orders as effectively with one arm as with two.”

      “Very sensible of the navy.” And so like Beech to make so little out of so great an injury. “Indeed, we should be the poorer as a nation—and perhaps not even be a sovereign nation—if we had not had Admiral Nelson, damaged as he was, to lead us.”

      “Aye.” The scowl came back to mar Marcus’s sun-swept handsomeness. “But I am no longer a commander, and I fear my appearance in the ballroom shall prove a great impediment to my new career now.”

      She did not follow his logic. “I should think you could give orders as efficiently as a duke with one arm as with two.”

      “True.” He acknowledged her point. “But the business of being a duke is not only giving orders. It is, according to my mother, getting a wife.”

      Wife. The word slid under her skin like a wayward thorn—a piercing, misplaced hurt.

      She would never marry now, but Beech would have to.

      Penelope swallowed the realization like bitter medicine and set herself to being cheerful. For his sake, if not for hers. “Come now, Beech. You are a hero, no matter what you say. You could arrange for some girl to fall in love with you in an evening, if you wanted.” Though she prayed God he did not. “You have but to smile.”

      For the longest moment he stared at her over the rim of his glass, before the hint of that wry smile brewed at the corner of his mouth, “Why, Pease Porridge, do you mean to tell me you think I’m handsome?”

      “Do have a look at yourself in a mirror, Beech.” She hid her embarrassment behind sarcasm, though it made a wretched fan—her face had gone hot. “Though you could do with a good barbering if you hope to please the bright young things in the ballroom.” She waved her hand in the general direction of the unsullied girls with spotless gowns and unstained reputations who made themselves available to be married, damn them. “On second thought, damn the bright young things. Keep the beard—it gives you a dashing, piratical air.”

      “Must be the terrifying combination of the arm—or what’s left of it—and the beard for piratical. Perhaps I should employ a parrot, so I might amuse as well as frighten.”

      “Oh, I should like that.” Beech had always been able to make her laugh. “But you are as you always were, Beech—witty and fun and as handsome as the day is long. You’re the same man at four and twenty that you were at four and ten—kind to your core.”

      “Hardly,” he demurred. “If the last ten years have taught me anything, it is that I was certainly not a man at ten and four. But I thank you for the compliment.”

      “Most welcome.” She ought to have left it at that, but some prideful last vestige of vanity prompted her to ask, “And how do you find me?”

      He closed his eyes, as if he could not conceive of an answer. But then he said, “I should never have thought such a gangly girl should outgrow her spindly legs and pigtails to become such a ravishing, rosy beauty.”

      Blissful, blessed warmth rose in her cheeks. “Now, Beech, I shall be forced to give you up, even as a secret friend, if you take to such extravagant lying.”

      “I am not lying.” He was not to be talked out of his opinion. “Surely you have a mirror yourself?”

      She did, though she had stopped looking into it, afraid that she might see what others saw—a woman tarnished and diminished by her own foolishness. And eaten up with her barely concealed rage.

      But why should she rage at Beech? “Thank you, my friend.”

      “You’re damned welcome.”

      How remarkable. Penelope had not felt so comfortable, so blessedly accepted by another person—man or woman—in quite some time. And that he was a man—and a handsome, desperately attractive one at that—made it all the more remarkable. “Thank you for the brandy as well as your company, Beech.” She raised her glass. “It is beyond lovely to have you back.”

      “I thank you.” He raised his glass as well. “Do you know, if this is what being a duke shall be like, I might like it more than I anticipated.”

      “How should you not like it? To have your own money, and do as you please, and be the person to whom everyone but the king must show deference? Oh, yes, what an intolerable burden.”

      His smile was all in the corners of his grey-green eyes. “When you put it like that, the burden does seem negligible, and certainly much less demanding than my former career.”

      There was something wistful in his tone. “Will you miss it—the navy—do you think?”

      He closed his eyes and let out a sigh as weighty as a secret. “Like a dead friend.”

      She felt his longing like a weight upon her heart. “Even though it has cost you so much?”

      His eyes found hers, and he gifted her with that wry, half-smile. “Not so much as others.”

      Others who had lost their lives. Or their legs. Or their minds.

      The thought was sobering. “Dear Beech—”

      “That is the third time you have called me that, Pease Porridge. If you will insist on doing so, I do think I’m going to have to marry you.”
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      Marcus’s impromptu proposal shocked her. Sweet Pease Porridge gaped at him, as if such a thing were not just improbable, but impossible. “Truly, I begin to think we are admirably suited to—”

      “What’s this?” Behind them, the barred latch rattled, and a voice from without interrupted the intimacy of the moment. “Who’s in there? I say, open this door!”

      Penelope bolted to her feet. “My father,” she mouthed as she practically dove for the window farthest from the door.

      “Let me go.” Marcus was beside her in an instant.

      “No—I’ll never get that blasted chest of drawers moved myself,” she whispered as she flung back the draperies. “I’d have gone out the window in any event, and just circled back around.”

      An excellent plan—and one that she, who knew the house, could accomplish more stealthily than he. Marcus threw up the sash and stuck his head out into the frigid night to reconnoiter. “All clear. Handsomely now,” he cautioned. “It’s an easy drop—I’ll let you down.” He clasped the bare skin of her forearm with his right.

      She stilled at the sudden contact but didn’t object. Instead, she said, “Thank you. For not arguing. Or questioning.” The chill night wind whipped through the window, blowing her closer—so close she pressed an impulsive kiss to his cheek. “For everything.”

      Her lips were unspeakably soft against the taut, sun-scoured skin above this beard. “My dear Pease Porridge, the pleasure was mine.”

      She was so close.

      So close, he felt the febrile warmth of her chest just barely brushing against his. So close, his eyes fell to the sweet curve of her lips. So close, he could think of nothing but what they might feel like against his.

      “Devil take me, Pease Porridge, but I very much want to kiss you,” he murmured, as if he could not fathom why. As if his lips were not already descending toward hers. “Properly.”

      Her own voice was nothing but breath and desire. “Oh, Beech, I do wish you would.”

      He met her mouth with all dispatch. And of course, Penelope Pease kissed like an angel. A lovely, impish, fallen angel—if she was to be believed—who looped her arms around his neck and pressed herself to his lips, so he could taste the brandy on her tongue when he opened her mouth ever so slightly to appease the needy ache that washed through him like a rogue wave.

      “Devil take me,” Marcus breathed against her forehead, before he lowered her down until her tiptoes scraped against the frozen gravel of the courtyard. “Damned if you don’t give ruined a bloody good name.”

      Marcus made sure his lovely bundle of contradictions was safely delivered to the ground and well away before he turned to the door. “Belay that racket,” he growled as wedged himself between the wall and the chest of drawers. He put his back into it, leveraging the hulking piece back to its proper place, before he flipped the latch and snatched the door open wide.

      In front of him, Sir Harold Pease was bent double in an attempt to peer through the keyhole.

      Marcus drew himself up to his full height and weighted all his displeasure into his voice. “What the devil do you mean interrupting a man’s peace?”

      “This is my house, sir,” the startled father barked before he demanded, “Who the devil are you?”

      “Warwick. Newly duke thereof. Commander Marcus Beecham, as was, Sir Harold.” Marcus stepped forward into the corridor and shut the door behind him—Penelope’s brandy snifter lay overturned on the floor near the chair she had only just vacated. “Is there something I might do for you, sir?”

      “Your Grace.” Sir Harold lost a great deal of his bluster and made him a hasty bow. “Your pardon. Looking for m’daughter.”

      “Which daughter, sir?” Marcus asked with the wry directness he had perfected as a commanding officer. “Or have you lost more than one?”

      Sir Harold turned a satisfying shade of puce. “Miss Pease. Penelope.”

      At least the damned man had lowered his voice, but by now Sir Harold’s commotion had drawn an even dozen neighbors waiting breathlessly for fresh scandal.

      Marcus was just the man to give them satisfaction. “Ah, yes, Miss Penelope Pease. How fortunate— I should very much like to speak to Miss Pease myself.”

      “Your Grace?” the man stammered. “Surely you know—”

      “Good of you,” Marcus cut in, already moving back toward the ballroom, towing Sir Harold along like an empty barge in his wake. “Come along, sir.”

      They arrived at the ballroom door just as Penelope cleverly managed to take a chair on the far side of the room. “Is that not she, sir?”

      Sir Harold followed the line of Marcus’s gaze to the improbable sight of his daughter doing her best to look idle, innocent and bored. Which was impossible, especially in that claret gown that set off her creamy complexion to perfection. She drew Marcus’s eye like a ship on a wine dark sea.

      “Ah, yes, indeed. Beg your pardon, Your Grace,” Sir Harold blathered. “Seem to have overlooked her there.”

      “Indeed.” Marcus could only agree. “It appears everyone has overlooked her there.” He gave his coat an unnecessary tug. “Let us remedy that at once.” He came to moor directly in front of where his Pease Porridge was pretending to make a concentrated study of the parquet floor. “Is that my old friend, Miss Pease?”

      Pease Porridge looked up at him from under her lashes with such a delicious, dark angel combination of astonishment and delight that he very nearly laughed out loud. “Why, it is you!” He began to enjoy himself. “Sir Harold, if you would be so kind as to make the formal introductions?”

      “M’daughter, Miss Pease, Your Grace.” Sir Harold gestured awkwardly. “Penelope, His Grace, the Duke of Warwick.”

      “Miss Pease.” Marcus reached out his hand to raise her to her feet. “What a pleasure it is to be reacquainted with you after all this time.”

      “Your Grace.” Her eyes danced with impish glee. “Why, it seems only a moment.”

      Oh, she was fine—as nimble and quick as a yacht.

      Marcus took command of the deck. “Indeed, it has been so long since I’ve had the pleasure of speaking to you, I wonder if you would take pity on an old sailor and take a turn about the room, while we talk of old times?” He turned to her father with the uncompromising smile that had made naval lieutenants jump to do his bidding. “With your permission, of course.” Which he did not wait for, making off with his prize ship while he showed her father a clean pair of heels.

      “Well done, Commander Beecham. I don’t think I’ve ever seen my father so flummoxed, even after he’s had an argument with me.”

      It was a pleasure to hear the familiar rank from her lips. “That is what we navy men call a cutting out expedition,” he explained before he steered the conversation back to her comment. “Happen often, those arguments?”

      “Often enough. As I said, I am persona non grata, meant to be properly chastened. Which, by my very presence at your side, I am clearly not.”

      Properly chastened for not marrying Caius—the thought was not to be borne. “The words ‘gloriously defiant’ come to mind.”

      Pleasure pinked her cheeks, though she sailed on, as unruffled as a wine-dark swan. “Unrepentant will do.”

      “Nothing to repent.” They reached the end of the room and turned back to face the barely concealed stares of the assembly. Their unrestrained interest put him on his mettle, determined to return fire with fire.

      He abandoned his earlier plan of battle for a new strategy that Admiral Nelson would have approved—engage directly with the enemy. If his brother had ruined Penelope, he would un-ruin her. “Well, we’ve had a drink, and walked and talked and proposed marriage, so the only thing left, it seems, is to dance.”

      Her answer came on a laugh. “That would give my father a satisfactory apoplexy.”

      “Excellent.” Marcus offered her his hand. “Then let us do so, now.” While his blood and courage were high. “A set is just forming.” A waltz, thank the devil.

      But she looked at the hand he had offered as if it were a species of ship rat—small but potentially lethal.

      “I won’t bite, Pease Porridge.”

      “Oh, Beech.” A smile—slow and impish and entirely teasing—spread across her lips as she looked up at him from under her lashes. “And here everything had been so promising.”

      The bolt of awareness and pleasure that shot through him was stronger than hot brandy. Oh, she was more than fine—she was as sharp and well-aimed as a carronade. And he was ready to strike the slow match. “Still might be—if you dance with me.”

      Definitely would be, if she married him.

      “Beech.” Her smiled faded slowly into something too much like disbelief. “But what about— Can you really?”

      Heat—embarrassment, shame and that ugly feeling of diminishment—broke out under his collar, but he would be damned if he would let it show. “I am not helpless. Some things, a man doesn’t forget how to do.” Some things a man knew in his bones, even if some of those bones were missing. “Dance with me, and I’ll show you.”
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      Penelope looked at him—really looked at him to see the man whom experience had tempered like a steel sword. The man who had so calmly and so casually proposed they marry.

      A proposal she had been too stunned to accept.

      “Come, Pease Porridge. Let’s give them something real to gossip about.”

      She was still stunned by the calmly casual courage in him. “They’ll look askance at you for this, Beech,” she said, nodding toward the avid onlookers trying to eavesdrop upon their conversation. And she wasn’t just talking about the dance.

      He smiled, unconcerned. “Let them. I have faced down the cannons of the French, my dear Pease Porridge.” He lifted her fingers to his lips. “I know how to survive.”

      Her breath all but left her body. He was such a man. “I’m terribly glad you did, Beech.”

      He squeezed her fingers. “Fortune favors the bold, my friend.”

      “About time something did.” She let him lead her past the astonished lookers-on and was raising her right hand to take his before she realized—

      “Right hand on my shoulder,” he instructed easily, as if she hadn’t nearly made an unforgivably unthinking blunder. “Left on your skirts.”

      She circled her hand down to rest upon the precisely fitted coat of midnight superfine as if she had intended on doing exactly that. Beech slid his good hand into the small of her back, snugging his arm around her waist and drawing her so close she had to lean away to keep her bodice from brushing against his buttons. And then he spread his fingers so that his thumb aligned with the ladder of her spine and found its way through the subtle gather of fabric at the back of her high-waisted gown to brush against the edge of her short stays beneath.

      Everything within her—every thought, every breath—stilled, suspended in time for one long, luxurious moment. And then the taut strains of the fiddles penetrated the silence, and Beech stepped forward into the deeper embrace of the dance.

      She stepped back, away from the intimate interjection of his leg between her skirts, and they were dancing. The firm press of his hand in the small of her back guided her along, forward and back, side to side and around. Around and around and around, spinning into the swirl of the music, following the flow of the fiddles as if they were puppets led along by their heartstrings.

      Penelope closed her mind to her doubts and fears—it was one thing to be silently unrepentant, but quite another to dance with the new Duke of Warwick with her father fuming like a chimney across the room.

      She closed her eyes to the relentless stare of nosy neighbors and let the swirl of the music carry her troubles away. Let Beech lead her where he would.

      Which was strange. She wasn’t the sort of girl who liked to be led. She liked to set her own course—witness her rejection of the arrangement made for her with the last Duke of Warwick. But Beech was…different. The press of his hand against the small of her back made her skin tingle with an awareness that went far deeper than the flirtation she had attempted with his brother. An awareness that was more than infatuation, more than mere physical attraction—this was an affinity for Beech, and Beech alone.

      For the strength of his character. For the warmth of his embrace. For the calm surety that radiated from him like rays from the sun.

      Penelope gave herself the gift of looking up at him, and was both surprised and elated to find him smiling down at her. As if he liked being with her, dancing with her, as much as she liked being with him, safe in his arms, whirling in deliriously delightful circles that would have made her dizzy if she hadn’t abandoned propriety and tethered herself to him with her arm around his neck.

      It was heaven—he was heaven, this calm, assured man who looked like a glowing archangel, one of God’s warriors, armored against the sharp weapons of society with his heroism and honesty and dashing courage. Nothing could injure her while she was with him. She was free—to feel the heat of his chest seep through the intervening layers of her clothing until she was as warm as a flower in the sunshine. To feel awareness skitter across her skin until her chest began to feel tight with need. To feel the cool rush of the air on her cheeks as they twirled and twirled and twirled.

      Until the fiddles drew to a long, closing note, and it was everything she could do to let go and step back. And curtsey. And breathe.

      “Thank you, Beech.” Her voice sounded small, as if it came from far away. “I’d forgotten how much I loved dancing.” And how much she was going to miss it when she was sent away.

      “My dear Penelope, the sentiment is entirely mutual.” He offered her his arm. “I meant what I said before. You really must consider if you won’t mar—”

      “Do introduce me, Warwick.”

      Penelope felt all her warm pleasure wash away like a cold rain. In front of them was Lord Robert Maynard, the same damned impertinent fellow whose earlier attentions had driven her to barricade herself in the library.

      On second thought, perhaps she ought to thank him. But Maynard gave her no chance. “Introduce me so I, too, may dance with the infamous Miss Pease.”

      Beside her Beech stilled, which was not in itself an alarming thing. He seemed to conduct himself with a particular economy of motion—a sort of tensely precise awareness of where his body was in space. But in a man so still and watchful his eyes moved with a power and perceptiveness that was telling, and at the moment Beech’s dark scowl should have sent a cleverer fellow running for cover.

      “I beg your pardon,” Beech said carefully. “I don’t believe we’ve met.”

      Maynard appeared impervious to sense. “A friend of your brother’s, don’t you know?”

      “I don’t know.” Beech’s tone was as precise and sharp as flint.

      “This is Maynard, Your Grace—Lord Robert Maynard.” Her own tone was as cool as she could manage over the heat of her anger. “Though I haven’t been formally introduced to him either, that didn’t stop him from sending me a smutty valentine—did it, Maynard? No. You’re a credible enough pornographer, but not, I think, a tolerable enough dancer to tempt me.”

      “Now, don’t be like that, Miss Pease. It’s all in good fun.” Maynard laughed and continued in a confidential aside to Beech, “It was a damn good, damnably smutty valentine.”

      A sulfurous combination of rage and mortification gripped her as tight as a noose. “You insufferable—” Her throat was so choked she could not speak.

      Mercifully, she did not have to.

      “You sent a lewd valentine to Miss Pease—a woman to whom you had not even been introduced?” Beech’s question was everything calm and collected, but Penelope could hear the ominous warning in his darkening tone.

      “Everyone knows her.” Maynard winked suggestively. “All about her. And your brother.”

      Beneath her arm, Beech’s grip tightened, as if he feared she might strike the blighter. And she would have—if Beech had not looked so likely to do the honors for her.

      “Maynard,” Beech instructed in a voice as calm and polished as a blade, “kindly remove yourself from my presence, and keep entirely out of Miss Pease’s, before I am forced to put a hole through that obviously vacant brain of yours.”

      Maynard remained as thick as a doorjamb. “What? It’s all in good fun.”

      “Good fun does not consist of taunting defenseless young women.” Beech began to speak slowly, enunciating each word in the deceptively calm tone that ought to have made Maynard’s cods shrink up into his body for cover. “Go. Away. Before. I. Do. You. A. Very. Great. And. Very. Precise. Violence.”

      “I say, Warwick.” An unsure smile curdled Maynard’s cheeks. “Thinking of taking up where your brother left off, are you?”

      In an instant, Beech had Maynard seized by the neck like a rag doll, his thumb pressed hard into the hollow of the blighter’s throat, cutting off his wind.

      Maynard scrabbled at Beech’s hand to ease the pressure, but Beech held fast. “I will kill you”—Beech whispered so cool and low only she and Maynard could hear the lethal threat—“gladly and effortlessly, if you ever utter her name, or so much as look in Miss Pease’s direction ever again. Do you comprehend me?”

      Maynard bobbed his mottled red face in frantic accord.

      Beech let go and stepped back. “Remember that—and how hard it was to breathe—the next time you think to sully a lady’s name. Especially this lady.”

      “But she’s not a la—” Maynard flinched, throwing up his hands to ward Beech off, before he obligingly scuttled away.

      Beech made an infinitesimal adjustment to his coat. “My apologies. Where were we?”

      “I hardly know.” Every idea was overthrown by Beech’s astonishing actions. Though he was as cool as a summer ice, she was very nearly shaking.

      “Indeed.” Beech spoke into the silence that was the sound of every gossip within the room holding their breath in anticipation what might happen next. “Come, my dear Miss Pease. We need air to rid ourselves of that fellow’s foul stench.” Then he gave her his hand, to lead her away from the gaping assembly.

      She went with him, her father and his apoplexy be damned. A reckless mixture of astonishment and gratitude filled her so full, she thought she might burst into tears. “You really are the bravest bloody man, Beech.”

      “It is only a country ballroom,” he said in his wry way, “not the deck of a man-o-war.”

      “That was more than a dance, Beech,” she insisted. “You must know that.” He had to know that the ballroom, and society in general, was a battlefield for her—that she had already lost upon such ground. “You must know what it meant to me. So, I will thank you for defending me. And for dancing with me.” She came up upon her tiptoes to press a hasty heartfelt kiss to his cheek.

      “And you must know, I would give you more than a dance, my sweet Miss Pease.” His voice was low and all the more earnest because of his quiet. “I would give you the world.”
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      “Come away with me now—we’ll elope.” Marcus felt the strange, heightened calm before a battle, knowing he was doing the right thing and trusting himself to fate.

      Penelope laughed as if such an idea were surely a joke. “Elope? You can’t mean to run off to Scotland?”

      “Too far. And far too inconvenient,” he returned. “I find I’m a duke, and I ought to be able to persuade a bishop to write me a special license. We can be married tomorrow morning.”

      “Beech, you can’t be serious.” She gaped at him. “And anyway, tomorrow it’s going to snow.” She turned to the darkened window. “See, it has already begun to fall.”

      Now that he had made up his mind, he would allow no obstacles to block his path. “Snow or no snow, I mean what I say. I always mean what I say.”

      But she was unsure—of him, surely, and probably of herself. “Beech. We dare not.”

      “Why not?” He set himself to convince her. “Where is the girl who never refused a dare? Where is my old friend, the girl who went first, jumping off the old bridge into the Avon that summer afternoon?”

      “That girl was thirteen and a monstrous hoyden.”

      “Nothing about you was monstrous. You were magnificent—daring and bold and everything I admired.”

      “That was a long time ago.” Her low voice was full of emotion he could not quite fathom. “We aren’t children now. We can’t jump off bridges or go rushing out into the snow.”

      “Why not? What are you afraid of?”

      “Afraid it will make everything worse,” she whispered.

      “How? I thought you were about to be banished to the hinterlands? How much worse could it be?”

      That put the wind back in her sails—the color rose in her cheeks. “You have a point.”

      “Don’t go to the maiden auntie,” he pled. “Come away with me into the dark and snow and make me happy—as happy as I promise to make you. Please.” He wanted it so badly he ached.

      He ached for her affection. He ached for her simple kind touch.

      So, to convince her he meant every word, he kissed her. But what began in persuasion, soon became something more, something hungrier and more assertive. A hunger they shared—her lips, her lovely, plush, bow-shaped lips—pressed into his again and again as if she could not get enough of kissing him.

      Marcus had never thought of himself as an impulsive man—his youthful brashness had been thoroughly trained out of him by the Royal Navy. But the feel of her delicately boned fingers combing through his beard fired more than his imagination—he felt the heat and promise of her touch like a brand.

      So, he angled her mouth for a deeper kiss.

      She met him without hesitation. Her tongue stroked and licked at him, kindling the fire between them with each blissful touch. She folded herself into his embrace and everything within him, every nerve, every fiber of his being, was reaching out to her with heat and urgency. He left her lips to kiss his way down her neck, to taste the sweet slide of her skin while she angled her head in response, granting him tacit access while her hands raked through his old-fashioned queue, pulling away the carefully wrapped ribbon.

      “Lord, Beech. Even your hair smells divine.”

      She smelled of velvet and winter irises, chilly and fresh, and he wanted to gather her in like a bouquet.

      But it was she who gathered him, her hands at his coat, parting the buttons and pushing it wide across his chest. Her palm sliding through the narrow slit at the throat of his shirt beneath his stock to lie flat against his skin. Her mouth at his nape, putting her lips and teeth to the sensitive tendon at the side of his neck until he was bowing his head to let her have her way with him.

      Until he felt her explore the line of his shoulder, and curve down around his shoulder to his upper arm. Or rather what was left of it.

      “No.” His voice was a fog of strangled desperation—and the relief when she ceased her exploration was so profound it nearly unmanned him. Nearly. Because there was some noise above, at the top of the stair that started them into flight. “Come.”

      They plummeted toward the bottom of the stair, hand in hand in a breathless race, like the children they once had been.

      “Left here,” she directed, navigating the narrow turnings. “And then left again for the door that leads to the stable path.”

      In the darkness of the passage Marcus paused with his hand on the doorknob. “Ready?” If she went with him now, she would be doing more than crossing a threshold.

      She drew in a deep breath before she nodded. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      He pushed open the door to the cold night air and held fast to her hand as they flew across the bitterly cold cobbled courtyard of the stable block. The night wind lashed at them, sending Pease Porridge’s velvet skirts and plain petticoats whipping against her legs, making him regret he had not thought to retrieve his heavy sea cloak from the footmen—she was like to perish in so insubstantial a gown.

      But there were his carriage and coachmen in the yard, already putting the blanketed horses back into harness, mindful that he had instructed them that he would be no longer than an hour and a half at the ball.

      Yet what an astonishingly productive, life-changing hour and a half it had been—he had barricaded himself in a room, made a public spectacle of himself dancing a waltz, throttled and threatened a toad of a man, asked a lass to marry him, and was attempting to carry off an elopement.

      Devil take him, but if he wasn’t in love, he didn’t know what he was.

      “There are fur rugs inside.” He held the coach door for his already shivering duchess-to-be. “Get yourself under the fur.”

      She clambered in, but still he held her hand.

      “Penelope.” Marcus said her name aloud for the first time because he wanted her to know he was serious, and because he had been wanting to say it, longing even, to taste her name like tart sloe wine upon his tongue. “You may trust that I will take care of you, and I will always do everything in my power to do what’s right.”

      “Of course you will,” she answered. “Just as I will take care of you.”

      “Is that a yes?”

      Her smile warmed him far more than any raging bonfire could. And just like that, the cobbled courtyard seemed to move beneath his feet, like the deck of a ship rising and falling upon the sea. He was upended—as dizzy as the young midshipman he had once been. And twice as exhilarated.

      “Another successful cutting out expedition, Commander?” Penelope held his hand fast. As if she would never let go.

      “Aye.” This was what Marcus loved and had lived for—the excitement of action and command. This was what he missed. All he had needed was Penelope Pease by his side—excitement and adventure seemed to follow her wherever she went. “Worried?”

      She gifted him with a rueful smile. “I’d be a fool not to be.”

      “And you, my darling girl, are no fool.” He gathered her close to his good side.

      “Hardly, Beech—I seem to be a fool for you.” And then to prove it, she kissed him.

      A kiss of such sweet promise and soft passion that the world fell away again, and he was nothing but aching pleasure. Nothing of hurt or pain or loss. Nothing that was not hers and hers alone.

      Devil take him, but she was fine.
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      Penelope put every feeling—every thrill and every worry—into that kiss. Every inch of gratitude and wonder and exhilaration, until her body tingled, and she felt giddy and strange and afraid.

      Because if running off with Beech wasn’t the most reckless, exhilarating thing she had ever done—and she had done any number reckless, exhilarating things in her life—she didn’t know what might be. Because this was not the Beech she remembered.

      It was Caius Beecham who had been all rash, mad impulse, not his younger brother. Beech had always looked before he leaped, always wanted to make sure the water was deep enough before he took any plunge. He had been a cheerful, fun companion and a thoughtful, wry lad, but the years away had added something more—an experience that put him at a soaring distance. A sort of gravitas that set him well apart from the reckless rascals and heedless swells of her recent experience. A surety, a self-command that showed he truly did not care what others might think of him.

      How steadfast. How ruinous.

      Marrying Beech was the answer to all her problems, of course—she would be a bloody duchess. But she had been offered a duke before.

      The real temptation wasn’t the dukedom. No, the real temptation was Beech himself. Even with only one arm, he was twice the man his brother had ever been, and three times the man of two-faced swells like Lord Maynard.

      Lord, what must Beech have been like before he was injured? He had been sent away to sea before she had been grown-up enough to ever have the pleasure of so much as a country dance with him.

      If only he had not been sent away.

      If only she had not been lured in by the dark fascination of passion. If only.

      Cold caution of the sort she had never felt that night she had closeted herself with his brother in the Warwick Court library gripped her in its icy fist now. That night, the flirtation with Caius had been a game—one that she was sure she could win. But she knew better now.

      Knew that she did not want to play any sort of game with Marcus Beecham.

      And, so, she asked, “Why, Beech? Tell me why.”

      “Why we should marry?” He smiled at her as if he had ten reasons to hand. “Other than the obvious?”

      Penelope felt heat blossom under her skin from the top of her forehead all the way down to the edge of her bodice. And lower. “Be serious, Beech.”

      His eyes softened at the corners. “I know what is right and true and valuable in this world, my dear Pease Porridge,” he said in that low, sure, captainly way of his. “And I know my duty.”

      Duty. It was as if the heel of his large leather sea boot had stepped directly upon her heart, so sharp and painful was her disappointment. It was as it had been before with Caius—Beech would marry her because he felt he ought to. Not because he wanted to.

      “Beech.” Penelope could not entirely swallow down the bitter brew of her dismay. “I thank you for your candor, but I am quite firmly decided against being anyone’s duty.”

      “Ah.” Her words seemed to strike him with force—his head tipped back—before he leaned closer. So close she could see the glint of his grey-green eyes, dark and piercing, regarding her with an intent that was as thrilling as it was mesmerizing. “Had you rather be my compulsion?”

      Something darker and too needy for caution stirred within—a volatile mixture of pride and unadulterated want. “Lord, yes.”

      Their lips seemed to meet with an elemental force, gravitating together as if both ends of the Earth had simultaneously tipped them into each other’s arms.

      Yet once met, the second touch of his lips was less urgent, far more tentative. He slid his hand along the line of her jaw carefully, in the way a man raised a too-full glass to his lips—slowly so as not to spill. As if this were more than a mere tasting of flesh. As if he were offering his trust—his very self.

      “Beech,” she said, because there was nothing else she could think to say, nothing that would communicate the riotous mixture of want and apology that made her feel hot and needy and unworthy all at the same time.

      But his lips were smooth and taut above the soft brush of his beard, and he tasted of brandy—just wicked enough to entice. She wanted to drink him in, gulp him down, until she was intoxicated by the possibilities he promised.

      She fisted her hands in his lapels, pulling him closer. Holding on to him the way a drowning woman clings to a lifeline.

      He met her desperation with a merciful lack of reserve—slanting his mouth across hers and kissing her more deeply, searching with his lips and tongue, pushing his hand into the twisted arrangement of her hair, scattering the pins to the upholstery.

      His thumb fanned along her cheek, and he kissed her with heat and abandon, drawing her out, thawing the chill of the winter night. Warming her in a way that nothing else ever had. Everything else faded, until there was nothing but the longing for the feel of his mouth on hers, and the pleasure so strong and sharp it nearly took her breath away.

      Oh, Lord, how she loved kissing. Loved the give and take. Loved the sensual abandon. This was her true ruination—this hoydenish, hungry neediness. This unbecoming, unladylike affinity for passion.

      Oh, how he kissed.

      The rough texture of his whiskers rasped against her skin as he arched her head back to kiss down the curve of her throat. His teeth slid down her neck to worry and nip at the hollow at the base of her throat.

      And all she wanted was for him to go lower. “Lord, Beech. Please.”

      “Devil take me, Penelope,” he breathed against her skin.

      The devil had clearly already taken them both. Because she did not care that they were in a freezing carriage, eloping to only Beech knew where. She did not care that she had abandoned everything she held dear—what was left of her good name and every last shred of her tattered reputation—to go away with him.

      Because sometime in the past hour, she had fallen heart over head in love with Marcus Beecham, and she no longer cared anything for her name or reputation. She cared for him.

      And so, she would give him the love and affection he so clearly needed, and so clearly deserved. She would give him her love until she had no more to give.

      Or until he came to his senses.

      Whichever came first.
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      The carriage began to slow. “Warwick Court, Your Grace,” John Ramsey called from the box.

      Marcus was obliged to stop kissing his duchess-to-be and attend to the practicalities of his elopement. “You’ll want to bring that fur, Pease Porridge—it’s snowing something fierce.”

      “I am certainly Pease Porridge Cold and rather stupid to come away in nothing but my gown and evening slippers.”

      He instinctively took her chilly hand to chafe warm and found himself at a disconcerting loss to do so—he could not do so with only one hand.

      The realization shocked him anew, because for a moment there, he could swear he had felt it—pins and needles of feeling along the whole of his missing arm, from elbow to fingertips—alive and reaching for hers.

      But the feeling faded into an empty ache. An empty, ravenous ache he needed to assuage. As soon as he got her safe and warm.

      “Your Grace!” If his secretary was astonished to see his employer ushering a young woman with no cloak and no chaperone over the doorstep of Warwick Court, he hid it well. “You must be perishing from the cold.”

      “We are indeed, Martins.” The snow had begun to fall in earnest, slanting down at such a rate that he and Penelope were covered from their dash from the carriage. “It’s a bitter night. My betrothed will require some warmed wine, if you would please alert the household. No—belay that.” Marcus had wanted to begin as he meant to go on—Penelope would be his wife as soon as he could find a clergyman to make an honest man out of him—but until he was sure of the special license, it were more prudent to keep the whole of the staff from gossip. “If you might do that yourself, to leave us privacy?”

      “Of course, Your Grace.” Able Martins was all wary accommodation. “Let me wish you very happy.” He bowed to Penelope. “There is already wine, and a fire laid above stairs, in your chamber, Your Grace. If you pleased to take your ease there?”

      “Thank you, Martins. We’ll go up directly.” Indeed, his Pease Porridge was shivering in her snow-dampened gown. “Damn my eyes, I seem to be conducting this elopement rather badly.”

      Penelope’s small smile was teasing. “Have you conducted many others?”

      Marcus could only bless his stars that she met difficulties with such good humor—it boded well for them. “Not a one. You are my first. And only.” He took her hand again and kissed it before he led her up the high, twisting staircase. “You?”

      She shook her head. “No. Though I will admit I contemplated one, before I came to my senses.”

      He did not need to ask with whom she might have contemplated eloping. He need to remember that she was eloping with him. They were together. And he meant for them to stay that way. Always.

      He took up a fresh blanket from the carved chest at the bottom of the bed to replace the snow-wet fur but could do no more than offer it to her. “Wrap yourself up in this.” With only one arm, the ability to perform that service was beyond him.

      What other services he was yet to be unable to perform, he would soon discover.

      Penelope seemed to feel his unease—she rubbed her bare arms. “It’s very elegant,” she said of the tall room.

      “It’s overlarge,” he answered, happy to talk of easy nothings. “After the comfortably close confines of shipboard life, I will confess I find Warwick Court so big it feels empty.” He poked up the fire to chase more of the chill to the corners. “But I hope you will like it.”

      Penelope took a deep, steadying breath before she stood. “I like you.”

      “Brave girl.” He handed her a glass of warm spiced claret. “Get that in you to chase out the chill.”

      “Thank you.” She took a sip. “Gracious, that tastes divine. Almost as good as you.”

      Everything within him eased and tensed all at the same time. “I am honored you should think so.” He kissed the soft lips she turned up to him.

      She tasted of wine and winter warmth, of cinnamon and nutmeg-spiced happiness. A happiness he would drink in until he was no longer thirsty. He touched her face to draw her close, to feel her petal-soft skin pressed close to his.

      She wrapped her hand around the back of his neck to run her fingers through his loose hair. “Your hair is wet,” she whispered against his lips. “And your coat is damp, too. Come under the blanket with me,” she coaxed as she began to push the coat from his shoulders.

      “No.” The word came out no less harshly than he intended.

      “Beech.” Her voice held no rebuke, but he felt her reproach all the same. “If you mean for us to be together,” she asked quietly, “do you mean to keep yourself from me? Am I to keep myself from touching you?”

      “No.” He would overcome this hesitancy—this defect, this weakness. He would trust the impulse, the surety that told him she was the one—the one who would most let him be himself.

      “Has no one else touched your arm?”

      Marcus drew in a deep breath and let it out, and finally said what he had not. “It is not an arm any longer—it is a stump.” He could not look at her but turned his gaze into the dancing fire. “And yes, someone has. My steward, Sealy Best, has. He was the surgeon’s assistant on Victorious and nursed me back to health after—” Marcus had spent so much time trying to forget those searingly painful, angry early days that it was difficult to speak of them now. “He stuck with me, like a barnacle on my hull, becoming my steward when I was eventually posted to my own command.”

      “I’m glad—glad you had such care. But I will care for you as well. I’ll learn,” she promised. “I’ll learn what you like. If you let me.”

      This is what he admired about her—she did not retreat in the face of difficulties. No polite sidestepping of the problem. She would look him in the eye and hold him to account. Just as she ought—if he was prepared to trust her with his heart, why could he not trust her with his body?

      Because he didn’t always trust his body himself.

      Because despite the passage of nearly two years since he had lost his arm, sometimes he felt it burn and ache as if the whole of it were still there. Because he woke from sleep gripping the sheets with a hand that was gone. Because the nightmare of the surgery visited him each and every time he closed his eyes.

      Because he was not entirely himself. And he feared he never would be.

      “Give it time,” was all he could ask.

      “Dear Beech,” she whispered. “My time is entirely yours.”

      He could answer only with a kiss—across the line of her shoulder, pulling fabric away with his teeth, nosing into the soft perfume of her body until he found the shoulder laces of her stays. And then her hands were over his, guiding him, aiding him in untying the laces and tugging her bodice down just enough that the tips of her breasts were bared to his gaze. And his mouth and his tongue.

      He all but fell into the softness of her—he kissed each tight pink peak, delighting in the sweet scent of her skin and in the supple strength of her body as she arched her spine, her hands tangling in his hair as he sucked and tongued, moving from one tightly furled peak to the other.

      “Oh Lord, Beech. I’m yours.”

      He could only smile against her skin. “Not yet. Not until you marry me.”

      She laughed. “And what, pray tell, will you do until then?”

      “Oh, Pease Porridge, the night is young. And so are we.”
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      Now that true ruination was at hand, Penelope had a moment of doubt—but only a moment. Loving Beech wasn’t ruination—it was fulfillment. The fulfillment of all her deepest, most secret desires. The fulfillment of every promise she had ever made to herself while relegated to sitting in ballroom chairs.

      And Beech was kissing her with heat and a tenderness so kind and full of longing she had no defense against it, and she wanted none. She was empty of everything but a growing need that was fed by every taste of his smooth, clever lips.

      He wrapped his arm around her waist and carried her to the bed, while he trailed hot kisses down the side of her neck, finding the secret place at the turn of her nape that made her shiver and sigh and angle her head away to give him greater access. Appeasing the low hum of want that built within, fanning the flames higher with every touch.

      They sat on the bed with their legs enmeshed and their hearts entwined. His lips rounded to the hollow of her throat, and Penelope could feel her own heartbeat rise in response.

      But it wasn’t enough just to be touched—she needed to touch him, too. Needed to taste the warm salt of his skin, needed to run her fingers through his long, snow-dampened hair, and tumble the unruly locks through her palms.

      She kissed his dear, kind, achingly handsome face, letting her lips skate over that interesting little scar, across the high line of his cheekbones and down the strong line of his nose, taking little sips of him, as if he were hot spiced wine. As if too much at once might intoxicate her.

      But she had already drunk too deep, because his clever fingers were at the four buttons at the back of her gown, and she was turning to make it easier.

      Beneath the layers of chemise and stays and gown, her breasts grew full and tight with longing, and she closed her hands across the front of her bodice not just to hold her gown over her nearly-bared breasts, but to appease the needy sensation that swept under her skin.

      And somehow, he understood—his hand came around to cover hers, answering her unspoken need by holding her tight. Filling her senses until every thought and feeling began and ended with his touch.

      And she was falling again, or coming back. That was it. Coming back to him. To herself. To the rightness that had always been between them.

      But she was falling as well, her head cradled safely against his shoulder, boneless under the press of his warmth and the safety of his embrace.

      He began a slow but thorough exploration of the sensitive swath of skin below her collarbone, tracing the span and curve of her loosened neckline, and delineating the edge of her stays beneath. Back and forth, his clever fingers stroked the tips of her breasts, bringing a flood of sensation pooling beneath the heated surface of her skin. Winding her higher and higher, until she was straining toward his hand, silently urging her breast into his palm.

      And then not so silently. “Beech. Please.”

      He answered by delving his hand under her stays, firmly curling around her breast, until he could roll the nipple between his thumb and forefinger. The sensitive peak instantly contracted into a tight bud as need spiked through her, hot and nearly painful in its bliss.

      She was as taut as a drawn bow, ready to fly loose at the slightest pressure. Need—want and lust and desire—grew until it was an insistent feeling of sharply pleasurable pain driving her on. Pushing her toward the irresistible lure of the passion he loosened within her. And she wanted more. “Beech, please.”

      She showed him what she wanted by pulling her arms out of the velvet sleeves and pushing her gown down to pool at her waist, so she could undo her front-lacing stays.

      He looked his fill, watching from over her shoulder as she unstrung the laces. And when there was nothing between them but the thin cotton of her shift, he slowly traced the outline of her nipples through the fine layer of fabric, sending streaks of sensation stretching deep into her belly.

      “So beautiful,” he murmured against her neck. “You have no idea how often I have thought of you. Years of thinking and wishing.”

      Penelope had to close her eyes against the rush of heat behind her eyes. She had spent years of hoping and wishing to be so wanted. “Beech.” She would repay his years of loneliness with love. She would give him everything she had left to give. “I am yours.”

      His solemn vow rumbled through him. “As am I yours.”

      His pledge held an earthy urgency that fed her restlessness, making her shift and surge beneath him until his fingers closed around her nipple, tweaking it possessively before he turned her in his arms and took the peak fully into his mouth.

      There was nothing but his hands and his mouth and his possession of her body. But even as he laved and teased her with his lips and tongue, he closed the curtain of the bed around them, cocooning them in the dark, before he began to divest himself of his clothing, shrugging his way out of his coat, freeing the remaining buttons of his long waistcoat, and flinging away his cravat without ever taking his mouth from her.

      When he was down to his shirtsleeves, he came back to her with a look of such heat and intent, it stole the breath from her lungs. With his hand at her shoulder, he urged her back upon the bed, but he did not come over her to kiss and caress.

      Instead, he raised her legs to either side of him, and began to unlace the ribbons of her slippers.

      Penelope instinctively squeezed her knees together. “Beech?”

      “Yes, Penelope?” he answered as he flipped up her skirts and ran his hand up her legs, over her stockings to the edge of her garters.

      Penelope’s heart—as well as other equally unruly organs—began to pound. “Are you doing what I think you’re doing?”

      “I don’t know.” He smiled and frowned all at the same time in that achingly contradictory way of his. “What do you think I’m doing?”

      She was no green girl, but even she wasn’t sure. “Beech, you can’t—”

      He slid to his knees in front of her. “Oh, I can. I will. Gladly and effortlessly.”

      Effortlessly? Surely—

      Beech settled his hand upon her knee and gently nudged her leg wider. Penelope knew she ought to be shocked at the openness of her pose and the sheer carnality of his intentions, but she felt heat spread under her skin, and her head went deliriously dizzy with anticipation. She was aching for his touch.

      He lowered his head to feather kisses along the inside of her thighs, and she felt herself come slowly but surely undone, inch by tantalizing inch.

      Oh, God, yes, he could—Penelope nearly shrieked at the first warm, wet lick of his tongue across her sensitive flesh. “Beech!” she whispered through the hand she had cast across her mouth to keep from saying anything more.

      But he did not need her encouragement. “Yes,” he agreed, and she could feel his voice vibrate through her as his kisses grew more assured and intimate still.

      When his hand joined his mouth, Penelope gasped and laughed all at the same time. She had never felt so vulnerable and so absolutely adored all at the same time. She closed her eyes and gave in to the sexual languor—she was afloat, buoyed along on a current of soft, infinitely pleasant sensation that stretched endlessly into the darkness. Their flight in the night, the cozy confines of the room, the bitter cold of the night—all was forgotten. Time ceased to exert its authority upon her. She belonged to no one but herself.

      And Beech. Sure, clever, heroic Beech.

      Seducing her with solace. Lulling her with love.

      And then with a precise touch, he kissed her there.

      Want blossomed within her like a weed, wild and tenacious, and she tangled her hands into his hair, pushing and pulling, encouraging him to press his lips—God, his beautiful clever lips—against that most sensitive place.

      She felt herself grow so giddy under his unrelentingly gentle attention, that she let go of him, and dug her fingers into the linens covering the bed, grasping for purchase to keep from being carried off by the rising sensual tide. She was floating on the crest, her weightless body riding the rhythm of the waves until, with one elegant touch she tumbled over the top, and everything was light and heat and bliss within.

      And she could only gasp his name, and let herself go down, pulled into the sweet wash of warmth.

      After some time—she had no idea when—she came back to herself enough to discover Beech lying beside her with such a look of amused confusion—smiling and scowling all at once—that she couldn’t imagine what he was thinking.

      As for herself, she could barely think at all, and frankly, didn’t want to. “Good Lord, Beech. You really are a bloody hero.”
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      “Pease Porridge Sweet.” Marcus kissed her temple and let his gaze wander over the sublime lines of her beauty—her wide, plush lips, her gloriously arching brows—gathering his scattered thoughts to plot his careful course. “I wonder if I may ask pertinent question—just how ruined are you?”

      Penelope blinked against the dim glow of the firelight and immediately started putting her clothing to rights. “Ruined is ruined.”

      “I’m going to have to disagree, Pease Porridge.” He reached for her, stilling her hands by tucking her up against his chest. “Fact is, you are missing some telling attributes of a ruined woman.”

      Her lovely heart-shaped face flamed with fresh color. “Am I? Shows what you know about ruination.”

      “Yes, it does,” he affirmed gently. “Forgive my crude curiosity, but just how much did my brother importune you?”

      She drew in a long breath. “Trust you to ask the dire direct questions, Beech.”

      “My dear Pease Porridge, I don’t ask to censure. Far from it.”

      She gave him no ready answer, but he was a man who had learned the virtues of quiet patience. He let the reassuring weight of the silence settle upon her for a long moment before he mused, “You see, I begin to think the term—ruined—is applied far too loosely to any young lady who might step her toe out of line and displease others who think to control her fate.”

      “Beech, don’t make me out to be a saint. I am no innocent miss.”

      “No, how could you be?” he agreed philosophically. “Anyone our age who could live in this world and remain a complete innocent would be either remarkably stupid, or remarkably callous. You strike me as neither of those things.”

      “Beech.” Her voice was nothing but a whispered plea—for quiet or continuation, he could not tell.

      So, he stayed his course. “I am a man of experience and observation, Pease Porridge—a man of facts. And I should very much like to be apprised of the true facts of the situation, which only you possess.” He drew his fingers across her temples, as if he could see the truth writ large there. “Now, I collect you’ve kissed before, as you are—if I may compliment you—an extraordinarily enthusiastic kisser. But that may be my own enjoyment clouding my judgment of experience.”

      “You were rather enthusiastic yourself,” she countered.

      “I am delighted you think so.” He began to brush his fingers absently along the sweet sweep of her jaw—an intimate, soothing gesture. “And we shall return to that pleasing activity just as soon as you satisfy my curiosity. And my sense of justice.”

      “Justice?” Her tone edged back toward bleak. “In the court of social judgment, justice is hard to come by. Rumor is evidence, verdicts are swift, and appeals are nonexistent.”

      “Too damn true.” He hated that she was clearly bearing the cost of his late brother’s sins. “The world is an astonishingly dangerous and deceptive place, isn’t it, Pease Porridge? Full of traps and pitfalls for the unwary. You seem properly wary, and yet…” He shook his head, because he could not quite puzzle it out. “I must ask, Penelope, if you know how my brother died?”

      “He was shot to death in Grosvenor Square,” she answered carefully.

      “And do you know,” he pressed, “by whom?”

      “Yes.” She let out a long sigh before she said, gently, “He was shot by his married lover, poor Viscountess Guilford, for the unforgivable sin of infecting her with the pox.”

      “Devil take his soul.” Marcus heaved out his own sigh. “I feared as much, though I assumed he was shot by somebody’s husband. Although I had not seen Caius in ten years, I did know he was a libertine.” Still, Marcus had some sympathy for his unapologetic ruiner of a brother—bleeding to death in Grosvenor Square was a messy, merciless way to die. “Poor bastard.”

      “Yes,” Penelope agreed.

      The uneasiness he did not want to believe was jealousy weighed on his chest like a five-pound shot. But she had just called him a hero, so he had to act like one, and face his fears. “What I still don’t understand is why you went to him? And why then, you later refused him? Please tell me you did not know that—that he had the pox—when you went to him. Please.”

      “I went to him,” she said carefully, “perhaps because I recognized another wayward soul. But I refused him—or more correctly, my father—because Caius warned me. He told me of his disease himself. I think perhaps he was already dying.”

      Marcus was sure he could not have heard her aright. “My brother, Caius Beecham, eighth Duke of Warwick, known libertine and despoiler of any number of women—and who knows what else—acted the gentleman and warned you off?”

      “Funny, isn’t it?” Her bittersweet smile did not reach her eyes. “And incredibly sad.” She took a deeper breath and turned to face him. “It was meant to be a very great secret—the truth of his death—so, of course, all of society now knows that Caius Beecham, Duke of Warwick, had the clap.” She did not shy from the vulgar truth. “And now they are also sure that I must have it, too, because I was shut away in a room alone with him for some time. No matter that he never actually kissed me.”

      Something sharp and shameful eased, and then tied itself into a new knot in his chest. “Devil send himself to hell,” Marcus swore. “My dear Pease Porridge, you astonish me.”

      “Do I?” She tried to muster a shrug. “It was none of my doing, I assure you. I did throw myself at Caius, if you must know, Beech, and he put me off. He saved my life.”

      He would not excuse Caius of all responsibility. “But ruined it anyway, by making you a pariah by not speaking up for you,” he insisted.

      “Beech. You really are the kindest man.” In the low firelight, her eyes looked dark and liquid and sad. “Did it never occur to you that I might have known what I was doing—or thought I knew what I was doing—when I went into a closed room with your brother? That I might have had caddish Caius Beecham, and the Dukedom of Warwick, in my sights?”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

        

      

    

    
      Penelope felt him draw away from her.

      “No,” he answered. And then, “Why?”

      His voice was packed tight with hurt, but no accusation, and so she gave him the truth.

      “Because I deserved no better. I told you I was no saint, Beech. I liked to dance. I liked to flirt. I loved to kiss. And I got caught. More than once, or even twice.” Now that their passion had cooled, she curled herself into a ball against the chilling draft. “My father told me no decent man would have me, so I decided upon a cad—a cad who might take me as I was. Your brother might have been many things—most of them bad—but he was no hypocrite.”

      Beech shook his head as if he didn’t want to believe her. “If that was so, then why didn’t you marry the blighter when he proposed?”

      “Because Caius didn’t propose.” Penelope closed her eyes, as if that might help her sort out the truth from the convenient lies. “But there was my father saying it had all been arranged, with your mama’s blessing. That I had no choice, and neither did Caius. But of course, I had a choice, awful as they tried to make it. And I chose to show Caius the same mercy he had shown me: I refused. I insisted nothing had happened, though nobody believed me.”

      Beech stared at her as if he were finally seeing her as she was and not as he wished her to be. “How extraordinary.”

      “Hardly.” Her own opinion was that she had been rather mercenary—both in going to Caius, and in refusing the proposal. “I had no want to end up dead of the pox.”

      “Who would? Very prudent of you,” he agreed on a deep exhalation.

      “I’m not prudent,” she insisted. “I’m damaged goods, as they say, Beech. I am ruined—nothing will take that stain away.” Especially not if she eloped with his brother. People would say she had bamboozled poor Beech into marrying her.

      He seemed to finally hear the irredeemable truth about her. “Devil take me.” He drew away.

      “Yes. So, you may put away your need for justice, and ask yourself if you still think we should marry now that you know all the sordid details that only I possess. If you truly want a ruined wife.”

      He took another deep breath. “What I ought to ask myself is if I want you to wife.”

      “Yes.” Straight to the dark heart of the matter. “You deserve better.”

      He leaned closer, as if he were trying to see her more clearly in the shadowed bed. But it was she who saw him more clearly—saw the light of something more ferocious than justice lighting his eyes. “Now, don’t make me out to be a saint, my dear Pease Porridge. I have my own selfish needs as well.”

      For a wonderful moment she thought he was speaking of attraction, of that marvelously giddy feeling of glad rightness she felt when she had been in his arms. But then he touched his empty sleeve again, in that involuntary, instinctive gesture of reminder.

      And she understood. The truth stung like a slap, hard and unforgiving. “Oh, Beech. That’s what you think, isn’t it—that you’re the damaged goods? That you’re so altered, that only someone like me—who has no other choice—would ever agree to have you.”

      The yawning gulf of silence that stretched out between them like a chasm was his answer.

      “Oh, Beech.” Penelope had never felt more defeated. She ached for him—and for herself. “A fine pair of idiots we are.”

      His laugh was tinged with suppressed pain. “And that, Pease Porridge, is my solace and my hope—that we are indeed a fine pair.” He shoved his hand through his disheveled hair, as if he were quite literally getting a hold of himself. “I have asked myself that question you posed, and I find that I do want you, and only you, for a wife. No matter your disadvantages or my disabilities. No matter what society, or my mother, or your father may say. Only you will do. Of this I am sure—I will have you or no other. But only if you will have me.”

      Hope was a persistent flame that sparked hot and hungry. “Do you really mean it, Beech?”

      “I always mean what I say, Penelope.” He met her eye squarely, no trace of mockery in their grey-green depths. No evasion. “Always.”

      “Beech.” A month ago, she would have leapt at the chance to secure such a man. But the long weeks of her humiliation had taught her not to be so hasty or reckless. And he was such a man—an honest man whom she liked very much. Almost too much.

      “I am tempted, Beech. Beyond thought, beyond reason. If I were to consult only my feelings—”

      “You can trust me, Penelope.”

      “I want to, Beech. But—” Trouble seemed to follow her like a dark angel. Bad decisions, impulsive action, disastrous results.

      “Do you doubt your constancy? Do you think you will stray to another man—a whole man?”

      “No!” Of this she was sure. “Your arm, or lack thereof, has nothing to do with it. It is my own lack—lack of prudence, want of character—that would make me a terrible duchess.”

      “I don’t want a duchess. I want a wife.” He closed his eyes, as if he were consulting some internal barometer. “Do you know, that for all the years that I was away, I never suffered homesickness? My fellow midshipmen, and later my fellow officers, often talked of home, of the family or loved ones they missed. I never thought of Warwick, or my family like that. I frankly felt relief to be away from Caius. I liked being forgotten for the most part—it suited my sense of freedom and independence. Even when I was injured, I had no thought of going home. But when I received my mother’s letter about you and Caius, my peace was absolutely and irrevocably shattered. Shattered,” he repeated as if he still could not fathom why. “But I did not have enough time to understand why before I received another letter, calling me home. The whole of the trip I feared the event that precipitated such alarm was your marriage. You cannot imagine my relief—my horrible, guilty, profound relief—when I found the cause was instead Caius’s death.”

      “Beech.” She wanted to warn him to stop, to cease with such useless remorse.

      But he went on. “Imagine me, if you will, receiving the news that I was now the duke—that I was now the one who needed to marry.”

      Anticipation, astonishment, and even a little fear began to beat hard in her chest.

      “Imagine that the moment I was told I must marry, I set out directly from London for Warwickshire. Then imagine that I waited only until I received an invitation to Sir Harold Pease’s ball to accept. Imagine then that I attended, and let people stare at me as I searched the rooms for some sign of the young lady to whom I most wanted to speak, and when I could not find her, imagine I retreated to the library in defeat.” He finally turned his gaze back to hers. “And then imagine that you, the object of my unrequited and unsuspecting obsession, simply appeared to me, like the vision from a merciful, generous God.”

      She could not draw breath—all the air stopped up in her throat, hot and thick and aching.

      “Imagine all that, and then imagine that you, of all the people in the world, were the first person to be clear-sighted and honest and caring enough to ask me about my arm.” He took her hand very carefully in his. “Imagine my relief at such honesty. And then imagine that you kissed like an angel and made me laugh and forget myself enough to be happy.”

      He kissed her hand. “And then tell me what I should do next.”

      Tears of regret for all the years lost, mingled with tears of gratitude for all the years that just might be yet to come, scalded her eyes and streaked down her face. “You should kiss me, dear Beech, and marry me.”
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      Relief and gratitude buoyed him up. “In the morning, my darling Penelope.” Marcus kissed her forehead. “Get under the covers and stay warm. I need to see to…things.” Like giving Martins instruction on caging a marriage license out of the Bishop of Warwick at first light.

      Able Martins was a font of information, as well as discretion. “A regular license, Your Grace, is what is required. It shall be done at the earliest possible moment, Your Grace.”

      “I thank you.” Marcus had no choice but to return as quietly as possible to the chamber where his darling Penelope had fallen soundly asleep. He didn’t want to sleep, of course. He wanted to crawl in beside her and make love into the wee small hours of the morning. To take solace in her body. To keep the unquiet dreams at bay, if only for a night.

      But they would still come—the dark memories he could not forget. The necessary violence and blood of battle. The pain and instant understanding the moment he had been hit. The endless torment that followed.

      And so, he did not join her in the bed. He did not sleep.

      Instead, he sat in a chair before the hearth dozing on and off, as was his way, for the rest of the night, until the gray light of dawn roused him out of his self-imposed purgatory. The crystalline sunlight slanting through the window told him the storm had broken, and the sound of footsteps trailing off toward the stable told him Martins was already on his way.

      Fresh hope was overtaken by zealous enthusiasm—it was his wedding day! It only remained for Marcus to make himself presentable for his bride.

      On the stand in the dressing chamber, he found soap and water and a razor, and prepared, in the absence of Sealy Best, his skilled and steady-handed Bajan steward, to do for himself.

      Half an hour’s labor left Marcus swearing and bleeding as if he’d been peppered with grapeshot.

      “Beech?”

      Penelope’s voice was too close for him to fully cover himself—he hastily flung a linen towel around his loins.

      But she was already through the door. “Good Lord, Beech! What have you done?” She was looking not at his oozing face, but at the remains of his queue, sheared and lying discarded on the floor.

      “Brought myself into the nineteenth century. Or at least tried to.” It had seemed such an easy task when he had conceived of it half an hour ago—to do away with his scruffy, piratical appearance for his wedding day.

      “Why?”

      “You said you thought I could do with a good barbering if I hoped to please.” The phrase had stuck in his mind like a pebble in his boot, urging him to take pains with his appearance on this day of all days.

      “Not to please me—I rather liked you in the eighteenth century,” Penelope replied before she placed an offhand kiss on his bare left shoulder. “Where’s your man, Martins?”

      “Gone for a bishop.”

      “Dear Beech.” She tsked and ran her fingers through his uneven hair. “Here— If you’ll allow me?”

      Marcus hesitated. He felt hideously exposed—she could see the stump of his arm, the ugly puckering of skin and scar that crossed the base.

      But she wasn’t looking at his arm. She was looking at his face. “We’re to be married today, are we not, Beech?” she asked in answer to his silent disquiet. “If you can’t trust me now, when are you planning to do so?”

      Marcus ignored the heat under his skin, swallowed the shameful fear in his throat, and handed her the shears.

      “Thank you. I will strive to be worthy of your trust. If you would sit”—she directed him to a chair, as efficiently business-like as his steward ever was—“so you don’t loom over me. And here. You can keep watch”—she rearranged things on the shaving stand, angling the mirror to reflect into another large pier glass so that showed his profile—“so you can assure yourself that I’m doing you proud.”

      She couldn’t do otherwise with her brilliantly straightforward demeanor.

      Marcus relaxed enough to do as she advised and looked in the mirror.

      And the image before him hit like a blow to the chest—there, in the prismatic trick of the reflection, was his arm.

      He knew—he knew it was gone, and yet, there before him, he was whole again.

      While Penelope took a turn around him, deciding upon her approach, making snips here and there, Marcus tried to keep his breathing calm and even. In and out. Drawing air evenly into his lungs.

      But he could not look away.

      Something—the omnipresent phantom itch that often clawed away his sanity—compelled him to scratch. To flex and rub his good right arm against his side and the edge of the chair as inconspicuously as possible while he watched the reflection in the mirror.

      And miracle of miracles, it eased the prickling ache in his lost arm.

      His heart filled his ears with a low pounding excitement.

      Marcus took a deeper breath and did it again, rubbing his right elbow more purposefully, pressing harder against the wooden slat of the chair. And he felt it in his left arm—the phantom arm he watched in the mirror.

      He did it again, and again until it must not have been inconspicuous at all, because the sound of the scissors had ceased, and Penelope was standing still behind him. Watching.

      Shame warred with astonishment—with the miracle of discovery. “I—”

      “Would it help if—?” And then she dropped the scissors and was rubbing his shoulders, pushing her thumbs into muscles made knotty by pain and tension and the sheer effort to hold himself up like a duke. Her clever hands rounded his shoulders and began massaging lower, down the full length of his good arm. Kneading deep with her knuckles and the heels of her palms, threading her fingers with his, rotating his wrist and letting him stretch out his fingers as he watched in the mirror.

      The exquisite relief—the sheer totality of feeling—was so profound it was nearly cataclysmic. His breath was sawing in and out of his chest as if he had raced up a masthead, or fought in a battle, or made insanely pleasurable love to his wife.

      “Does it help?”

      “Aye.” He had no other answer. “Aye.” He tried to ease his breathing. “How did you know?”

      “I didn’t, really. I saw you and thought—” She shook her head. “Just luck, I suppose.”

      Just luck. The same sort of luck that had preserved his life instead of his arm. The same luck that had brought him to Warwickshire when he might have stayed in London. The very luck that had brought her to the library, so he might talk and drink and walk and dance and fall in love with her.

      He pulled her down onto his lap. “Just so.” He kissed her in the knowledge that he was the luckiest man in the world.

      “We’ll do it again with the mirrors, whenever you feel the need,” she suggested between kisses.

      “Aye,” he agreed. “But I can think of a few other things we might be able to do with some mirrors.” Because when he looked down at just the right angle, her perfectly round breasts were just there, served up as soft and steamy as a fresh pot of porridge. “Pease Porridge Sweet.”

      “Dear Beech.” She kissed him back. “I do wish you wou—”

      He didn’t wait to find out what she wished, because a door opened and shut below before footsteps could be heard on the stair—Martins was back.

      He lifted his bride-to-be off his lap and set her onto her bare feet. “Come, Pease Porridge. Make an honest duke out of me.”

      She smiled up at him. “I should like nothing more.”

      “Indeed.” A chilly voice came from the open door. “I am quite sure you would.”
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      His mother wasted no time on politeness. “For God’s sake, Marcus. Have you lost your mind? What on Earth do you think you are doing?”

      He found a banyan to pass to Penelope, so she might cover her shift. As for himself, perhaps it was past time his mother saw him as he really was, and not as she wanted him to be. He held the linen wrap in place and stood. “No, Mother, I have not. I have found my heart.”

      “Don’t talk such romantic nonsense—your brother never did.” His mother, the soon-to-be Dowager Duchess of Warwick, turned away, as if she didn’t know where to look—certainly not at him. “But I expected more from you.”

      “More than what?” Marcus damned both his embarrassment and his fury and stood where he was—if his mother couldn’t bear to look upon him, she could remove herself to a more proper distance.

      Which she did, retreating to the other side of the dressing room door while Pease Porridge headed out the other.

      “Such behavior,” his mother was saying. “Acting like the veriest green boy and not the Duke of Warwick. Chasing after the first passable face that throws herself at you.”

      Marcus’s anger made it difficult to see straight, let alone speak with any clarity. “Do not speak of Miss Pease like that. She is my betrothed and will be my wife.”

      “Never. The Duke of Warwick needs must make an alliance of family and fortune—a marriage that will bolster the Warwick fortunes and fame, rather than tarnish or diminish them.”

      “I have spent enough times with the books to know that the estate is not on the brink of financial collapse.” Marcus tried to counter with logic instead of anger. “And I am sure Miss Pease has a dowry, but if she does not—”

      He looked to Penelope to confirm this statement, but she had sensibly ducked out of the line of his mother’s fire.

      “Of course, she does not,” his mother insisted. “Sir Harold took it off of her when she tried to ruin poor Caius—added her portion to the youngest daughter’s to try and marry her off in the wake of the scandal.”

      “A scandal that would never have occurred if you’d let poor Miss Pease cry off quietly.”

      “Poor Miss Pease? Have you lost your mind?” his mother asked for the second time. “None of this would have happened—Caius would still be alive, if that fool girl hadn’t gotten it into her head to refuse him. If he had married and had a wife to act as she ought and keep him as he ought, he’d still be alive.”

      “He would not—he would be dead from the venereal disease that caused his mistress to murder him, and like as not, he’d have passed the bloody pox on to poor Miss Pease. And she’d be dying as well.”

      “How do you know she hasn’t already got it?”

      Something more furiously cold than anger slid under his skin. “I will not dignify your question with an answer, Mother. Suffice me to say that I am a man experienced of the world, and I know what is right and true and valuable in it.”

      His mother was not persuaded. “She trapped you into this!” she accused. “Threw herself at you. This is her revenge. She’ll do anything to degrade the House of Warwick. She’s not worthy of—”

      “Enough. Devil take your suspicions, Mother. If you must know, I threw myself at her—threw myself upon her mercy.”

      His mother drew back in hauteur. “Do not swear at me. I only want to protect you.”

      Marcus lit the match to his slow temper and let the cannonball fly. “Then you are nearly ten years too late to do that.”

      His mother gasped in affront, or hurt, but Marcus had done battle with more than the French—he had faced his own fears, and he would press his advantage while he could. “Your care has always been for the House of Warwick, not for me. But I am a man now, Mama.” He even went so far as to use her preferred address to soften the blow. “And I am Duke of Warwick. I will act and marry as I see fit.”

      “You wouldn’t dare defy me in this, Marcus!” his mother fumed. “Such a marriage would be an unmitigated disaster. I refuse to stand by and watch such wanton destruction of our good name.”

      “Then I should advise you, Mama,” he counseled, “to go home to London.”

      He stomped out of the room and went to find his bride-to-be—his Pease Porridge, his savior. Only to find that she had abandoned him.

      She had broken her pledge and was gone.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

    

    
      Tarnish. Diminish. That fool girl. She’ll do anything.

      She’s not worthy.

      They were the last words Penelope heard before she shut the door to keep from having to hear any more. But they were enough.

      Enough to tell her that her lovely idyll with Beech was at an end. Enough to remind her that she deserved no better. More than enough to send her snatching up her clothes and running for home.

      Penelope had the small presence of mind to wrap herself in the fur rug from the carriage as a ward against the frigid chill of the morning, but she didn’t have far to walk—her father’s carriage was already waiting in the snow-swept courtyard.

      Penelope did not question how the empty coach came to be there, but simply climbed aboard, let her tears fall hot down her cold cheeks, and let them take her where they would—which turned out to be Hayholm Mote, a lovely moated medieval house tucked away in the countryside some ways up the Avon, where the great aunt she had never before met, Lady Sarah Pease, lived in quiet comfort with her cats.

      “Poor lamb, you look like you’ve had a time of it,” Lady Sarah welcomed her with glad smiles and warm understanding. “Get this cup of tea into you, then tell your Aunt Sarah what happened, love.”

      Her compassion was so unexpected that Penelope had no reserve. “I’ve made a proper mess of things, my lady. I’m sure my father—”

      “Oh, fathers!” The lady waved her lace at the general notion of fathers. “What do they know of daughters’ love.” She patted the chair beside her. “Now, I do know bare outlines of your scandal—though I admire your ambition, and your taste. Caius Beecham, no less!” She patted Penelope’s hand in approval. “His death was unexpected, I suppose, but by the look of your poor face, I can’t help but think that you must have loved that lovely bastard very much to still be so brokenhearted.”

      “No, ma’am.” Penelope would have laughed if she had not been so full of tears. “I was not in love with the late duke.”

      “Pish tosh.” Aunt Sarah made a decidedly unladylike sound of disagreement. “I know a girl in love when I see one.”

      Penelope felt her face flame. But why should she be ashamed—loving Beech had been everything right and good, even if it was ruinous. “I am in love,” she admitted. “Or feel I am—but it feels terrible. I seem to have jumped from the cold frying pan into the burning fire. And got myself properly roasted as a result.”

      “Have you?” Aunt Sarah was all avid interest. “Tell me all.”

      Penelope almost didn’t know where to begin. “I didn’t mean to, but I’ve somehow fallen in love with Caius’s brother, the current duke—Marcus. So, you see why it is so impossible.”

      “Good God.” Aunt Sarah was so astonished she stood, unceremoniously dumping the cat from her lap. “Marcus Beecham? Of course—the naval man, and quite the hero, from what I’ve read. Of course, you would fall in love with him.”

      She made it sound so simple. “Yes, I couldn’t seem to help myself.”

      “One never can,” Aunt Sarah consoled. “So, what went wrong?”

      “Everything,” Penelope said, even though so many things had gone perfectly with Beech—they had shared a true affinity. “But I suppose I didn’t have the courage to stay.”

      Didn’t have the courage to watch Beech make the choice she knew he must.

      “My dear girl.” Aunt Sarah came to take Penelope’s face in her frail arthritic hands. “If you love him, you must face your fears. You must go to him.”

      Penelope felt fresh tears sting her eyes. “What if it’s too late? What if he’s been persuaded he no longer wants me?”

      “Oh, well.” Her aunt waved her hand as if she were waving a wand and could keep such terrible things from happening. “Then you will come back to me, and we will drink tea with more brandy than is advisable, and we will cry, and we will rub along together as comfortable and consoling as two old house cats, with no one but ourselves the wiser. And in the spring, when the weather turns, we shall travel.” Aunt Sarah patted her hand. “I’ve always wanted to see Venice.”

      Penelope felt heat pool behind her eyes at such a generous idea. “So have I.”

      “Good.” Aunt Sarah patted her cheek. “Then make that duke of yours take you.”

      Penelope could no longer keep the tears from falling. “I’m not sure I know how.”

      “Sweet girl,” Aunt Sarah scoffed. “You have but to smile.”

      Penelope found her mouth curving obediently. “You make it seem so simple.”

      “It is,” Aunt Sarah, insisted. “Go to him. Tomorrow, after you’ve had a good night’s sleep and washed those tears from your eyes. And wear a crimson cloak.” Aunt Sarah beamed at Penelope, all cat in cream. “You’ll look ravishing against the snow.”
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      But in the morning, Penelope did not go to him.

      Because he came to her.

      Somehow, someway, he had found her—the ducal carriage jangled in the frosty lane, and Beech himself was striding purposefully across the narrow bridge to the house, his boots kicking up snow as he came.

      And then he was there, bending his tall form to fit in the low-ceilinged house. Staring at her. Looking in wonder and not accusation.

      Looking in love.

      Lord, but they grew them fine, these Beecham boys. He was impossibly handsome, made neat and tidy by her shears. Or at least made neater and tidier—there was no ridding him of his devilishly piratical seafaring air.

      “Good Lord, Beech,” she said because she didn’t know quite what else to say. “I do hope you’ve come to marry me.” Despite her best effort at wry nonchalance, her voice quavered and cracked with the unspoken question—would he have her? Had she left it too late?

      But Beech was as honest and loyal and steadfast as they came. “I have.” He let out a deep exhalation. “Let us do so at once.”

      Penelope smiled. “Right now? Surely I’m meant to at least offer you a hot dish of tea first?”

      “The only warmth I need is you.” He patted his coat as he stepped nearer. “I have used the hours since you left me wisely—I have that marriage license I boasted I could procure.”

      Relief, gratitude and sheer unadulterated love made her giddy. “You’re sure? Your mother—”

      “I won’t be persuaded against you, Pease Porridge. Not now. Not ever.”

      “You really are the bravest man, Beech. Well then.” She held out her hand to him.

      He reached for her as if it had been a burden not to touch her. Not to place a kiss upon the back of her hand. Not to show her how relieved and pleased and grateful he was, too. “Thank you, my darling girl.”

      “Don’t thank me yet, Beech,” she teased. But she could only smile. Because the sun was shining, and she loved him. They were going to marry, and everything was going to be all right. “Make me a duchess first.”
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      Marcus and his Pease Porridge followed the snow-covered path from Hayholm Mote beside the frozen river, hand in hand, with the snow crunching beneath their feet.

      It seemed like the right moment to pledge his troth. “I have something else for you.”

      Pease Porridge laughed her surprise. “A wedding present?”

      “A before-the-wedding present.” He held out a thickly folded piece of paper it had taken him half the night to prepare. “A valentine.”

      “Beech.” She regarded him through her lashes. “Dare I ask if it is smutty?”

      “It is not smutty.” He extended her the packet. “It is my heart.”

      She took the valentine from his hand with solemn reverence, and carefully turned it to and fro to find the beginning of the puzzle. And then she began to read. “Dear love, this heart which you behold, which breaks apart as you unfold,”—she turned the valentine to continue—“cannot show my truefast love, which came to us as from above.” She smiled up at him and the sun made a halo of her frosted breath. “That’s very sweet, Beech.”

      “There’s more.” He tried to point out the intricacy of the design. “It’s a puzzle you have to unfold.”

      “Thank you, Beech—I am aware of how valentines work.” She peeled off her gloves to pull carefully at a corner. “My dearest dear, my own true love, you’ve given me my heart. Each moment long, each day divine, you to me impart, the greatest care, the greatest love, that my life might be part.”

      It sounded dreadfully trite in the cold clear light of morning. “I beg you will remember, I am a sailor, not a poet.”

      “Hush, Beech, I’m getting to the good part. Look all these lovely pretty flowers. Did you really draw them yourself? Charmingly done.” She cleared her throat slightly to resume reading. “With you by me, and I by you, as steadfast as the sun, ne’ermore be parted, but live in love, so our hearts beat as one.”

      “Oh, Beech.” She threw her arms around his neck, and he felt the warm wet of her tears against his skin. “You really are the kindest, sweetest man.”

      “I only wish to be your kindest, sweetest man.” He made his voice unnecessarily gruff to counter his sentiment. “The rest of the world can go to the devil.”

      “Yes, well.” She laughed and disentangled herself from his embrace, so she might fold the valentine carefully away. “Well they might go to the devil, but we had best get ourselves to the Lord.”
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      Their footsteps echoed in the quiet nave of St. Michael of Hayholm, carrying them up the short aisle to stand in front of the vicar, who stamped his feet to bring feeling back into his chilly toes.

      “Are we all here, then? Your Grace of Warwick?” The vicar checked the man against the title on the license. “Been some time since I married anyone with one of these—regular license, and not special.”

      “Because we are regular people, Reverend, who desire to be regularly married people.”

      Penelope liked the sound of that—not that she objected to being a duchess.

      “If the bride would move to the other side,” the vicar was instructing, “and stand on my right?”

      Beech wouldn’t like that—she’d be on his wrong side. “We’re fine as we stand, Reverend,” Penelope said. “God will know which one of us is which.”

      “I daresay.” The vicar retreated into his book, presumably to find the order of prayers. “Let us begin.”

      “Now you’re in it,” Beech whispered at her side.

      “Pease Porridge in the pot?”

      “No.” Beech took her hand to kiss it. “Pease Porridge Perfect.”

      Her heart was so full it started to leak out the corners of her eyes. “I love you, Marcus Andrew Beecham. I love you so much I don’t mind that you’re Duke of Warwick.”

      “Because I’m the right Duke of Warwick,” he said with assurance. “And I love you Penelope Anne Pease.”

      In front of them, the vicar cleared his throat. “If you two would be so good as to follow the order of the service?”

      “We will,” they said together.

      And they did.

      And when the fellow at last pronounced them husband and wife, Penelope took Beech’s dear, different, familiar face in her hands, and kissed him with all the love she had left in her leaky heart.

      But it was enough. Because she could read the truth of his words in his beautiful grey-green eyes—apart they were two damaged people, but together, they were perfect.

      Perfectly united in love.

      What a difference one duke had made.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Elizabeth Essex is the award-winning author of critically acclaimed historical romances, including Reckless Brides, and her new Highland Brides series. Her books have been nominated for numerous awards, including the Gayle Wilson Award of Excellence, the Romantic Times Reviewers’ Choice Award and Seal of Excellence Award, and RWA’s prestigious RITA Award.

      

      Elizabeth loves to hear from readers, so please feel free to contact her at the following places:

      E-mail: elizabeth@elizabethessex.com

      Web: http://elizabethessex.com

      Newsletter: http://eepurl.com/bQgwk9

      Twitter: https://twitter.com/EssexRomance

      Facebook Page: https://www.facebook.com/elizabeth.essex.37

      Pinterest: https://www.pinterest.com/elizabethessex/

      Goodreads: http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/4070864.Elizabeth_Essex

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DISCOVERING THE DUKE

          

          March

        

        
          Madeline Martin

        

      

    

    
    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Preface

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Reunited at a house party after a lackluster start to their marriage, the Duke of Stedton attempts to win his Duchess’ heart. Will a sizzling wager be enough to melt the frost between them, or will it truly remain the coldest winter in London?
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      It wasn’t the jostling carriage through the frozen country roads that had Julia Sinclair’s stomach twisting with knots; rather it was the idea of seeing her husband again. It had been nearly two weeks since she’d woken to find William gone after a very awkward wedding night. He’d left a note simply stating his need to depart at once.

      On the heels of that note was yet another slip of paper found near the hearth, crumpled as though it had been meant to join the flames. And considering the contents, it was no wonder. William had been called away with the insistence that he come posthaste on account of someone called Maribel.

      Maribel. The name seethed inside of Julia.

      The idea of a house party in the country with her dearest friend, the Countess of Bursbury, had been a blessing and a curse. A blessing if William did not show, and a curse if he did. Of course, everyone would want to see the new Duke and Duchess of Stedton together.

      Blast it.

      The carriage made its way down a long drive lined with trees, their stark limbs layered with mounds of glittering snow. Julia pressed her temple to the cool glass window pane to better see the massive structure of Bursbury Manor in the distance. Well, that was a bit of a lie—she was actually scouring the landscape for any sign of her new husband.

      Her heart rattled about her chest like a trapped bird. Dread pummeled its way into her stomach and she found herself praying that William not be in attendance. She needed these four days in the country, away from their grand home in London, away from the servants who all probably knew about her husband’s mistress. Every time they gazed at her, she wondered if they were secretly pitying her, or if they were whispering gossip amongst one another.

      How could she have been so stupid? This marriage was supposed to have saved her from her father’s house, but now look where she’d landed herself.

      Tension squeezed at the back of her throat. No. She would not crumple into tears. Not again. This whole awful mess had been given enough of her sorrow. Continuing to mourn, well, it was pathetic, and it needed to stop. And anyway, she had made her decision.

      The carriage pulled to a stop before the manor, and a footman opened the door to help Julia from the small cabin. The wind hit her with a sharpness of the cold March. The chill lasted but a moment before she was swept into the grand entry of Bursbury Manor into Lady Bursbury’s warm greeting.

      “Your Grace.” Nancy clapped her hands to her chest. “Don’t you look lovely? Marriage becomes you.”

      “I’m still Julia to you.” Julia embraced her dear friend. “Thank you for having us. Has my husband arrived?”

      “Not yet, nor have I heard from him.” Nancy rolled her eyes playfully. “You know how men are. I expect he’ll be here any moment and without a bit of notice.”

      Julia gave a small laugh to keep from appearing as miserable as she felt.

      Nancy waved her hand. “Come on, then. I’ll show you to your chamber, so you can refresh yourself. I know the roads are just terrible. Elias told me it was a bad idea to throw a house party in March, but I thought it would be the perfect time to get out of London while it’s so dismal and gray. Besides, isn’t it lovely how white and sparkling the snow is out here? So much better than the grimy slush sopping the city streets.”

      Nancy continued to chatter on with her usual genuine excitement while she led the way, for which Julia was grateful. This felt normal, the way things were before the wedding. Before Julia realized she’d made a monumental mistake.

      After having been escorted to her chambers, she took her time recovering from the journey, pausing periodically to glance out the large windows of her room. It was not the view that drew her, although it was lovely. She was on the lookout for her husband’s arrival, to have the conversation she knew would not end well. Yet, it must be done.

      She refused to end up like her mother.

      An hour later, in a fresh gown and with her mind certain that William would not arrive in the next several minutes, Julia opened the door. There, she met a most unwelcome face. Lady Venerton, the wife of the very old, very rich earl, and a onetime friend of Julia’s.

      Lady Venerton did not appear at all surprised at Julia’s presence. Her lips curled in a cool smile. “How wonderful to see you here, Julia.” She dipped in a quick curtsey, more as an afterthought than with respectful intent.

      The insult of using her Christian name was not lost on Julia.

      “Lady Venerton.” Julia nodded. “You look well.”

      And she did, dripping with gems in obscene proportions and practically glowing in a blush silk gown. It was ostentatious for daytime games at a house party, but clearly Lady Venerton had no qualms with being blatant in flashing her wealth.

      “Is His Grace in attendance as well?” Lady Venerton peered around Julia, as though seeking out William.

      Julia closed her door. “He is detained in the country at present and will join us if his obligations allow.”

      “His obligations,” Lady Venerton repeated slowly. “In the country.” Her lips folded in on themselves, the way one does when they have something to say, but do not wish to say it.

      “Correct.” Julia lifted her head and began to walk down the hall, forcing Lady Venerton to do so as well. “Is there something amiss?”

      “Well, you know I don’t like to gossip.” Lady Venerton lowered her eyes. Most likely to hide the excited gleam there in those ice-crystal depths. For Lady Venerton loved nothing more than to gossip. Certainly, she had delighted in sharing everything she could about Julia’s father.

      Julia said nothing. The space of silence was all Lady Venerton needed. She clasped Julia’s arm in her hot, bejeweled fingers and leaned her blonde head toward Julia’s dark one. “I hate to be the one to tell you this, my darling Julia, but I have heard it on good authority that your husband has a mistress at his country estate.”

      Julia’s stomach turned to lead and slid lower into her belly. “Oh?”

      Lady Venerton pouted. “I know, and you’re just newly married. But I thought you might want to know.”

      “Of course.” It was all Julia could manage to say, especially when it wasn’t anything she did not already know. And that was the worst of it, really. That the malicious words leaving those pretty lips were true.

      “I’ve suspected for a while, to be honest,” Lady Venerton continued on in the way she did, always digging the blade deeper and finding the most painful spot to twist. “After all, he often flirted with me when he was courting you. I found it inappropriate and told him I’d have nothing to do with him because he was with my closest friend, and I was quite happily married.”

      And by “happily married,” she most likely meant “happily shopping.” Still, she found her mark and twisted at that most painful spot. Heavens, the woman was skilled with wielding her wicked words.

      “I see,” Julia said through numb lips.

      They’d made their way to the bottom of the stairs, and Lady Venerton’s eyes lit up. “Oh, look! They’re setting up a game of charades.” And with that, she left Julia’s side with the exuberance of a child, bouncing about on the energy wrought by destroying another’s heart.

      If Julia’s mind had not been made up previously, it most certainly was now. When William arrived, Julia would tell him she wished to retire to country once she’d produced his heir. It was the only way to ease her regret at marrying him. As a woman, she had no other options.

      Despite her steeled determination, she did not get the opportunity to declare her decision. Not on the first day, nor on the second. However, on the third, after a brisk walk about the frozen lake, Julia made her way into her chamber and saw the very man she wanted nothing more to do with: her husband, William Sinclair, the seventh Duke of Stedton.

      And he was only partially dressed.
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      “Oh.”

      It was a simple little word, and yet it conveyed so very much to William Sinclair when it came from the wife he had spent the better part of two weeks thinking of. He’d been in the middle of dressing when the door opened, and in she had walked, stunning in her beauty.

      Light spilling in from the windows turned her skin to the finest cream and shone on her glossy black hair. She’d been outside recently, as her lips and cheeks were red with the cold and her deep blue eyes sparkled like sapphires.

      “Julia.” He smiled at her.

      She did not return the gesture. Her stare fixed on his naked chest, seeing it for the first time. He ought to put on a shirt, perhaps, but she was his wife. He wanted her to see him, to love him, to make a family with him.

      A family. He wanted one of those again. The sharing, the laughter, the love. All of it. The very idea had seemed impossible for far too long.

      He approached her, and she went stiff.

      Confound it. He knew the wedding night had not been up to snuff, but he hadn’t realized it was all that bad. But then she was so very petite, and he was so very large. He’d been terribly worried he might hurt her. Had he?

      He didn’t take another step in her direction. “I’m sorry I had to leave to leave so abruptly.”

      “You had obligations.” Her response was cool.

      “I left you a note.”

      “I received it. Thank you.”

      William glanced back at his valet and found Hodges awkwardly studying a corner of the ceiling, clearly wishing to be anywhere but there at the moment.

      “You may go, Hodges.” William wanted the privacy as much as Hodges no doubt wanted to be free of this whole bloody conversation.

      The older man said not a word. He slipped out faster than William had ever seen him move in his life, but not before shoving a shirt into William’s hands as he went. The message was clear: Put on your shirt. The little push in which the garment was delivered added an insistent: Now.

      William pulled on the thing before striding toward Julia. This time, she put up one small hand. “Stop.”

      He did as she commanded. This was most certainly not the welcome he had hoped for from his new wife. He’d anticipated nights of making up for the lost time, mending what he had botched.

      “You left me on the first day of our marriage.” Hurt flashed in her eyes. “And I know exactly why you left.”

      “There were matters of the country estate—”

      “I’m well aware.”

      He nodded. Most likely the servants had provided his new wife with details of Maribel. They knew what her sudden illness meant to him. The horse was very dear to him, being one of the few reminders left of his father. He had been grateful to the veterinarian who had made his way to the country to see to her. His prognosis, however, was dire. And while William had missed his wife fiercely, he could not bring himself to leave Maribel’s side. Not until she’d recovered.

      Julia took a full inhale and drew herself fully upright, which might well bring the top of her head to the center of his chest were he standing close enough to measure. “This marriage will not work.”

      William’s brows lifted. Surely, he had not heard correctly. “I beg your pardon?”

      “Once I am in a delicate way, I wish to retire to the country.” She lifted her chin and her cheeks stained with a flush. “You may live your life without the censure of a wife who will not stand by and allow you to do as you please.”

      What the deuce?

      “I am not my mother,” Julia said with finality. “I will not allow you to make a fool of me.”

      God, but this was uncomfortable. He was glad to not have made it in dressing yet to his cravat, lest the bloody thing feel as though it were strangling him. “Julia, the wedding night was less than ideal.”

      She huffed.

      “You see, you are quite petite, and I am nearly twice your weight, maybe three times.” He shook his head. “You were innocent, of course. I didn’t——I was unsure how best to approach you.” This was going so terribly awful. He ran a hand through his hair and then quickly smoothed it down. “It had been quite a while since I had,” he paused under the weight of the discomfort of his admission. “You know.”

      “I’m afraid I do not.” Julia’s eyes sparked with an emotion he had never seen before. Anger?

      Bloody hell.

      “I do, however, know you are lying to me.” She folded her arms over her chest. “It hasn’t been a length of time since you’ve…” she went a deep red and shimmied her shoulders in a show of angry discomfort “…done that with a woman.”

      The offense of her words flashed through him. “What the devil are you on about, woman?”

      “I know about the mistress at your country estate,” she exploded. “I know about Maribel.”
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      There, it had been said.

      Julia watched the expression on William’s handsome face go from furrowed with irritation to wide and blank. Clearly, he was well aware he had been caught.

      And then his mouth flinched at the corners. Was he smiling?

      Julia simmered with rage. No, he wasn’t just smiling. He was laughing.

      He threw his head back and bellowed revealing every one of his perfectly white, straight teeth.

      He crossed the room in two great strides of his long legs and opened his arms to her. Not that she would step into them, even if he had finally donned a shirt.

      “You don’t understand, my darling.” His mirth faded into something gentle, and he gazed at her with the affection that had once made her heart do flips. “Maribel is my horse.”

      “Your…horse?” Julia asked in a small voice.

      “Excuse my laughter.” He stroked a hand down her cheek and a ripple of pleasure followed in its wake. “You must see the humor in your words.”

      She certainly felt like an absolute fool, but she gave a light chuckle nonetheless. “Forgive me. I saw a note from your steward bidding you to come to the estate for Maribel, and then Lady Venerton told me that everyone knew you had a mistress in the country.”

      “Lady Venerton?” He scowled. “Please tell me that odious woman is not in attendance.”

      A genuine laugh rose up in Julia. “I’m afraid she is.”

      “Had I known that, I might have found an excuse to stay longer in the country.” He peered around Julia to regard the door, as if expecting the topic of their conversation to sweep in at any moment. “I’ll wager she told you I flirted shamelessly with her as well, probably begged on my knees for her to be my lover. Perhaps even set up a tent below her window just to be near her?”

      “I believe it was the townhouse next to hers, not a tent.” Julia grinned up at her husband.

      “The truth of it is she put herself in my path on countless occasions, until I finally threatened to tell Lord Venerton of her behavior. It did the trick. Nothing works like the threatening of tightened purse strings with women like that.” He touched Julia’s chin, tenderly tipping her face up to his. “You know the woman, and you know me.”

      “But I don’t know you,” Julia admitted. “Not really. We had such a fast courtship. I hadn’t realized that until, well, until I thought you had a mistress, and then it struck me how little I actually know you.”

      “That is my fault. I wanted you from the moment I saw you. I hadn’t given you enough time.”

      Julia’s pulse quickened. “Did you?”

      “I did.” He gave her a lopsided smile. “Tell me what you wish to know about me, and I’ll answer.”

      “What’s your favorite color?”

      “Blue.”

      “What’s your favorite food?”

      “Roasted venison.”

      “Do you prefer petunias or hyacinths?”

      “I’ve always been partial to tulips myself.” He remained perfectly sincere in his reply, though his twinkling eyes gave his playfulness away.

      Julia forced herself to keep her face impassive. “Do you prefer being out of doors, or indoors?”

      “Out of doors when it’s pleasant; indoors when the weather is dastardly.”

      She nodded. “Fair enough.”

      “My turn.” He ran his thumb over her lower lip. “Lips, or tongue?”

      Her breath caught. Oh my.

      Immediately, she recalled those heady kisses before the consummation of their union. When his mouth had burned like fire against her own, when the simple brush of his tongue made it seem as if the world had enveloped her in the most exquisite conflagration.

      She glanced shyly down before returning her gaze to boldly lock with his. “Both.”

      His slow smirk indicated he clearly approved. “Shirt on, or off?”

      Oh yes, that. Angry though she might have been when she first saw him, the strength of his broad chest, and the tight bands of muscle making wonderful ridges along his stomach, had been impossible to ignore. She had never seen a man without his shirt, though she knew well enough that such a physique as William’s was not common.

      “Most definitely off.” She let her eyes fall closed and waited for the brush of his lips against hers.

      A rap came from the door, followed by a singsong, saccharine voice. “Julia, dear, will you walk down with me to the drawing room?”

      Julia sighed. “Lady Venerton.”

      “Julia?” William arched a brow.

      Julia rolled her eyes. “We haven’t been friends for ages. Not since my father—”

      William released her and pulled the door open to face Lady Venerton. “Her Grace,” he said with obvious stress on the title. “Is still readying herself and will be down momentarily.”

      “I hadn’t realized you had arrived, Your Grace.” Lady Venerton’s tittering giggle suggested otherwise.

      “Indeed,” William replied dryly.

      “Do send Her Grace down when you’re done with her.”

      William said nothing more and shut the door. “That woman is vile. How did you ever consider her a friend?”

      “It was a foolish mistake to let her see you in such a state of undress.” Julia indicated his untucked shirt, the collar open, baring the base of his throat and the hint of his powerful chest beneath.

      “She’ll no longer be calling you Julia, of that you can be certain.” He put his hands to her waist and carefully pulled her toward him. “And you needn’t worry about me with Lady Venerton or any other woman. I don’t even see any other women besides you.”

      He lowered his face to hers, and the flutter in Julia’s stomach teased up into her heart.

      A hearty knock came from the door. “Stedton, you devil, you’ve kept me waiting nearly three days for good company.” Lord Bursbury’s voice boomed from the other side of the door. “Let’s get a solid match of boxing in before the ladies finish whatever it is that they do in their drawing room. Knit scarves for puppies or paint pictures of lace doilies, or something of the like.”

      William’s head rested brow-to-brow on Julia’s and he chuckled good-naturedly. “Tonight, then?”

      “Tonight,” she whispered. And then, as an afterthought, added. “Knitting scarves for puppies, or boxing?”

      “Boxing by far, but if you see a tea cake with a lump of marzipan atop it…”

      “I’ll save you one,” Julia promised. She placed a chaste kiss on William’s cheek, and swept from the room.

      Lord Bursbury offered a quick bow and had the good sense to appear uneasy at having been discovered being so very male. “Don’t tell Nancy I said that when you see her.”

      “I’m sure she’s already well aware,” Julia said with a wave. “But your secret is safe with me.”

      With one final look back in the room at her handsome husband, she made her way downstairs for games with the ladies, anticipating the night when she would have the opportunity to discover even more about her husband.
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      William blocked his face and launched a fist at Bursbury’s nose. The earl ducked and twisted around, exactly as William had anticipated. He delivered the final blow to Bursbury’s ribs knocking the wind from him.

      Bursbury bent over. “I concede.”

      William held out a hand to him.

      Bursbury accepted and hauled himself to standing. “Three of five?” he asked jovially, unperturbed by having lost both rounds. He glanced to the garden benches where the rest of the men sat. “Any of you game for a round or two of boxing?”

      Bursbury’s brother-in-law, the Marquis of Hesterton, sat on a bench by himself, nursing a scotch. A neighbor of the Bursbury’s, Viscount Mortry, sat in morose silence. Neither bothered to look up. Lord Venerton would certainly not be interested, as he napped with a nasal snore, his head drooping on his thin chest.

      At least Venerton had bothered to come out at all. Lord Doursby had groused about the chill and kept inside.

      “Hesterton?” William called out.

      The marquis purposefully shifted his braced leg in answer to why he wasn’t boxing. “If you wanted me to be truly miserable, you could make Lady Jane aware of my presence out here rather than force me to box.” Hesterton gave an unamused smirk.

      William lifted his brows to Bursbury, who answered with one of his wide grins. “Nancy’s at it again with her matchmaking. Poor Hesterton has been hounded by the little debutante for the last three days.” He lowered his voice. “It’s really quite comical.”

      “I heard that,” Hesterton said dryly.

      “What about you, Mortry?” Bursbury regarded his sullen neighbor.

      The man did not even bother to lift his dark head. “I’m already on the losing side of wrestling with my own thoughts. I don’t quite think I can take on boxing.” His dull gaze continued to stare off in the distance.

      How very…odd. William cast a quizzical glance to Bursbury.

      “Just you wait,” Bursbury said quietly. “The women love him.”

      The French doors to the veranda opened and out poured a stream of women, resplendent in their long-sleeved outdoor attire.

      “Are you boxing again?” Lady Bursbury put her hands to her hips and gave her husband a chastising look.

      “It was Stedton’s idea.” Bursbury ran up the short flight of steps and pressed a kiss to his wife’s cheek. Immediately, her stern expression melted.

      “Then I hope you won.” Lady Bursbury might have said something else, but Julia strode from the house at that exact moment and William’s attention went immediately to his lovely new bride.

      She made her way down the stairs, as he rushed toward her to keep her from having to walk on the snow in her satin slippers.

      “It’s freezing out here.” Her breath came out in a little puff of fogged air. “I saw you boxing.” She gazed up at him with wide blue eyes. “It appeared you won twice.”

      He cocked his head to the side in an indication it didn’t matter. Truly it didn’t. His accomplishments never garnered attention among the families who had fostered him.

      “Impressive.” Her expression turned coy. “Cards or charades?”

      “Cards.” He offered his hand to her to lead her back into the house. “Is it time to dress for dinner? Already?”

      She accepted. “It is.”

      Lady Venerton swept past them, purposefully going on William’s side and brushing against his person. She lingered when her breasts grazed his arm and her cheeks went pink. “Goodness, do forgive me.” She blinked up at him innocently. “I was simply going to wake my husband.”

      William resisted the urge to wriggle his shoulder to rid it of the sensation of her touch. He said nothing and led Julia into the house.

      “I told you it was a mistake to let her see you partially undressed.” Julia slid him a side glance.

      She was right, of course. But Lady Venerton calling her by her Christian name had raked him the wrong way. It had been a blatant insult and he would not stand for it. He only hoped Venerton would keep his wife at his side, and away from William, for the duration of the house party.

      They entered the house and made their way up the stairs. A pretty young woman with light brown hair came down as he and Julia went up.

      “Have you seen Lord Hesterton?” she asked.

      “I believe I saw him outside a moment ago,” Julia replied.

      “Thank you.” The woman squared her shoulders with a look of determination and practically floated down the rest of the risers.

      “Lady Jane, I presume?” William queried as he led her down the hall to their shared room.

      “How did you know?” Julia stopped in front of their chamber.

      “I’ve heard there’s a bit of a matchmaking going on.” He opened the door and allowed Julia to enter first.

      “It’s Nancy. There’s always a bit of matchmaking going on.”

      “Poor Hesterton.” William shook his head, though he himself had benefited from Lady Bursbury’s matchmaking with his own beautiful wife.

      “Lady Jane is lovely.” Julia unbuttoned her coat.

      William helped her out of it and handed the heavy thing to Hodges. “It isn’t that, but Hesterton has no interest in marriage.”

      Julia tilted her head thoughtfully. “I understand.” With that, she was whisked away behind a screen by her maid.

      Pity. William would have rather enjoyed watching her be disrobed in front of him, her gown peeling downward to reveal the intimate white of her chemise. Indeed, the very idea lodged in his head and his sense of hearing became intensely acute, tuned in to every whisper of fabric as it folded against itself and eventually pooled on the floor.

      He settled back in his chair while Hodges lathered his face with shaving soap. It had taken a good bit of time and a considerable amount of patience on the valet’s part to perfect the shave to William’s preference. The process was lengthy, but the result was flawless.

      “Conversation or flirting?” Julia asked from the other side of the screen.

      Come out from behind that screen, dismiss the servants, and I’ll show you flirting.

      Hodges lifted the straight razor to allow William to reply. “A fine combination of both is enjoyable, as one without the other can be overwhelming.”

      A glossy swish entered the symphony of clothing being removed behind that maddening screen. He could picture it perfectly, the smooth fabric gliding over smoother skin. Hodges scraped over William’s jaw, and the terrible rasp of shorn bristled hair overwhelmed the more delicate sounds.

      “Blondes or brunettes?” Julia emerged from behind the screen wearing a delectable red gown.

      “Brunettes.” He’d have said more were it not for the razor gliding over his neck.

      After a good bit of time of hair being styled, clothes being adjusted this way and that, and spritzes of expensive cologne, they were finally ready for dinner. Though he hadn’t a moment to tell her how lovely she looked, not when Hesterton entered the hall a moment after them.

      He glanced about furtively. “If you see—”

      “Oh, Lord Hesterton, there you are!” Lady Jane was upon them in a second, her curls bobbing about her comely, glowing face.

      Before the poor marquis could protest, her arm was tucked in his, and he was forced to walk her down to the drawing room. Downstairs, they discovered they were all nearly late. All, except for Lady Venerton who strode in minutes after them in an exceedingly low-cut gown, offering excuses for Lord Venerton’s absence as he was apparently unwell.

      That might have been well and good if it were not for the sultry gaze she leveled in William’s direction, and the unfortunate fact that she was seated on his other side for the duration of a dinner that promised to be interminable.
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      It was impossible for Julia not to notice Lady Venerton, and the way she fawned over William at dinner. Through five courses, the woman had chattered on with batted eyes and insipid giggles. At times, she even settled her dainty fingertips on William’s forearm as she spoke. Her behavior was shameful.

      Shameful and infuriating.

      Though William had been coolly polite in his interaction with Lady Venerton, Julia could not quell the knot of unease tightening in her stomach. A hard ball of stubborn dread she couldn’t dislodge.

      The only thing which had brought her joy was the white puff of a dog beneath the table that readily lapped up scraps of food Julia smuggled down to it. William had tried to dissuade her against it, warning her the little beast would forever follow her around, but she hadn’t bothered to listen.

      In fact, with the exception of the dog, it appeared many of the guests were rather unhappy. Lord Mortry was lost in his own world of inner torment, and the unfortunate Lady Cecelia next to him was regaled with his perpetual tales of woe. On Julia’s other side, Lord Hesterton’s sardonic replies to Lady Jane indicated an undeniable element of misery. And then there was Lord and Lady Doursly who were, well, dour — no doubt at the lackluster reception from Hesterton toward their daughter. And then there was Julia, who was lost in the storm of her own distress.

      “Poor Lord Venerton,” Lady Jane said, opposite Hesterton.

      “Agreed,” he muttered. “The poor sod has to put up with that prattling ninny for the remainder of his life.”

      Julia pressed a napkin to her lip to suppress a laugh.

      “Oh,” Lady Jane replied after a brief pause. “I was referring to his illness. I do hope he recovers quickly.”

      “I’m quite sure not all in attendance would agree with your hopeful sentiment,” Hesterton stated with a bored drawl.

      Hesteron had barely finished speaking when Lady Venerton gave a throaty chuckle at something Lord Bursbury had said.

      William’s hand slid over Julia’s under the table. The touch should have brought comfort, but it was foreign, and the ache in her chest was far too great. She wanted to leave, to run from the room and lock herself in her chamber.

      Nancy addressed the table with a pleasant expression, as if Lady Venerton hadn’t flirted with every man in the room, including her husband. “Shall we leave the gentlemen to their port while we ladies retire to the drawing room? Then we can reconvene for a night of games together.”

      Julia almost gasped out her relief. Without the men, Lady Venerton wouldn’t have the opportunity to flirt and touch William. He had been formal in return, but still polite, as was expected. Regardless, it was still too much for Julia.

      She needed to get out. Now.

      She rose from her chair and suddenly William was there, pulling her seat out for her. His hand caught hers. “I confess I’m grateful for the reprieve, though I’ll miss your presence.”

      What was wrong with her? Why was this affecting her so deeply?

      She nodded and tried her best to offer him a convincing smile. As soon as his back was turned, she fled and made her way to their chamber, chased there by a string of memories battering her mind. Memories of her nineteenth birthday when Mother had acquiesced to Julia’s insistent begging to see the new play. However, their family box had not been empty. Father had been in the shadowed rear of it with a woman on his lap, her skirts raised as she moved over him.

      He hadn’t offered excuses, or even bothered to look surprised. He’d simply regarded them with an irritated scowl. They left, riding home in a painfully silent carriage. The woman had been barely older than Julia.

      Even now she shuddered in revulsion.

      No one had discussed it with her later. Her father had offered no apologies; her mother mentioned not one word of it. As though the entire incident had never happened. It was then Julia realized she needed to leave that house, a family that was built on lies with a father who would do…that…and a mother who allowed it.

      Julia buried her horrified disgust beneath a veneer of civility, but she never forgot. Never.

      Once in her room, she dismissed the servants and lay on the bed for a goodly amount of time, but the burning ache in her chest did not dissipate. Nor did the understanding she would be missed downstairs and must return. She drew herself together, one shattered piece at a time, until she was composed enough to appear with the other ladies.

      She was on her way to the drawing room when she heard the sound of her husband’s deep voice resonating beyond the thick wooden door. “She’s a beauty, with a long, thick mane of hair.”

      She paused, a smile softening her demeanor at the idea of her husband talking about her to the other men.

      “Such a lovely creature, with a dominant personality,” he continued.

      A bit odd to be called a creature, but if he saw her personality as being dominant as he bragged to his peers about her, she would take it gladly.

      “And she has the world in her eyes, like she knows everything.” He stressed the last word. “Large and wise and the deepest shade of brown.”

      Julia froze. Her eyes weren’t brown; they were blue. The woman her husband was discussing with such affection was not her.

      She curled her hand into a hard fist and focused on the pressure at her palm to keep from pressing herself against the door. And anyway, there was no need. Not when she could hear William’s words of praise as plainly as if she were in the room with him. Certainly, she felt the impact of his subject as viscerally.

      “I tell you, my girl is always ready for a bruising ride,” William said.

      She pressed the clenched fist to her mouth. Had he truly just said that?

      “It’s those gorgeous legs of hers. Long and white.” He paused, presumably for a drink. “Just like her mother’s.”

      Julia’s eyes nearly bulged out of their sockets. He wasn’t suggesting he’d…that, with the mother…and the daughter?

      “I know she’s going to go soon, but it breaks my heart to see it.” He sighed heavily. “I’m only glad Maribel has foaled twice, so she might forever live on in them.”

      Julia’s shoulders dropped from where they’d climbed to her earlobes. What a blithering idiot she’d been. He was discussing his horse. Again. And she’d thought he was talking about another woman. Again.

      A sick sensation swirled in her stomach with a crushing realization. The issue was not with William at all. It was with her.

      And the fear that what had happened between her mother and father could happen to her. The ache in her chest grew into something terrible. It robbed her of her breath and left her gasping for air as though she were dying.

      She couldn’t stand the idea of trusting William, of letting herself love her husband and then finding him the way she’d found her father. Her heart would not be able to endure such hurt. She had never realized the organ was so very fragile, yet now it hovered on the edge of shattering.

      A fire burned in her chest. When he returned to their chamber, she would tell him the truth of it: she still wished to go to the country after she’d delivered him an heir.
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      William took the steps two at a time in his eagerness to see Julia. He’d meant to participate in the games with the rest of the house party, but when he heard she had retired to their room already, he immediately understood. She was waiting for him. To be alone with him.

      He reached the landing and made his way down the hall, hoping she would still be wearing her silk frock so that he could peel it off of her. But when he opened the door, he was not met with a willing wife, but one who was red-faced from crying and wrapped in a bulky robe.

      The servants had obviously been dismissed, as was evidenced by the disarray in the room. Stockings were crumpled in one corner, a pair of dainty red shoes lay on opposite sides of a chair, and various jars were left open.

      “Julia, are you unwell?” He closed the door and rushed to where she sat on the edge of the bed. “Shall I summon a physician?”

      She shook her head and glanced up at him. Her long lashes were spiked with moisture. “I can’t do this, William. Forgive me, but I-I do not think I am meant to be a wife.”

      His mind reeled at her words. Were they back to this?

      “I beg your pardon?” He sank to the bed beside her. “Has something happened?”

      “Yes,” she breathed. “I’m a coward.” She buried her face in her hands, and her throat flexed as she tried with an obvious effort to hold back her tears. “I married you to escape my father’s household, and now I’m realizing what I tried to leave has followed me.”

      How very flattering.

      “I’m afraid I don’t understand,” William said in an even tone. It cost him dearly to keep the desperation from his voice, to keep from demanding answers. He was finally on the cusp of getting the family he wanted, but she did not want him. The same as all the families before who took him in after his parents’ deaths.

      The story spilled from her, of her father and his lover in the theater box. A tawdry tale to be sure.

      He listened attentively. “And you think I will do this to you?”

      “I worry it might someday happen.” Julia gave a miserable sniff. “I hadn’t realized how much I feared it, until I was reassured that you did not have a lover at your country estate. But then seeing Lady Venerton flirting with you and touching you—”

      “I did not encourage her.” The anger had flared up within William. The odious woman had been impossible. Toward the end of dinner, he’d had to be downright rude to keep her from putting her hands upon him.

      “You did not,” Julia agreed. “But someday you might. Or someday it might be a different woman whose attentions you do want.” She sniffled miserably. “Then I overheard you talking downstairs about Maribel, and again, I thought you meant another woman. Do you not see, William?”

      He stared at her in question. For he did not see. Not a bloody whit.

      “I will forever think you are with another woman,” she exclaimed. “It will drive me mad. It will drive you mad.” She pressed her lips together as her eyes welled with a fresh bout of tears.

      He met her gaze and put his hand gently under her chin to keep her from looking away. “I am not your father.”

      Her brow crumpled, and she nodded.

      “Get to know me, Julia, and you will discover I am not that sort of man.” He didn’t bother to hide his hurt. “Get to know me and let me prove to you that you married me for more than an escape from your childhood home.”

      “Forgive me, William.” She brushed at her wet cheeks. “Please, I need you to agree to allow me to move to the country once I’ve delivered an heir.”

      “If you still believe me to be a man who will not be loyal, and who will not love you faithfully by the time you have delivered our son, then yes, I will allow it.” He chose his words carefully, intentionally.

      She was correct when she said she did not know him upon their marriage. The courtship had been only two short months. Not nearly enough time to be fully acquainted. His impulsivity sometimes spun around to bite him; this was clearly one of those times. Except he would not let this opportunity slip through his fingers. He had only one wife, only one chance for a real family, and he would not lose.

      Julia’s shoulders sagged in evident relief. “Thank you. I am terribly sorry.”

      “Do not be sorry yet.” He stroked a hand down her cheek. “You are still here.” He pressed a tender kiss to her brow and got to his feet to prepare for bed.

      He took his time unwinding his cravat, pulling off his waistcoat, and carefully folding them as he set them aside. Julia watched him with an unreadable expression. “What are you doing?”

      He tugged off his shirt and squared his shoulders so every muscle in his torso flexed. She looked away, but not before giving an audible intake of breath.

      “Preparing for bed.” He went about the room, tidying up what had been left a disaster.

      “It’s early.”

      “Not so very early.” He scooped up the discarded silk dress and carefully draped it over a chair to ensure the fabric didn’t wrinkle. When he turned back to her, he found her gaze feasting on his backside before it snapped away.

      His hands went to the placket of his breeches. “Are you ready?”

      She gave a vigorous nod and darted under the covers, bulky robe and all. Her eyes remained averted as he unbuttoned his pants and pushed them off. She did not look at him again, not even after he’d donned his nightshirt.

      He put out the candles and slid into the large bed beside her. She stiffened. He settled himself on his back and closed his eyes.

      It took only a few moments before Julia began to wriggle about. A slight shifting at first, then turning and tossing about like a fish flopping on the dock.

      “William?” she said finally.

      “Yes?”

      “Aren’t you…?” she left the question hanging unsaid.

      “Going to sleep?” he finished. “Why, yes, that is precisely what I’m doing. Or rather what I would be doing if you weren’t squirming around.”

      “What I mean to say is, aren’t you…going to…have relations with me?” She asked the question in barely a whisper.

      And William smiled into the darkness.
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      Julia’s cheeks were hot with embarrassment. How awful to have had to voice such a question aloud. No wife should be forced to ask if her husband meant to have relations with her.

      “No,” William replied.

      “Oh.” She lay there awkwardly, unable to sleep and trying not to fidget. The bed had been quite a decent size the prior three nights, fluffy and comfortable and wonderfully large. Now, it appeared to be too small, every movement making her fearful she might bump or brush against him.

      Well, maybe that was what she needed to do. If she was going to get with child quickly and be free of this whole marital mess, she had to be brazen enough to take action on her own.

      She rolled toward him and put her fingertips to his arm. His nightshirt was thin, and the heat of his solid flesh was a welcome reprieve from the chilled night air. “William?”

      “Mmmm…?”

      “You’re very warm,” she ventured.

      “You may press against me.” His voice was gravely, suggesting he had already fallen asleep. A ridiculous notion. No one fell asleep that quickly.

      She accepted his invitation and rested the length of her body against him. The simple act of putting herself against him immediately heated her icy fingers and toes. A sigh escaped her lips. He was more than warm; he was hot. And strong.

      She recalled him without his shirt, the powerful cut of muscle across his broad chest. Emboldened by her goal, she trailed her fingers over his shoulder, below his neck where his skin was uncovered by the shirt, naked. His heartbeat thundered under her touch.

      Still he did not react. And he was very clearly not asleep. Of that she was certain.

      “Would you like to undress me?” she asked.

      “We should play a game,” he said abruptly.

      She froze in the exploration of his body. “A game?”

      “Yes.” The rich timbre of his voice rumbled under her fingertips. “Tomorrow is the last day of the house party. For every game you win, you will decide what it is we do together. For every game I win, I will decide.”

      “That seems fair,” she replied slowly into the dark. She withdrew her hand but did not turn away from the delicious heat of his large frame.

      “Best of luck in the morning.” With that, the infuriating man immediately fell asleep.

      Julia, however, did not sleep. Not right away at least. Not with William lying beside her, hot and powerful.

      A game, indeed.

      She’d always been good at them and seemed to possess a considerable amount of luck. It would be simple. She merely needed to win at least once and claim her prize, which would be intercourse. She would become pregnant, deliver a boy, and be done.

      It was the perfect plan.

      Or so she thought.

      The following morning when she awoke, William was already gone. His absence this time was welcome. After an uncomfortable night of sleeping at his side, trying desperately to keep from touching his person with any part of hers, she was all too grateful to be alone.

      The door opened and her maid, Edith, entered with a silver salver. The scent of heated chocolate filled the room.

      “I’d hoped you’d be awake.” Edith set the tray on the small table before the fire. “His Grace ordered this from the kitchen.” She straightened without bothering to retain her grin. “He remembered that I’d requested it for you from his cook at Stedton Place. Such a thoughtful gesture.”

      Julia pulled herself from bed at the idea of the warm rich cup of chocolate. Her head ached, and her eyes were gritty. The treat was quite welcome to be sure. “Thank you for bringing it up, Edith.”

      The maid nodded and slipped from the room to give Julia time to enjoy the hot beverage. It was considerate of him.

      And it was not his only thoughtful gesture throughout the day. He ordered a shawl brought down for her while she read in the library, even though he wasn’t in there to see if she would get a chill. He complimented her on her new gown as she made her way to luncheon. In fact, it appeared he was intentionally going out of his way to bestow her with kindness.

      And he most likely was.

      If you still believe me to be a man who will not be loyal, and who will not love you faithfully by the time you have delivered our son, then yes, I will allow it.

      His words from the night before came back to her, so carefully and purposefully stated, she knew at once what he was about. He was trying to woo her.

      The idea ached to the core. If she were a different woman, one whose doubt could be as easily persuaded as her heart, it would all be so lovely. But she did not believe it possible to let go of that fear.

      Wooing did not obliterate the possibility of being hurt.

      One’s husband, as it turned out, was impossible to avoid. William was everywhere. In their room throughout the day, passing her in the hall with a lingering smile, excelling at all masculine sports the men ventured throughout the day.

      When readying for dinner, they did not talk, but he did take nearly twice as long as her to prepare. The care in his appearance was impossible not to notice, the smoothness of his sharp jawline, the immaculate combing on his hair that made one want to muss it.

      Lord Venerton was in attendance at dinner, having made a full recovery. He sat beside his sullen wife, whose sparkle was relegated to her fortune of gemstones.

      Without her constant interruption, William devoted his attention to Julia. And if she was being entirely honest, she was not unaffected by her husband’s affection, despite her resolve to remain so. He was a handsome man, there was no denying that. It was equally as impossible to ignore those dizzying circles swirling in her stomach.

      If only enjoying that sensation did not frighten her. If only the idea of loving him was not so absolutely terrifying.

      So, when Lady Bursbury announced dancing would take the place of separating the sexes before games that evening, Julia knew it would be best to not dance with her husband. It was quite fortunate that he slipped away for a moment before they departed for the salon.

      “Lord Hesterton, perhaps you would care to dance?” she asked quickly, while she had the time to do so.

      The marquis paused mid-sip of his claret and set it aside to turn toward her. “With all due respect, Your Grace, it would take an act of God to get me on the dance floor.”

      She regretted her request even before he answered. Panic seized her, ridiculous and impossible to ward off. She was the worst kind of woman, undeserving of a man such as her husband.

      Fortunately for her, Lord Hesterton cast a furtive glance toward Lady Jane on his other side, obviously having assumed Julia had asked on the younger woman’s behalf.

      Before William could return, Julia slipped out of the room and made her way to the library. She would return in time for the games, where she would promptly win and claim her prize. She would bear him an heir, and then settle in the country estate on her own.

      For now at least, she could escape to the solitude, and recover her senses.

      Or so she thought. For no sooner had the beginning notes of a lively country dance strummed to life in the salon down the hall than the door to the library swept open.
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      William found the library empty, save for a fluffy white dog sitting at the base of a large set of green drapes. A large set of oddly-shaped green drapes.

      “What have you got there, Bruiser?” he asked.

      Lord Bursbury’s dog gave a sharp yap.

      “Is it an intruder that ought to be taken down?”

      The shape behind the green velvet gave a little jolt. Bruiser barked again.

      William crossed the room to stand by the covered windows. “Or is it a lovely duchess who has a penchant for feeding small hungry beasts, and is clearly attempting to escape the company of her husband?”

      Bruiser’s stubby tail waggled with such excited force, his entire body rocked side to side. Julia unfurled herself from behind the cloth, the tilt of her chin indignant.

      “I was not attempting to escape your company,” she declared.

      William lifted a brow. “I can presume there was another logical explanation for your placement behind the draperies?”

      “I was…studying the fabric. I believe we need some drapes like these in our library.” She rubbed the heavy velvet between her thumb and forefinger, her lips pursed in consideration. “We most definitely do. They’re quite heavy. Will you feel them?” She drew the material upright, extending it in his direction.

      He did not take the fabric. “You were avoiding me.”

      “You are trying to woo me.” She released the velvet and the panel swept back into place with a whoosh, giving Bruiser but a quick second to leap from its path.

      “I am.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “You don’t even bother to deny it.”

      “Why should I? You’re my wife.”

      “You know why.” Her cheeks flushed. “Forgive me, but I do not think I can change.”

      “I don’t believe that for a moment.”

      She blinked in surprise at him.

      “Otherwise why would you avoid dancing with me?” He stepped toward her, closing the distance that felt far too cold for his liking. “Why would you tuck yourself behind the draperies when you knew I’d be pursuing you?”

      Her brow furrowed. “Do you expect me to answer these questions?”

      “No.” He gave her a half smile. “I already know the answers.”

      “Do you?” Her gaze drifted down to his mouth.

      He lowered his face closer to hers. “I do.”

      “Please, elucidate me.” The words were breathy with anticipation.

      She thought he meant to kiss her. And he wanted to. God, how he wanted to. The prior night, sleeping beside her, knowing she was there and not touching her, it had driven him to distraction. Certainly, it had resulted in him not getting a wink of sleep. Not when he kept thinking of her slender fingertips wandering over his naked chest. He’d wanted them to wander lower, to grow bolder in exploration, more sensual.

      But he needed her to want him, truly want him. He’d already broken through her shabbily erected defenses at dinner. It had been evident in the softening of her tense mouth, the genuine mirth in her quiet laughter.

      He lowered his face closer still, their lips only a whisper apart. Her breath caught, and her lashes swept over her flushed cheeks.

      “You’re frightened,” he said quietly.

      Her eyes flew open. “I beg your pardon?”

      “You’re afraid I’ll succeed in wooing you.”

      She leaned away from him, but he slipped his arm behind her slender back to still her from retreating.

      “I know what you want, Julia.”

      “Of course you do.” She arched her body against his, her feminine softness to his masculine hardness. “I already told you what I want.”

      Oh, she was sweet in his arms. Her delicate orange blossom scent teased at his resolve; her beautiful mouth parted in innocent longing. Far too tempting. He lowered his mouth to hers, stopping just before they touched.

      And then he released her.

      She stepped back, dazed.

      “I hear games will be following the dancing.” He bowed to her. “I wish you luck in our wager, my duchess.”

      With that, he strode from the room and left her standing beside those blasted draperies. He had only returned to the salon for a moment before Julia joined him with Bruiser trailing along behind her like a furry white shadow.

      “I have it on good authority we will be playing charades this evening,” she said by way of greeting. “I happen to be quite good at charades.”

      “And I happen to be quite good at the Petronella reel.” He offered her his hand. “Would you be so kind as to join me?”

      She accepted with an obvious hesitation that quickly melted away as soon as they were on the dance floor. Her sincere enjoyment of dance was one of the many things that had caught his eye about her and led to him begging an introduction from Lady Bursbury in the first place.

      Following the Petronella reel was the game of charades in the drawing room. Julia was correct; she was exceptionally good at charades, her sharp wit detailing every word broken to pieces and reassembled.

      Except he was better. So, when the game had drawn to a close and every participant of the house party was returning to their chamber for a final night of slumber, he found himself the victor with a prize to claim.
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      Readying for bed was a never-ending task, especially when Julia was uncertain what William would request after winning. He had allowed the servants to assist them in readying for bed before he finally dismissed them. Through the entirety of it, Julia’s stomach had been awash with a churning of emotions: anxiety, anticipation, excitement.

      She was nearly certain his award would not be sexual congress. Not when he was so determined to win her over. He’d been equally as determined to win at charades. He’d laughed along with the others, but when it was his turn, he had taken on an air of seriousness that spoke volumes. He’d meant to win. And he had.

      She stood by the bed, uncertain if she should climb beneath the covers, or sit on the bed. In the end, she crossed her arms over the thin nightgown and waited for William to finish washing his face. Once he’d folded the towel in his immaculate way, he strode toward her in his nightshirt, one purposeful step at a time.

      “You’ve won,” she said. “What will you claim as your prize?”

      He let his gaze wander down her nightgown and gave a lazy smile that made her stomach positively twirl. “So I have. And I can ask for anything?”

      Heavens! What was he planning to request from her?

      “Yes,” she answered cautiously.

      He closed the distance between them, so her crossed arms actually pressed against his nightshirt, to the heat of his very strong chest. With gentle hands, he carefully unfolded her arms and then lifted his fingers to her face in a featherlight touch that framed her jaw. A warm tingle erupted where he caressed. His eyes were so dark in the low candlelight; she could not discern the pupil from the color surrounding it, though she knew them to be the warmest brown.

      He lowered his face to hers, his sensual mouth so close, his breath brushed over her chin. Her heartbeat caught, but then thundered with undeniable impatience.

      “I want to kiss you,” he said in a low, intimate voice.

      An eager shiver raked over her skin.

      “That’s all you wish for your prize?” she asked breathlessly. “A kiss?”

      “Yes.” His mouth lowered, and swept against hers, cool from having recently washed his face.

      He did this several times, a maddening brush of their lips against one another, pausing only every now and then to kiss her bottom lip, her top lip, and then both. Fire coiled low in her belly. Her arms slid up his torso, over etched muscle and powerful strength. He was so very, very male.

      His tongue touched the seam of her mouth, and she parted for him. Their tongues mated together, cautious and subtle at first, but quickly igniting with a heat echoed by the one pulsing at her core.

      William’s hand slid behind the back of her head, cupping it and turning her face up to him. His tongue stroked hers, his mouth kissing, nipping, sucking.

      It wasn’t enough for Julia. Not when he had aroused in her such a hunger. She was eager for more and more and more. The hot ache at her center was now practically unbearable.

      She arched her body against his and found evidence of his own desire. A moan dragged from the depths of her soul.

      He cupped her bottom with his free hand and brought their pelvises together. The hardness of his arousal met her cleft and she rubbed against him, shameless in her need, eager for that delightful friction. Their kissing went from passion to frenzy, their mouths slanting, tongues licking, breaths panting.

      William held her to him and gave a low, savage growl that made every hair on her body stand on end with primal delight. With that, he broke off the kiss.

      “Thank you for my prize.” His chest rose and fell with his ragged breath.

      Julia’s mouth fell open. She watched in frustrated horror as he backed away from her and made his way around the bed.

      Ravenous desire pounded between her legs, unsatisfied. A soft whimper escaped her lips before she could stop it. Every bit of her was wild with feeling, so that even the scant weight of her nightgown against her stiffened nipples made little ripples of gooseflesh dance over her skin.

      She climbed into bed beside him, the sheets cool against her burning skin. What had he done to her?

      She curled a naked leg over his. “William, please?”

      “Please what, madam?” he asked in a low, gravelly voice.

      “Please kiss me again. Touch me. Take me.” She ran her hands over the swell of his chest and practically melted at the impossible strength there. “Please,” she whispered.

      He did not answer, and she nearly cried out. Surely, he was not asleep already. Who could possibly sleep with everything throbbing and glowing with the heat of a thousand glowing embers?

      But she knew all the begging in the world would not get her what she wanted. Only winning a blasted game would, and since this was the last night, she hoped Nancy had something planned tomorrow before their departure. She needed more time.
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      The wind howled through the night and well beyond morning. William had been awake for all of it. Judging by the rustling about and perpetual tossing and turning, so too had Julia.

      He had known simply kissing her would be the sweetest torture, but he had not anticipated the level of discomfort his unsatisfied body would heap upon him. His groin ached, and his veins seemed to pulse with thick mud rather than blood.

      It was the first time in the fortnight of their marriage he’d woken up with his wife. Dark hair tousled around her face, making her look pleasantly mussed, as though she’d been well-loved rather than having slept poorly.

      Her mouth curled into a shy smile. “Good morning.”

      Her nightgown had slipped from one shoulder, leaving it bare and tempting in the light easing in from around the edge of the curtains. She followed his gaze and quickly pushed up the drooping cloth. That wasn’t all. She grasped the covers and tucked them about under her arms with the yards of thick cloth layered over her like a shield.

      He raised his brows. “For a woman who wishes me to move along in the business of procreation, you certainly are rather missish this morning.”

      “But the sun is up.”

      Oh yes, the sun was up. And that was how he’d prefer to see her best, with those golden rays kissing her flawless skin. “Once I have finally had you again, wife, I will have you anywhere and at any hour.”

      She stammered, “I beg your pardon?”

      “Including in the full light of day.” He tugged lightly at the blanket. It fell free from her limp grasp to reveal one soft pink nipple beneath the thin linen nightgown. “Where I can see all of you. Touch all of you.” He grinned as the little bud grew taut and strained at the fabric. “Taste all of you.”

      Her mouth parted, but before she could say more, he drew away, more for his sake than for her own. God, he ached fiercely for her. Acutely.

      To his surprise, she slipped from the bed as well, and did not bother to put on her robe. Sunlight limned the outline of her body beneath, highlighting the dip of her waist and an enticing line of light between her slender thighs. He pulled back a corner of the curtain in desperate need to escape and was blinded with the brilliance of sheer white outside.

      Julia drew back with him, shielding her eyes. Together, they blinked and gazed out once more. A thick layer of snow coated the world beyond, hiding the exact location of the lake and burying bushes. The roads would be impassable for travel regardless.

      “I think we will be staying here for another day,” Julia said brightly.

      “At least. Why does that have you so happy?”

      “It’s another day to win games.” She smiled. “It’s my turn.” Her gaze fell on his forearm where his nightshirt had ridden up and her quiet joy faltered. “What happened there?”

      William brushed the sleeve into place, covering the mottled flesh. He’d made sure to keep that arm turned from Julia’s sight until now. It ran along the outside of his forearm, a violent mass of thick, twisted skin. A small scar by comparison to what it could have been, how close he’d come to death.

      “A burn, that is all.” He released the drapes and the room blanketed in darkness.

      “Were you in a fire?” she asked.

      “Yes.” He strode away from the windows and went to the ewer to wash his face.

      “When?”

      Why did she have to press him so? He splashed cold water on his face, but it did not blot out the memories of that day, the screams of his parents as the flames consumed them. He scrubbed at his face, but he could not scour away the weight of guilt in his heart. A lifetime of consideration had taught him that it would never lessen. He folded the linen neatly and set it beside the ewer. “Do you prefer balls or soirees?” he asked.

      “Balls,” she answered. “I enjoy dancing.”

      “You’re quite good at it.” He ran a comb through his hair, straightening what he could until Hodges made an appearance to do it for him.

      “Almost as good as you are at deflecting questions.” She tilted her chin, having clearly made an accurate point. “And almost as good as I am at games. I will be the victor today.”

      Before he could say anything further, her maid, Edith, entered the room with the tray of hot chocolate, bobbed a quick curtsey, and set about her tasks for the day.

      Soon he would see exactly how good Julia was. They both had much to gain. And even more to lose.
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      That kiss. That kiss, that kiss. Julia’s insides simply swam at the memory. The very thought conjured a low thrum of anticipation throbbing between her thighs. No matter what she did, she could not clear it from her mind. And if she was being honest, she did not wish to refrain from remembering.

      No, she wanted to replay it over and over in her mind. His tongue stroking hers, his teeth nipping at her lower lip. His sensual growl.

      A shiver ran down her spine and left her skin prickled with sensual awareness.

      “You are cold.” Beside her, Lady Cecelia said in her gentle tone. “Let’s have the maid fetch your shawl.”

      “No need.” Julia closed the book on the page she’d attempted to read for the twentieth time. “I’ll go upstairs myself. I need to move around a bit, I think.” Though really, Julia hoped to find her husband upstairs. As much as she had wanted to avoid him yesterday, she wanted to see him today. After such a kiss, hopefully he could be easily enticed into more.

      Lady Cecelia lowered her own book. “I’ll come with you.”

      “I’m perfectly fine.” Julia said. “It will only take a moment.”

      “If you’re certain.” Lady Cecelia was already settling her gaze on the open novel.

      “Very.” With that, Julia departed the room, making her way past Nancy’s oldest daughter, Lady Penelope, who had an upside-down Gothic novel in her hands and another book resting at its center. One with graphic pages of various plants and…was that an eye?

      “Your book is upside down,” Julia whispered.

      Lady Penelope’s mouth dropped open, and the young lady rushed to flip it upright before sliding a sheepishly grateful smile in Julia’s direction. That done, Julia dashed up the stairs, a mite too quickly perhaps, in the hopes of seeing William and doing what she could do entice him. Yes, even in the daylight.

      A sound came from the other side of her door. Was it rustling? Yes, it was most certainly rustling. Without hesitation, she opened the door, and about gave poor Hodges an apoplexy.

      He recovered quickly and bowed. “Your Grace.”

      She glanced discreetly around their living space to see if William was about. “I came to get my shawl.”

      “His Grace is not here,” he said in a knowing tone.

      She regarded the older man as he straightened several bottles of shaving soap and cologne. “I imagine his perpetual neatness makes being his valet easier.”

      “I much preferred it the other way, Your Grace.” Hodges’s thin mouth set into a hard line beneath his white mustache.

      It was impossible not to notice there was something deeper being alluded to. She ought not to ask. She ought not to care. Even as she reminded herself of these things, her mouth opened up and popped out with a question. “Was he not always so neat?”

      Hodges’s eyes crinkled with affection. “Oh no, when he was a lad, he was messy as a squirrel.”

      Julia shook her head at the notion of her immaculate husband being anything but.

      She should leave well enough alone and return downstairs. And yet, she yearned to discover what made William strive so terribly hard for perfection. And once more, before she could stop herself from caring, another question emerged. “What changed?”

      The light dulled in Hodges’s affable expression. “His Grace was changed, that’s what. After the fire. I didn’t see him again until he took me on as his valet, when he returned home from university. He doesn’t speak of his life before then, but I know his relatives shuffled him about for years. I imagine in a situation where one feels like a misstep would mean another house, one learns to be unfailingly perfect.”

      He lowered his head, revealing a bald spot at the cowlick on the back of his head. “Forgive me, Your Grace. I shouldn’t speak so openly. I only wanted you to understand his constant cleaning is by no means an insult to you.” His eyes widened. “Not that you’re untidy.”

      She waved her hand dismissively. “Oh, but I am. Terribly messy. Enough for the both of us.” The idea of her husband as a young man was a sobering one. Ushered between houses, trying to be perfect, to please them all. “Thank you for telling me.”

      Hodges held out a pale green shawl for her. It was not the one she would have chosen, but at second glance, it complimented the small embroidery along the hem and was far more becoming than the one Julia had intended. Shawl in hand, she made her way downstairs to find the men had joined the women. The books had all been put away, and Nancy’s daughters had returned to their private rooms.

      Lord Mortry stood in the corner surrounded by every lady in attendance; even Lady Doursly, whose cross face had softened into something almost whimsical as he read aloud from what sounded to be The Bride of Abydos. Lord Byron. Of course.

      The other gentlemen were gathered around the table with a stack of cards. The other gentlemen, except for William. He sat at a single table near the hearth with an empty seat across from him and a set chess game at the ready.

      She approached him with a slow smile. “Is this for us?”

      He grinned in reply.

      Julia had never been very good at chess, and so her loss came by no surprise. Unfortunate though it certainly was.

      “Checkmate.” William leaned forward in his seat with his queen held in his long elegant fingers, and gently tipped over Julia’s king with the queen’s wide base. He lowered his voice. “Meet me in our chamber.”

      Before she could even reply, he got to his feet and was gone, leaving her hot and breathless with anticipation. He would no doubt choose a kiss again, but oh how she wanted it. Needed it.

      She waited a long moment, then slowly, intentionally rose from her chair and slipped out of the room to follow.
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      William could scarcely wait for Julia to arrive. When she did, he caught her by the waist with one arm, and closed the door with the other. He pressed her back gently against the wall, his mouth on hers as her lips parted to accept him.

      “What’s your prize?” she murmured.

      He swept his tongue against hers and cradled her head in his hands, angling her face. “Kissing,” he groaned.

      A helpless whimper came from the back of her throat. If he wasn’t so damn hot and hard, he might have laughed. His plan was working exceedingly well. Even if the act of winning was proving torturous.

      Her hands slid across his stomach and down to curl around his solid erection. He grunted in bittersweet surprise. The wonderful, teasing friction, the promise in the cradle of her palm, it was nearly more than he could take.

      He removed her hand and pressed his hips to hers, letting her feel all of what she wanted. Her leg shifted up his body, and he knew beneath all those layers, her most intimate place opened with that simple action. Willing and eager to accept him. His breath came ragged, while his hips flexed forward in a motion of lust.

      Julia ground her body against his with a desperation he knew all too well. Perhaps it was time to push her farther. Give her more.

      He trailed his mouth down the elegant column of her throat as his hand worked free the modest neckline of her frock, taking care to brush her sensitive nipples at all opportunities. Her breasts were lovely. Creamy white and tipped with straining, taut pink buds.

      He bent his head and licked the hard nub. Julia’s fingers clawed into the back of William’s jacket. He then sucked the bud into the heat of his mouth while his tongue stroked gentle circles.

      She gasped his name, the sound like sensual honey to his ears. This was suddenly not enough for him either. He wanted to bring her incredible pleasure.

      He wanted to consume her thoughts and burn his way into her heart. He wanted to change everything he had done wrong on their wedding night, when his fear of hurting her had stifled him. Now he would ensure all went very, very right.

      He straightened and nuzzled her face with his, putting his mouth to her ear. “Are you frustrated, my love?”

      “Yes,” she whimpered.

      “Do you want me?” The question came out on a possessive growl.

      Her only reply was a moan, and her weight pressing against him as her knees buckled.

      He skimmed his palm down her body to the heat between her legs. “Here?” His middle finger reached out in a languid caress between all those layers of cloth.

      She drew in a sharp breath. “Yes. Yes. Yes. Please yes.”

      It was on the edge of his mind to tell her to win the next game, but his mind was hardly working at this point. He lifted her skirts and drew back to watch her expression as he did so.

      Those bright blue eyes remained fixed on him, half-lidded and bright with desire. Her mouth was swollen and red from their kisses; her breasts exposed and beautiful. His cock was near bursting just looking at her. Especially when the skirts were properly lifted and pushed over her hips to reveal the thatch of dark hair and an obvious dampness at the apex of her thighs.

      Had any woman ever been so wet with need?

      He cupped the intimate place. Her brows flinched and the fragile muscles at her neck tensed.

      “Here?” he confirmed.

      She gave a vigorous nod.

      His middle finger moved against her, without the barrier of cloth this time, gliding against what was slick and hot and swollen. “Here?”

      She moaned. Her hips bucked against his hand and ground with frustrated intention.

      He traced her once, twice, before locating the small bud and rubbing it with the pad of his finger. Her sharp gasp rang out.

      “There,” she panted. “There.”

      “Not only there.” He slipped a finger inside her where it gripped him with a tightness he remembered too well.

      “And there,” she agreed in a gasp.

      He moved the finger in and out before adding a second. Her hips rocked against his hand in a rhythm that matched his stroking.

      “Perhaps both?” He positioned his thumb over the sensitive nub, as his fingers continued to pump inside her.

      Julia’s eyes flew open. “It’s too much.”

      “It’s just enough.” He slowed his ministrations. “Trust me, my love.”

      She nodded, and he kissed her, tasting her lust while he brought her pleasure. She stiffened. Her grip clamping his fingers spasmed and she cried out her euphoria against his mouth. His prick jerked at the sound.

      William stroked her only a time or two more before sliding his hand free and releasing her skirts.

      She blinked up at him.

      “That should have been our wedding night,” he said with regret. “I was too afraid of hurting you.”

      “None of that hurt.” She closed her eyes and gave a lazy, languid smile. “I want to do that again.”

      He wouldn’t survive a second time. Even now, his cock ached with indignation. “Oh, we will. Many times.”

      She chuckled, the sound low and sensual, and he knew well that the decision to give her pleasure had been a good one. His plan was working.
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      Dinner was a far less extravagant affair than the previous days but was by no means without elegance or proper decorum. After all, one did not generally anticipate several extra days in a house party due to a blizzard striking in March.

      In truth, Julia could have been served mealworms and probably would not have noticed. Not when her body was still soaring from all those lovely sensations William had wrought upon her simply with the movement of his hand. And now he sat at her side, handsome and charming, engaging in polite conversation as though none of it had happened.

      But it had. Oh, it definitely had. The occasional side glance he slid her way told her he was anticipating the next time as much as she was.

      But that was not the only thing she continued to remember. Hodges’s words prodded at her as well. The reason William was so perfect. He’d had spent the better part of his life making himself immaculate, so he could stay in a home where he was inevitably sent away from regardless. And now, he was once more trying to be perfect to keep her.

      The very idea tugged at the inside of her chest.

      Her mind twisted, wrestling between the real William she was beginning to discover, and the fear she harbored that he might someday break her heart. What she did know was that the simple act of leaving him, even to use the necessary, made her ache to be with him once more.

      That was not a good sign, was it?

      After reaching the retiring room and convincing a very naughty Bruiser to wait patiently outside, Julia entered to find Lady Jane dabbing her eyes.

      Her bright gaze found Julia’s. “Do you think he likes me? Lord Hesterton, I mean.”

      Julia suppressed a cringe at the question. It was obvious the man was trying to be rid of the failed match attempt. “Why do you ask?”

      “The topic of marriage came up at dinner. First Lord Mortry declared he would never trust his heart to a woman. With his terrible past, it’s so easy to see why, the poor dear. And then Noah proclaimed he had no wish to marry a pretty young thing who is merely out to get his title and wealth.”

      “That is why you believe he doesn’t like you?” Julia asked.

      Lady Jane nodded miserably.

      “What do you like about him?” Julia asked.

      Lady Jane blinked. “He’s a marquis.”

      “And what else?” Julia prodded. “His pleasant demeanor? His willingness to try new things?” She barely managed not to laugh.

      “What did you like about the duke?” Lady Jane asked.

      Well, now, that was a good question, wasn’t it? Julia had been glad for the opportunity to escape her home. But it had been more than that.

      “He was kind.” Julia smiled softly at the memories of when they were courting. “He’s such a large man, and yet his touch was always gentle, his words always soft spoken and considerate.”

      Lady Jane furrowed her brow. “I don’t think anything about Lord Hesterton is soft…”

      “Do you like that?” Julia asked.

      The younger woman shook her head.

      Lady Doursly shoved into the room, followed by the little white dog that immediately attached himself to Julia’s side.

      “Jane,” Lady Doursly snapped. “Lord Hesterton is outside this very door.”

      “Mama, I do not believe—”

      “This very door,” Lady Doursly repeated in a hiss. She grabbed her daughter and pulled her into the hall. Julia followed in time to see Lord Hesterton spin away and quickly limp in the opposite direction. Lady Doursly walked toward him. He moved with more haste. Lady Doursly matched his pace and the hunted marquis limped faster still.

      Lady Jane, however, held back. “Thank you for your advice, Your Grace. I found it most enlightening.”

      “As did I,” Julia said to herself. Not that it mattered, for Lady Jane was already making her way back to the salon for the games.

      Julia followed slowly, her mind lost in her observation of William. He was kind, and always had a way of making her feel safe. Even their lackluster consummation had been the direct result of him not wishing to hurt her. Surely, such a man was trustworthy.

      When she entered, the salon’s candles were half snuffed out and a large punchbowl had been set at a table’s center, which the guests gathered around. The distinct aroma of brandy hung in the air.

      “Snapdragon.” Nancy clapped her hands. “Who is going first?”

      The game had always frightened Julia. The entire bowl was to be lit aflame and people had to pluck a fat raisin from the fiery depths. She had never played the game herself.

      “I think the Duke of Stedton ought to take the lead.” A dry, papery voice spoke up. Everyone in the room turned to find Lord Venerton, quite awake, his dark eyes glittering in the semi-darkness.

      William gave a charming smile and stepped forward. “By all means.” He rolled up the sleeve of his left arm, the one without the burn.

      A servant touched a candle to the brandy, and blue flames leapt to life over the smooth surface amid the gasps and delighted coos of the small crowd. A muscle worked along William’s jaw and the jovial expression on his face looked more carved than natural.

      It was cruel to make a man who had narrowly escaped from fire to plunge his good arm into a bowl of it. No doubt Lord Venerton knew as much.

      Apparently, he did deserve his wife.

      “Come now,” Julia said. “Shouldn’t it be ladies first?”

      William startled and glanced down at her, his bared forearm held aloft.

      “I’ll have a go of it, if you don’t mind, Your Grace.” Before he could protest, she pushed her sleeve’s dangling lace from her elbow and plunged her hand into the fire.

      The brandy was warm, but even the flames were not hot where they whispered harmlessly over her skin. This was not nearly as frightening as she had always assumed. Her fingers skirted along the bottom, seeking out the lump of an unseen raisin. One brushed at her fingertips.

      Blast. She’d missed it.

      Her hand pushed forward and nudged the thing again. She chased it about the bowl, determined not only to catch the confounded thing, but to win the game. After all, when she won, she could choose her own prize.

      Her arm was stretched out over the wide bowl now. The raisin couldn’t escape her now.

      “Your Grace, mind your sleeve,” Lady Cecelia said in her gentle voice.

      But the hunt was on. And one deft little grab was all Julia needed to grasp the raisin and win the game. Julia straightened and was met with a flash of light.

      “You’re on fire,” Lady Bursbury exclaimed.

      Julia jerked back, but the flames came with her. She was truly on fire.
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      Fire, an all-consuming beast that destroyed everything in its wake, turning lives to ash. Years had passed, and yet still William could recall the torment of it on his skin, the flames licking over healthy flesh and burning it away.

      He had lived in fear of it, never even smoking cheroots or getting too close to a hearth.

      Until the moment Julia’s arm lit up with those wicked tongues of fire. He acted immediately, tugging his jacket free, wrapping her in it and using his own body to smother the flames.

      Everyone stood in a moment of stunned silence before erupting in cheers and gasps of relief. He hardly heard them. He instead stared at the blossoming spots of red on Julia’s arm amid the singed lace. “You’re hurt.”

      “Only a little.” She fingered the blackened edge of lace. “My gown is certainly ruined.”

      “Oh, Julia, I’m terribly sorry.” Nancy rushed forward and pushed a wad of linen into William’s hand.

      It was cold against his palm, the cloth filled with snow to act as a cooling compress. “I’ll see to her upstairs.”

      Nancy blinked rapidly and dabbed at her glossy eyes. “Yes, of course,” she choked. “Please do let us know if you need anything.”

      Bursbury was at his wife’s side at the show of distress, his arm around her. “Perhaps we should resume games tomorrow.” He snapped his fingers. “Bruiser, out.”

      The white fluff of a dog slunk away from the table holding an abandoned pile of raisins.

      “Naughty thing.” Julia gave a good-natured chuckle. A solid sign she was not severely injured.

      “He must be used to someone feeding him the food meant for his betters,” William muttered and slid Julia a side glance. “Let’s get you seen to.”

      In the few moments it took to arrive at their chambers, the Bursbury staff had already delivered a healing salve and fresh linen for binding. Hodges remained as the only servant in the room.

      “Edith cannot tolerate the sight of injuries,” Julia said by way of explanation.

      “How terribly inconvenient.” He extended her arm. “Let me see.”

      Julia obeyed, shifting her elbow to display the burn. “I don’t get injured often.”

      William nodded to Hodges, silently conveying he would see to Julia and the servant was dismissed. Hodges slipped from the room, while William studied the splotches of red on his wife’s forearm.

      “Was it the fire?” Julia asked.

      “I’m certain this did not come from feeding Bruiser under the table.” He lifted his gaze from her injury to meet her wide blue eyes.

      “Not my arm,” she said softly. “Your parents.”

      And just like that, with the simple reminder, the wound in his chest ripped open anew. “Yes.” He plucked the stopper from the salve.

      “What happened?” she asked, her tone the vocal equivalent of a tiptoe.

      I killed them. With my indecision and hesitation. I lived, and they died.

      “I don’t talk about it.” He dipped his fingers in the greasy salve. “This may hurt.”

      He was exceedingly careful when spreading the balm over her arm, almost not touching her at all. He remembered far too well how the slightest of brushes on charred skin brought pain. Her injury was not as bad as his had been, but he would not take any chances.

      She did not flinch, not from the touch, nor from his refusal to answer. “Who did you live with after the fire?”

      Her words prodded at his wounds, even as he so gently administered a balm to hers. “My aunt.”

      “Until your maturity?”

      “No.”

      She bit her bottom lip and watched him with a quiet intensity. “How old were you when it happened?”

      He put the top back on the jar of balm and wiped his hands clean on an extra square of linen. “Seven.”

      She gave a soft cry. He jerked his attention back to her, thinking she’d injured the burned part of her arm. Instead, he found her staring at him in horror.

      “Only seven?” Her fingertips went to her lips. “You were just a boy.”

      He brushed off her concern. “It didn’t exactly happen last year. At any rate, it’s old news that no one need talk about any longer.” He lifted up the gauzy white bandage the Bursbury’s had provided.

      She cradled her arm to her chest, keeping it from him. “Frustrated or angry?”

      He studied her. “I beg your pardon?”

      “Are you frustrated with me for asking these questions?” She tilted her head in genuine curiosity. “Or are you angry?”

      “It isn’t my topic of choice, but I’m not angry with you.” He ran a hand over his jaw and paused, possibly detecting a rough patch. A second pass over the area reassured him there was indeed not a section of his face missed in his last shave. “I’m not frustrated with you, either.”

      She held her arm out to him to wrap. “I believe it is well within my right to declare myself the winner of snapdragon.”

      He eyed her arm. Balm glistened over the tender skin. “Are you so sure?”

      “Yes.” She unfurled her fist to reveal a fat, brandy-soaked raisin at the center of her palm. “And since I am the winner, I have a prize to claim.”

      Oh, yes. He slowly, tenderly eased the linen over her skin and tried to ignore how his body went instantly hot at the idea of what she wanted. She had made it clear from the beginning what she would request. And while he had been reluctant at first, his own damnable teasing had stretched his control to the limit and made him nearly shake with the idea of touching her. Loving her.

      “Yes, you do have a prize to claim.” He tucked the edge of her binding against her upper arm where the skin was uninjured. He leaned toward her and framed her lovely jaw with his fingertips, his mouth easing closer to hers. “Dare I ask what you’ll request?”

      “I want…” Her brow furrowed slightly, and she studied him for a long moment, casting her gaze from his eyes to his lips and back again. “I want…”

      She was having a hard time saying it, but he would not have a hard time giving it. He waited patiently, knowing exactly what she would say.

      He couldn’t have been more wrong.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      Julia knew what she ought to ask for. It was what she’d been after since the beginning.

      And yet, things had changed.

      Her prior curiosity that had spurred her conversation with Hodges now tipped to concern. She desired William, yes. Especially after what he’d done to her body only hours before. Especially when his mouth hovered so close to her own, the spicy scent of him making her arc toward him with yearning.

      But there was so much more. She needed to know not just the man, but also the boy who had made this man who he was.

      It was her solitary win and she knew exactly what she would ask for.

      She lifted her hand to his face, where the grain of his whiskered jaw had been meticulously scraped to softness. “I want to know about your childhood, about your parents, about the fire, and Maribel.”

      He blinked. “I’m sorry?”

      “Forgive me, I know you thought that I would request, you know.” A blush flared over her cheeks. “But I would like to know what happened. It’s part of discovering you, William, and to do that I need to truly understand you.”

      He leaned back, putting a more breathable, less heart-catching distance between them. He cleared his throat, then rattled his history off with a swift, detached efficiency. “The country estate caught on fire when I was a boy. My parents died because of me. I would have perished too, were it not for Hodges. I was passed around from house to house because no one wants an orphan. Maribel was my father’s favorite horse. She’s very sick and will soon die.”

      The casual lift of his shoulders indicated the end.

      But even in that brief tale, there was so, so much.

      “Because of you?” Julia repeated. “How could you have possibly caused your parents’ deaths?”

      He stared down at his hands. “I was in the study, where I wasn’t supposed to be. I knew there was a fire and I froze.” He rubbed his fingers together, and then balled his hand in a fist. “I was so afraid I would get in trouble for being in the study that I remained there too long trying to decide what best to do to get out of the situation. My parents were calling me and when I finally emerged, they were on the other side of the split-level stairs. Their side collapsed. The one I was on began to sway and Hodges grabbed me. When I awoke, I’d lost my parents. My family.”

      Julia’s heart contracted for the boy who spent a lifetime thinking his parents’ deaths were his fault. She reached out and took his hands in hers. “It wasn’t your fault.”

      “I don’t know that I’ll ever believe that.” He lowered his head. “My guilt made me a terror. I misbehaved badly and was sent from the first three homes before I realized I needed to improve my behavior. The better I was, the more invisible I became, the longer I lasted. I stayed with my father’s cousin for two years, though most of that time I was away at school.”

      “That’s why you try so hard to be perfect,” Julia surmised.

      He lifted his head and gave a mirthless smile.

      And now he was being perfect to keep her. She flinched at the painful realization.

      “What do you want?” she asked through numb lips. “More than anything?”

      His eyes met hers, deep brown and sincere. “A family.”

      Julia could almost hear the crack as her heart broke for him, for the family he’d lost and the family she had been fighting to keep from him.

      His hands tightened on hers. “Please give me a chance, Julia.”

      A log settled in the hearth, and something deep within the glowing center popped and hissed. William tensed.

      “You’re afraid of fire, aren’t you?” she asked.

      He lifted a brow.

      “I saw you hesitate,” she explained. “At the brandy bowl.”

      “And you saved me,” he said apologetically.

      “You were the one who saved me. Even though I was surrounded in the one thing you feared most. Why?”

      He pulled his hands free from hers and cupped her face in his palms. “Because I love you, Julia. I’ve loved you since the day I asked Lady Bursbury for an introduction and she got it in her head to play matchmaker. I saw how your eyes lingered on me at the first ball we attended together, and I couldn’t get you out of my mind. It’s why I asked to court you immediately, why I married you so quickly.” His thumb brushed her cheek. “I love you enough to let you go, if that is truly what you wish.” He pressed a kiss to her brow and settled his forehead against hers. “But it is not what I want.”

      “William.” His name emerged from her tight throat in a catch.

      He pressed his thumb to her mouth, sealing it. “Don’t say anything, please. I just want you to understand what you mean to me.”

      With that, he got to his feet.

      Julia snapped her head up. “Where are you going?”

      “To let Lady Bursbury know you are well. She’s terribly worried.” He swept a hand over Julia’s hair in an affectionate caress. “And to allow you time to think over what I’ve said.”

      But she didn’t have to think. She already knew. This man who had faced his fears to save her, who had lost everything and sought only to gain back the wholeness of his heart, she had to give him a chance. She had to give herself a chance.

      He paused at the door. “To be fair, I do not count this as your prize. If you would like to claim another, I will offer no complaints.” Then he was gone.

      She couldn’t help the smile on her lips any more than she could dim the lightness in her soul. For she knew her fears about William were unfounded.

      That was not all she had reconciled within her soul. She was finally ready to admit what she had felt the first time those warm brown eyes met hers. It had fueled her suspicion and put a visceral edge to her fear, and now she finally understood why: she loved her husband.

      She always had.
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      William had spent most of his life behind a shield, steeling himself and his heart from rejection. However, the baring of his deepest hurt and greatest wish to Julia did not leave him as achingly vulnerable as he had anticipated. No, he felt comforted, the rocky bed of his childhood finally smoothed.

      She knew now what he wanted, and why he wanted it. He only hoped it would be enough to change her mind. Not that he would ever stop trying if it didn’t.

      Lady Bursbury had been exceedingly grateful he had informed her Julia’s burn was minor and she would recover easily. He’d never seen Lady Bursbury in such a nervous state, and she’d continued to apologize profusely, despite it not being any real fault of hers.

      As he approached the chamber to return to Julia, the door to his right opened and Lady Venerton stepped out. She caught his gaze and her eyes widened. “Your Grace,” she gasped.

      Quickly, she shut her door and swept toward him.

      William stiffened and resisted the very rude urge to take a step away from her. The odor of brandy hovered around her like a fog.

      “I wanted to talk to you,” she said in a breathy whisper.

      William exhaled to avoid being victim to her pungent breath. Good God, had the woman drank a full decanter on her own?

      “Lady Venerton, my wife has been injured, if you’ll recall—”

      “That is what I wanted to talk to you about.” Lady Venerton pushed her shoulders back so her small breasts were shoved high on her chest. She lowered her head in a way she must have intended to be seductive, except it made her look as fully foxed as she smelled, eyes half-mast and mouth slack. “She doesn’t deserve you. I know men like you. Strong, healthy, virile. You need—”

      “This is highly inappropriate.” William turned from the woman.

      She grabbed his arm, her grip strong. Before he could realize what the countess was doing, she threw her body against him. William flew back against the wall at the unexpected press of weight and knocked a vase from the table. It crashed to the floor, and Lady Venerton’s mouth pressed wetly against his.

      A soft cry came from somewhere behind Lady Venerton.

      “William.”

      He recognized that voice. Oh God, he recognized that voice.

      Julia.
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      Julia couldn’t think. She could only run. Away from the scene, away from the hurt. Away from the husband who had betrayed her.

      “Julia—wait.” William shouted somewhere behind her, but she didn’t stop. Not even when the aged Lord Venerton ran past her, nearly knocking her to the ground.

      “I knew there was something between the two of you,” a reedy voice hissed.

      Julia turned in time to see him deliver a solid blow to William. She was not the only victim.

      Her heart clattered in her chest. Heat blazed through her and made the pain in her arm agonizing. The warmth seemed to press into her lungs and fog her brain. She needed to get outside. Just for a moment. Just to breathe.

      She raced through the front door and slammed directly into a person. She reeled back and looked up to find Lord Hesterton staring down at her as though she’d grown a second head.

      “It’s cold out here, Your Grace.” His obvious statement was delivered with his usual bored drawl.

      The chill in the air washed over her like a cool cloth. “I need to get some air,” she gasped. “To just…forgive me, but to just be alone.”

      “Now that I understand.” He gave her a soft smile. “Will you at least accept my coat?”

      Was she not wearing a coat? Her mind spun. Of course, she wasn’t. She hadn’t time to put one on.

      She nodded, and he pulled the coat from his shoulders and draped it over hers. The lining inside was still warm from the heat of his body.

      “Thank you,” she said in puff of frozen air and rushed from the house.

      He called after her, something she could scarcely make out. But she didn’t ask him to repeat it. She didn’t care. All that mattered was the agonizing chasm filling her chest.

      William.

      He had betrayed her exactly as her father had done to her mother. She was grateful it had not gone too far. She had not told him she loved him. What a fool she would have been then.

      The moon cast its brilliant light overhead and turned the world into a wash of purple blue snow. The wind had stopped, and the night was still.

      Lady Venerton.

      Louisa.

      The vilest of all women.

      Julia stiffened.

      The vilest of all women.

      A woman who easily took what she wanted, even when it was obvious the feelings were not mutual. Julia exclaimed her own stupidity into the night air. She had fallen too quickly on her fears rather than her trust.

      She needed to go to William, to get the entire story from him. To know for certain.

      A deep, terrible groan came from beneath her feet. Confusion caught her for only a moment and then the terrifying understanding dawned. She had wandered onto the frozen lake.

      She spun around to turn in the other direction, when the ice beneath groaned again, and gave a splintering crack.
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      William held Lord Venerton’s wiry frame back with one arm. The elderly man swung feebly at William, each blow too far away to land.

      “I have never had anything to do with your wife, Venerton,” William growled. “See to your wife and leave me be.”

      Lord Venerton regarded his wife.

      “I’ve never struck a woman.” William glared at Lady Venerton, who staggered drunkenly and regarded them both with a smug, bleary smile. “And I won’t start today,” William continued. “But I’ve never been more tempted.”

      With that, he raced down the stairs where Julia had gone. Was she in the library? The drawing room perhaps?

      Hesterton waved at him. “I believe your wife has lost her mind.”

      William grabbed the marquis by the shoulders. “Where is she?”

      “Outside, wandering about on the frozen lake.” Hesterton frowned. “I tried to tell her—”

      Whatever the man said, William didn’t hear. He was already flying out the door to find Julia. The icy air slammed into him and seared his lungs. He searched the moonlit snow until he settled on a figure in the distance. Directly on the lake.

      He ran to her, faster than he’d ever run before, and bellowed her name. The figure didn’t move.

      “William, don’t come here.” A note pitched Julia’s voice and tugged at his heart.

      She didn’t want to see him. But he didn’t give a damn. First, he would get her off the ice, then he would demand she listen, then—

      A crack shattered the silence followed by a startled scream.

      William did not hesitate. Not like he had when the house had caught fire and his parents had died. No, this time he lurched forward.

      He lowered himself to his chest on the snow-covered ice and called for her to do the same. Another crack came at the same time he spoke, this one longer and louder than before. The sound increased with such ferocity, his head snapped up. No sooner had he done so, Julia fell through the ice with a splash, her scream cut short.

      William shoved forward so hard, he glided over the ice to where the hole showed like ink against the white of the snow. Her slender arms gripped the jagged edge. He grabbed her forearms and yanked up with all the strength he’d ever possessed. She flew out of the water and landed at his side, sputtering and blinking.

      The ice splintered around them.

      “Keep on your stomach and scoot.” He held her hand tightly in his.

      She did as he instructed, her movements stiff and jerking. They edged away from the broken ice, but still he did not relax.

      Julia slowed, and the puffs of her breath came heavier. She was tiring. William held her hand tighter and pulled her with him in an attempt to ease her efforts.

      “I didn’t do it,” he gritted from between his teeth.

      “I know.” Her voice was weak.

      She was fading. He could lose her still. The shore was still a fair distance away. He gripped her to his side, holding her in his arms as he dragged them both.

      “We’re nearly there,” he said by way of encouragement.

      The ice snapped somewhere in the distance, a savage beast nipping at their heels. By God, he would get them out of this.

      “I’m sorry.” Julia gave a violent shiver. “I shouldn’t have run off.”

      They reached the shore. Finally.

      He leapt to his feet and lifted her into his arms. Even drenched with icy water, her weight was easily borne. Carrying her, he made quick work of the walk to the house and met with the very concerned crowd of party guests.

      “Out of his way. Now.” Lady Bursbury waved her fingers toward the lot of them, shooing them about like small children. A path formed.

      “Is she dead?” Lord Mortry peered curiously at her, as William passed.

      William glared at him. “No.”

      Lady Bursbury ignored Lord Mortry and rushed along beside William. “The servants had water already heated for a bath for Lady Venerton. I’ve instructed them instead to move it to your room. It will be at the ready for you.”

      William nodded his thanks.

      Lady Bursbury pressed a hand to her chest. “Mercy me, this has been a night!”

      Indeed, it had, but William didn’t waste time on those words. Not when his only concern was getting Julia upstairs and warmed in that bath.
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      Julia had never been so cold in her entire life. She could barely think for the shivers rattling through her. William’s strong arms kept her pressed against him, no matter how violently she shuddered, up the stairs, through the door, and into the privacy of their chamber.

      “I know you’re cold, my love.” He lowered her to her feet before a bath tub. “We need to get you out of this gown and into the water.”

      She hugged herself in an effort to trap in some heat. “I c…can’t—”

      “I’ll do it.”

      She faced the steaming water, while he worked over the fastenings. At one point, a quiet rending interrupted the pop, pop, popping of the line of buttons. She didn’t care. All she wanted was heat. The gown fell heavily from her body and slapped in a wet pile to the floor. Her corset followed, then her shift. Next was her stockings, and she was left completely naked and shivering in front of him.

      Ordinarily, she would have been embarrassed, but there was no thought of that. Not now. Not until she was submerged in the heat of the water and the initial pain faded to the prickling tingles of heat that warmed her body to something languid.

      “Do you want some tea?” William asked once she’d stopped shivering.

      “In the bath?” She couldn’t help but chuckle.

      “Are you still cold?” He frowned and put a hand into the water. Ripples arced away from his hand and lapped over her skin.

      “It’s wonderfully hot.”

      Noting the relaxed tone to her voice, he shifted his focus to her face, his brow still furrowed. “Lady Venerton threw herself at me. Quite literally.”

      “I belatedly realized as much. I only reacted as I did because of my father, because of what he did to my mother.” Julia sighed, and the swell of her breasts rose slightly from the water.

      William’s gaze slipped to the rise of her bosom for one pulse-stopping moment before returning to her face. “I’m devoted to you, Julia. When we were courting, and now, and on through forever. I want you and only you.”

      “You want me?” She sighed again, long and purposeful.

      His gaze lowered once more, and he swallowed. “There’s nothing I want more in my life.”

      “I believe you said I’m owed a prize still.” She shifted in the tub to arch her back. “Is that correct?”

      He nodded.

      The swish of water against her skin went from soothing to sensual, each sway and brush against her skin made her body hum with pleasure.

      “In the bed?” She tilted her head in a wicked grin. “Or in the tub?”

      He hesitated. “Are you sure? This night has not been kind to you.”

      “Then make it so and answer the question.” She slipped a wet, naked leg from the water and let it dangle over the edge in front of him.

      His stare followed the action. “Definitely in the tub.”

      “Not with your clothes on,” she chided.

      If he’d removed her attire with haste, he did so doubly fast with his own until he stood before her, chiseled with muscle and wonderfully nude. The firelight flickered golden shadows over his beautiful body. He was perfect. Even the scars crisscrossing jagged lines over his arm made him even more so, a symbol of his survival, of what he’d lived through and overcome. Julia’s gaze trailed down the expanse of his chest and lower still to where the hard maleness of him jutted in anticipation.

      “I won’t hurt you,” he promised.

      “Don’t be too careful, either.” She curled her finger to beckon him closer.

      He obeyed, stepping carefully into the tub and sinking into the fragranced bath with her. Waves slapped against the side of the copper tub, but she scarcely noticed. Their knees were pushed against one another, everything touching in the snug confines of the otherwise large tub.

      She sat up as he leaned forward, their mouths coming together in hungry, panting breaths, their bodies slick and hot pressing to one another.

      The light sprinkling of hair on his chest and legs crinkled against her skin, sending lovely ripples of pleasure through her.

      “You’re so beautiful, Julia.” He trailed kisses down her chest.

      She pushed her bosom toward him, hungry for the heat of his mouth on her again. He suckled first one nipple, then the other, his tongue flicking teasing circles against the little nubs. Her hands moved beneath the water, seeking and ultimately finding, the hard staff of his desire.

      He grunted against her breast.

      She froze. “Does that hurt?”

      “Only as much as this.” His hand slid up her inner thigh to cup the apex of her thighs. A finger slid up her center, gliding with the most delicious friction.

      She gripped him more firmly and slid her hand from length to tip. She explored him thus as his fingers deftly brought her to the brink.

      “Not yet.” He dragged his mouth from her breasts to her neck, kissing, nipping. His breath rasped in her ear, his voice silky when he spoke. “Part your legs for me.”

      His arm slipped behind her shoulder blades, softening the hard edge of the tub. She did as he bade, spreading her knees to accommodate the weight of him between her thighs. The tip of his staff bobbed clumsily at that intimate place.

      With one hand in the water, he watched her carefully with eyes so dark they appeared black. The clumsy bumps ceased and something firm pressed at her entrance. She gasped in delight.

      The banded muscles of his stomach clenched, and he slowly flexed his hips forward. His length eased into her, only an inch or so. But it was enough to make her want more. She whimpered in frustration and lifted her hips higher to meet him.

      He took her mouth in a kiss where teeth scraped lips and tongues stroked with abandon. The gentle push inside her worked into small thrusts, each one sinking deeper than the last. Waves undulated the water, lapping and sloshing as he filled her one careful inch at a time.

      She locked her legs around him, holding him to her. He drew out and back in, pumping pleasure through her while she rocked against him to catch every sensation. His hand moved between her thighs to stroke the bud of her sex. Her body tensed, knowing what was coming, and welcoming it.

      “I love you,” she panted. “I love you, I love you, I love you.” On the last phrase, the exhilaration overwhelmed her. She flew over the edge of her climax as William’s thrusts shortened into hard, fast jerks.

      He buried his face against her neck and groaned. The fullness inside of her pulsed and she knew she had what she wanted. Only this time, she did not wish for a child so she could have a life on her own. She wished for a child to begin the family they would build together.
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      William cradled Julia against him. Long after the bath had been cleared away, and the house had gone quiet with sleep, they had lain awake together. Sometimes touching, sometimes talking, learning one another in every wonderful way imaginable.

      “Country estate, or London?” he asked in her ear.

      “Wherever I’m with you.” Her voice was slurred with the need to sleep.

      “I like that answer.” And he did. She had faced her own fear and pushed through it to trust him. It was a tender, fragile thing he held in the cradle of his heart. One he would never break.

      Her cheek moved against his and he knew she was smiling.

      He pressed a kiss to the shallow dip just below her ear. “Thank you.”

      “Hmmm?” she hummed in a lazy tone, clearly somewhere between sleep and wakefulness.

      “For giving me your trust.”

      She rolled over and lazily regarded him with tender affection. “And thank you.”

      He lifted his brow for her to go on.

      She chuckled. “For teaching me to love so beautifully.” Her wink was coquettish. “For saving me. Twice.” She stroked a hand over his jaw. “For letting me discover you.”

      “My love.” He pulled her into his arms and lay her head on his chest. “It has been my pleasure.”
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      Julia opened the small card with anticipation. Lady Bursbury’s notes always included welcome news and invitations. This one was no exception.

      “We’ve been invited to attend a musical featuring Lady Penelope,” Julia said to William as she scanned the neat script. “I cannot believe she’s come out already. It makes me feel positively ancient.”

      William peered at her from the edge of his paper. “You’re far from ancient, darling.”

      She smiled at him. He was always ready to compliment her, even when two years had passed without her producing any children. “And Lady Jane is getting married.”

      William scoffed. “Poor Hesterton.”

      “No, to Lord Mortry,” Julia corrected.

      “Then poor Lady Jane.”

      “Hesterton hasn’t been excluded, it appears.” Julia read on. “Nancy is attempting to set up a match between Noah and the Craig heiress.” She set the invitation on the table with a flick of delight.

      This time the paper did not move a single crinkle. “It would take an extraordinary woman to edge her way into Hesterton’s heart. If he has one.”

      “Oh, come now. Everyone has a heart, and there’s one perfect person for the edging.”

      William turned the page.

      The invitation was not the only thing that made Julia’s stomach flutter with excitement. She bit back a grin. “Kittens or puppies?”

      “Puppies.” Another page turn.

      “Kittens have their own qualities: slender little tails that jut out like shaky sticks, squeaking mewls, tiny paws. Are you certain?”

      “Puppies. Always.”

      Her heart tripped over itself. “Boys or girls?”

      “For puppies or kittens?”

      “Neither.” A smile curled at her lips as she spoke. “Children.”

      Whump! Hands and paper dropped at once to the table. William regarded her with tentative excitement, his brows poised halfway up his forehead. “Dare I ask what could inspire such a question?”

      She rose from her seat and let her fingers tenderly stroke her lower midsection. “I’m sure you can guess.”

      “I want to hear you say it.”

      “Our family will be growing by one more in the next few months.” The emotion bubbled up from Julia, and she laughed at the sheer joy of sharing such news. “We’re going to be parents, William.”

      “Are you certain?”

      “I waited two months after I missed my courses to be certain.” She stopped beside him.

      His gaze fell to her stomach. “The physician never came.”

      “He did.” She moved her hand, took his, and placed it over the very small bump. “I waited until you would be out. I didn’t wish to worry you, and I didn’t want to tell you until I knew for certain.”

      “You clever minx.” He cupped his large hand over her stomach. His brow furrowed, and he was silent for an extraordinarily long moment.

      A trickle of fear nipped at her enjoyment. “Happy? Or displeased?”

      “Happy.” He looked up at her with a glossy gaze. “Immeasurably happy.”

      This small baby within her womb had moved her brave and powerful husband to tears. She felt her own eyes prickle with heat.

      “I love you, Julia.” He got to his feet and pulled her into his arms. Immediately he snapped back and regarded her stomach.

      She laughed through her tears. “You won’t hurt him.”

      He drew Julia against him once more, this time tender and tentative. “Or her.”

      “Oh? Is it a girl you want, then?” Julia snuggled into her husband’s strong arms.

      He held her to him and cupped the slight swell of her stomach once more, cradling his entire family in one embrace. “That depends.”

      “On?”

      “On what this baby is.”

      “I think that’s the perfect answer.”

      And it was. The perfect answer, for the perfect life and the perfectly wonderful husband she was grateful to have taken the time to discover.
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      If your curiosity is piqued about Noah, you can read his story in Mesmerizing the Marquis:

      
        
        A reclusive marquis.

        An heiress determined to save him.

        A passion neither can deny.
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        The Duke of Clonmere must marry one of the Earl of Falmouth’s three giggling younger daughters, but Lady Iris—Falmouth’s oldest, who is not at all inclined to giggling—catches Clonmere’s eye, and his heart!
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      “Your sainted papa promised you’d choose your duchess from among my daughters, Your Grace. They are the loveliest trio of young ladies to waltz through Mayfair’s ballrooms in ages, so you needn’t bother fuming about your fate. Polite society will feel not even a scintilla of pity for you.”

      The Earl of Falmouth, father to that trio of young ladies, bent to sniff a pot of daffodils. Henning, Duke of Clonmere, barely restrained himself from shoving his lordship’s face into the flowers.

      “The pity,” His Grace said, “should be reserved for a woman yoked to a partner who comes to the union unwillingly.”

      Falmouth was a lean, white-haired fellow with an easy smile and shrewd blue eyes. Clonmere’s father had claimed that as a boy at public school, the earl had befriended every ducal heir he’d ever met, and let not a one of them forget it.

      Amid a back garden coming into its full spring glory, Falmouth looked benign, just as his daughters probably looked demure and biddable.

      Clonmere had sisters and a mother. He knew better.

      “You are young,” Falmouth said. “You might come to the altar unwillingly, but you’ll come to the marriage bed readily enough. If you’re anything like your father—”

      Clonmere rose from the bench rather than let that reminiscence blunder into the light of day. “I am nothing like the last duke.” For one moment, he loomed over the older man, which was not well done of him. Six feet and three inches of duke should be too well mannered to loom over even a schemer like Falmouth.

      The earl had turned one old letter into a binding promise of a proposal. Papa had probably sent half a dozen such letters, drunken, sentimental maunderings that posited a desire to see “my dear boy with one of your sweet, lovely girls at his side…”

      Fortunately for Clonmere, English law considered bigamy a felony.

      “You are more your father’s son than you know,” Falmouth said, pushing to his feet. “You think he engaged in one mad lark after another because he was bored and self-absorbed. In his way, he was as stubborn as you’d like to be. All that wagering and wenching was a refusal to be guided by wiser heads. You’re tempted to err in the very same direction, to ignore your father’s wishes out of simple pique.”

      Clonmere was tempted to leave for Portugal, where the spring sunshine was wonderfully hot, not this thin English light that the merest breeze could turn chilly.

      But he’d spent the past five years in Portugal, and Mama had put her foot down. Clonmere was stubborn, had a good opinion of himself, and had invested in a few risky ventures, but he wasn’t stupid enough to thwart the duchess on the topic of the ducal succession.

      “A desire for marital harmony is the farthest thing from pique,” Clonmere said, striding down the gravel path. “As a father, you should want at least that for your offspring.”

      Falmouth chortled, the condescension in his mirth scraping Clonmere’s last nerve. “My daughters are paragons, Your Grace, but they’re also sensible. Give them a tiara, give them the opportunity to count a duke among their in-laws, and they’ll be more than content.”

      Falmouth would be content, in other words, because he would have scored a social coup.

      “How old are they?” Clonmere asked, regretting the question as soon he’d spoken.

      “Lily is twenty-three, Holly and Hyacinth are twenty-one. Old enough to be sensible, young enough to present you with plenty of sons.”

      Portugal wasn’t far enough way. Peru wasn’t far enough away. The ladies might indeed be paragons, diamonds, incomparables and all that other twaddle applied to pretty women with titled families, but Clonmere was horrified to think of having Falmouth as a father-in-law.

      Women were not livestock, and children were not proof of virility. They were noisy, expensive, messy, and loud, and one heir and one spare were all that duty required of anybody. And yet, duty did require that much. Clonmere was thirty-two, neither of his younger brothers had married, and Mama’s patience was at an end.

      “I’m willing to meet your daughters, Falmouth, but I won’t have them paraded before me like fillies at Tatt’s. I’ll send you a list of the social engagements I’ll attend over the next few weeks, and you can make introductions to me and to my mother in the normal course.”

      Falmouth plucked a sprig of rosemary from the border beside the garden gate. “You’ll rely on your dear mother’s judgment in this matter?”

      “I’ve agreed to be introduced to your daughters, my lord, nothing more. There is no matter, there is no engagement, there might well be no proposal. If you indicate otherwise to your daughters, I’ll know it, and find myself forced to attend to pressing business in the Antipodes.”

      The piney scent of rosemary filled the air, supposedly an aid to memory. Clonmere might have already met Falmouth’s paragons, but if so, they’d made no impression on him.

      Being a duke, particularly a wealthy, single duke, required the ability to make small talk while considering whether to plant the Surrey estate in flowers or corn, and to play cards while deciding which eager young cleric should be awarded the living in Derbyshire.

      Clonmere might have stood up with every blossom in Falmouth’s bouquet at some point. At least one of them had been out before he’d gone to Portugal. As he took his leave of Falmouth, he had the sense that he’d neglected to ask some important question or establish some salient fact…

      The niggling, where-are-my-spectacles feeling stayed with Clonmere on the short walk to his townhouse. He kept mostly to the alleys, because the day was sunny, and the carriage parade would start within the hour. Bad enough he would be waltzed off his feet for the next month; but then… Falmouth had only the three daughters, and most hostesses only planned two waltzes per evening.

      Perhaps the next month wouldn’t be that taxing after all.
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      “But Papa,” Lily wailed, “what did you tell him about us?”

      “And what did he say about us?” Hyacinth asked, gesturing with her fork.

      “Did you let him say anything at all?” Holly added. “You aren’t his papa, you know. Clonmere is a duke. He doesn’t have to listen to you. Hy, please leave me at least a teaspoon of apple compote or my breakfast will be incomplete.”

      Iris let her sisters chatter, which they did prodigiously well, and she let the earl deal with their anxiety rather than intervene. As the oldest of his lordship’s unmarried daughters—a venerable twenty-six years—Iris usually played the role of peacemaker.

      Not this time. Papa had gone too far, dragooning a duke to the altar, and Papa could deal with the consequences.

      “Clonmere is a man of considerable self-possession,” Papa replied, holding his plate out to the footman. “Also a fellow with great sense. He expressed delight at the prospect of meeting you all, and said he looked forward to standing up with each of you over the next few weeks.”

      Papa produced his signature beaming patriarchal smile, and Iris worried for her sisters. They’d each had at least three Seasons, Lily had had four, missing a year because of her mother’s death. In the parlance of polite society, Falmouth’s daughters were approaching spinsterdom rather than the altar.

      The footman set a plate heaped with a steaming, fluffy omelet before Papa, and the benign smile disappeared.

      “Where is my bacon? How am I supposed to choke down these boring, half-cold eggs without bacon? What do I pay you for, Thomas?”

      Thomas, whose name was Dickon Miller, embarked on the requisite groveling as he added thick slices of crispy bacon to his lordship’s plate.

      “Clonmere sounds very formidable,” Lily said, helping herself to another cinnamon bun. “Very ducal.”

      “Of course he’s ducal,” Holly retorted, snatching the teapot from under Hyacinth’s hand. “He’s been a duke since he came down from university. Why is there never any sugar on this table?”

      Iris passed her the sugar bowl, which had been sitting six inches from Holly’s elbow.

      “What was he wearing?” Hyacinth asked. She was the sister with the most shrewdness. As the youngest—by six minutes—the smallest, and the one with merely brown hair, she’d had to be. Lily and Holly were blessed with flaxen tresses, and all three had lovely blue eyes, a gift from their dear, departed mama.

      Iris’s hair was nearly black, a legacy from her own late mother, as were her green eyes.

      “Clonmere was wearing clothes,” the earl replied. “Good God, have I raised a trio of imbeciles?”

      Iris passed Hyacinth the tea pot. “Hyacinth is asking, Papa, in case the duke has a favorite color that was reflected in his choice of waistcoat, in case he favored a particular jewel in his cravat pin, even for daytime wear. She wanted to know if the knot in His Grace’s neckcloth gave a clue to whether the duke prefers simplicity, elegance, fussiness, or some other fashion.”

      The earl picked up the newspaper neatly folded by his saucer. “He wore appropriate attire for a morning call. His father was a dandy, always wearing the latest styles, never hiding his wealth if he could flash it about.”

      He disappeared behind The Times, while Lily, Hyacinth, and Holly exchanged a horrified glance.

      “My ballgowns barely have any lace,” Lily said.

      “Mine haven’t any embroidery,” Holly added.

      “My slippers are the plainest dancing slippers ever to qualify for the name,” Hyacinth wailed.

      From behind the newspaper came a pained sigh. Iris could have distracted her sisters from the scheme they were hatching, but they were the victims of Papa’s ridiculous venture. Let them wreak what vengeance they could.

      “I’ll have the carriage brought ’round,” Iris said. “If you’re to plunder the shops of Mayfair, you’d best get an early start.”

      “Will you come with us?” Hyacinth asked. “The clerks and shop girls are always so much more attentive when you come along.”

      “Please do,” Lily said. “Then we can fortify ourselves with a stop at Gunter’s at mid-day.”

      “I won’t fit into my ballgowns if we patronize Gunter’s so frequently,” Holly said, “but I do enjoy a jasmine ice in the middle of a hard day’s shopping.”

      The earl lowered the paper enough to send Iris a pleading look. Iris not only prevented the more outlandish purchases, she prevented the proprietresses from gouging the earl’s younger daughters.

      “I’ll stay home,” she said. “I can take a look at your ballgowns and plan embroidery and trim that might freshen them up a bit.”

      “You are so clever with a needle,” Holly said. “We’ll bring home some lemon cakes, and you can show us your ideas over tea this afternoon.”

      “I’ll look forward to that.”

      The earl glowered at her. Iris smiled back, and Lily, Holly, and Hyacinth left the breakfast parlor discussing an itinerary that could bankrupt a nabob.

      “You don’t do yourself any favors by antagonizing me, Iris,” the earl said. “It’s not my fault your mother left you only a modest inheritance. I have other children and must look after them as best I can.”

      Oh, this again. Iris had arrived in the world thirty-six weeks after her mother had married the earl. He’d never come out and accused Iris of having a different father, but he’d never acted as a father should, either.

      Or perhaps, her sin was not being a son. Falmouth had two sons still at public school, else he’d likely have married yet again.

      “If the purchases they make are too extravagant, I will send the articles back,” Iris said. “I can find fault with a seam, a shade of silk, something credible, and your exchequer will be unscathed by anything so inconvenient as generosity toward your offspring. They are good girls, my lord, and if you’d host a few entertainments for them, buy them a barouche for parading at the fashionable hour, or even let us attend a few house parties…”

      Falmouth put the paper aside and waved a hand at the footman. The servant withdrew, not daring to even flick Iris a glance of sympathy.

      “Here is where your importuning would land me, miss: Hosting a few entertainments would require dipping into my investments, or perhaps even the settlements set aside for Lily, Holly, and Hyacinth. What I do for one of them, I must do for all three, lest my peers think one daughter more marriageable than another.

      “That’s not one ball,” he went on, “but at least two, possibly three if Holly snares a husband and Hyacinth does not. House parties have been the ruin of many a proper maiden, and if I send the girls to house parties, I will be expected to host a house party. Have you any idea what that would cost?”

      Well, yes, Iris had an exact idea. She had become the de facto unpaid housekeeper managing the earl’s various domiciles. She planned his rare dinner parties down to the farthing, knew exactly when the candles in the formal parlor were changed, and watched the coal man unload his goods lest he think to deliver a short weight.

      “If you had any sympathy for me at all,” the earl went on, “you’d find some vicar to wed or a younger son with a career in foreign service. For all of society to know that I already have one daughter on the shelf only damages the prospects for the other three.”

      This was a new weapon in the earl’s arsenal of insults: According to the earl, Iris was to blame for her silly, shallow, sisters remaining unwed. In fact, if Falmouth had shown his younger daughters any real fatherly regard, if he’d bothered to learn that Lily had nightmares about spilling punch, and Holly and Hyacinth were worried about having to live apart, then perhaps all three might present as other than anxious and vapid.

      “If one of my sisters hopes to snabble a duke,” Iris said, rising, “then I’d best make myself useful. I’ll be in the sewing room, should anybody have need of me.”

      The earl snorted and went back to his paper. He was no longer young, and he no longer frightened Iris. Mama’s will left Iris’s money to her and to her alone. She’d come into possession of the funds the previous year, and they were accumulating interest at a tidy rate.

      “What is that vulgar sound supposed to mean?” Iris asked, taking a currant bun from the sideboard.

      “Nobody needs four daughters,” the earl said, “much less three marriageable daughters and a crabby old maid. You will be agreeable to Clonmere, you will praise your sisters to him at every turn, and you will make it very clear to him that you will never be a burden on the ducal purse. You will even go so far as to ingratiate yourself with the duke to learn what his favorite color is and whether he favors emeralds or sapphires. You will share that intelligence with your sisters and ensure one of them marries him, or I will have to find a cottage for you in rural Devonshire.”

      All of Devonshire was rural—also beautiful. Iris would never abandon her sisters but the notion of a peaceful life far from London….

      “I’m responsible for ensuring a duke I’ve never met falls head over coronet in love with one of my sisters?”

      “Of course not. You’re responsible for seeing that he marries one of them. If you have to compromise somebody to see that happen, then do what you must. Once I have a daughter wearing a tiara, the other two will soon find husbands. If you thought for a moment, you’d appreciate the genius of my strategy.”

      Or he’d have one daughter married to His Grace of Stick-in-the-Mud and forced to bear his heirs, while the other two spent their lives consumed with jealousy.

      Brilliant as usual, Papa. “You have four daughters, my lord. Not ‘the other two,’ but, ‘the other three.’”

      He snapped the paper open and raised it before his face. “If you can tear yourself away from your stitching long enough, you might consider writing to Peter. Damned boy is about to get sent down again, and I can assure you there’s no refund of tuition in that case. I can’t afford to purchase yards of lace and also deal with my heir’s various mis-steps.”

      Peter was eighteen, too handsome for his own good, and not inclined toward academics.

      “I’ll write to Peter, then see about altering some ballgowns.” Iris mentally added a third, more pressing item to her list: She’d make the acquaintance of a certain duke, and decide for herself if he was worthy of any of her sisters.
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      “The youngest has brown hair, that’s Hyacinth,” Annis said. “The other two are blondes.”

      “Lilac and Holly,” Clonmere replied, steering his gelding around the evidence of another horse’s passing. “Or is it Lilac and Hellebore? Hibiscus?” Nobody would name their child Hellebore or Hibiscus, would they? Hydrangea? Something with an H.

      “Lily and Holly. Clonmere, how can you be contemplating marriage to one of these women if you’re not even interested in their names?”

      A gentleman did not explain to his baby sister that women had attributes that could hold his interest far more effectively than a mere name.

      “What are they like?”

      “Lady Holly and Lady Hyacinth are twins, but they don’t look exactly alike. Lady Lily is the oldest, and she has a lovely soprano voice.”

      “I’m tone-deaf, Annis, and I wouldn’t know a Lawrence from a Canaletto. Tell me what they’re like.”

      Clonmere’s sister rode a dainty chestnut mare, doubtless chosen to show off Annis’s red hair. Her riding habit was green, her expression pitying.

      “They are exactly what you’d expect: Pretty, pleasant, and desperate to marry. You deserve better, Clonmere. If you hadn’t put off marriage for so long, Mama might be willing to see reason.”

      He waited, letting Annis ride ahead of him between two closed carriages. “I didn’t put marriage off.”

      “You are two-and-thirty and have no duchess. Perhaps a wicked fairy put you to sleep at age twenty-one. Both of our sisters are married, and our brothers are certainly standing up with their share of debutantes.”

      To be scolded by a mere child of eighteen…. “How old did you say Falmouth’s daughters are?”

      “What difference does it make? They are out, they are eligible, and you need a duchess.”

      No, he did not. He needed a wife. The duchess part couldn’t be helped, but the lady would be marrying a flesh and blood man, not a coronet and a set of presentation robes. Clonmere would have to find his bride more than tolerable if she was to be the mother of his children, and she—poor thing—would have to find him much more than tolerable.

      “Oh, dear,” Annis said, drawing her mare to a halt. “I believe Teddy Amherst and Patrick Dersham are making a disgraceful spectacle of themselves.”

      The two peacocks were on foot, one beside a curricle with a damaged wheel, the other strutting before a high perch phaeton. Both Amherst’s matched blacks and Dersham’s bays were restive, and pedestrians had stopped to gawk at the accident.

      “We can ride back the way we came and dodge down the alley.” Clonmere would rather return home and bury his nose in correspondence, but he’d hidden in his study for two days. The weather was glorious, and the sooner he made the acquaintance of Falmouth’s offspring, the sooner he could be done with the whole farce.

      “Clonmere, this could get interesting.” With three brothers, Annis had seen any number of fistfights, not that a lady should admit as much.

      “Dersham’s bigger, but he’ll be slower too,” Clonmere said. “My money is on Amherst. He’s the wronged party, and they tend to fight harder.”

      “I mostly want to see them take off their coats.”

      Well, that was honest. Would Clonmere’s duchess want to see him unclothed, or would she cower beneath the sheets, staring at the bed hangings while he struggled to consummate the marriage vows? Ghastly thought.

      Dersham was attempting to shrug out of his coat, but Bond Street tailoring did not yield to shrugs. The tiger tried to assist his master while holding onto a bridle, and a ring of spectators assembled right in the street. Money changed hands, as Amherst made loud allusions to calling out the damned fool who couldn’t control his team.

      “I should stop this,” Clonmere said, swinging down from the saddle and passing Annis his reins. “They’ll both get bloody noses, traffic will snarl, somebody will say something they regret, those blacks are about to bolt, and—”

      A woman marched forth from the crowd. She was tall, dark-haired, attired for driving, and wearing the sort of flat, straw skimmer Clonmere associated with boating parties on hot summer days. Her ensemble was years out of date, but the older style suited her height.

      “Gentlemen.” She waited a moment, while the combatants exchanged a puzzled glance. “Surely you don’t intend to engage in fisticuffs over a minor mishap?”

      That was the voice of an older sibling or a mama, though the lady wasn’t matronly. She was, in fact, very nicely put together, and she had the attention of both parties.

      “My dear lady,” Amherst said, drawing himself to his entire five and half feet of height. “Destroying my new phaeton through careless disregard is not a minor mishap. If Mr. Dersham had used an ounce of sense, instead of careening recklessly right down the middle of the street—”

      “You was the one in the middle of the street, Amherst. Tell the lady how you planted your nags so nobody could get past in either direction, because you’re so mad keen to show off that derelict dog cart to anybody who’s never seen a proper conveyance.”

      “Derelict dog cart?” Amherst puffed out his chest. “I’ll tell you who’s derelict— ”

      The tall woman stroked the neck of Amherst’s off-side black. “I truly would not want to see the watch summoned over an accident, but I fear if you gentlemen must debate the origins of your contretemps at any greater length, a bent wheel will be the least of your worries.”

      The horse was settling, and the combatants appeared entranced by the caress of a worn driving glove over a muscular equine neck.

      Clonmere stepped forth, prepared to seize the moment of relative calm and spread ducal fairy dust over a pair of dunderpates. If that required knocking their heads together a time or two, that was the least consolation he was due for his troubles. He’d moved a yard closer to the damaged vehicle when the lady caught his eye and gave a slight shake of her head.

      A warning. Nobody warned Clonmere of anything, firstly, because he didn’t require warnings, secondly, because he was usually the party handing them out. He warned his siblings of crooked gaming hells. He warned his mother away from elderly bachelors looking to flatter their way to a comfortable dotage. He warned his head groom away from windbroken teams going on the block at Tatt’s.

      For the sheer novelty of the experience, he heeded the lady’s admonition and remained where he was.

      “Call the watch?” Dersham repeated, dropping his fists. “No need for that. A gentlemen’s disagreement should be kept private.”

      The lady sent a pointed glance to the crowd. “Your grooms can mind your teams,” she said, “while you gentlemen repair to The Happy Heifer to discuss the situation over a civilized pint.”

      Amherst scowled at his wheel. “Damn thing’s useless. Papa will read me the Riot Act.”

      “Perhaps Mr. Dersham will lend you his curricle while the wheel is being repaired.”

      Oh, she was good. She tossed out that casual suggestion while repositioning her hat, as if the slanting afternoon sun was of more moment than the potential for broken noses and criminal charges.

      Amherst left off visually lamenting his bent wheel and walked over to Dersham’s bays. “Prime goers. They can’t help who’s at the ribbons.”

      Dersham apparently had sense enough to detect a resolution to his troubles that wouldn’t jeopardize his fine tailoring.

      “Got ’em off Greymoor,” Dersham said. “Everybody wants the matching white socks and fancy bloodlines. Greymoor says it’s more important to have sound conformation and matching minds.”

      Rather like marriage.

      The crowd was drifting away, and again, Clonmere shifted forward, prepared to clap each good fellow on the shoulder and shove him toward the pub, but the lady’s glower gave him pause.

      Her reproach was fleeting and aimed only at him, also startlingly ferocious. For one instant, green eyes promised him a verbal thrashing that would make fisticuffs in the street look like a mere squabble among chickens.

      Clonmere took a step back.

      “Greymoor knows what he’s about,” Amherst said. “D’you fancy an ale? I fancy a turn with your bays.”

      “The day is a trifle warm,” the woman murmured. “A cool pint would appeal to anybody.”

      Clonmere abruptly became thirsty for a tall pint of summer ale, though the day was only warm by English standards.

      “Isaacs,” Dersham called, “walk the boys to Amherst’s mews and see them settled.”

      “Show him the way,” Amherst said to his tiger. “Try to put the phaeton up without letting the whole world see that wheel.”

      Forelocks were tugged, teams led off, and if Clonmere hadn’t been staring directly at her, he would have missed the tall woman melting back into the passing foot traffic.

      “Not so fast,” he said, planting himself in her path.

      She nipped around him as neatly as water sluices past a boulder in a stream bed. “Have we been introduced, sir?” Her tone made it clear she hoped not.

      “That was magnificent. You governessed a pair of grown men into exercising sense. I’ve never seen the like.”

      Her steps slowed. “Magnificent?” Her green eyes were wary, also fringed with long, dark lashes.

      “They will be fast friends for life because of how you handled that. Neither will go to Tatt’s without the other, they’ll swap conveyances when needs must, and their grooms will become drinking companions.”

      “All that from a few words?”

      Her smile was soft and a touch shy. Ferns bending over a woodland path made the way seem more inviting, and her smile had the same quality—a little mysterious, very quiet, entirely beautiful.

      “Instead of a drawn cork, Dersham got a budding friendship. Might I walk you to your destination?” Annis would despair of him. He was to be in the park, parading himself fashionably, and catching a first glimpse of Falmouth’s blossoms. The groom could see to his horse, but Annis would not keep silent about this deviation from strategy.

      “I’m not on foot,” the woman said. “The day was too pretty to remain cooped up in a sewing room all afternoon, so I’ve tended to some errands. Thank you for not interfering. Men will accept guidance from a woman that they’d never allow from another man.”

      She was no seamstress, if she had her own conveyance, and her clothes were first quality for all they were not the latest fashions.

      “That’s your mare?” Clonmere asked, nodding at a plain gig by the side of the road.

      A grim-faced older woman sat staring straight ahead on the bench, a reticule clutched in her lap with both hands. A groom held the horse’s bridle, though that precaution was unneeded. The beast was serviceable—solidly muscled, good size, lovely calm eye—but had a coarse hair coat and the start of feathers about its sizeable feet.

      Not a horse chosen to make an impression, but rather, a creature suited to its task.

      “That is my Rosinante,” the woman said. “She is getting on, but likes the occasional ramble about Town on a fine day.”

      The horse’s name was a literary allusion to Don Quixote, a half-mad romantic figure in an all-mad, unromantic world.

      The lady repositioned her hat again, tugged up her gloves, and sketched a curtsey. “I’ll wish you good day, sir, and thank you for exercising restraint when restraint was needed.”

      Before Clonmere could reciprocate with a bow, the lady was off across the street. She had a purposeful walk, one that set her hems swishing and covered ground at a good clip.

      That is my duchess.

      The notion was outlandish, and yet, it arrived in Clonmere’s brain accompanied by a warmth in his chest, a sense of joy and hope he hadn’t felt in ages. Perhaps what his mind was telling him was that he needed a woman like the tall lady. She was attractive because of her air of competence, her common sense, and her brisk approach to a situation others had been hoping would escalate to violence.

      Her ascent to the bench was nimble, her driving posture regal. When she tooled past Clonmere, he lifted his hat and offered her the bow she was due. She made no sign that she’d seen him. Her gaze was fixed on the traffic—and in London on a fine day, there was always traffic.

      And yet, as the mare trotted past, the lady was smiling.

      So was Clonmere.
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      “I hope a journalist was present among the mob,” Hattie said. “When not one but three grown men listen to common sense from a woman, all of London should hear the tale.”

      Cousin Hattie was probably not a first cousin. She was a relation to the late Countess of Falmouth, and while Hattie was every bit as kind as the countess had been, she resembled a bulldog more than a fairy godmother.

      “Having younger siblings forces one to develop skills,” Iris replied, steering the mare in the direction of the park. “By themselves, most men are fairly biddable and pleasant, but put them together, and common sense flees the scene. The big fellow was ready to start knocking heads.” A big, well-dressed gentleman who’d hopped off his steed as nimbly as a panther.

      Iris might have dismissed him as just another gawker but for two things. First, his proportions made him tall enough to see over the crowd and muscular enough that even street rabble gave way for him. He could have been in hostler’s attire, and they would have shown him the same respect.

      But he hadn’t been wearing hostler’s attire. He’d been exquisitely turned out for riding, boots gleaming, cravat pinned in elegant folds, gloves tight across big hands.

      And he filled out his breeches with the sort of muscle that didn’t come from standing up for a few waltzes. His thighs had shifted and strained the doeskin, announcing to any audacious enough to look that he rode often and well.

      And probably not only horses.

      Iris turned the mare onto Park Lane. I ought not to think such things.

      Though why shouldn’t a spinster notice a fine specimen of manhood when he was also willing to leave a situation that required a woman’s touch in a woman’s hands?

      The second aspect of the gentleman Iris had noticed was the sound of his walk. His bootheels had struck the cobbles loudly enough to warn of his approach, and to reinforce the perception of his sheer size. Had the fidgety blacks calmed because Iris had pet one of them, or because a presence of such clear authority waited not three yards from the arguing parties?

      “Do you expect to be home before your sisters?” Hattie asked. “On such a fine day, the park will be thronged.”

      “Exactly, we’ll creep along, and if Clonmere is among the mob, I’ll have a chance to take his measure. One can tell a great deal by the company a man keeps and the cattle in his mews.”

      “You sound like Peter.”

      “Peter sounds like me. The earl says our heir is not doing well at university.”

      “Peter misses his siblings, or perhaps he got wind that his lordship has hatched a mad scheme to marry one of you to a duke.”

      Iris pretended to focus on cutting across the intersection to enter the park, but in truth, Hattie’s words hurt. The pain was small, but times a thousand, such pains tempted Iris to self-pity.

      “Not one of us, Hattie. One of his other daughters, one of the girls, though they ceased to be girls years ago. I am to help my sisters drag Clonmore to the altar if I have to pop out of a linen closet at an inopportune moment to do it.”

      The Fashionable Hour had not yet begun, and yet there was traffic aplenty beneath the maples. Rosie knew her way, and the outing should have been pleasant.

      “You might consider dragging Clonmere into that linen closet,” Hattie muttered. Over the clatter of wheels and hooves, the groom on the back perch wouldn’t hear her, not that he’d peach. Falmouth’s staff took his coin, but their loyalty had been to the late countess. Because she had championed Iris’s situation, the staff was now loyal to Iris.

      “I barely fit into some linen closets myself,” Iris replied. “I’ve heard the duke is not petite.”

      Hattie’s silence reproved, and she was not by nature reserved with her opinions.

      “I’m not spying on him,” Iris said. “I’ve never laid eyes on the man, but Papa has said that coaxing the duke into marriage with one of my sisters is my responsibility. He’ll banish me to Devonshire if I fail.”

      “And you, daft creature, will be happy to go. I’d go with you, but then, who will be chaperone and companion to the featherbrains?”

      Iris drew the mare to a halt to allow another carriage to pull forward from the verge. “They are not featherbrains, Cousin. My sisters are exactly what they’ve been trained to be—pleasant, pretty, and marriageable. If they’d been taught some math, some logic, some literature…”

      Iris had a pair of maternal uncles who’d shamed the earl into providing her a decent education. The uncles were gone, and they too had left her a tidy sum. The more valuable legacy was the ability to read a ledger, manage a budget, discuss a poem, and comprehend political issues.

      “Your sisters will do well enough,” Hattie said. “The twins will likely marry into the same family, and Lily will make a fine hostess for some younger son.”

      Rosie could move no faster than a walk, because somewhere up the line, somebody had decided that the park could be enjoyed at only a placid pace. Iris was anxious to return home before her sisters, but she was also anxious to catch a glimpse of the duke.

      “You think Clonmere will disregard his father’s promise?” That would simplify matters, though it would leave all three sisters devastated and the earl furious.

      “He’s said he will honor the letter, and a man’s word is his bond, if he’s a gentleman.”

      A title was no guarantee of gentlemanly deportment, witness Falmouth’s indifferent parenting of Iris herself.

      “Holly is my choice for the duke,” Iris said. “She’s overshadowed by the other two, smarter than she lets on, and she’d be kind to her siblings if she became a duchess.”

      Iris nodded to a pair of dandies on horseback. The one on the right—Horatius Threadneedle—looked like he was interested in a chat, which would not do. Mr. Threadneedle was an agreeable fellow of modest tastes but Iris had a duke to inspect.

      “Clonmere might not be here,” Hattie said. “Or if he is on parade, we won’t be able to find him in this crush because—”

      She fell silent while a blond young lady driving a phaeton came up on Iris’s shoulder. The way was narrow, the young woman was flirting madly with the man laughing beside her on the bench. Rosie switched her tail at the matched chestnuts pulling the phaeton, and then…

      Both vehicles lurched to a stop.

      “Oh, dear,” the blond said. “You seem to have locked wheels with us.”

      “Give me the reins, darling,” the gentleman drawled, though his on-side leader had started to prop in the traces.

      A pang of sympathy for Mr. Amherst tempted Iris to shout, “Why don’t you watch where you’re going?” but a lady did not shout.

      “Perhaps if I back up?” Iris suggested, asking the same of Rosie.

      “No dratted luck,” the gentleman said. “Best get down ladies. Lightning and Thunder aren’t the steadiest pair.”

      Except getting down was impossible. To Iris’s left, the phaeton, jiggling and jouncing as the horses grew increasingly nervous, prevented her escape. On Hattie’s side of the carriage, a closed coach had stopped to watch the goings on.

      “I’m not giving up the reins just because she couldn’t steer her nag,” the blond said, tossing her curls.

      “God spare me,” Hattie muttered, as Rosie whisked her tail twice.

      The blond left off batting her eyelashes at her companion and smiled over the back of her vehicle.

      “Your Grace, a pleasure to see you.”

      “Today is the day for carriage mishaps, apparently,” said a tall gentleman… the same tall gentleman. He was off his horse and surveying the entangled wheels from behind. “Berringer, this is your fault. Never let a novice drive in traffic, and certainly don’t give her the ribbons when you’ve a half-wild team put to.”

      My sentiments exactly. “Sir, if you could…” Except the blond had called him Your Grace. “I beg your pardon. Your Grace, if you could assist my companion down, I’d appreciate it.”

      The duke was still scowling at the wheels, one sturdy, one delicate. He paused with one glove stuffed in his pocket, the other in hand and turned a pair of cerulean blue eyes on Iris.

      “You have a habit of turning up in the most interesting locations, Miss.”

      “That’s Lady Iris,” Hattie said. “Your Grace.”

      “Lady Iris.” The duke bowed. “John Coachman!” he called to the closed conveyance on Iris’s right, “Walk on or I’ll call out the gawking nitwit who employs you. Berringer, take the damned reins. You there,”—this was directed at Iris’s groom—“get hold of Berringer’s cattle and explain the rules of gentlemanly deportment to them or prepare to be trampled.”

      The groom went grinning to his task, Berringer appropriated the reins from the now pouting blond, and the chestnuts ceased hopping about.

      “Sit tight, ladies,” the duke said, stuffing the second glove into a pocket. “This will only take a moment.”

      Iris was used to men giving orders. Young Peter had come early to the habit, though she ensured his puerile commands were never directed at his sisters. Falmouth, however, was forever barking at the servants and ordering Iris about.

      She was not used to men solving problems. Not used to them sorting out cause and effect, studying a situation, and literally getting their hands dirty to provide aid.

      The duke grasped the back of Iris’s gig, bent at the knees, and hoisted the entire vehicle several inches.

      “If you’ll have your mare step forward,” he said, as if he was holding a wine glass instead of half a carriage.

      “Rosie.” The mare assayed two steps, enough to free the wheels from each other. She stood like a saint thereafter, while Iris’s groom led the chestnuts onto the verge.

      “Our thanks, Clonmere!” Berringer called, trotting off. The blond clung to his arm, tittering about the stupid beasts, and why was it always a duke who got to play the hero.

      “Not a duke,” Hattie said. “A gentleman.”

      “A gentleman would not presume to introduce himself,” the duke said… the Duke of Clonmere. “But fate seems determined that we further our acquaintance. Clonmere, at your service.”

      His smile was everything a gentleman’s smile should be and too often wasn’t. Friendly, intelligent, genuine without hinting at anything impolite. A touch of mischief in his eyes, a hint of merriment about his mouth, all bounded with good manners and tied up with adult self-possession.

      Oh, damn. Oh, double drat and perdition. He was wonderful, and he was Clonmere, and he’d make the best brother-in-law ever. He’d be patient with Holly’s shyness, kind about Hyacinth’s insecurities, and tolerant of Lily’s anxieties.

      “I am Lady Iris Fallon, and this is my cousin, Miss Harriet Fallon. Thank you for your assistance, Your Grace.”

      The smile faded to a look of puzzlement. “You are Falmouth’s daughter? I don’t recall an Iris among the bunch.”

      Nobody did. “Perhaps you’d like to return to your horse. I’d rather not draw any more attention.”

      “His Grace can escort us,” Hattie said, the traitor. “Lest we come upon any more incompetent whips.”

      “I’m nominally escorting my sister, but she is off amid a troupe of her friends, where I dare not venture. I’d be happy to ride along with you.”

      Go away, oh, please, go away. Iris needed time—years perhaps—to sort out her feelings. She should be pleased that he was sensible, attractive, healthy, and well-mannered. She was instead unaccountably furious.

      She was to take notice of this man the better to marry him to one of her sisters, and the unfairness of that, the sheer injustice, brought her near to tears.

      “An escort would be appreciated, Your Grace.”

      “Then an escort you shall have.” With that, he strode back in the direction of a big gray. Already Iris was attuned to the pattern of his footfalls, already she was tempted to watch his retreat.

      Hattie patted her hand. “It could be worse. He could be a madcap buffoon like that Berringer fellow, flaunting his lightskirts before proper society. He could be cruel, stupid, slovenly, or a drunkard. The earl knew what he was about when he unearthed that letter from the previous duke. At least one of Falmouth’s daughters will end up with a happily ever after.”

      Iris gave the reins a shake. That happily ever after won’t be mine, though. Of that much, she could be certain.
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      One thing was certain, Falmouth had a daughter worth further consideration as Clonmere’s duchess. Lady Iris was sensible, brave, self-possessed, and pretty. Not pretty in a loud, look-at-me way, but pretty in a quiet, I-am-a-duchess way.

      She, however, had not looked at Clonmere as if he were her duke. This was unusual. Word had gone out among Mama’s cronies and correspondents that Clonmere must find a duchess. He was besieged by sweet young things, by their widowed mothers, by their ambitious chaperones.

      While Lady Iris had driven away without sparing him so much as a glance.

      Clonmere steered Boru to Lady Iris’s side of the carriage, prepared to earn her notice as something more than an untangler of carriage wheels.

      “Were you aware that we might become family?” he asked.

      She wrinkled her nose. “One must exercise discretion discussing such a topic in public, Your Grace.”

      “No, one must not. If the matchmakers, merry widows, and debutantes were any more determined in their efforts to drag me to the altar, you’d see harpoons protruding from my backside.”

      Was that a twitch of the lips? “You poor, beleaguered dear.”

      “I’m hounded, I tell you. I’ve been waltzed to exhaustion, partnered at whist until my exchequer is down to two bent farthings, and musicale’d to the point that one more marvelously talented soprano will drive me to Bedlam.”

      “Lily is talented soprano,” Lady Iris said, a hint of glower coming into her eyes. “Holly and Hyacinth sing a marvelous duet.”

      The companion or cousin was smiling at her reticule. Clonmere took courage from that, for a companion would know Lady Iris well.

      Clonmere hoped to know her very well. “Why did Falmouth tell me he had only three daughters?”

      Was Lady Iris engaged? The thought was unacceptable, for reasons Clonmere wouldn’t examine until he’d been fortified with solitude and a tot of good French brandy.

      “I am the earl’s secret weapon,” Lady Iris said. “I am to spy on you, and learn everything about you.”

      “Novel approach to spying, announcing the fact in broad daylight where I’m told one must ever exercise discretion.”

      “I thought that business about tangling my carriage with Mr. Unbearable’s was a clever touch,” Lady Iris said. “Creative of me, don’t you think?”

      Boru craned his neck to sniff the mare’s rump. The mare batted him in the face with her tail.

      “Behave,” Clonmere muttered, shortening the reins. “So what secrets would you like to learn? I wet the bed until I was six. My siblings delight in that fact and announce it to all and sundry as often as possible. Formal dinners, fancy dress balls, the more public the better. I endure this stoically, because I will have my revenge by tattling to their children about all manner of peccadillos. I don’t smoke, I do prefer coffee to tea, particularly coffee with a touch of cinnamon in it.”

      He’d never told a woman that last tidbit before, though it was hardly intimate.

      “And your favorite color?”

      That one was easy. “Green, a soft, leafy-trees-in-April green.” The green of your lovely eyes.

      “Who is your favorite composer?”

      “Robert Burns. I don’t fancy blaring horns and thumping kettle drums. Give me a pair of fiddles in close harmony and a tune I can recall over breakfast. Tell me about your sisters.”

      She turned the mare down a less crowded path. “They are lovely young women. They’ve been raised to be gracious hostesses, conscientious wives, and virtuous women. You should esteem all of them greatly.”

      This recitation was not grudging at all. To the contrary, Lady Iris offered her summation sternly, and few people ever spoke to Clonmere sternly.

      Lady Iris was protective of her family, a fine quality in a prospective duchess.

      “Your sisters are Lily, Holly and Hyacinth. Lily being the eldest, the twins two years her junior. Tell me their favorite colors, how they take their tea, their greatest sources of worry.”

      Clonmere told himself he really ought to keep an open mind. Lady Iris was impressive, but her younger sisters might be equally so, or even more so. She described them in glowing and loving terms, right down to their respective fears.

      “Lily feels very strongly that she must set an example for the twins and never put a foot wrong,” Lady Iris said. “The earl reinforces that fear by finding fault with Lily rather than praising her many virtues.”

      “Praise Lily, appreciate her.” Clonmere said.

      “Exactly. Hyacinth is torn, as children in the middle can be, between loyalty to Holly, her younger twin, and a natural yearning to have the status Lily can claim as the eldest.”

      Lady Iris was the eldest, though she described her siblings as if she were their doting governess rather than their sister.

      “So I should reassure Lady Hyacinth, and encourage her to be herself rather than somebody’s sister.”

      That earned him a glance, searching, thoughtful, not particularly happy. “Yes, Your Grace. A good insight. Holly has learned to be observant, because she must fortify herself with information before she attempts to compete with the other two. She’s quiet, easily upset, and often overlooked unless she’s dressed exactly as her sister.”

      “I should be attentive to Holly.”

      “You are perceptive,” Lady Iris said. “One is relieved to reach that conclusion.”

      Appreciative, reassuring, attentive, perceptive… Those qualities struck Clonmere as the role of an older brother, an uncle even. Of course, a husband should also have those traits—as should a wife.

      “What of joy, Lady Iris? What of humor, passion, and dreams?” What of children?

      The companion studied the trees overhead. Boru was trying to sneak his nose closer to the mare’s quarters. Clonmere shortened the reins again, though only a few inches.

      “You asked me about their worries, Your Grace. What else would you like to know?”

      Clonmere’s siblings would be surprised to learn that he was perceptive, and yet, he did grasp that he could not ask Lady Iris about her own fears and dreams. Instead, he peppered her with queries about her sisters—their favorite desserts, their preferences in terms of pets, the activities they enjoyed in Town and in the country.

      Despite Lady Iris’s loyal efforts, Clonmere’s pictures of Lily, Holly, and Hyacinth became a predictable sketches: Dancing, shopping, needlework, watercolors. Light reading—whatever that meant—pianoforte, shopping, the theater. Italian opera, shopping, ices at Gunter’s, the Royal Academy’s art exhibitions, and for variety, another spate of shopping.

      Lady Iris was doing her best to present her sisters as perfect duchesses-in-waiting and failing miserably. He listened to her replies not because of what they revealed about her sisters, but because of what they revealed about her.

      She was loyal, honest, kind, observant, a very competent whip, and the only one of Falmouth’s daughters Clonmere would even consider offering for.
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      “John Fallon, you have lost what few wits the Lord endowed you with.” Hattie marched into Falmouth’s study, angrier than she’d ever been with him, which was very angry indeed. “I did not speak out when you dismissed the French tutor, and made Iris responsible for guiding her sisters in a foreign language, because Iris was flattered to have the responsibility. I did not speak out when you refused to purchase Iris’s frocks, because she can make far better dresses than the modistes would. I did not speak out when you encouraged that awful Mr. Harman to pay Iris his addresses.”

      The earl remained seated behind his desk, proof that manners had followed chivalry down Mayfair’s jakes.

      “Harriet, if you wish to discuss a matter of significance with me, you may make an appointment with Snetten. The press of business does not allow me to humor you at this time.”

      Snetten, poor lad, was Falmouth’s secretary and whipping boy. He was frequently the last member of the household to bed, staying up until all hours in the kitchen, copying correspondence for his lordship.

      “Snetten was never married to my cousin. Snetten is not the head of this family. Snetten is doubtless daft—witness he accepted employment with you—but I’ll not discuss your ludicrous schemes through an intermediary.”

      Hattie knew better than to sit, because then Falmouth would rise, pace around her once or twice while offering pomposities of no relevance whatsoever, and then leave the room.

      Falmouth tossed his quill pen to the blotter and heaved up a longsuffering sigh. “Harriet, the girls must marry. Would you have them end up as you have, a poor relation, dependent on the charity of distant family?”

      Over the years, Hattie had endured a barrage of such slurs, which were in fact, veiled threats.

      “I am not related to you, thank God, but I am the closest thing your daughters have to a respectable chaperone. Toss me out on my ear, and you’ll have to pay for a companion while you explain to polite society why I’m begging in the streets.”

      She was tempted to do that. She could sit in Hyde Park with a begging bowl, moaning piteously about Lord Falmouth’s cruelty—though that would reflect poorly on his daughters.

      Falmouth whipped out a handkerchief and rubbed a non-existent fingerprint from the ruby glass of the ink well. “Iris is old enough—”

      Hattie slapped both palms onto the blotter hard enough to make the earl start. “Precisely. Iris is the eldest. She is also the smartest, the kindest, the most likely to find matches for her sisters, and the least likely to make a ninnyhammer of herself before a duke.”

      Falmouth tucked away his handkerchief, folding it deliberately and precisely in a display of controlling behavior that made Hattie want to strangle him with his own linen. But then, Falmouth wasn’t very bright. He needed his posturing and drama because they afforded him time to think.

      “Clonmere won’t notice Iris. She’s perfectly positioned to do reconnaissance for her sisters, and as you say, she’s loyal. If Clonmere can be matched with Lily, Holly, or Hyacinth, Iris will see it done.”

      And typical of his lordship, that one conclusion—Iris will get the job done if anybody could—was as far as his limited intelligence and even more limited paternal sentiment could take him.

      “And if Iris cannot effect that miracle? If even her good offices, abetted by my own, can’t present a trio of pretty, timid, empty-headed, ornaments as potential duchesses? What then?”

      Falmouth sat back. “Clonmere will honor his father’s promise. He must choose one of the three. He’s not a boy, and his mother is determined he shall wed. I’m presenting him with the solution to a problem, you see. His Grace need not sort through every hat box on Mayfair’s shelves, he need only consider three.”

      Dear God, the race would soon die out if this was an example of its leading lights. “A woman is not a piece of millinery, Falmouth.”

      Falmouth took out a pen knife—silver handle engraved with his cost of arms—and began slicing at the tip of his quill.

      “A woman is not a source of income either, Harriet.” He treated her to a pointed look, which was intended to produce shame and guilt—for having served in his household without pay for years out of simple loyalty to his daughters.

      “That’s the problem, isn’t it? Iris has means, while her sisters don’t. You can’t afford for Iris to waltz off with the duke, because you’ve failed to set aside enough for her sisters.”

      An interesting shade of red crept up Falmouth’s neck, and the knife slipped.

      “Damn and blast. Now look what you’ve made me do.” He wrapped his free hand around the blood welling from his finger, though the cut was tiny. “Blood won’t wash out. How many times has Crevins told me that? This is your fault, with your foolish female—”

      Hattie passed him her handkerchief. “Let the wound bleed for a moment to reduce the probability of infection, then apply steady, direct pressure. You’ll live, Falmouth, more’s the pity.”

      He sent her a sullen boy’s rebellious look and wrapped his injured finger with her handkerchief. “If you’ve nothing more to say, please leave before you cause further mishaps. I’m a busy man, and I’ll thank you to trust me to do what’s best for my daughters.”

      He was a pathetic man, doing for his daughters what was necessary to maintain his standing before his peers.

      “Is Peter gambling again?”

      In the space of a breath, Falmouth went from aging, pouty boy, to elderly and overwhelmed father. “Every heir sows wild oats.”

      “He’s beggaring you with his stupidity, just as you probably beggared your papa. Set him on a budget, my lord, and enforce the figure the first time he exceeds it. If your own father had done the same with you, you could afford to dower all of your daughters handsomely.”

      Falmouth peered at the wound, which was, of course, still seeping blood. “Get out.”

      “Steady, direct pressure, Falmouth. The more often you peek, the longer it will bleed.” She barely refrained from adding, you imbecile. Falmouth had always been too full of his own consequence, but the late countess had known how to flatter him, encourage the good in him, and jolly him from his self-inflicted dismals.

      The longer Falmouth remained without a countess to manage him, the more arrogant and unpleasant he became.

      “I’m leaving,” Harriet said. “I thought you should know that. At the end of this Season, I’ll be removing to my sister’s household in Surrey. Iris will be welcome to join us.”

      This announcement was the result of long consideration. If Iris was on hand to limit her sisters’ commercial excesses, keep the staff running smoothly, and mind the earl’s household budget, his lordship would never bear the consequences of his own folly.

      “Fine. Abandon the girls when they need you most, turn your back on my years of generosity. I wish you the joy of your dotage.”

      Harriet had never liked Falmouth. He was a willfully immature man, and determined to stay that way. His concerns, needs, and wants weren’t his first considerations, they were his only considerations. Every universe had him at its center. With his heir showing signs of adopting the same view of life, the household could only become miserable.

      “All of your daughters will be welcome under my roof,” Harriet said, “and we will manage more happily with limited means than you do with all your rents and investments. Poverty of the heart is a worse affliction than poverty of coin.”

      Before the earl could fumble out another insult, Harriet left, closing the door quietly behind her.
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      “Clonmere has a charming smile,” Iris said. “He’s mannerly and attractive.”

      Lily’s stabbed at her embroidery hoop. “Does that mean he’s handsome? I’ve seen him across the square, but broad shoulders mean little if a man talks with his mouth full.”

      Oh, this was difficult. Iris wanted to gush about the duke—she should gush about the duke—but she also wanted to hoard the details of her encounter for herself.

      “He’d never talk with his mouth full,” she said. “He has the natural sense of self-possession that men comfortable in their own skin acquire. He would partner you on the dancefloor, not haul you about. You’d have a conversation, not be consigned to listening adoringly while he talks about his hounds.”

      Hyacinth looked up from her lace. “But I listen adoringly so well.”

      Holly laughed. “And being hauled about has become a habit. I’m sure I can’t recall the steps of any dance I ever learned.” They exchanged a look that between twins communicated volumes.

      “Clonmere’s duchess will be happy in her marriage,” Iris said. “Though she will be challenged as well.”

      Lily snipped off her thread. “Because of all the entertaining?”

      “That too, though a competent staff can handle those obligations. If Clonmere is bringing charm, intelligence, means, honor, a title, and more to the union, then his duchess had better be equipped with charm, intelligence, settlements, dignity, graciousness, and loyalty, at least. You’ll have to make an effort to hold his interest if you expect him to hold yours.”

      “I expect him to hold my cloak,” Lily said. “And a lovely cloak it will be too. I fancy a bright blue velvet to bring out my eyes.”

      “Be serious,” Hyacinth replied. “Iris is right. The Duchess of Clonmere can’t be a gudgeon. She must be a paragon.”

      Holly set aside her book. “I missed the classes in being a paragon. I did watercolors, dancing, deportment, French—until Papa let Monsieur go. I’m not sure I can be a paragon.”

      “Of course you can,” Iris said. “For a husband you esteem greatly, you can achieve nearly anything you set out to do.”

      That reassurance felt like a betrayal, because Iris should be encouraging her sisters to achieve their dreams for themselves, though their dream was apparently to become Clonmere’s duchess. Iris also felt as if she was betraying the duke, who was more than a trophy stag whose family crest would be mounted on his duchess’s Town coach.

      And perhaps, a little bit she was betraying herself.

      Cousin Hattie came in carrying Puck, an enormous sloth of a feline. “Brace yourselves, my dears. We’re to have a caller.”

      “If that odious Mr. Billings Harman comes around again,” Holly muttered, “I am prostrate with a megrim.”

      “I claim the bloody flux,” Hyacinth added. “That leaves a lung fever for you, Lily.”

      “I had lung fever last time.”

      While Iris had had the longest half hour of her life, dodging Mr. Harman’s innuendos and his hands. Thank heavens Hattie had been steadfastly remarking the time every five minutes.

      “The Duke of Clonmere is at our front door,” Hattie said. “He’s brought Mr. Thomas Everhart along, and I’ve already sent for the tea tray.”

      Lily stashed her embroidery hoop into her work basket. “Mr. Everhart? The composer?”

      “They’re cousins,” Iris said, not that she’d been studying Debrett’s until midnight or anything. “I’ve danced with Mr. Everhart. He seems very pleasant.”

      “Oh, lord, I’m not wearing any lace,” Hyacinth said, examining herself in the mirror over the sideboard.

      Holly jostled her aside. “I haven’t a stitch of embroidery on.”

      “Bother that,” Lily said, pinching her cheeks and crowding Holly. “My hair is a fright.”

      “Your hair is beautiful,” Iris retorted. “If you all rush off to change your dresses or re-do your hair, the duke will be gone before you can rejoin us.” Though for fifteen minutes, Iris wouldn’t have to share him with her sisters.

      Disloyal thought.

      Disloyal honest thought.

      Disloyal, honest, hopeless thought. The sooner Clonmere chose his duchess, the sooner Iris could retire to the country in peace.

      The butler, a venerable relic named Sooth, glided into the parlor. “Henning, His Grace of Clonmere, and Mr. Thomas Everhart.”

      “Thank you, Sooth,” Iris said, rising. “If you’d see to the tea tray.”

      “Lady Iris,” Mr. Everhart said, bowing. “May I present to you my cousin, Henning, Duke of Clonmere. Clonmere, Lady Iris Fallon.”

      Further introductions followed, with Iris’s sisters bobbing like blossoms in the breeze, and Clonmere bowing gravely over each proffered hand. This was a necessary step on the way to the altar, of course, and by having his cousin make the introductions, Clonmere was getting off on a very proper foot with Iris’s sisters.

      By the time the silver tea service was rolled in, along with a fruit basket, cakes, lemon bread, and a pair of French cheeses, awkwardness had arrived as well.

      “Mr. Everhart,” Iris said, “won’t you tell us of your latest composition.”

      “Please do,” Lily added. “I thought your airs for the harp inspired.”

      Everhart, another dark-haired blue-eyed fellow, though not as tall as the duke, looked pleased. “The harp is a beautiful instrument, and in its quiet grace, it commands attention more effectively than does a brass quintet. I’m working on a piano sonata now, though the slow movement has me rather confounded.”

      “Play it for us,” Lily said, when Iris would have asked the duke if he’d like more cakes.

      Mr. Everhart took the piano bench and folded back the cover from the keys. “You needn’t pretend we’re at the Philharmonic concerts. I’m happiest making music, but I don’t expect the company to cease conversing because I’m twiddling about on the keyboard.”

      “If you’re twiddling, that’s more cakes for me,” Clonmere said, holding his plate out to Iris. “I prefer the raspberry flavored sweets.”

      Holly and Hyacinth hadn’t said two words so far. They sat side by side on the love seat, like a pair of school girls goggling at the new art teacher.

      “Hyacinth is fond of raspberry jam,” Iris said, adding three cakes to the duke’s plate. “Holly is fond of plum tarts.”

      Clonmere took the plate and offered it to Hyacinth. “You must join me, my lady.”

      She took a tea cake and set it on her saucer.

      Mr. Everhart began his slow movement, a lyrical, dolorous offering that made the lack of conversation more painful. Lily was clearly riveted by the music, so Iris sent the twins a visual plea: Say something.

      Holly was munching on the tea cake, Hyacinth was staring straight ahead.

      “You prefer Mr. Burns as I recall,” Iris said.

      “The Scot?” Holly asked.

      “The very one,” Clonmere replied. “I find his airs memorable and pleasant, for the most part. An entire symphony is too much work for my untrained ears.”

      Lily sent him reproachful glance, as if nobody ought to be talking while Mr. Everhart’s sonata was plodding along.

      “I’d think an English duke would prefer an English composer,” Hyacinth said.

      “I am an English duke,” Clonmere replied, “also a Scottish earl, though perhaps it’s more relevant to say I’m a simple duke when it comes to music, and thus simple tunes appeal to me. Have you a favorite composer, Lady Hyacinth?”

      He could tell them apart. While one was blond and the other brunette, people did confuse them. They were the same height, had the same figure, used the same turns of phrase, and moved alike.

      Hyacinth had an answer prepared—Haydn, who, she assured the duke, was English in all but place of birth.

      “If you like him so much, Hy, why don’t you learn any of his sonatas?” Holly asked. “And you’ve never told me he was your favorite.”

      “You never asked. That is my tea cake Hollyhock Marie Georgia Fallon.”

      Holly’s expression went blank. She hated the name Georgia. Hated it with the passion most women reserved for incontinent house pets.

      “What is your full name?” Iris asked the duke. The question was inane and personal, but it stopped the twins from bickering. And Iris wanted to know this, wanted to collect this fact to store beside the duke’s admission that he preferred raspberry tea cakes.

      She also wanted him to leave before Holly and Hyacinth resumed their spat.

      “My name is Henning Perseus Mendel St. John Dunning Quayle Whitcomb. Quite a mouthful for a small boy. I tried to adopt Perseus as my given name, but my sisters refused to accord me any heroic associations.”

      Another awkward beat of silence went by,while Mr. Everhart fumbled for his melody.

      “Do you enjoy mythology?” Iris asked.

      “I was made to study the myths in detail,” Clonmere replied. “A subject to which a fellow’s attention is forced will usually fail to inspire his passion.”

      Oh… dear.

      “I agree,” Hyacinth said, a little desperately. “Better to read as your interests lead you, and let curiosity inspire your imagination.”

      Clonmere stuffed another tea cake in his mouth.

      Would this slow movement never end?

      “I’m glad Iris made me study Voltaire,” Holly said. “I thought him silly at first, but he’s not.”

      Clonmere stirred his tea. “Lady Iris suggested you read him?”

      “She taught us French,” Hyacinth said. “We had to speak French at breakfast, then at lunch. We learned the names of every dish ever served at an English table. Then we had to speak French when we went shopping, and I nearly gave up shopping.”

      “It was terrible,” Holly said, nodding gravely. “All summer this went on. Iris is very firm in her opinions—”

      “And very fluent in her French,” Hyacinth added. “Then we were to speak French at dinner, and then we were to go all day on Tuesdays speaking French.”

      “Then,” Holly said, “she added Thursdays and Saturdays. Lily would pretend to get her days mixed up if she didn’t know the word she needed.”

      Lily was sitting next to Mr. Everhart on the piano bench—when had she moved?—while Iris wished the mythic roc would flap out of the sky and transport her to some faraway isle. I was my sisters’ French tutor. I am a glorified governess.

      She had known this, but knowing it and hearing the situation laid bare before the Duke of Clonmere were two different orders of painful.

      The duke’s slight smile suggested the twins’ chatter charmed him, but the pity in his eyes said he knew the truth: Iris was a spinster in training, not even paid for teaching her sisters French. Or for doing their hair, embellishing their ballgowns, managing their social calendars, and teaching them to ride and drive.

      The sonata dragged on, pretty, sad, and sweet, while Iris’s heart broke. She wanted to know the Duke of Clonmere better. She wanted to ask him what literary subject he had enjoyed, if mythology had been such a forced march. She wanted to tell him her middle name was Ann—plain, boring, short Ann—but that had been her grandmother’s name, so she treasured it.

      And she wanted Clonmere to close his eyes, point to a sister, and get this whole farce over with. For however long his duchess lived, Iris would be forced into occasional proximity with him, and faced with what she herself had never been allowed to want.

      A man worth loving, worth being foolish and brave and trusting over. Clonmere was all of that, but he would never, ever be hers.
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      The visit with Falmouth’s daughters had been an adagio cantabile hell.

      Clonmere jogged down the steps of the earl’s townhouse, the next weeks stretching before him like the labors of Hercules. Without magic potions, intervening goddesses, a friendly centaur, or some handy poison arrows, he would end up married to a woman who needed her twin to finish her sentences.

      “I must thank you,” Cousin Thomas said. “That was a surprisingly delightful hour.”

      “It felt more like an eternity.”

      Thomas was a few years Clonmere’s junior and had always loved music. “Not one but four lovely women shared their time and attention with us,” he said. “I’d always thought Lady Iris too serious, but I hadn’t realized Lady Lily was such a music lover.”

      Thank God that Lady Lily has ensconced herself on the piano bench and not budged until the visit’s conclusion.

      “What did you two find to talk about?” Clonmere asked.

      “The difference between harmonic, relative, and natural minor as they impact the emotional tone of a piece.”

      Clonmere paused at the street corner. “I have no idea what you just said. If Lady Iris were any more devoted to her sisters, she’d have to swear fealty to them in a public ceremony involving a sword and Latinate oaths.”

      And that was a problem. That was a serious problem.

      “Sisters are supposed to be devoted. Perhaps I’ll write an air to show off Lady Lily’s voice.”

      “Cousins are supposed to be devoted.” Clonmere took off across the street, entirely frustrated with the time spent with Falmouth’s daughters. He’d undertaken the call to get the initial introductions over with, and to gather information regarding the best means of courting Lady Iris.

      “How can a woman be so firmly un-courtable?” he asked.

      Cousin Thomas hung back, not quite keeping pace, not quite falling behind. “Lady Lily is eminently court-able. She’s intelligent, knowledgeable, pretty, soft-spoken, knows Beethoven from Mozart and is pretty.”

      “You mentioned that.” Twice.

      “Well, she is. If you hadn’t been so busy stuffing yourself with tea cakes, you might have noticed that she’s the pick of the litter.”

      “Stop languishing at my elbow. Falmouth’s daughters are not puppies.”

      Cousin Thomas picked up his pace, barely. “As your cousin, I feel honor-bound to express my opinion that Lady Lily would make you an excellent duchess. The other two are chatterboxes who haven’t outgrown sibling rivalry.”

      “And Lady Iris?”

      Cousin Thomas linked his hands behind his back, a pose he probably practiced: Composer looking handsome in a creative fog.

      “Lady Iris is a perfectly pleasant woman but she lacks…. Sparkle. A duchess should sparkle, tastefully.”

      Clonmere barely restrained the urge to shove Cousin Thomas into the street. “She sparkles. You’re too blinded by music to see it.”

      “Are you daft, Clonmere? I mean Lady Iris no insult, but she’s not youthful, she’s not musical. She’s not… I have danced with Lady Iris several times in an effort to gain closer acquaintance with Lady Lily. Lady Iris is oblivious to my cause, and now I know why.”

      Thomas presented as a placid, dreamy soul who would nonetheless work himself to exhaustion when in the grip of inspiration. He was in the grip of something now, something interesting.

      “I say Lady Iris is the most duchess-like of the sisters,” Clonmere retorted. “She is gracious, kind, dignified, selfless, and uncomplaining.”

      “And that won’t result in any grand finales.”

      “What are you going on about?”

      “Molto appassionato,” Thomas said, waving his hands. “Vivace, Con brio. Fire, Clodpate-mere. I fear the Portuguese sun has addled what few wits God gave you, if you can’t see those qualities in Lady Lily.”

      Clonmere had read Cervantes, and he knew a man enthralled when he saw one. “You are an honorable man, Thomas, and a good cousin.”

      His shoulders slumped. “You’ll marry Lady Lily then?”

      Hercules had pulled off more than one of his labors with the aid of loyal companions. In a pinch, a cousin could be recruited to that role.

      “I haven’t made up my mind. I’ve only met the ladies, and marriage is forever.”

      Thomas paused at the next crossing. “If you break Lady Lily’s heart, I will break your nose.” He’d do it, too, despite the damage to his own knuckles.

      “Good decisions are made based on good information. I don’t know enough about Lady Lily to make any decisions about her.”

      “Then you’re a dunderhead, though we knew that about you.”

      “Take pity on a dunderheaded duke and get to the know the lady. I must find a way to pry the twins apart long enough to become familiar with them individually. That will take effort and time, leaving you to scout the terrain where Lady Lily is concerned.”

      Thomas gazed off across the square. He was a handsome devil, his dark hair fell over his forehead a la Byron, and while he was tall, he wasn’t a brutish looby who went around lifting carriages in public.

      “Lady Lily will need friends,” Thomas said. “Especially if she’s to become your duchess, she’ll need friends.”

      Clonmere clapped him on the shoulder. “I knew I could count on you. Now, do you happen to know which clubs Amherst and Derwood frequent?”

      Thomas brushed at his coat sleeve as if a cousinly display of affection was unwelcome. “They frequent them all, depending on where they have credit left. This time of the month, the Brigadier is your best bet. The ale is good quality, the spirits reasonably priced. Nobody plays too deeply.”

      “Then I’m away to the Brigadier. My thanks for your assistance.”

      Thomas sidled off down the walkway, humming a minor tune. Clonmere let him go and ducked into the nearest flower shop. He sent a bouquet to the ladies of Falmouth’s house—sweet pea, in thanks for a lovely time—but for his lapel he chose an iris.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Iris watched Clonmere dance with her sisters at one ball after another, watched as each lady grew in confidence and grace for having become one of very few whom His Grace partnered. She listened to the envious speculation of the wall flowers, the sighing asides of the chaperones.

      And she’d smiled more in the past three weeks than in the previous four years, then gone home and hugged her pillow in solitude.

      Clonmere was nothing if not conscientious about getting to know her sisters. Soon he’d make his choice, and Iris could retire to country with Cousin Hattie.

      Though the countryside had few bookshops, and Iris didn’t have any friends there.

      Then too, Puck would be a member of the rural household, and he had a disagreeable habit of leaving evidence of feline dyspepsia on carpets and stairs, and cat hair everywhere.

      “I’ll have you to cheer me up,” Iris said, patting Rosie’s shoulder. Though Rosie was getting on in years, and she preferred driving to going under saddle, while Iris loved a good gallop.

      Iris’s groom was a good dozen yards back, chatting with another groom. The path ahead was quiet with the stillness of pre-dawn, a good time to feel sorry for oneself or to canter away regrets.

      “My lady.” The bushes to the right rustled to reveal Clonmere on his gray. “Good day.”

      Must he look so delectable in his riding attire? Must he sit that horse like he was born atop it?

      “Your Grace, good morning.”

      “Keep me company, won’t you?” he said, steering his horse to Rosie’s side. “I’m without siblings today, and the rare solitude has left Boru fidgety.”

      “He’s Irish stock?”

      “A present from my godfather. So which of the Fallon sisters should I marry?”

      Me. You should marry me. Except that made no sense. Iris was the oldest, the plainest, the least outgoing. Her settlements were modest, while her sisters would likely bring handsome sums to the negotiations.

      “You should marry the lady with whom you are most compatible, though all three of my sisters would try hard to make a marriage to you successful.”

      I’d try harder. The earl would be furious, though, and likely banish his daughters to Surrey. Peter might try to intervene for his sisters, but he was still not of age and had no funds of his own.

      Clonmere took a turning onto a narrower path, so that Rosie and the duke’s gelding had to amble along shoulder to shoulder.

      “I ask your opinion,” Clonmere said, “because your sisters have given me no clue which of them esteems me most highly. They are all that is charming, they waltz very well, and ask me the polite questions a lady is trained to ask her dance partner, but they are sphinxes when it comes to the matter of their regard for me.”

      He sounded honestly puzzled, as if young women who struggled with French might have no instincts when it came to preserving their privacy before a potential suitor.

      “You could ask them,” Iris said. “You ask them if they want to marry you. I’m sure nobody has.” Iris certainly hadn’t.

      “Fine thing, when a woman is supposed to be thrilled to marry a man because three hundred years ago, his ancestor chose the winning side of some battle or endowed a cause dear to an impecunious monarch.”

      Clonmere, a handsome, single, wealthy, young duke, felt invisible, precisely because he was handsome, single, wealthy, and a duke. Oh, the irony.

      “I’d marry you,” Iris said. “Not because of your lucky ancestor.”

      The horses stopped beneath a canopy of green. “Why would you marry me? I lack refinement, I like making wine, my siblings run roughshod over me, I have the singing voice of a drunken donkey, and I will spoil my children rotten so they can run roughshod over me as well. Any duchess with an ounce of sense will find me utterly unimpressive.”

      Do you promise, about spoiling the children? “I would marry you,” Iris said, “because you are kind and honorable, you like to laugh, you enjoy being useful, and you are tolerant of fat felines. Puck’s singing voice does not recommend him, but he seldom wants for the companionship of pretty females.”

      The duke fiddled with his reins, then straightened the angle of his hat. “Thomas says Lady Lily’s soprano is extraordinary.”

      I lay my heart at your feet, and you bring up Lily’s warbling. “His opinion would mean a lot to her.”

      “Could it be that Thomas means a lot to her? Every time I lead her from the dance floor, he seems to be her next partner.”

      “And Mr. Dersham and Mr. Amherst have apparently taken an interest in Holly and Hyacinth, respectively. This is your fault, Your Grace.”

      He sat straighter in the saddle. “My fault?”

      “Because you show such marked interest in my sisters, they have become sought after by all. They are treated differently in the shops, when they go for an ice, when they merely tarry in the churchyard on a fine spring morning. You have caused them to be seen and appreciated for the jewels they are.”

      “You say Amherst and Dersham are taken with the twins?”

      “You are so busy paying court to your prospective duchesses that you aren’t minding the gossip, Your Grace. The twins have gone driving as a foursome with Misters Dersham and Amherst on three occasions.”

      Leaving Iris in the sewing room with Puck, and a bad case of suitor-envy. Dersham and Amherst had, as Clonmere predicted, become best of friends, and they were well situated bachelors. Were Clonmere not in the picture, either man would have made an admirable suitor.

      Though Clonmere was in the picture, and looking delectable on his grey gelding.

      “I suppose if I marry Lady Lily, then the twins will be pleased to have other options. I believe Thomas has taken a fancy to Lily, though, so marrying her could be problematic. I don’t see a way forward that doesn’t leave somebody disgruntled and unhappy. Have you any advice for me, Lady Iris?”

      That he was concerned for the feelings of others, especially for the feelings of Iris’s sisters, spoke well of him, and yet, Iris was annoyed.

      Furious, in fact.

      “My sisters are not cravat pins, to be chosen among based on your whim or fancy. They are dear young women with feelings and dreams. They didn’t ask for this ridiculous situation, and yet, they will be the ones affected.”

      Blue eyes went frosty. “I didn’t ask for it either, Lady Iris.”

      “But you agreed to it. You’re a duke. Papa would have had no recourse if you’d asserted your authority. He’s trading on your agreeable nature and your respect for your mama, and you have offered not one word of protest. I had best be going.”

      He drew his gelding to the edge of the path. “A moment please.”

      In a moment, I will cry. “I will not be your spy, Clonmere. I’ve told my sisters what little I know of you, and that is the extent to which I’m willing to participate in this farce.”

      Clonmere passed over a silk handkerchief with his coat of arms embroidered onto the corner. “I beg your pardon, my lady, for having spoken cavalierly about a serious matter affecting those you care for. Your good opinion of me matters exceedingly.”

      She snatched the handkerchief from him, though she wasn’t crying. Not at all. “Bother your gallantries, sir.”

      “Will you spare me a waltz tonight?”

      Iris was on the verge of honking into his silk handkerchief in the hope of spooking his horse. She peered at the duke.

      “You seek a dance with me?”

      “You are correct that I’ve allowed Falmouth to dictate the terms of this exercise. He has four daughters, not three, and I’d at least like the pleasure of a dance with you. The most difficult part of my conundrum is how to make my choice without hurting anybody’s feelings. But for that, I’d have asked Falmouth for permission to pay my addresses to one of his daughters weeks ago.”

      A conscientious brother would know all about hurt feelings between sisters. Iris hadn’t thought that far ahead, though—gracious days—what of the two sisters not chosen to be Clonmere’s duchess?

      “Dance with me, Lady Iris. Please.”

      She ought not. He was being kind again, decent and gentlemanly, drat him. “Why dance with me?”

      “Because I wish it above all things.”

      That reply could have been a jest, a line of flirtatious banter. Clonmere presented his answer like a single rose, lovely and fragrant, though thorny enough to require careful handling.

      “You may have my supper waltz tonight,” Iris said, “though I’d ask that you decide within the week, which of my sisters to court. For everybody’s sake.”

      The sun had crested the horizon, and golden beams were slanting through the trees. Overhead robins caroled a greeting to the day while a pair of swans glided regally across the Serpentine. On his white steed, Clonmere looked like some fairytale prince, which mattered to Iris not at all. Mayfair was full of handsome lordlings who rode well. Clonmere, though, had impressed her.

      He’d given her the one justification for equivocating among her sisters that she could respect: He didn’t want to hurt the feelings of those he rejected. Would that Falmouth had shown his daughters the same consideration—all of his daughters.

      “Until this evening, then,” Iris said, turning Rosie back the way they’d come. “I’ll look forward to our waltz.” She was, for once, telling Clonmere the absolute truth.

      “As shall I, my lady.” He doffed his hat, and smiled, as if he too, were telling the absolute truth.
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      Clonmere had spent the past several weeks engaged in two deceptions. The first deception was that he intended to offer for Lady Lily, Lady Holly, or Lady Hyacinth. They were adorable, sweet, pretty, and not in love with him—thank heavens. Marriage to him would be a duty to them, albeit a tolerable duty.

      The second more difficult deception was to pretend he was only cordially disposed toward Lady Iris when he was wild for her.

      She had the patience of a saint, standing amid the wall flowers by the hour, smiling while her sisters twirled down the room with every eligible bachelor sober enough to dance.

      She was kind, fetching punch for the dowagers, bringing them their shawls, sitting with them at supper.

      She was dignified, ignoring Billings Harman’s wandering hands—Clonmere’s fist had had a short discussion with Billings’s nose thereafter—and refusing to be drawn into gossip. Thomas, Dersham, and Amherst had all assured Clonmere of that.

      “Though I must tell you,” Dersham said, “I don’t think Lady Holly would suit you either.”

      Clonmere occupied an alcove in the Duke of Quimbey’s ballroom. Dersham had joined him, and the violins tuning up meant that their conversation was not overheard.

      “Lady Holly seems a very agreeable sort,” Clonmere said.

      “She’s too agreeable for you, meaning no disrespect to the lady. You’d trample her delicate spirit inside a year.”

      Clonmere consulted his watch. “Do I detect in your warning more than a champion’s chivalrous regard for the lady?” Please, please, let Dersham be as besotted as he sounded.

      “Well, you can’t marry them all, Clonmere, and marrying the youngest first isn’t the done thing.”

      No, it wasn’t. The eldest typically married first. “If Lady Holly is not my choice, do you intend to offer for her?”

      Dersham struck a pose, hand on hip, nose in the air. “I believe I well might. I won’t stand in her way if she longs for a tiara, but neither will I push her into your arms when a more suitable fellow has learned to appreciate her charms.”

      “There you are,” Amherst said, slipping into the alcove. “Dersh, be a love and fetch us some punch, would you?”

      Dersham sent Clonmere a look that was probably intended to be severe, but mostly looked desperate. “Do we understand each other, Clonmere?”

      “We do.” One down, two to go. “Amherst, you had something to say?”

      Amherst and Dersham exchanged the same sort of look Ladies Holly and Hyacinth traded. “Only need a minute of your time, Clonmere. Dersh, I’ll meet you—”

      “—at the punchbowl,” Dersham said, sketching a bow and bouncing away.

      “Here’s what you need to know, Clonmere. I’ve spent the past few weeks getting to know Lady Hyacinth, just as you requested. I know her favorite flavor of ice, I know she speaks French nearly as badly as I do. I know she likes puppies better than kittens, but she don’t care for you above half.”

      Amherst, who was notably vague on many points, was very sure of his lady.

      “I don’t expect my duchess to be madly in love with me, Amherst.” Though a love match would be wonderful, provided the duchess involved was Lady Iris.

      “Nobody can be madly in love with a duke,” Amherst said, “though a duke is often in love with himself. You lot are too high in the instep, and Hyacinth ain’t that sort of lady. She likes to be silly, and laughs at bawdy jokes if her sister ain’t about, and she don’t care for the country. You don’t care for Town.”

      Amherst, in his bumbling way, had lit upon several salient truths. Lady Hyacinth was a dear, but decorum was not a priority for her, and she did seem prodigiously fond of the shops.

      “Are you enamored of her, Amherst?”

      Amherst grasped his lapels with both hands. “And if I am?”

      “Then give me about a week before you offer for her.”

      Amherst blinked. “D’ye mean it? She’s the dearest thing, and she don’t mind that Dersh and I like the occasional night with the fellows, and she isn’t always trying to take the reins, if you know what I mean. She’s a comfortable sort of lady, not a duchess sort.”

      “I must orchestrate matters so that nobody’s pride suffers, regardless of my choice.”

      Amherst rocked up on his toes, then back on his heels. “Dersh is powerful smitten with Lady Holly. The feeling’s mutual, I daresay. Suppose that leaves you with Lady Lily. She’ll want you to take her to the opera.”

      This condolence was offered with the most sincere fellow-feeling Clonmere had been extended in years.

      “Some things can’t be helped, Amherst. Wait until my betrothal has been announced, then call upon Falmouth. You can pass the same guidance along to Dersham, though I’d rather you not discuss this at the punch bowl.”

      Amherst paused two steps from the edge of the alcove. “Clonmere, one doesn’t bandy a lady’s name about. Have a damned care or Dersh and I will have to take you in hand. Discuss this at the punch bowl, indeed.”

      Two down.

      Amherst nearly knocked Thomas onto his arse, so intent was Lady Hyacinth’s swain to not discuss his marital fortunes at the punch bowl.

      “Clonmere.” Thomas bowed, not a smile to be seen. “I have secured Lady Lily’s supper waltz, but I must make something clear to you.” He paused, cocking his head. “That second fiddle is at least a quarter tone sharp.”

      As if Clonmere knew what a quarter tone was. “You were saying?”

      “I am waltzing with Lady Lily tonight, not because you asked me to befriend the lady, but because the lady has befriended me. She fancies me, and I’ve reason to believe she does not fancy you.”

      Thank you, Cousin. “Not above half?”

      “She says she could esteem you greatly, and you’re very estimable, and a fine gentleman, and any woman would be flattered to have your addresses, but that’s all so much twaddle. She and I play duets. You could never play a duet with her.  We argue about the virtues of French versus Italian opera. You view an opera as a chance to catch up on your sleep.”

      “Thomas—”

      “She has a lyric soprano that will turn lullabies into arias, while you can’t carry a tune in a bucket even when you’re drunk. Lady Lily has discernment, artistic discernment, while you—”

      Clonmere stepped closer, before his cousin burst forth into song. “Thomas.”

      “No need to shout. I’m merely reciting facts. That violin is an abomination. I owe it to every refined ear in the ballroom to tune that instrument.”

      “You owe it to Lady Lily to court her, but I beg you to first allow me to offer for one of her sisters.”

      Thomas studied him as if Clonmere’s tuning were off by a quarter tone. “You really aren’t suited to either of the twins, Clonmere. They are wonderful young women, but your temperament is not compatible with theirs. They are flutes, you’re a trombone, old man. Not a good combination.”

      Three down. Clonmere scanned the ballroom for his would-be duchess. “You’ll wait until I’ve become engaged to pay your addresses to Lady Lily?”

      “Yes, but I cannot bear another instant of that violin. I wish I had a solution for you, but you can’t marry both twins, and you can’t marry Lily. I won’t have it, and neither, I hope, would she.”

      “Go tune the violin, Thomas, and my thanks for all you’ve done.”

      “I’ve stolen the best of the lot out from under your nose,” Thomas said, tugging down his waistcoat. “Well done of me, if I do say so my own, humble, handsome self.”

      He disappeared into the throng beyond the alcove, leaving a very relieved duke in the shadows. The next part was delicate, but critical. Three of Falmouth’s daughters did not fancy becoming the next Duchess of Clonmere. Clonmere had yet to confirm that fourth daughter did fancy that station, or was at least willing to become his wife.
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      Spring had advanced during the weeks Clonmere had courted Iris’s sisters. Lily, Holly, and Hyacinth had bloomed as a result of his attentions, while Iris’s spirit wilted with each evening of dancing, music, and socializing she was forced to endure.

      Puck’s company was beginning to look attractive. He was soft and warm, he purred, he didn’t chatter or leer or mash a lady’s toes. In his way, he was hand—

      “Lady Iris, the supper waltz approaches.”

      Clonmere had come upon Iris in the gallery that ran parallel to the ballroom. The duke was tall and imposing in his evening attire, though a gleam in his eye hinted of something not quite civilized.

      And even that, that hint of determination or impatience, whatever it was, made him interesting to Iris.

      “Your Grace.” She curtseyed. “You found me.”

      “Were you hiding?”

      Yes—from all the gaiety and joy in the ballroom. “Not from you. I sought cooler air. The weather has become mild.” The evening was warm enough that the ballroom was growing uncomfortable.

      “The terrace beckons.” He offered his arm. “Shall we steal a moment of peace and quiet?”

      He’d never escorted Iris, never led her out. She took his arm with a sense of wistfulness bounded by resentment. She was one of Falmouth’s daughters. By the rules of this silly courting game, she should have at least danced with Clonmere a few times.

      “I am desperate to get back to Surrey,” Clonmere said. “I have the sense the ladies are desperate that the Season should never end. What of you, do you long for the country, or is Town your preferred habitat?”

      “I’d forgotten your family seat is in Surrey.”

      The terrace was quiet and inviting, lit by enough torches to chase the shadows into the garden.

      “I hack out as many mornings as I can,” Clonmere said, “because the maples remind me of the forest back home. You didn’t answer my question.’

      He led her down the steps, onto a gravel walk. The illumination along the walk was intermittent, which emphasized the garden’s scents. Too early for roses, though the lavender was evident, and tulips were still making a show. The daffodils were fading, and yet their sweetness lingered on the air.

      “I prefer to be where my family is,” Iris said. “The first two years after the late countess presented me, I was the only daughter who came up to Town in spring. That was lonely.” Particularly with the earl quibbling over ever yard of ribbon and pair of slippers the countess insisted on buying.

      Clonmere steered her toward a shadowed bench. “Are you lonely now?”

      Iris took a seat and the duke came down beside her. “That is a very personal question, Your Grace.” A very painful question.

      “I bring my whole family up to Town when I must be here, or as many as I can bribe and wheedle into coming along. Mama loves the shopping, the cousins love Mama, and I love them all.”

      And soon, if he didn’t already, he’d include one of Iris’s sisters in the happy, lucky horde. A thought more painful than loneliness threatened: What if Iris, aging and unmarried, lost Cousin Hattie, and had to become one of Clonmere’s tribe of relations?

      “The waltz will start soon,” Iris said. “We should be going inside.”

      Clonmere remained on the bench beside her. “Might I confide a secret? I’m all waltzed out. I have no more waltzes, minuets, quadrilles, gavottes or Roger de Coverley’s in me. Not tonight. Your sisters have worn me to flinders.”

      I want my waltz. And yet, Iris was also relieved. To twirl around in Clonmere’s arms, pretending to be merely amused, pretending to merely enjoy what Iris would instead be savoring and resenting and treasuring…. Clonmere’s demurral was in truth a reprieve.

      “My sisters thrive on society’s entertainments. You will have a waltzing duchess, Your Grace. Best accommodate that reality now, even if it’s not precisely what you wish for.”

      Clonmere plucked a flower from the urn beside the bench. “What do you wish for? If you had a fairy godmother, and she granted you a wish-come-true, what would it be, Lady Iris?”

      Just as the duke was out of waltzes, Iris was out of witty rejoinders. The plain, honest truth begged to be spoken, if only this once, if only to a man making conversation to avoid the ballroom.

      “A wish? My deepest, most secret wish?”

      “The wish your heart whispers as you drift into dreams, that wish.”

      To not end up with Puck-hair all over my life. To not be a burden on my family. To never… but those wishes were all in the negative. What did Iris wish for affirmatively? She had the sense Clonmere would wait for her answer until Michaelmas, though by then he’d be married to some sister or other.

      A lady and a gentleman on the terrace pretended to admire the moonlit garden, though in truth they were standing too close to each other, and like Iris, probably enjoying the simple warmth of a companion in close quarters.

      “I wish that a worthy man would regard me, the true me, as the fulfillment of some of his dreams, Your Grace. Not all, of course, just as I wouldn’t expect him to be the sum total of my life either. I was raised to expect that I’d find a partner though, and I’m not ashamed to long for it. I wish that man would find me, and kiss me as if all the love in his heart had finally found a home, and as if all the love in my heart was his dearest treasure. Just once, I’d like to experience such a kiss.”

      The admission surprised her, but also came as something of a relief. Twenty-six was not ancient, and longing for somebody to love was purely human.

      “You are very brave,” Clonmere said, rising. “Very fierce.”

      Now he was ready to return to the ballroom? “I am neither.”

      He offered his hand—not his arm—and Iris rose. She’d confided much more than she’d intended, but the recitation had given her courage. She would not slink off to Surrey, she would not consign herself to the company of dyspeptic cats and literary spinsters.

      “Where are we going?” she asked, for the duke was not taking her in the direction of the ballroom.

      “Someplace private.”

      This was not a strictly proper idea, though Clonmere would soon become family to Iris—an idea that struck her as increasingly improper.

      “Your Grace, we were to dance the supper waltz.” In public, where Iris had a prayer of not betraying her feelings to him.

      “What matters one more waltz, when I can make a lady’s wish come true?” He came to a halt toward the back of the garden. The sound of the ballroom faded to a distant roar, moonlight glinted on a trickle of water splashing from a fountain sculpted into the shape of a blooming rose.

      “I must make my own dreams come true,” Iris said.

      Clonmere shifted his grip on Iris’s hand, linking their fingers. “On Saturday, I will choose which of Falmouth’s daughters to court. From that day forward, I will be devoted to her and only to her, if she’ll have me. I must make my choice in a manner that offers none of your sisters insult, or the woman I choose for my duchess will forever regret that she caused her siblings to suffer. Jealousy among siblings is the very devil, and I won’t be the cause of it in my wife’s family.”

      He was trying to make some point, but Iris grasped only the first part of his declaration. “You have not yet made your choice. You aren’t devoted to anybody yet.”

      “Precisely.” He took off his gloves, a curious thing to do when the supper was still a set of dances away. “I am free to behave as I please, and I please to make your one, honest wish come true—if I may?”

      A peculiar sensation welled from Iris’s middle, part glee, part terror. “You’d like to kiss me?”

      “That was your wish.”

      Her wish had involved a particular kind of kiss, which Clonmere couldn’t possibly deliver.

      She nodded.

      He framed her face in the warmth of his hands. “Then… as you wish, my lady.”

      Iris braced her hands on his shoulders and braced her heart to be swept into a maelstrom of sensation, but the buffeting never came. Clonmere touched his mouth to hers, another request for permission.

      She stepped nearer, letting him have her weight. “Again, please.”

      He smiled against her mouth, and as the violins began a lilting introduction in the distance, Iris embarked on the kiss of her dreams. For a big man, Clonmere was delicate about his intimacies. He stroked Iris’s face, feature by feature, then kissed the terrain his fingers had explored. He teased, he flirted, he bit her earlobe and made her laugh.

      And then he grew serious, wrapping Iris close and letting her feel every masculine, muscular, aroused inch of him.

      Some inconvenient voice was trying to warn Iris that she’d regret this. The kiss wasn’t wrong—Clonmere was not spoken for, Iris wasn’t either—but it was stolen against all the years when such a kiss would be impossible. Long, lonely years, made more difficult by this intimacy.

      As Iris tasted Clonmere’s mouth, explored lips and teeth and tongue with him, she found a thread of peace with her future: In the coming years, she could keep a distance from Clonmere, and being a gentleman, he’d understand and allow that.

      But at least she’d have this kiss. This wonderful, perfect, cherishing, happy kiss, and for that she would never, ever be sorry.
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      If a woman could say, “Yes, please court me!” in a kiss, Lady Iris was saying that very thing. She had a grip on Clonmere’s hair at the nape of his neck that spoke of possession and passion. She pressed close to him, breast to chest, hips to happiness.

      Had not somebody tittered, loudly, from the direction of the terrace, Clonmere might have borne the lady away to his coach, there to follow kisses with even greater intimacies.

      Lady Iris broke the kiss but remained in his embrace and kept her arms about him.

      “What are you thinking?” Clonmere asked, stroking her hair.

      “I cannot think. I cannot even think about thinking.”

      That makes two of us. “We would suit, Lady Iris.” He hadn’t meant to say that, hadn’t meant to be so graceless about his intentions.

      She drew back and fluffed his cravat. “I fear we would, Your Grace, but if I were to marry you, my father would be wroth with all four of his daughters. He’d say I stole you from the other three, he’d claim they didn’t exert themselves hard enough to win your notice. I am the one daughter you cannot marry.”

      Merely straightening his linen, Iris addled his wits. “And if your sisters found suitable spouses?”

      “That they cannot do that until you’ve chosen your duchess.”

      “My prospective papa-in-law wants a stern talking to.”

      Lady Iris wandered back to the fountain as the quartet began a fortissimo restatement of the waltz melody.

      “To be honest,” Iris, said, “I suspect Falmouth is in want of coin. My brother has gambling debts, my father has little sense where to profitably invest the rents. I’ll be retiring to the country this summer lest Falmouth make designs on my competence.”

      No you will not, not without me. “Perhaps Falmouth will allow me to assist my duchess’s sisters to find suitable situations.”

      Lady Iris turned, arms crossed. “You will arrange nothing for me, Clonmere. I am provided for, thanks to my late mother’s settlements, while my sisters must marry well.”

      “How can you kiss me like that, and then announce you’ll decamp to damned Lesser Sheep Byre, wishing me well as I court a lady of whom I am not enamored? Your sisters are lovely women, Iris, but they aren’t you.”

      She was quiet for so long, the waltz had come to an end before she spoke. “You are a duke, you understand responsibility and the importance of family. If Papa thinks I have interfered with your choice of bride to further my own interests, he will exact a toll. He will refuse me the company of my sisters. He will forbid my brothers to contact me, and they very much need a lady’s civilizing influence. He will interfere with my funds, which would be all too easy for him to do as long as I remain unwed. I must tread very, very lightly, Your Grace, or others will pay should my course be guided by selfishness.”

      Truly she was more a duchess than Clonmere was a duke. “And the urgency to decide the matter within the month of April?”

      “Falmouth cannot afford the expenses of a full Season for all of us. His circumstances approach embarrassed.”

      Well, good. An earl without means was an earl who could be managed. “You dreamed of a cherishing, ardent kiss, Lady Iris. I hope I’ve made that dream come true.”

      “You have.” No blush, no smile, no quarter of any kind.

      “I have a dream too. I dream of a woman whose trust is precious, a woman of surpassing sense and generosity of spirit, one who has soldiered on without companionship for too long. I dream of that lady entrusting her heart to me. I want—I yearn—for such a lady to take her place at my side, not because I’m a duke, not because I am a competent kisser, not because I can damned waltz by the hour, but because I have earned her tender, lasting regard.”

      Lady Iris cupped his cheek against her palm. “You deserve such a lady. I dearly hope you find her.”

      She left him by the fountain, half-aroused, half-bewildered, all in love. She would doubtless sit among the dowagers or wall flowers at supper, then dance with the shy bachelors and friendly widowers. She’d keep an eye on her sisters, she’d leave as soon as Cousin Hattie showed signs of tiring.

      “But who looks after Iris?” Clonmere asked the darkened garden.

      “I was hoping you would.” Cousin Hattie stepped out from behind a lilac bush that had yet to bloom. “The job is getting to be rather too much for me.”

      She came up to about Clonmere’s ribs, but in a fair fight, his money would be on her. “Were you spying on us?”

      “How droll. You are attempting to look intimidating.”

      “Is it working?”

      She went up on her toes and batted at Clonmere’s hair. “I heard that last speech, Your Grace, the one about winning the lady’s tender regard. I nearly swooned, and I haven’t swooned since Noah set sail. What Iris says about Falmouth is the sorry truth.” She left off smacking at his hair and stepped back. “You are a handsome devil. You’ll age nicely too.”

      “Would you care to count my teeth?”

      “Not if I’d like to remain in possession of all ten fingers. I wasn’t spying. I was standing guard.”

      “Thank you. I have the matter in hand, or nearly so.”

      “Mr. Everhart will do for Lily, Amherst for Holly, Dersham for Hyacinth. Cleverly done, but what will you do about Falmouth? He can keep Iris’s brothers from ever seeing her again, he can refuse to dower her sisters, he can—”

      “I’ll dower the lot of them.”

      “And how will you prevent Falmouth from denying Iris access to her brothers? They show every sign of turning into wild young nincompoops, and Iris is their only hope of salvation.”

      Clonmere sank onto the edge of the fountain. “I thought I had matters sorted out. I hadn’t known Falmouth would be so dastardly. Iris would blame herself if her brothers went astray, though they are probably hellbent on that very objective, regardless of her influence.”

      “They aren’t bad boys—yet.”

      More people were spilling onto the terrace, some of them carrying plates, all of them laughing and chattering. The newspaper would declare the gathering a sad crush, while for Clonmere, victory was turning to defeat.

      “Falmouth wants me to choose my bride as if I were drawing lots. As if any one of his three youngest would make me a suitable wife.”

      Cousin Hattie bent to sniff the potted daffodils. “They would.”

      “No, they would not. They would all three look very fetching in the Clonmere tiaras, they would be gracious and loyal duchesses, but the only one suited to becoming my wife is Lady Iris.”

      She snapped off a yellow trumpet. “You could elope. Scotland is lovely in spring.”

      “Falmouth would cut her. Iris has spent too much time dodging his poison arrows to hand him victory at this stage.”

      “So what will you do?”

      The answer popped into Clonmere’s head just as ladies Lily, Holly, and Hyacinth emerged onto the terrace with their respective swains.

      “Falmouth wants me to choose my duchess by lot, that’s exactly what I’ll do.”

      The rest of the week was a fog of conflicting emotions for Iris. She was alternately pleased with herself for having kissed Clonmere—really, truly kissed him, and he’d kissed her right back—and despairing, because he’d asked for her trust, but presented no solution to the conundrum Falmouth posed.

      Time was running out, the earl’s disposition had deteriorated from grumpy to vile, and Hattie had begun to pack for a remove to Surrey.

      “Iris, you must come too!” Lily stood at the door to Iris’s sitting room, waving a hand toward the corridor. “This instant, you must come. Papa said.”

      “Come where?”

      “To the parlor. A footman in Clonmere’s livery has brought a box.”

      Iris rose, though hope and despair weighted her equally. “A box of chocolates?”

      “Not chocolates, it’s too big for that, and another footman came with him, which means the box wasn’t full of mere sweets.”

      Iris nearly tripped over Puck, curled on the hearth rug. “An engagement ring, then?”

      “Much bigger than that. Will you please bestir yourself to move?”

      Lily said little all the way down to the family parlor, where Holly, Hyacinth, and Cousin Hattie were already waiting.

      “There are four boxes,” Holly said. “One for—”

      “Each of us,” Hyacinth added. “They are all wrapped in printed paper—bouquets of flowers, from our four names—and there are labels on each box.”

      “Four,” Cousin Hattie said, very firmly.

      The Earl of Falmouth stepped out of his study across the corridor. “You should hear this,” he said to Iris. “One of my daughters is about to marry a lunatic. Too bad it won’t be you.”

      “John, that is enough,” Hattie snapped.

      The three younger sisters all goggled at their cousin. Iris hugged her. “I would happily wed His Grace, but as far as I know, he hasn’t offered for any of us.”

      “The lot of you sit down,” the earl said, waving them into the family parlor. “Clonmere is a duke, so allowances must be made, though this is a very queer start indeed.”

      Iris remained standing while her sisters chose seats, arranged their skirts, and looked worried.

      “Clonmere sent me a note,” Falmouth said, brandishing a piece of embossed stationery. “He has decided that every one of my daughters is fit to become his duchess, and thus he sought his mother’s counsel. One of those four boxes contains the Clonmere tiara. Each box bears one of your names, the labels affixed by the current duchess. Clonmere will stop by after breakfast tomorrow, and you will open your boxes. Whoever has the box with the tiara in it will become the next duchess.”

      He set the paper on the mantel. “Damnedest thing I ever heard.”

      “No more peculiar than forcing a duke to choose a wife on the basis of correspondence written decades ago,” Hattie said.

      Falmouth scowled at the boxes wrapped in a repeating bouquet of pink, purple, green, and white flowers. “Not now, Hattie. One of my daughters shall marry a duke. I don’t care if the other three packages contain necklaces of shark teeth, so long as my son-in-law is a duke.”

      Holly and Hyacinth exchanged a look that included Lily. Something was afoot with the three of them, something that excluded Iris.

      “He truly doesn’t care which of us he marries?” Lily asked.

      He cared. Iris was certain he cared.

      “Why should he?” Falmouth said. “You’re equally well born, none of you is ugly. You can all make babies.”

      Maybe Puck’s company won’t be so bad. “I have embroidery to work on for Holly’s carriage dress,” Iris said. “I’ll see you tomorrow at breakfast.”

      “I have an aria to learn,” Lily said. “Mr. Everhart wrote it specifically for me.”

      “I’m working on my French,” Hyacinth said.

      “So am I,” Holly added.

      They followed Iris into the corridor, none of them looking very pleased.

      “I don’t care for this,” Lily said. “I’m not a Maypole partner, to be chosen by lot.”

      “I liked Clonmere well enough,” Holly said, glancing at the parlor door. “I don’t like that he can’t distinguish a favorite among us. Taking a wife ought to be something a man feels strongly about, not something he leaves—”

      “For his mama to do,” Hyacinth said. “Though I suppose there’s some comfort in knowing that whichever of us must become his duchess, at least the dowager will look kindly upon her daughter-in-law.”

      “Any one of you would make a wonderful duchess,” Iris said. “But I agree, when it comes to marriage, one should feel something for one’s intended.”

      Trust, for example. Attraction, tender regard.

      “I’m off to bed,” Lily said. “At this time tomorrow, one of us will have a ducal suitor.”

      “Or be engaged.” Holly made that sound like a dismal prospect.

      “But not married,” Hyacinth said. “Not married yet.”

      Iris waited until she and her sisters were out of earshot of the parlor. “You do not sound like young women thrilled to be in contention for a tiara.”

      That same look passed among the three of them. “Clonmere’s a fine fellow,” Holly said. “But he’s not my choice.”

      “Nor mine,” Hyacinth said.

      “Nor mine,” Lily said. “But who can turn down a duke? If I’m chosen, and I refuse his suit, will he send three boxes next time? Papa would have an apoplexy, the dowager duchess would be insulted, talk would ensue.”

      “I have a megrim in truth,” Holly said.

      “My digestion is growing tentative,” Hyacinth added. “I’m for bed.”

      They all three slipped off to their respective bedrooms, leaving Iris alone and hopeful, and also worried. Very, very worried.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m sorry,” Lily whispered to the darkened room. “I cannot be married to a man who prefers the music of a Scottish farmer to the delights of Italian opera. I cannot. Iris, forgive me.”

      She carefully peeled the labels on two of the pretty boxes free, then affixed Iris’s label to Lily’s box, and her own label to Iris’s box. Mr. Everhart had been very, very certain that Clonmere would choose Lily, and had regaled Lily with a long list of attributes that made her the best suited to become a duchess.

      Such a long list, in fact, that Lily had begun to hope dear Thomas was speaking for himself rather for his titled cousin. She could not be certain if the brush of his hand against hers had been accidental, cousinly, or something more, but if she married Clonmere, she’d never find out.

      “I’m sorry, Iris, but I am simply not cut out to be anybody’s duchess.”

      She smoothed her fingers over the labels one last time and slipped from the room.
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      “Mr. Amherst was very clear,” Hyacinth said, closing the parlor door quietly. “He told me, plainly that if Clonmere was looking for paragon, a lady whose company never failed to delight, the embodiment of womanly perfection, then he need look no further than me. Amherst considers himself well acquainted with Clonmere. I feared he was quoting the duke in fact.”

      “Mr. Dersham has put much the same fear in me,” Holly whispered. “He said Clonmere would be a fool to choose any other woman, when I was surpassingly warm-hearted, exceedingly pretty, and tolerant of human foibles. I don’t even know what foibles are, but I know I do not want to wear that tiara.”

      “Iris is the oldest,” Hyacinth said, picking up the box with her own name on it. “Papa should have found a spouse for her first.”

      “Cousin Hattie says the same. We’re the youngest. Lily at least should marry before we do.”

      “What if we’re wrong, Holl? What if Clonmere holds a secret tendresse for Iris? Or Lily?”

      Holly lifted her box and shook it gently. “What sort of tendresse makes choosing a duchess a game of musical tiaras?”

      “We have to do this, Holl.” Hyacinth began peeling the label on her box free. “I don’t want to be a duchess, and I’m sorry if it makes me a bad sister, but I don’t want you to be a duchess either—not Clonmere’s duchess.”

      Holly passed her Lily’s box. “I think of the wedding night, all serious and ducal… what if he starts making love in French? I’d probably respond with something like, ‘Pass me the potatoes, my dear water buffalo.’”

      “He’s not that big.” Hyacinth gently worked Lily’s label loose.

      “He’s too big for me. Iris and Lily are both taller than we are. Duchesses should be tall.”

      They worked in careful silence, until they’d switched their labels for Iris’s and Lily’s.

      “We must swear,” Holly said, putting the boxes back in the order they’d found them.

      “To the grave,” Hyacinth replied. “Never a word, not even to Lily, Hattie, or Iris.”

      “I might tell Mr. Amherst,” Holly said. “But not until I’ve presented him with an heir, though I can’t become Mrs. Amherst if Clonmere flings his tiara at me.”

      “Nor can I become Mrs. Dersham. We had to do this, Holl.”

      “Lily or Iris will thank us for this, or she would, if she knew we’d done it.”

      “Which she won’t. Ever.”
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      Iris hadn’t slept, she hadn’t eaten, she’d barely gulped down a cup of tea in the oddly silent breakfast parlor. She remained standing while Lily, Holly, and Hyacinth—all in lovely outfits—took the chairs in the family parlor.

      “It’s after breakfast,” Lily said.

      “We didn’t eat breakfast,” Holly replied. “Who could eat breakfast with this awaiting them?”

      Holly rose and went to the window. “That’s His Grace’s coach. He couldn’t walk five streets on a pretty morning to pay a call, he had to make a grand show. I already hate this day.”

      “He’s being impressive, the better to keep Falmouth in line,” Iris said, joining her at the window. Impressive was an understatement. Clonmere’s coach was pulled by four handsome greys, two liveried footmen rode on the boot, and a groom was up beside the coachman.

      “I don’t want to be a duchess,” Lily muttered. “How can I impress that sentiment on our daft papa?”

      “His Grace brought reinforcements,” Holly said.

      Hyacinth took the place to Holly’s left. “Is all of London to know we drew lots for a tiara? That hardly seems dignified.”

      “That’s Mr. Dersham,” Iris observed, “and Mr. Amhearst, and Mr. Everhart.” Their presence made no sense, and yet, they reassured Iris that Clonmere was up to something.

      “They make a dashing foursome,” Lily said, peering over Hyacinth’s shoulder. “But why are they here?”

      Cousin Hattie bustled in the door. “Away from the window, my dears. You don’t want the gentlemen to think you’re gawking. Iris, is that the oldest, plainest dress you could find? Honestly, what were you thinking? You’re to be courted by a duke today, see if you aren’t.”

      Oh, if only… “I’ve only been introduced to Clonmere’s mama once,” Iris said. “I doubt she’d choose me for his duchess.”

      “She’d better not have chosen me,” Holly murmured. “I have plans that do not include being dignified and speaking French.”

      “My plans don’t include the laments and airs of any Scottish farmers.” Lily resumed her seat. “Did somebody move these boxes? I was certain mine was sitting closer to the blotter.”

      The four boxes, looking as pretty as ever, sat on the desk in the same order they had the previous evening.

      “Mine is still closest to the window,” Iris said, though Lily was right. Holly’s box had been to the right of the blotter, not sitting half on the blotter.

      Masculine voices floated up from the foyer, and Iris’s tea threatened to make a reappearance. “I hate this.”

      “I do too,” Lily said. “If the tiara is in my box, I’m giving it to you, Iris.”

      “So am I,” Holly and Hyacinth said in unison.

      “You’ll make a much better duchess than we would,” Lily said, “and Clonmere will grow on you, Iris. You like a challenge, and he’s… challenging.”

      “He is,” Holly said, regarding the boxes. “Look at his notion of how to choose a duchess. He needs you, Iris.”

      “But Falmouth…”

      “Papa can’t disown all four of us,” Hyacinth said. “Or he can, but we won’t disown each other, and Peter won’t disown us once he runs out of his quarterly allowance. Benjamin is too young to disown anybody.”

      Iris considered her box, the one sitting farthest to the left. “I love you all very much, and to be honest, I fancy His Grace. He’s honorable and kind, he loves his family, and he can lift carriages when carriages need lifting.” He also kissed like a dream come to life.

      “A fine quality in a man,” Cousin Hattie said, “but do you young ladies honestly think you can refuse a duke?”

      Iris waited for a resounding, reassuring affirmative chorus and instead beheld uncertain glances.

      The earl strode in, Clonmere, Everhart, Dersham, and Amherst on his heels. Clonmere was very much on his dignity, while the other three were looking uncharacteristically serious.

      “Ladies,” Clonmere said, bowing. The other men did as well, while Falmouth took the seat behind the desk.

      “His Grace has made a request,” Falmouth said. “I’m not inclined to grant it. He wants these boxes opened in order of age, oldest to youngest.”

      “Seems reasonable to me,” Everhart said. “Ladies usually do marry in order of age, my lord.”

      “My sisters did,” Amherst did.

      “Mine too,” Dersham added. “Meaning no disrespect, my lord, but Clonmere’s honoring a vague wish expressed in some old letter his pater sent you, likely before Lady Holly or Lady Hyacinth were even born, and yet he’s done the pretty with them both.”

      “True enough,” Amherst said. “I read law. If you only had the two daughters at the time the letter was sent, then common sense suggests only the oldest two daughters—”

      Clonmere was by the window, looking bored and handsome. “Enough. Falmouth, the ladies either open their gifts in age order, or I walk out of here without a prospective duchess. Before witnesses, I’ve expressed my willingness to honor my father’s wishes, however vague and however many years have passed without the late duke informing me of same. Your quibbling over this detail is unbecoming and more than my patience will allow.”

      The clock ticked. Nobody so much as breathed, though Iris wanted to kiss Clonmere for that little speech alone. Falmouth was turning pink. Cousin Hattie was positively beaming.

      “But,” Falmouth sputtered, “Iris is not even…”

      “Falmouth, have a care.” Clonmere spoke softly. “You never once consulted your daughters about their wishes regarding this scheme of yours. If I insist on a modicum of convention regarding the order in which the gifts are opened, you will accommodate me.”

      “Not well done of you, my lord,” Everhart said, looking much like his ducal cousin. “Your daughters are intelligent young women, and marriage is a very serious matter.”

      Falmouth looked like Puck just before that cat disrespected a carpet. “Iris, open your box.”

      Clonmere passed her the box, the first time he’d looked directly at her. He winked, though his expression remained so grave, so very dignified, Iris doubted the evidence of her eyes.

      “Thank you, Your Grace.”

      Holly had scooted to the very edge of her chair, Hyacinth was holding Holly’s hand. Mr. Everhart stood behind Lily’s chair. They made a handsome couple, and they deserved a chance to be a couple. Holly and Hyacinth shouldn’t have to adjust to one of them marrying into an exalted station. This whole blasted month had been wrong for all concerned.

      Iris had formed the intention to refuse to open her box when Clonmere spoke.

      “My lady, you keep us all in suspense. Won’t you please unwrap my gift? My dearest wish is that you open that box.”

      His dearest wish had been a woman who’d entrust her heart to him. Iris’s heart thumped against her ribs like a kettledrum, but Clonmere’s regard was so steady, so trust-worthy, she tugged on the purple ribbon encircling her box.

      “As you wish, Your Grace.” She wanted to preserve the lovely paper, and she wanted to tear it to shreds. Cousin Hattie took the ribbon, Lily leaned closer, and Iris gently slid a finger beneath the paper.

      “Do hurry, Iris,” Holly muttered.

      Iris lifted the lid of the box, but could not make her gaze drop to the contents.

      “Oh, my,” Hyacinth said.

      “Well, what’s in it?” Falmouth barked.

      “A tiara,” Cousin Hattie said. “A lovely, sparkly, antique tiara that the duchesses of Clonmere have worn since the days of Good Queen Bess.”

      Falmouth’s harrumphing was drowned out by Lily, Hyacinth, and Holly’s squealing and the applause of the three gentlemen.

      “That’s decided then,” Clonmere said, taking Iris’s hand and bowing over it, “assuming you’ll have me?”

      He was asking, he was sincerely, honestly asking, and for that Iris fell in love with him all over again.

      “Court me for a month,” she said, “court me, save your waltzes for me, introduce me to your family, make my dearest wish come true at least a dozen times over, and then I’ll give you my answer.”

      Clonmere kissed her knuckles. “Only a dozen?”

      Somebody sighed, certainly not Iris, for she was too busy admiring her prospective husband.

      “Let’s move to the formal parlor, shall we?” Cousin Hattie said. “A toast is in order. Falmouth, bestir yourself to order the champagne brought up, and somebody have the coach brought around. We have trousseaus to shop for.”

      Falmouth scowled at the three unopened boxes. “Trousseaus, plural? Harriet, do you know something I don’t?”

      “I know much that exceeds your grasp, my lord, but even you must recall that a couple embarking on a courtship is entitled to some privacy.”

      “That they are,” Everhart said.

      “’Deed,” Amherst added. “A fine tradition.”

      Falmouth looked like he wanted to rattle the remaining boxes,or perhaps even sniff them. Dersham gave the earl a little shove toward the door. “Champagne, my lord. Along with cakes, some chocolates. Amherst and I have a few matters we’d like to discuss with you.”

      “As do I,” Everhart said, offering Lily his arm.

      The lot of them trooped out, leaving Iris alone with her duke. “I am most exceedingly relieved to have found the Clonmere tiara in my box.”

      She was so relieved, she had to kiss him… and kiss him, and kiss him. Clonmere was apparently relieved as well, because he gave as good as he got, until Iris was perched on the desk with a duke wedged between her legs.

      A heavily breathing duke whose hair was awry, and whose cravat was off center.

      “What if the tiara hadn’t been in my box?” Iris panted, holding him close. “What if… I can’t bear to think of the fussing and carrying on and harrumphing.”

      “Neither could I,” Clonmere replied, “which is why the ancestral tiara wasn’t in your box. That little bauble is paste.”

      His heart was cantering along at a marvelous clip. Iris pressed her ear to his chest for the pleasure of feeling his heart beat. Though what had he said about…?

      “Paste? Because a fortune of jewels shouldn’t be carted all over Mayfair? Very prudent of you, Clonmere.”

      He took her hand and helped her down from the desk. “Not prudent, desperate. Open the other boxes.”

      He was looking both sheepish and proud, also a little disheveled. Kissably disheveled.

      Iris used the penknife on the desk to slit the ribbons on the other three boxes, and opened them one by one.

      “Oh, Clonmere, you clever, determined fellow you.” Three identical tiaras glittered in the three boxes. “As long as I went first, I’d find a tiara even if the labels somehow got confused.”

      “Because I could not trust Falmouth to leave well enough alone, and I suspect your siblings might have been tempted to meddle as well. Hattie warned me to plan for every contingency.”

      “And you did.”

      She hugged him, because she could, because she had to.

      “I have a new dearest wish, Lady Iris.” His voice had dropped to a register Puck’s purr approximated when the cat was exceedingly content.

      “Do you?” Iris nuzzled Clonmere’s throat. “This is an interesting coincidence, because my own dearest wishes are growing in number. One of them involves a special license.”

      “One of mine involves a very slow coach ride over to Ludgate, where we’ll find a jeweler who can fashion you an engagement ring.”

      Oh, he smelled wonderful, of flowers and excellent ideas. “A very slow coach, Your Grace?”

      “Very slow and comfortable.” He gathered up all four boxes. “How soon can you be ready to leave?”

      “Five minutes.”

      She and Clonmere were out the door in two minutes, and though His Grace did get a special license, he also spent the next month making every one of Iris’s dearest wishes come true, and far more than a mere dozen times.
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      Greetings, Dear Readers!

      I hope you enjoyed Henning and Iris’s story. The inspiration was a family incident recounted by my Aunt Sharon, about somebody (who shall remain nameless) purposely switching the tags on Christmas presents. Does every family have such a story?

      If you’re looking for a full-length Grace Burrowes Regency, I just released When A Duchess Says I Do, the second tale in my Rogues to Riches series. Duncan Wentworth meets his match in Miss Maddie Wakefield, provided they can overcome a few pesky obstacles relating to international intrigue, a scorned suitor, the king’s justice, and (of course) meddling family members. Excerpt below.

      If you’d like to stay up-to-date on my new releases, pre-orders, and discount deals, following me on Bookbub is a good way to do that. If you’d like the coming attractions reel and kitten pictures, as well as cover reveals and exclusive excerpts, my newsletter is the better bet. I am also fiddling around on Instagram as graceburrowesauthor and having great fun there too.

      Happy reading!

      Grace Burrowes

      

      From When A Duchess Says I Do….

      A stolen moment catches Duncan and Matilda by surprise….

      

      “I am embroiled in a situation that has consequences at the highest levels, Mr. Wentworth,” Matilda said. “If I share with you what I know, you will find yourself embroiled along with me.”

      She’d expressed a wish to study their chess game, but now she was taking pieces off the board, lining them up in order of rank. Her white pawns, Duncan’s black pawns. Her bishop, knight, rook, and queen, her king.

      “Matilda,” Duncan said, getting to his feet. “Please calm yourself. You have made a minor slip by letting Stephen see your prayer book. He will carry your identity to his grave if need be, as will I. I’d rather not. I’d rather see you free of the burdens you carry, else I shall never have an opportunity to properly court you.”

      She went still, Duncan’s king in her hand. “Did I hear you, aright, Mr. Wentworth?”

      “My name is Duncan. Your hearing is excellent.”

      She set the king down slowly, next to the white queen. “You seek to court me?”

      “I most assuredly do.”

      Based on the lady’s expression, this disclosure astonished her almost as much as it surprised Duncan.

      

      Order your copy of When A Duchess Says I Do!
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        The Duke of Richland needs a proper duchess, but he wants his thoroughly fun, entirely inappropriate neighbor, Mrs. Charlotte Chatham. She’s widowed, older, and if the whispers prove true—barren.
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        May, 1788

      

      

      England’s best and brightest young ladies flittered about his lawn, each one as colorful as macaroons of mint green, pale orange, and fragile pink. Sun drenched their stiffly curled hair. Meringue-white smiles dazzled the eye. A delectable assembly to be sure. The women preened and played (croquet as it were). One click of mallet to ball, and mind-numbing giggles floated his way. The match’s tempo had been the same since luncheon ended. A man could set his pocket watch by it.

      A contretemps by the refreshment table highlighted the stakes. Another game of greater consequence was afoot—the competition for Richland Hall’s next duchess.

      “Our mother’s trimming the ranks. Those who don’t pass muster will be dismissed.” His brother chuckled at the flouncing skirts of one perturbed miss. “No biscuits for you, young lady.”

      “You’ve used military metaphors all day,” he said dryly. “Do you see our ancestral home as a battlefield?”

      George grinned. “With our mother hunting for your duchess, I expect a skirmish or two. She has exacting standards, and the competition is fierce.”

      His duchess. A wife. He ran a finger between his neck and stiffly starched cravat. The mantle of ducal authority sat squarely on his shoulders, but the fit wasn’t quite right, and George knew it. It was why his ginger-haired brother kept vigil with him under the cover of a gnarled oak tree. Both understood a deeper truth was at play: restoring Richland after devastating loss. Their mother wanted laughter ringing in the halls again, the tapestries bulging with gleeful children hiding behind the antiquated weaves. She needed this next, inevitable step to heal. They all did.

      George should’ve had his place in the birth order, but nature was a fickle mistress. She’d cast his younger brother as the family’s impeccable dresser with an ability to navigate social events with ease. At this very moment, a breeze toyed with the ribbon securing George’s queue, yet not a hair was out of place. If it ever was. The same couldn’t be said of him. A few strands escaped their mooring, sausage curls above his ear itched from heavy pomade, and new shoes pinched his toes.

      “It’s all about finding a diamond in the rough,” George said between sips of tea.

      They winced at Miss Pettyfer’s exuberant upward swipe, which nearly toppled a baroness and her daughter. Hips shifting, Miss Pettyfer took aim and swung her mallet with indelicate fervor. Whack! A yellow ball blasted across the green.

      “Is that your gentleman’s way of saying they’re all too young?” He cast an eye to the south lawn where his brothers, Ethan and Edward, played a rousing game of cricket.

      “I’m not sure of our mother’s strategy.” His perplexed brother shook his head. “Or why she chose such a…youthful array of guests.”

      “Every eligible lady here could’ve been nursery playmates to the twins. Makes me feel ancient.”

      Handsome and ruddy, Ethan and Edward were the toast of Eton. Smart, well-mannered, and charming to boot, they seized every bit of joy to be had in their late May half-term. He grinned at their zeal. The mayhem was good. Richland had been a tomb.

      With the exception of one woman who swanned about on a steady basis.

      Mrs. Chatham. Their neighbor and his mother’s friend. She was older than him, a widow solidly in her third decade. With a smile too bright, her manner too friendly, and laugh too loud, she was a shade out of touch with proper decorum. Probably from her long rustication in Kent. Other ladies sat ramrod straight in Hepplewhite chairs under the fluttering canopy. Not Mrs. Chatham. Her spine had bumped her chair’s back rest several times this morning.

      Yet, she was a tempting morsel.

      He’d collected brief junctures with the widow since her arrival in Kent two years past. He’d savored them like a miser: the sight of her unshod foot tucked under her bottom when idling in the salon, an afternoon consoling his mother with a basket of kittens, and then there was the day she thrusted an armful of hydrangeas on the dowager. His mother’s smile had shined brighter than the sun from that simple, touching gift.

      Mrs. Chatham’s passion for gardening was legendary. It seemed to fill her days, but he couldn’t say how she filled her nights.

      Everyone knew attractive widows gadded about.

      And glory in her independence, she did…like two of her honey-colored locks which had tumbled free of their pins. The effect was too messy to be artful wisps. One curled tip teetered over her velvet-clad bosom.

      His fist pressed harder into the small of his back.

      What would it feel like to run my fingers through her hair?

      Air huffed past his lips. He was on the brink of dangerous ground. Twice today, her dark-eyed stare had collided with his, stealing his breath.

      These episodes were increasing. More furtive glances. More ambles near Mrs. Chatham for the thrill of hearing her amiable voice. This had to stop.

      At the moment, she was a comfortable distance away under the canopy. A breeze sent her serviette tumbling down her burgundy skirt. She tipped forward to retrieve it, giving him a sublime view of delicate breasts, sugar-white, and of tempting size. They were perfect. Of course, they were; they were attached to her.

      “Smile at them, Richland,” George coaxed.

      At Mrs. Chatham’s breasts? “That’s beyond the pale,” he sputtered.

      His brother looked askance at him. “Why? You’ll have to dance with them tonight.”

      He shut his one good eye. “You mean the young ladies in attendance.”

      “Of course, I mean the young ladies in attendance.” George gave him a I know this is unpleasant, but this is your duty gaze.

      His brother couldn’t hear his lustful musings, nor thankfully had George noticed him ogling Mrs. Chatham, the advantage of a piratical eye patch. He was rusty in the art of wooing. With flirtation in general. Until the ducal title landed on his head, he’d spent his days designing and building follies for country homes.

      He tried smiling, but searing pain lanced his leg, a residual effect of the cataclysmic carriage accident that had taken his father, his brother the heir, and the vision in his left eye.

      George choked on his tea. “Not that! You’re snarling at them.”

      “That bad?” Air hissing between clenched teeth, he rubbed his hip. Sweat nicked his hairline. His leg locked again. The familiar ache started at his knee and flared like molten nails digging into his thigh.

      His mother caught the move from her seat under the red-striped canopy. A delicate frown marred her features. She held up an elegant finger, pausing polite conversation with Lady Malmsey and the Countess of Kendal. The supremacy of that single gesture. Carriages braked hard for it, and servants snapped to attention at the sight of his mother’s raised hand. Given time, the Dowager Duchess would take a turn at stopping the sun, such was her power. Concern in her eyes, she rose from her chair and headed his way.

      “Leg acting up, is it?” George asked.

      “It will improve.” Someday. This was what the family physician had promised and the myriad of well-meaning physics who’d traipsed through Richland Hall. “But tonight, of all nights,” he managed to say between gritted teeth.

      George’s merry blue eyes softened. “Our mother will fret.”

      “I know.”

      Her worry was the millstone about their necks. This house party was Richland’s reawakening from a long, dark year of solace. The dowager’s sons wanted this for their loving matriarch. Last year had shredded them all, but their mother’s hurt was most profound. Seeing her wracked with sobs followed by weeks of disturbing silence had frightened them all.

      He would do anything, anything to ensure she lived the rest of her days in happiness.

      “Prepare yourself. She’s bringing reinforcements.” George clicked his heels and called out a cheery, “Mother. Mrs. Chatham. Come to check on us?”

      The duke froze his massaging hand. Pain subsided only to be replaced by new agony—the swish of velvet skirts and familiar orange and ginger perfume. He was at once tense and restless. Desire had a rhythm, and he found it in the cadence of the widow’s walk.

      Unrestrained womanliness. A certain…knowing.

      It drove him mad.

      Primal instincts flared to life when Mrs. Chatham drew near. His skin tightened. Muscles clenched. He couldn’t put his finger on exactly why she appealed above all others. The pert smile on her wide mouth? Sparkling sherry-brown eyes? A natural sensuality?

      At the moment her eyebrows pressed a worried line as she dipped a curtsey. “Your Grace. Lord George.”

      “Mrs. Chatham,” they said in unison.

      His heart ticked faster. Did the sun shine brighter with her in his vicinity? He must’ve stared a fraction too long because the widow coughed delicately and directed her attention to the dowager.

      The grand dame swept forward and touched his elbow. “Your leg pains you.”

      “It will pass.”

      A motherly sigh and, “I am sure it will, but we must consider tonight’s ball.”

      He covered her hand with his and gave it an affectionate squeeze. “Worried I won’t be in top form?”

      “You will have to drag him away,” his brother teased. “It’s all he can talk about.”

      The dowager’s mild laugh jiggled ruby earbobs. “Don’t be impertinent. I know each of my sons all too well.”

      She was a wonderful woman, his mother. Piles of silvery-gingered hair, a smattering of freckles that defied the best cosmetics, and a talent for winding her offspring around her little finger.

      He stiffened, fighting a flash of discomfort along his outer thigh.

      “It’s dreadful to see you like this.” She drew closer, worry threading her voice. “Perhaps we ought to cancel the ball, and call for another physician.”

      “And let this house party be for naught?” He forced a smile. “I’ll soldier on.”

      He’d had his fill of physicians.

      Since the accident, the dowager had summoned doctors from every corner of the realm. Their wisdom ranged from prescribing ample doses of laudanum, to bloodletting and more bloodletting and more bloodletting after that. Two had even suggested amputation of an otherwise sound limb.

      “My sweet dear,” she said sadly. “Always the stalwart one. I wish with all my heart I could make this go away.”

      Mrs. Chatham’s head dipped at the private moment. Her presence at this family tête-à-tête proved what he’d long suspected. The dowager held the widow in the highest confidence. Together, they’d constructed everything from the guest list to the entertainments for this week-long house party.

      When the widow’s gaze met his, knowledge reflected in their depths. Tonight marked a separation of the wheat from the chaff. He would dance with three young ladies of style, comportment, and estimable status. His choices for the final selection. After the ball, quiet invitations for a longer stay would be extended to those three women and their families. The rest would return home tomorrow.

      But he’d have to dance in the first place.

      The dowager turned to her friend. “Charlotte, that remedy you mentioned last week. Would you consider administering it to the duke?”

      Mrs. Chatham’s eyes went saucer big. “Me? I rather thought Simms might.”

      The dowager huffed, a sign she’d not be thwarted. “His valet would show him all the tender care of a plow horse. It must be you. Who else would know the exact dosage? Or have the right touch?”

      A frisson feathered his groin. Mrs. Chatham touching me? No! No! No! “What the devil are you planning?”

      His mother gave him the gimlet eye and waved over a footman. “We’re in a desperate state, Richland. I’m willing to try anything.”

      Was he?

      Alarm bells careened through his head. He should stop this. He was the duke after all, but the dowager was equally determined. It was in the line of her mouth and angle of her chin. His mother was indomitable, well-acquainted with years of directing her sons. One had better luck stemming the tides than stopping her once her mind was set.

      Hands clamped behind his back, he’d tolerate this madcap remedy for the moment. The past year, he and the dowager had tactfully juggled their new positions in life’s hierarchy because she understood change was coming. She wanted it. For her happiness and the future of Richland Hall, he’d allow some leeway.

      Thomas strode to their circle, a flurry of scarlet and gold livery. There under the sprawling oak tree, the dowager beckoned the trusted servant to bend his bewigged head to hear her softly issued commands.

      “Deliver a heated tea kettle, several buckets of water, and our largest, empty butter churn to the duke’s sitting room. When you’re done, have a chambermaid go to Mrs. Chatham’s room and retrieve an amber vial.”

      “You will find it on the escritoire by the window,” the widow put in.

      “And Thomas…” The dowager’s tone was serious.

      “Yes, Your Grace?”

      “You understand this requires the utmost discretion. I don’t want the duke and Mrs. Chatham disturbed for the rest of the afternoon.”

      The footman didn’t bat an eye. “Very good, Your Grace.”

      He was speechless, watching Thomas speed toward the sprawling Dutch-Palladian structure that was Richland Hall. His mother whispered like a conspirator in Mrs. Chatham’s ear, but the widow had eyes for him alone. Lively, seductive, experienced eyes. Her earthy stare sent exciting currents between them. Hair on his arms stood on end. A similar sensation had happened once when he’d stood too close to a demonstration of von Guericke’s frictional electrical machine. Agitation had sparked his skin.

      But this? This was a thrilling jolt. A prudent man would quash the madness now, but wisdom wasn’t foremost on his mind. Anticipation was.

      “What are they up to?” George asked in low tones.

      “I don’t know, but it involves hot water, a butter churn, and an afternoon alone with Mrs. Chatham.”

      “Sounds torturous.”

      Or a new circle of Heaven.
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      There was delightful horror in being attracted to Lord Nathaniel, Duke of Richland. A lofty title and ridiculous wealth made him the crème de la crème of eligible men. He was leagues above her in birth and breeding. For those qualities alone, they would never suit. They didn’t interest her at all. What drew her to him were the small treasures that made the man.

      The way his hands held a letter.

      His attentive manner with his family.

      The firmness of his lips before giving an edict, and their pliant softness when listening with compassion.

      Oh, she could wax long about the little things that attracted her to the duke, but this infatuation had to stop. How demoralizing to lust after a younger man. Her first husband had been eighteen years older than her. Society smiled on those unions. An older woman/younger man liaison was deliciously naughty, a rarity, but such connections did happen.

      Marriage between a humble merchant’s widow and a duke? Nigh on impossible.

      Thus, striding up wide, shallow stone steps to the back of Richland Hall, she entertained not a whiff of hope that she was among the three to be selected. She hadn’t been invited here for that anyway.

      Biting her lower lip, she acknowledged her assignment. She had this afternoon to get the duke in dancing form—a difficult chore since she’d made avoiding him an artform. She couldn’t say the same about His Grace. He kept looking at her with an ardent eye. Nor was she fooled by his numerous trips to the canopy. He’d dawdle near her corner of the refreshment table, only to leave empty-handed.

      Men sniffed around her now and then. None interested her more than the distant duke.

      He was so, so…different.

      Before the accident, he’d lived as an architect and builder of follies for wealthy estates. Always a few days in Kent, gone the next. That Lord Nathaniel earned his coin made him an interesting varietal in Richland’s hothouse of privilege. Women flirted with him, and he’d smile back with unfailing politeness because his course was set. He was going to make his way in the world before he married.

      As the obscure second son, he’d stride through the halls lost in thought, rolled-up design plans tucked under his thickly muscled arm, his boot prints leaving bits of dirt behind him. Such concentration.

      What it would feel like to be the center of his focus?

      A delicate swallow followed that thought. I’m here to help. She’d keep that reminder in her head since the duke was taking the stone steps with care on their stately forward march.

      “Is your gait tentative because of your leg, Your Grace? Or the new shoes?”

      A smile cracked his profile. “I’m pretending my discomfort doesn’t exist.” His chuckle was endearing. “Apparently without success.”

      Another stone step was breached, then a second, and a third. They made fine work of avoiding eye contact on their promenade.

      “You’re not answering me, Your Grace.”

      A ducal brow arched in her side vision. She was over-bold, but faint hearts never won the day.

      “You won’t allow me to suffer in silence?”

      “Not when I’m tasked with healing you.”

      His arm flexed under her fingertips. The duke was equal parts quiet and certain. Acknowledging the extent of his pain was tantamount to admitting weakness…of yielding to a woman.

      No man relished that. Well, some did privately.

      “Both the shoes and my leg bother me,” he said with clipped efficiency. “Thank you for noticing.”

      “I’ve noticed a good many things about you, Your Grace.” The way your sleeve tightens around your upper arm. The keen expression on your face when you read. The wool of your breeches molding to your backside.

      “Regale me, Mrs. Chatham. What have you observed?” His baritone was smooth as simmering chocolate on a lazy morning.

      They passed butterflies flittering over the dowager’s roses, and two orange tabby cats lolling in the sun, stretching with satisfaction.

      The duke invited discourse.

      How tempting.

      “I’ve observed your preference for boots over buckle shoes. You like your coats in unembellished shades of blue, brown, or green. Never black. You’re given to brooding when a design does not materialize as planned.” She grinned, mostly for her own pleasure. “And you have a penchant for steak, chops, and mutton stew.”

      “I sound a trifle boring.”

      “I prefer to call it quietly fascinating.”

      The duke hummed thoughtfully. “That would be a first.”

      The world abounded with rogues. An intelligent man, handsome and appealing in character and visage, was a rare find for women of her ilk. How she came upon that nugget of wisdom would not be a topic of conversation. Ever.

      Stoic footmen flung open the doors to the formal salon. Once inside, their footfalls were muffled by densely piled carpet. Landscape paintings by Dutch artists she couldn’t name trimmed one wall. A bank of floral arrangements and marble busts lined another. This room was predictable. Overdone and meant to impress like so many of the peerage. The same couldn’t be said of Lord Nathaniel, Duke of Richland, which was why he intrigued her.

      When they reached the east wing stairs, she let go of his arm. The subtle loss left her empty. She craved connection with him. Grabbing a handful of skirts and the cold, hard banister was her consolation with the duke climbing the stairs beside her.

      “Whatever this remedy of yours is, Mrs. Chatham, I want a minimum of fussing.”

      Ah, now we’re back to cool politeness. “In my experience, men usually enjoy a woman’s attention.”

      “This week has filled me to the brim with feminine interest.”

      “Perhaps not the right kind?”

      His head turned sharply toward her. Nostrils flaring and posture erect, the duke was imposing, a dragon ready to breathe fire on the unfortunate maiden who entered his lair.

      But she was no maiden.

      Carnal want flashed in his eyes, there and gone. “Since I am about to surrender to your tender mercies, I shall take the high road and hold my tongue.”

      She laughed, enjoying his mild censure. “It’d be better if you loosened it, Your Grace.”

      A male grunt was his answer. Of all the Richland men, Lord Nathaniel was known for his abiding honor.

      Their lineage bequeathed him with a blade-straight nose and defining jaw, but his hair was a dark auburn among a family of gingers to reddish-blonds. The duke’s eyes were his most distinct feature, a penetrating silver-gray when his brothers had variants of blue.

      At present, his stormy gaze narrowed on her.

      His Grace armored himself with unshakable manners. Today, she would breach them and touch his bare leg.

      Her palms tingled at the idea of it.

      Their approach drew the attention of Mrs. Staveley, half in, half out of a doorway ahead. The housekeeper’s face brightened, and she nipped into the ducal apartments. There was a quick clap clap, and two charwomen, their mob-caps aquiver, rushed out of the room. They executed speedy curtseys, murmuring Your Grace, Mrs. Chatham before scurrying down the stairs.

      “So much for caution,” he muttered.

      “I’ll talk to Mrs. Staveley. My room is on the third floor. Perhaps she can pass this off as you going to your chambers and I was on the way to mine.”

      “You’re on the third floor? This is the family wing.”

      She ignored his consternation and swept through the doorway with a breezy, “Mrs. Staveley, how are you enjoying the roses I brought for you?”

      The housekeeper clutched her skirts and curtseyed. “Your Grace. Ma’am.” She folded work-chafed hands against her bosom. “They are wonderful. Thank you.” The older woman’s hazel eyes twinkled beneath her mob-cap. “We’re all atwitter below stairs about the duke needing a butter churn. Simms and Cook think its inspiration for a folly. Two footmen say it’s for an entertainment on the south lawn. With the young lords home, there’s no telling what mischief they’ll make.”

      The duke groaned.

      Mrs. Staveley, more high-strung than the average housekeeper, fretted. “Oh, dear. I’ve spoken out of turn, Your Grace. Forgive me.”

      “No trespass was done.” But he shifted uncomfortably.

      They were on shaky ground. Her discreet flirting on the stairs was one thing; servants discussing the duke’s activities was another.

      “Mrs. Staveley, Her Grace is counting on you to stop any gossip,” she said firmly.

      “You’ve not to worry, ma’am.”

      The housekeeper didn’t balk at her taking charge. When mourning the late duke and the heir, the dowager had often sent desperate notes: Please, help me with Richland Hall. Assisting with the house party was no different. Except she’d never ventured inside the ducal apartments. The duke’s sitting room wasn’t so improper. His bedchamber was. A veritable Pandora’s box. She checked the forbidden portal, which was safely shut, and mustered the authority of a queen.

      “Make certain there are no further conversations about this below stairs.” She paused to add iron to her words. “Because no one else can know that I’m spending the afternoon with the duke.”

      The housekeeper blinked fast. “Certainly, ma’am. I’ll have a word with the footmen and the charwomen.”

      “And the visiting attendants?”

      “They’re enjoying a picnic on the other side of the vegetable garden. They’ll not get a whiff of…” Mouth puckering, Mrs. Staveley eyed the waiting buckets and finished with a tactful, “Of whatever it is you’re going to do.”

      “Very good. Now, if you’ll excuse us.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” The housekeeper bobbed a skittish curtsey and raced for the door. She hesitated there, a work-raw hand hovering over the knob. Shutting it would’ve been the natural thing to do.

      “Leave it open,” the duke intoned.

      His formality pricked her playful spirit. “Don’t worry Mrs. Staveley. His Grace’s virtue is safe with me.”

      The servant’s hand jerked back, and she fled the room. When the noise of her starched skirts faded, the duke fisted a hand on his hip.

      “Was that necessary? Your quip poked the beast of impropriety.” He was adorably grumpy.

      “A little fun now and then is good for the soul.”

      His scowl indicated otherwise.

      She stepped bravely closer to him. He needed a good…something to ease his tension. A terse line settled between his brows. Brass buttons on his waistcoat strained against their moorings. She buried her hands in her skirts to keep from smoothing the silk covering his chest.

      “I’ll own that I deserve your frown,” she said quietly. “But you’ve had week of stiff propriety. One might think you’ll burst with it.”

      His shoulders were tense within his green velvet coat. “Saucy humor. That’s part of today’s remedy?”

      “It can be.” She searched his eyes and found new pain which owed nothing to his injured leg. “I know you don’t take pleasure in these entertainments. You tolerate them. It’s not bad that you prefer a sedate, country life. It’s who you are.”

      The atmosphere shifted. A pleasant fissure broke the strain, and the corners of his eyes softened.

      “How refreshing to be understood.”

      “I understand a good many things about you.”

      His gaze rested at the base of her neck, and slowly, slowly he took in her jaw, her lips like a starving man. “I shall count myself fortunate to have you as my neighbor.”

      Neighbors, yes, but they were never alone. This unexpected escape to his sitting room was luxurious torment. Pure denial. They’d not kiss. She reveled in flirting with him—and His Grace needed a good flirting—but a dalliance would only further their suffering.

      Their attraction was a dance of the unsaid.

      And it would have to stay that way.

      Her hand dropped to her midsection, nursing the hurt hidden under layers of cloth. She contemplated his perfect cravat, feeling dry as dust and all of her thirty-five years. “We have four hours before you must get ready for the ball.”

      The duke eyed the clock on his mantle. “I suppose this is where I should concede that you’re right.”

      Her “Yes” was grudging acknowledgment.

      She dipped low and tested the kettle perched by the fire. The copper was hot. If a passerby touched her, they’d find her flesh over-warm and shush her off to bed. A prudent woman would take that advice and stay under the covers.

      Dragging the butter churn before the fire, she faced a trying fact. She wouldn’t kiss His Grace, but she would touch him…and that would test the limits of their restraint.

      “Is there anything I can do to help?” he asked.

      “Nothing at the moment.”

      He gave her room to work, an indication of his budding trust. “When do you plan to inform me of the details of this…”

      “Healing treatment?” she supplied, pouring hot water in the churn. “In a moment.”

      She upended buckets of tepid water into the churn, mentally cataloging the process her father had taught her years ago. The fire was a respectable blaze, heating her legs. Spring was lovely and full of sunshine, but winter’s bite lingered. His Grace would need the warmth, and she needed the oil of amber. She spun around, searching for the vial, finding a nicely lived in sitting room.

      This is where he finds rest. It was a peek into the duke’s private life.

      Windows shed light on a satinwood desk full of unrolled architecture plans. A beige brocade winged chair with its dented seat cushion waited for its usual occupant. Shelves of books, a few ferns but no flowers, and a wine-colored settee with comfy beige and white pillows added the final touch to cozy confines. It was all very un-ducal. She could lose herself in here.

      “Mrs. Chatham,” he said sternly.

      She continued searching the room, checking shelves, the mantle. “Keep your voice down, or this afternoon meeting of ours won’t stay secret for long.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “I am looking for my jar.” She spied the squat amber glass near papers on the duke’s desk. She sped toward it and plucked the treasured vial from the mess. “Here we are.”

      He scrubbed a hand over his mouth. “Pray tell, what are your plans for me?”

      She uncorked the jar with a pop. Oil of amber. The robust scent prickled the back of her nose. The aroma was full of the earth and not at all sophisticated. Like her. But the viscous oil would do a world of good for an inflexible duke.

      “You have the patience of Job, Your Grace.” She leaned a hip on the corner of his desk. “I tend to lose myself in a project.”

      Hand clasped behind his back, he was every inch a duke. “Since I am your project today, it’s only fitting for you to tell me what we’re about to do.”

      She smiled. The explanation alone required the utmost delicacy. “You know the same thing happens when I put together my gardens. I don’t precisely plan as others do.”

      He tipped his head a slight degree. “You’re evading me, Mrs. Chatham, but I can forgive you that because you’ve piqued my interest.”

      He was as hungry for details about her as she was of him.

      “Are you telling me you don’t put your garden plans on paper first?” he asked.

      “Never. They’re designed entirely on intuition and impulse.”

      “I can’t fathom such a thing.”

      “Gardens are meant for pleasure,” she said tenderly, because the duke could use some tenderness. “Sometimes one must let things happen.”

      It was a brazen statement. Rife with suggestion. By his ravenous stare, he couldn’t quash the warmth unfolding between them any more than she could.

      “I’ve glimpsed your garden from the road. It is a thing of beauty.”

      Her knees were jelly. Arousal flooded her body. Somehow the compliment tinged with erotic undertones. He could have said I’ve glimpsed you naked.

      “Thank you, Your Grace. It is a hodgepodge of chaos and order, which I find utterly satisfying. The truth is with a little care and attention, and the right doses of sun and water, my gardens flourish every season without fail.”

      He locked on to her wayward hair which had come loose during luncheon. “They certainly do.”

      A delicious connection formed, sweet as summer rain and twice as healing. She missed this, the bond of man and woman. Being with the duke fed a timeless yearning which defied explanation, and she had mere hours to enjoy him. She’d take pleasure in every minute.

      “Will you trust me to take care of you?” she asked with all gentleness.

      “A woman to take care of me.” He contemplated the butter churn, his mouth quirking. “We are compatriots in this…our game of patient and physic.”

      She laughed lightly. “Is that what we are? Compatriots?”

      His true smile returned. The first one she’d witnessed in days. “I can think of nothing better.”

      Is this an offer of friendship?

      What a dashing friend indeed. The ever-polite duke had a certain roguish appeal with his black eye patch and jagged scar trailing down the bottom of it. He was full of surprises. Best of all was his willingness to try something new—with her.

      She advanced on him, hips swaying, skirts swishing. “I assure you, this is not a game.”

      Amiable air drifted, and the same elemental threads that inhabited their stolen glances connected them. His eye was a silver-coin hue, brighter from sunlight washing the room. The pale color was uncanny. Piercing and hawkish for an otherwise proper gentleman. The pain was clearly gone, or he was distracted by the bee-like hum thriving beneath the surface of their conversation.

      Her flesh prickled with awareness. There’d be no getting around this.

      “I need to explain the remedy, Your Grace.”

      “Yes?”

      Cradling the jar with both hands, she could be a virtuous woman about to bestow a gift, which made what she said next wholly incongruent.

      “First, you must remove your breeches.”
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      “What?” he sputtered, the second time in a single day.

      “You heard me. You must remove your breeches and allow me to administer the oil. Then, you will put your injured leg in the butter churn.”

      He dragged a hand over his head. “Yes, I heard you the first time. About my breeches that is.” He paced the short distance between the hearth and the settee and back to the hearth again. “I expected a tincture. Something horrid that I would endure simply to have this afternoon alone with you.”

      There. He’d voiced their vexing attraction, and they were none the worse.

      “I’m glad to hear you say that.” She beamed as gorgeously as forbidden fruit would.

      Sun bathed Mrs. Chatham in angelic light, a contradiction to the blatant sensuality thrumming between them. The dowager gave her blessing to this? He wouldn’t ask about that conversation.

      “It’s for the good of your leg. You see my father was a physician. I assisted him from time to time, and one of his favorite remedies was to soak a sore limb in hot water with—” she raised the jar for visual proof “—oil of amber.”

      They were in an awkward staring contest. Her smiling a tad salaciously with the jar in hand and he, gathering his wits. She must think his brains were in his ballocks.

      For a moment, they were.

      He’d been close to pinning Mrs. Chatham to the wall (twice!) and kissing her saucy mouth.

      Thus, it took all his might to summon years of breeding to the fore. One wrong whisper and the family name would be counted scurrilous. If there was one thing he understood, it was decorum and what was at stake. His father was the epitome of goodness. No foul business dealings. No mistresses or babes born on the wrong side of the blanket. The pressure was immense, the responsibility considerable, but he would carry on the Richland banner.

      He waved his hand irritably at the butter churn. “This appears to be a pediluvium. A rustic one at that. My leg pains me, madame, not my head.”

      “I know, but I beg your tolerance.”

      Soaking one’s foot was an accepted treatment for headaches, but what Mrs. Chatham suggested was unorthodox. And titillating. He’d had his fill of being poked and prodded, a thing he’d tolerated for months since the accident until he put down the ducal foot as it were, refusing any physicians to come near him.

      “It sounds like medical heresy,” he groused.

      “You’ve already taken an unusual approach with your leg.” She ambled closer, her voice soothing. “When the best doctors urged you to stay abed for a year and drown your pain in laudanum, you didn’t listen. Instead, once the bone healed, you exercised your leg.”

      He swallowed peculiar dryness in his throat. She was appealing to his sense of reason, and it was working. So did the effect of her nearness. If he was honest, his current discomfit stemmed more from desiring his neighbor and suffering their mutual denial—made worse by her request that he remove his breeches.

      Golden light limned Mrs. Chatham. Dust moats floated behind her, caught in the sun’s brilliance flooding the room. With her head tipped, those errant honey-blond tresses brushed her neck. She was luminescent. Well within his reach yet untouchable.

      And how he ached to touch her.

      “Today’s bout is probably because you’ve sat more than usual,” she went on, standing close enough for him to count her eyelashes. “You’re an energetic man. Give this a try, Your Grace. You won’t regret it.”

      She was mellowing him. It was true. He’d done well with long walks, advancing to building not one but two follies on Richland grounds. Physical exertion had helped. The projects staved his boredom, healed his soul, and strengthened a body grown weak after the accident.

      His heart thudded against his ribs while he breathed deeply of Mrs. Chatham’s perfume. She had a talent for enthralling him. For making him want. Badly.

      Thus, he found himself slipping free of his coat. The murmur of cloth on cloth was seductive, especially with her watching.

      “I will allow your medicinal treatment, short of removing my breeches.” Tossing his coat on the settee, he tried to regain control. Arms spread wide, he offered himself to her. “This ought to be sufficient.”

      Her laugh sprinkled the air. “Your torso is not the body part in question.”

      Lips clamped, he dammed a tide of sensual words that wanted to come out. Mrs. Chatham’s brows arched with challenge. He arched his too. They were in another draw. Frustrating, invigorating, and breathtaking all at once.

      “Your Grace,” she chided. “It’s a simple thing, and it solves your problems.”

      Was he being foolish? Total surrender was not a familiar skill. Negotiation was.

      “What if I put my clothed leg in the butter churn?”

      The widow’s mouth made a pretty moue. Her gaze dipped south, landing on his placket, dithering there a moment before sliding over to his thigh. “No. That wouldn’t work. The point is to have hot water against your unclothed skin. Then, I must rub oil onto the affected flesh.”

      His gut clenched, and his ballocks twitched. Mrs. Chatham massaging me knee to hip?

      Sweet Mother of God!

      He’d spend himself. Right here, midday.

      Flesh grew heavy against his placket. Parts of him were far from troubled with the makeshift-physic-turned-siren standing before him.

      Steam curled up from the butter churn. Cheeks glowing with a pretty sheen, Mrs. Chatham could be an enchantress, dribbling oil from the jar, conjuring a spell. Her fingertips stirred the water and he was lost.

      “You might be surprised to know this treatment is quite ancient. It comes from an antiquated book my father purchased.” She stopped her enigmatic stirring and flicked wet fingers. “He collects old books on the healing arts,” she said by way of explanation. “He kept poring over one tome in particular because it addressed wounds of muscle and sinew. He was relentless, writing fellow physics far and wide. The book was of eastern origin, and while he couldn’t read the text, he grasped the scribe’s illustration on this one remedy.”

      “That must’ve been quite an illustration.”

      Mrs. Chatham lured him. “Oh, it was. Finally, a friend in Venice helped him. He told my father the text referred to oil of amber. The patient must soak in it and—" she fixed a naughty glint on him “—have it rubbed onto the affected limb.”

      “Your father administered this?” His placket and his voice were distinctly taut.

      “Certainly not. He advised wives what to do, and they tended their husbands, of course.”

      “Of course.”

      Lambent sensuality danced between them. He was glad his waistcoat’s hem landed atop his thigh—all the better to hide nature’s response. A pulse ticked visibly at the base of Mrs. Chatham’s throat. He wanted to kiss the tiny throb. There was much to explore about his neighbor, her smooth jawline, her incredible mouth, and he had the afternoon to do it.

      If he seized this chance.

      A hint of laughter outside doused icy water on his ardor.

      The ball. Averting his gaze, he stepped back. He wasn’t a feckless man to blithely tup a woman by day, and court another by night. Especially under the same roof. Flesh in his smalls might plow happily onward, but right was right…for all the bloody good it served.

      He clapped a hand on his nape and squeezed tense muscles. Perhaps his brains were in his ballocks because he was sorely tempted to let them have sway.

      “Mrs. Chatham…”

      “Don’t worry, Your Grace. I’ll administer the oil as quickly as possible and leave. I did not expect to stay in the room while you are in a state of undress.”

      His shoulders sagged. She was sage and kind. They both understood his predicament without having to say it aloud.

      She stuffed the cork back on the vial. “I told the dowager I’d put you in the least compromising position.”

      He dropped his hand to his side as a dull ache flared along his outer thigh. The injury and mention of his mother doused the mood.

      “Then who will attend me?”

      She shrugged. “I can come back.”

      “I would hope you would. I am in this predicament because you suggested it to Her Grace.”

      She smiled fully aware that he, like his brothers, would do anything to restore their mother’s happiness. “Have you a banyan? You could wear it and—”

      “And be stripped to my smalls underneath? Out of the question. There must be another solution.”

      She set the jar on the floor and angled her head for a side view of his leg. “What if I cut the outer seam of your breeches? That way you keep your clothes on.”

      Blessed relief filled him. “A fine idea.”

      “Have you scissors in here?”

      “In the top-right drawer of my desk.”

      She retrieved them and hurried to his side. Staying mostly clothed restored his sanity and gave him a barrier from the invasion that was Mrs. Chatham. Hands on his hips, he stared ahead and let her undo the button at his knee—anything to keep from visually consuming the bounty of her cleavage.

      This is no different than a fitting with my tailor. An easy argument to swallow while he forced his focus to the far wall. On the beige paneling. The white trim. The mirrored sconces newly polished. The matching brass candelabra, both with five, half-melted candles. The door to his bedchamber…

      His neighbor’s tender assault weakened him. When he peeked down—his first mistake—she was a study in delicate striving. His thoughtful physic nibbled her bottom lip. Gentle, elegant fingers tested the seam of his breeches.

      She slid a hand partway under the cloth, and rivulets of pleasure followed her touch.

      Mrs. Chatham’s hand wandering up his breeches was an image that’d be forever burned on his brain.

      He closed his eye, surrendering to the attack. She besieged him with her orange and ginger scent, her knuckles grazing his skin and the rustle of her velvet skirts. That jostle of cloth could defeat a man.

      Is this what famished men experience? They gorge on crumbs?

      Because this was as close as he’d get to being the center of Mrs. Chatham’s attention. Tender hands untied the garter holding up his stockings. She dragged silk down his shin. Air was cool. Her breath was steady and warm, trifling with his bare calf.

      A tiny shudder skipped along his spine.

      He was living in increments. The shears snip, snip, snipping his breeches. Broadcloth giving way. His fortitude crumbled when metal glanced his hip, and the imprint of Mrs. Chatham’s steadying palm seeped through cloth to his skin. He stilled.

      A medieval device could be squeezing his chest, and this was contact with a barrier between them.

      “I cut the bottom of your smalls, Your Grace, but they are intact.”

      What a reverent confession. Mrs. Chatham, his heretofore saucy healer, was apologetic about nicking his smalls. Was the experienced widow nervous about the path both of them were about to tread? Fabric covered him. The nakedness issue was solved, as long as one didn’t make an over-fine distinction of the word. That hurdle surmounted, he had another to go.

      Submitting to her rubbing oil on his bare skin.
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      The duke’s resistance hung by a thread. Each time her skin glanced his, flesh pebbled. His and hers. Waves of pleasure washed over them from her touching him in this un-carnal manner. Yet both were swept into a tide of yearning.

      She was kneeling on the floor, her heart racing and her mouth flooding with wetness. She couldn’t stop licking her lips.

      “Now I must administer the oil.”

      The duke braced himself. “Do what you must.”

      His voice was thick. Hands resting on his hips slid higher to his waist and dug in. That simple move humbled her. His Grace was trying hard to be the moral man his mother and father had raised him to be.

      Head bowed, she swallowed the lump in her throat. One caress in the right place, and this afternoon could easily take a different turn. They both knew it.

      If she truly cared for him, if she wanted his happiness above her own, she would keep what he valued in place—his sense of goodness and all that it entailed. For there was more to his inheritance than title and wealth. The Richland name was defined by its noble disposition, and Lord Nathaniel was the best of the breed. Generous, hard-working, decent to all.

      Who was she to tempt such a man?

      She’d honor his reputation, his dignity, and ready in him for tonight. No more teasing. No more flirtation. She’d do what she was tasked with in the first place.

      Tears pricked her eyes. This was newfound misery. Truly, Hades added a new level today. It would be torturously known as Preparing a man to dance with another woman.

      Three of them actually, and one would become his wife.

      As a mature woman she should be able to do this. Contemplating his leg, the slivered view of his thigh with its bits of springy masculine hair, she accepted a truth. Experience didn’t take the sting out of loss. It confirmed it. As much as it promised she could live life happily again…someday.

      She sniffled and poured the balm into her cupped hand. Yes, someday. If she sold her cottage and removed herself to another corner of the realm.

      Excess oil dripped onto her dry hand. “I am about to administer the oil.” Her voice was shaky. That was the second time she’d warned him.

      His good eye was closed. “I am ready.”

      She took a bolstering breath and slid her hand up his thigh. The breeches parted. Dark auburn hair crinkled against her palm. She concentrated her strokes around his knee. Rubbing, kneading, feeling him. Muscles knotted under her touch. Angry pink-red scars ridged his skin in places, then ran slick.

      Studying the carpet, she offered a bland, “Oil of amber reduces inflammation.”

      Explanations were safe. Her hands going above his knee was not.

      The duke was silent. His mouth was compressed, and sinew popped visibly on his neck.

      “If you continue to exercise the limb…” Her lungs constricted and she let her words taper off.

      “Yes?”

      Her hands ventured higher, finding well-developed thigh muscles and no scars. “If you—If you exercise the limb and soak it often, you will see much improvement.”

      Sweat beaded in her cleavage. She shut her eyes, and her strokes became more vigorous. She was in peril of reaching his hip…and other places.

      A hand settled on her shoulder. “Mrs. Chatham, perhaps now is a good time to introduce me to the butter churn?”

      “Oh, thank goodness,” she fairly breathed the words and withdrew her hands from their hold on his leg.

      She was clumsy, getting off the floor. Her legs wouldn’t cooperate, and her corset stuck to heated skin. Whalebone jabbed her. More strands of hair had come loose and were clinging to her cheeks.

      “Here.” The duke grasped her by the elbows and helped her upright.

      They were quite close and quite intimate. Her limbs were heavy, and her blood was sluggish in her veins. She was sweetly drowsy. She couldn’t leave if she tried.

      He’d bound her with a spell.

      The center of his eye was a black pool. The fire’s blaze danced bronze-like and dangerous in that dark depth. An auburn wisp fell over his forehead. She brushed it back, tucked it neatly along his temple.

      “You should put your leg in the churn.”

      “I should.”

      They were somehow closer. Velvet-covered breasts brushed a wall of silk, and the duke’s hand slid possessively, neatly into the curve of her waist.

      She allowed herself the luxury of tracing his jaw. Barely-there afternoon whiskers scratched her fingertips. Simms would take care of them, but for this moment those whiskers belonged to her.

      His nostrils flared. She’d swear he scented her.

      The duke’s one-eyed concentration was so, so…intense. She’d burn up from it. A little wetness trickled between her breasts, the single, private drop taunting her.

      “You’re flushed, Mrs. Chatham.”

      “Velvet was a poor choice to wear today. Spring in Kent seems…warmer than usual this year.”

      “Indeed.” He didn’t break his potent stare.

      His claiming hold on her waist slid comfortably over to the small of her back. And jammed her against him.

      She ought to take matters in hand. She was an older, experienced woman after all. “I’m not going to let you do this.” She was breathy and desperate.

      “You will.”

      “Oh,” she whimpered, weak-kneed, clutching his waistcoat.

      Apparently, that was all the duke needed. She gasped when his fingers tunneled her hair. Pins dropped to the floor. His mouth hovered over hers a final, agonizing second. They’d waited for this a long, long time. There was no going back.

      If a single kiss was all she’d have of Lord Nathaniel, they’d do this right.

      Something to make the one-eyed, dragon duke never forget her.

      Their mouths met in a fury of bone-melting, seize-the-moment lust. The first contact obliterated her senses. Singed them down to her toes. She gave him a remember-me-for-the-rest-of-your-life kind of kiss. The duke set out to do the same. His embrace was passionate. Demanding. They could be floating on a wave. Lost. Happy. Together.

      The memory of his lips would warm her many a cold winter’s night, though their kiss wasn’t pretty.

      It was…

      Hungry, carnal, scorching. All take…and take…and take.

      Slickness poured like warm honey between her legs. Lust consumed her.

      Their anxious, desperate hands sought skin and found none. Until she reached for the duke’s exposed smalls. Hip muscles clenched underhand. She scraped her fingernails along that hip.

      He answered with a guttural growl against her mouth.

      What delicious power. It was shocking. Wonderful. She wanted more.

      She flattened her hand against him, seeking bare skin.

      The duke broke their kiss. He staggered backward and grabbed the mantle with both hands. His head hung low.

      “You can’t do that.”

      Heels scraping backward, she put some distance between them. She was dazed, checking her surroundings. “Do what?”

      “Touch me like that. It was—” His mouth pulled a grim line.

      She was certain he forbade himself from finishing. She had no such compunction. “It was what? Overwhelming? Annihilating yet elevating at the same time?”

      His laugh was low and lusty, the kind a woman heard from the corners of midnight gardens and dark alleys. “You have a talent for words, Mrs. Chatham.” He pushed off the mantle. “I can only say mine were of a baser nature.”

      She wished to hear them, but this thing between them was too potent. Another kiss and they’d set the room on fire. Or find their way to his bed.

      Whatever modesty his waistcoat afforded him was long gone. His breeches were shamelessly tented, and a rakish side-smile changed his visage. “Do we repeat this? Your rubbing oil of amber on my leg, my soaking it, then more…rubbing?”

      She set her knuckles on kiss-swollen lips, stifling a giggle. Oh, he was awful, grinning at her.

      “I like this game of ours, this patient and physic,” he said.

      “Your Grace!” She was properly scandalized. “Please. Soak your leg.”

      He eased his damaged limb into the butter churn. Water sloshed over the sides as he gave a playful, “I feel better already.”

      Hair falling about her face, she swiped the jar and scissors off the floor, no small feat with her corset and heavy velvet gown. “Must I remind you that you have a ball to attend?”

      “It will be a pleasure as long as you’re there.”

      “Don’t waste your dances on me.” She looked crossly at the butter churn, the bloom of the kiss fading. He would dance other women. Not her. Never her.

      “Why shouldn’t I dance with you?”

      Her skin was terribly hot and the room felt over-bright. “This is only one soak and one application of the oil. There’s no telling how long this will last.”

      “We can walk in the garden and steal a kiss.”

      “Not with me, you won’t.”

      “You’re pretty when your irritable. Your eyes darken and your move with such interesting precision.”

      “Don’t flirt with me.”

      “I’m not. I’m simply complimenting my healer. You’ve done a better job this hour than England’s best physicians. My leg feels good.”

      He stood there, hale and hearty, leg in the churn, dressed in day finery, arms crossed over his chest, absurdly appealing. He’d trusted her, appreciated her, and that pushed past the protective, thorny parts of her heart. The kiss helped too, adding a new, dangerous dimension.

      She set the jar and scissors on the mantle. “I’m glad to hear it.”

      They were at impasse, surrounded by a sensual web of their own making. Air was thick with ardor and unsated wants and confusion. Gaiety from the house party’s outdoor entertainments broke into the silent room. Did she need another reminder why this interlude never should’ve happened?

      New voices glided up from the stairs.

      “Simms,” she said, suddenly stricken. “I must leave.”

      “Stay.” The duke reach for her wrist which she yanked back. “You’re in my sitting room.”

      “With your breeches cut in half,” she cried. “Look at me! He’ll know what we did.”

      The kiss was a clarion call to how deep and wide passions ran between her and the Duke of Richland. No long smolder for them. They were fireworks, burning fast and bright.

      It’d be best for all if the household assumed that she’d instructed His Grace on how to administer the oil and that he soaked his injured leg alone. It’d be best for all if she disappeared and lost herself in her gardening. What a lonely prospect.

      Gripping handfuls of skirts, she headed for the door.

      “Mrs. Chatham. Wait.”

      She whirled around with a hushing finger to her lips. “Shhhh.”

      By the volume of the valet’s voice, she’d guess he was at the foot of the stairs. Leaving unnoticed was still a possibility. Fortune favored her this day.

      The duke smiled his pirate smile and shifted his stance, splashing more water onto the floor. “I haven’t properly thanked you. I will when we dance tonight.”

      “We shall not,” she whisper-hissed.

      “Then how shall I thank you?” he asked, a tad louder.

      She glared at him with all the disapproval a thoroughly kissed woman could muster. “You are incorrigible. If you want to thank me, write a letter.”

      Everyone else did. Cold, polite letters. With that lonely prospect on her heart, she sped off to the sanctity of her room, velvet skirts swaying furiously.
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      Every fashionable person in Kent, and the next district over, was crammed in his ballroom. Chandeliers blazed with brilliant, piercing light. Sherry, wine, and champagne sparkled in glasses because the dowager had spared no expense. Men and women danced a minuet, their lines so long he couldn’t see who was at the far end.

      Ebullient laughter spilled from open doorways and washed over him. It was a pleasant thing for a man to watch his home filled with splendor. It’d be more enjoyable to share the night with a companionable woman. One given to spicy kisses and saucy quips. Yet, Mrs. Chatham was nowhere to be found.

      “A fine night,” George said, tipping his head at the ballroom.

      “It is.”

      Lady Jacintha, the daughter of the Earl of Kendal, stepped out of the ballroom onto the back terrace. She flicked open a bronze fan, the silk flaring wide. The fan could be preening bird feathers. Three tittering young ladies clustered in the half-light around the earl’s daughter. Lady Jacintha smiled coyly at him over the rim of her fan.

      His name had somehow landed on her dance card.

      Between that mistake and the invisible Mrs. Chatham, his joy was quickly evaporating.

      His brother rested a hip on the stone balustrade. “Your leg. Is it better from your medicinal treatment?”

      “I’m well.”

      “And apparently only capable of monosyllabic answers.”

      He gave George a cross look which bounced off him.

      Fire flickered from decorative brass bowls all around them. Enough light for well-bred ladies to feel safe; dim enough to invite a stolen kiss. Moths danced around the flames, dipping close and diving back. Rather like what went on with his elusive neighbor. There’d been missed opportunities in the past, chances to test courtship’s waters. He’d been set on his work. She with her…oh, he didn’t know how she’d filled her days, but he wanted to.

      George tapped a flawless shoe on flagstone. “Everyone’s abuzz about which dance cards will bear the privilege of your name.”

      “You said that an hour ago.” He scanned the ballroom again.

      The room was a crush of panniered-skirts and frizzed hair. The square, ratted style was all the rage. Mrs. Chatham had blessedly not given into that fashion, which made him grateful for her genteel, countrified life. He liked her pretty blond locks, but the woman who bore them was nowhere to be found.

      George chuckled and smoothed his jabot. “She’s not coming.”

      “She?”

      “Mrs. Chatham. The woman you’ve been searching for all night like a bloodhound.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      George’s gaze raked him from head to toe. “Your sudden change of fashion gives you away. Men who don’t dress well sing a different tune when they want to catch a woman’s eye.”

      His brother had him there.

      He’d surprised Simms and called for the new black, superfine cutaway coat his tailor had delivered before the house party. An onyx silk waistcoat, ending at his waist (unlike the outdated one he’d worn today) added to the ensemble. Ink-black breeches covered his legs. Severe. Dramatic. He stood out in a crowd adorned in confectionary colors.

      The same crowd with the power to crush unassuming widows.

      Once the languor of their afternoon kiss had diminished, he’d been careful not to mention Mrs. Chatham to Simms. Protective even. He didn’t want to sully her reputation.

      His mind was already set when it came to his neighbor. He was going to marry her though he hadn’t mentioned it to a soul. A minimum courtship was in order, then he’d ask her.

      After today’s kiss, how could she say no?

      George scrutinized him, humming thoughtfully. “Perhaps your torn breeches gave you away? Or the hair pins abandoned on your floor?”

      He cursed under his breath.

      George produced two wire hair pins and passed them discreetly over. “Your secret is safe with me. Simms was too busy fussing over your shoe buckles to notice me picking them up.”

      “It’s not what you think,” he said, stuffing the pins into his coat pocket.

      “There’s the rub. It doesn’t matter what I think.” George’s arm flung wide at the ball. “It doesn’t matter what they think. What matters is you. Your happiness.”

      His happiness. A gift rarely bestowed on people of privilege. They enjoyed wealth and comfort, a fair trade for duty. But this sudden advice on happiness piqued him.

      Was his brother encouraging a dalliance? George was highly attuned to who was duchess material and who wasn’t. London’s finer doors would never open for Mrs. Chatham, a widow from Kent. They would for a duchess. It didn’t matter. He liked her exactly as she was.

      A baron and his wife passed by on their way to stroll through the gardens. Greetings were exchanged, pleasantries said, but he itched to pursue George’s unexpected admonition.

      He swung around to face the lawn. “Why so concerned about my happiness?”

      George matched him, bracing both hands on the stone balustrade. “Because you’ve never forgiven yourself for being the one to survive the accident.”

      He tensed from head to toe, his mid-section clenching as if he’d taken a blow. The Richland family, while loving and good, were prone to weaving delicately around unpleasant topics. Dancing by. Skimming over. Treading on eggshells from time to time. Never hitting a problem head on.

      “What makes you think that?” His voice was deceptively calm. A storm threatened to erupt inside him. He held onto the stone, needing its solidness.

      “You’ve been irritable all year.”

      He was aghast. “Our family suffered great loss.”

      George nodded with small concession. “Yes. Father and Darius will forever be on our hearts, but we must move on.”

      “I have.” Now he was defensive. “I honor them by fulfilling my duties, but I fail to see why you’re spewing balderdash about forgiveness or the lack thereof.”

      “You’re alone far too much.”

      “I prefer to keep to myself.”

      “That’s true. You’re far too aloof.”

      He flicked an unseen speck off his sleeve. “Reserved, thank you.”

      “And you’ve given up architecture.”

      He flinched. Now they were getting somewhere. George’s words pierced the marrow of his bone. Even he heard the misery in his voice when he said, “I built follies, not grand cathedrals.”

      “But you loved building them all the same. I can tell you miss it. Don’t deny it.”

      He wouldn’t.

      George delivered another assault. “Don’t stop pursuing the things that give you pleasure.”

      “There is being the Duke of Richland,” he said dryly.

      “So? Be a duke and a builder of follies.” George paused before dropping his voice an octave. “Mrs. Chatham told the dowager you should take up more building projects. She’s convinced the work makes you happy.”

      His head swiveled sharply to his brother.

      George whistled softly. “Like a bloodhound at the mention of her name.”

      He was baffled. The day had opened up a world of possibilities after his interlude with the widow. The night was proving to be a puzzle. He’d kissed Mrs. Chatham, or she’d kissed him (a distinction not worth splicing), yet she wasn’t at the ball.

      Why was she hiding?

      “Are you going to seek her out after your dance with Lady Jacintha?” George asked.

      No need to clarify the woman he’d seek. His attention drifted to a dormer window on the third floor. He’d been astonished to learn the dowager had ensconced Mrs. Chatham in the east wing. That side of Richland Hall was for family alone.

      Gentle light shined through the small square glass. The widow was on the other side of it, hiding away. Once or twice he thought a lonely soul looked down the festivities. He could go to Mrs. Chatham, coax her down from her uncharacteristic tower of solitude. She always did well at local routs. Villagers enjoyed her amiable conversation.

      Perhaps she found the size of the ball off-putting? The swell of too much noise?

      The orchestra was taking a break. The old fellows were mopping their brows and gulping down punch. They’d play again after a decent rest. His minuet with Lady Jacintha was coming due like a dreaded debt he didn’t want to pay.

      A stream of people poured outside, but he would dive in and fish out a certain neighbor tucked quietly in his home. He was about to leave when George grabbed his sleeve.

      “You’re going to her now, aren’t you?”

      “I am.”

      “There will be consequences if you don’t come back.”

      There would, but he was a duke. Excuses would be made and accepted. It was another thing to take in stride, no different than his stiff new shoes.

      The crowd swelled around them. Several portly gentlemen ambled down the steps, heading to the striped canopy where the day’s refreshment tables served as nightly card tables. If he wanted to escape, now was the time, but George tugged his sleeve again.

      His brother was earnest, dipping his head to impart a grave message. “Before you go, there is something you need to know about Mrs. Chatham.”
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      The letter sat in her lap. She read it again, taking bittersweet delight in each wonderful word.

      
        
        Richland Hall, Friday afternoon

        May 23, 1788

      

      

      

      
        
        Dear Mrs. Chatham,

        I could wax on about our fine spring weather. I could offer effusive thanks for the oil of amber, but I won’t because my afternoon with you was transcendent. Wholly unexpected. One kiss can change a man. Yours did. You reset my fulcrum. I am balanced again, and the world is right because  of you. Please accept my humble thanks for the gift of your time today. I can only hope to deserve more of it.

      

        

      
        With kind regard,

        Lord Nathaniel, Duke of Richland

      

      

      She folded the foolscap and set it lovingly on the table beside her chair. Pandora’s box had been opened by a single kiss and a few choice words. They’d said aloud what had long simmered under the surface.

      “How do I put this back inside the box?” she mused to her empty room.

      They’d unleashed what could never be, and that was difficult to swallow.

      She tucked one foot beneath her bottom and let the other leg dangle. An open book was in her lap. She’d tried to read it several times. The pages swam. The story eluded her.

      This self-imposed exile was awful. She’d return home tomorrow. Sneak out early, though it was cowardly. The duke would be busily dancing attendance on three fortunate young women. Really, they’d dance attendance on him. It’d be a race to win his heart.

      Her face crumpled. The duke could share his lust with her, but never his love.

      Twice she’d peeked out the window at the goings on below. The grounds swelled with merry-makers. Everyone celebrated the Richland family’s return into the blessed arms of society. A season of joy was upon them. She’d not interfere. This past year had seen her traipsing about Richland Hall far too much. Now she would extract her person and drown herself in her garden.

      Inquiries about a cottage in Cornwall would be made. The sooner, the better.

      A knock at her door startled her. Hair on her arms bristled. He was on the other side; she knew it with every fiber of her being.

      Quiet as a mouse, she shut her book and set it carefully on a side table.

      A bolder, louder knock sounded.

      Drat! Too many candles blazed for her to feign sleep. Polite as Lord Nathaniel was, he could also be obstinate. She touched her cheeks and checked her face in a hand mirror. Her eyes were red-rimmed. The duke would know she’d been crying.

      Another knock came. Very insistent. The dragon wanted entry. Sighing, she put down the hand mirror.

      “Come in.”

      A door hinge creaked the tiniest noise. The duke filled her doorway. Masculine. Robust. Dressed in dangerous black. A cutaway coat fit his shoulders like a second skin. Light kissed his auburn hair. No strand was out of place. Lacy, snow white cuffs rested evenly on the back of his hands—his persuasive, passionate hands.

      It was foolish, her visual devouring of the man, but even the best-intentioned women slipped.

      “You’re quite dashing, Your Grace.”

      “And you’re quite…comfortable.”

      She laughed and pulled her shawl tighter about her shoulders. “Is that a euphemism for my ugly day gown?”

      “You would be beautiful in burlap, madame.”

      She sighed softly. By the tender octave of his voice, she believed he truly thought such a foolish thing.

      He sauntered into the low-ceilinged room, searching for a chair, finding a dainty one at the escritoire, and hefting it high to plunk it directly before her. The duke’s hand slid under the back of his coat, flaring the cloth tails while he took a seat. Spine straight, he was imposing. A man in the prime of his life, and he’d come to sit with her.

      “You’ve been crying. Is that why you’re not at the ball?” His silver-gray eye was hawkish. He’d give no quarter.

      Her gaze slid to his letter on the side table. “Because I decided it was in the best interest of all concerned that I not go.”

      “You’re making decisions for me?” There was irritation in his tone.

      She’d matched it.

      “No. I made this decision for me. You might have the power to make me weak-kneed, Your Grace, but I possess a strong mind. It’s the benefit of having used it at least a decade longer than the women who’ve flung themselves at you all week.”

      Taking a deep breath, he set both hands palms down on his thighs. He tried to bite back a smile and lost the battle. “Weak-kneed?”

      He said it with the most unusual blend of seduction and humor. How was that possible? The effect was butterflies in her stomach. Parts of her hidden under yards of ugly brown wool were doing a jig, but she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of answering.

      “Is that the reason you’re in here?” he asked. “The difference in our ages?”

      “Of course, a younger person would say that.” She squirmed on her seat. “Youth is its own armor. You feel invincible…until the day comes when you realize you’re not.”

      A sober shadow fell over his face, dimming the light in his eye. “I am twenty-six years old. Not a stripling lad. I faced my lack of invincibility last year.”

      She winced. “Forgive me. That was a thoughtless, impulsive retort.”

      “No harm was done, madame, and it was a truthful thing you said. It’s one of the qualities I admire about you.”

      He studied her in the same manner he pored over his architecture plans. Every detail was worth consideration. She was conscious of her sloppy braid, and the faint lines etched at the outer corners of both her eyes. Her maid said they were from smiling too much.

      Wherever the duke’s gaze touched, her skin got warmer. He traced a visual trail down her leg and back to her foot peeking half out from under her skirt. A white stocking covered her, but he stared with such interest that her skin pebbled.

      “I spent a good portion of my night waiting for you.” He tore his attention off her foot. “Then I wondered why would a woman kiss me passionately, elicit my emotions, and hide.”

      She twisted the edges of her shawl. “I already told you.”

      Arms crossing, he leaned back in his chair. “You’ve told me nothing. You’re a confident woman, Mrs. Chatham. I don’t believe this is about our ages, or station, or wealth.”

      She mirrored him, mulishly crossing her arms. “You appear to be well-informed about us. Why don’t you tell me what this is about?”

      “We finally admit to our attraction, and that, madame, scares you.”

      Oh, it frightened her out of her wits. Marriage to Mr. Chatham had been a comfortable affair. Sexual congress had been enjoyable, the occasional tup, but no exploration, no sharing of secret desires. She’d mourned her husband’s passing. They’d had a good life. He was a friend, a partner, but passion failed to burn bright.

      It took a dalliance with a rake to open her eyes. Then a dalliance with another man, and another after him. Widows were afforded certain freedoms if they were discreet. But, the excitement, the sense of exploration eventually faded in favor of a new want—love.

      Was it too much to ask for love and bed-shaking, rope-creaking sex? She’d resigned herself that never the twain would meet. Hence, she’d purchased Butterfly Cottage in Kent and prepared to lose herself in vigorous gardening, but no woman could live by spade and dirt alone. That point was driven into her soul the day she’d spied an intelligent-looking, auburn-haired man with impossibly wide shoulders in a public house in her new home village.

      The first time their eyes had met devastated her.

      Hot, lustful seeds were planted that day. She couldn’t deny it.

      After two agonizing years, they finally, finally acted on their mutual attraction. One kiss was all it took for her to know love and sex could live under one roof.

      And that scared her most of all.

      Because he was a duke, and she’d never be able to give him what men in his position needed most. An heir.
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      Love was profound and unruly. He’d known versions of it with his family, but the emotion blossoming between him and Mrs. Chatham was a tempest. He wanted to grab her by the shoulders, give her a good shaking, and make her tell him the truth about her difficult secret.

      He already knew. George had told him.

      His brother imparted the substance of a conversation he’d overheard months ago. In it, Mrs. Chatham had tearfully shared a confidence with the dowager. Now she needed to share it with him. That was how trust and respect worked. Love fed on those qualities.

      He and Mrs. Chatham needed to entrust their worst pain, their harshest disappointments, and their greatest joys for love to grow. His good, affectionate family had struggled with this truth as well. This past year showed him that.

      Today, he and Mrs. Chatham had a taste of honest words in his sitting room. It was their beginning. Now they must continue to feed their wildly chaotic, yet fledgling, emotions, but it couldn’t be forced.

      She had to give him the deepest recesses of her heart.

      Seeing this truth was no different than glimpsing a corner of a magnificent painting, knowing the beauty that was coming…and having to wait for it. And wait. And wait.

      Gentleness helped. Thus, he unfolded his arms and leaned forward. He brushed the back of his knuckles on her knee. She was wary, watching him like a curled-up cat unsure of being petted. Her gaze followed every stroke on her wool-covered knee, her leg, and her half-exposed foot.

      Two candelabra lit the room. Flickering candles brightened her sherry-colored eyes. Their rich, liquid hue filled her face.

      “Your Grace—”

      “Nathan.”

      Her eyes flared wider.

      “When I’m alone with you, call me Nathan. It’s what my brothers called me as a boy.”

      His voice was hoarse from intimacy twining between them. Mrs. Chatham might wish to slow the swirling changes going on between them, but she couldn’t deny their palpable presence.

      She nibbled her lower lip as a puzzled dent camped between her eyebrows. Her breathing ebbed and flowed with greater tenacity. She fought something.

      “Tell me what it is,” he coaxed.

      Her soulful gaze met his. “We’ve opened Pandora’s box, and now we ought to close it.”

      Careful strokes to her skirt-covered leg stopped. This was puzzling. And enlightening. He expected a garden metaphor or an outright confession of the heart, not a mythical reference.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Pandora, the first woman in Greek mythology,” she explained patiently.

      “I know who she is. The gods bestowed their choicest gifts on her, and she married...” Perplexed, he searched the air.

      “Epimetheus.” She supplied the name, looking at him as if comprehension would come. Seconds ticked on the Dutch clock tucked in the corner before she added, “He was warned not to marry her, but he did anyway, bringing him misery.”

      He toyed with her hem. He had a good idea where she was going with the tale, but he had something to add of his own because art and precision were in his blood. “Some say the first translation wasn’t correct. Pandora had a jar, not a box. Another translation has misplaced curiosity at fault, while another—”

      “I don’t need a lesson in the details of Greek mythology,” she huffed in frustration.

      “My point was only to enhance the—"

      “I’m barren!” Color was high in her cheeks. She blinked as glossy wetness filled her eyes.

      He scooted forward, his knees bumping her chair. “That doesn’t matter. I want to be with you. Isn’t that enough?”

      She dabbed her eyes with the corner of her shawl. “You can’t mean that. You’re the Duke of Richland. The very design of this house party has been to find your duchess.”

      He could argue a different point. Oh, she had one facet correct: the guests, the week-long entertainments were meant to find him a wife, but today…tonight shed new light on a dark, dark year. What if the true motive of his heart was to restore Richland? To fill it with love and happiness however such a gift might come?

      Was the greater thing progeny? Or love?

      He knew how he’d answer, but marriage was an equation with two hearts and minds.

      Mrs. Chatham was prickly. “Don’t you understand? I can’t give you children. If you pursue this—this passion between us, you’d be leg shackled to me.”

      He grinned. “I could use a good leg shackling. If it’s with you.”

      Her jaw dropped. “This is not a light-hearted matter.”

      Perhaps he shouldn’t have ventured the leg-shackling quip.

      “Mrs. Chath—"

      “You must go. Now.” Her trembling voice brooked no disagreement.

      His inborn stillness cracked. The heels of his hands dug into his thighs. None of this was going as planned. He was raised to give the utmost respect to women. He wanted to persuade her against her angry demand, but wisdom whispered otherwise.

      Retreat was in order. He’d regroup and reassess how to fully win her heart.

      Wearily, he pushed up off the fragile chair and returned it to its rightful place at the escritoire. The soles of his shoes scraped the floor from leaden footsteps. He made his way to the door and tarried there, bitter disappointment washing over him. He wouldn’t be the one to dry her tears tonight. But he was determined. They would have more nights together. Of that he was certain.

      Before he closed the door, he faced the stubborn woman who would someday be his duchess. He was quite certain no other dukes had to work this hard to gain their duchesses. He’d take this as further proof of the widow’s worth: her refusal came from a wish to protect him, albeit misguided. Her valiant effort made her all the more endearing.

      She wiped another tear, managing to be fierce and soft while sniffling in her chair. “Why do you linger in my doorway, Your Grace?”

      “Because I must own that my poor choice of humor caused you pain. I will carry that with me for the rest of my life. I hope someday you will forgive me.”

      “It’s done.” Chin to chest, she plucked a loose thread on the chair’s upholstered arm.

      A million stars winked encouragement at him through the dormer window. Those heavenly bodies had witnessed centuries of lovers in turmoil. No doubt they’d preside over many more.

      “There is something else…if you’ll allow…”

      “This is your home,” she said peevishly. “I can hardly toss you out.”

      A giant hand could be squeezing his heart. His fingertips whitened from their staying grip on the door. He’d failed her this night, a lesson to harbor for the future.

      He took a labored breath and gentled his voice. “I think you’ve forgotten that there is more to Pandora’s tale. All translations end on a similar note. After the badness fled, there was one thing left.”

      Her spine was off the back rest. She dabbed her nose with a kerchief and slipped one foot, then the other into her shoes. “I can’t recall what it is, but I’ve no doubt you’ll supply me with the answer.” Hands resting primly on her knees, she met his gaze and waited.

      “Hope.”
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      He sunk onto his bed and fell back onto a sea of the finest cotton money could buy. Mrs. Staveley and a battalion of chamber maids had prepared his bed for warmer weather: a fluffy summer counterpane, lighter draperies to shut around his bed, and the downiest pillows.

      Restorative sleep was what he needed. He tore off the piratical patch and flung it to the floor. His eyes grained. He rubbed them, the good one and the cloudy blind one too. On occasion, when he caught his uncovered visage in a mirror, he’d fancy himself a villain in a gothic novel. The medieval-looking scar, an ugly jagged line, was just as frightening as his whitish eye.

      Mrs. Chatham’s ardor had never changed. Lust between them had sizzled hotly before the accident when he was a whole second son, and it crackled like wildfire even though he was a damaged man.

      The widow had deep, unseen wounds of her own. She’d masked them well. Wasn’t it time for her to let them go? Dare he suggest such a thing?

      He wanted a life with Mrs. Chatham. To build and love, to heal and grow.

      He smiled at the plum canopy overhead. Only a gardener would know how to fill the holes in his heart…humor for a more opportune time.

      Stretching on his bed, the tips of his fingers grazed something stiff and crinkly on his pillow. He picked it up and held a neat square to the light. Foolscap. Folded in quarters. The slanted penmanship familiar to him.

      “Mrs. Chatham. Leaving missives on my pillow, are you?”

      Legs dangling over the bed, he opened the letter and read it with her knowing, sensual voice flooding his ears.

      
        
        Richland Hall, Friday evening

        May 23, 1788

      

      

      

      
        
        My Lord Duke,

        You’ve done me a great honor with your kind letter. There is no need to offer thanks. I am glad the oil of amber treatment agrees with you. You are possessed of an otherwise healthy constitution. Steady exercise and regular application should solve your aches.

      

      

      He chuckled to himself. “Why Mrs. Chatham, you’re just as bland as Doctor Mimsby.”

      He put his attention back on the staid missive. There was a break in the text and two ink blobs before the widow continued.

      
        
        I’d be remiss if I failed to mention our kiss. There was something exalted and heavenly in our embrace. No man has ever kissed me like that. I can’t imagine another could (don’t let your head swell with such fine praise). As I write this note, I’m picturing your male satisfaction at having pleasured me so.

      

      

      He gripped the paper with an air of possession. “Now we’re getting somewhere.”

      He’d earned an underlined word and high praise for giving the best kiss to the woman who made his heart sing. Of course, he was peacocking.

      The minx.

      Ideas were flowing. Seductions were forming. He’d have her again, and again, and again.

      Another ink spot marred the foolscap. What a messy letter writer she was. He touched the surface lovingly, finding the outline of a stain. Wetness. A tear, he was sure. He scanned the remaining lines for the source of her weepiness.

      
        
        Your Grace, this day with you will be with me forever. I will cherish it, but please know I will not infringe on your happiness. I will remove myself a suitable distance in another district.

        We must do what is right. Your mother wants a proper marriage for you. I’m most certain your late father would too.

      

        

      
        Yours in the deepest affection,

        Mrs. Charlotte Chatham

        P.S. Please burn this letter.

      

      

      Burn the letter? Never. He’d memorialize it and read it when he was long in the tooth. Folding the tender missive back into neat fourths, he acknowledged a vexing point: the dowager.

      What was he going to say to her?
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      Carriages rattled steadily, lines of them. In the distance, clouds of dust billowed on one particularly dry, eastern road. He let go of the high, sweeping curtains and took a seat at the round table where his half-eaten breakfast waited to be finished. The ever-vigilant Thomas attended his private meal. The footman’s back was to the window overlooking the south lawn where his brothers escorted Lady Jacintha, her sister, and mother on a late morning. The merry troop appeared to set out toward his newest folly, a recreation of a ruined Roman fortress.

      There was much to decide today—and after seeing the earl’s daughter—a bit of strategy to plan too.

      He speared his fork into a coddled egg when his mother nipped into his sitting room.

      “Thomas, please arrange a carriage to take Mrs. Chatham home.” She paused, checking the brass mantle clock. “Have it ready for her in the next hour. She’s a bit peckish this morning and moving rather slowly.”

      “Yes, Your Grace.” White glove on his midsection, the footman executed a perfect bow. “I’ll attend it now.”

      “Please do,” she said, arraying herself on the settee. The dowager cleared her throat while fussing with yellow silk skirts. The rustle was distinct, concise with an I’ve got things to say to you air about them.

      A wise son, he would listen. He swallowed his last bite and turned his attention to the settee. Pleasantries were in order.

      “Good morning, mother.” He motioned to the chair facing him. “Care to join me?”

      “Good morning, and no, I have already broken my fast, though my appetite was a bit off because I had to use much of the morning explaining your sudden departure from the ball last night.” She tipped her head and pearl earbobs slanted elegantly. “You remember. The ball in your honor.”

      A line was being drawn this day in their shifting relationship. She would forever be his mother, deeply loved and much admired, but he’d not be managed.

      “Everyone seemed to enjoy the evening, and my presence was not required.” He set his fork on his plate and dabbed his mouth with the serviette. “My choice for duchess has been made.”

      “Oh? Has Lady Jacintha won the honor? You didn’t dance with her.”

      “No. I didn’t. Yet she’s gamboling on our south lawn with my brothers as we speak.”

      Hyphen-thin brows arched. “What else could I do, but invite her and her family to stay? Your name was on her dance card.”

      He put some space between himself and the table. “How did it get there?”

      “I don’t know.” The dowager’s feigned innocence was terribly obvious.

      “Mother…”

      “I had to do something. Of all the young ladies, you favored Lady Jacintha. You spoke to her the most.” Manicured fingers drummed the settee’s back rest. “Though you ogled Mrs. Chatham at every turn.”

      “Ogled?”

      “That is how I would describe it.”

      He checked his desk where another missive for the widow awaited delivery. A new appreciation for correspondence was forming. With Mrs. Chatham as his recipient, the chore was fun. Hadn’t she pointed out his need for more fun? He’d risen early and labored over three drafts before perfecting his message in this latest edition.

      The balled-up rejections sat in the hearth. The dowager followed his sightline to those half-burned offerings, eyeing them keenly when she asked, “What are your intentions with her?”

      He stilled as a poacher would when caught by a sheriff. Excess warmth gathered under the knotted neck cloth Simms had perfected. He was tempted to run a finger between its tightness and his skin.

      “You speak of Mrs. Chatham.”

      “Are we discussing anyone else?”

      It was on the tip of his tongue to mention Lady Jacintha, but his mother was testy this morning. If she didn’t want to discuss the earl’s daughter, he saw no need to encourage that conversation. Taking a deep breath, he braced himself. The topic of their neighbor would be tetchy enough.

      “I’m assuming her remedy worked?” Azure eyes speared him. The dowager was hunting for information. Did she suspect more had happened?

      “As you witnessed last night eve. My stride was fluid.”

      She nodded thoughtfully, her scanty brows pressing together. She searched the room from her grand perch as if the walls and furniture would speak. He was blessedly thankful they couldn’t.

      Pushing upright, he dropped the serviette on his plate. “There is something I need to tell you.” Hands clasped behind his back, he paced a line to the mantle. “I have developed deep affections for Mrs. Chatham.”

      The dowager’s head turned sharply toward him. Faintly painted lips firmed.

      He and the widow had voiced their attraction in this room and sealed it with a kiss. In for a penny, in for a pound. There was no turning back…and how relieved he was in setting his course.

      “I am going to ask her to marry me.” He’d tried last night and failed. His mother didn’t need that detail.

      “Today?”

      “Yes.”

      She sighed a great gust of air. “Finally.”

      For the second time that morning, he couldn’t move. Both times, his mother was the source of his befuddlement. She popped off the settee with startling energy and bestowed a relieved smile on him.

      “I was worried you were considering asking her to be your mistress.”

      “Mother!” he gasped.

      “I don’t mean to be indelicate—”

      “Then don’t be.” His stern tone earned a healthy pause.

      The dowager was subdued, folding her hands together, wringing them ever so slightly. “Charlotte is my friend,” she said quietly. “Her good nature saved me more times than I can count.” The hand wringing slowed, and when his mother looked at him, light showed her age. Hurt etched the sides of her mouth and skin beneath her eyes. “I’ve known for a long time the two of you harbored an attraction for each other.”

      “You have?”

      The dowager rolled her eyes. Would wonders never cease?

      “Give me some credit, my dear.”  How sagacious, his mother. She smiled blandly at him with the tolerance one would give a dull pupil.

      “Then you support my marrying her even though she’s…” He let his words trail because it was his turn to avoid being indelicate.

      “I support your decision with all my heart. She will be exactly what Richland Hall needs. Her joy. Her laughter.” Hands fluttering, she tittered softly. “I can’t think of a better pairing of two souls. Opposite in many ways, yet a perfect, perfect fit in character and temperament.”

      “You say this despite the fact she can’t…” He considered the carpet. Last night’s learned lesson was to speak the truth, and do it he would—as delicately as possible. “Despite the fact that she may never bear a child.”

      “I have three more sons to carry on the Richland name.” A contemplative shadow flitted across her face. “This past year taught me that we must seize happiness because what we hold dear can be taken from us in the blink of an eye.”

      The room was brighter for the honesty shared. It was a gift, adding dimension to their love. He strolled to his desk, plucked the folded letter from a mass of papers, and held it over his heart. Laughing gently for the sheer joy of it, he acknowledged another truth: love was softening him.

      “You’ll have some convincing to do,” his mother said behind him. “A woman who can’t have a child carries a unique wound.”

      “I know.” He’d love Charlotte Chatham through her trials as he suspected she’d love him through his.

      Beyond the bank of imperious windows lining his wall, he spied his brothers emerging from the woods. They must already have finished their jaunt to the Roman folly. Their affection and brotherly camaraderie were dear to him. It was his place to lead their family now, and he’d do that by demonstrating love and fidelity.

      Tucking the missive into his coat pocket, he was ready. It was time to launch the charge and win Mrs. Chatham’s heart once and for all.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

        

      

    

    
      Her maid refolded a yellow underskirt for the third time. It was irksome because Malmsey had been with her for years and was the soul of efficiency.

      She tapped her quill to her chin with the steadiness of a clock. Daylight washed over her latest unfortunate task: a list.

      Villages had been written down, scratched off, and re-listed again…each one a possible new home.

      When the grumbling maid removed a gown yet again, she had to ask, “Are you unwell, Malmsey?”

      “No ma’am.” She turned the hem over, inspecting it with pursed lips.

      “Then why so slow this morning?”

      The maid ducked into the chest, her voice a muffled, “I didn’t know you were in rush to be gone, ma’am. You and the dowager get on so well. I thought you’d want to stay a bit longer.” Curious eyes peeked at her from a froth of skirts. “Maybe you’d want to see the duke again.”

      Her quill-tapping stopped, and an odd tingle invaded her. The maid conspired to keep her in Richland Hall. Why? She’d not ventured from her chamber, but when she did it’d be to leave this fine estate and hunker down in Butterfly Cottage. She’d throw herself into gardening, find healing for the time being. She snorted. Maybe she’d give garden planning a try. Anything not to think of him.

      Because the Duke of Richland would not be part of her future.

      She could only guess she wasn’t in his. Not after last night’s uncomfortable dismissal. She’d paid for it with long, achy sobs and poor sleep. His last word about hope was far too cryptic.

      Did he wish for a congenial parting? She was his neighbor and his mother’s friend.

      That had to be it.

      Smiling blandly, she looked out the window. From the third floor on a clear day, one could see the ocean spreading wide and blue in the distance. Perhaps a walk there would assuage the pain?

      “No,” she said. “I won’t see the duke again.”

      “Ever? That’s a bit hard, ma’am. He is your neighbor.” Mamlsey was, if anything, persistent.

      “I’m sure the duke will be very busy soon.”

      Neighbor’s could be avoided if one put some thought into it. Acknowledging that fact widened the void which had camped around her since last night. For two years she’d made a concerted effort to be in the duke’s vicinity, though never alone. It was always enough to fuel their attraction, yet not push them over impropriety’s cliff.

      Their kiss unraveled everything. Their awkward conversation about Pandora’s box did too.

      She rubbed her forehead. A throb banged there, magnifying the void that enveloped her. She badly needed the healing sanctity of her home.

      There was a knock on the door, probably Thomas come to let them know the carriage was ready to take her home all of the short distance to Butterfly Cottage.

      Malmsey opened the door with a cheerful, “And here he is, the duke himself.” The maid curtseyed. “We were just talking about you.”

      She glared fiery darts at the maid’s back.

      “Indeed.” His Grace wasn’t bothered by Malmsey’s forward chatter. He filled the doorway, more heart-achingly handsome than ever. “Good morning.”

      His chocolate-smooth voice was a balm to her irritation.

      “Good morning, Your Grace.”

      It was silly how the small things about him affected her. His strong, thoughtful hands. His scar peeking out from the black eye patch. She wanted to kiss the slanted line and heal it, though she never would. The denial left her dry as sand.

      He was staring at her mouth. Had he come for a parting kiss?

      She became aware of her death-grip on her chair’s back rest. Since she was leaving for good, she’d allow the luxury of a last kiss. A brazen idea, but recklessness in small doses was good for the heart. Freeing. Life was meant to be lived to the fullest, and he filled her. Thus, it was easy to order her maid to leave.

      “Malmsey, go find Mrs. Staveley and ask her about the carriage.”

      She was steady, giving the order. The maid’s eyes were saucers, the unspoken Alone? writ on her face. It had to be a shock after two years of working hard to never be alone in a room with the Duke of Richland. The practice was obliterated in one afternoon.

      After interminable seconds, Malmsey dipped a curtsey. “Yes, ma’am.” And left.

      They kept eye contact, listening to the maid’s footsteps fade. Daylight brushed the left side of him. The shine of his auburn hair. The stoic line of his jaw. He was back to his old habits, wearing his favorite boots and a brown broadcloth coat well-past the first stare of fashion. She liked him this way.

      His lips twitched. “I didn’t come to gawk at you, yet I count it the best part of my morning that I am.”

      “Oh, Your Grace.” The void around her was fading. All because of his presence and a few choice words.

      He didn’t have a flare for conversation like his brother, Lord George, but his forthrightness was a fine quality. It made what he said better because it was a gift, raw and lovely beyond measure.

      “You elevate me, Mrs. Chatham.” He canted his head, searching the window, a faint scowl crossing his features. “Somehow, you make the air I breathe better, the food I eat more satisfying, the…” His scowl deepened, and he was clearly searching for what he’d say next. His great, wide shoulders shrugged with futility. “Love should be me elevating you, seeing to your needs. Not stating what you do for me.”

      He’d said love. For a second, she couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t move. Whatever the duke wanted to say was a struggle, but there was nothing she could do. To struggle was to find enlightenment.

      “What about my needs perplexes you?” she asked with gossamer lightness.

      His brows thundered. A roil of emotion showed on his face. “I want you, Mrs. Chatham—” he raked her from head to hem “—and I want to attend to your needs. All of them.”

      The dragon duke was back.

      She feared turning to ashes under his liquid-silver gaze. There was no mistaking the mix of affection and ardor gleaming from their depths. She had hoped for one more kiss when they really needed sexual congress—a lifetime of it.

      And that still wouldn’t be enough.

      “Your Grace…I…” She possessed a steady voice, but it fled her. She was turning into a puddle in the chair.

      He withdrew something from his coat pocket. “Allow me this,” he said, unfolding what appeared to be a letter.

      She couldn’t be sure because clear thinking fled her too. She couldn’t make a coherent sentence. Her tongue refused to work. Her legs wouldn’t move and her breasts were suddenly sensitive. Achy. Full. Desperate for his touch.

      The duke’s grin was endearing and boyish a split-second before his resonant voice filled the room.

      
        
        Richland Hall, Saturday morning

        May 24, 1788

      

      

      
        
        My Dear Mrs. Chatham,

        Thank you for your letter. It was the zenith of my day. Reading your words, I heard your voice. I felt your presence with me in my bed.

      

      

      He paused to give her a smoldering look that curled her toes.

      
        
        Please know my longing for your goes beyond the flesh. I don’t want to be your lecherous neighbor. I want to be your husband.

      

      

      A glorious spangle jolted her. The chair squeaked from her rapid shifting because it was all she could do to let him finish. His gaze drifted up from the page.

      “I want to be with you no matter what.” His firm tone spoke volumes.

      “And my barren womb?” Her voice was whisper-thin.

      He set the missive on the desk and dropped to one knee before her. He folded his warm, wonderful hands around hers.

      “My letter addressed that. It says, in effect, that I don’t care because I want to you, body and soul, in my bed and in my home. That I accept you as you are.” He tapped his eye patch. “As I believe you accept me as I am.”

      The gulf around her shattered. The duke had broken it into a thousand pieces, freeing her with his fervent, honest words. She was speechless.

      His smile creased nicely. “Would you like to hear the rest of the letter?”

      “There’s more?”

      “There is. The last part references yesterday when you asked me if I trusted you to take care of me.”

      She laughed, so light and giddy. “When we were compatriots in a game of patient and physic.”

      “Exactly. Now, I suggest we play the game of duke and duchess.” His mirth blended with awe, changing his features. “I suggest we play it for a lifetime.”

      She could hardly contain the elation swelling inside her. “Is that how your letter ends?”

      He kissed her hands and his voice dropped to barely above a whisper. “It ends with ‘I love you with all my heart, Nathan.’”

      “It’s a perfect letter.”

      “It’s salacious. Hardly proper as marriage proposals go.”

      Joy flared inside her. The duke was adorably well-mannered.

      She bent over and kissed his hands. Her teeth grazed one of his fingertips and gave him the tiniest bite. “Salacious letters are the best kind. I expect a lifetime of them.”

      He eyed her hungrily. “You shall.”

      And that was how the Duke and Duchess of Richland enjoyed a lifetime of love…one letter at a time.
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        Still suffering over the loss of his wife and child, Giles, Duke of Kendal sees Lady Thalia Trevor at a market and is instantly smitten. There is only one problem. She is already betrothed to another man. Will she defy her powerful father to marry him?
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        Somerset Castle, May 1819

      

      

      
        
        His Grace, The Duke of Berwick-Upon-Tweed

        Tweed Manor

      

        

      
        My dear Duke,

        It has come to my attention that you have six grown daughters, but no son to carry on your title. My daughter Lady Thalia Trevor has reached the age of eighteen. I will offer her to you as your wife in exchange for the strip of land you own in Eastern Northumberland that marches along my land.

        Lady Thalia has been raised to be an obedient lady, yet she has been educated as befits a duchess.

        I look forward to hearing from you regarding my proposal.

      

        

      
        Yr. Servant,

        Somerset

      

      

      

      
        
        Berwick-upon-Tweed, May 1819

      

      

      
        
        My dear Lady Hawksworth,

        Allow me to commend you on your prescience. Your father-in-law wrote to me concerning Lady Thalia, offering her to me in marriage. After giving the matter much serious thought, and unless you have an objection, I shall propose that Lady Thalia be allowed to visit along with her mother for one month, beginning in mid-June. I believe I have the perfect suitor for her.

      

        

      
        Yr. Servant,

        Berwick

      

      

      

      
        
        My dear Berwick,

        Lady Thalia will be visiting my mother-in-law’s family in Lincolnshire near the town of Wintering during June. Their lands are across the Humber from Hull’s estate. Hawksworth and I will be joining them toward the middle of that month.

      

        

      
        Yours in friendship,

        M. Hawksworth

      

      

      

      
        
        My dear Lady Hawksworth,

        I shall adjust my plans accordingly.

      

        

      
        Yr. Servant,

        Berwick

      

      

      

      
        
        Dear Duke,

        Before I commit to a second marriage, I must meet your daughter and come to know her. My first marriage was extremely satisfactory. My wife and I had much in common and a great affection for each other. Would it be possible for Lady Thalia and the duchess, and naturally you too if you wish, to join me in Berwick for the month of July?

      

        

      
        Yr. Servant

        Berwick

      

      

      

      
        
        Dear Duke,

        I will make arrangements for my daughter and duchess to visit you in July. In the meantime, I suggest we discuss the settlement agreements.

      

        

      
        Yr. servant,

        Somerset

      

      

      

      
        
        Somerset Castle, late May 1819.

      

      

      “My lady,” Lady Thalia Trevor’s maid said as she entered her parlor, “your mother has sent word that you are to go immediately to the duke’s study.”

      This was it then. Thalia had known it was coming, and she should not be nervous, but she was. Rising from the window seat, she glanced at her sister Laia, Duchess of Bolton. Their other sister, Euphrosyne was not allowed to visit, nor did she wish to. “Am I presentable?”

      “Yes.” Laia grimaced. “Not that he will notice. Remember what I said. Smile gratefully and do not in any way betray that you do not agree with his decision.”

      “I do remember what happened to Euphrosyne.”

      Her other older sister had been kept literally a prisoner in the castle after the duke had rejected the perfectly eligible Marquis of Markville as her husband, only because Markville did not have any property the duke wanted.

      Due to an elaborate scheme involving their sister-in-law Meg Hawksworth, Euphrosyne and Markville were finally able to wed. For at least three months after she ran away with Markville, their father had guards following Thalia.

      Yet, for her, however, it was almost pleasant. With her two older sisters gone, she had few people with whom to walk, go horseback riding, or converse and had decided to make do with the guards. The duke, however, eventually decided that she had no plans to flee the castle, and recalled the guards.

      Thalia walked quickly to her father’s study on the other side of the castle. Her father’s butler opened the door and announced her—because, naturally, her father would not know who she was or remember that he had summoned her. She made herself stroll into the room as if she had no worries and performed her best curtsey.

      Glancing up from his papers, he motioned to one of the heavy leather chairs in front of his desk. “Have a seat.” She quickly took the one to this right. Laia had told Talia about being made to wait, but apparently their father was in a hurry today. “I am in the process of arranging a marriage between you and the Duke of Berwick-upon-Tweed. You will travel with your mother to her family’s home, and from there journey to Berwick-upon-Tweed in July.” He lowered his bushy white brows. “I trust that you will make yourself agreeable to the duke, and he will decide to accept you.”

      Thalia had kept her eyes lowered and was glad that he couldn’t see her anger. Both her older sisters had discovered, much to their dismay, that the duke wished to arrange their marriages only to acquire property for the dukedom. She crossed two of her fingers, hiding the gesture in her lightly clasped hands. “Yes, Father. I will not disappoint you.”

      “Good girl.” He went back to the documents on his desk.

      Assuming she had been dismissed, Thalia rose and quietly left the room. Now it was time to pray that somehow, somewhere, she would meet the gentleman she was meant to love and marry, before her father discovered that she had no intention of wedding the man he had selected.

      

      
        
        Lincolnshire, June 1819

      

      

      Giles, Duke of Kendal, strolled around the Midsummer’s fair in Wintering, a small market town in Lincolnshire. His friend, mentor, and one-time guardian, the Duke of Berwick-upon-Tweed, had suggested Kendal take advantage of being a guest of the Duke and Duchess of Hull. The town was famous, at least in this small area of England, for its Midsummer’s night fair. Berwick had even gone so far as to suggest that Kendal might find something that would interest him, or perhaps it was someone that would interest him. If it was a someone, he hoped it was a soothsayer or fortune teller. Thus far in his life, he had not made the best of decisions. Or rather, he had accepted the decisions that had been made for him.

      Except for Lillian. She had been the light of his life.

      He gave himself an inner shake. There was no point in continually asking if he could have done anything differently. She was gone, and that was that. Or so Berwick had told Kendal more than once.

      Determinedly, he turned his focus on the fair. The purpose this year—aside from local craftsmen and women making a bit more money and celebrating the longest day of the year—was to raise the funds necessary to provide a new roof for the church. Why did churches always require new roofs?

      He had almost strolled past a booth with two elderly women selling lace and ribbons when the sound of light, musical laughter stopped him. Two females, one with silvery blonde hair and dressed like a lady, although not in the latest fashion. The other looked like every lady’s maid he’d ever seen, dressed primly in a dark gown. The women were inspecting the lace.

      “This is extremely fine work,” the lady said. “Mannering, I think it would look lovely on my blue gown.”

      “I agree, my lady.” Mannering held the piece of lace up, inspecting it. “It’s just what we need to make it special.”

      “How much do you think we require?” the lady asked.

      Mannering measured the lace with her arms as a guide. “If you like, you could also get some for your mother.”

      “What a wonderful idea!” The lady smiled. “I can give it to her for”—a faint line appeared between her brows—“Her birthday and Christmas are too far away.” Then she smiled, a smile with no artifice, no calculation. Very much like Lillian had smiled, although different, too. It was the smile of an unaffected lady, not the child Lillian had been. “I shall just give it to her. Those are the best gifts.”

      “That is a lovely idea, my lady,” one of the old women said.

      Was the lady from here? She turned just enough for him to see that her brows and eyelashes were darker than her hair. One did not see that often in England. It was more common in Germany and Holland. Yet she was obviously English.

      The lady and her maid concluded the purchase and went to another booth, where the lady found something else she needed and something else she could give to another. This time, as if she knew he was watching her, she glanced in his direction. Their eyes met for a mere second. It was long enough for him to see they were almost turquoise, the color of the sea in the Greek Islands. Then she blushed and dropped her gaze.

      Kendal was entranced.

      Attending the house party held by the Duchess of Hull, he’d met many ladies from the surrounding area, but he had never seen her before. She definitely appeared old enough to be out. As she was a lady, her father must be an earl or above. He could swear that the duchess had told him all the ladies from around that area of Yorkshire had attended the ball she’d given . . . That was it. Since crossing the river Humber, he had been in Lincolnshire. Hull’s estate was not far, but one would require a barge to go to the ball, and back if the guest did not spend the night at the estate. Was that why she had not attended?

      Kendal kept up with her, stopping at booths and buying things he had no real use for. He supposed he’d find someone to whom to give the stuff. She moved like she was floating on air instead of walking on dirt and grass. He had no idea what he’d say once he got near enough. Or how he would find an excuse to speak to a lady to whom he had not been introduced. He caught her eyes several more times, and each time she glanced away and blushed charmingly. Bit by bit, he worked his way to the same booth she was at.

      “What an interesting fan.” The lady held it up for her maid to see. “The art is lovely.”

      “My son brought it back from Paris, my lady,” the middle-aged woman said.

      “Oh, my.” The lady’s eyes widened. Soon he would have to give her a name. He could not keep calling her “the lady” or “she” in his mind. “I have never seen anything from Paris.”

      The tone of her voice was low and extremely pleasing.

      Kendal tried to focus on the frippery. It could have come from Paris. More likely that than from around here, since it would have been a source of pride in the area and would have been claimed as being from here. “A fine piece.”

      Her eyes flew to his and just as quickly turned aside. Damn. What an oaf he was. Naturally, she would have been instructed not to speak to men she didn’t know.

      “Forgive me.” He bowed, but that was ill-advised as well. Where had his manners gone?

      “Lady Thalia, there you are.” The Duchess of Hull bustled up. “We have wondered—we have been curious as to how you are enjoying the fair.”

      “Vastly, Your Grace.”

      Lady Thalia, named after one of the Three Graces. The name suited her.

      She glanced at her purchases. “I shall require a separate coach to carry everything back.”

      “I would say your day has been extremely productive.”

      The duchess looked at him, and he bowed. When in doubt, always bow. “Your Grace.”

      She peered at him for a bit, then shook her head, as if she didn’t know how he’d come to be there. Granted, he had not traveled with the rest of the group. Her husband had wanted to talk to him, but the duchess knew he would come. At least he thought she did. “Lady Thalia,” she finally said, “may I present the Duke of Kendal?”

      Her rosy lips formed a perfect “O.” This time she peered at him without any of her previous bashfulness. “Yes, if you please.”

      He’d never heard that response before. Naturally, a lady must always be asked if she wished to make a gentleman’s acquaintance, but the question was a mere formality. Lady Thalia had answered as if she were truly being consulted.

      The duchess’s lips twitched as if she thought the same thing. “My lady, allow me to present the Duke of Kendal. Kendal, Lady Thalia Trevor.”

      Ah, one of Somerset’s children. The coloring made more sense now. Except for her eldest brother, Hawksworth, perhaps they all had it. Her eyes, however, were a different color blue from that of her sisters whom he’d met in Town last autumn. But what was she doing here? Kendal had heard the old duke kept his unmarried daughters locked up in Somerset castle. Had the man died? Not that it would be a loss, but surely Kendal would have heard about such an event.

      She sank gracefully into a curtsey. “Your Grace.”

      He took the hand she offered. “My lady, it is a pleasure to meet you.”

      Her purchases, which the maid was now carrying, gave him an opportunity to suggest a way to spend more time with her. “I would be happy to escort you to the rest of the booths and help carry your packages.”

      She gave her maid a guilty look. “I have bought too much.”

      “Not at all, my lady.” The maid came as close to glaring at him as a servant could. “If we can find one of the footmen, I’m sure he’d be happy to take these to the coach.”

      “What a good idea.” Lady Thalia glanced at the duchess. “Is it possible to find a footman?”

      The duchess raised one arm and waggled her fingers. A moment later, two footmen ran up.

      “Please take Lady Thalia’s packets to one of my coaches and mark them so that we know which ones are hers.” The duchess turned to her cousin and companion. “Aurora, you are responsible for seeing they are moved to the Duchess of Melbrough’s coaches before we leave.”

      “I shall ensure it is done.” She took out a notebook and scribbled in it.

      “There, it is all settled.” The duchess smiled serenely. “I shall leave you two young people to enjoy the fair.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      “Thank you, Your Grace.” Thalia was grateful the duchess had settled the problem of the purchases so easily. She had never had the opportunity to visit a fair, and she truly did wish to visit the rest of the stands.

      “Think nothing of it, my dear.” Her Grace had a satisfied smile on her face. “As I am certain your aunt told you, your contributions to the market will be appreciated.” The duchess turned to Kendal. “I will count on you to bring Lady Thalia back to the inn in time for tea.”

      “Upon my word.” He inclined his head, and one dark curl fell forward.

      Thalia wanted to brush it back, but he did it. Somehow she felt cheated. Just the thought caused heat to rush to her cheeks, and she tried to fight it down.

      She had always thought her eldest brother, the Marquis of Hawksworth, was the most handsome gentleman she had ever met. Her brothers-in-law were very handsome as well. But the Duke of Kendal was even more beautiful. Could one call a man beautiful? Perhaps not. More handsome? Kendal had the same dark hair as her brother. His shoulders and height were similar, but his eyes were a lovely gray that changed from dark to light, depending on how he looked at her. And he had been gazing at her a lot. Could he be the one she was searching for? She had seen her sisters and brothers with their spouses, and she wanted a love match more than anything.

      Giving herself an inner shake, Thalia took herself to task.

      I have only just met him. I do not have much time, but I do not have to make a decision today.

      He held out his arm. “Shall we go?”

      For a moment, she did not know what to do. The only arms she had held were her brothers’. Yet when she placed her fingers on his arm, it felt right, as if she had been waiting for this. “Yes. There are so many more booths to visit.”

      His grin brought out a dimple in his left cheek, and she felt the heat rise in her face again. As they ambled to a nearby stand, he matched his steps to hers. “How does this fair compare to the others you have visited?”

      “I have not been to any others.” After listening to her married sisters talk about what other young ladies were allowed to do, Thalia did not want Kendal to know how ignorant she was, but there was no point in hiding it. “My older sisters were in Bath last year, but my younger brothers, sister and I remained at Roseland, one of my father’s properties near there. The year before that we were at my uncle Melbrough’s main estate in Wiltshire. To the best of my knowledge, neither area had fairs, and I have not been allowed to go to town on market day.”

      “Never?” His head tilted, and a line formed between his brows.

      “No.” She saw a man selling bolts of fabric. “May we look at the cloth?”

      “Of course.” He smiled. “I am yours to command.”

      She had never had anyone to command before. Or was it a term of speech? She had been so little in company, and her sisters teased her about taking people so literally. “Thank you.”

      “It is my pleasure.” His tone was serious as if he meant it.

      The merchant obviously traveled to many places. His wares included several types of silk in varying colors, but what caught her attention was a fine, stiff netting. “What is this? I have never seen anything like it before?”

      He unwound part of one bolt. “Milady, it is called tulle, because it comes from the French village of Tulle.”

      Tiny sequins were sewn into the material. “It is beautiful.” Mama had given her a great deal of money to spend, but did Thalia have enough? The merchant was also tempting her with some lovely muslins and silks. “How much is it?”

      He named a sum, but what did she know about a reasonable price? “Mannering?”

      “It is a fair price, my lady.” The maid also seemed to be interested in the tulle. “If you’ll choose what you like, I’ll see if we have the funds for it.”

      “If not,” Kendal said, “I shall loan you the amount. I had the opportunity to see this made into an evening gown when I was in Paris, and it was magnificent. You will not regret the purchase.”

      Thalia bit her lip. She really did want the fabric, but . . . “I am sure I should not accept such a sum from a gentleman.”

      “I promise you, it is strictly a loan, and I shall expect prompt repayment.” His gray eyes smiled, but his tone was firm.

      Well, if it was a loan, she could repay him almost immediately. When they went to the inn for tea, some of her family would be there. She could ask her brother, if need be. “Thank you. I shall accept your kind offer.”

      Gazing at her, his lips formed a slow smile that made little shivers run through her. “Think nothing of it. If you were at a regular shop, you’d be able to put it on account. This is simply another method of doing that.”

      She had never put anything on account, but apparently that was a normal practice when shopping. She matched his smile with one of her own. “What an interesting way of putting it.”

      Kendal turned out to be very interested in all the different fabrics, and more than happy to engage in discussing the merits of one over the other. By the time they were finished, she had bought several bolts, most of them paid for by him.

      Handing the merchant several gold coins, Kendal said, “These will need to be taken to the White Horse and given to one of the servants working for either the Duchess of Hull or the Duchess of Melbrough.” He glanced at Thalia. “Even I cannot carry all of this.”

      There were a good many bolts. “No, of course not.”

      The man’s eyes widened. “Yes, my lord.”

      Talia started to open her mouth, but Kendal took her arm. “Shall we visit the next booth?”

      He steered her away from the fabric stand rather quickly and expertly. Her brothers would have dragged her away. “Why did you do that? I was going to tell him it was not the right way to address you.”

      He cocked a brow. “That’s exactly the reason. Not everyone needs to know who I am.”

      She did not understand. “But many people seem to know my title of lady. Do they not know yours?”

      “Some know yours because they have heard your maid call you my lady, but others do it as a sign of respect. Mere misses will be flattered, and they run no risk of insulting a lady of rank.”

      “Oh.” She had not thought of it in that way. “It never would have occurred to me.”

      “No.” His well-shaped lips pressed together, but the ends tipped up. “I do not suppose you have been anywhere that you have not been known.”

      He was correct. She had not been. But how lowering that he knew it.

      A woman greeted them at the next stand. “My lord, my lady, how may I help you?”

      The next hour or so went on as the previous ones had. Thalia conferred with her maid, and now Kendal, concerning her purchases. “I would like to buy something for the babies. I know they are all very young, but someone here must have toys for babies.”

      The duke, who was taller than her by at least a foot, scanned the rest of the booths. “Come with me. I see someone with wooden wares. He might have toys for children.”

      When they reached the stand, he was proved right. “The rattles would do well for my sisters’ children. They are only a few months old. But my sister-in-law Meg’s little boy is almost a year.”

      “Perhaps these blocks, my lady,” the man said.

      The squares had brightly colored animals on two sides, numbers on one side, and letters on the fourth side. “I think he would enjoy those.”

      The clock stuck the hour as they finished her final purchase. Kendal held his arm out again. “I must say, I have never had so much enjoyment from shopping.” Then he grinned and his dimple showed again. “I am quite sure the church will have enough for its roof.”

      If he had been one of her brothers she would have hit him. Raising her chin, she sniffed. “I do not like being teased when I can do nothing in retaliation.”

      Instead of begging her pardon, the blasted man burst out laughing, and she decided to pinch him.

      “Ouch!” Kendal gave her an aggrieved look. “That hurt.”

      “It was meant to.” Her mother might scold Thalia for pinching a gentleman she had just met, but he had not behaved much like a gentleman with his teasing, and she would not be sorry for it. “When a lady has as many brothers as I do, Your Grace, she knows how retaliate.” She gave him the superior look she gave her younger brothers. “I do not take teasing lightly.”

      “Apparently,” Kendal muttered. “Remind me not to get in your black books.”

      “I shall.” The words were out before she thought that she might be taking his words too literally again. “If you truly do want me to remind you.”

      His eyes seemed to smile at her as he rubbed his arm near the cuff of his jacket. “I am completely serious.”

      They reached the inn, and Kendal opened the door for Lady Thalia and her maid, then followed the ladies in to a small hall. “I am Kendal. We are looking for the parlor reserved for the Duchesses of Hull and Melbrough.”

      The man bowed. “This way, Your Grace.”

      Kendal had been serious about never having so much fun shopping. And it amazed and impressed him that Lady Thalia had put so much thought into each item she bought. Was that the product of never having the freedom to shop on her own before? Or was it simply her nature?

      He thought of his older sisters’ shopping expeditions, and how quickly they lost interest in much of what they’d bought. Come to think of it, except for birthdays and Christmas, they had rarely purchased gifts for others.

      Yet, Lady Thalia had seemed to have a mental list of people who might like a present. Including those who could well afford whatever they wanted, such as her sisters and mother. Was she the person Berwick had meant Kendal to meet?

      His mentor had been against Kendal’s first marriage, one that had been arranged by his father when he’d been just a year or two old. Since his wife’s death, he’d been almost afraid to consider marrying again. But perhaps it was time to start thinking of what he wanted in a wife he chose himself.

      At the first floor, the landlord escorted them to a door, opened it and stood aside. Kendal stepped inside with Lady Thalia, expecting to see two or possibly three ladies. Instead he found six ladies and three gentleman, all of whom he knew from Town, plus four children. With the exception of the Duchess of Hull and her companion, all of the other people were related to Lady Thalia in one form or another, the Duchess of Melbrough being her aunt.

      “Kendal.” The Duke of Bolton, a brother-in-law, was holding a tiny child who could not be more than two months old. “Find a seat. The ale is excellent.”

      The Marquis of Hawksworth, Lady Thalia’s eldest brother, held the hand of a small child trying to walk, and the Marquis of Markville, another brother-in-law, took another small baby from his wife.

      Lady Thalia slid him a look. “I was going to introduce you, but you seem to know everyone.”

      “Yes. I have known them all for some time.” Still, despite knowing the gentlemen and their wives, he had not expected to see them here.

      “Yesterday was the first time I was able to meet Markville.” Thalia’s perfect pink lips formed a line. “My father allows only Bolton and my sister Laia to visit. Bolton is a very nice man and devoted to my sister. I am glad they were able to marry.”

      A story hid behind that remark, Kendal was sure. “I have heard that your father and Hawksworth do not get on.”

      “I am not sure there are many people my father likes or who like him.” They were the first harsh words he’d heard from her, but she was right. It must be difficult to have a father like Somerset.

      A middle-aged lady with the same silvery tresses as Lady Thalia and her sisters rose and came toward him. “Kendal, I am Catherine Somerset. I am pleased you could join us.” She looked at her daughter. “Thalia, you should make him known to your aunt and sisters.”

      “I think he knows Laia and Euphrosyne,” Thalia said.

      She cast him a questioning look, and he nodded.

      “Do you know my aunt Melbrough as well?”

      “Yes.” He smiled. “I have had that pleasure.”

      “In that case,” Thalia’s mother said, “come join us for tea.”

      What they considered tea looked more like a full meal. Platters filled with meats, cheeses, fruits, and bread were spread out on the table. His stomach growled, and next to him, Lady Thalia chuckled. “It is not nice to make fun of hungry gentlemen.” She glanced at Hawksworth, then back to Kendal. “But we make fun of my brother for his appetite all the time.”

      He had heard about her brother’s ravenous hunger. In fact, many of the man’s close friends teased him about it. And he wanted her to be herself with him. In this family, being a duke was not a distinction that made others stand on ceremony. “You might have a point.”

      “Come. I shall make it up to you by fixing you a plate.” She drew him to the table. “What do you like most?”

      She smiled happily at him, and for some reason his eyes saw only her lips. What did he want most? Other than her? With an effort, he dragged his gaze to the food. “I am quite partial to beef and cheddar.”

      He held out a chair for her, and once she had taken her seat, she busied herself piling slices of rare beef and two huge chunks of cheddar cheese on a plate, then added bread and strawberries before handing it to him. “There.”

      Kendal doubted any gentleman had ever served her, and that was a great pity. He took a plate. “What would you like?”

      Her turquoise eyes widened, and a look of wonder appeared on her face. “Me?”

      He nodded. “I did tell you that I am yours to command.”

      “So you did.” For a moment, she looked at him as if he were the strangest creature she had ever met, then her eyes twinkled enchantingly. And his breath caught in his chest. “I would like some ham, cheddar cheese, and strawberries.” She lowered her thick lashes. “I am very partial to strawberries.”

      He’d never given the fruit much thought. His gardener forced them, and, therefore, they were available whenever Kendal liked. “As am I. I especially like them in tarts.”

      “Mmmm.” She sighed. “Strawberry tarts are lovely. I used to think our cook made the best ones, but my aunt’s cook does something special to them, and I like her tarts even better.”

      He wished he could take her to his estate in Kent and let her eat all the berries she wanted. But now he needed to work out a way to be invited to dinner at her aunt’s house. They must have a property in the area. He had to spend more time with her. “I would love to taste them sometime.”

      She daintily cut a bit of ham and ate it. “I shall ask her to invite you.”

      Kendal made a sandwich of some of his beef and cheddar. “Do you see any mustard?”

      “Oh, yes.” She plucked a small earthenware container from her other side. “Here it is.”

      Taking the jar, he dipped in a spoon and spread the mustard on his beef. “How long will you be here?”

      “At least until the beginning of July.” Her forehead creased, and Kendal wanted to smooth the lines away. “Then I do not know what will happen.” She took another piece of meat and chewed thoughtfully, then shook her head. “What do you think of the birth of Princess Alexandrina?”

      “I hope she lives.” The royal family had had a great deal of bad luck when it came to legitimate children.

      Lady Thalia’s brows puckered. “I do as well. I hope there are others.”

      “That would be a good thing for all of us.” He cut a piece of beef. “I am concerned about the unrest around the country.”

      “I agree.” She eyed the strawberries, but stabbed another piece of ham with her fork. She was very disciplined for a younger lady. “The accounts are not comforting. There is too much poverty and hunger. The Corn Laws were a mistake. Reform must be passed or there is going to be a lot of trouble.”

      That she knew about the plight of the poor was surprising. That she supported reform pleased him to no end. “You are well informed.”

      She gave him a small smile. “Despite how close I have been kept, I am allowed to read. Once my father is done with the papers, they are sent to my mother’s rooms. She and I review them, and we discuss the events. I have a great deal of time to think as well.”

      “What does your father think of that?” Kendal could not imagine her father would approve.

      “I do not believe he knows. Or is interested in knowing. His apartments are on the other side of the castle.”

      The noise of the others in the parlor became a low drone, like the buzzing of bees, as Kendal gazed at Lady Thalia and decided he had to get to know her much, much better indeed.
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      Thalia was happy and terrified at the same time. She and Kendal were in the middle of her family talking as if they were the only two people in the room, and everyone had been letting let them do it. Her mother was in a deep conversation with the duchess, and her brother and sisters and their spouses were playing with the children. No one was paying any attention to her and Kendal at all.

      “Do you ever dream of traveling?” he asked.

      She dreamed of everything, and right now this man was making her want to dream of even more. “I dream of being able to visit my other brothers and their wives . . . well, except that I do not know if I would like to cross the ocean. Frank, my second-eldest brother, lives in America with his wife and her family.”

      Kendal leaned forward excitedly. “Did you know a steamship is crossing the ocean as we speak? It might even have made port by now.” His eyes gazed off into the distance. “Someday ships will cross in a matter of days as opposed to weeks.”

      That would be wonderful. “If that happens, I shall visit.” One of the servants brought tea, and she poured him a cup. “Milk and sugar?”

      “A bit of both, please.” She handed him the cup, and he took a drink. “Excellent. Thank you.”

      “Do you have brothers and sisters?” Suddenly it was important to know everything about him.

      “I have two older sisters. They are both married with their own lives and children.” He grinned. “My oldest nephew is a year older than I am and married last year.”

      “Who is he?” She might not have met anyone, but she had practically memorized Debrett’s. And she might have read about the wedding in the paper.

      “The Marquis of Quorndon.”

      “I read about it. Did he not wed about the same time as Earl Elliott?”

      “Yes.” Kendal grinned again. He seemed like a very good-natured gentleman. “As a matter of fact, it was Elliott’s wife who introduced Quorndon to his wife.”

      She tried not to feel jealous over the freedom other ladies had. “That was nice of her.”

      “My aunt certainly thinks so. She had almost given up hope that he’d find the right match.” Kendal ate the rest of his beef and moved on to the cheese.

      Thalia still had more food than she should have on her plate. They had been talking so much, she’d forgotten to eat. They sat in comfortable silence while they devoted themselves to their plates. Then she picked up a strawberry, bit into it, and quickly brought up a finger to stop the juice from running down her chin. Kendal eyes caught hers, making her breath falter.

      Goodness. It was much too soon to react this way to a gentleman. Or she thought it was. But what if it was not? Both her sisters had fallen in love in a matter of a few weeks. Could it happen even sooner?

      “Thalia.” His voice was a harsh whisper. “Take my serviette.”

      Such a simple thing, a napkin, and she had her own. But he’d called her by her name. She should tell him it was too soon, that she had not given him permission. Yet the way her name sounded on his lips made her want him to continue. “Thank you.”

      “We should go back the house now.” Her aunt’s voice filled the room, ending Thalia’s discussion with Kendal. “You will all want to rest before this evening’s activities.”

      “What is going on tonight?” he asked.

      “There is to be dancing in the village, and everyone will stay up until it is dark.” Or that is what she had been told. “I have never been to something like this.”

      He took her hand. “Dance with me tonight.”

      “Yes.” She had also never been asked to dance. “I would be delighted.”

      “Kendal,” the Duchess of Hull said, “you are invited to stay for the festivities.”

      Thalia held her breath as she waited for him to answer. Fortunately, it did not take long.

      “Thank you, Your Grace. I will take you up on your kind offer. If you do not mind, my lady?” He glanced at her as if truly asking for her permission.

      She wanted him to call her by her name again, but the rest of her family was listening. So much was happening at once, Thalia was almost overwhelmed. Yet this was what she wanted. “I have no objection at all.”

      Kendal’s silver gaze remained on her. “Thank you.” Then he bowed to Thalia’s aunt.

      “Thank you. I’d like that very much.”

      “You will have to spend the night here,” the Duchess of Hull. “It is too dangerous to cross the river after dark. As soon as I return, I shall send your valet across with a change of clothing.”

      Thalia could feel the movement around them, but it was as if they were in their own space that no one could violate . . . until little Giffard, Meg and Hawksworth’s son, toddled against her leg and grabbed onto it. “What have we here?”

      The nine-month-old baby gazed up at her with his mother’s blue eyes.

      “I have him.” Meg scooped Giffard up, and wrinkled her nose as she looked at Thalia’s gown. “I’m afraid he got his sticky hands on your gown.”

      “I’m sure it is nothing my maid cannot remedy.” The wrinkles his hands had left might be harder to repair. “I would like to spend more time with him before we leave.”

      “That can be arranged.” Meg cuddled the boy, who was already bouncing to be put down. “But you might want to wear an apron or an old gown. He always seems to be into something dirty.”

      “There are no nursemaids?” Kendal seemed struck by the idea.

      “They do have them, and nurses for the babies, but my family all think children benefit from being with their parents. I think it was Meg and Hawksworth who started it.”

      Kendal held out his arm, and she tucked her hand in the crook. “When I marry and have children, I shall do the same.”

      Kendal could not help but to focus on Thalia . . . Lady Thalia . . . for a few moments. Surprisingly, he could see her holding a baby. Perhaps one with silvery blonde hair and gray eyes or dark hair and turquoise-blue eyes. Some mix between the two of them. Their child. “Yes. I believe that is an excellent idea.”

      He escorted her to the waiting coaches, feeling guilty for deserting his hostess. He should go back across the river with the Duchess of Hull and return later. But he’d been given leave to depart with Thalia’s family, and that was what he wished to do. Still, he should make the gesture. “Duchess.” Three heads turned his way, and they laughed as he flushed. “Her Grace of Hull.”

      “I think we knew which one of us you meant,” she said. “The reactions were out of habit.”

      “I do not like to abandon you.” That was the most he could say without causing Thalia to think he did not wish to stay with her.

      The duchess fluttered her fingers. “Think nothing of it. The only ones who will be upset are some of the house party’s young ladies. However, it is clear to me that none of them interest you.”

      That struck him. She was absolutely right. None of the ladies had caught his attention at all. Most were pretty, one was even an accredited beauty, all were dressed in the height of fashion, but none of them were Thalia. Thalia who had shyly flirted with him, if one could even call it that. Who was not impressed that he was a duke, but was overjoyed that he had placed strawberries on her plate, and had helped her select items to buy. He hoped she would forget about his loan to her.

      He bowed. “Thank you.”

      “It is my pleasure.” She stepped up into her coach. “Have a wonderful time.”

      “I shall.” He knew without a doubt he would.

      Kendal and Thalia were put in the coach with her mother and aunt. They made small talk about how fine the weather had been during the past week after the extreme cold in May.

      “All the blossoms fell off the trees at Somerset,” Thalia said. “I cannot imagine the rest of Northern England fared much better.”

      It was amazing that she cared so much about the effects of the cold. Many young ladies would not care. She would be even better informed once she was let out into the world, and it would be a sight to behold. Kendal wanted to be there. He wanted to be the one to show her what the rest of England and parts of the Continent held. “At least the south was not badly affected.”

      “That is a good thing.” She pressed her lips together and gave her head a little shake. “Yet will the south be able to feed the entire country?”

      It was a good question. He only wished he had an answer. “I don’t know. I will ensure that my tenants have what they need, and neighboring farms as well.”

      Thalia’s smile lit a part of his heart he’d thought had died after he lost Lillian, making him want to remain with her as long as he could. He’d never felt like this about another lady. Certainly not his wife. “I knew you would be responsible and kind.”

      Kendal wanted to take her hand and kiss each finger. It didn’t even matter that she was wearing gloves. But they were in a coach with her mother and aunt.

      “I think it is commendable of you, Kendal,” her aunt said. “We shall behave in the same manner. It is reprehensible that others will not.” The duchess turned to Thalia’s mother, who seemed to say very little. “You will forgive me for saying so, but that is the only good I can see in Somerset. He will, at least, take care of his holdings, including his tenants. I should not say so to you, but it is my belief that the dukedom is the only thing he cares about.”

      To Kendal’s surprise, Thalia jumped into the conversation. “You might very well be right, Aunt, but you are also correct that you should not criticize him to Mama.”

      “Yes, my dear.” The duchess’s lips twisted ruefully. “I shall say no more.”

      The talk turned to gossip about things that had occurred during the recent Season, and again Thalia surprised him with her knowledge about people he knew she had never met.

      It was not until they had traveled the short distance to the Melbrough estate that he had a chance to ask her. “How do you know so much?”

      “Mama receives letters from practically everyone, and I am allowed to read most of them.”

      When she tucked her hand in the crook of his arm, the feeling that she belonged next to him made him want to carry her off.

      “We can either go inside or take the side path and walk around the gardens,” she said.

      Pandemonium reigned as the other coaches arrived and the rest of her family filled the front. “If you are allowed, I would love to see the gardens.”

      “I shall ask.” She looked at the crowd of people and found who she was looking for. “Mama, may I show Kendal the gardens?”

      “Yes.” Her mother nodded absently. “But stay within view of the house.”

      It wasn’t until they had strolled around the corner of the building that he realized how large it was. “I was afraid I would add to an already crowded house, but I can see I was wrong.” Built in an “I” shape, the building was of a deep-sand-colored stone stretching four floors high, topped by attics and underpinned with cellars.

      “Yes, there is plenty of room. I like that it does not have a wall surrounding the property.”

      Kendal had to think about that for a moment. Very few great houses were walled in now. Only a few of the older castles, like . . . Somerset. He’d traveled by once with his guardian, but they had stopped only long enough to admire the centuries-old castle that had been maintained as if it would be needed to protect the family from a battle again, complete with a curtain wall, drawbridge and moat.

      He felt the need to reassure her. “None of my properties have walls surrounding them.”

      Thalia smiled brightly. “That is good to know.”

      They reached old-fashioned, Tudor-style gardens with low boxwood hedges surrounding squares and triangles of flowers now overflowing with blooms. “This is wonderfully kept.”

      “My aunt particularly likes the gardens here. She says it is her favorite of their holdings.”

      They found a bench in clear view of the south side of the house. No doubt a maid or footman had been posted to watch them. Taking out a handkerchief, he swept it over the already clean wooden bench. “Tell me about your family.”

      “There are quite a lot of us.” She grinned. “You already know my older sisters and Hawksworth, and I told you about Frank, the second-eldest, who is in America. Quartus married the Duchess of Wharton earlier this year. They should be here by tomorrow. Sextus is in Russia at our embassy. Quintus is in the army and Octavius is in the navy. I have seen him only a few times. He left when he was ten and rarely comes home. Septimius was to have been in the clergy, but is now a secretary to Lord Stanstead and would like to run for Parliament someday. Nonus is studying law. One of my brothers died before I was born. Then there are Decimus and William, the twins, who are at Eton. The youngest, Mary, is twelve.” Thalia plucked a daisy growing next to the bench. “What about your family?”

      Kendal’s family was not nearly as large as hers. “I have two older sisters. After that, several children did not survive, and then I was born.” If he was serious about her, and he was, it was time to talk to her about what few people knew. “I was married shortly after I reached my majority.” He slid her a look, but she was merely waiting for him to continue. “I had been betrothed before I was in leading strings, and the marriage was supposed to have happened when I was twenty, but my guardian would not allow it.”

      Her finger came up, covering her pink lips. “That is quite young for a gentleman.”

      “Yes, but not unheard of.” He watched her slowly denude the daisy. “We were not well-suited. My father had arranged the match, and I did not think I could honorably disclaim it. After all, she had been raised to believe she would be the Duchess of Kendal. We did our duty”—as much as he wished it had been otherwise, that was all it was to both of them—“and she was soon with child. A little girl named Lillian.”

      “That is a beautiful name.”

      “It suited her. Unfortunately, she caught a fever and died.” He would have left it at that, but Thalia stared at him intently.

      “My wife was prone to temper tantrums. One night, it was storming, but she decided to leave. I wasn’t there, and none of the servants knew why she insisted on leaving that night. The coachman refused to take her, but she convinced one of the younger grooms to drive the coach. She took Lillian with her.”

      Kendal should have been there. If he had postponed his trip to another of his estates for one day, he would have been able to stop his wife. “The coach ended up in the river. The head groom and some of the others had followed her when they discovered the coach missing, but the groom who had been driving was dead, as was my wife. Only Lillian was alive.”

      This was always the hardest part to think about. He’d never told the story to anyone else, but he wanted to tell Thalia. He had to take several breaths before he could continue. “I came home as soon as I received the message, but I could do nothing to save her.”

      Thalia’s hand covered his. “Unless you believe yourself to be soothsayer, you are not at fault. You could not have known.”

      He covered her fingers with his own. “That is what Berwick always tells me.”

      She drew in a sharp breath, and paled so alarmingly Kendal thought she would faint. “Berwick-upon-Tweed?”

      “Yes.” What was going on? “He was my guardian. Thalia, what is it?”

      Closing her eyes, she shook her head, but two tears seeped from beneath her lashes. “My—my father is trying to arrange a match for me with him.”

      Kendal felt as if he’d been punched in the gut. “No.”

      “Yes.” She nodded. “It’s true.”

      But it wasn’t possible. He’d just come from Berwick, who hadn’t mentioned another marriage. Something wasn’t right. “It might be what your father wishes, but I can almost guarantee you that Berwick does not.”

      “I do not understand. Father said Berwick needed an heir.”

      Raising her hands, Kendal kissed them. “Berwick has a nephew he loves as his own son.” Then Kendal remembered what the man had said. Go to Wintering. There is someone you will find interesting. Kendal wanted to crow. “He knew you were going to be here.” Gazing into her eyes, he knew that his mentor had known him better than Kendal knew himself. “He wanted us to meet.”

      And wed. He had never felt such a strong pull toward any lady. It wasn’t any one thing. Not her intelligence, or her calm nature, or even the way she had gazed down at her little nephew with such love. It was that she was exactly the type of lady he had always dreamed of marrying and never thought he could find. Yet he had. For the first time, he could envision a future filled with love, and children, and a meeting of minds. Was this love? It must be. Now he just needed to convince Thalia to spend the rest of her life with him.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      “But how?” Thalia did not understand. “And why?”

      “He has been gently nudging me toward marrying again. I don’t know how he knew or why he thought you and I would be right for each other.” He wrapped his large hands around both of hers and kissed them again. “Thalia. May I call you Thalia?” She looked at their hands together. She was falling in love, but how could that have happened so soon? She could not speak above a whisper. “Yes.”

      “And I want you to call me Giles. No one else does.” He held her hands to his cheeks and kissed them again. “I have never been in love before, but I believe with my whole heart that I am falling in love with you.” He touched his forehead to their clasped hands. She had never known how important to love hands were. “Please tell me you feel the same.”

      “Yes. Giles, yes.” Her fears fell away and her heart took flight, pounding fiercely in her breast. “I think I am falling in love with you as well.” But they faced a powerful problem. “What about my father?”

      “We will think of something.” Gently disengaging his hands from hers, he drew her into his arms. “I won’t allow him to come between us.” Giles lowered his lips to hers, and softly kissed her before moving off the bench and lowering himself to one knee. “Thalia, my love, will you be my wife and helpmate for the rest of our lives?”

      She did not think she had ever been so happy. No, she knew she had never been. “Yes. I would love to be your wife.”

      Yet as soon as she agreed to marry him, her mind spun with the implications. This is what her married brothers and sisters had gone through. Every time each  had found the perfect mate, their father had tried to stop the marriage. Thalia and Giles needed help, and she knew where to obtain it.

      “We need to talk to my brothers and sisters. They might even know what is going on with Berwick.” Rising, she took Kendal’s hand. “Let us find them.”

      That turned out to be easier than she had expected. Leading him to the nearest French window, she opened it to find, not only her sisters, brothers-in-law and Hawksworth, but Quartus and his wife as well. Before Thalia could get a word out, Laia bustled to her and hugged her. “I am so happy for you!”

      Giles placed his mouth close to Thalia’s ear. “When your mother said to remain in view of the house, I didn’t know we would be so avidly chaperoned.”

      “Oh, my dear,” her aunt said, “I knew by the way Kendal looked at you at the market that the two of you would make a match. Thank goodness it did not take long.”

      “From the way you described it”—her uncle, who had joined them, took her aunt’s hand—“it was the same way I looked when I first saw you. Or that’s what my mother told me.”

      Everyone laughed, and her uncle called for champagne. Thalia glanced around the room. “Should we not wait for Mama?”

      Her brothers and sisters exchanged looks, then Meg said, “She cannot be here. Catherine will be extremely happy for you, but with the twins and Mary still young, Catherine she cannot take the chance that the duke will discover she was part of this in any way.”

      “I see.” How sad for her. Then what Meg had said struck Thalia. She exchanged a look with Kendal and saw the same question in his eyes. “Perhaps you can tell us how this all came about?”

      “I can help explain that.” Standing in the door was a large man with thick silver hair and striking dark-blue eyes. “Lady Thalia.” He bowed, and when he straightened, he glanced at Kendal. “Well, my boy?”

      Her betrothed dropped his jaw, but quickly snapped it shut. “My love, allow me to introduce the Duke of Berwick-upon-Tweed. Berwick, my betrothed, Lady Thalia.”

      Berwick’s laugh filled the room. “I’m glad to see you didn’t waste any time. Well done.”

      She rubbed the place between her brows. “I’m confused.”

      Meg stepped over and took Thalia’s hand. “Come, have a seat, and we shall explain everything.”

      Champagne was served, tea was brought in, and she and Giles were congratulated by everyone present. Although her mother always vowed that a cup of tea was the best restorative, Thalia decided to have a second glass of champagne. It was the bubbles she liked so much. She had never had a drink that tickled her nose before.

      Meg sat on a large chair with Hawksworth propped on the arm. “I suppose I should begin at the beginning. My grandmother Featherton, the Duchess of Bridgewater—”

      “They helped Markville and me,” Euphrosyne interrupted.

      “Yes,” Meg said. “One can always depend upon my grandmother’s and the duchess’s assistance. They made it possible for Hawksworth and me to marry as well. For you, we studied all the information available to us and came up with a very short list of gentlemen your father was likely to approach concerning your marriage.”

      Thalia was surprised they had taken so much time on her behalf.

      Berwick took up the story. “I have a piece of property that marches along the boundary of a Somerset property in York. Many know that it is unentailed, but most do not know that it was my late wife’s dower property and, according to her wishes, it will go to the grandchild who needs it the most.” His tone became gruff with emotion. “I will not part with it under any other circumstances.”

      He took a sip of wine. “Before Somerset approached me, the Duchess of Bridgewater wrote me informing me that if he offered you in marriage, I was to write to Lady Hawksworth.”

      The corners of Giles’s lips tilted up, and he squeezed Thalia’s hand. “At some point, you contacted Hull. His duchess was either already planning a house party, or decided to hold a house party to which I would be invited.”

      “Yes.” Laia spoke up. “We wanted to make sure that you were the right one for our sister. If you had grown close to one of the ladies at the house party, we would have known that you were not the right gentleman.”

      “Her Grace of Hull was happy to help,” Euphrosyne said. “She and her husband sheltered Markville and me after our marriage.”

      “There is no love lost between Hull and Somerset,” Markville added.

      “Yes, yes,” Berwick said. “And time was of the essence. I had no doubt Somerset would browbeat Thalia into accepting someone — me if I offered first.”

      “And if you did not offer . . .” The heat left Giles’s hand. “What would have happened?”

      Hawksworth scowled. “The other choice was so bad that I would have sent Thalia to Frank and Jenny rather than allow her to marry him.”

      Giles’s eyes widened. “In America?”

      Her brother gave one short nod. “Yes.”

      Thalia took a deep breath. He was talking about what would have happened, not what was going to occur. “But now that Kendal and I have decided we wish to wed, how do we go about doing it?”

      Kendal’s brow rose in a dukely manner. “Naturally, I shall approach your father and give him what he wants to allow your marriage to me.”

      “No!” everyone in the room shouted at the same time.

      “No?” Giles’s tone was soft, but almost dangerous.

      “Allow me to explain.” Markville drained his glass. “I did that, and I would not wish what happened to us on anyone. Somerset betrothed Euphrosyne to Ross.”

      “Not the current duke?” Giles asked with surprise.

      “No, the one who died last year. Full of the French pox and an opium eater,” Thalia said. Laia had told Thalia about the man.

      “She was carrying our child, and the cur would still not allow our marriage,” Markville said.

      Kendal dragged a hand down his face. “Good Lord.”

      “The sad fact of the matter,” Bolton said, “is that the man cares nothing about his children. His sole purpose is to marry them to anyone who can increase the wealth of the dukedom, and, to him, that means acquiring more land adjacent to his own.”

      “Exactly,” Meg agreed. “Whatever we decide must be kept among those of us here.”

      Suddenly, the stories Kendal had heard began to make sense. “That is the reason none of you were invited to any of the events at Hull.”

      Thalia’s aunt nodded. “We needed to keep our presence here as quiet as possible.” She gave a wry grin. “Fortunately, we have no single young gentlemen with us who must be entertained.”

      “Thalia said you were normally in Wiltshire,” Kendal remarked. All this had been extremely well coordinated and planned. “If I continue to travel back and forth from Hull, someone is bound to notice.” Probably the young ladies at the Duchess of Hull’s house party.

      “If you do not mind terribly”—Lady Hawksworth’s tone was apologetic, but it also conveyed determination—“we had planned to keep you here with us.”

      “How will I explain my absence?” All his clothes and his servants were at Hull.

      “There is no problem about that.” The duchess gave him a too-innocent look. “Once Millie and I saw which way the wind was blowing, and if you agreed to remain here, she would tell the rest of her party that you were called away to attend to a dire problem on one of your estates. I expect your servants and belongings will be here shortly.”

      He must have been looking as if he didn’t agree, for Berwick said, “It’s the best way to do this, my boy.”

      Thalia had a worried look in her beautiful eyes. “If you do not wish to remain—”

      “Of course I do. I am just not used to matters being taken out of my hands.” Even though his marriage had been disastrous, honoring his father’s plan had been his decision. It was the only time he and Berwick had truly argued. “What do we do now?”

      Hawksworth had been refilling everyone’s glasses with champagne—no one had been interested in tea—and set the bottle down. “Tomorrow, you and I, representing Talia, shall work out a settlement agreement. Berwick has a plan to trick Somerset into signing it, but even if he does not, I will dower Thalia, as I did for Euphrosyne.”

      Kendal’s jaw tightened. “I don’t care about her dowry.”

      “But I do.” Thalia squeezed his hand. “I care.”

      “Very well.” Catching her eyes, he gazed at her, and despite all the scheming to get them together, he did not want to even think about how much luck had played into their meeting and falling in love. “I will hazard a guess that she is not of age.” She shook her head. “How and where are we going to marry?”

      Berwick grinned. “Do you remember Whiteadder Hall?”

      “Yes.” Kendal had loved playing there as a child and hearing the stories surrounding the old house. “That is perfect.”

      The rest of the group leaned forward in their seats, but Thalia asked the question. “Where is it?”

      “It’s west of Berwick-upon-Tweed, on the border with Scotland.”

      “If Somerset does not agree to the wedding, would we travel across the border to marry?”

      “I’d planned to do that with Euphrosyne.” Markville frowned. “He abducted her before we could depart.”

      “We need not leave the property at all.” Kendal smiled smugly. “The estate’s chapel is in Scotland.”

      “Excellent.” Thalia’s smile could not have been wider or more adoring. “That will solve everything.”

      Kendal only prayed she was right.

      

      That evening, everyone was in good spirits as they left the house for town. Kendal had been to midsummer revelries before, and vowed he would keep Thalia at his side. Thankfully, she must have had the same thoughts, as she turned down every request to dance and remained with him throughout the evening. It was his right to be the only one to stand up with her. They were betrothed. Or as betrothed as they could be. Everyone in her family agreed with the marriage except the duke, and that would have to do.

      They skipped and twirled in the country dances, which at times left them almost breathless. Her aunt had had the forethought to bring lemonade, as the only thing available locally was ale.

      He had two glasses, and offered a taste to Thalia, who wrinkled her nose adorably. “I am not fond of ale, no matter how good it is.”

      At one point, he danced her behind a large chestnut tree and kissed her, teasing her lips open and sweeping his tongue into her mouth, tasting the sweetness of the lemonade. She tentatively touched her tongue to his, and his knees almost buckled as his cock hardened. The one thing he had not asked was how long it would be before they could marry. After the story about her sister’s abduction, he would not make Thalia his until he had a ring on her finger.

      But her soft body pressed against his, and her hands slipped over his shoulders. Kendal pulled Thalia against him, skating his hands down her back and over her bottom. God how he wanted her. Her breasts pressed into his chest, and he had to touch them, and press his knee between her legs. He could feel the heat at the apex of her thighs. She moaned, and he had the urge to throw her into a coach and flee for the border, now. When she shattered in his arms, it was all he could do to keep from spilling. If only he could make love to her.

      Then another couple, who were much more overtly amorous than they were, which at the moment was saying something, decided the tree was a good place to indulge in their lust. When the woman lifted her skirts, Kendal led Thalia away.

      Hell and damnation! He’d better marry her as soon as he could. He calculated how long it would take to travel to Whiteadder Hall, just a few miles from Berwick-upon-Tweed, and realized the journey could not be done in less than three days with all of her family and the children accompanying them. More likely five days. If that was the case, how soon could they depart for Whiteadder? Thalia had said she was fixed here until June. But did she have to be? Could he convince her family to move to Whiteadder much sooner?

      Thalia kissed his jaw. “You are being very quiet.”

      He gazed down into her eyes and knew he’d never tire of them.

      “What are you thinking?”

      “How quickly we could wed.”

      Mirth replaced the solemn look and warmed the blue. “As far as I am concerned, the sooner the better.”

      “I feel as if I have known you all my life.” It almost scared him how much he loved Thalia, when a day ago he had not even known she existed. What would have happened if he had ignored Berwick or if Kendal had escorted one of the ladies at Hull to the fair today? So many things could have gone awry, and he never would have met her.

      “I feel as if I have been waiting for you.” She gifted him with another of her smiles. “Did I tell you that when Meg found out Somerset”—Kendal noticed that duke’s children rarely referred to the man as “father”—“had betrothed Laia to the old duke of Bolton, she invited Guy to her house and suggested he marry her instead?”

      Kendal couldn’t stop himself from laughing at his vision of the former Guy Paulet’s stunned expression. “What did he say?”

      “That he would have to meet her first.” Thalia grinned. “If I am not mistaken, two weeks later they had decided to wed.” Her finely arched brows drew together. “Euphrosyne and Markville fell in love before then. And Hawksworth said that the first time he saw Meg, he wanted to marry her. Although it took him a long time to convince her that she wanted to marry him. Do you think falling in love quickly runs in my family?”

      Something obviously did. If Kendal were being poetic, he might say it was a purity of heart. Perhaps the way their father behaved made them more prone to want to find someone to love. Could the lack of love or even friendship in Kendal’s first marriage have made it easier for him to fall in love when he finally met the one lady who was perfect for him? “I don’t know, but it might be that the heart knows what it wants regardless of time.”

      The sun was starting to slip in the sky when Lord and Lady Hawksworth reached Kendal and Thalia. She began to discuss something with her sister-in-law, while Kendal sidled up to her brother. “How soon can Thalia and I marry?”

      “There are details to be worked out. Can we discuss it in the morning?”

      “If you wish.” He hated the delay, but he agreed that many pieces of the puzzle had to be put together, and tomorrow would have to do.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      That evening, when they returned from the celebration, Thalia’s sisters took her to her bedchamber and bid her a good night.

      “He will still be here in the morning,” Laia said.

      “Hawksworth said there will be a meeting about when you and Kendal can wed.” Euphrosyne hugged Thalia. “We shall come up with a way to make it soon.”

      “The thing we must remember is that you are supposed to be in Wiltshire. That adds at least two or three days to any travel schedule we give Somerset.”

      Trust Laia to think of the details when Thalia would be happy to leave tomorrow. “I am glad you are keeping account of everything.”

      Her eldest sister bussed her cheek. “That is what Guy says.”

      It was all she could do not to go to Giles’s room. Her body still hummed with what they had done earlier. No wonder her sisters and Meg liked being married so much. And to think that when Thalia had awoken this morning, she’d had no idea what a momentous day it would be. Her sisters had been right when they had predicted something good would happen here.

      Her maid brushed out Thalia’s hair, and she caught a glimpse of the combs she had purchased at the fair. “I really should tell Hawksworth to repay Kendal for everything I borrowed today.”

      She could feel her maid laugh along with the brush strokes. “My lady, I don’t think it makes a difference now.”

      “Perhaps you are correct.” She would ask in any event.

      Once Thalia was in bed, she was certain she’d not be able to sleep, but the next thing she knew, Mannering was pulling back the bed hangings. “Lady Hawksworth suggested you might wish to rise, my lady.”

      Glancing around, Thalia found the clock. It was almost nine in the morning. She was usually up at seven. How had she slept so late? “Thank you.”

      When she reached the breakfast room, only the older members of the family were not present.

      Giles rose and pulled out the chair next to his for her. “All of us except Hawksworth waited for you before we began eating.”

      Quartus sniggered, a sound she had never heard him make before.

      “I thank the rest of you for waiting,” Thalia said. “I know my brother well enough not to expect him to wait.”

      “A wise lady,” Guy Bolton said.

      Her aunt, uncle, and Berwick entered as a second round of tea was brought. Her uncle took the seat at the head of the table, and her aunt sat next to him. Berwick found a place on the other side of Giles.

      He placed a pot of strawberry marmalade next to Thalia’s toast.

      “Where did you find that?” she picked up the jar.

      “At the market yesterday.” His smile was a bit smug. “When my servants arrived, I sent one of the grooms back for it.”

      “If I did not already love you, I would for that alone.”

      “Hmmm.” He rubbed his chin. “I must make sure no other gentleman brings you strawberries. I might have to call him out.”

      She was glad to see he had a sense of humor first thing in the morning. “You would not!”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that. I would not wish to lose you to some cur with strawberries.”

      “You will never have to worry about that, my love. I am not fickle.”

      He gazed at her as if he’d kiss her at the breakfast table in front of her whole family.

      “I shall insure all of our estates have strawberries for you year-round.”

      “I see what you mean.” Hawksworth’s lazy drawl could be heard down the table. “Well, then, let’s review the timetable we have been working from and find a way to tighten it.” He drained his cup and held it out for more. “Guy, you were always the best at working these things through.”

      Giles leaned toward Thalia, putting his mouth against her ear and making her shiver. “How does he know that?”

      She kept her voice low. “It must have something to do with the time they were in the army together.”

      Bolton’s fingers drummed a tattoo on the table. “Laia, we are not supposed to arrive in Berwick until the third of June, is that correct?”

      “Yes.” She held her cup as if ready to take a drink. “If we are early, there must be a reason. Mama never leaves Wiltshire before the stated date.”

      Giles whispered to Thalia. “I take it you traveled from Wiltshire to here without the duke’s knowledge?”

      Not wanting to interrupt Bolton’s ruminations, she nodded.

      “So, what could happen to change that date?” he mused.

      “Berwick could have somehow met Thalia and decided he wanted her to arrive earlier.” Meg frowned. “Could he have for some reason gone to Wiltshire?”

      He shook his head. “I have no holdings in the area.”

      “But you do have shipping interests,” Giles said.

      Looking suddenly alert, Berwick nodded.

      “And”—Thalia continued the thought—“even if they are not in Bristol, could a ship have been forced to go into the port, making it imperative that you travel to there?”

      “Yes.” The duke nodded again. “Yes, I could, and the reason need not matter.”

      “In that case, you could have asked to stay at Melbrough for the night on your way to the Great North Road.”

      “Indeed, that could have occurred. It is common knowledge that Melbrough and I are friends.” Berwick glanced at Giles. “If you change your mind, my boy, I have a mind to take the lady off your hands.”

      Giles narrowed his eyes and actually growled. Thalia put a hand over her mouth to smother her laughter, but her family did not bother to hide their mirth.

      “I take it you don’t like the idea?” Berwick was clearly fighting not to laugh.

      “I do not.” Giles slipped his arm around her, pulling her close. “I will thank you for sending me to her.”

      “I was glad to do it.” The older man’s expression softened. “I wish for you the grand passion I had with Elizabeth.”

      “Shall we get on with the plan?” Bolton asked, although he did not wait for an answer. “So, Berwick was at Melbrough and met Thalia.” Guy’s brows lowered. “We have been here for almost two weeks. It’s roughly five or six days from Wiltshire to Berwick-upon-Tweed. If he met her during her first week, then we could arrive at almost any time.”

      “And Catherine would agree to visit Berwick early because it would please Somerset,” Meg said.

      “Does it matter that no one wrote Somerset telling him of the change in plan?” Euphrosyne glanced around the table.

      “Not if she wrote a letter that didn’t get sent.” Uncle Melbrough shrugged apologetically. “I must have forgotten to frank it, and it is still on my desk.”

      Bolton nodded slowly. “Berwick, you must write Somerset immediately and send it by messenger. Does anyone know where he is at present?”

      “He will be in Leicestershire,” Laia said.

      “Then that won’t work.” Bolton tapped his fingers on the table again. “He could arrive before we do.”

      “What if,” Giles said, “we just go to Whiteadder and Berwick writes Somerset from there?”

      “Of course,” Bolton said. “I wonder that I didn’t think of it.”

      “You have forgotten about the settlement agreements.” Hawksworth looked at Berwick. “Did you receive them before you left?”

      “I did, and I brought them with me.”

      “Very well, I’ll review them, and we’ll have my secretary draft the new agreements with Kendal’s name and change your information to his.”

      Euphrosyne shook her head. “That will not work. His secretary, Belling, reads everything Somerset signs and would easily spot the differences.”

      “Drat.” Bolton rubbed one cheek. “How do we get rid of Belling long enough for Somerset to sign the agreements?”

      “I really hate to ruin what seems to be an excellent plan in the making,” Uncle Melbrough said, “but is that quite legal? I believe Somerset could repudiate the contract when he discovered he’d been duped.”

      “But would he?” Aunt asked. “He is very proud, and if it ever got out that he had signed the documents without reading them, well . . .”

      Hawksworth prepared another bite before speaking. “It’s worth the risk. With the wedding taking place in Scotland, Thalia will be legally wed, and that’s what is important.”

      Her uncle nodded. “Then how do we rid ourselves of Belling?”

      The suggestions ranged from finding a woman to waylay the man—making Thalia blush—to joking suggestions of poison.

      Berwick chuckled. “You are a bloodthirsty group. Remind me not to get in your black books.”

      Finally, Giles asked, “Does he travel with the duke?”

      Euphrosyne shook her head. “No, Somerset prefers to travel alone.”

      “Then we can find a way to cause his carriage to break down and delay him for a day or two.” He looked around the table, and everyone nodded.

      Guy glanced at Hawksworth. “We shall need to locate him and make the accident occur.”

      He grinned wickedly. “That will be no problem at all.”

      Thalia wondered how her brother planned to make it happen, but decided not to ask. She had a more pressing question. “When can Kendal and I marry?”

      Bolton stared in her direction, but not at her. “In five days, if we can depart tomorrow.”

      She looked at her aunt, who rose from the table. “I shall see you later. There is a great deal to be done.”

      “Five days.” Giles’s lips moved against her temple. “I might die before then.”

      Part of her wanted to laugh, but the other part knew exactly what he meant. Five days would be a very long time.

      

      To Kendal’s amazement, their group actually left before nine in the morning the following day. It would have taken his sisters a day more just to decide what they needed to bring.

      He stood idly between Bolton and Hawksworth as trunks, bags, children, and servants were loaded onto several large traveling coaches. The ladies were in charge of all of the organization. Thalia nodded at something Meg said, and scurried off to the lead coach. “I am impressed.”

      “I have come to believe ladies are born quartermasters,” Bolton said.

      “And they don’t forget the food.” Hawksworth scowled at him.

      “It was only once,” Bolton protested.

      “That was more than enough,” Hawksworth retorted.

      Kendal was wise enough to stifle his laughter, but sometime he would ask about Hawksworth’s obsession with food. Had it come from his time in the army or from his upbringing? “Do we have any idea where we’ll stop?”

      “I studied all of our estates yesterday,” Bolton said, “and planned a route that will allow us to stay at properties one or another of us owns without going out of our way. Tonight we’ll be at my manor house just north of Boroughbridge. Laia sent a letter instructing them to prepare for our cavalcade.”

      “I’ll take my son up with me if he becomes too troublesome.” Hawksworth smiled. “He likes the horse.”

      “You are planning to ride?” Kendal didn’t want to travel in his coach alone. He would gladly share it with Thalia, but that would be dangerous. He didn’t think he could keep his hands off her for hours at a time.

      “Yes.” Guy indicated the horses bring brought up from the stables. “Do you have your hack with you?”

      “Unfortunately, I do not.” Kendal wished his mentor had suggested he bring one. “I was assured that Hull could find me a suitable horse for riding.”

      “I’ve got an extra one with me.” Hawksworth motioned to one of the grooms. “You can ride Belen.”

      “Thank you.” Kendal had begun to think of Thalia’s family as his own. Of course, he’d been helped in that by the way they had all embraced him and the sudden betrothal. By dinner last night, he had been on a familiar name basis with all of them except Hawksworth, who no one called by his first name. “I appreciate your generosity.”

      His future brother-in-law nodded. “You’ll find we have all become quite close.” He looked around. “Where have Quartus and Anna gone?”

      “They went ahead early this morning,” Guy said. “Their babies were being fussy, and she saw no reason not to depart when they were all already up.”

      Kendal had spoken to the Duchess of Wharton—the only duchess in her own right he knew of—and her husband Lord Quartus only for a few minutes yesterday because they were busy attending to the children. “I hope they feel better soon.”

      “Once they have a full set of teeth, they’ll be fine.” Meg had strolled up to them. “Giffard was horrible when he was teething.” She glanced at her husband. “We’re ready when you are.”

      “Lunch?”

      “I’ve had baskets packed for today.”

      “Very well.” Hawksworth gave her a quick kiss. “We’ll ride in front.”

      He and Guy strode off to where the horses waited, and Kendal followed. Before they mounted, the other gentlemen joined them. He’d never been part of a large family group before. Or a large group of men. Thus far, he liked it a great deal.

      They rode to the front of the carriages, and some outriders flanked the coaches while others rode behind the last carriage. Berwick and Melbrough traveled in the latter’s coach.

      Stopping at their own estates turned out to be an excellent idea. They had sufficient bedchambers, room for the servants, a nursery for the children, and stabling. Five days of traveling didn’t feel that long at all.

      They arrived at Whiteadder Hall on Saturday afternoon, and the group soon settled into the large house, which had been renovated and improved many times over the past four or five hundred years.

      Once they’d washed the dirt from the road and eaten, Kendal took Thalia around the gardens. “The house had a moat and walls at one point. I saw the plans in the muniments room.”

      “You would never know by looking at it now.” She turned to him, and he drew her into his arms. “I am glad my family gave us time together.” They’d had time to speak for hours in the evenings.

      “It gave us time to know each other better. I love you even more now.”

      “Yes.” She smiled up at him, and he could not resist kissing her.

      If only he could take her to his bedchamber. But he’d agreed with her family that the rest would have to wait until they’d wed. “We can look at the chapel if you wish.”

      Sliding her fingers down his arm she took his hand. “Let’s do that. Do you know the story behind it?”

      “I think Berwick will have to be the one to tell it. He’ll do a much better job than I will.”

      Kendal took her around to the other side of the hall to the small stone chapel where in two days they would be married. If all went well.
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      Thalia was enchanted. Unlike the squat chapel with plain glass her family had at Somerset, this one was tall, rising two levels above the ground floor. Stained glass windows lined the one side she could see, and a massive double wooden door was studded with hardware that shone like gold when the sun caught it. A covered walk built with arches and columns connected the chapel with the main house.

      This is where she would be married. “I have never seen anything like it!”

      “Come and see the inside.” Giles grinned at her.

      Berwick and her sisters, aunt, and mother stood in the open door exclaiming over the chapel.

      “May I see it too?” Thalia asked.

      Her mother, who had been absent for much of the time, finally felt she could join them, turned and smiled. “I think you will be very happy with it.”

      Thalia stepped inside. Instead of boxes, the chapel had pews covered with bright blue cushions. Statues of saints stood in some niches, stone crypts in others.

      Berwick came up next to Thalia and she indicated the crypt. “Are many in your family buried here?”

      “Only one or two.” He stepped to one of the stone boxes and touched something.

      Suddenly the top and side of the crypt opened, revealing stairs. “How ingenious.”

      “And helpful.” He closed the box again. “These stairs lead back to the cellars in the house. Naturally, that was more helpful when the place was fortified. Others go to rooms in the Hall, and one leads to a cottage in the woods beyond.” He smiled smugly. “My ancestors had a great deal of foresight, I’m happy to say.”

      Giles slipped his arm around her.

      He glanced to the nave. “I think my vicar would like to meet you.”

      “Your Grace.” A short man with sandy hair walked up the aisle and bowed.

      “Mr. Kennedy, I trust you received my letter?”

      “I did, and I am very happy to be conducting a wedding. It’s been too long since we have had one.”

      Berwick performed the introductions, then the vicar took out a notebook. “I shall need your full names for the banns.”

      Thalia glanced at her family, all of whom had frowns like hers. “Banns? But we wish to be married on Monday.”

      Mr. Kennedy smiled gently. “In Scotland, the banns can be called three times on the Sunday before the ceremony.”

      “Oh.” That was interesting. “I am Thalia Elizabeth Joan Trevor.”

      “Giles Horatio William, Duke of Kendal.”

      “Excellent.” Mr. Kennedy inclined his head. “Who will give the bride away?”

      “The Marquis of Hawksworth,” Meg said.

      “You will both need witnesses.” He glanced at the assembly. “I assume that will not be a difficulty.”

      “Not at all,” her aunt said.

      “Now, what time do you want the ceremony?”

      Giles looked at her and shrugged. As far as she was concerned, the earlier the better. “Is nine o’clock too early?”

      “Not at all.” The vicar smiled. “I shall have everything ready.” He turned to leave, but stopped. “You do know that, unlike in England, you must consummate your marriage for it to be legal in Scotland?”

      “We do now,” Giles muttered.

      Thalia took a breath and let it out. They would have to make love before her father could stop them. “Thank you for the information.”

      “I should have told you,” Euphrosyne said, looking guilty.

      Once the vicar had left them, they all looked at each other, and she wondered who would be the first to speak.

      “Well,” Aunt said brightly. “It looks as if we will begin the wedding breakfast without the two of you. With your father here, there really is no other choice.”

      Thalia did not even want to think about what Somerset would do if they had not consummated the marriage before he realized she had married the wrong man. But how were they going to do that? He might very well try to abduct her as he’d done to her sister.

      Berwick pointed to a stone box near the nave. “Fortunately, the stairs in that one lead to a bedchamber.”

      Giles drew her even closer. “How helpful.”

      

      When they gathered after dinner that evening, they received word that Somerset would arrive late on Sunday evening, and a chill ran down Thalia’s spine.

      “He cannot do anything to stop us.” Giles rubbed her back. “I, we, will not allow it.”

      “This must be very carefully planned.” Hawksworth’s brows lowered. “Berwick, you must keep him busy away from the chapel during the ceremony. He cannot know Kendal and Thalia are married until they are well away.”

      Quartus swallowed his wine. “He tried to stop Anna’s and my wedding during the ceremony by objecting. Fortunately, the rector declared that as we were both of age, that was not a valid objection. We were in England, so once we’d signed the register, he couldn’t do anything about it.”

      Markville dropped his head into his hand. “Why any man would not wish one of his younger sons to marry a duchess is beyond me.”

      “There is no accounting for him.” Meg lifted one shoulder. “He tried to compromise both me and Hawksworth the night before our weddings by having a man appear in my bedchamber and a woman in Hawksworth’s.”

      “Guy and I were able to get ahead of him to allow our marriage,” Laia said. “If he had not been convinced of a scandal, he would not have allowed it. As it was, he arrived demanding I return home with him.”

      “You’ve convinced me.” Giles frowned. “How do we keep him out of our way?”

      Berwick leaned back in his chair and drank his wine. “Is he an early riser?” They all looked at each other with puzzled expressions. “Let us assume that he is. When he arrives, all of you will quickly retire. It’s best if he doesn’t see Kendal or question any of you. I’ll post two footmen at his door to escort him to my parlor for breakfast, or he can break his fast in his room. I’ll tell him the wedding is at eleven. I should be able to keep him occupied until shortly before then.” He glanced at Thalia. “I assume he plans to give you away?”

      “He gave Laia away. I imagine he will expect to do the same for me.” Thalia did not care if her father was at the wedding, but she did want her mother. “Is there any way Mama can be there?”

      “Yes,” Berwick said. “She will need to stay out of sight during the ceremony, but she will have enough time to return to her chamber before Somerset is abroad. I’ll put him in my wing.”

      Tears pricked Thalia’s eyes. “I might never see her again after this.”

      Giles took her in his arms. “My love, you will. I’ll make it happen.”

      “I will as well,” Berwick said. “It’s no secret that I was Kendal’s guardian and think of him as a son. I’ll make clear to Somerset that I fooled all of you into thinking he’d given his consent but could not arrive for the wedding.”

      “Maybe we should wait until I find a piece of land bordering his.” Giles kissed her temple. “Then he’d give permission.”

      “It’s not possible,” Markville said. “I tried. He has encroached so much that most of his neighbors refuse to sell if he will own the land. I would have beggared the marquisate for her. Others know there is an opportunity to marry one of their children to one of his.”

      Euphrosyne sat on Thalia’s other side, taking her hand. “Mama will find a way. Never doubt it. She was at my son’s christening, and she is here now.”

      Giles held Thalia as if he’d never let go.

      “I think there is something Meg should tell you.” Hawksworth said.

      She folded her lips and glared at her husband. “It was not my grandmother and me who decided Somerset would offer Thalia to Berwick. It was your mother. She wrote to me and gave me the information.”

      “Sweetheart.” Raising her chin, Giles kissed Thalia gently on her lips. “She wants you to be happy.”

      Then to her great disgust, she broke into tears. This time they were happy ones. Something that all her female relatives understood but none of her male ones did. Finally, they stopped, and the love of her life called for champagne.

      “First a toast to Thalia and Kendal!” Berwick lifted his glass. “May all your days be happy ones! Great health and every good blessing to you.”

      “Hear, hear!”

      She was looking forward to the rest of her life, and thrilled that her family was helping her find happiness.

      “Thalia wants to know the story of the chapel,” Giles said.

      Berwick cleared his throat. “As you might imagine, living where I do, there have been many times over the years when a Duke of Berwick-upon-Tweed married a Scottish lady.” He raised his brows. “Sometimes, the lady was not too happy about it. The tale of the chapel begins at the time when the Marquis of Huntly owned the land adjoining on the Scottish side and wanted to marry his eldest daughter to my ancestor. She declared she would be wed only in Scotland, and the duke declared that she would be wed on his estate, as every other Berwick-upon-Tweed bride had been. She managed to hold up the wedding with her demands, and her father got sick and tired of her delaying the wedding, and said he’d give up a strip of his land that marched along the dukedom’s land so that she could be married in Scotland. Upon the marriage, the land would be part of the dukedom, but that would be her only dowry. Gone were the riches she would have brought to the marriage. As the story goes, it was meant to humble her. The duke was impressed that she kept to her principles, even in the face of her father’s decision, and bought land from her father, but just enough to build the chapel. As the lady and he planned and built the chapel, they fell in love. Later it was rebuilt as it is now. Ever since then, it’s been considered good luck to marry in that chapel.” He took a long drink of wine. “I married my wife there, and I can tell you I loved her until her death, and I still love her.”

      Kendal kept his arms around Thalia as they listened to the story, one he knew and loved. “God willing, we will have a long, loving, and happy marriage.”

      She smiled up at him, her eyes shining. “Yes, God willing. I am glad we will be married there.”

      Her sisters and aunt decided to retire and took Thalia with them. Only one more day, and no one would take her away from him again.

      Brandy had replaced the champagne—Kendal wasn’t certain how wise that was, but a glass or two shouldn’t hurt—and he stared into the amber color as he swirled it around in the glass. The stories about Somerset concerned Kendal greatly. The old duke must be mad, but unless he was exhibiting physical signs of it, no one would be able to obtain a guardianship order. As far as the world was concerned, he might be single-minded, but he was perfectly sane.

      “You must be prepared.” Hawksworth’s voice intruded into Kendal’s musings.

      Sitting up straighter, he put his glass on a table. “Prepared for what?”

      “Somerset. He’s not to be trusted. At all. He could arrive tonight or tomorrow morning instead of the evening.”

      Damnation! Kendal clinched his jaw. “We cannot marry until the banns have been read. This marriage must be completely legal so that he cannot attempt an annulment.” The other men were in various stages of thought, but he focused on Quartus, who looked as if he had something to say. Before his marriage, he’d been a vicar. “Quartus, what is it?”

      “There is no law against marrying on Sunday.” He lowered his brows. “What I do not know is if there is a waiting time required between calling the banns and the wedding ceremony. In England, one could conceivably wed immediately after the last banns had been called.”

      Melbrough took a languid drink of his brandy. “It would certainly make it less interesting for you if you could be married without Somerset breathing down your neck.”

      Hawksworth shook his head. “He has to sign the settlement agreements.”

      Rage filled Kendal, and he reached for his glass to throw it. “I don’t care about the damn settlement agreements. I want her.”

      “But she cares,” Markville said in a surprisingly soft tone. “I know Euphrosyne felt it when she thought she would come to me with nothing.”

      Kendal set his goblet down and pinched the bridge of his nose. “If he arrives early, what do we do?”

      Berwick rose. “I shall inform my vicar to be prepared to perform the ceremony on an instant.”

      “Thank you.” Kendal looked at the brandy and left it. He was going to find Thalia. He was going to do—what, he wasn’t sure. He’d never been so afraid of losing anyone in his life. He needed her like he needed air to breathe and water to drink. If it came to it, he’d throw her on a horse and ride across the border until he found someone to marry them. What he would not do was let her father take her away from him. “I shall see you in the morning.”

      Footmen were stationed throughout the large, confusing house. He knew his way, but he didn’t know where Thalia was. Fortunately, he came across one of the maids he knew carrying a bucket. “Do you happen to know which room Lady Thalia has been given? I wish to leave something for her.”

      The servant bobbed a curtsey. “Yes, Your Grace, she’s in the blue room fast asleep.”

      “Very well. I shall wait until tomorrow. Thank you.”

      “A good night, Your Grace.”

      He acted as if he was heading to his room and when she was out of sight, changed course to Thalia’s chamber. He carefully lifted the latch. Thankfully, the door was not barred. But there would be no reason for it tonight. Danger had not yet arrived. Entering the room, he closed it again and turned the key. Kendal waited a bit for his eyes to adjust to the dark before moving further into the room, toward the bed.

      The bed hangings had been left open and from the little light shining through the windows, he could see her. Reaching out with one finger, he caressed her cheek, and her eyes fluttered open. “My love.”

      “Giles?” She clasped his hand. “What is it? Has something happened?”

      “No, not yet.” He perched on the side of the bed. “Your brother suggested that your father might come before he said he would. The vicar will be told to perform the ceremony upon a moment’s notice. I wanted you to know.” That was a lie. He wanted to climb in bed with her and make her his. Now. Before her father could stop them.

      “Thank you.” She rubbed his hand on her cheek. “I shall be prepared.”

      She was so trusting. So innocent. Despite his need for her, he had to wait. If he made love to her now, and something happened . . . He couldn’t think like that. He’d simply trust that all would go as planned. “I shall see you in the morning.”

      Kendal could feel her smile against his hand. “Good night, my love.”

      He walked out of her room directly into Hawksworth, who linked arms with Kendal. “I know it’s hard. But I’m glad you made the decision to wait. Thank you.”

      He should feel embarrassed being caught leaving her chamber, but did not. “It’s the only thing I could do. Under the circumstance.”

      “I thought that was the case.”

      The words were said with feeling, and Kendal knew the man understood his desire for Thalia, his need to see her.

      They reached his room. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

      His valet was waiting when he entered his bedchamber. In almost no time at all, he changed and got into in the large bed. At least Thalia was safe tonight.
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      Thalia woke early the next morning, determined to take control of her marriage to and her life with Giles. It was all well and good for the gentlemen to plan, but she could do some things as well. Such as find out where the rest of the tunnels from the chapel led. She would accomplish that directly after the service this morning.

      She glanced around the room. Why was there no clock?

      Tossing her covers aside, she threw her legs over the side of the bed. “Mannering.”

      The maid came into the room from a small door at the end of the chamber. “Yes, my lady?”

      “Do you know what time it is?” Thalia padded to the screen.

      “It is half past seven. I was just getting ready to come to you.” Her maid ducked back into the dressing room. “Lady Hawksworth sent up three trunks yesterday. She had gowns made for you in London.” Mannering held up one of the garments.

      Thalia’s jaw dropped, and it took her a moment to shut it. “Oh, my. Are they beautiful?”

      “Yes, my lady. Beautiful and fashionable. I pressed one for this morning. Would you like to see it?”

      New gowns! “Yes.” Several times over the past year, she and her mother had taken fashion plates to the local seamstress in the village near Somerset Castle, but the woman could never manage to make them up properly. When the gowns were finished, they always looked at least a year out of fashion. “It will be so nice to have something that is well-looking.”

      The walking gown was primrose muslin embroidered with small violets. Mannering also held a spencer in Saxon blue. Thalia clasped her hands together. “I have never had anything so lovely.” But if she was going to explore tunnels, she might ruin the gown. “I think she meant them for me to wear after I married. Or perhaps I could wear one tomorrow for my wedding.”

      Mannering sighed. “I suppose you’re right, my lady. They aren’t suitable for a young unmarried lady.”

      Thalia felt sorry for her maid, who only wanted her lady to look as good as her sisters. “I shall ask when I see everyone this morning. If my aunt or mother approves, I shall change for this afternoon.”

      “That’s just the thing to do.” Happy again, her maid went back into the dressing room and brought out one of her light-pink gowns.

      As far as Thalia was concerned, the dress could get as dirty as it needed to be while she accomplished her mission.

      When Thalia stepped out of her door, Giles was there. “I came to escort you to the breakfast room. It’s a bit of a journey from this wing.”

      She joined her hand with his. “How did you sleep?”

      “Well, but I knew you were safe.” He gave her a rueful grin. “Hawksworth was waiting for me when I left.”

      “Oh, dear.” That could not have been comfortable. “What did he say?”

      “He was glad I decided to go back to my chamber.” They reached the first level of the stairs and turned toward the back of the house.

      “It will not be long now.” She wondered how difficult it was to open the stone chests. “Do you know how to open the stone boxes in the chapel?”

      Tilting his head, he gazed down at her. “I do. Why?”

      Thalia raised her chin. She would soon be a duchess and the mistress of her own house. It was time to go on as she meant to. Even with her husband. “I have decided to explore the tunnels to their ends in the event we need them.”

      “Very well.”

      They turned another corner. She had not been paying much attention, and at this rate, she would not be able to find her way back.

      Giles said, “I cannot accompany you directly after the service, but I have time to show you soon how to find the levers.”

      “Are they all the same?” That would make it easy.

      “No.” He steered her left, and they stood in front of a green door. “But there is a trick that will help you.”

      “Thank you.” He opened the door, and she found only the senior members of their party. “What happened to the others?”

      “They were up and down all night with the babies,” her mother said, rising. “I am going up now to lend a hand.”

      Thalia looked over the selection on the sideboard and found baked eggs and slices of ham. A fresh pot of tea was set before her when she took her seat as well as a rack of well-buttered toast.

      Giles sat next to her with porridge and eggs. “It’s not breakfast for me unless I have porridge.”

      “Too many years living this far north?” her uncle asked.

      “That and a Scottish cook.” He poured cream on the porridge. “Bannocks are also one of my favorites, but I’ve yet to find an English or French cook who can make them properly.”

      Thalia made a note to herself to speak with the cook here about making bannocks, whatever they were.

      She had just finished her tea when Berwick rose. “It’s time for the service.”

      They followed him out, and fortunately, the way from the breakfast room to the door into the chapel was straightforward. When Giles turned his head to speak to Berwick, she took the opportunity to ask her aunt about her new clothes.

      “Meg bought me gowns, but they are not what I have been allowed to wear. May I wear them now or should I wait until I am wed?”

      Her aunt glanced at Thalia’s dress. “I would wait. I know it is not the answer you want, but I am sadly superstitious, and do not believe in tempting fate.”

      The news was disappointing, but not unexpected. “I think that is one of the reasons I asked.”

      Her sisters and brothers-in-law joined them as Mr. Kennedy began the service. The banns were read three times, as she expected. It interested her that the reading upon which the sermon was taken was about Rebekah, one of the matriarchs of the Jewish people, and how she met her husband, and the importance of marriage. The sermon was much shorter than the ones usually offered by the vicar at Somerset, and the service was over.

      “How are the babies?” Thalia asked her sisters.

      “Cranky,” Euphrosyne answered. “It is a normal process, but it is frustrating because there is not much one can do. What are your plans for today?”

      “Giles is going to show me how to open the stone boxes.” Thalia would not call them crypts, which they looked like and would have been if they were not hiding secret passageways. “I am going to explore the tunnels.”

      “Do you mind if Euphrosyne and I come with you?” Laia asked. “I could use a diversion.”

      Thalia nodded. It had been a long time since the sisters had done anything together. “It would be fun if we all went.”

      The trick to opening them was not difficult, but it would not be apparent to anyone who had not been told. She made sure she could open them, close them, and get back from a tunnel before she and her sisters began their exploration.

      The first one led—as she had been told yesterday—to the wine cellars. The sisters traced their way back to the chapel and went to the next box. That led to a long passageway ending in stairs that led into a lovely little cottage.

      “How nice.” She and her sisters looked around the house and well-tended garden.

      “Did you notice how clean the tunnels are?” Euphrosyne asked.

      “This cottage as well,” Laia added.

      “I wonder if they are often used or if the housekeeper simply keeps them in good order,” Thalia said.

      The third tunnel led to a set of stairs that opened into a wardrobe in a large bedchamber. When the sisters entered the room, two maids shrieked.

      “Goodness, my lady,” one of the maids said. “You gave us a fright. We’re not used to the tunnels being used.”

      “Do you clean them?” Thalia asked to satisfy her curiosity.

      “The footmen do, my lady. One of the boys—it might have been the Duke of Kendal—got a bad bug bite from something in the tunnels, and got sick. Ever since then, they’ve been cleaned regular.”

      “And I thought they were secret.” Euphrosyne sounded disappointed.

      “Well, my lady, as to that, only the most senior of us knows about them, and we don’t tell no one else.”

      Euphrosyne grinned. “That makes me feel better.”

      Trying to find out where, exactly, this room was located, Thalia walked to one of the windows. It looked out over a river, but was it the Whiteadder or the Tweed? “Let’s go out the door and try to find our way back to the hall.”

      “Oh, my lady,” the older maid said. “I wouldn’t do that. It’s not easy. And I wouldn’t want you gettin’ lost.”

      “Come, Thalia.” Laia took her arm. “We can go back through the chapel.”

      “Very well.” Thalia smiled at the maids. “Thank you for warning us.”

      They bobbed curtseys. “You’re welcome, my lady.”

      They went back into the wardrobe and down the stairs. Thalia knew that look on her sister’s face. She had seen it a lot when Euphrosyne was attempting to escape from Somerset Castle. “What are you thinking?”

      Holding the candle up, she stared into Thalia’s eyes. “I think you know. The only reason to find the ends of the tunnels is to plan an escape if you need to.”

      “You are right. That’s exactly what I was doing.” What happened to her sister had made her extremely wary of the duke. “I think that room is my best option. We are likely to be found in the other places.”

      “I think that is a good decision.” Her sister linked arms with her. “I hope you don’t need it.”

      

      That evening, as Giles and Thalia’s family gathered in the family drawing room, Berwick’s butler entered. “The Duke of Somerset has arrived.”

      “I didn’t expect him until much later.” Berwick rose. “Bring him to my study in about five minutes, not sooner.” The butler bowed. “Giles, lead everyone up the back staircase and be as quiet as possible. I don’t think you’ll be heard, but there is no sense in tempting fate.”

      “Come with me.” Giles motioned them out the door and toward the back of the house and the servant’s stairs. When they reached the second floor, he lit the wall sconce. “Meet here at quarter before nine. There is a way to get to the chapel without being seen from the East wing of the house.”

      As soon as he escorted Thalia to her bedchamber, he planned to go down and listen to the conversation Berwick and Somerset would be having. But Thalia didn’t stand aside and allow Giles to open the door for her. Instead, she leaned back against it.

      “What are you planning?” she asked.

      How the devil did she know he was planning anything? “I am going to kiss you goodnight.” Unfortunately, it didn’t come out like a definitive and slightly rakish statement. It came out as a question.

      “I fully expect that you will kiss me, but that is not what I am referring to.”

      A muffled laugh sounded behind him. “You might as well tell her.”

      Bloody hell-hounds! “I’m going down to listen in on the conversation.”

      Thalia’s normally nicely rounded chin turned mulish. “I am coming with you.”

      “We are as well.” Hawksworth was leaning against the opposite wall with Guy.

      Arguing with them would take too long, and he’d probably lose anyway. “Fine. Just be quiet.”

      He led them across the stair landing and opened a door that led to a corridor and some stairs. He took his shoes off as he reached another corridor and waited while the others did the same, then made his way to the end of the passage, where he pushed back a small cover that hid a peep hole.

      Standing in front of him, Thalia immediately stood on her toes, looked, and put her hand up to her mouth. Her brother gently moved her aside for his own look, then let Bolton have a chance.

      “Painting?” he mouthed.

      Giles nodded. His uncle’s desk stood to one side of the peephole so that he could see both Berwick’s and Somerset’s faces. Each man had a glass of brandy, and a set of documents lay on the table between them.

      “Damn coach,” Somerset complained. “I was at the next inn before the groom caught up to me and told me my secretary was stuck.”

      “It doesn’t matter, unless you want to change anything.” Berwick took a small sip of brandy. “If not, I have it all here.” He covered his mouth as he yawned. “We can wait to sign them until morning.”

      “No point. I’d rather get it over with.”

      Thalia scowled as her father practically rubbed his hands together with greed.

      “What time did you say the wedding was?”

      “Eleven o’clock.” Berwick moved the pen set toward the center of the table as if he didn’t care if the contract was signed now or not.

      Somerset picked up the pen, dipped it in the standish, signed the document, and rose. “I’d like to be shown to my apartments now.”

      Leaning back, Berwick tugged the bell pull, and his butler entered. “Your Grace?”

      “Please show His Grace to his chamber.”

      Giles could feel the breaths of those around him. When Somerset rose, Thalia, her brother, and brother-in-law stopped breathing, as if they were afraid the man would demand that Berwick sign the settlements now.

      Rising, the duke inclined his head. “I look forward to tomorrow.”

      “As do I,” Berwick said. “As do I.”

      The door to the study closed, and they all sighed with relief. A few moments later, Berwick said, “Kendal you can come out now, and bring the others with you.”

      Thalia’s eyes flew to his. “How did he know?”

      Kendal looked at the men with them. “I think he’s had enough time to take your measure, all of your measures.” He unbolted the door. “Well done, sir.”

      “Thalia, my dear, there is wine and brandy on the sideboard. Please pour for everyone. Kendal, sign this blasted document.” Berwick fixed a hard look on Hawksworth. “I hope you’re right about this.”

      Ever the former colonel, Hawksworth held his own counsel, but accepted the wine his sister handed him and drank deeply.

      “I hope so too, sir.” Bolton nodded his thanks and took a glass from her.

      Kendal didn’t know his future father-in-law well. In fact, they were barely on nodding terms. But from what he did know, poor Berwick would be hard pressed to entertain the man until eleven tomorrow. “How are you going to keep him busy? You can’t have him running around the house by himself.”

      “No. He will be escorted wherever he goes, and diverted if need be. First, he’ll be informed that I do not rise until nine of the clock and will not be available until ten. During that time, he will be served breakfast in his room. A footman will remain with him.” He looked at Giles. “The rest of you will break your fast in your bedchambers as well. I’ll not take the chance that he’ll go wandering and find you.”

      “Yes, sir.” Kendal took the glass Thalia handed him. “Where shall Thalia and I go after the ceremony?”

      A smile broke out on Berwick’s face. “Let your bride show you.”

      She stopped with her glass of wine almost at her lips. “I beg your pardon?”

      “I am told you spoke to some of my maids earlier.”

      A deep flush painted her cheeks a rosy red. “I did not mean to bother them.”

      “You didn’t. But you almost ruined the surprise I have planned. I’ll warrant Kendal doesn’t remember where the individual tunnels lead. Take him to the room you visited. ”

      That was true. He remembered the ends, but not which crypts led to which destination. “I shall happily follow where you lead, my love.”

      “You’ve done it now.” Guy groaned. “None of them forget what one has said in a moment of passion.”

      A wicked grin formed on Hawksworth. “The diamonds?”

      “Yes.” Guy drained his glass. “There is a mercenary streak in your family.”

      Thalia raised one brow, and in a tone worthy of a duchess said, “You must simply not promise things you do not intend to give.”

      “They learn quickly as well.” Guy filled his glass again.

      Kendal had been counting on that. For more than one reason.
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      Thalia had seen and heard enough to know that tomorrow’s bedding would have to be quick. When she and her sisters returned from the tunnels, she had searched for Meg and found her in her parlor playing with Giffard.

      “I need to know—”

      “Wait a moment. Nurse, please take Giffard for a short walk.”

      The older woman picked him up. “Let’s go exploring and find some biscuits.”

      When the door closed, Meg said, “What is it that you need to know?”

      “What goes on between”—Thalia took a breath. This was much harder than she had thought it would be—“a man and a woman. I have asked my sisters, but even Euphrosyne turns red and sputters.”

      “I’ll have to speak to them about that,” Meg mused. “It is clear that Kendal loves you and you love him. Most of what you need to know your husband will show you. Marital congress is meant to be very pleasurable. The part for which you need to be prepared is when he enters you.”

      Thalia already knew about some of the pleasurable parts, thanks to that evening under the tree, but entering her? “I do not understand.”

      “A man has an appendage. We shall call it a member. It becomes hard when he is aroused. You might have felt it when you were kissing Kendal.”

      She had felt a hard ridge pressing against her when they were under the tree. “Is it like a thick stick?”

      “Exactly.” Meg smiled. “That is his member. It is that part of him that goes in the place from which you bleed when you have your courses.”

      “That is the reason it is painful.”

      “If the man is skilled and not selfish, it will hurt only the first time. Your sheath is meant to be able to stretch.” Meg looked at Thalia as if to make sure she comprehended what would occur. “It will take time for him to make you ready.”

      “I think I understand. You are saying the first time should not be hurried.”

      “Yes. The first time you have marital congress, he should go slowly.”

      That would not be the case if they were hurrying to meet the Scottish marriage requirements for consummation. “Thank you. I know what I must do.”

      Studying her Meg frowned slightly, and Thalia hoped her sister-in-law had not guessed what she planned. “If you have any other questions, please come to me.”

      She summoned a smile. “You have been very helpful, and I shall. Thank you.”

      Now, holding Giles’s hand as they made their way back through the passage, she knew that if she wanted her first time to be pleasant, she must take the bull by his horns, as the saying went.

      Her brother and Guy went their own ways when they gained the corridor. At the door to her bedchamber, she held Giles close and whispered, “Come to me when you have readied yourself for bed.”

      Giles searched her eyes, and she hoped he found her conviction in them. “Are you certain? We will not be married until morning.”

      “Yes. I am perfectly sure this is the right course of action.”

      He hugged her tightly. “Give me thirty minutes.”

      That would be just long enough for her to ready herself and dismiss her maid. “I shall see you soon.”

      Thalia walked into her bedchamber, but her maid was not there as she usually was. Something that sounded like a sob came from the dressing room, and she opened the door. Mannering was crying as if someone had died. “What is it? What is wrong?”

      “Oh, my lady!” She lifted her head, and Thalia saw a red handprint on her maid’s cheek. “Your father’s man, Sittle, said that if I didn’t spy on you, I’d be dismissed without a reference. I told him I didn’t care, that I owed my loyalty to you, just like your mother said when she hired me. Then he hit me and said I’d be sorry if I didn’t do what he told me to.”

      Thalia’s hands clenched into fists as rage flooded her. How dare anyone abuse her servant? “I will not allow him to harm you. However, you must make your choice. Come with me when I marry, or stay in my father’s house.”

      Her maid’s eyes were red, but the tears had stopped. “My lady, I want to come with you.”

      “Let me ensure you have a safe place to sleep tonight.” She tugged the bell pull twice, and the under-butler soon appeared.

      He bowed. “My lady, how may I help you?”

      “Miss Mannering has been threatened by one of my father’s servants, by the name of Sittle. The man is a lecher and is violent.” Thalia pointed to her maid’s cheek. “I must ensure she has a safe place to sleep this evening and can come to me freely tomorrow morning.”

      The man’s eyes flashed with anger. “Give me a little while, and I will have a solution.”

      He almost stomped out, and the door clicked behind him. “Come help me change and get ready for bed. I shall want my robe as well.”

      Giles arrived at the same time as the under-butler returned. “What’s going on?”

      She took Giles by the hand and pulled him into her room. “My maid was attacked by one of my father’s servants.”

      He looked at the under-butler. “Do you have a solution?”

      “Your Grace, a chamber is being prepared for Miss Mannering. I shall post a guard outside of it to see that she is not bothered and to escort her to her ladyship in the morning.”

      “Very well. Have her here at seven.”

      “Yes, Your Grace. I have also locked the person in his chamber until morning. Do you have a suggestion as to when we should release him?”

      A slow, wicked smile formed on Giles’s firm, well-molded lips, and a glint appeared in his eyes. “When Somerset is ready to depart, and not an instant before. I want him escorted by at least two footmen out of the house and not allowed to return.”

      Thalia had never seen a servant look so—so—satisfied was the only word she could think of. Her father would have to be quiet about Sittle, as well as being duped over the settlement papers and wedding, or look like a fool.

      “Do I have your permission to subdue the blackguard if he resists?”

      If anything, her betrothed’s smile grew. “By all means. Do whatever is necessary. We cannot allow cravens such as him to prey upon women.”

      The under-butler bowed. “Just so, Your Grace. I shall take the liberty of informing the rest of the senior staff.”

      “Good man.” Giles looked at Mannering. “Go with Hamish. You’ll be safe.”

      “Yes, do.” Thalia squeezed her maid’s shoulder. “You will be protected, and I shall see you in the morning.”

      “Thank you, my lady.” Her maid curtseyed before leaving the chamber, but not before giving Thalia a curious look.

      Giles closed the door. “Now, my love. Tell me what this is about. I thought we had agreed to wait.”

      She did not know how to be a seductress, but she did know how to be herself and that he wanted her. Thalia gazed into his eyes, while she placed her hands on his strong chest and pushed his banyan off his shoulders. “I occurred to me that we will not have much time tomorrow to do more than quickly consummate our marriage.” He stood in a nightshirt that revealed a deep V of dark, curling hair. “I have been told enough to realize that a quick coupling is likely to be unsatisfactory for my first time.” She undid the four buttons that were fastened and spread the fabric apart. “Therefore, after due consideration, I decided that tonight we would have more time to engage in marital congress.”

      He pushed her robe off her shoulders, and it fell to the floor. “How very wise of you, my love.” Giles pressed his lips to her neck and lightly sucked the skin beneath her ear. Her breasts grew heavy, and the place between her legs began to ache. “How did I get so lucky?”

      “I do not know.” His fingers grazed her nipples, and she wanted to melt into him. “That feels so good.”

      “Not as good as the rest of it’s going to feel.” He drew his nightshirt over his head and lifted the hem of her nightgown.

      The next moment, they were naked. Bare skin reveled in touching bare skin. His hand skated over her back and derrière, and she caressed him in the same way. “Will it feel as good as under the tree?”

      She had never seen a male body. Not even a picture. All the books with drawings of Greek and Roman statues had been removed from the library at home. But if Giles was any sort of representation, the male body was magnificent, all bones, sinew, and hard muscle covered by taut skin and dark hair. He growled as he sucked first one nipple, then the other, into his mouth, and it was all she could do not to scream with pleasure.

      “Blast the tree. It will be better. As good as I can make it for you.” Lifting her into his arms, he carried her to the bed and gently placed her down before crawling in and covering her with his body.

      His fingers discovered her core, she sucked in a breath, and the next thing she knew his mouth was on hers, covering her moans. The same tension she’d felt before grew, and this time she knew to let it take her on its wave of pleasure. She hadn’t finished convulsing when he entered her, and then stopped. There was a brief instant of pain, and then fullness.

      “Thalia, my love. Are you all right?” Opening her eyes, she could see his concern.

      “I am. I am fine.” He stayed where he was, not moving, and she lifted her hips. Or rather, her hips rose on their own.

      That seemed to be enough for him to plunge more deeply into her body. She felt stretched and conquered, but she liked it. Nay, more than that. She finally knew what it was to be one with a man. With Giles. The tension she wanted grew again, and when she splintered, he groaned and plunged even more deeply into her, then collapsed, rolling off to the side, and pulling her next to him.

      

      Kendal’s heart was beating so hard that he was surprised it didn’t wake the entire floor. He’d never experienced anything like making love to Thalia. Her small hand pressed lightly on his chest, and he pulled her on top of him. “Was it bearable?”

      “More than bearable.” She smiled as he gathered her hair and put it to one side. “I have never felt anything so amazing.”

      He wanted to believe her, but he’d heard the gasp of pain when he’d breached her maidenhead. “But I caused you pain.”

      She lowered her lips to his. “It wasn’t as bad as I expected it to be. More like being stuck with a thorn.”

      “A thorn?” He tried to decide if that was lowering, then decided it didn’t matter. As long as she was happy, he was as well. “Thorns are very painful.” He rolled them onto their sides. “But not too painful?”

      She grinned against his cheek. “Not the way you did it.”

      Leaning back, she frowned. “Are you looking for a compliment or trying to make yourself feel better?”

      “Neither. I’m trying to make sure you want to do this again.” And again, and again, and again until they were old and gray.

      “I do want to do this again. But I am a little sore, so we might have to wait until after we are married.”

      “I wish I could call for a bath for you now.” He rose. “I’ll be right back.”

      He walked behind the screen and found a basin with a piece of linen and cold water. Dipping the cloth into the water, he went back to the bed, and pressed the damp coolness at her core, hoping to ease the pain.

      “That feels good.”

      “I hoped it would.” Now to get rid of any sign that they had anticipated their vows. He rinsed out the linen and tossed the bloodied water out of the open window.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Saving your maid from embarrassment tomorrow.” The woman had suffered enough. She did not need to feel that what he and Thalia had done was her fault in any manner.

      “I do not understand.”

      He climbed back into bed and wrapped his arms around her. “You bled when your maidenhead was torn. I’ll have my valet take the sheet to whichever room we will go to after the wedding, as proof of consummation, but no one will know that you were no longer a virgin when we married.”

      “Is that important?” Her expression was adorably confused. “Both my sisters anticipated their vows.” She frowned. “Although it caused difficulties for one of them.”

      That was one way of putting it. “Normally, no. It doesn’t matter. But I have a feeling that it might for us.” He gazed at her, his heart never fuller than it was now. “Let’s not take any chances.”

      “Tempting fate?” Her eyes were wide and worried.

      “In a manner of speaking.” A sudden chill swooped down his back.

      Kendal nestled Thalia’s back against his chest. With her in his arms, he slept better than he ever remembered sleeping.

      A noise woke him—the sound of feet shuffling outside the door. What the devil was going on?

      Then Thalia’s maid stepped into the bedchamber through the dressing room. “Hurry, come with me into the passageway.”

      Thalia was still fast asleep. “Both of us?”

      “Yes, Your Grace. You mustn’t be found in her room.”

      That was a good point.

      She awoke as he lifted her. “Your maid is waiting for us.”

      Thankfully, she didn’t waste time asking questions, but headed immediately toward the servant. They entered the passage by way of a hidden door in the dressing room. Thankfully, one of the previous dukes hadn’t wished the servants to be running around the main house, and the place was riddled with secret ways in and out of the rooms. “Where are we going?”

      “I’m taking her to another chamber. When she’s safe, I’ll tell Lady Hawksworth where she is.”

      “Very well. I shall go to my room and change. Are the servant’s stairs still safe?”

      “No, Your Grace.” A footman Kendal hadn’t noticed before spoke. “We will need to use the passages to make our way to the chapel.”

      “Cellars?” That would be the easiest way.

      “Yes, Your Grace.”

      He hugged Thalia. “I’ll meet you down there. Go with them. I shall see you soon.”

      Kendal rushed back into the bedchamber and grabbed the blood-stained sheet. Once back in the passage, he turned in the direction opposite to the one Thalia had taken and exited into his room.

      Hearing pounding and voices in the corridor, Kendal dropped the sheet on a chair, pulled on a pair of trousers, then stepped through his door. Four men in Somerset livery were standing outside of Thalia’s bedchamber. One of them looked as if he was preparing to break the door down. In his most dukely voice said, “What the devil are you doing?”

      Two of the footmen flushed red, and another slumped back against the wall, but the fourth one said, “We are to bring Lady Thalia to the Duke of Somerset.”

      “You can go to perdition. I don’t care if you came from King George. You will leave now and not return, or I’ll have you all thrown into the dungeons until your master is ready to depart.”

      Hamish the under-butler came around the corner from the main staircase. “Your Grace, may I be of service?”

      “Remove these interlopers.”

      Kendal wanted to laugh when the under-butler snapped his fingers smartly, and at least ten footmen came rushing over. “Remove these men.”

      “Where would you like them put, Your Grace?”

      He felt a particular glee in giving the order, “The dungeons.”

      Hamish bowed. “As you wish, Your Grace.”

      The rest of Thalia’s family piled into the corridor, and Hawksworth raised a brow. “What is going on?”

      “Your father’s servants were attempting to gain access to Lady Thalia’s bedchamber.” Kendal watched a scowl form on her brother’s face. “They are being taken to the dungeons.”

      Hawksworth turned a malevolent look toward Somerset’s footmen. “I cannot think of a better place for them.” Once the servants had been taken away, he glanced at Hamish. “See if you can get their names. When I eventually become Somerset, I will not have them work for me.”

      “I will do my best, my lord.” Hamish turned to Kendal. “Will there be anything else?”

      “Keep a guard on this part of the house.”

      The corner of the under-butler’s mouth tipped up, as if he knew no one would be here any longer, and the guard was a ruse. “It will be done.”

      “Where is Thalia?” Laia asked.

      Of course they would all be concerned. “Safe elsewhere. I suggest we all dress and meet back here. I’ll lead you to the chapel.”

      “There are things we need to give her before you marry,” Euphrosyne said.

      He raked his hand through his hair. “I don’t know what to tell you. I don’t even know where she is.”
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      Thalia found herself in the same bedchamber she and her sisters had discovered yesterday. Now the only question was what was she going to wear to her wedding?

      Mannering joined her. “If you come with me, there is a bathing chamber through that door.”

      The room was tiled and had a fully tiled stove that went from the floor to the ceiling as well as a large bathtub. She had read about this from the accounts of travelers, but she had never thought to see one. “Does that pump bring hot water?”

      “Yes, my lady.”

      In much less time than it would have taken if servants had carried in hot water, she was in the tub soaking.

      About the time the water was cooling, her maid returned. “I went to your old chamber and brought the gown Lady Hawksworth planned for you to wear to your wedding.” A pained expression crossed Mannering’s face. “Your sisters, aunt, and Lady Hawksworth insisted on coming with me.”

      As Thalia got out of the bath and wrapped herself in a flannel robe, she couldn’t help but laugh. “I want a house with secret passages.”

      “I have to say,” her aunt said entering the bathing chamber, “I have been trying to come up with a way to put them I our house.”

      “I have as well,” Laia said.

      “It is amazingly practical,” Euphrosyne said.

      “I think Somerset castle already has them.” Meg’s brows came together. “At least I am sure that’s what your brother said.”

      “I’ve never seen them. But how did you know where I was?”

      “It was easy.” Meg fluttered her fingers as if anything she wished would appear. “I sent one of my maids to keep watch in your old bedchamber until your maid returned. You might like to know that every servant Somerset has sent to pester you has been locked in the dungeon.”

      “That is the best thing that could happen to them.” Thalia had no sympathy for the men who had lost or misplaced their sense of what was right and did her father’s dirty work.

      “I just wish I knew what he is thinking,” her aunt said. “He must have a feeling something is going wrong with his plan.”

      The other murmured their agreement.

      “I believe some sort of sustenance is to be brought to us and tea.” The way Laia said “tea” sounded as if she would perish without it.

      An hour later, Thalia was dressed in the yellow gown she had not worn yesterday, and her maid was putting up her hair.

      Euphrosyne handed Mannering two silver combs with pearls. “Can you find a place for these?” Euphrosyne’s smiling eyes met Thalia’s in the mirror. “They are new.”

      Laia opened up her hand to reveal sapphire hairpins. “And I would like to give you these pins. They are blue.”

      Her aunt moved to stand behind Thalia. “This necklace is very old, but I think it will suit.” Aunt clasped pearls and sapphires around Thalia’s neck.

      Meg lifted Thalia’s arm and slipped on two silver bracelets. “These are borrowed.”

      “My darling girl,” her aunt said. “It is time to go the chapel.”

      They made their way down a different branch in the passageway—how many paths ended in that chamber?—and found themselves in the room that led to the chapel’s office.

      “My ladies and Your Grace.” Mr. Kennedy’s smile included all of them. “I understand some unwelcome events have occurred this morning, but here we are. His Grace of Kendal and the other gentlemen are waiting.”

      Thalia and her sisters and aunt followed the vicar to the nave. Giles came straight to her and took her hands. “Let’s marry.”

      “Yes.” Before her father did anything else.

      Remembering that her mother would be in the balcony, she said her vows in a firm, strong voice. When Giles promised to worship her body, heat rose in her cheeks, and she heard light laughter from the pews. As soon as the rector pronounced them man and wife and they had signed the register, she took his hand. “Come with me.” Thalia lifted the lever in a stone box and they were through the entrance before she heard her father cursing.

      “That was close.” Giles took the lead up the stairs. “I’d forgotten where this went.”

      “I am glad it was the closest one to the nave.”

      They burst into a room, and Giles closed the door from the passageway and barred it, then did the same with the door to the rest of the house.

      She turned her back to him so that he could unlace her gown. “Where are we in the manor?”

      “I’m not exactly sure. I’ve never left this chamber except through the passage to the chapel.”

      Her bodice sagged, and she turned around and started to untie his cravat. “I must say you looked very elegant.”

      He threw the length of linen over his shoulder and pushed down her gown. “And you were exquisite. How do you manage to become more beautiful every day?”

      He kissed her neck, and her stays dropped down. “The same way you become more handsome.”

      Soon all their clothing was somewhere else in the room, and they were in bed. “Well,  wife.” His eyes were silver and full of love. “Shall we make this marriage legal?”

      “Yes.” Thalia drew him down to her and kissed him deeply.

      He kissed and caressed her until she was begging to be taken, and this time she reveled in him entering her. They cried out together when they came. He stayed on top of her as their hearts thrummed, and she wanted to stay like this forever.

      But someone knocked on the door.

      Giles groaned. “When I get you to Kendal, I’m not letting anyone interrupt us.” He rolled off her, and she pulled the covers up. “Who is it?”

      “Tiller, my lord.”

      “My valet,” Giles told Thalia. “What do you want?”

      The man cleared his throat, and she could imagine him turning red. “Your Grace, the Duke of Somerset wishes to see the bloodied sheet.”

      Thalia bit her lip. “The cur! I cannot believe he would demand such a thing. If you had not insisted on keeping the sheet, he’d say we weren’t married.”

      Now all he had to do was find the damn thing. “I think I left it in my bedchamber.” His beloved wife glared at him. He asked Tiller, “Where is the sheet I brought in this morning?”

      For several seconds there was silence. “I sent it to be laundered, Your Grace.”

      Giles lost any patience he possessed and bellowed, “Find the blasted thing now and bring it here, and it had better not have been cleaned!” He lay back against the pillows. “I can’t believe this. Why in the name of heaven would he have done that?”

      “Did you tell him not to? His job includes insuring things are clean.”

      “No. It never occurred to me.” He threw his arm over his eyes. “I’m going to have to run away with you and keep you hidden until you’re obviously with child.”

      Their situation was dire, but Thalia had to smother her laugh. “Perhaps it will not be that bad.”

      Another knock came on the door. “My lady, I mean, Your Grace,” Mannering said. “Do you wish to dress?”

      Thalia glanced at her husband. “I suppose I should, but first, can you please help Tiller find the sheet from my bed last night?”

      “Of course, Your Grace.”

      For the moment, they were alone again, and she felt so sorry for her husband having to deal with her father. “It will be all right. I might be breeding even now.”

      Giles rolled over and held her. “The only thing that’s important is that we are together.”

      “I agree.” Trying to cheer him, she said, “If need be, I know the way from the chapel to the cottage.”

      “You are a remarkable woman, and I could not be happier that you are mine.”

      “I am.” Leaning over, she kissed him. “Forever.”

      Sometime later, his valet and her maid knocked on the door and were given permission to enter.

      “We found the sheet,” Mannering said. “It was not washing day.”

      That was a blessing.

      “We have your clothing,” his valet said. “You are wanted in the Duke of Berwick’s study.”

      They dressed and made their way to Berwick. Kendal was not surprised to find Thalia’s brothers and brothers-in-law there as well as her sisters. What did surprise him was the way in which his wife addressed her father.

      “Somerset, what is the meaning of this?” She stood just out of arm’s reach of her father. “To demand the bedding to prove I am married, that is outside of enough.” She pointed a finger at him. “I trust you have seen it and are satisfied that I am no longer a virgin.” Her brothers and sisters quickly masked their shocked looks. “I am waiting for an answer.”

      The man’s mouth worked as if he was having trouble responding. “I never gave you permission to marry Kendal.”

      Thalia raised one brow and her chin, and Kendal almost started clapping. “Indeed? That was not what I was told. Did you not sign the settlement agreements?”

      The old man started to grab them off the desk, but Berwick beat him to it. “He did.” Holding the documents out, he read, His Grace the Duke of Somerset agrees with His Grace the Duke of Kendal that a marriage shall take place between Lady Thalia Somerset and the Duke of Kendal . . .”

      Somerset lunged at Berwick and Kendal caught the man. “Don’t do it. You signed the contract. Whether you meant to or not is not at issue. She is now my wife. You will look like a fool if you attempt to repudiate our marriage.”

      Shaking with rage, Somerset pointed at Hawksworth. “You knew about this.”

      “Of course I did.” His son’s face was as cold as the father’s usually was. “But you signed the contract. You couldn’t wait to sign it even when Berwick suggested you wait until morning. I am a witness.”

      “How?” Somerset demanded. “You weren’t even in the room.”

      “Not in the room, but we saw everything from where we were.” Kendal released the old duke, and Thalia placed her hand on his arm. “I witnessed it as well. You did not even care that the other signature wasn’t on the contract. I signed it immediately after you left. Thalia is my wife, and I will not allow you or your tools to interfere with her or me in any way.” Her father’s cold blue eyes glared at Kendal, and he glared back. “I suggest you depart. Immediately. The rest of us have a wedding breakfast to attend.”

      “Father”—she said as they turned to leave the study—“I wish you well.”

      “Where is my wife?” Somerset raged. “Did she know about this?”

      “No.” Laia stepped forward. “Mary has not been well, and my mother has been helping to nurse her. She knew nothing. She will no doubt be as shocked as you are.”

      He stalked out of the room followed by two of Berwick’s footmen, and everyone breathed a sigh of relief.

      “It’s done.” Kendal said. “I see now why you take such precautions to protect the duchess.”

      “If he knew what she was doing,” Meg said, “he’d refuse to allow her to see the younger children and send her to some remote estate.”

      “Come.” Guy took his wife’s arm. “We have reason to celebrate. Do we not?”

      “Yes.” Giles glanced at Thalia. “I certainly do.”

      Her eyes shone with love. “I do as well.”

      “I have a question,” Guy said as he escorted Laia away. “Do you really still have dungeons?”

      “We do indeed,” Berwick said. “One never knows when there will be another uprising.”

      “I think Sittle should be prosecuted.” Thalia had a militant look in her eyes, and Kendal was not going to argue with her. She was turning into a formidable lady.

      “I agree,” Euphrosyne said. “He was the one who tried to stop my marriage.”

      Markville scowled. “Perhaps we should put him on a ship to the Antipodes.”

      Somerset departed within the hour with a reduced number of servants. The next day, Kendal arranged for Sittle to indeed be shipped to the Antipodes.

      Five days later, Kendal handed his duchess out of the coach and introduced her to their staff. He’d never been so happy in his life.

      

      
        
        One month later.

      

      

      Thalia strolled through the gallery, looking at family paintings, and came across one of Kendal with his dead wife and daughter. “Is that Lillian?”

      “Yes.” His arm was already around her, but he needed her closer. “We can put it in the attic if you wish.”

      “No, why would I want you to do that? You had a beautiful daughter, and you loved her. That is how it should be.” Thalia turned and kissed him. “We will never forget her.” She placed her hand on her stomach. “And we will not let our children forget her either.”

      His throat closed, and his heart couldn’t be fuller. “You’re going to have a baby?”

      “No.” She smiled in her gentle way, but her tone was firm. “We are going to have a baby.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author Notes

          

        

      

    

    
      The fabric tulle is actually from the French town of Tulle and debuted in 1818.

      The year 1819 was, in general, a cold year in England. A severe frost struck as far south as the Forest of Dean and into southern Scotland. This caused crops to fail and added to the hunger and misery started by the extreme cold in 1816 from which England had not recovered. The Corn Laws made the situation much worse as imported grain was out of the reach of most of the population. In August of 1819, there was a large protest against the government’s policies was in the process of taking place when the local militia charged resulting in the Peterloo Massacre.

      There was actually a Duke of Berwick-upon-Tweed. He was the illegitimate son of James II. Although, the English title is extinct, the title of Berwick is carried on in a Spanish line.

      Dukely really is a word. It dates to the early 19th century.

      We don’t think much of dowries now, but they were very important, many helped to support a lady’s younger sons, some became part of her widow’s portion, and they could also be put in trust for the lady’s use. They also gave a lady a sense of worth.

      If you are interested in Hawksworth’s obsession with food, or any of the other references in the book regarding other family members, please read the other Trevor books and Miss Featherton’s Christmas Prince, part of my Marriage Game series.

      And finally, those of you who read my books with notice that Your Grace, for example, capitalized where it should not be. That was the majority decision of the group.

      

      If you haven’t already, please join me on Facebook at www.facebook.com/EllaQuinnAuthor and join my mailing list either through the Facebook Link or at www.ellaquinnauthor.com. You can also follow me on BookBub at https://www.bookbub.com/authors/ella-quinn. I look forward to meeting you!
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        Lady Taylor Fleming is an heiress with a suitor on her tail. Her step-by-step plan to ditch him is simple. But there is nothing simple about Franz Aurech, Duke of Bamberg. When Taylor tries to escape to sanctuary in the Highlands, her plans become complicated when the duke arrives at her door and her loyal allies desert her. But even with the best laid plans, things can go awry…
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        How to Ditch A Duke

        – Step 1 –

        Neglect Your Appearance in Important Situations

      

      

      
        
        April, 1820

        Angus, The Scottish Highlands

      

      

      Lady Taylor Fleming stood with her maid a few yards off from the stranded coach-and-four. The hard downpours had eased to a miserable, drenching rain, and water had long ago soaked through her boots. She was chilled to the bone. From the sound of the teeth chattering next to her, Taylor knew her maid wasn’t faring any better. She took the satchel, allowing the older woman to warm her hands.

      A thick grey cloud had been chasing them since she and her family left the Lowlands. The accident could not have happened at a worse place, for the chance of help arriving anytime soon was unlikely. She’d traveled this road a hundred times, and she knew there wasn’t a crofter or a village for miles. They were stuck.

      They’d needed to leave Edinburgh. Sporadic outbreaks of violence had followed the social protest assemblies earlier in the week, and the clashes had spooked her father. The weavers’ guilds and other reform groups had been shutting down business in cities from Manchester to Glasgow to Edinburgh to Aberdeen, and the authorities were retaliating everywhere with military force to suppress the voices of protesters. When a pitched battle had spread to a hospital surgery near the university, killing a doctor, it had been the last straw.

      Their escape had hardly been an easy one, but the sodden road going west toward the family hunting lodge had been a nightmare ever since they left the coach road at Montrose. Then, nearly an hour ago, a rear wheel slid into the ditch. They’d been fortunate the carriage didn’t turn over, but the wretched thing was sunk in the mud up to the axle.

      So now, they were marooned on an isolated road in the Highlands.

      “Lift the blasted thing. Put your backs into it.”

      The querulous voice was getting on everyone’s nerves. The men were trying. Taylor looked from the driver, urging the tired horses, to the two grooms and the pair of valets struggling to keep their footing in the cold muck. Her father and brother stood beneath the solitary oak tree beside the road. The Earl of Lindsay and Viscount Clay. Both men were completely ignorant of how much horse and manpower it took to move the heavy weight of a carriage from a predicament such as this. But that didn’t stop the incessant directions.

      “Lighten the load, you fools!”

      The trunks and other luggage were sitting in a pile, having been unloaded immediately after the accident. Taylor seethed as her father continued to berate the men.

      “Lay a whip to those horses. This is no Sunday ride in the park. Show them who is master.”

      Her skin burned with irritation. Incessant harassment was the earl’s standard response whenever things didn’t go as he wished. As the only daughter, Taylor had been on the receiving end of his carping for as long as she could remember. Since her mother’s death seven years ago, however, she’d learned that the secret to dealing with him was to keep her distance when she could manage it and pay no heed to him when she couldn’t. Of course, her aptitude when it came to investing and managing their money played in her favor too. So long as she took care of her father’s and brother’s expenses and didn’t bother them about their exorbitant spending, a fragile peace was maintained.

      “Blast you all! We don’t want to be out here all day.”

      The men’s faces were streaked and spattered with mud, and their clothes were soaked and filthy. They continued to push as the driver pressed his tired team. The horses snorted and pulled, and the carriage groaned and rocked dangerously, but a moment later the contraption settled back where it was. They were getting nowhere.

      They needed help.

      Just then, one of valets, a slight, middle-aged man, slipped and went down, sliding into the roadside ditch.

      “Get up, man. Come out of there this instant, or you’ll feel my cane.”

      That was all she could take. Taylor peeled off her gloves and handed them, along with the satchel, to her maid. As she stalked toward the tree, the muck sucked at her shoes and her cloak dragged behind her, but she didn’t care.

      “Help them, Clay,” Taylor ordered when she reached them. “We’ll never get out of here without extra help for the men.”

      Her brother, standing beside the earl, gazed into the distance, pretending not to hear her.

      “Push harder. Lift!” The earl shouted a string of curses when the valet was too slow in regaining his place.

      “The horses and the men are tired,” Taylor said to her brother. The rain continued to beat down on her, but neither man shifted an inch to make room for her under the tree’s branches. “They’re no closer to moving the carriage than they were an hour ago.”

      She wanted to shake Clay. He continued to disregard her, brushing water droplets from his cloak.

      “Don’t ignore me,” Taylor persisted. “You need to go out there and help them.”

      “You must be daft.” He glared at her. “Help them how?”

      “Lend a hand. Help push the carriage onto the roadway.”

      “No bloody chance of that. I’m wet enough as it is.”

      She hated to admit it, but her brother was becoming more and more like their father every day. “We’re all wet. They need more muscle.”

      “Have you forgotten my shoulder? The deuced thing will never heal if I don’t give it a rest.”

      “You tripped climbing two steps six weeks ago, and it hasn’t stopped you from fencing at the club or rolling dice with your friends.”

      “You’re a cold fish. You have no sympathy. No heart. You couldn’t care less about the pain I’ve endured.”

      Taylor definitely had no patience for the drama that came part and parcel with every interaction with her brother. Four years older than Clay, she wasn’t his mother. She wasn’t his keeper. And she was tired of the jealousy that lay just beneath the skin of every comment he directed toward her. During arguments, he made no attempt to veil his hostility and resentment. She knew the source of his antipathy. Over five years ago, her mother’s brother had left a fortune to Taylor. Not to his nephew, not to his brother-in-law, but to his niece. And any moment now, she knew Clay would bring up the topic.

      “I wouldn’t even be here if you weren’t such a tight-fisted harridan. If you’d paid my way to Bath—”

      “Save your complaining for another day. They need you now.” Taylor pointed at the men struggling in the storm. “Go.”

      “I think not!” Clay shot back hotly, turning to the earl. “Father, speak to her. If you don’t curb her, she’ll have us driving the carriage ourselves.”

      Lord Lindsay looked down his nose at her, at his son, and back again at Taylor.

      “Look at you. You’re as tall as your brother. Wider in the shoulders. And you’re surely twice his weight. Too bad you’re not a man, because you’re hardly a woman.”

      Her throat closed. Her eyes burned. Her skin flushed in anger. His barbs were nothing new. She’d been the target of his demeaning comments about her size and shape for all her adult life. During the years when she was paraded out in front of society’s eligible bachelors—only to be treated as if she were invisible to them—he’d have the same sharp jabs. She could ignore the scoffing efforts at wit from strangers, but not from her own kin. She could pretend her father’s gibes didn’t sting, but the hurt never went away.

      Throwing the hood back and shedding her cloak, Taylor shoved it into Clay’s stomach and turned on her heel, moving down toward the carriage.

      “What are you doing?” The earl’s shout followed her. “Come back here this instant.”

      Tears escaped but immediately washed away, mingling with the droplets of the rain. She wouldn’t allow them to see her cry. She wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of knowing they could still hurt her. Her anger regarding their carelessness and lack of responsibility, they were accustomed to. Her temper, when unleashed, was the only thing they feared and respected. And in moments like this, she valued it, as it provided her with a shield.

      One foot sank into the mud, followed by the other, as she trudged toward the carriage. With each step, she tried to silence the haranguing voices behind her and instead focus on the men who’d paused for breath. They were all staring as she approached.

      “Shall we?” she asked, rolling up her sleeves to the elbows.

      “M’lady, you shouldn’t.” The driver glanced uncertainly at his master and back at her.

      She shook her head at his soft-spoken words. “I believe I should. Let’s do this now. Let’s show them how it’s done.”

      Ignoring the murmurs of protest coming from the others, she put her shoulder against the rear of the vehicle. She braced her feet, and after a moment’s hesitation, the men returned to their places.

      On three, the driver shouted his commands to the horses and they all pushed. But the carriage remained anchored in place.

      Rain pelted down on them. At least, her father was silenced for the moment. Again, they threw their weight into the effort, and the neighing of the horses was accompanied by the grunts and muttered profanities of the men.

      Her feet sank in the mud up to her ankles. The exertion wore on her. She wasn’t used to strenuous physical labor, but she persevered. Still, there was no movement. Her breath caught in her chest with the next push, and she tasted the saltiness of tears on her lips.

      She knew nothing about pushing carriages out of a ditch. She’d hoped to stir some shred of guilt in her brother. One person in this family needed to demonstrate some semblance of moral fiber. One person needed to show some appreciation for the efforts of others. She was also down here slogging in the muck to send a message to her father that he couldn’t hurt her. His insults meant nothing. She was a woman. A strong, financially independent woman.

      Taylor closed her eyes and focused on the task as they started again, but she was suddenly aware of the presence of a man behind her.

      “If you please, step aside and allow me to help.”

      She didn’t know who he was and where he came from, but she wasn’t about to give up her place.

      “My lady, I can be far more effective if you give me room.” The voice carried the hint of an accent.

      A stranger had stopped to rescue them while her family stood watching. She edged over a little, not about to leave her position at the back of the carriage. “We appreciate your help, sir.”

      “If you were to rejoin your party beneath the tree—”

      “I’m staying here, helping these men,” she said tensely.

      The newcomer acquiesced and shouldered in beside her. They all pushed together, and the carriage inched forward. He had shed his coat, and his satin waistcoat was already dark with rain. The soaked sleeves of his shirt were plastered over muscled arms. His hands, latched securely onto the spoke of a wheel, were large.

      “Let go.” He still hadn’t looked at her, and it was the tone of a man accustomed to being obeyed, but she continued to hold on.

      “I can’t. I won’t.”

      They all heaved again. She realized she was little more than an ornament in the process. Taylor felt the raw power exuding from the man. The earthy, masculine scent of leather and fresh air filled her head. His face was turned away, and she stared at his wide shoulders.

      The next concerted effort caused the carriage to shift with a jerk as the wheel popped up onto the surface of the road. But as it did, Taylor fell and slid down the bank of the ditch into the muck and the runoff from the rain. The vehicle continued to move, and a cheer went up from the men.

      Taylor pushed herself onto all fours. Her hands were deep in the mud, her knees sunk in it, and filthy brown water dripped from her chin.

      Shame and embarrassment washed through her, more painful than any physical distress. Here she was, an earl’s daughter. One of the richest women in Scotland. While her mother was alive, Taylor had been doted on, loved, cherished. But those days were gone. Today was proof of it. Here, in the presence of a stranger on a storm-soaked Highland road, she was on her hands and knees, chilled and wet and bedraggled—an object of derision in the eyes of everyone. And to what end? Simply to prove a point to her selfish family about character.

      Tall boots, caked in mud, and muscular legs encased in buckskin came into her view. The man crouched and held out his hand. The palm was callused. Another cold wave of humiliation washed through her.

      “Allow me.”

      “Thank you. I can do this by myself.”

      “I know you can. But please allow me to help. You’d do the same for me.”

      Somehow, she couldn’t picture him groveling on all fours in the muck.

      He produced a handkerchief from his waistcoat.

      She shook her head. “It would be ruined.”

      “It’s only a bit of cloth, made for this purpose.”

      She reluctantly accepted it and wiped her eyes. A dark blot of mud covered the fine fabric.

      “I’m sorry; it’s stained already.” Embarrassment thickened her voice.

      “That was clearly its destiny, fulfilled in the hand of the worthiest of women.”

      His kindness tugged at her heart. Hearing his subtle accent and gentle words, she envisaged him as a prince on a fine horse in some far-off land, rescuing damsels in distress like herself. Beginning to think she might simply be imagining this man, Taylor tried to claw her way up the low bank, only to slip back down.

      “Please, will you deny this fellow traveler the same happy fate as his handkerchief?”

      “I’m covered with mud.”

      “What’s a smudge here or a smudge there?”

      Taylor shook her head, unable to stop a smile from forming on her lips. He was definitely trying to make light of the situation. Still, she wasn’t ready to face him—face anyone.

      “If you had not taken the plunge, then the task would have fallen to me. In every rescue, one person must be sacrificed. And you bravely took on that role yourself. Allow me to show my gratitude.”

      He wasn’t giving up. With a resigned sigh, she took his hand, and he began to pull her up.

      “I think I can manage from…” Her words were lost as her feet flew out from beneath her and she collapsed against him.

      “I’m certain you can.”

      One cheek lay on his chest. Dirt smeared his waistcoat. She took the time to inhale his enthralling scent and appreciated the powerful muscles supporting her before slowly trying to push herself away. “That was unexpected.”

      “I must confess, such unexpected outcomes are far more enjoyable than the….”

      He slipped, and suddenly she was holding him up. His face was pressed against her breasts. His arms wrapped around her hips. She tried to help him to straighten up, but instead, he held on tighter. The ridiculousness of the moment was colossal. She wanted to laugh. And from the little that Taylor could see of his face, he was amused too.

      When he got his feet under him, she let go at the same time that he did.

      “I think I’ll be fine now,” she murmured. “If you’d be so kind as to…”

      Suddenly, she was on her way down again, one leg heading for Aberdeen and the other toward Edinburgh. Somehow, she’d turned in his arms, and he was holding her up, his hands just beneath her breasts, squeezing her against him.

      “My apologies.”

      “Perfectly fine,” she managed to chirp. “Your intention was quite chivalrous.”

      For the first time in her life, a man was touching her breasts, her bottom, every inch of her—front and back—but none of it was in the cause of romance.

      She finally stood, and he released her. Taylor turned. Both of them now having regained their footing, she hazarded a glance. His shirt and waistcoat and trousers were as filthy as hers.

      “I’m so sorry,” she murmured. “That was my fault.”

      “Hardly. The pleasure was entirely mine, liebling.”

      She heard the huskiness in his voice, but hers didn’t sound any better. She felt warm and tingly and excited, regardless of the ludicrous circumstances.

      “You’re shivering. May I assist you into the carriage?”

      Taylor was shivering. Too soon, reality had returned. She still hadn’t really looked him in the face, and she was embarrassed to do so now. But it couldn’t be avoided. And when she did, she wished the ground would open and swallow her entirely.

      The stranger was beautiful, the embodiment of every woman’s dreams. Water glistened on the sharp planes of high cheekbones and a strong jaw. His lips were full, and his tanned and weathered skin indicated that he was a man who spent a great deal of time outdoors. His eyes had the grey-green hue that the sea took on in a storm. And they were focused on her.

      Her skin warmed. A delicious knot formed in her belly. Taylor’s breath caught in her chest. She averted her gaze, staring at his lips. That was no help. Her heart drummed so loud against the walls of her chest that he had to hear it.

      “You’ll catch a fever standing here in the cold. Please allow me to escort you to your carriage.”

      She already had a fever, and it had nothing to do with the cold and the weather. “I’ll be fine. Thank you, but I can manage.”

      She took an involuntary step back and nearly tumbled once again into the ditch.

      He reached out and steadied her. His fingers lingered before letting go, and he offered his arm. “Wherever you wish to go, please allow me.”

      “Thank you. You’re very kind.” She practically sighed the words. The truth was, she could have stood there looking into those eyes all day. “But I should be able to manage…now.”

      Taylor carefully stepped across the soft ground and moved away from him. Her boots were heavy. Her dress sagged on her body. Her wet, filthy hair stuck to her face. She put one foot resolutely in front of the other, looking straight ahead as she passed the carriage. The grooms were already handing up the trunks to get underway.

      Her father was calling from the direction of the tree. She passed a magnificent black stallion pawing the earth. A cloak and hat had been tossed onto the saddle. She didn’t slow down. She had to keep going. She had to disappear. She shut her ears to everything and forged onward.

      Memories riffled through her mind like pages of a book open in the wind. Ballrooms. Standing on the edge of dance floors, hoping for a look, a glance, a flirtatious gesture. Like any other young woman, she’d wanted to be noticed. That wish had never been granted. Empty dance cards.  No one even addressed her, let alone held her or called her liebling.

      Her father had always been quick to identify everything that was wrong with her. Happy to enumerate why no suitors sent up their cards. Too tall. Too fat. Too pale. Too smart. Too outspoken. So, after two long, disastrous Seasons, she closed her heart. She needed no romance. It was too painful.

      Taylor slipped as the road rose again, but she stayed upright. The rain-drenched Highland countryside blurred around her, but she continued on.

      Fortunately, after two years with not even the hint of a suitor, she became an heiress. As a rich and independent woman, she was secure for the rest of her life.

      With the money came attention. Her modest dowry had become a fortune, but she had no interest in a husband. She busied herself in the financial affairs of her family, visited her trusted friends, and ignored the social invitations that arrived every day.

      At twenty-seven years old, Taylor thought she was immune to men.

      Until this man. His chivalry. His strength. His kindness. His eyes. That liebling. And those absurd moments of clutching and falling and supporting each other in the mud.

      Don’t be a fool, she told herself, picking up the hem of her dress and increasing the length of her stride.

      “My lady. My lady, please stop.”

      Her maid’s distressed call cut into her thoughts. Taylor waited until she caught up with her.

      “You’re going to catch your death.”

      Taylor took her cloak from the older woman, who proceeded to fuss over her in an attempt to make her presentable. Taylor knew it was a lost cause.

      “They’re coming, my lady.”

      Taylor glanced back down the hill and was surprised at how far she’d walked. She caught a glimpse of a cloaked man astride his black steed, riding away. As he disappeared around a bend in the distance, she felt oddly disconcerted, as if a beacon on the shore had suddenly vanished. He was here, and then he was gone.

      The handkerchief was still miraculously clutched in her fist. She tucked it into her sleeve.

      “His lordship said to wait. They’ll pick us up here.”

      Taylor watched the men finish strapping down the luggage. Her father and Clay had to be inside already. She felt drained, exhausted. She was not looking forward to climbing into that carriage. She had no stomach for any more arguments. Whatever had been said, whatever she’d done, it all meant nothing. This was simply another day in the wearying life she led with those men. What she really wanted to think about now was a pair of grey-green eyes.

      A few minutes later, the driver stopped the carriage, and Taylor and her maid climbed in. With the exception of her father looking disdainfully down his nose and Clay shifting his position so that his knees wouldn’t brush against hers, nothing else was said. Taylor looked out the window, wishing for one more glimpse of their rescuer, but he was long gone.

      “Looking for the duke?” Clay asked.

      Duke? Taylor tried to think of the dukes she’d met in her life. Not one had been like him. And he’d come to their aid. She didn’t know if she wanted to laugh or cry. A duke had helped them while an earl and a viscount stood by and did nothing. If she lived to be a hundred, she would never forget the feel of his powerful arms around her.

      “The man was a duke?” she asked finally.

      “Franz Aurech, Duke of Bamberg.” Her father was thumbing a card.

      “Bamberg,” her brother clarified. “In Bavaria.”

      The accent. Liebling. It all made sense. “He left his card? Are you going to see him again?”

      “Indeed,” Lord Lindsay replied curtly, tucking the card into his waistcoat pocket. “He mentioned that he traveled here from the continent to find a suitable wife. I offered you to him. And as strange as it seems, he might be interested.”
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      No warning. No knock. The door into Taylor’s rooms flew open, and in marched Lady Millie Pennington McKendry, preceded by her exceptionally large, round belly. True, she was nine months pregnant, but Taylor had never been in the company of an expectant woman so close to giving birth.

      And her dearest friend was not happy.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Millie shut the door and leaned her back against it. “You didn’t come here to keep my company until this bairn is born. You came north to run away.”

      The stung look in her eyes caused Taylor to shrivel a little with guilt. It was true that she’d traveled to this hospital tucked away in the Highlands in order to escape. It seemed the perfect place. A private asylum where Millie’s husband treated patients suffering from head injuries and mental disorders. She’d said nothing because she wanted to spare her friend some of the chaos that her life had become. Her silence had clearly been for nothing, however. Somehow, Millie knew.

      “You’ve said not one word about it. A whole month and not one syllable about a suitor.” Millie pressed a hand to her lower back as she waddled away from the door. “And not simply a suitor. A man who’s made his intentions known to you.”

      “I did come here to be with you…for the most part.” Taylor moved a chair and helped her friend sit down. “But if I wasn’t bubbling over with news, it’s because there’s nothing to bubble about. And besides, I didn’t see any point in mentioning my problem because I’m hoping it will disappear on its own while I’m…well, away.”

      “What problem?” Millie breathed deeply and pressed the side of her belly.

      “The problem with my father and this proposal. Yes, I have a suitor, but I want him to disappear.”

      “Taylor, a real suitor doesn’t simply disappear.”

      Lord knows, Taylor was aware of that.

      “And people are saying you’re engaged.”

      “Falsehoods, I swear it. A real engagement involves a proposal of marriage and an acceptance. It is a verbal agreement between a man and a woman. Not a father pressuring someone to take his unsightly harpy of a daughter off his hands.”

      “You are neither of those things. You make me so angry when you talk about yourself like that.”

      “Be angry all you want, but I need you to support me in this.”

      Millie sat quietly for a moment. “I know almost nothing of the details, but from what I understand, the man is a duke. How can the earl influence someone of that rank?”

      “The man stepped into a trap.” Taylor wrapped her arms around her waist, recalling the most embarrassing moment of her life. “The duke came upon us after a carriage accident and, out of sheer kindness, stopped to help. Naturally, my father thought it was the perfect time to throw me at him. I believe he tried to sweeten the deal with pair of goats.”

      Millie smiled. “You’re being ridiculous.”

      “I wish I were. I’m all too familiar with his methods. Influence, plead, beg, promise, lie, embellish. Stay after him like a hound on the scent of a fox. Whatever he had to do, he did over the weeks that followed…and somehow managed to succeed.”

      It was only when they’d returned to Edinburgh that she’d been able to find out more information about the duke.

      “Franz Aurech, the Duke of Bamberg, is financially strapped. His estates are on the verge of collapse.”

      “I see.” Millie paused, her brow drawing together. “And he’s looking for a rich wife?”

      “An heiress,” Taylor answered. “His Grace is looking for a woman with substantial wealth. And from what I gather, the moment he arrived and his intentions were known, he had invitations to every salon and assembly from London to Bath to Edinburgh. The social circles are still abuzz with a list of prospects.”

      “But I doubt there’s any woman richer than you.”

      Taylor cringed to think what exactly her father had revealed to this total stranger.

      “Why would the earl want this?” Millie asked. “You and I both know that without you handling the business of the family estates, Lord Lindsay and your brother would be…well, ruined.”

      It was true. They’d be lost. While Taylor was growing up, her mother had controlled the finances of the family. And when she’d grown ill, Taylor had taken over her role. She had an aptitude for it. She enjoyed the manipulation of funds and stocks, as well as the budgeting of estate revenues. Her father, who had absolutely no interest in such responsibilities, had been off somewhere serving in some ceremonial capacity during the war when her mother passed away. Since then, under Taylor’s management, the family’s fortunes had grown, and Millie was correct that the two men would squander their fortunes in no time without her.

      “I imagine he expects that I’ll somehow continue to do from a distance the same thing I’ve been doing. But more important, having a duke in the family tree is a prize beyond his wildest dreams. Never mind that it settles the question of his daughter’s future,” she explained. “I believe in his own twisted way, he worries about me. My fortune is independent of his. He’s said outright that it’s only matter of time before some no-good, penniless swindler will seduce me and steal all my money.”

      “He doesn’t know you very well, does he?”

      Wealth brought attention. But Taylor was invulnerable to the flirtations of fine-looking men. At least, she thought she was, until she met Bamberg. That chest. That accent. “You’re correct. He doesn’t.”

      “What else do you know about the duke? Other than his name and that he’s looking for a rich wife?”

      “To be honest, he’s quite accomplished. He’s an explorer. A world traveler. I’ve been trying to learn what I could, aside from the gossip, and there’s actually quite a bit of information out there. Lord Bamberg is highly celebrated in academic circles. After the war, he partnered with Prince Maximilian of Wied-Neuwied in an expedition into the jungles of Brazil. He’s even published journals on the ethnography of people living in the Amazon.”

      “I’m surprised. I was half expecting you to tell me he was a ne’er-do-well, living a dissipated existence in gaming hells all over Europe.”

      “Nay, that would be my brother, as you know.” She took a deep breath, trying to stay calm. She couldn’t allow her memory of her first meeting with the duke to influence her judgment. “Bamberg is well-respected as an explorer and a scholar. But his accomplishments have come at a price. I imagine his absence and neglect might be the cause of the dire situation of his estates in Bavaria.”

      Millie frowned. “And that, of course, would all be remedied as soon as he finds a rich wife.”

      “Apparently.”

      Her friend asked for a glass of water, and Taylor brought it for her.

      She still didn’t know how it was that Millie had found out about Bamberg. Her friend was not a person with any interest in or access to society natter. She doubted that any of the city gossip rags were delivered to the Abbey.

      “Tell me, what is he like as a person?” Millie asked, handing back the empty glass.

      “I don’t really know.”

      Millie’s eyes rounded, and a smile tugged at a corner of her lips. “You mean, you haven’t spent any time in his company?”

      Taylor was suddenly interested in the pattern of the rug at her feet.

      “I would have thought this strong opinion of yours, this outright rejection of the man, would be based on personal observation, along with what you’ve learned. Are you telling me it’s not?”

      Taylor slipped a hand into the pocket of her dress, touching his handkerchief. Foolishly, she considered it a gift. A keepsake of the man that she dreamed of at night and ran away from by day.

      “We exchanged a few polite words the day of the carriage accident.”

      They’d exchanged more than a few words. He was gallant, charming, handsome. He was every woman’s dream and Taylor’s ultimate fantasy. Her father’s assertion that the duke was going to call made her the happiest of women. It was only later, when she found out that he was impoverished, that Taylor realized her mistake and started running.

      “Since our first meeting,” she continued, “I’ve evaded the meetings my family has engineered. When he was invited to dinner in Edinburgh, I dashed off to the Borders. When a messenger from my father arrived to tell me they were coming and to remain where I was, I bribed the man and fled to Fife to visit your sister Phoebe. And there were other occasions that I narrowly escaped. Still, the earl has managed to keep the duke on the hook. Last word was that he hasn’t given up on me.”

      Millie rested her palms on her round belly and gazed critically at Taylor.

      “So, you’ve avoided him. You don’t know him, but you’re dead set against him. Do you truly believe this man has nothing to offer? There’s nothing about him that interests you?”

      Millie the peacemaker. Millie the organizer. Millie, who was known for her wisdom and ability to set any wrong to right and formulate remarkable suggestions, was frowning at her.

      “It’s not that Bamberg has nothing to his credit.” Taylor considered how to answer. How could she convey, without sounding like an idiot, that the mere thought of the man was enough to make her insides flutter like a country lass at her first ceilidh? That this was a nobleman with unexpected compassion. A man who was not afraid to get down in the mud to help others. A man with the face and body of a god. Even now, she still felt herself growing warm deep in her belly at the recollection of their bodies pressed against each other as he helped her after the fall. “He certainly has qualities that would make him attractive to some.”

      “Such as?”

      This was also the Millie she knew. Line up the positive virtues. Then line up the negative traits. Then decide.

      “In terms of his looks, he is striking, I’d say. Impressively tall. His voice…well, I never knew how charming an accent could sound. And we must credit him for his integrity. He’s announced publicly his financial hardship. No woman who marries Bamberg can accuse him of having an ulterior motive for the marriage. His Grace is not searching for love. He’s looking for an economic arrangement.”

      Perhaps if they’d met somewhere else, without her family present. Maybe if he’d come to her rescue when she’d been traveling alone. Or if there were no coercion by her father involved. And he had no knowledge of her wealth. Maybe then, Taylor would have been receptive to…no, excited about his pursuit. She shook her head and turned her attention back to her friend.

      “A union with him does seem to offer something,” Millie said quietly. “Even if it’s not a love match.”

      “Your union has far more. Your marriage has it all.”

      “Mine has.” She smiled, patting her belly absently.

      Since marrying, Millie and Dermot had settled here in the Highlands. And Taylor knew how important this baby was to her friend. She’d survived the trauma of surgery and recovered as quickly as one could expect after having a breast removed because of cancer. This child would be proof that she could live a normal life. No one wanted that for her more than Taylor.

      “The prickly relationship you have with your family should be considered, don’t you think? They constantly chastise you for everything, regardless of all you do for them. That hasn’t changed, has it?”

      Millie had witnessed some of that treatment over the years, in London and in Edinburgh and at their estate in Fife. Millie’s family presented a far different picture. Taylor never knew such affection and respect could exist between siblings…and now between their respective families. And she knew the Pennington family values could all be traced directly to Lord and Lady Aytoun.

      “My father and brother will never change. How is that relevant?”

      “I can’t help but think that snaring this duke might be the relief you need from your family. Imagine if you never had to live with them again. Unless there are real points against the duke. Are there?”

      Not to have to hear her family’s daily complaining or be mortified by their self-interest was a dream, but there was a reality about the situation that Taylor had to face.

      “Bamberg is a world traveler. An adventurer. I have no interest in marrying, only to be stuck in some cold, empty castle in Bavaria—knowing no one and having nothing to do—while he traipses about the world.”

      That was important, she told herself. A point her friend could understand. Millie and Dermot were here together, building a future. One was not off in the wilds while the other sat at home doing nothing.

      She strode to the window and gazed out at the golden fields spreading east. Beyond the stables, a series of fish ponds descended in the direction of the River Don, and cottages and farm buildings snuggled between heather-covered knolls. She loved it here. What would life be like in the forests of Bavaria?

      Also, there was Taylor’s own insecurity about how she compared with all the women who must constantly be throwing themselves at someone with his looks, his title. She would never stand for infidelity. She didn’t want the pain that was unavoidable with such a husband. She wouldn’t be made to play the fool. No, even when she’d been young and gullible enough to hope for marriage, she’d wanted it to be for love. Not for some tawdry financial arrangement. Not for some empty title. What could Bamberg possibly offer her in return for her hand in a marriage of convenience such as this?

      She looked over her shoulder at Millie. “I can’t do it. I can’t marry him.”

      Her friend sat in silence for a moment. “Then say no to him, Taylor. But speak to your father first. He’s the one that started all this.”

      “But that’s the problem! I can’t openly defy him. I can’t tell the duke no when my father is hounding me to say yes. He’ll make my life miserable. He’ll remind me at every opportunity how I ruined a connection for him.” She wrung her hands. “The answer lies in Bamberg backing away and withdrawing his offer. I still believe if I continue to hold him off, refuse to see him, he’ll grow tired of the chase. He’ll find another heiress. Please allow me to stay here.”

      A pained look creased Millie’s face, and Taylor rushed to her, wondering if the moment had come. “Shall I run for your husband? Is it time?”

      Her friend shook her head. “He…he’s coming.”

      “Who is coming?”

      “The Duke of Bamberg.” She took Taylor’s hand, stopping her from running to the door. “Dermot received a letter from His Grace this morning. He mentioned you by name. His message said he would need to impose on our hospitality for a short visit.”

      Her father knew that she was coming to the Abbey, but Taylor never imagined he would be so indiscreet as to send the duke this way.

      “When will he be here?”

      Millie shrugged and shook her head. “A few weeks? A few days? Today? I honestly don’t know.”
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        How to Ditch A Duke

        – Step 3 –

        Employ Trusted Friends as Allies

      

      

      

      The Duke of Bamberg stood with his back to Dermot McKendry and scanned the grounds below. A dozen men, whom he assumed were patients of the hospital, were visible in the garden walkways, accompanied by attendants. Some were walking without assistance, but some were in chairs equipped with wheels. The object of his search, Lady Taylor, was nowhere to be seen.

      “McKendry, we have been friends since our days at the university,” he said, turning to the doctor. “You know everything there is to know about me. About my family. About my life.”

      “Perhaps a wee bit too much, Your Grace.”

      “That’s very funny. But if you ‘Your Grace’ me one more time, I shall be compelled to toss you from this window.”

      “Odd you should say that, Bamberg.” Dermot laughed. “Because I hear the exact same threat from my partner, Captain Melfort, quite often. I’ve actually been considering moving my office to the ground floor.”

      “Don’t try to change the subject.” He glared at his friend, sitting in the only chair not piled high with books and papers. It didn’t matter. Until he was able to see the lady and resolve the issue between them, his restlessness wouldn’t allow him to sit. “The fact is, you know me. You could have offered some testament of my good character.”

      “Believe me, I would have wracked my brain to come up with something positive to say about you if I’d known that’s what you wanted.”

      “If you’d known? We corresponded about this five or six months ago.”

      “Did we?”

      “Ja. If you recall, I expressed my deep joy regarding your news. You told me you were married and your wife was expecting.”

      “I remember now. Your exact response was, Good for you. I too need to be married. It’s time. Your joy positively leapt from the page.”

      Bamberg didn’t recall wording it precisely that way, but it did sound like him. “And I sent another letter of congratulations, along with a case of the finest Sylvaner wine Bavaria has to offer.”

      “Well, of course, I remember that.”

      “And in that letter, I told you I was attending a number of functions in London and Edinburgh. That I planned to choose a wife.”

      “Planned. You mentioned no name, my friend. And at that time, no one had drawn your interest,” Dermot reminded him. “I invited you to come and visit us in the Highlands.”

      When Bamberg left Bavaria, he’d imagined a month or two of attending rather dull social events, meeting eager and delicate heiresses, and having occasionally uncomfortable conversations. He knew he wasn’t approaching the process with the right attitude, but he’d been tired of it before he started. All of that changed, however, the moment he’d come upon the Earl of Lindsay’s stranded carriage.

      He saw her from a distance as he approached. The bows of the servants and their concerned attention told him she was a lady of rank. It wasn’t until later that he learned her name.

      With the rain streaming down, she wore no cloak. No hat. No gloves. Golden ringlets of hair danced and lit the grey scene. Her hands were fisted, her stride confident. She was Athena, inspiring her heroes at Troy. She was Boadicea, rallying her fellow warriors. She was Joan of Arc, joining the battle.

      Nothing attracted him more than a strong woman. One who knew her mind. One who wasn’t deterred by any foolish constraints imposed on her sex.

      Lady Taylor Fleming was that woman.

      He paid no attention to the milksops cowering under the tree. He went straight to her. Working beside Taylor to free the carriage, he was deeply impressed by her determination not to give up.

      Bamberg’s heart melted when she fell and slipped into the ditch at her moment of victory. His compassion quickly turned to anger, however, when he saw neither man move from their place of relative comfort. When he approached to assist her, she held back for a moment, but he would have crouched there for an eternity until she took his outstretched hand.

      His attempted rescue was anything but smooth. But it was hardly a disaster. Her curves filled his hands. Her voluptuous body pressed against him. In the confused clutching and grappling that ensued, he was touching places he shouldn’t have. And his body reacted. Unexpected desires flared. A moment later, she stood before him. And regardless of the mud on her face and hands and clothing, everywhere he looked, he saw beauty. Her lips were full, made to be kissed. Her eyes were blue as the morning sky above the Amazon. Her neck was uncovered, and he imagined running his lips along the delicious length of it. Her breasts strained to break free. Wicked possibilities flashed into his imagination. He thought of the two of them, rolling naked in the mud in some tropical jungle, the sweet, warm fragrance of brilliantly colored flowers surrounding them.

      His body’s response to hers was as astounding as it was immediate. He’d transformed from gentleman to rake in an instant. And there was something in her brief glance that told him he was not alone. Taylor saved them both, however, when she turned and left him standing there, gawking at her like a schoolboy.

      When he learned a few minutes later that Taylor was an earl’s daughter, and wealthy in her own right, it didn’t matter at all. She could just as well have been the carriage driver’s daughter. Bamberg was entranced. He wanted to know more about her. He wanted to spend time with her.

      After that, however, she avoided him at every turn. She was never present at any event her father invited him to attend. Other men might have considered her actions outright rejection of him. Not Bamberg. He’d already spent enough time in the company of the earl to know he was a dreadful man. She was simply reacting to family pressure and her father’s oafish attempts to treat her like a commodity. The pompous ass didn’t deserve her.

      A little distance was needed. He would separate himself from Lindsay and seek out Taylor on his own, when the time was right. London beckoned, with its academic lectures and its invitations from societies of explorers and scientists. Then, about a fortnight ago, he returned to Edinburgh. He could no longer stay away. A visit with Dermot in the Highlands was in order, but he wanted to see her. When he called on Lord Lindsay with the hope of finding Taylor there, the man sorrowfully told him that his daughter was away visiting friends in the Highlands. At a “blasted asylum” called the Abbey.

      Bamberg turned to his old friend. “Some might think it’s a coincidence that Lady Taylor is here, but I think it’s fate.”

      Dermot crossed his arms and leaned back in his chair. “Do you mean fate, as in being struck by lightning on a clear day, or fate, as in finding a gold sovereign in your coat pocket after a week of drinking and carousing?”

      “You joke, but I’m serious. Do you not find it strange that she is your wife’s best friend and I’m yours?”

      Dermot cleared his throat and gave him a thoughtful look. “Actually, I wouldn’t say you’re my best friend. Or second. Perhaps third.”

      Bamberg shook his head. He was more than familiar with the other man’s sense of humor. “When did my most recent letter reach you?”

      “A few days ago. And that was the first time I learned of your interest in Lady Taylor.”

      “She’d made no mention of me to Lady Millie?”

      “None. And when my wife confronted her about an attachment, she vehemently denied it. She doesn’t want to have anything to do with you. Which shows good judgment on her part, I’d say.”

      Bamberg frowned, but he wasn’t surprised. The earl’s maneuvers were incentive enough for her to refuse him. “She’s your wife’s friend. Couldn’t she say a few words in support of me?”

      “You’ve met Lady Taylor once, but you don’t know her. Not the way my wife does. She is an incredibly intelligent woman. And she’s headstrong. You must already know, she’s rich. She doesn’t need you. From what I gather, she doesn’t wish to marry, regardless of the earl’s persistence.” He cocked an eyebrow. “By the way, why does she think you’re poor?”

      Bamberg waved a hand. “A rumor I started myself. I’d hoped to dampen some of the enthusiasm of parents throwing their daughters at me.”

      “Has it worked?”

      “Not at all. I underestimated the irresistible combination of my charm and my title.”

      Dermot laughed, but then grew serious. “She’s not impressed by titles either. And to be honest, because Millie doesn’t know you well, she would consider it a betrayal of her friend’s trust to recommend you.”

      Bamberg understood. He’d only met Millie a few minutes ago. How could she endorse the character of someone who was little more than a stranger to her?

      “You’re here now,” Dermot reminded him. “You can do your own talking. Your own convincing. Your own winning of her affection. I’m sure that irresistible combination of whatever it was you said will win the day.”

      “Exactly. I’m here, and she’s here. Finally, we can walk in the gardens or sit across the table from each other at breakfast and have a normal convers—” Bamberg paused, worried by the scowl on Dermot’s face. “She is still here, is she not?”

      “She’s here. My wife, at least, did you the favor of coercing her to stay. But the bad news for you is that Millie’s entire family is descending on us at any moment.”

      “Of course. For the birth of your first child.”

      He knew from one of Dermot’s letters that his wife was the youngest of five siblings. And the family was very protective, especially after a health scare Millie had survived the year before.

      “My two brothers-in-law and their wives and children will be arriving soon, as are Lady Phoebe and Captain Bell and their infant. Captain Melfort, my partner here, is married to the eldest sister, Lady Jo. They live at the Tower House, a short walk from here, with their son. And of course, the Earl and Countess Aytoun will be here too. And in addition to all these guests, there’ll be—”

      “I understand. You invited me, and now you have no room for me.”

      “I’m so happy you understand, Bamberg.”

      He smiled. “That’s no problem at all. I can stay in the village. I believe I saw a deserted hovel there as I rode through. I can ride over here and call on Lady Taylor—”

      “There is an inn, but you don’t have to go that far. We have a small cottage on an island in the loch just beyond the Tower House. It would merely involve a pleasant walk and a very short boat ride. It’s much nearer than the village. And another thing in its favor, it lies in the direction where Lady Taylor takes her daily ramble.”

      In Bavaria, Bamberg lived in the manner that was required of a nobleman of his standing. While in London or Edinburgh or one of the capitals on the continent, he kept a handful of servants. But when he traveled like this, he went alone. No servants. No carriage. He’d learned, as an explorer, that traveling unencumbered was often the best way. And though he was teasing Dermot, he’d roughed it many times. The thought of staying in a cottage sounded perfect.

      “Tell me more about this island.”
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      From an upper window, Taylor watched the duke arrive. No carriage, no valet, no formality. He traveled on the same ebony steed she’d seen him riding the first time they met.

      He seemed taller. His hair longer, his chest broader, his face handsomer. Taylor could see Millie and Dermot standing beneath the window, waiting to greet His Grace. Bamberg handed his mount’s reins to a groom and strode toward the house.

      He smiled at them, and Taylor clutched her chest and backed away. The chaotic entanglement of their first meeting was still fresh in her mind. His touch, their bodies dancing against each other. She wasn’t strong enough to meet him again. She couldn’t retain her outward indifference to him, and that would surely lead to disaster. Taylor didn’t want to wake up one morning and find herself married to someone who only wanted her money, and left alone in some cold, ruined castle in Bavaria.

      Evasion. That was still the best response.

      But why did he have to be so bloody perfect?

      When Millie arrived an hour later, Taylor told her what she’d decided.

      “Well, you can put that thought out of your head. You’re not leaving. I’ll not allow it. I could be delivering this baby any day now, and you promised you’d be here for me.”

      “But your whole family is coming. Your sister Jo is a five-minute walk from here. Your husband is a doctor.”

      “Stop whining. I refuse to accept any excuses. You’re my friend. Two days ago, you swore that you had come to the Abbey for me…but now…”

      Guilt squeezed Taylor’s heart. Last year, when Millie had gone through the frightening operation to have a breast removed, Taylor didn’t hear about it until later. Since then, she’d tried to find some opportunity of helping her best friend. She wanted to be here when she was needed, whatever the circumstances.

      She put an arm around Millie’s shoulder. “I saw you greeting the duke. Does he know I’m here?”

      “He does. If you recall, the two of us decided that your best course of action was to meet him.”

      It was true. She had to explain to him why he must withdraw. Millie had been coaching her for the past couple of days. It wasn’t that she was afraid of him. She was afraid of herself.

      Still, Millie’s words echoed in her mind. Seeing him is the best way to ditch the duke.

      Taylor had thought she could do it. That was until she saw him ride up and wedding bells began to ring in her ears.

      “How long do you think he’ll be staying?” she asked tentatively.

      “Probably as long as you’re staying, or until you reject him and send him away.”

      Taylor walked off and looked at the ceiling as she paced. How could she possibly face the man and reject him? She couldn’t.

      “I don’t know what to do. I’m torn. All those reasonable strategies we talked about suddenly seem frightening.”

      “He is certainly not frightening.” Millie walked to the wall and absently straightened a picture. “He is…well, quite handsome. And charming. And considerate.”

      “You had one brief introduction, and now you’re under his spell too.” Taylor threw her hands up.

      “He has placed no spell on me. I’m only relaying my observations.”

      Taylor shook her head and resumed her pacing. “The man may be impossible to resist in person. I’m afraid I shan’t be able to say no to him.”

      Millie sat on a chair and watched her go from the window to the door and back again.

      “Promise me that you’ll stay, and I’ll make the arrangements so you won’t have to see him.”

      It took a few moments for Millie’s words to sink in. “How?”

      “I’ll lie for you. I’ll make some excuse about an urgent letter arriving. I’ll tell him you needed to depart for Edinburgh.”

      That would be another snub to the duke, but as much as she hated it, she didn’t know what else to do. “I’ll stay here in this room. I’ll hide until he’s gone.”

      “Not here. I can hardly lie when everyone else knows you’re here. I have a reputation to protect.”

      “Where should I go?”

      “Do you recall the loch that is surrounded by forest just beyond Jo’s house? You and I walked there. It has that pretty island in the middle.”

      The shimmering lake had been their morning destination several times the first week after Taylor arrived. Since then, she’d been walking the path by herself on almost a daily basis. Millie was uncomfortable going so far. “I remember. Why?”

      “I didn’t take you to the island, but a quaint little cottage stands on the far side of it. Do you think you might be able to stay there until the duke is gone? It would only be for a day or two, I’m quite certain.”

      “Is it livable?”

      “Of course, it is. Dermot and I used to take a basket and have picnics out there before I grew this big. It’s a lovely place.” Millie struggled to her feet. “Why don’t you come with me, and I’ll have one of the grooms row you out to the island? Inspect it, take an inventory of what you need, and send the man back with instructions. I’ll send your maid after you with the supplies.”

      “And you think this might work?”

      “Absolutely. Trust me.”
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        How to Ditch A Duke

        – Step 4 –

        Choose the Most Advantageous Time and Place to Let Him Down

      

      

      

      The summer air was unnaturally still, and the waters of the loch lay like silvery glass beyond the ripples sliding outward from the boat. In the distance, the round-shouldered peaks of the Cairngorms wore a mantle of thickening grey clouds.

      Taylor stared at the swirling pools formed by the oar blades and tried not to think of the ridiculousness of what she was doing. Never in her life had she been a coward. Never had she failed to rise to a challenge. She prided herself on her independence. On her willingness to stand up to the men in her family. Why she ran away from the duke was a mystery that plagued her.

      She turned her attention to the island ahead. It was indeed pretty and small. She’d admired it from afar when she walked along the shoreline. At one end, a copse of pine trees bordered a grassy meadow. At the other end, the land rose high above the loch, covered by another grove of trees. The refuge was just distant enough from the shore to require a boat and a pair of strong arms to row to it.

      As they approached, she was surprised to see another boat pulled up onto a beach of sand and stone. She turned to the wiry old groom who’d been tasked with bringing her out.

      “Does anyone live on the island?”

      “Nay, my lady.”

      “Whose boat is that, then?”

      The groom turned and squinted at the craft. “A few lads were out fixing a hole in the cottage roof last week, but they’re done with it. A maid out cleaning up, I’d wager. The isle has scant visitors. Family folk, mostly. Could be the Squire and the minister are out here.”

      Taylor had seen a great deal of Dermot McKendry’s uncles this past month, battling one another almost daily with their cleeks and mashies and niblicks in the meadows. And if it wasn’t some golf shot they happened to be arguing about at dinner, then it was a giant fish that got away back in the reign of Robert the Bruce.

      As the boat bumped onto the shore, the groom jumped out and pulled it up onto the sand. Taylor accepted the proffered hand and climbed out. She looked up the gentle incline and saw the peak of the cottage roof beyond the crest of the hill.

      “I’ll wait here, my lady.”

      It was an easy climb from the beach. The rippled clouds covering the sky had the look of fish scales, and Taylor breathed in the warm morning air. The smell of pine and earth surrounded her. She undid the ribbon and tore the bonnet from her head when she reached the top of the grassy knoll. Just beneath her, the thatched cottage was surrounded by a carpet of yellow, scarlet, and white flowers.

      The serenity of the view drew a breathy sigh from her. Small wonder Millie and her husband liked to come here to spend a day.

      She scanned the shore but saw no sign of the elderly McKendry brothers.

      One or two days in such a place would be heaven. Taylor was born to privilege, but she was most comfortable when she was away from it. No foolish expectations. No contrived formality. No false vanity. Here, she could be herself with no one to judge her. No one to disapprove of her.

      A movement drew Taylor’s gaze to the cottage. The door stood open. Perhaps someone was working in the house. A tall boot appeared on the threshold. Above it, tight breeches that didn’t belong to any groom or farm worker. A head of dark hair ducked under the low doorway, emerging into the light, and broad muscled shoulders followed.

      He was here. Bamberg.

      The ribbons of the bonnet slipped through her fingers.

      Immediately, Taylor’s pounding heart rose into her throat, even as a delicious warmth spread through her body. When he lifted his face to the sun, the cottage and the flowers and everything else disappeared. Birds ceased singing. The long grass stopped waving. The earth stopped turning.

      She couldn’t move. The man enthralled her. Amid this moment of madness, Taylor suddenly knew that her own body was betraying her, robbing her of all sense of reason, leaving only desire.

      Bamberg lifted a hand to shade his eyes, and he saw her.

      Immediate panic seized her. She whirled, ready to run. But her feet refused to comply.

      Suddenly, her vision cleared and her eyes focused. Far from the beach, the old groom was rowing away from the island. And tied to the stern, the second boat trailed behind him.

      “Oh, Millie,” she murmured. “How could you!”

      Taylor closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She shouldn’t be surprised. Her friend faced life and its challenges head-on. No evasion. No time wasted on fears or heartache or second thoughts. Millie believed in drawing every bit of goodness from each day. Naturally, this would be her solution to Taylor’s dilemma.

      At the sound of approaching steps, Taylor pressed a hand to her stomach to ease the jitteriness and turned to face the duke.

      “Your Grace,” she murmured.

      “Lady Taylor. Finally, we meet again.”
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      The first time they met, Bamberg had been taken with her courage. Her strength and character shone through, regardless of the unfortunate circumstances. And when it came to physical attraction, she was irresistibly beautiful, even knee-deep in mud.

      At this moment, however, standing on this island in these wild Highland hills, Taylor Fleming was nothing less than transcendent. From her hair of spun gold to her angelic face to her voluptuous curves, she was Aphrodite. She was Diana.

      But she was also the woman who’d successfully ditched him at every turn for the past three months. Her reticence only fueled his interest. His inquiries about her confirmed that she was a prize worth chasing. In coming to England and Scotland to choose a wife, he’d never imagined running into someone like her. Now that he’d met her, she was the only one who would do.

      Taylor had never flatly rejected him, but she was unconvinced, unwilling. So he had today, perhaps only until she made a dash for the beach, to convince her otherwise.

      “Your Grace, is that your boat departing with mine?”

      Her question forced Bamberg to tear his eyes from her and look out at the loch.

      “Damn…!” He took a couple of steps down the hill but immediately remembered his manners and turned around. “My apologies.”

      She smiled. “I believe our hosts are playing games with us.”

      Bamberg reluctantly looked away from the upturned corners of her lips and motioned toward the departing groom. “I’ll swim after him and bring a boat back if you ask me to. I have no desire for you to feel trapped or forced into meeting with me.”

      The prettiest of blushes bloomed on her face. How could she possibly get any more attractive?

      “That’s very kind of you. But I’m hardly a strong swimmer. I couldn’t come to your rescue you if you were to call for help.”

      He returned her smile. “An excellent point, because I would, without doubt, be calling out to you.”

      He picked up her bonnet, and their fingers brushed as he handed it to her. They both drew back at once. If a mere touch sparked the air around them, Bamberg wondered what would happen if they were to kiss.

      “What was their ploy in sending you here?” she asked.

      “Lady Millie’s family is arriving at any moment. The good doctor told me there are no available guest rooms at the Abbey. And you?”

      She started to say something but then shook her head. “I think my friend’s intention was for me to speak with you alone, without the presence of family.”

      “I’ve been hoping for the same thing.” He offered his arm. “Would you care to walk with me?”

      “Where to?”

      “We could see what the island has of interest to offer.”

      She looked around her. From where they stood at the crest of the hill, they could see the entire shoreline. Nevertheless, she took his arm, and they started down the slope.

      Bamberg felt the pressure of their limited time together, and he had so much he wanted to say. Dermot had hinted that they might have this moment when the men met in his office. He knew that somehow, somewhere, his friend and his wife would arrange for the two of them to meet. And Dermot had made good on it. But now that Taylor was here, Bamberg was already lamenting the moment when she’d be gone.

      “Your Grace—” she began before he interrupted.

      “Please. My friends call me Bamberg.”

      “Very well.” She nodded. “I owe you an apology for the way I’ve behaved toward you.”

      “I find no fault in anything you’ve done.”

      The hill was steep, and as they descended, she had no objection to an occasional touch along her waist to steady her step.

      “I’ve been avoiding you.”

      He smiled. “I thought you were avoiding your father. Or was it your brother? I certainly didn’t think I was the cause.”

      He hadn’t realized before that the sparkling blue irises of her eyes were encircled by a thin silvery band.

      “Now, I’m feeling especially guilty. I left you time and time again in their company.”

      “You should feel guilty about that.” He adjusted his hold on her, taking Taylor’s hand to assist her down a particularly slippery patch. At the bottom, he didn’t let go, telling himself it was because of the uneven ground. “I don’t care to talk about them. I endured them for you. Because frankly, from the moment I saw you pushing that carriage, I’ve been fascinated.”

      Her brows pulled together, and her eyes narrowed, conveying her skepticism. Discreetly, she withdrew her hand. “You have considerable charm, Your Grace, but you’re wasting it on me.”

      “I’m being honest, my lady.” He motioned to the waters of the loch. “I don’t know how much time we have here, and I’d like to speak plainly, if I may.”

      “These past months notwithstanding, I prefer straight talk as well.”

      “Thank you.” He faltered for a moment, wondering if the things he wanted to say would only serve to frighten her off. Casting doubt to the wind, he decided to dive in. “Aside from your obvious beauty, I already know that you’re highly intelligent and have a mind of your own. You are clearly a woman of courage. You have compassion for others, and you act on it. I don’t want to offend you in referring to your family, but you are, in fact, nothing like your male relations. If I may ask, were you a foundling?”

      Her surprised laughter filled the air, and the sound of it was music to his ear.

      “But seriously. Your mother. Was she, like you, one of the seraphim?”

      The smile stayed on her lips. They reached a pile of large stones, and he took her hand again to help her over them. She needed no assistance, but she allowed him to keep his hold as they continued on.

      “You are trying to charm me, and I need you to stop.”

      “Charm you? I just called you an orphan,” he argued. “But I did take it back by recognizing the gratitude I owe to the parent who no longer graces us with her presence.”

      Bamberg wished he could retract the last words, as a shadow of sadness flitted across her face. It was too flippant a reference.

      “Did my father mention her to you?” she asked.

      “He did. He showed me her portrait when I visited your town house in Edinburgh. She had the same rare beauty that you possess. And Lord Lindsay told me you have inherited many of her qualities.” Bamberg didn’t care for the way Lindsay spoke disparagingly about his marriage, which had been the result of a financial arrangement, even as he acknowledged his wife’s value to him. “He clearly misses her.”

      “I’m too much of a reminder of her.” Taylor stopped and studied the shoreline across the water for a moment. “Enough about me. Let’s talk about you.”

      He bowed. “As you wish.”

      “I have so many questions that I don’t know where to start.”

      Bamberg felt a sense of relief wash through him. She was interested. Perhaps she would stop running once she found out more about him. He sensed she didn’t really believe his compliments, but there was time for him to convince her.

      “Ask anything.” He looked directly into her blue eyes. “I shall be nothing but an open book for you.”
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      Dermot searched the Abbey high and low for his wife. From the housekeeper he learned that Millie was revisiting the arrangements for her family, going room to room, even though she’d done the same thing last night and again this morning. He finally caught up to her, accompanied by a serving woman in the last apartment in the East Wing.

      “How long do you think we should give them before I send a boat back to the island?” he asked, after dismissing the servant.

      She stopped by the window, and the light coming through cast a glow around her beautiful face and round belly. “Before dinner, perhaps? Do you think that’s enough time?”

      Gazing at her, Dermot forgot why he’d come here. If anyone asked him just then, he’d have a difficult time coming up with the names of the two friends they’d stranded in the loch. All he could think of was that he was the luckiest man alive.

      Millie was his life, his love, and the bravest woman who ever lived. Holding her hand during her surgery a year ago, he’d prayed that she would never experience a moment’s pain again. But here she was, ready to give birth any day now.

      “Come here.” She opened her arms. “I believe you’re more nervous than I am.”

      Of course, he was nervous. Dermot was a doctor. He’d trained as a surgeon. He knew too much. He knew everything that could go wrong.

      He gathered Millie in his arms. He kissed her brow, her lips. “I wish I could take on the pain of this childbirth for you.”

      She clutched his coat and leaned against him. “I might wish for that too, if the pain gets any stronger than this.”

      “Millie?”

      “Yes, my love. It’s happening. Right now.”
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      Bamberg’s eyes flashed with excitement as he spoke of his expeditions. His voice grew thick with emotion as he related stories about the kindness of those he’d met in the farthest corners of the world. They continued to walk, and Taylor was swept into his world.

      “Knowledge of other people is the only way to end the arrogant prejudices and the narrow-mindedness we seem to pride ourselves on here in Europe. Travel is the answer. We cannot achieve any understanding by stagnating in one place.”

      Taylor had been entranced by this man the first time they met. And she’d been running away since because of her own insecurity. But now, she silently sent a prayer of gratitude heavenward for her meddling friend Millie and her wisdom in making her meet Bamberg again.

      She’d been whiling away her time in large, secure houses for much of her life. Thanks to her mother, Taylor had acquired an education that surpassed that of most British ladies. But still, that wasn’t enough. What she knew was nothing in comparison with what this man had seen of the world. Her heart swelled hearing him talk, learning what it was he believed.

      Taylor lost track of how long they’d been walking. The more time they spent with each other, the more at ease they became. Her arm remained linked with his. Their shoulders touched, their steps had found a comfortable rhythm. The initial awkwardness she felt had disappeared. Every now and again, he took her hand to assist her over an uneven patch.

      She guessed if the groom returned with a boat right now, she’d tell him to wait. She had so many more questions to ask.

      “You said that you often travel in small groups, but do women ever join you?”

      The grey-green eyes focused on her face. “Some of the places are quite remote and difficult to reach, but wives or daughters often travel on these expeditions.”

      “What is your view of them coming along?” she asked. “Do they slow you down? Do you consider them a nuisance?”

      “Hardly,” he replied with no hesitation. “I admire them. I’ve seen only fortitude and courage in women who take up the challenge of exploring places previously unknown to us. To be honest, I’ve found myself quite envious of the men they accompany.”

      “Envious? Why?”

      “Because I would suppose only a woman truly in love would part with the comforts of her life here and go on a journey that is inherently fraught with danger.”

      Taylor respected and admired his sentiment, but she doubted that was the only thing that would motivate a person to go. She stopped and turned to face him. “But what if a woman simply seeks adventure? What if she craves the knowledge of the world that, as you say, only travel can provide? Don’t you think her thirst can be the same as a man’s?”

      A droplet of rain fell on her face, and she held a hand open to catch the next. She glanced up and was surprised by the ominously dark clouds that had closed off the sky above them.

      “I have no doubt of it. Still, here in Europe, women are considered the gentler sex and—”

      “And they are admired by men for their softness, their vulnerability, their gentle manner.”

      “I can’t speak for other men. Only for myself. I admire a woman for her courage. I respect one who thinks and speaks her mind, who refuses to be constrained by our society’s rigid expectations of her sex.” He held her gaze. “I was spellbound when I saw you charging through the mud to help a handful of exhausted servants. I knew at that moment, you were the woman I’d come searching for.”

      Before Taylor could react, before she could even force a breath into her lungs, a flash of lightning split the air on the far shore, and she felt the crack of thunder in every fiber of her body. An instant later, another bolt lit the sky, and the heavens suddenly opened, sending them running through the teeming rain toward the cottage.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The handsome face took on a dark purple shade before the end of each contraction.

      “Breathe, Dermot. Breathe, my love.”

      Millie couldn’t believe she was the one giving directions to her husband in a time like this, but she was worried about him. Somehow, they’d managed to make it to their own bedroom. And with Dermot shouting orders along the way, the midwife from Aberdeen was already waiting at Millie’s bedside when they arrived in the room.

      “Do you want to get into the bed?” the woman asked.

      “Not yet. I’d prefer to be walking,” Millie answered, clutching her husband’s hand.

      “Your sister Jo has already been sent for,” Dermot told her. “And my aunt is at the door if you want her with you.”

      The pain continued to come in waves, and the intensity was still bearable.

      “I only want you,” she whispered, leaning into her husband’s embrace.

      The memory of her operation last year came to her now. Her parents and every one of her siblings had been present in Dr. Drummond’s surgery. But Millie had wanted only Dermot with her.

      “I need you to be as brave for me as you were the last time I was in pain,” she murmured. “Can you do that for me?”

      “I love you, Millie. I’ll be whatever you want me to be.”
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        How to Ditch A Duke

        – Step 5 –
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      The sky opened, and the hard wind gusts battered them as they ran across the meadow. Brilliant flashes of lightning and deafening cracks of thunder exploded around them. The air crackled. They were both breathless when they burst into the cottage. Bamberg pushed the door shut to keep out the driving rain.

      “I can’t believe this storm was part of Millie’s plan.” Taylor laughed as she pulled off her soaked short jacket.

      “McKendry has always been an incorrigible rogue. I believe he’s capable of anything.”

      An eyebrow arched. “Have you known him long?”

      “For well over a decade. We attended university together.”

      She let out a sigh and shook her head. “I should have known.”

      “What should you have known?”

      “The reason why my friend felt comfortable thrusting us together out here. Leaving me alone on this island with you. She must have absolute trust in you and in your sense of honor.”

      Taylor took a handkerchief out of her pocket to dry her face. If she hadn’t mentioned the word honor, he could easily have kissed away those droplets, drying each glistening bead with the soft touch of his mouth.

      Lightning flashed, lighting up the cracks around the door and the windows, and he could feel the thunder reverberate under foot. She clearly felt it too, and she shivered. He looked around at the cottage. Not much to it. A fireplace and a small stack of dry wood. A narrow bed. An ancient chest containing a blanket. He shook it out and offered it to her before crouching by the fireplace. A moment later, flames lit the room.

      “Did you take part in their planning?”

      He looked over his shoulder and found Taylor leaning against the door.

      “I spoke the truth when I said Dermot used family as an excuse for sending me out to this island.” He rose to his feet, facing her. “Of course, I suspected and hoped other arrangements were in the works.”

      “What kind of arrangements?”

      “The situation we’re in right now never occurred to me, but I thought he’d find a way for me to see you. He knew I wanted, more than anything, to express to you my feelings.”

      She pushed away from the door. Her steps were slow, and her gaze held his as she approached.

      “Did you mean what you said to me outside?”

      Rain pelted against the shuttered windows. The wind howled, and the fire flared in the fireplace.

      “Every word, liebling.” He didn’t know how much time they had left together. Perhaps the storm would prompt Dermot to send a boat right away. He didn’t want to miss this chance to speak from his heart. “You are beautiful. And courageous. And smart. I haven’t stopped thinking of you from the moment I first laid eyes on you. What I didn’t get a chance to finish saying was that you would do me a great honor if you’d consider being my wife.”

      She looked away, staring at the fire. “A wife to provide you with the income to continue adventuring while I’m left on my own in your castle?”

      This was what lay behind her questions outside. He wanted to pull her into his arms, to hold her as he spoke. But he understood her hesitation. Now was the moment to allay her fears or lose her forever. The time had come for her to know the truth.

      “I have no need for your fortune. My estates are thriving. The people back home are well cared for. Everyone who lived through the ravages of Napoleon’s wars has suffered, but we recovered quickly. My people are feeling no hardship.” Bamberg needed her to understand he wasn’t like her father. “I’m not marrying for money.”

      She was silent for a moment as her eyes caressed his face. “But…what about the rumors?”

      “I started them myself.”

      “Then why was it that you allowed my father to coerce you into calling on me?”

      “You thought it was your fortune that enticed me? There was no coercing on his part. It was I who approached him after the carriage accident. I offered him my card. I wanted to call on you.”

      Her chin dropped onto her chest. He saw her lift a handkerchief to her cheek.

      “You will not be left alone at my castle. I want a wife who will be with me wherever I go, who will share a life we choose to build together, who will travel and explore at my side for as long as we both choose that path. I’m looking for a friend and a lover, a partner to cherish and love as she cherishes and loves me.”

      He finally had a chance to speak the words. His heart’s desire now lay open and unadorned at her feet. For these past few months, she’d been running, and he’d been chasing. But he’d never lost hope. Now that they were together, however, now that he’d placed his offer before her, he feared the answer. What if she didn’t find him worthy of her? What if this was not the life she wanted?

      Then Bamberg looked more closely at the handkerchief in her hand as she brushed away more tears. He took a step closer and enclosed her hand in his. He had his answer.

      “Let me see that.”

      “You can’t have it back.”

      She’d kept his handkerchief. He took a deep breath. Feelings of pleasure and relief battled within him. He pushed the wet strands of golden hair out of her face. He ran his thumb across her bottom lip.

      “Taylor, mein Schatz, I do wish you hadn’t mentioned the word honor before.” He gently brushed his knuckles against her wet cheek and let his hand drop.

      Her eyes were shimmering like sapphires when she looked up at him. She came closer.

      “You have behaved honorably, but that doesn’t mean I have to.” Her arms slid upward, encircling his neck. Her breasts pressed against his chest, and she placed soft kisses on his chin, his lips. She ran her fingers through his hair, her mouth moving to his ear, where she whispered her answer. “I’m honored by your offer, Your Grace. Wife, partner, lover. Whatever you want me to be, I shall be. I’m yours.”
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      For years, she’d told herself she was complete without a man, and that was true, to an extent. She lacked experience, but she was not ignorant of the body’s pleasures. But that decade of denying her desire was gone. She’d come to believe that this kind of love would never come her way. That assumption was now shattered too, punctuated by each flash of lightning and each crack of thunder.

      Now, with Bamberg, all her hesitation was swept away. They somehow moved against the wall. Her back pressed against it. His body was only a whisper away. Desire ripped through her, an intense primitive force that left her trembling. A throb low in her belly started to spread.

      He caressed the side of her face, his thumb brushing her bottom lip.

      “My beautiful Taylor. My precious jewel. You make me the happiest of men.”

      Their mouths came together, and her entire body was caught in a whirlwind of awareness. His lips played with hers. His fingers pushed into her damp hair, and pins fell to her feet. She melted into his touch and heard a soft cry of need spring from her lips.

      Bamberg deepened the kiss, his tongue teasing the seam of her lips. The heat in her belly became an ache, spreading through her limbs and to her breasts. Her lips parted under his, inviting him in, wanting, needing more of him. She heard his satisfied groan as his tongue slipped into her mouth.

      A jolt of passion rushed through her. Taylor kissed him back, her tongue mimicking the dance she’d just learned.

      Whatever shred of control he was hanging onto suddenly disappeared. His fingers threaded into her hair, and he pulled her head back, his mouth taking, drinking in all she was willingly offering him.

      She took her hands from around his neck and trailed her fingers over the damp coat, pushing it off his shoulders. She was desperate to feel his skin. She tugged at his waistcoat.

      “I’ll not take you before our marriage, Taylor,” he whispered against her lips.

      “But I want you now,” she cried breathlessly.

      He smiled, and his hands slid down along her spine and over her bottom. He pulled her tight, and she could feel his hardness. She was trapped, but there was nowhere else she wanted to be. The feel of her body against his was a miracle.

      His lips left her mouth and caressed her cheek before skimming over her jaw. When they found the sensitive skin of her throat, she pressed her back more fully against the wall, willingly offering him her body.

      He tugged at the neckline of her dress, and her breasts sprang free. Every nerve in her body cried for more when his fingers stroked a hard nipple and then tested the heavy fullness of her breast in his hand.

      The pressure in her belly continued to build. She couldn’t think or focus. She was robbed of breath, but still she wanted more.

      Bringing his mouth back to her lips, he whispered, “To hold us over, until the wedding night.”

      His voice was ragged, his breath as short as hers. She didn’t know what he meant, and then he lifted the front of her skirts and pressed his leg against her. Taylor’s thighs clenched around his muscles, and she felt wet. Giving in to some primal instinct, she began to rock against him as his mouth closed around a nipple.

      Bamberg’s hand found its way through her skirts until he reached the folds of her sex. His palm pressed on her mound, his fingers retreating and entering again and again. Her body arched against him, one knee rising against his side as he steadily stoked the fires raging within her.

      She cried out softly. Her fingers delved into his hair and caressed his cheek. She wanted him never to stop. Stormy pressures were building within her. Seeing the dark planes of his face against her pale skin was intensely erotic.

      She was barely aware that she was standing at the moment when her world shifted. Wrapped around him, she came apart, burying her cries of release against his chest.
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      Millie continued to refuse the midwife’s suggestion of lying in the bed.

      Too many people were coming and going. Apparently, childbirth allowed for no privacy whatsoever. Her sister Jo wouldn’t take no for an answer and settled in as a permanent fixture beside Dermot. Her parents had arrived at the Abbey just in time, and Millie was happy they were safely here. But her mother’s tears were no help to her, and Lady Millicent was banished from the room until her grandchild was born.

      Sometime in the midst of it all, Millie thought of Taylor and the duke and wondered if anyone had gone after them. Before she could say a word to Dermot, however, another fierce contraction gripped her, and the thought fled into the oblivion of pain.
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      Happily, no one had come after them. During the night, the rain and the wind stopped, and the sound of thunder faded off to the east. Inside the cottage, the fire’s embers only flickered, and the air had grown cool.

      The single blanket was not nearly long enough to cover Bamberg, and his feet extended a good few inches beyond the bottom. The two of them were squeezed into a narrow bed not even wide enough to support the width of his shoulders. Her elbow poked into his side, and her naked back was pressed against his bare chest. She was deliciously warm in his arms. He’d spent the night in his breeches, his good intentions intact.

      Last night had been a first for her…and a first for him.

      For her, it had offered the first experience of her birthright as a woman. For him, it was the wonderful realization that the angelic woman lying in his arms was going to be his partner in life, forever.

      Bamberg knew when she awoke by the change in her soft breathing. He smiled and ran his fingers through the silky golden tresses draped over his arm.

      It was nearly dawn. Grey light filtered in from around the door and the shuttered windows. He knew they should be up and dressed, for Dermot and Millie would certainly send a boat after them now that the storm had passed. He owed so much to his friends. He’d expected a few hours. They’d given him the chance for a lifetime of happiness.

      Taylor placed a kiss on the arm she’d been using as a pillow before turning in the small space and facing him. “When are we to wed?”

      He ran his thumb over her swollen lips and kissed her forehead. “We’re in Scotland, so today, if that suits you. Unless you’d like to have your family present.”

      “I don’t.” Her answer was quick and definite. “You’re my only family from now on. You are my today, my tomorrow, and my future. You’re the only one I need.”

      Bamberg pulled her tightly against him. Her words warmed his heart. He thought of their future and all the years they would have together, enjoying each other and all the places they’d go.

      “And wherever you wish to go, I want to be there with you.”

      She’d read his mind. “Someday soon, whether or not we are blessed with a child, I’d like us to live in Bavaria, if that is acceptable to you.”

      “I’d like that,” she whispered. “But right now, I don’t think your mind is on travel or your estates in Bavaria.”

      Some things could not be hidden when two bodies lay pressed together in a narrow bed.

      Her fingers trailed downward over the hard muscles of his stomach until she reached the front of his breeches. The hardness and size of him must have startled her, for she immediately withdrew her hand. But an instant later, she sought him out again—timidly, slowly, feeling him, exploring him. A low groan of pleasure emitted from deep within him, and this appeared to give her the courage that she needed.

      “I haven’t forgotten all the times you said last night that we have to wait to make love until we’re married.” She rolled him back and climbed on top of him.

      “Then what is it you have in mind right now?”

      “Doing to you a little of what you’ve been doing to me.”

      Bamberg pushed the blanket off her shoulder and lifted his head to her breasts, taking her sweet flesh into his mouth. But she was clearly determined not to allow him to lift her alone into a state of bliss. Not this time. Coaxing him back to her lips, she seduced his mouth with her lips and tongue and with soft murmured cries in her throat. Before he could recover from that, she was undoing the buttons of his breeches.

      Bamberg was lost the moment she reached inside and wrapped her fingers around him. All the strength and self-control he’d employed last night was gone. He’d never be able to hold back now.

      “Hullo?” a voice called from outside the cottage. “Is someone here?”
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      Oliver Pennington McKendry came into the world in the wee hours of the morning with a healthy cry of protest after nearly twenty hours of labor. Immediately following the birth, Dermot and an exhausted Millie took a few moments alone, holding their infant son and admiring the perfection of the wrinkled face and hands and feet.

      Soon after, the grandparents were allowed in. And shortly after that, the baby was taken briefly to the Great Hall to meet the other members of the Pennington family who were continuing to arrive. Aunts and uncles and cousins lined up to view the infant.

      It was sometime in the middle of the day when Dermot and Millie looked at each other and remembered the friends they’d left out on the small island in the loch.

      “After what I’ve done to her,” Millie said unhappily, “Taylor will surely never speak to me again.”

      “No doubt,” Dermot agreed dolefully, before adding brightly. “But the silver lining in that cloud is that we’ll be drinking fine Bavarian wines until we’re old and grey. Bamberg will now be certain that I’m his best friend.”

      Receiving a slap on the arm, he immediately went down to send a groom off after the duo. But he only got halfway to the stables when he espied his uncle, Blane McKendry. The minister was approaching from the direction of the loch. And he was walking with two people.

      Lady Taylor Fleming and Franz Aurech, the Duke of Bamberg.

      And they both appeared to be extremely jovial. In fact, Dermot noticed they were holding hands.

      “Ah, nephew,” the cleric called out as they approached. “We have cause for celebration.”

      “Indeed, we do,” Dermot replied, shading his eyes against the sun and trying to avoid looking at the two island castaways. “And it’s a fine day for a celebration.”

      He wondered how his uncle heard about the baby. He hadn’t sent word to the village, but thankfully, someone had done it.

      “After the storm last night,” Blane McKendry began, “I knew that old George Hanover, that monster of a pike the Squire and I have been angling for since you were a lad, would surely be rising for a fight. You remember last year the Squire nearly had the blackguard, but the beast tore the rod right out of his—”

      “I recall, Uncle. It was an epic battle.” Fishing. Island. It now made sense how these three were together.

      “Aye, so this morning I rowed out to the island. Thought the Squire would already be there, but I beat him to it.” The minister smiled with obvious satisfaction. “Then, just as I was going by the cottage, I saw a few wisps of smoke and realized someone was in there. And who should answer my call but these two fine people.”

      Dermot hazarded a glance at them. Standing arm in arm, they appeared to be unperturbed by the story. Whatever response Millie feared from her friend, it didn’t show in Taylor’s shining face.

      “And once we shook hands all around, what do you think they asked me?”

      “For a fish to fry up for breakfast?”

      “Nay, lad! A wedding!” The minister beamed at his companions.

      “I asked your uncle to marry us today,” Bamberg announced, clapping his friend on the shoulder.

      Taylor held onto the duke’s arm and smiled happily at the minister. “Your good uncle here has given up a day of angling in order to officiate at our wedding. And we’re hoping you and Millie will stand up for us as witnesses.”

      Bamberg nodded. “We should like to be married at once. Do you mind, McKendry? Do you think Lady Millie would mind?”

      Millie would be thrilled. And how appropriate that these two should want to be married now, without Taylor’s horrid father and brother present. Very satisfying, indeed.

      “Not at all. I’m certain she’ll be delighted,” he replied. “Come inside. I have some news of my own to convey.”

      They’d done it. Millie’s perception of her friend’s true feelings, added to his own cleverness in giving them time alone, had kept a duke from being ditched.

      The Duke and Duchess of Bamberg. It certainly had a fine ring to it.
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      We hope you enjoyed How to Ditch a Duke.

      As many of you know, our characters live and breathe for us. At the end of the Pennington Family series, many of our readers wrote to us asking if some of the family members could come back in future stories. Well, this was a little teaser. Those of you who have read our previous novels and novellas will remember Millie and Dermot from Dearest Millie.

      Here is a listing of other books involving the Penningtons:

      The Promise

      The Rebel

      Borrowed Dreams

      Captured Dreams

      Dreams of Destiny

      Romancing the Scot

      It Happened in the Highlands

      Sweet Home Highland Christmas

      Sleepless in Scotland

      Dearest Millie

      And we’re not done. You’ll be seeing the Penningtons again.

      This Spring, our novel Highland Crown serves as the start of our Royal Highlander series. In this exciting trilogy, three extraordinary women in the Highlands of Scotland find the courage to defy the world at a tumultuous moment when a new Scottish identity will be forged or a political assassination will divide a nation forever.

      

      Please sign up for news and updates and follow us on BookBub. You can also visit us on our website.

      

      Peace and Health,

      Nikoo and Jim (writing as May McGoldrick).
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        Widowed Lady Flora Grafton must be dreaming…Dougray Firth, the Duke of Monreith, the man who once pledged her his heart and then stood by and allowed her to marry another, has just proposed.  While her head screams yes, her heart is more guarded. Why, after eight years, this sudden interest? When she learns the truth… can she trust Dougray to love her enough this time?
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        Fenworth House, Perth, Scotland 1814

      

      

      Dougray Firth, Viscount Crew, enjoyed the quiet of the late hour, or early morning, whichever way you chose to look at it. He took another swig from the near empty bottle of whisky in his hand and looked up at the night sky.

      Fate was a bastard. He’d known that for years, but tonight it stabbed him hard.

      On this warm summer night he sat on the terrace of Fenworth House, the Earl of Fenworth’s countryseat, cursing his father the Duke of Monreith. His best friend’s little sister, Flora, the woman he thought he would marry, was to be wed in the morning but not to him.

      And whose fault was that?

      He closed his eyes and sighed, letting the whisky wash away the terrible memories of six years ago. He’d been eighteen and his father’s meddling had destroyed his world.

      He wanted the whisky to give him courage. To give him the courage to give his father exactly what he wanted—Dougray’s agreement to wed Flora instead. Doing so the day of her wedding would be a scandal, but they would live that down.

      He also knew Flora would eagerly forego Lord Grafton if he asked her to marry him instead.

      But he couldn’t marry her.

      He loved her. She was his best friend. The only woman who got him through Connie’s death and the one person who had not let him give up on his search for his son, the son the Duke had taken from him.

      Because Dougray loved her he would let her go.

      For to marry her could sign her death warrant.

      He took another long slug from the bottle still in his hand. The fiery liquid burned his throat; that is what brought tears to his eyes.

      He wiped his face with the sleeve of his linen shirt.

      He sat consumed by misery when out of the corner of his eye he saw a ghostly figure slip through the front entrance and walk into the rose garden that led down to the small pond at the front of the estate.

      He knew who it was and where she was going.

      Dougray knew this house better than his own. He’d spent more time here than at his father country estate. Angus Mackenzie, the Earl of Fenworth’s son was his best friend and Flora’s older brother.

      He told himself not to follow, but his feet did not want to listen. The almost empty bottle fell to the terrace as he set off in pursuit.

      He didn’t catch up to her until she had reached the summerhouse. This is where they’d come to be alone. To share their hopes, fears, and dreams. It was where six months ago he had stolen his first kiss from her.

      She was sitting on the bench in her nightgown, her knees drawn up to her chest with her head resting on them. He heard a sniff and realized she was crying. The sound made him almost double over with pain.

      “Don’t cry, sweeting.”

      Flora jumped at the sound of his voice. She had not heard him enter, so lost in her own misery.

      “Go away, Dougray. I want to be alone.”

      He reached her side but could not bear to touch her. “Iain is a nice man. Will becoming his wife be so terrible?”

      She looked up, her eyes awash with pain. “He’s not you.”

      He crouched down in front of her. “I cannot marry you. I just can’t.”

      She studied his face and he did not hide the tear that slipped from his eye.

      “This past year I really thought you had finally gotten over Connie’s death. I thought you’d opened your heart to me. We shared our hopes for the future. You let me fall in love with Connor as if he were my own wee boy. Just tell me why?”

      He had no words. Instead he leaned forward and pressed a soft, chaste kiss to her lips.

      “Do you hate your father so much that you’d use me as a pawn to hurt him. Is it because he is desirous of our match that you purposely opposed it?” Her sorrow was now replaced with anger. “I hate you Dougray Firth. I hate you for making me fall in love with you. For giving me a dream and then taking it away. Just go away before you break my heart completely.” Her head lowered to her knees and she began sobbing.

      He couldn’t stand it. He reached down and scooped her into his arms and took her place on the bench, placing her in his lap. She did not stop crying. She merely buried her face against his chest and sobbed.

      He sat there gently rocking her and wished things could be different. He wished he didn’t love her so much. But it was because he loved her he would let her go. Seeing her married to another would be his living hell but at least she would be alive and he would be able to see her occasionally.

      He didn’t know how long they sat there. Eventually her sobbing stopped and she fell asleep in his arms.

      He pressed a kiss to her head and imprinted the feel of her into his memory and heart.

      Finally as dawn began to break he carried her back toward the house. He was halfway through the rose garden when Angus appeared.

      “Give her to me.”

      He didn’t want to but he knew Angus was angry and hurt. He gently passed Flora to her brother. She didn’t even stir.

      Angus shook his head. “I don’t know why you are doing this. If I believed like most that it is to get back at your father I would beat you until you could not walk for days. But I know it is something else. I hope one day you will have the decency to tell me why.”

      Angus turned his back to enter the house. He stopped with his foot on the first step. “I think it best you leave immediately after the wedding breakfast. And I need some time to get over this.”

      He knew his friendship with Angus would never be the same.

      He’d lost two friends this night.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Edinburgh, August 1822 - eight years later

      

      

      “Would you please stop giggling, and come and help me with the table setting,” Lady Flora wished Sarah, the young serving girl standing in the corridor was a little less attractive. Sarah turned many a man’s head, too beautiful for her own good. Flora would remind Lady Mary to ensure the youngest and prettiest girls were locked well away from the powerful men who were arriving tomorrow.

      The King being one of them.

      Palace of Holyrood House was in the middle of a spring clean.  For the first time in almost two centuries the King would be stepping onto Scottish soil and Lady Flora was lucky enough to have been invited to witness and part-take of the occasion. She’d been asked to oversee the dinning room decorations and table settings for the dinner that was to occur here in two nights time.

      Sarah scurried forward, approaching the large dining table dominating the room. “I’m sorry, my lady. I have ironed the other tablecloths as requested but I need one of the men to carry them for me. They’re really heavy.”

      “I can fetch them for you, pretty Sarah.” The young male voice from the corridor revealed all. Flora wanted to roll her eyes. No wonder Sarah had been in the corridor giggling. Young Conner Firth leaned in the doorway, his eyes flirting with Sarah, and she was mesmerized by the handsome lad; as most of the serving girls, and even some of the palace ladies were.

      Dougray had been only eighteen when Connor was born. It seemed so long ago now. At fourteen years of age, and yet almost six feet tall already, Connor, with his father’s black hair and piercing blue eyes, was beginning to fulfill her expectations of being a heart breaker. Connor took after his father in more than just looks it would seem. He loved the bonny lasses.

      “Connor Firth. I’m sure your father has more important tasks for you than pestering the serving girls,” Flora scolded.

      “Oh, Lady Flora, you know you are still my favorite,” and he laughed in his still to fully deepen voice.

      She swung round with hands on her hips. “I remember a time when I put you over my knee. You’re not too old for me to do that again.”

      This time he uncrossed his arms and winked at her. “I might just enjoy that.”

      God help her, but she could feel her face flush with color. Oh, to be a young girl again. Connor certainly made her feel old, and yet she had only just turned eight and twenty.

      A respectable age for a widow, but too young to stay a widow for the rest of your life.

      “If your father catches you wasting time here there will be hell to pay.”

      At her words his smile dimmed slightly.

      She turned to Sarah who was still standing there playing with her hair. “Go and get two of the laundry lads to help you.”

      Sarah sighed as she slipped past Connor who’d stepped further into the room to let the young girl past. Flora was pretty sure she saw Connor’s fingers pinch her bottom as Sarah slipped out of the room.

      “You should not be encouraging them, Connor. You of all people know the consequences for these young girls when they have been trifled with.” Connor’s mother had been a serving girl just like Sarah.

      He could not look her in the eye. “Tis’ only a bit of fun.”

      “You are the Duke of Monreith’s son, that alone is enough to turn a girl’s head, let alone the fact you have your father’s good looks.”

      “You forgot to say illegitimate son.” Connor’s eyes flashed with fire.

      Flora walked to stand in front of him. “Your father loves you. He recognized you. He gave you his name. As far as most are concerned you are a duke’s son. So start acting like one.”

      “He recognized me for my mother. He loved her.”

      “He loves you too, from the moment he held you.” She cupped his cheek noticing the slight stubble that was beginning to show on his face now. “Aye, he did love your mother very much. That is why you are so precious to him.” And why Dougray Firth, the Duke of Monreith, had never married. He still held a torch for Connie, Connor’s mother who had died in childbirth.

      “Did you know he has decided to marry?” His eyes narrowed. “Because he wasn’t married to my mother, I cannot be his heir. After all these years, suddenly he wants an heir. It would appear I am no longer enough.”

      So this was the reason Connor was acting up and trying to be the man he’d yet to become.

      She drew him into a hug. “It does not mean he loves you any less. You know it’s the duty of any peer to ensure the continuation of the title. Your father being one of only a few Scottish dukes has even more pressure to ensure his lineage continues. And with the King’s visit…”

      Connor pushed out of her embrace. “It has always just been father and I.”

      “Oh, Connor it still will be. You’re almost a man. If he marries and has a son, it will be years before your father can hunt, fish, and more with him. You’ll still have him to yourself and by the time a younger brother is grown, you’ll likely be married with your own family.”

      “But she will be my stepmother. Bruce got a stepmother and she was awful to him. What if she doesn’t like me and she convinces father to send me away?”

      “He’d never do that, and he’d never marry a woman who could not love you. You are too important to him.”

      Connor’s eyes filled with hope then she watched the hope drain away.  He scuffed his boots along the Persian rug. Suddenly a grin replaced his scowl. “You could marry him. I like you. You’d never come between father and I.”

      A two-pronged pain almost ripped her apart. She’d been in love with Dougray for years, long before her family married her off to Viscount Iain Grafton. But Dougray’s heart closed after Connie’s death. Dougray was not there at the end of Connie’s life and he never really recovered from the role the late Duke of Monreith played in the sorry affair.

      Over the years Flora came to recognize that Dougray had not loved her enough. He had stood aside and watched as she married another.

      Besides, he would not want her now. She’d been married for over five years before her husband died, and the union never produced a child. She’d be a bad wager for a man needing an heir.

      Dougray must know that because she had been a widow for three years and he’d never come courting her. They were friends, but not the same as it had been before she wed. Flora almost thought he avoided her as much as possible.

      She wanted children more than anything. That was the main reason she would risk marriage again, but not to someone who would be devastated if she never bore them a child. She’d pick a widower who already had children.

      “You like my father, surely? You are good friends. Most women do find him handsome. Or is it me you would not want as a son.”

      She sighed. “I’d be honored to be your stepmother but it’s not possible.”

      His head tipped to the side. “You’re not that old, and you are very beautiful. I heard my father’s men say so.”

      “I don’t think I could marry a man who still loved a ghost.”

      Connor nodded. “I think he’s ready to move on. I heard him tell Mary.”

      Lady Mary was Dougray’s sister, and Flora’s best friend.

      If Dougray were ready to love again, the woman who could capture his battered heart would be one lucky woman indeed.

      “So why not you?” Connor pushed.

      “Think about it. I know your father has talked with you about men and women. I was married and yet I have no children.” Just saying the words filled her eyes with tears.

      The boy noticed and quickly hugged her this time. “I did not mean to upset you. Please don’t cry.”

      She wiped her eyes with the corner of her apron. “So you see your father is unlikely to consider me as potential marriage material.”

      “I wish he did.”

      She wished he did too, but if she married him and could not give him a child…he’d end up resenting her. Besides he did not love her, perhaps he never had. She’d had enough of loveless marriages. Her next marriage might last more than five years. Her previous marriage taught her that she could not bear a long loveless marriage. She would marry for love this time or not at all.

      “Now run along and go and find something useful to do. This is an important visit for your father and for Scotland. Please try to do him proud, and leave chasing the girls until next week.”

      His cheeky grin was back. “I’ll try, but that will likely break a few hearts.” He blew her a kiss as he went out the door. “You’re still my favorite.”

      She let out a sigh. Oh, to have a boy like Connor as her own.

      Busy. She needed to keep herself busy so she could push away the emptiness deep inside.

      Trouble was she could not get Connor’s words out of her head—Dougray wanted to marry. Finally he was ready, only now it was too late. Everyone knew she couldn’t give him what he needed. A child. The King would likely not allow the match.
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      On the other side of the dining room Dougray stood just outside the door and listened to the conversation between his son and Lady Flora. His son had excellent taste; Flora was indeed a beautiful woman. And kind, and generous, and she owned his heart—Christ she was perfect. Perfect to take to wife.

      He’d loved her for years. He’d stayed away to protect her.

      Connor liked her, and she liked Connor.  Dougray loved her, desired her more than any woman he knew. Her words spoken to Connor unlocked the chain he had wrapped tightly around his heart. Perhaps there was a way he could have his heart’s desire.

      Years ago he’d not married her to protect her, but now she did not need his protection. He staggered against the doorframe. Oh, my God, he was free to love her.

      It was safe to wed her because she was barren. She could not have a child. Therefore he could not kill her in childbirth as he had done to Connie.

      His world spun and his heart filled with hope. Why had he not understood the significance of her becoming a childless widow before?

      The King and the other Scottish dukes made it clear he must marry. His collar tightened at the memory of the dictatorial letter with the royal seal upon it. They wanted him to align with a highland clan. Flora was a Mackenzie before her marriage.

      It was almost too perfect.

      ‘The Scottish Dukedom must be preserved,’ the note had said. The King was not as stupid as many thought. His order to marry came with a suggested date for announcing his engagement. A pity that when he received the note nine months ago he’d not felt inclined to be forced into wedlock. He remembered what had happened to Connie, and to his mother, and the thought of putting any woman through that again…Guilt over Connie’s death constantly trampled him like a rampaging wild bull.

      These past three years he had not been engaging his brain. Why hadn’t he noticed that Flora bore Iain no children?

      His betrothal had to be announced in two days time at the diner for the King, and if he didn’t he could end up offending their royal guest. Not the done thing given it was the first time in almost two-hundred-years a King had set foot on Scottish soil. To defy his King’s wish at an event such as this…

      The idea of a marriage with the sole goal of producing a child made his stomach rollick with fear, and nausea rise up to choke him. He was a big man. Over six feet five inches and shoulders as wide as this door he hid behind. They had told him the baby was too big for Connie to birth and it had taken three days to bring Connor into this world. Three days for his love to die in agony and fear. The midwife Angus found for Connie said it was a miracle the baby boy survived.

      Dougray grimaced. Connor was a fighter all right. He was his son.

      When he’d learned any child of his was likely to be a big baby, he’d sworn on Connie’s grave he would never be the cause of another woman’s death. He could not go through that again, especially if the woman owned his heart. It had taken Flora to open his heart again, six years after Connie’s death. Flora had been only thirteen when Connie died. When she was nineteen he’d came to stay with her family. She helped him heal. Or so he’d thought.

      He pushed off the wall he was leaning against and watched Flora as she roamed around the huge table moving place settings. She was a sturdy lass. She was Angus’s sister all right. Tall, big hips, perhaps… he often wondered if she would have survived what Connie couldn’t, but he would not risk her life on a perhaps.

      She reached over the table and the movement pulled her gown tight over her bottom. And what a bottom it was. Plump and round just right to fill his hands. Her rich copper-golden hair floated around her shoulders like silk and his body heated at the idea of letting it slide over his naked skin. Her lips were full and firm and he’d often fantasied at what those lips would feel like wrapped around the hard length of him.

      He suddenly burned for her. He’d managed to keep his lust at bay these past years by occasionally taking lovers. He was always careful. What would it be like to make love to a woman and not have to worry about getting her with child? To be able to relax and not always think about having to withdraw before he reached his release. The idea of not having to wear a French glove appealed—a lot.

      Just then she looked over her shoulder and saw him standing there.

      “Why are you loitering in the doorway like your son?”

      He grinned stupidly at her. “The sight of your plump bottom was spell binding.”

      For one moment she looked shocked and then her creamy cheeks filled with color. She turned her back and continued brushing the table. “You need to have a word with Connor. He is far too much like his father and if you are not careful he’ll get some poor lass in trouble.”

      “He knows what will happen if he does. I’ve talked with him.”

      “But he follows your lead and you have not been that discreet of late. Your current paramour is flouting your relationship to everyone she meets.”

      His grin widened. “Jealousy does not become you, Flora. Besides, I broke off that—arrangement—over ten days ago.”

      He watched her back straighten and her shoulders tighten. She slowly turned to face him, surprised at how close he’d come. She had not heard him approach. He watched the vein at the base of her neck pulse.

      “You are so conceited. Jealous. Humph. I have no desire to be one of your conquests. Besides, you are the most fickle man I know. You taught me well.”

      He could not help himself. He reached out and ran a finger over her throat feeling the erratic beat of her blood. “I think your frantic heartbeat calls you a liar. Just my touch sets your skin on fire.” His groin tightened as her pink tongue slipped from between her lips to moisten them.

      “Don’t play your games with me, Dougray. Not again. We have been—friends for many years—and I will do nothing to let you ruin that just because you are bored.” She batted his hand away, a gloating smile upon her face. “Besides, Connor informed me you are looking for a wife. I wonder if the King’s visit has brought about this change of heart.”

      She was too clever. He stepped back and casually flicked lint from his sleeve. “Do I look like a man who can be forced to do anything he does not wish to do? You should know me better than that.”

      She looked him in the eye and he did not blink. “Then I am very happy for you. It’s about time you learned to open your heart again and let a woman in. Life is too long to be alone. I should know.” She clapped her hand over her mouth.

      He realized she had not meant to reveal that last part. She was too young and too beautiful to spend the rest of her life as a widow. He longed to love her. Longed to give her the dreams they once shared with each other. He had lived the last eight years knowing that for him to risk loving any woman was impossible.

      Barren. She was barren. It struck him like a sharp edged sword that he could finally risk loving Flora.

      His lonely life held the promise of more. If she could not bear him a child then he could afford the luxury of giving her his heart. That was worth more than his whole estate and title, for it would mean no heir. To feel that connection with her once again. To share all of his life with her. He could feel the fortress walls surrounding his heart cracking.

      But what if she could bear him a child, and that it was her husband’s seed that was useless. The idea of marrying Flora and getting her with child…the risk was great. Agreeing to become his wife could sign her death warrant.

      “Are you all right? You are looking at me very peculiarly.”

      Her words drew him up short. He’d speak to her brother Angus. He would not offer for Flora if her brother feared for her. Angus knew his history with Connie and Angus also knew his sister.

      He said, “I shall leave you to your duties. Mary is worrying herself silly over the Kings visit when I suspect all the King needs is good food, good whisky, and a pretty woman or two. He won’t notice how clean or cold the Palace is.”

      “Spoken like a man. Your sister is doing a marvelous job and I hope you thank her. We will notice if the Palace is not looking its best. We do not want the English to look down on us. We need to show we are not the heathen savages they think we are.”

      He laughed. “I’d love to see you act like a heathen savage.”

      To his delight she picked up a napkin and flicked him with it. Before he could reply Mary entered the room.

      “Oh, Dougray, stop annoying Flora. Have you organized the three extra spits for the kitchen like I asked?”

      “I was just on my way to do that when I was waylaid by Flora’s beauty and wit. She is most distracting today.”

      Mary rolled her eyes while Flora spluttered, “I’m not keeping you. I have more than enough to do than pander to your ego.”

      Mary flapped her hands at him as if he was a boy. “Away with you. Go and use your charms on women too stupid to see through your looks.”

      He pressed his hands to his heart. “Too cruel. From my sister as well.”

      Mary blew him a kiss. “Oh, and can you tell that son of yours that if I see him bothering the serving girls again I shall put him over my knee in front of them.”

      That stole his humor. Flora was right. It would seem Connor did need another talking to. He’d already told his son that this week was not the time or place for his usual antics, but boys becoming men tended to challenge their fathers. He should know. He’d challenged his and it cost Connor his mother’s life. His son would not make the mistakes he had.

      He bowed. “I shall leave you lovely ladies to your organizing then.”
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      Mary stood looking at her brother’s departing back. “Have you noticed that my brother has been acting very strange of late?”

      Flora agreed. Since becoming a widow he had never flirted with her—not even once. But he was flirting today.

      “Connor told me he has decided to take a wife. The King’s visit most likely spurred his decision.” She ignored the dagger of pain that slice through her heart at the words.

      “I didn’t know how to tell you. I suspect Sir Walter has also been advising my brother to marry. A duke must have an heir. A legitimate heir.” She stopped polishing the candlestick and smacked her forehead. “So that is why Connor is out of sorts.”

      Flora nodded. “He’s always had Dougray to himself and he is worried a wife might banish him.” She took a deep breath. “Who do you think he will chose?”

      Mary looked at her sharply. “Oh, Flora. I’m so sorry. I know how you feel about Dougray.”

      “That was a girlish fantasy. He did not want me before, why would he want me this time. I could never be his wife now anyway. I am likely barren. Every man in Scotland knows that.” The look of pity Mary threw her way made her want to curl up in a ball and cry. Mary had two beautiful children, a boy and a girl, with her husband, Stuart Carmichael, the Earl of Rowland. She covered her pain saying, “We were once such good friends. Let’s put our heads together and find him a young lady that would make him happy. That can’t be too hard can it?”

      Mary gave her a hug. “I think that’s a wonderful idea. Let’s go and have a cup of tea and make a list. We can see how the ladies on our list interact with Dougray at the ball tonight.” They left the room arm and arm heading for the small private drawing room on the floor above. “Plus, Lord Glengarry will be at the ball too.”

      “Oh, he is only recently widowed. Surely he is not looking for a wife so soon?”

      “He has three children under six plus an elder boy. I’d say he needs all the help he can get.”

      How did she tell practical Mary that a man who would wed simply to get himself a new mother for his children was not the man for her? Not this time. While the idea of raising those children as her own was appealing, would the love from his children replace the emptiness she felt inside if her husband did not love her?

      Mary read her face. “He’s always had a fondness for you but you were promised to another.”

      “We shall see. My father is dead so at least I won’t have any man forcing me into a marriage I do not want. I won’t be rushed or pushed this time.”
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      God give him strength to get through this week, let alone this night. The King wasn’t even on Scottish soil yet, but Sir Walter Scott took the opportunity to bring the Scottish lord’s together in this evening’s glittering ball.  Over cards the stuffed up peacock had lectured the men for almost an hour, insisting on what they could wear and what they could say in front of the King.

      Well, Dougray wasn’t a child. He was a duke and he would bloody well wear what he liked and say what he liked—within reason. Like he said, he wasn’t stupid. Scott’s lecture was almost enough to make him risk walking back into the ballroom to face the hell of having to dance.

      He was still in the card room, but he and Angus were sitting at the back near the fire in two large armchairs. He’d invited his friend to sit with him over a few glasses of fine whisky. Luckily they had gotten past the issue with Flora’s marriage some years back. Mainly because Flora had seemed happy in her marriage.

      Dougray should have been pleased at that fact, but it tortured him every day to know she was happy with another man.

      Tonight he needed to discuss Flora and he was worried about his friend’s reaction.

      “Scott,” Angus spat out. “That bloody pompous cretin. I’m not sure a visit from the King is worth this.” Angus banged his empty whisky glass on the arm of his chair and called a servant for more of the fiery liquid.

      “Do behave, Angus. Talk like that is likely to see Scotland truly embarrassed and you sent to Coventry, if you are not careful.”

      Angus snorted. “Rubbish. You’ve met the King before. What do you think of him?”

      “Actually, the last time I saw him he was still the Prince Regent. Don’t let the overweight and jolly image fool you. The King is not a stupid man. Although he does love his food, wine, and women far too much.”

      “But is it in Scotland’s interest to form this closer alliance?”

      “I believe it is. Both of our estates are flourishing now that we are working with the English. I intend to welcome them until they do something that is not in Scotland’s interest.”

      “To Scotland,” Angus said. The two men clinked their glasses together.

      “Speaking of the King. Scott mentioned the King is most concerned at my marital status. To be fair its more the ‘no heir’ that is of issue. It would appear the King, or his lapdog Scott, does not wish to see my cousin inherit.”

      He waited for Angus’s chortle but it did not come.

      “Aye, it is about time you married and beget an heir. This moping over your wee lass has gone on long enough. It’s not manly.”

      Dougray’s fingers tightened around his glass. “Says the man who would not leave his wife’s side for two weeks when she was battling the lung fever.”

      The two men eyed each other before Angus whispered, “Touché.”

      He cleared his throat. “I’ve had a royal order to announce my engagement at the dinner in two nights time. The King believes it will give the Scottish people something else to celebrate.”

      Angus almost choked on his drink. “Two days time? How long have you known of this command?”

      “Since the Kings visit was first muted.”

      “Hell, that was almost nine months ago. Have you already won a fair maiden’s hand?”

      “No. I’ve been thinking through the issue.” Angus raised an eyebrow. “And I have come to the conclusion it could be a good idea.”

      Angus laughed. “I know that face of yours sees most women drop their draws for you at a smile, and the title will definitely help with gaining a wife, but still, a woman does like to be wooed. Even you might find arranging an engagement in only two days a trial.” At his silence Angus sighed. “You have a lady in mind? Well, get on with it then man, you hardly need my help.”

      “That is not exactly true.”

      Angus’s eyes narrowed. “My daughters are way to young, and by the time they are of marriageable age you’ll be in your dotage. I’ll nay marry them to an old man.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous, besides your eldest daughter has already told me she is marrying Connor when she is older.”

      “At five years of age she should not be thinking about marriage, and I’ll be keeping boys like your Connor well away from any of my daughters.” At Dougray’s hurt look, Angus added,  “It’s not his illegitimacy at issue. It’s simply he’s too much like you. A man who loves all women but loves none with his heart.”

      “I have loved with my heart and it cost me more than you will ever know,” Dougray admitted softly. “Twice.”

      “Well, if it is a brood mare you want as a wife, I’m sure we can find a match by tomorrow morning. But if I were you I’d look for a lass who stirs more than your cock. It’s infinitely more appealing to find a woman who engages all of you as you age. Looks don’t last forever and cold winter nights can drag with the wrong person by your side.”

      “I actually have someone in mind. Someone I have loved for many years.”

      Angus put down his glass. “Oh, no. Don’t you dare say her name.”

      Dougray took a large gulp and moved his chair out of Angus’s reach. “Flora.” He waited ready to deflect a punch but none came. The silence was unnerving. So he said, “I have loved her for years. We have been good friends too. She’s funny, kind, she loves Connor, and she is so intelligent. I’ve known her all of my life. I’ve been thinking about her, but I wanted to talk with you to be sure. I did not want to damage our friendship again.”

      Still the silence lengthened. He hated his lie. He had considered Flora a few months ago but crossed her off his list. Knowing how much he loved her he could not bear to think of her dying in childbirth. He’d never be able to face Angus again. But this morning, hearing her admit to Connor that she had never got with child, and was certain she was barren, that changed everything.

      “My sister has been in love with you since she was a young girl. I would have welcomed a match with you, but Connie’s death changed you. Eight years ago I thought you loved her too, but you stood by and watched as my father married her to Iain. Iain was a good man but there was no love in their marriage, and I watched her month-by-month, year-by-year, wither inside. If you cannot give her your heart then I say no. I will not let you hurt her again.”

      “There has always only been one women who could claim my heart and it’s her. It killed me to watch her marry another.”

      They both took a drink.

      “Then tell me why you let her marry Iain?”

      “I,” he scrambled to find something that would make sense. “I wasn’t ready. Connie’s death gutted me, and then on top of that I had to search for Connor. I had no idea where father had sent the babe. I thought I had buried the guilt and pain but I hadn’t. But now I’m ready.”

      Dougray’s father had gone crazy when told that Dougray, at eighteen, had got a serving girl with child. Dougray’s real crime was wanting to marry the girl. His father had his men kidnap Dougray and send him to Ireland where he was kept a virtual prisoner. When Connie’s time was due the Duke had her thrown out and forbade anyone to help her. Mary somehow got word to Angus. Angus found her, but she’d been in labor for almost two days and the babe was so big the midwife could not save her and the baby.

      Angus’s eyes suddenly widened and a smile lit his face. “I think you must be in love with Flora.” At his genuinely puzzled frown Angus added, “She was married for five years and had no offspring. Of course it could have been Iain’s problem, but it is a risk for a duke to marry a woman who has been wed for such a long time yet has failed to beget an heir. You must love her if you can overlook this fact.”

      His gut clenched at the lie he was not abusing. It was precisely this reason he could risk marrying her, and could risk giving her his heart. She likely could not give him a child. He had come to terms with what that meant years ago when he’d made his decision to never marry. He had a large extended family with many cousins and he even liked some of them. And he had Connor. He did not care about the title. His father had taught him that the title meant more than a person’s life, and he could not live like that. He had plenty of time to train his cousin Derek to do his duty.

      “So, you are not opposed to a betrothal between myself and Flora?”

      “I already think of you as a brother. I would be honored to align our two families as it should have been many years ago.”

      Relief flooded through him. Not once had Angus seemed concerned that Dougray’s first wife had died in childbirth, but then Angus was a large man and had several children. Tessa, his wife, was a largess woman. Flora was not as small as Connie, but she wasn’t as robust as Tessa. Thank goodness he’d never have to find out.

      “I will treasure her and look out for her until my last breath.”

      “I know you will. However, there is one wee fly in your ointment. I will not command her, or force her to wed you. She would not listen to me anyway.”

      This time Dougray laughed. “Are you saying she will deny me?”

      “Women don’t think like us. Flora is not a young starry-eyed girl. As a widow she knows what she wants out of her next marriage. You spurned her once, she will be wary. She was hurt and she does have her pride.”

      “But I love her!”

      “You’ve had a funny way of showing it. I doubt she’ll want to compete for your affections, and no lady likes to be made a fool of. Your recent affair with Lady Carissa is still fresh in everyone’s memory. You should have been celibate for months, then she might believe you love her.”

      “I won’t dishonor her. I love her and once we are wed…Besides, I think I can persuade her.”

      That made Angus really laugh. “Your charm won’t work on my sister. She knows you too well. Honesty. That’s what she will require.”

      He wondered if Angus noticed him flinch. He could not afford honesty. If they learned why he chose Flora, Sir Walter Scott would see him married off to some other virginal young lady and Dougray would have no choice in his lifelong partner.

      Angus finished his drink and stood. “Come. If you are serious then best you start wooing tonight. I’m going to find my wife in the ballroom. Flora is likely to be with her and Mary. It’s time to see what response your arrogance in leaving this so late, brings.”
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      The mood on this hot summer evening was festive as the excitement of the King’s visit built. The thronged ballroom swirled with Scotland’s elite, dressed in their finery and jewels. The warm evening saw the doors of the Palace ballroom opened to the terrace, with the impressive rose garden below, allowing the perfumed floral scents to drown out the smell of over heated bodies.

      Unfortunately, Flora stood on the opposite side of the ballroom near the entrance to the card room where the heat and accompanying smells were stifling. She was standing here hoping to waylay Dougray when he finally exited—if he exited. She had her arm tucked through Lady Claire’s. She was hoping Dougray would appear from the card room like most of the other men had during the evening so she could manipulate an introduction. Lady Claire would make him a fine wife. She was one of the prettiest debutantes, clever, her father was a wealthy Earl, his estate was near Glasgow, and most of all she was kind.

      Both Mary and her agreed, the woman who would become Dougray’s wife had to be kind, because they would want her to accept Connor. Since Connie was well in the past, and Dougray had recognized his son, both ladies hoped any wife would not see Connor as a threat.

      Just then a servant arrived with a silver tray, offering them much needed refreshments. She let go of Claire’s arm and accepted a glass. She thanked the servant with a nod before turning her back on the card room to observe the rest of the ballroom.

      Flora scanned the guests, not sure who she was looking for. While she kept her demeanor outwardly cheerful, her mood was anything but. It was as if she understood the rest of her life would now start her down a path that in some small part of her heart she’d hoped would be different.

      When her husband had died from a bee sting of all things, she wondered if Dougray would come for her. She’d waited patiently for her year of morning to finish. And then waited. And waited. He had written to her expressing his condolences but nothing more. In the two years since, he was friendly when they met, but nothing more.

      Until earlier today when he had flirted with her in the dining room. What did that mean?

      She took a depth breath trying to keep the disappointment at bay. Yet all the revelry, sights, sounds, and tastes of the most exciting night in Scottish history could not shake a strange feeling of detachment.

      “Is there someone in particular you are looking for?” Lady Claire asked. “You are staring with a determination I’ve not seen this evening.”

      Mary arrived just as Claire spoke. “Lord Glengarry is on the terrace. He asked after you,” Mary replied with a wink.

      Lady Claire immediately thought that Glengarry was whom Flora was hunting, when in fact she had no idea who, or what, she wanted.

      Liar. You want Dougray for yourself. She inwardly sighed and smiled at the women’s teasing not bothering to dispossess them of their matchmaking. Lord Glengarry would be a more than suitable match for her. He has young children, two boys and a girl, plus an older son, so would most likely not care if she were barren. He was rich, handsome, only a few years older than her and he appeared to be a nice man. She should be honored at his interest.

      But her heart was not in it. Her bottom lip trembled. She doubted her heart would be in any match because it only held room for Dougray.

      She hoped that when Dougray finally married, she’d be free of his hold, finally knowing that he could never be hers. At the moment her life was at a standstill, still hoping for a miracle. Hoping that one-day he would declare he still loved her. When he finally married, maybe then she could forget him and find a love match she so desired.

      Lady Claire looked at Mary and then at Flora. “You have been inside all evening, Lady Flora. Why don’t you go and get some fresh air on the terrace while Lady Mary and I find her husband. I want to thank him for a kindness he did for my father recently. We shall join you outside shortly.”

      She knew they were being kind, but she really did not want to face Lord Glengarry. She did not wish to give the man any encouragement until she knew her mind on the matter.

      Mary gave her a small push. “Go on. There are many guests out on the terrace there is nothing untoward in seeking fresh air.”

      Flora excused herself with a discreet murmur, and with cheeks blazing in embarrassment at their obvious plan, she walked at a sedate pace, toward a future she did not want. Her steps slowed the closer she got to the open doors. Her fingers played with the pearls at her neck as her throat tightened. She glanced over her shoulder and saw the women were no longer watching her, so she ducked sideways and hurried toward the grand curved staircase. Upon walking upstairs she crossed the long portrait gallery and through a few more corridors until she found the small library.

      Without thinking she lifted the latch and slipped inside. Several lamps had been lit around the room and the windows at the far end were open letting in a cool breeze. She drifted towards the fresh air not really taking in the room at all.

      She stood by the window, her hands on the windowsill taking deep gulping breaths, trying to quell the hopelessness beginning to overwhelm her.

      “Sensible minds think alike.”

      She jumped out of her skin, turning at the familiar velvety voice. Her heart sped as her eyes found his.

      Like a virginal girl she could not get her mouth to work. She stood mesmerized by Dougray’s beauty. He always looked magnificent in his formal attire, but tonight as he sat sprawled on the couch, his midnight blue jacket covering a burgundy waistcoat, with his cravat hanging untied at his throat, his handsome face looked wicked, and dangerous, but so inviting. Her feet wanted to dance across the space dividing them, daintily tumbling her into his lap.

      Raven-haired, deep-set blue eyes, coupled with his iron physique, caused her knees to tremble. She’d never wanted him more.

      Was she fooling herself or was his self-assured stare full of heat and desire? She needed to sit down.

      “I was about to come and find you. I was merely having a few drams for courage.” He patted the settee beside him. With a hint of a devilish smile tugging at one corner of his tempting mouth, he said in a whisper that intimately flowed down her spine, “Take a seat before you fall down.”

      She could not move. She could barely breath.

      Pinned by his piercing stare, she shivered at the force of the unbridled sensuality in his beautiful eyes. What was he playing at? Lady Claire. Think of Lady Claire.

      It was no use. From halfway across the room, the heat of him seemed to engulf her. The enveloping visceral reaction took her by surprise. She’d been alone with him plenty of times and been able to control her response to him. Why was tonight different? Her heart lurched as he gave a knowing smile. “I prefer to stand thank you, I love the fresh air.”

      “You’re scared to sit by me,” he goaded.

      “Don’t be ridiculous. Why would I be afraid? I’ve known you since I was a young girl.”

      His heated gaze ran over her person, from her feet to her face, indecently stopping at certain points along the way. “You are not a young girl any more,” his husky declaration saw her thighs clamp together.

      Dougray was an expert seducer but he’d never tried his skills on her before. For one brief year when she was nineteen he’d—courted her—stolen her heart and then stood by and let her marry Iain.

      Her heart slammed behind her ribs like a drum’s doomful warning. She would get hurt if she even thought of playing this game with him.

      Still, ignoring her own mind’s warning, her feet moved and she sat where only moments ago his hand had been. To her disappointment, and relief, he did not touch her. He was busy pouring her a drink.

      “Why did you want to find me?”

      He handed it to her. “Drink. You look as if you need it.”

      She took a big gulp only to splutter. “Whisky?”

      “You’ve been drinking it half your life.”

      She nodded as she fanned her mouth. “I wasn’t expecting it, that’s all.” The fiery liquid gave her courage. “I wasn’t expecting you either. I have been waiting outside the card room all evening. How did you leave without me seeing you?”

      His devilish grin widened. “Waiting for me?” He leaned close and whispered in her ear, “How intriguing.”

      She pulled back. “To introduce you to Lady Claire.” At his puzzled frown, “You are looking for a wife. Lady Claire would be perfect.”

      His face blanked and he turned away and downed the rest of the whisky in his glass and set it on the table with a loud clunk. He turned to face her. “I don’t need any help in finding a woman to be my wife.”

      Her heart almost stopped beating. He’d found someone. She wasn’t ready for the pain that engulfed her.

      So lost in her anguish, she at first did not notice his hand slowly stroking her bare arm above her glove—up and down, seductively. “Why do you look so stricken? Don’t you want to know whom I have selected?”

      She swallowed hard and succumbed to a violent shudder. He was being cruel. She wanted to tell him to stop, but any words fled when she caught the faint whiff of Dougray’s exotic incense that clung to his skin like a jealous lover—Sandalwood.

      “No words. That must be a first. I’ve never known you to have nothing to say, Flora.” The way he said her name made her think of sex.

      He pulled her into his arms. “So are you going to kiss me?”

      Flora melted at the question. Her heated brain and her battered heart warred over the answer—her heart won—she wanted his lips on hers like she wanted her next breath.

      This was madness. He’d just confessed to having found a woman to marry yet here she was in his arms eager as a puppy to please. This man aroused her with a simple smile what could he do with a kiss, a touch, a …

      Take this one chance, before he is lost to you forever, in case you have to endure another loveless marriage, her body and mind clamored in her head arguing with each other.

      She faced him and when she saw the desire swirling in the blue depth of his gaze she yielded willingly. His head drew close totally focused on her lips and her body thrilled. He was impossibly handsome, and for one night he would be her real fantasy. Her gaze traveled over his chiseled face with it’s tantalizing strong bone structure. His eyebrows were thick and black which made the blue of his eyes appear darker. But it was his lips that made women swoon. Sculptured, full, and soft, she was dying for a taste.

      She beat him by leaning forward and pressing her lips to his. His mouth opened under her lips in surprise.

      His warm, silken lips caressed hers. Oh, sweet bliss. Never had a kiss created such a riot of sensation. This was nothing like the kisses they had shared years ago. He was giving all of himself to her, no doubt because she was no longer a young virgin, but was an experienced widow.

      Just the type of women he loved to dally with.

      She didn’t care…

      Flora wrapped her arms around Dougray’s neck in a mix of hapless craving and wild relief. This was her chance—her one chance before he married—and she would give herself over to it. When he pulled her onto his lap she did not resist.

      His kiss blurred the lines between fantasy and reality, and she didn’t care. She’d waited and wanted this for too long. Besides, she’d never felt so alive—never. Recklessness sang through her veins, screaming take it all! Joy thrummed along every tingling nerve ending. All the while, not believing she had been brave or foolish enough to do this.

      Unsure of herself to start with, she soon lost herself in the kiss. Dougray’s hand curved tenderly around her nape while the other sunk into her hair. His grip was tight, but it thrilled her.

      His lips beguiled hers, moving back and forth with exquisite skill. She tilted her head back farther and seized on the idea to take the lead. She slipped her tongue into his mouth and savored the taste of him. He was delicious. Her pulse was a reckless rhythm as she clung to him. She could feel the hardened length of him pulsing against her bottom and it spurred her on, transporting her to a state of dizzying heights.

      She wanted him to take her. To lay her down, strip her of her gown and make love to her. To ravish her on this couch before her bravery fled and she thought too much about the other women before her and likely those to come after her.

      For the past three years she had managed to ignore the lonely ache to be touched, caressed, held. Iain had been a good man but he never fired her body like this. She had never loved Iain.

      One simple kiss told her that Dougray knew exactly what her body yearned for. Her hands clutched his broad chest wishing she could feel his heated skin. She let her hands roam his chest while her tongue reveled in his virile taste. A moan escaped as he drew her closer, trapping her hands between his muscled strength and her softness.

      He left her gasping his name as his wayward mouth left her lips and descended along the side of her neck. Her hands moved lower too, stroking him through his trousers as his lips found the top of her exposed bosom.

      “Undress me.” Only when he stopped did she realize she’d said the plea out loud.
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      He’d almost driven himself crazy all day wondering what her lips would feel like. It had been so long since he’d last kissed her and he’d never let any kisses go this far. Since the conversation in the dining room this morning, he had thought only of her.

      At her impulsive kiss he had his answer as to if he could get her to agree to wed him, and it exceeded his expectations. She wanted him too. He had to rein in his need to devour her. Did she still love him?

      Instead, he let her take the lead as she tentatively moved her lips over his. His body shuddered as she slipped her tongue into his mouth.

      He sunk his hand into her glorious soft hair to anchor her mouth to his and called on all his experience not to take over. Her tongue stroked the inside of his mouth making his groin tightened unbearably. Too much more of this and he’d lay her down and take her on this very settee.

      He reluctantly broke the kiss and tried to cool both their ardors by trailing his lips over her skin.

      “Undress me.” At her plea his body surged with triumph. He could take her here and now. Sink between her sweet thighs and claim that which had been denied him all these years. He shook his head and pulled away from her to try and clear his mind of her scent and taste.

      There would be no taking until she agreed to be his wife. He had too much at stake to risk a mere coupling to ease his need of her.

      He leaned back and studied her beneath semi-closed eyelashes. She was still a beauty.

      He let his heated gaze travel over her, feeding his growing desire. The candlelight scorched her copper highlighted hair. Her upswept coiffure, that his fingers had messed, made her neck look as graceful as a swan’s, with alluring tendrils stroking the curve of her bosom. Her bodice drew his appreciative eyes, sweet rounded breasts, lush, and bonny.

      The inviting arch of her body almost swayed him from his plan but one did not seduce—a friend—for that is who she was. He wanted her as his wife to finally allow his heart to soar—a voice inside his head added, and to save you from loneliness.

      “Why are you stopping?”

      He removed her hand from his groin and pressed a kiss to her knuckles. “I didn’t realize we were in such a rush. Anticipation heightens the desire.”

      With a shrug she admitted, “I have no idea. This is my first tryst. Or seduction, or whatever it is you call this.”

      He cupped her face between his two hands, gently drinking from her sweet lips. His possessive side loved that he was her first tryst. He didn’t like to think of her with any other man. His one regret was he did not get to be her first, but if he had his way he would be her last.

      That made him sit up straighter.

      He cleared his throat. “I would willingly, desirously make love to you tonight but I have to ask you something first.”

      She wiggled excitedly in his arms. “Yes, I’ll respect you in the morning,” she giggled. More seriously she added, “And I won’t expect anything more. I know you are going to announce your engagement, and I shall ask for nothing after this night.”

      He nodded. “I am going to become betrothed at the King’s dinner. In fact, I’m hoping to announce our engagement.”
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      He didn’t get the response he’d expected. Her face drained of color and she tried to clamber off his lap, but he held her tightly as she squirmed in his arms trying to get away. Finally she calmed.

      “Is this some kind of cruel joke to you?” She said her eyes welling with unshed tears.

      He took both of her hands in his. “No. I am deadly serious. I have been thinking of this for nine long months and it keeps coming back to you.” He didn’t bother to say it only came back to her since he heard her say she was barren.

      He pressed on. “There is no doubting my desire for you. I have loved you for years, be it from afar. You are from one of Scotland’s best families. You are my best friend’s sister and it would align our families. We know each other—we are friends—well, I’d like to think we are. You like Connor and he likes you. We could make this work.”

      “Work? I begged you eight years ago to marry me and you watched as I married another. You obviously didn’t love me then and you obviously don’t love me now. This is too sudden. What are you up to?”

      As she poured out her words, tears began to flow down her cheeks and it almost broke his heart.

      “Not true. I have always loved you. That is why I set you free.”

      “Free. I wasn’t free. Do you know how much I dreamed of becoming your wife? But that was a time gone by, before you had finished grieving for Connie. Before my father could not wait any longer and gave me to Iain.”

      He swallowed back a curse. “I have not married before this because you are still in my heart, but I did not approach you because I was scared you would not forgive me for walking away all those years ago. It has suddenly come to my attention that if I don’t ask you I may never know your answer and I may lose the opportunity forever.”

      She looked over his shoulder as if staring at a ghost. “I swore my next marriage would be for love. I have had a marriage without love and it was very lonely. I’m not sure I could endure another. It would break my heart to be merely a token wife. If you took mistresses…”

      “Why do you think I am being so particular? I vowed that when I marry I shall be true to my wedding vows.  If you say yes, there will be no other women in my bed ever again.”

      “Why now? Why tonight?”

      He would fight with whatever he had, to make her say yes. “Marrying you has always been something I thought was unattainable, especially after you married Iain. Almost instantly I realized what a fool I had been. Now you are free”-

      -“I’ve been ‘free’ as you put it for three years. You are not being truthful.”

      “Look at me.” She stared into his eyes. “If I have to marry I only want to marry you. I love you.” That was not a lie. “You have always been my fantasy.”

      “Fantasy,” she cried out. “This idea to wed me is pure fantasy.” Her eyes narrowed. “The King is forcing a marriage and I’m simply convenient. You think I’ll say yes because of our past.”

      “No. Think about it. I’m a duke, a wealthy duke. I could walk out this door and be engaged in mere minutes if that is all I wanted.”

      She shuddered but did not deny his boast. “It’s likely I can’t have children. The King wants you wed to beget an heir. I can’t give that to you. What will the King say to such a match?”

      He would ensure the King did not learn of her situation until it was too late. “I shall simply tell him that any woman I select may not be able to have children. It’s in God’s hands.”

      She shook her head, tears still falling. “But I was married for five years. I lost two babes and then had no more. The odds are against me.” She pushed him hard trying to escape his hold. “No. I cannot marry you. I won’t do that to you.”

      He tried to stop the stab of jealousy her words about sharing Iain’s bed created. “Then I will never marry. It’s you or no one.” How ironic. The very reason it was safe to give her his heart was the reason she used to decline his proposal.

      She stopped struggling. “Don’t be ridiculous. You have to marry. You have to have an heir.”

      “I have cousins. Many, many cousins.”

      Her shoulders slumped. “You would defy the King? Why? Why are you doing this to me? Why does it have to be me? Tell me why and I might listen?”

      Angus had said she would want honesty. Could he voice his fears? He’d never said this to another living sole. “I have loved you for years. I wanted to wed you. I truly did. It killed me to see you marry Iain, but I did it for you. I did it to protect you.”

      “Protect me? Who from? Your father? He wanted the match.”

      “To protect you from the fate that Connie met.”

      She sat blinking at him as if he was an idiot. Then her mouth formed a perfect O. “Childbirth. You were protecting me from dying in childbirth.” Her eyes welled with tears as she cupped his chin. “Oh, Dougray. Not all women die in childbirth. I’m healthy. You’d have the best physicians attend me. I’d never have to face what Connie did, left alone with no help…left alone to die.”

      Guilt saw him close his eyes against the shameful memory of what his father had done. Finally he swallowed the choking fear and said, “I’m a large man. I’m bigger than most. The midwife who tried to help Connie told Angus the babe was too big, as all my bairns are likely to be. I loved you too much to lose you like that. It would have destroyed me. At least married to Iain you were still in this world.”

      She once again tried to clamber off his lap but he held her tight. Her eyes flashed with anger. “So we could have married eight years ago. I could have been happy…we could have shared eight wonderful years together. You let me marry a man I did not love, all because of fear. I never took you for a coward. I don’t know if I can ever forgive you for this.”

      This time when she struggled in his hold he let her rise. He forced himself to remain calm. “My mother died in childbirth too if you recall, and then Connie died in childbirth…I’m even bigger than my father. Can’t you understand? I could not risk your life! You don’t know what it’s like to feel responsible for the death of a person, let alone the woman you love.”

      She stopped her pacing and turned to face him. “At least I finally understand why you did what you did all those years ago. You should have told me. I thought, I thought there was something wrong with me, something you did not like.” He saw tears well again. “So you think it’s safe to marry me now that I can’t bear you a child?” She gave a bitter laugh. “What really hurts is that you only want me because I’m damaged.”

      “I have always wanted you. Why do you think I stayed away from you? It hurt to see you with him. I don’t care about having an heir. Let my cousin take the title. It hasn’t made me happy, and my father’s pursuit of ‘pure bloodlines’ saw him leave a woman to die in agony, and he nearly cost me my son’s life. Nothing is worth that behavior.”

      “I feel like I can’t breath… My head is spinning.”

      He stood and faced her. “Tell me one thing. Do you hate me for what I did?”

      She was still pacing but the flush of anger on her face was gone. “Quite honestly I don’t know what to think, but I could never hate you.”

      “Will you consider my offer of marriage then?”

      She stopped pacing and looked at him. “I need to think.  Denying me eight years ago set me down a different path. I’ve changed. My dreams, and wants, have changed. Did you know I was looking at remarrying?”

      His heart missed a beat. “You have an offer?”

      “No. I have only just decided I want to remarry. I’m still young and don’t want to spend my life alone. I do have someone interested. There is a man who meets my criteria of what I desire in my next marriage.”
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      Flora could not believe that she was seriously considering walking out of this room without saying yes to Dougray’s proposal. A few years ago all she’d ever wanted was to be his wife, but not like this.

      Not because he was afraid to have an heir. What would happen years later when he looked back and saw how stupid he had been, and that he would lose the title and estates? She might be angry with him now for what he did to her—to them— all those years ago, but Angus had always told her that Connie’s death changed Dougray. She had not understood how. The guilt he must feel… It had probably been festering all these years. If only she’d known.

      “Who is he?” Dougray’s voice was tight.

      She shook her head to clear it of any sympathy. She had to remain strong—for both of them. “That is none of your business. But what I will say is you may think not being able to have a child is a blessing, well, it has been my living hell. Giving birth to my child is something I want with all my heart.” She could not stop the quiver in her voice. “I feel like a part of me is missing.”

      He frowned. “But you can’t have children even if you marry.”

      “Perhaps, but I won’t know until I try. But there is a man who has three children under six and if I were to marry him I would have the children I crave. Not my flesh and blood but I would love them as if they were.”

      She watched him swallow and as his jaw tightened she wonder if it would break.

      “Glengarry. I have noticed him sniffing at your skirts. He’s merely after a mother for his children.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Are you any nobler? What are you after? You want a wife who cannot have children. You both want me but for different reasons, none of them involve love.”

      “Not true. I love you so much I walked away.”

      Did he? Or was he using their past to get what he needed now. A wife. A wife who could not bear a child so he might hold his fear at bay. She wanted a man to love her. He was saying all the right words but how could she believe him? Suddenly, when the King insisted on marriage, he was here saying he’d loved her all this time. If that was true she just felt sad for all the wasted years.

      She wanted to make him understand his mistake. “I would never have walked away from you even if God himself told me you were the devil. That is how much I loved you.”

      “But will Glengarry love you?”

      She turned away and said, “I intend to take the time to find out.”

      He swung her around to face him. “I have to announce my engagement in two days.”

      “I’m sorry, Dougray but I can’t give you an answer before then. I won’t be forced or rushed into making another marriage. The next time I marry it will be to a man who loves me as much as I love him.”

      It broke her heart but she couldn’t say yes even if she wanted to. Then he’d be stuck with a woman who could not bear him an heir. She would not do that to him because she understood the craving to hold your own child in your arms. One day he would want that and then where would they be?

      He tried to stop her leaving but she brushed him off. “This is all just too convenient. If the King had not commanded you wed I wonder if you would have approached me at all.”

      “I would have as soon as it sunk in about you not bearing a child. I don’t know why I hadn’t realized sooner. I can risk loving you without risking your life.”

      “If you do love me you’ll let me go again. I can’t marry you knowing it will deny you the one thing you need and the one thing that in time you will suddenly want—an heir.”

      His hand dropped to his side. “You leave me with a choice of defying my King or picking someone else. I will have to marry another woman who I will never love. You talk about loveless marriages, and then condemn me to one.”

      “I’m not condemning you. You are. Ask the King for more time and use it to find a woman you can love and face your fear. Look at Angus. He’s a giant of a man yet Tessa has born him several children.”

      “And I’ve watched as each time he has sat in his study with bottles of whisky sick with fear for her. Each time he’s thinking will this be the birth that kills her.”

      “But it doesn’t. You’re not God, Dougray. Only God knows when our time on this earth is up. I could die of a fever, or of an infected cut, or from a fall from my horse. Life is full of risks but I’d risk my life gladly if it gave me a child. Look at Connor. Connie’s death gave you a great gift.”

      With that she pulled open the door and walked out. It was the hardest thing she had ever done and her legs could barely carry her they trembled so much.
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      Flora’s head was still spinning as she reentered the crowded ballroom. She wondered if everyone looking at her knew what Dougray had been planning. Did everyone know he wanted her because she was the woman who could not bear a child?

      She spotted her brother ahead with Tessa at his side, and made her way toward them.

      “Sister, dear. We have been looking for you. Where have you been?”

      “Just the retiring room.”

      Tessa leaned close. “I don’t know if I’ll make it through the King’s visit. I’m exhausted and I’m out of polite conversation already.”

      She wanted to blurt out what had happened. She wanted to talk with Tessa and get her advice. Flora wanted Tessa to say she wasn’t being stupid. That Dougray and her would be silly to wed given her condition.

      Tessa continued to talk but Flora barely heard her as she tried to gather her thoughts. Just then a prickle at her neck made her look over her shoulder. Dougray had entered the ballroom and it was causing quite a stir. Already several ladies were vying for his attentions.

      Her hands shook as he began to make his way toward them. Not here. Not in public. She could not face him. Her breathing tightened.

      A hand landed on her arm. “Is everything all right, Flora? You’ve gone very pale.”

      She forced her lips to curve in a smile. “It’s so hot in here. Shall we take some air?”

      Tessa took one look at her face and slipped her arm through hers and led her toward the terrace calling over her shoulder, “Angus, we will be on the terrace. We won’t be long. Flora needs some air.”

      She didn’t look back; instead she focused on her breathing and tried to gather her somersaulting thoughts. Once they reached the terrace she did not stop. She pulled Tessa along with her and they almost skipped down the steps into the garden itself, moving away from prying eyes and ears.

      When they reached a small fountain area with a bench seat she indicated that Tessa should sit while she paced up and down.

      “Did you know that Dougray would ask me to marry him?”

      Tessa jumped to her feet on a squeal. “Goodness, how exciting. How long have you two been secretly courting.” Her smiled died. “Wait, it can’t be that long he was with Lady Carissa only the other…” She stopped with hand on hips. “The Kings visit.”

      “Exactly.”

      Tessa sunk down on the seat. “But this is what you have always wanted. He obviously merely needed a prod to finally face the fact it’s long overdue for him to settle down.”

      “So I’m a convenience? If only that were the whole of it.” At Tessa’s frown she added, “Dougray proposed, saying he has always loved me.”

      Tessa’s eyes narrowed. “Always? Then where has he been the past two years once you came out of mourning? I thought Dougray was an honorable man but why is he lying to get you to agree. Surely he knows you love him and would marry him in a flash.”

      She stood with her back to Tessa, shame and self-pity eating her soul. “He wants to marry me because he’s suddenly realized I’m barren. He wants me because I cannot have children.”

      She heard Tessa rise and come and stand next to her. She slipped her hand in Flora’s. “I’m confused. You are not making sense. He needs an heir. Why would he marry you if he thought you barren.”

      She let the tears fall once again. “He gave me up because he thinks any woman he gets with child will die in childbirth like Connie, and like his mother. He says he let me go to save my life but now…”

      “But now he thinks there is no risk as you have never fallen enceinte.” She hugged Flora. “I feel sorry for him. He must have lived with this fear and guilt for years. It’s does explain some of the stories I’ve heard about his sexual tendencies.”

      “What stories?”

      Tessa looked uncomfortable. “Let’s just say that there are many ways to pleasure a man and he is known to vary rarely make love to a woman. He prefers other methods.”

      Flora sighed and shook her head. “You are right. I do feel sorry for him. I’m also so angry with him I could—hit him until I’m exhausted. I had to marry Iain because of his fear. But perhaps God does have a plan for us and knew we were not suited because he needs an heir even if he won’t admit it.”

      “You don’t know that you can’t have a child with him.” Tessa the ever optimist said.

      “I lost two babies before I was two months along, and after the last one the doctor told me there was no hope, and I never fell with child again.”

      Tessa’s eyes welled. “I’m so sorry. I’m sorry you can’t have a child but you are the best Auntie ever. I blame Dougray’s father. If he had not ordered that no one could help Connie, none of this might have happened. I can understand the guilt Dougray carries.”

      “He must worry about—that is it must play on his mind every time he lies with a woman. No wonder he wants me… if he thinks I cannot get with child.”

      Tessa led her back to the bench and they sat. “Perhaps you are meant to be his wife. He can finally open his heart and love. And if he really does love you then it is almost perfect.”

      “Except I really can’t have children. What if he loses his fear as he gets older and then he’s stuck married to me.”

      Tessa shrugged. “But if he loves you, won’t that be enough? If he gave you up and let you marry another, thinking to save your life, I’d say he loves you a great deal. Would you have been able to be that strong? I doubt I could have walked away from Angus even if I thought there was a chance he might die. I’m too selfish.”

      Flora hadn’t considered that. All she saw was that he had let her go. “Are you saying I should marry Dougray?”

      “It’s Glengarry isn’t? The idea of those three young children. But while those children will learn to love you unconditionally, they can’t keep you warm at night. They can’t stir your body, or your heart, or your soul like a husband can. During the day they become your world, but at night your only company will be loneliness. Especially with Glengarry. He’s always been a rake, be it a gentlemanly rake, but a rake all the same.”

      Flora nodded at Tessa’s assessment.

      “Don’t let pride cloud your thinking. This could be the happy ending you crave. There are plenty of orphans you could raise as your own if you were married to Dougray.”

      “That’s true. I just wish he’d given me more time to decide what to do.”

      Tessa smiled. “You don’t need more time to know you still love him.”

      She turned and hugged Tessa. “Yes. I still love him. I’ve always loved him.”

      “You accuse him of not facing his fears, aren’t you doing the same? You have a chance to find love, grab it with both hands and never let it slip away again, but it looks like you’re too scared to take it.”

      “Then best I go inside and face my fears.” She held out her hand and the two women walked back towards the Palace ballroom with determined strides.
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      Dougray watched Tessa and Flora reenter the ballroom and he was relieved to see a smile on her face. He wondered if Tessa might have tried to dissuade her of the match but it appeared she hadn’t. He wondered if he had Angus to thank for that. Did Angus confide in his wife?

      He was about to make his way to her when he saw Lord Glengarry get to her first, bow before her, taking her hand and pressing a kiss to her knuckles. Dougray’s hands curled into fists. How could Flora consider this cretin? He wanted to rip Glengarry’s eyes out for even looking at her. And his smile… It spoke of familiarity and possession, but Flora was his. Would be his.

      His feet picked up speed as he made his way to her side, only to see her slip her arm through Glengarry’s and be led to the dance floor. A waltz started up and he had to count to one hundred to stop himself tearing Flora from Glengarry’s arms as they glided by. He would not lose her a second time. Not to this man. Not to any man.

      A delicate hand touched his arm pulling his gaze away from the dancing couple. “So there is more to this marriage than appeasing a King. You look as though you want to ring Glengarry’s neck.”

      At Tessa’s words his jaw loosened. “He’s not good enough for her.”

      “And you are? Please don’t hurt her. She is too good a person to be disappointed again. If you don’t love with her, then set her free. You could have any woman you chose as your wife.”

      “I could have any woman, but I choose her. I want her. I love her.” He looked at his best friend’s wife and hoped she understood. “I’m getting closer to five and thirty every day, and I want more in my life, more from my life. I want what you and Angus share. The closeness. I watch you. If he looked at you now from where he stands on the other side of the room you’d know what he was thinking.”

      “That’s because he loves me. We complete each other.”

      “I love Flora and I hope one day she will forgive me and love me too.”

      Tessa studied him for a moment before nodding. “I believe that you think you need something that is missing in your life, but you had your chance eight years ago. You broke her heart when you let her marry Iain. You’ve also had your chance the three years she has been a widow. It makes me wonder why you are so fixated on marrying Flora now, just as the King is arriving on Scottish soil.”

      He did not flinch or look away under her calculating stare. “You don’t think she is right for me? Or is it you don’t think I love her?”

      She gave a wistful sigh. “I think you are not being honest with yourself. You say having a son is not important to you, in fact Flora told me it scares you to think of a woman carrying your babe. I can sympathize with your fear. But life is long. What happens if suddenly you crave a child? You’d destroy Flora if she found that out. She had five years of disappointing a husband, and she didn’t even love him. She would wither and die if she found you felt the same.”

      “I won’t change my mind. Flora means too much to me.”

      Tessa’s mouth curled down. “Because you are an honorable man I will take you at your word.”

      “Thank you.”

      “But if you break her heart I’ll…Well, I’ll get Angus to beat you senseless.” She pushed him toward the floor. “Now go and break in and claim the woman you are about to marry before this crowd forms the wrong idea.”

      He pressed a kiss to Tessa’s cheek and did as she suggested. As he strode determinedly through the dancing couples he could see tongues wagging.

      When he tapped on Glengarry’s shoulder the man’s face looked like thunder but he handed Flora over graciously, too concerned at making a scene. If someone had tried to step in while he was dancing with Flora he would have punched the rotter out.

      No sooner had they begun to twirl about the floor, than a sea of decorated fans started to flutter and heads turned.

      “That was rude and uncalled for,” Flora held herself stiffly in his arms. “Is this what I can expect when I become your duchess.”

      He swore his feet left the floor at her words ‘become your duchess’. He felt his heart burst from his chest. He’d never been so happy.

      “You will not regret this,” he whispered in her ear. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      He almost tripped over his feet. It was the first time she’d said that to him in eight long years. He didn’t care that the whole of society was watching, he turned and almost dragged her from the ballroom. He didn’t stop until he reached the bedchamber he had been given in the Palace.

      The minute he pushed the door closed with his foot, he swept her into his arms and carried her to the bed. As he laid her down, he whispered, “I’ve been waiting what seems a lifetime to have you in my bed.” He lay down beside her so that they were facing each other, the rampant desire still there and heightened by the knowledge he could make love to her the way a woman should be loved.

      Her smile faded, and he saw the emotion pass over her face. She must be remembering too.

      “I hope you can forgive me for letting you go. But I swear I’m never letting you go again.”

      “While I will always regret out lost years, I can understand your reasoning, although I don’t agree with it. My marriage was not horrid but I found little joy in it.”

      Pain ripped across his face. “I thought what I was doing was right.” He looked away and began to talk. “I was ten years old when my mother died in childbirth. I remember it like it was yesterday. The screams went on for hours, getting weaker and weaker until there was silence and I heard a baby’s cry. My father was not home and I was trying to be the man of the house. I went racing up the stairs and into her room and all I saw was blood. There was so much blood on the floor I skidded on it and fell onto the blood soaked sheets of her birthing bed. Something went wrong with the birth and she bleed to death. The midwife said the baby was too big for my mother. I would have had another brother if the babe had lived.”

      Flora sucked in a breath. “I’m so sorry you had to see that, and at such a young age.”

      “Then when I learned of Connie’s agonizing death and the reason why, that the child was too big… I vowed I would not be the cause of another woman’s death in childbirth.”

      She pressed a kiss to his cheek and turned his head to look at her. “I wished you had talked to me about your fear. Even if I could not dissuade you from your notion about childbirth I would have understood why you did what you did.”

      “I think it was better that you did not know and that you could hate me.” He gave a bitter laugh. “If you had stayed my friend during your marriage I don’t know if I’d have had the strength to stay away from you.” His voice was ragged.

      Flora cupped his face, and she pressed a kiss to his lips. She blinked back tears because she wanted none shed in this room or in his bed. They had both cried enough tears to last a lifetime. This would be their new special place.

      “No more recriminations. Only words of love, desire, and need.”

      Iain had been a considerate lover. She had not found her wifely duties terrible but neither did she understand how some woman craved their husband’s attentions, like Tessa did. “I’ve never made love before because I could not give Iain my heart. Care to show me what I have missed all these years?”

      He squeezed his eyes shut. “I’m scared that when I open my eyes this will be but a dream. I can’t believe you have forgiven me.”

      “I would not be here if I thought I could not put the past behind me. Open your eyes. I’m here. For as long as you want me.”

      The look of pain reflected in Dougray’s eyes when he opened them made her heart ache. She wrapped her arms about his neck and snuggled closer. “Make love to me.”

      He shuddered against her as he pulled her tight into his embrace. She felt safe. Loved. All she could think was how fervently she wanted Dougray, how much she needed him to show her how much he loved her.

      His mouth found hers and gently sought entrance. All it took was a sigh into his mouth for his kiss to grow desperate, as if he needed her to save his soul.

      Her questing hands began to undress him, and when she broke from his kiss to press her lips to his bare chest, he gathered himself and began to unhook her gown.

      “You unman me,” he whispered.

      “I hope not. I’m expecting wonderful things,” she teased, trying to lighten the mood.

      Praise God. He really didn’t deserve her. She kissed him tenderly, letting her warm mouth linger against his as she undid the buttons on his breeches. He drank in her kiss, soaking in her forgiveness. He used his hands to free her copper rich tresses and watched them tumble like waves of sunset over her shoulders and the breasts he’d bared. God, she was so beautiful.

      He tried to stop the shudder of fear that hit him. What if she wasn’t barren, what if she fell with child. He could not bear to lose her.

      As if sensing his mental withdrawal, she urged him to lie back as she finished undressing him and then herself.

      Once they were both naked she kissed his entire body slowly, letting her soft tresses sweep his body in a sensual caress as she moved lower. He was already heavily aroused, and the erotic image of her leaning over him, her full breasts hanging tantalizingly over his chest, caused him to harden even further. When Flora’s tongue licked the tip of his erection his hips rose off the bed.

      He lost track of how long her mouth tortured him. He grew light-headed as she attended to him, licking, stroking, and exploring every inch of him. She paid special attention with her tongue to his nipples before delivering a feather-light kiss to his stomach. His muscles clenched in a mixture of tenderness and wrenching desire.

      He’d never wanted or needed her more.

      When her luscious lips slid down his shaft, his hands tangled in her hair. Dougray whispered her name over and over as she loved him with her mouth. She ran her tongue up and down his rampant erection, intermittently taking him deep into her mouth, sucking him. His eyes squeezed shut. He wouldn’t last long if he watched this delicious sight.

      Soon the coiling tension became too much to bear and he pulled her up and rolled her under him. He wanted to be inside her when he came, something that had been denied him for many, many, years. Also, he wanted her to have the most intense orgasm of her life so he could feel her tighten around his cock. He wanted to banish Viscount Iain Grafton from her memory.

      She was breathing as heavily as he was. Her breasts pressed into his chest, her nipples hard.

      He rose above her, the muscles of his arms standing out as they supported his weight. He wanted a moment to soak in the vision of her. “I never thought you’d ever be in this bed with me like this. I will cherish being here with you, cherish this memory, until I die.”

      A tear leaked from the corner of her eye. “Just love me. Banish the past for good.”

      He needed no further encouragement. Pushing her thighs wide, he slowly entered her tight, wet sheath, never taking his eyes from hers. Only when he was seated deep within her body did he let his eyelids close. He held still, savoring this moment.

      Finally his body urged him to move. He went slowly, willing his own needs away, wanting to drive Flora’s desire skyward. Their joining was heaven, and soon her response made his body throb with sensation. He could feel the rampant need rushing through her into him. His desperate longing caused his heart to ache. She would always be his and only his, no matter the past or what the future held.

      The tenderness of their lovemaking gave way to a firestorm of need. In the throes of passion they moved as if one, drinking in each other’s cries, shuddering with each thrust, and soon he could feel the pinnacle approaching and … he couldn’t do it. He pulled from her body and spilled his seed on the sheets.

      As the waves of intense pleasure lessened he realized they were clutching each other tightly. He rolled to his side taking Flora with him but she lay stiffly in his arms.

      They lay like that for several minutes until their breathing slowed and the stars of ecstasy faded.

      He heard Flora softly ask, “Will it always be like that?”

      At first he thought she meant the wondrousness of the moment. The closeness, the pleasure, and the love that was evident in the act. But her next words gutted him like a fish.

      “You have fears, well, I have fears too. Do you know what my biggest fear is? That I will never get to hold a babe in my arms. It’s likely that I never will, but I still have hope.” She turned her head to look at him and he saw a tear leak from her eye.  “I won’t marry you if you take that small chance away. If you cannot make love to me as you would a wife, then I will walk away regardless of the fact I love you so much.”

      Panic coursed his body until he could barely breath. “It was merely a reflex action. I’ve been doing that for years.”

      She searched his face. “We have the rest of the night. When we make love again I expect you to treat me as if I was your wife, not a mistress you don’t want to have fall with child.”

      She hugged him tight, but then she moved off to lie next to him. He lay staring up at the ceiling for a long while.

      “I don’t know if I can do that.”
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      At least Dougray was being honest with her. She rose and began to gather her clothes.

      “I have given up a lot because of a decision you made about us, without me, many years ago. If you want me to become your wife we will make decisions together in future. My decision is that I want the chance to see if I can have a child of my own. If you cannot face your fear and allow me my dream then I will find a man who will.”

      He sat up and she could barely think to dress herself with his glorious nakedness before her, especially after the wonderful moment they just shared. Never had she experienced such passion, such release, that is, until he’d pulled from her body as if she were one of his ‘women’.

      “I thought you understood. I thought you knew that I can only marry you because you can not get with child. I don’t want to risk something happening to you?”

      “You stupid man. All of life is a risk. Look at Iain. A bee felled him. A bee! We do not know what the future holds for any of us. I’m not God, you are not God.” She sank down onto the edge of the bed and began to pull on her stockings. “If I become your wife I want the chance to give you a son. To have your child and to do that I would risk everything and anything, even my life.”

      “I won’t.”

      She looked over her shoulder at him and his face was stark with terror.

      “I look at Connor and I envy Connie. I envy a dead woman because she gave you him. I would have changed places with Connie gladly if it meant I created something so perfect. If it meant a part of me would be here after me.”

      When he looked away she whispered, “You might want to live a safe little life but I want to embrace life and face the risks, because the joys we might receive are worth it. Can you honestly say you wish Connor had never been born?”

      “That’s not fair.”

      She nodded. “But life isn’t fair, we both know that. But Connor is such a wonderful young man. Please don’t deny me a chance to see if I can fulfill my dream.”

      “You are asking a lot of me. If I lost you in childbirth… It would destroy me.”

      “It will destroy me if I cannot try. We could have such a wonderful life together. It’s all or nothing, because I’d rather have nothing than a half life with you.”

      “What if you still don’t get with child? Will that not devastate you? Perhaps I’m protecting you from that.”

      “At least be truthful. You are protecting yourself.” She sighed. “If I don’t fall with child then I will accept that fate, and you will have to come to terms with not having an heir.” She put up her hand. “I understand you think you don’t care but you might change your mind as you age. That is the risk both of us take if we marry. That as you age you might resent the fact I’m barren.”

      He learned forward and sought her hand and linked his fingers through hers. She tried not to look at the majesty of the man because she was on the brink of giving in and saying yes to his proposal with no stipulations of her own, but this was too important to them both. “You are asking me to risk my worst nightmare.”

      She nodded. “I will be brave for both of us.”

      When he said nothing more, she slipped her hand free and made her way to the door. Her bedchamber was down the hall. She opened the door and peered out. The corridor was empty. She looked back at the enormous, naked man in the bed across the room and her heart bled. He looked so small, so lost, but she would not back down. She knew what she wanted. She wanted it all, his love, and his child if she could. She at least wanted the chance to try. A wonderful, happy marriage with a bevy of children could be within both their grasps. She would fight for them this time, would he?

      Would he love her enough to conquer his fears?

      “You know where my room is. Prove to me our marriage will be all it can be and I will go before the King and agree to be your wife.” Then she slipped from the room, closing the door softly behind her, hoping love would overcome fear, because she loved Dougray, and she knew she’d never love another man as much.
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      Was he being a coward? He fell back amongst the sheets and wondered how he’d gone from feeling as though he could touch heaven to the knowledge he could lose her for good.

      Glengarry would offer for her in a heartbeat. Would she marry him just to see if she could bear a child?

      Was he simply protecting himself and using saving Flora’s life as a means to preserve his sanity? He would lose his mind if he lost her in childbirth.

      Before his father died, he’d said to Dougray, simply pick a woman and marry her. Forget about love. Then Dougray would not care if she died in childbirth. But he wasn’t as callous as his father. For three years after Connie’s death he’d not looked twice at a woman, too scared in case the same thing happened again. It took him years before he took his first lover and then he got very inventive.

      Six years after Connie’s death, at four and twenty, he’d suddenly noticed that young Flora, a woman he’d known for years and who was his best friend’s little sister, had blossomed into a woman before his eyes. One day she simply smiled at him and he fell in love as fast as a snap of his fingers. So caught up in his desire for her, the dream of the life they could have, he forgot all about what a marriage would mean. Children. Birth. Death?

      One night when their kisses got a bit too amorous, a memory he hadn’t had for many years flashed through his head. A picture, in vibrant red of his mother surrounded by blood—dead—along with her newborn son. It was that memory along with the details of Connie’s death that made him see he could not be so selfish.

      So he’d made a choice. He’d walked away to save her life, and to protect his heart.  If only he was sure she was barren, because God help him, God help her, he couldn’t walk away again. Not after she’d shared her body with him.

      He craved a normal life and marriage with her. Only her.

      He swung his legs over the end of the bed and found a robe.

      There was no doubt in his mind that he could not, would not lose her again, and he would pray to God every night to keep her safe.

      He slipped from his room and silently made his way to her.

      When he entered she was standing at the window dressed in a silken robe looking down at the gardens below. She slowly turned toward him.

      “You are right, I have been a coward.”

      She said nothing.

      He stepped closer. “I’m still scared. I’m a duke in control of many estates and tenants, but that doesn’t frighten me. I have responsibilities to my King and country, but that doesn’t frighten me. I have a large extended family to provide for, but that doesn’t frighten me.”

      He pulled her into his arms.

      “The only thing I am truly frightened of is losing you.”

      Her face fell and she tried to push away but he held her tight. “You will lose me either way.”

      “I realize that. God help me, I couldn’t bear seeing you married to another man ever again.”

      He lowered himself to bended knee, holding his hands in hers.

      “You’ve always been my dream. I want to be your husband. I want to be a father. And it’s all because of you, Flora. You make everything seem possible. Your courage… you make me possible. All I really want is for you to forgive me and let me love you as you deserve—as I desire.”

      He placed his hand on her stomach. “You were the one to teach me the meaning of love. Love is selfless, caring, but it also takes courage. I was such a coward when I first met you.” He took a deep breath and calmness descended. “Will you marry me and live by my side and if God sees fit give me a son.”

      A tear splashed his hand. “Yes. Oh, yes.”

      And just like that his fear melted away. The feel of her hands in his and the love shining from her eyes made everything seem conceivable. He would have faith.

      Without further words he scooped her into his arms and carried her to the bed. As he lowered them both to the sheets, and began to remove her attire, his heart sang with hope. This time he would take his time savoring the fact she was his to protect and love as God saw fit.
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        Monreith House, Scotland three years later

      

      

      The fire in the grate of the drawing room in Monreith House burned bright as it neared midnight, making the room stifling hot, yet the ice in his gut would not melt. It had been over twenty hours since Flora began to give birth.

      He had given up pacing the room hours ago, and now he simply sat staring out the window praying, even the whisky was forgotten.

      Angus and Stuart had begged him to leave with them to the local tavern while Flora gave birth, but he could not leave her now. He wasn’t there for Connie and look how that ended. He had this foolish hope that if he stayed everything would be all right.

      Earlier when he’d visited her in her bedchamber, Flora too had tried to get him to leave.

      “Go with Angus. I will be perfectly fine. Doctor Mallard and the midwife are here, and so are Mary and Tessa. They won’t let anything happen to me.”

      “I’m not leaving.”

      Mary began pushing Dougray out of Flora’s birthing chamber. “You’ll only get in the way. I promise to come and get you when your son or daughter arrives.”

      Tessa sighed and tried to lighten the gravity of the situation. “Men. They make such a fuss.”

      Flora smiled then grimaced as a contraction gripped her. Finally she said to her friends, “Dougray has to push his fears aside and be strong for those who need him—myself included.” She spoke quietly to him. “I need you to be strong. I can’t have you falling to pieces now. So please, my love, go. I don’t want to have to worry about you too.”

      “I am not falling to pieces, but Christ I feel very entitled to worry about my wife,” he growled. “I do love you.”

      Flora laughed and Tessa said, “Society expects men to be impervious to pain, or emotion. Yet, they are only human. I’ve seen your brother on his knees beside my bed begging God to keep me, and the baby, safe. He’s cried in my arms wishing he could birth our babes himself.”

      “Right at this moment I wish Dougray could,” Flora hissed through the pain of another contraction. “So, trust me when I say it’s time to leave. Go and be with Angus and Stuart. Drink whisky and think up names for our child.”

      So he had done as he was told, but every hour he waited his nausea rose. The uselessness he felt at this moment unmanned him. He hated the lack of control over his destiny and the idea of leaving her safety to fate scared him witless. Fate had never been anything but a bastard to him.

      “I don’t know how you two lived through your wives giving birth more than once.”

      Stuart cleared his throat and sank into the chair opposite Dougray. “The birth is but a moment in time.” Stuart looked at Connor. The young man was sitting next to his father, his face also showing the strain of the wait. Connor loved Flora as if she were his mother. “Look at the joy Connor has brought to your life. Children are our destiny, our future, and they carry our hopes and dreams. Women instinctively know this. Why else would they go through the pain and danger more than once?”

      “Aye, they are far the braver and stronger of the sexes,” Angus added on another gulp of whisky.

      Dougray smiled at Connor. “I thank your mother every day in my prayers for giving you to me. She would be so proud of the man you’ve become.”

      He beamed at his father and reached out and took his hand. “Flora is the strongest woman I know, father. She will be fine. She loves us too much to leave us.”

      “From you mouth to God’s ears,” he replied. “I’d just started to believe that I was safe from the possibility of losing her in childbirth when she fell with child. Both of us had given up. After two years she had accepted she was barren and some of her happiness died. I just don’t want God to punish me because my first thought when she told me she was with child, was one of joy. It made her so happy. How could I deny her this? I selfishly rejoiced in the idea of a child too. To have a child with her… To give her what she wanted most is truly a gift from God after all this time. I keep thinking he will punish me for wanting this when it puts her at risk.”

      Just then they heard footsteps coming down the corridor and the four men rose to their feet. You could cut the tension in the air with a highland sword. The door opened and a tired Mary stood there with a huge grin on her face. “Flora wants to know if you’ll come and meet”-

      Mary didn’t even get to finish her sentence before Dougray raced from the room his heart thundering in his ears. He took the stairs two at a time. Please let her be all right. He slowed when he got to the door of Flora’s bedchamber. It was quiet inside.

      On one last silent prayer he lifted the latch and entered the room. Flora lay propped up on the pillows, her eyes closed but a huge smile was on her lips. She looked pale and exhaustion marred her beautiful face. He began to walk quietly to her bedside but she heard him because her eyelids flickered open.

      “Aren’t they beautiful,” and she pointed behind him. He slowly turned and saw Tessa with a sleeping bundle in her arms, and beside her the midwife with another bundle. He did a double take.

      “We have twins, my darling. A boy and a girl. No wonder I was the size of a barn. I had two of your babes inside me. The next time, I’m only having one, this was more painful and exhausting than I expected.”

      He swung to look at her with his mouth open. “Two babes. I have two more children.” His eyes filled with tears of joy and gratitude. “And you are well?”

      Doctor Mallard came forward. “Well done, Your Grace. Your wife is as healthy as one of your thoroughbred racehorses and she did a marvelous job. Being twins, the babes weren’t as big as I was expecting. The birthing went well.”

      “I resent being compared to a horse,” his wife scolded. “But I did a marvelous job if I say so myself.”

      Then Tessa approached and placed a squirming bundle in his arms. “Meet your bonny son.”

      This was the first time he’d held a newborn. Connor had been over one-year-old when he finally found him near York. A local blacksmith, whose wife could not have children, had raised Connor. Dougray helped the husband and wife find another orphan to raise because they had been so upset to lose Connor, and he wanted to thank them for looking after his son so well.

      Dougray stared at his newborn son with awe and pride. A son. He had an heir! Never had he let himself dream of this day.  He could not believe how tiny the babe was. He tenderly took his son’s little hand in his and the babe gripped his thumb, his tiny fingers barely able to wrap around it. The boy opened his eyes and looked at him. He had Flora’s eyes. A bolt of pure love shot him in the heart.

      He looked at his exhausted wife. “I should have learned by now that you are always right, my love. This joy I feel, this love… I am so happy I can barely think. This is worth the fear and angst.”

      “Good, so you won’t be such a worry wart when I get with child again. Because seeing these two, I want a dozen more. Just give me another year to recover,” she joked.

      “I don’t know about that. But I love you so much I’d do anything to make you happy.” He bent and pressed a kiss to her cheek. “Being with you every day makes me happy.”

      He sat down on the bed beside her as the midwife placed his daughter in Flora’s eager arms.

      “I hope you didn’t waste your time while I was working hard to bring these two into the world. Tell me the names you have selected.”

      Just then there was a knock at the door and Connor’s head poked round the door. As he saw his father and Flora with the babes the concern on his face vanished.

      “Come and meet your brother and sister,” Dougray called.

      When Connor reached his side he handed the young man his newborn son.

      “You’re part of this family,” Flora said. “What do you think we should name them? Your father seems to be tongue tied.”

      Connor held the wee baby as if he might crush it. “He’s so tiny.” He looked at Flora. “I can truly suggest his name?” She nodded. Connor thought on it for a while. “He has your fair hair, Flora, but I think he’s going to grow up to be big and strong like me. I think he should be called Finlay.”

      Flora smiled. “That is a very apt name for him, it means white warrior.”

      Meanwhile Dougray had scooped his daughter into his arms and she settled happily against his chest. “Then we shall name my daughter, Fiona, my white princess.”

      Mary, Angus, and Stuart joined them all and the room reverberated with the sounds of happiness.

      It wasn’t until Dougray noticed Flora could barely keep her eyes open that he organized the wet nurse and midwife to take the babes and he shooed everyone out of the room.

      He clambered onto the bed beside her and gently pulled her into his arms. “Sleep, my beauty. You’ve earned it. I’m so proud of you. You were so brave and determined.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead.

      Her eyes fluttered close as sleep beckoned but he heard her soft words. “Thank you for being brave enough to love me. You have given me the dream we talked about all those years ago. I have you by my side, the love of my life, and now I have a baby. My babies. Our babies! Even if I cannot have any more children I am more than content.”

      He snuggled down and felt his eyes flutter closed too. He was tired but happy. So happy he thought his heart would burst. But before sleep and dreams of his family consumed him, he thanked God for putting a woman like Flora in this world. A woman who proved that with faith, and a lot of courage, love will truly conquer all.
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        The meticulous Duke of Ashford is dismayed when his children inform him they’ve asked the young widow next door to find Ashford a new wife. Ashford can’t think of a more appalling assistant than Helena Courtland, gossipy busybody he steadfastly avoids. But Helena sweeps into his home and his life before he can stop her, turning Ash’s precisely ordered world into a chaotic whirlwind.
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      Precision. Nothing wrong with it.

      Ash allowed his walking stick a single swing as he left St. James’s Palace at exactly seven o’clock in the evening and strode up St. James’s Street in the cool September dusk. He bypassed the temples to backroom politics and ruinous games—White’s, Brooke’s, Boodle’s, et cetera—and continued to Piccadilly, crossing the thoroughfare and along to the green space of Berkeley Square.

      He walked not only for the exercise but because he knew precisely how long it would take him to reach his front door. No would-be pickpocket or robber accosted him along the way, because none would dream of waylaying Augustine Ferrand, the Duke of Ashford. Even the underworld of London had heard of Ash, and stayed away.

      At half past seven on the dot, he entered his domain, and his valet, Edwards, took his hat, coat, and stick.

      A meal waited upstairs in the dining room. Ash consumed it in silence, as usual, reading his evening correspondence and his stack of newspapers. The footmen served fish, soup, meat, and greens with flawless efficiency. The butler poured a red wine for the beginning of the meal and a sweet white for its end. Ash would take brandy later, but only after another order of business.

      At twenty-five minutes past eight, Ash pushed back his chair, left his papers and letters for Edwards to carry to the library, and climbed the stairs to the nursery.

      A chink opened in Ash’s armor when he entered—after tapping politely—to find his oldest son, Lewis, Marquess of Wilsdon, ten years old, standing in the middle of the room.

      Ash’s immediate thought, unbidden: He looks so like his mother.

      Olivia, gentle, beautiful, of the silver laughter, gone forever. Lily, the youngest, had her laugh. She’d be the mirror of Olivia in a few years.

      Ash forced the chink closed. Memories only gutted.

      To hide his sudden falter, he pulled out his gold pocket watch. It read the same as the mantel clock, which had chimed twice as he’d entered. “Half past eight. Why are you all not in bed?”

      Ash was surprised, not angry. Lewis had adopted Ash’s meticulous schedule without protest and made certain his sisters followed it as well.

      The sisters in question, Evie and Lily, peeked out from behind Lewis’s nightshirted back. “Good evening, Papa,” Lily said.

      The fog that perpetually surrounded Ash’s life cleared the slightest bit at the sight of his lovely daughters.

      At half past eight every evening, Ash entered the nursery, kissed his children good night, and sat between their beds to read a chapter from whatever book they were perusing together. Currently it was The Life and Adventures of Robinson Crusoe, though Ash tended to leave out the more frightening bits. He did not want delicate Evie to have nightmares.

      The nanny, chosen for her neat habits and her willingness—indeed, eagerness—to follow Ash’s rules for his offspring, stood rigidly near the bookcase, hands folded. She did not look approving, but she did not intervene, which was interesting. Lewis’s will had obviously prevailed.

      “What is this?” Ash asked in more concern. “Are you well?”

      “Your Grace,” Lewis said formally. “My sisters and I convened a council.” He stumbled a little over the word convened, but Ash kept his face straight.

      “And what did this council discuss?”

      Ash expected Lewis, who was growing at an astonishing rate, to ask for his own bedchamber, or for the more adventurous parts of the stories to be left in, or perhaps beefsteak instead of nursery fare. Natural, Ash supposed. He gave Lewis an encouraging look, ready to consider his son’s demands.

      Lewis cleared his throat. “It has come to our attention that you, sir, perhaps are … well, perhaps …” He flushed and flicked his gaze away.

      “A straightforward statement is best, son,” Ash said. “When you stand up in the House to face down your opposition, you must be clear, concise, and unafraid.”

      Lewis’s face grew redder. Ash conceded that facing a horde of pigheaded peers shouting in the House of Lords might be easier than telling one’s own father what was on one’s mind.

      “Your timetables,” Lewis said quickly. Lily and Evie remained behind him, their eyes round.

      “Timetables?” Ash’s mouth tightened, and another dart of pain lanced his heart. Why did they look so afraid of him? He’d thought he and his children rubbed along tolerably well, a damn sight better than Ash had done with his own father.

      “Yes, sir.” Lewis looked miserable. “You like them too much, we have decided.”

      Ash blinked. “It is not a case of liking or disliking, son. One must be punctual and reliable. That is how one gains trust and respect. Honor.”

      “Yes, sir.” Lewis swallowed, but his jaw firmed with determination. “But, we have concluded that …”

      “Mama never followed them,” Lily burst out. “Least, that’s what Evie and Lewis say.”

      Lily didn’t remember her mother, Olivia having succumbed to fever the year Lily was born. Ash, ill with the same fever, had raged that he’d not been able to save her, but he’d forced himself to recover, to not succumb to despair, for the sake of the three facing him now.

      Olivia had been gentle-voiced but laughing and spontaneous. She’d never been capable of keeping to the clock, and Ash had never minded.

      But arbitrariness was no way to overcome grief, to raise children, to get on with life without falling to pieces.

      “Lily,” Evie hissed. “That’s not what you’re supposed to say.”

      Lily stepped out from behind Lewis, but she remained close to her brother. “Lewis ain’t telling it right. He says you are too—what is that word?” She turned back to her siblings, her braid of dark hair sliding on her shoulder.

      “Rigid,” Evie supplied, while Lewis tried and failed to glare them both to silence. “Unyielding.”

      Ash switched his gaze to Lewis. “I see.”

      Was he unyielding? Ash had no idea. The haze he lived in didn’t let him notice much but what was directly in front of him.

      “Sorry, sir,” Lewis said.

      “No.” Ash straightened to his full height. “Do not apologize. Gentlemen ought to be able to point out each other’s faults in order to improve them. In what way am I too rigid, your lordship?”

      Lewis hesitated, then went on as though steeling himself to finish, come what may. “You look at your watch too often. As though worried you will miss your next appointment.”

      “Because I have many appointments,” Ash answered, trying to sound reasonable. “A duke and a cabinet minister has much to do. You will learn this when you begin your public life.”

      “But when you are at home? With us?”

      The chink in the armor widened once more. Adherence to schedule was how Ash had climbed back from illness and sorrow and made his life meaningful again. It was how he’d taken care of his children.

      He forced his tone to remain gentle. “There is nothing wrong with following a timetable, Lewis. Eating and sleeping regularly is the way to good health.”

      “If you say so, sir.”

      Lily slipped her hand into Lewis’s. As though finding courage in her brother’s touch, she lifted her chin.

      “Lewis says you won’t unbend until you get married,” she said. “If we have a new mama, you won’t worry so much about not staying with us one second longer than you must.”

      The words came out rapidly and defiantly as Evie and Lewis gazed at Lily in horror.

      Ash stared at them, stunned. Did they believe he was more interested in his schedule than his own children? Had he made them believe so?

      And they thought the way to relax him was to find him a wife? Amusement seeped through Ash’s shock and mortification, and he let it take over. He would assess their claims and see that he did better in future, perhaps changing his schedule to see them earlier in the evening and for a bit longer.

      “Very admirable for you to worry about me,” he said. “But entirely unnecessary. My life admittedly runs like clockwork, but this makes me happy. Now, to bed, the three of you. Mr. Crusoe awaits.”

      He thought that would be the end of it. Nanny had patiently let the children speak, and now Ash expected her to take over and continue the routine.

      Instead, Lewis stepped forward. “We have taken the liberty of drawing up qualities we believe will make the best wife for you. Sir.”

      Lewis held out a folded sheet of foolscap, sealed with wax, and addressed in his son’s large and painfully neat hand to His Grace of Ashford, Berkeley Square, Mayfair.

      Ash stared down at the paper, trying to keep his anger at bay. The anger was not directed toward Lewis, but at himself. What had Ash done to make his children believe he needed saving? By marriage?

      He would have to nip this idea in the bud. Ash took the letter politely and slid it into his pocket.

      “Very well. Now, enough. To bed.” He sent a stern look to Nanny, who came to life.

      “Your father is correct, your lordship, Lady Evie, Lady Lily. In your beds now. Make haste.”

      Lewis and Evie complied, but Lily hesitated, her blue-gray eyes troubled. “You’ll read it, won’t you, Papa? It took us ever so long to write.”

      “I give you my word,” Ash said to her solemnly. He’d look at what they’d written—Ash never lied to his children.

      To his relief, they at last went obediently to their cots. As Nanny tucked them in, Ash read another chapter in the continuing adventures of the castaway, and then left them.

      It was a little after nine of the clock—the ritual had taken ten minutes longer than usual—when Ash shut himself into the library, ready to go over his notes on treaties and other business of the ministry until one in the morning. After that, he would retire. He would rise again at half past seven, wash and be shaved, dress, eat his breakfast, and walk back to St. James’s.

      He removed the children’s letter from his pocket and set it on his desk near his other correspondence. He would read it, as he promised, but not now. There was much work to do.

      When the clock struck eleven, Edwards opened the door. “The Honorable Mr. Lovell, Your Grace.”

      Guy Lovell, second son to the Marquess of Keeling, breezed in with his usual verve. Distant cousin to Ash’s late wife, the two men had become close friends during the Peninsular War and had remained close through Ash’s marriage and Olivia’s death.

      “Not here to disturb you—just after a restorative.” Guy helped himself to brandy from a side table as Edwards retreated.

      Guy was Ash’s opposite in many ways—profligate where Ash was frugal, spending his evenings in clubs gambling for high stakes and downing bottles of port while Ash sipped strong coffee and pored over papers regarding the future of Great Britain. At one time, Ash had been as fun-loving as Guy, until responsibility had swept away the man-about-town he’d been.

      Guy settled himself into a chair and swung his feet over its arm as he imbibed the brandy. He let out a quiet “Ah,” of satisfaction, but said nothing more. Guy had learned not to speak while Ash was working, and Ash didn’t mind Guy’s silent company.

      Sometimes not so silent. “What’s this?” Guy asked abruptly. “Precious missive from the king?”

      Ash glanced up as Guy came off his chair and swept a paper from the ground, pushed aside by Ash’s work. The seal had broken, and Ash saw with alarm that Guy held the letter his son had given him.

      Ash rose as nonchalantly as he could and reached for it. “The children. Bit of nonsense.”

      Guy spun away from him, an interested gaze on the words. “Item one: She must be tall so she does not have to stand on her tiptoes to kiss you. What the devil, Ash?”

      “I told you, a bit of nonsense.” Ash stopped himself trying to snatch away the paper. He pretended indifference. “Lewis has decided I need a wife.”

      “Has he indeed?” Guy’s dark eyes glittered. “Wise lad. Item two: She must not be too thin or too wide. Hmm, very specific. Item three: She must like children, even when they are loud and less than punctual.”

      Ash folded his arms, something punching him in the gut.

      “Item four: She must know how to sew so she can mend tears in your shirts and spare Edwards, who is tired of you throwing them at him.” Guy broke off in admiration. “That boy is destined for greatness.”

      Ash was torn between pride and annoyance. “Leave it, my friend.”

      Guy ignored him. “Item five: She must not adhere to timetables, and must teach you to leave off them. Ah, now we come to the crux of the matter.”

      Ash cleared his throat. “It is possible I’ve grown too fond of my routine.”

      Guy burst out laughing. “Too fond of your routine? Give me strength. All in London set their watches by it. Those who don’t know you believe you mad, or at least eccentric. I defend you every night to ignorant fools.” Not noticing Ash’s firming mouth, Guy returned to the paper.

      “Because we know, dear Papa, how little time you have to pursue the matter, we will ask a person to assist you.”

      “What? Who on earth would they ask?” Ash tried to hide his unease. “You? A recipe for disaster. I’ve met your volatile mistresses, and you’ve never been inclined to matrimony.”

      “No, they have someone entirely different in mind. Lewis says, We have written to Mrs. Courtland and asked her to help find a suitable woman to marry you, which will be handy as she lives next door.” Guy looked up, smile wide. “Oh dear.”

      Anything amusing about the situation rapidly dropped away. Ash, blood cold, advanced on Guy and ripped the paper from him. He turned it around to see the words in plain black ink, scrawled in Lewis’s young penmanship.

      Helena Courtland. The widow next door, an unmistakable busybody. Talkative, gossipy, and absolutely the last person in the world who should be involved in Ash’s private life.

      Mrs. Courtland was a fairly young woman, not yet thirty, having buried a husband nine years ago. She had no children of her own and had taken to Ash’s offspring rather too well. They enjoyed regaling Ash with her many and bizarre opinions on everything from the latest in clothing to the governing of the British Empire.

      “Dear God, not Mrs. Courtland.” The paper crumpled under Ash’s big hand. “I forbid it,” he said hotly, with a sinking sense of futility. “I absolutely forbid it.”

      His words were drowned by Guy’s loud and prolonged laughter.
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      Helena finished reading the letter the footman had delivered to her breakfast table and rang the bell for Evans. When her lady’s maid appeared, Helena said, “Fetch my wrap, Evans. Quickly. I will just catch him.”

      The clocks were striking half past eight when Helena tripped from her house, her shawl wrapped around her against the crisp morning air.

      “Good morning, Your Grace,” she sang as she stepped in front of the Duke of Ashford.

      He was tall, but Helena was tall for a woman, so she did not have to tilt her head back much to study him. Dark hair curled from under his hat, and gray eyes as frosty as a late autumn morning met her gaze. He had shaved—she smelled the soap—but his cheeks and chin were shadowed, his hair so dark his valet could never completely scrape the color away.

      Ashford halted, always polite, even if his eyes were forbidding. “Mrs. Courtland.” He gave her a well-mannered bow and then made to move around her.

      Of course. His precious schedule. He’d want to be in his offices at the ministry at nine precisely.

      Helena again stepped in front of him, determined not to let him flee. Lewis’s letter had touched her heart. She’d do anything to wipe the bleakness from the little faces of Ash’s children, poor mites. The duke had shut himself off when Olivia had died, and finding a wife for him was just the thing to open him up again.

      “I shall call ’round this evening,” she said. “I wager you know what about. There aren’t many young ladies in Town at the moment, but we will come up with a strategy. If I can’t have you married off by Christmas, I am certain I can when the Season begins.”

      Ashford’s focus sharpened as Helena spoke, and now he leaned to her, making her heart beat faster. Goodness, but he was a large man—in a strong way. Nothing of the corpulent about him.

      “Mrs. Courtland,” he said in clipped tones. “You will not speak to me or to my children on this matter again. You will forget all about it. Do you understand me?”

      Helena met his gaze. Difficult, because there was such rage in his eyes. Behind the rage she saw frustration, unhappiness, and pain.

      “I understand you quite well,” she said. “Good morning, Your Grace.”

      Ashford stared at her a moment longer, then he straightened, tipped his hat, and marched away.

      Helena watched as he strode along the square and down Berkeley Street toward Piccadilly, and she shook her head.

      “I certainly will not forget all about it,” she said to his distant back. “We will get you married by hook or by crook, Your Arrogant Grace. I shall dance at your wedding and laugh very hard.”

      Helena kept her gaze on Ashford’s tall body and steady gait until he disappeared from sight. Determination and anticipation tingled through her, making her more animated than she’d been in years.

      Now—where to begin?
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      It wasn’t done for a lady to call upon a gentleman unless he was a relation or they had business to discuss.

      Helena did not let this stop her as she settled her three-plumed turban on her head and took up the shawl she used for late calls. Nothing so formal as what she wore to the theatre or balls during the Season, but nothing so casual as to be insulting. Helena, constantly sought after for her sage advice or to chaperone ingenues, knew exactly what to wear when, though she’d agonized a bit over how to dress to confront the Duke of Ashford.

      She waited until ten minutes past nine—she knew His Grace read to his children until nine o’clock—and rang the bell at the house next door.

      The duke’s abode was the mirror image of Helena’s—her fan-lighted front door lay to the right of her main rooms; his lay to the left.

      The ground floor was for the public—drawing rooms that could be opened into one grand room for dancing. Not that Ashford had hosted anything like a ball or at-home in years. The ground floor was dark and silent, like Helena’s.

      The footman who answered the door was disinclined to let her in. “I’m sorry, madam,” he said, his young face unhappy under his old-fashioned white wig. “His Grace is not receiving visitors.”

      “Nonsense, Henry. I am expected—His Grace must have told you. Besides, you do not want me informing your mother about what I saw you and Alice doing on my back stairs a few days ago, would you?”

      The kiss had been innocent, and a bit touching, but Helena kept her voice firm. His mother would be most displeased, and Henry knew it. Looking even more unhappy, he yielded.

      “His Grace is upstairs, madam. Not to be disturbed.”

      “I know. You’re a good lad, Henry.”

      Helena patted his cheek and hurried up the stairs. One hurdle past. The formidable Edwards, Ashford’s valet, looming on the landing above her, would be a more difficult obstacle.

      To her surprise, Edwards, gray-haired and imposing, stood aside and stared into space as Helena climbed the stairs, pretending not to notice her slide past him. Well, well.

      His Grace’s study was on the second floor, above his private dining room. The duke’s bedchamber was the next floor up, she knew. He slept well above the street and exactly beneath the nursery.

      Helena tapped on the door of the study and admitted herself when she heard Ash’s distracted, “Come.”

      Helena entered a chamber lined with bookcases, books piled across the tops of those already filling the shelves. She’d always known the duke was a reader, though when he found the time, she could not imagine. He did read to his children, they had told her. Interesting books too—an admirable trait in an otherwise inflexible man.

      Ashford did not look up from the papers he read at his desk, so Helena said brightly, “Good evening, Your Grace.”

      Ashford jerked his head up then came to his feet with comical rapidness, his hard face turning as red as Henry’s. “What the devil? Madam, these are my private rooms and you have no appointment.”

      He was struggling to remain civil and barely winning the fight. My, my—would he stoop to bodily pushing her out of his house?

      And could Helena stop him? Not really. He’d be considered wholly justified in ejecting an intruder, and there were those who found Helena a bit forward for a woman.

      She should fear him—she’d observed his strength—but she did not. Strange. Helena might be foolish in her courage, but so be it.

      “I believe I told you I would call this evening,” she said. “We must discuss your children’s request. Not a bad thing, Your Grace, for you to find a wife. I grew up with only a father for many years, and it was a relief when he wedded again. Indeed, my stepmother and I have become great friends.”

      “I know.” Ashford’s lips thinned. “The pair of you natter at the theatre. I hear you—your box is next to mine.”

      “I only natter, as you call it, when the play is deplorable. When we have fine actors and excellent singing, we listen most attentively. Now.” Helena removed a paper from her reticule and bravely approached the desk. “I would not presume to push you into encounters with these ladies without your approval, so I have made a list for you to look over beforehand.”

      “Mrs. Courtland.”

      Helena looked up to find His Grace standing tall and stiff beside her. “Yes?”

      “You will take your list and your good self and remove both from my house. My son had no business approaching you, and you will forget all about this foolishness. I will explain to him why he is wrong.”

      Helena pictured young Lewis as his father sternly instructed him to stay out of his affairs. The lad would be humiliated, embarrassed, hurt. Her resolve increased.

      “Perhaps you could listen for a fraction of a moment, Your Grace. Your son only wishes to see you happy. You cannot tell me that walking to and from Pall Mall every day with never a deviation—for years—can make a person happy. A walking corpse, you are, never looking from side to side. A winter snowstorm, a spring shower, a fine summer day are all the same to you. You never leave London—it isn’t healthy for children to stay here in the heat. You should be at your country house in the summer, where they can ride and run and play.”

      Helena ran out of breath, knowing she’d gone too far, but she squared her shoulders. She’d only spoken the truth.

      “Mayfair is a perfectly fine place,” Ashford countered. “In all seasons. But I do not need to justify my choices—it is my business, madam, and none of yours.”

      “If only you were involved, I’d gladly leave you to walk yourself to death. You must have worn a groove in the pavement between here and St. James’s by now. But you force your children to live as you do, and they are miserable.”

      “And they are my children.” Ashford took another step closer, his body tight. “They will not remain here forever—Lewis will be off to school and the girls will have a governess and be trained at my estate in Somerset before they enter their Seasons. All has been provided for, you needn’t worry.”

      “So you will pack them off like unwanted parcels?”

      Ashford’s usually cool voice rose. “Which do you want, madam? For them to stay here and be miserable in London, or off to the country? You are objecting to both.”

      Helena waited impatiently until he finished. “Of course I am objecting to both. The children have no say in the matter, do they? Cooped up in London or shunted away, when all they want is to be with their father. If they had a mother, they wouldn’t have to be alone—or perhaps you are too stubborn to understand that.”

      “Any woman I married wouldn’t be their mother. No one else can ever be.”

      His voice cracked the tiniest bit, and Helena softened a fraction.

      “Well, of course not. But she can be their friend, someone they can turn to. Like my stepmother and me. Not exactly like us, you understand, because my father married a lady but two years my senior, and Lily is only seven.” She touched her list. “Now then, Hannah Werner, the Honorable Miss. Her father is Viscount Cosgrove as you know. A bit of a stickler, but he could have no objection to his daughter marrying you. I hear she is very shy, but you already have an heir, so you wouldn’t need to bother with siring more. She could be more a companion than for strengthening the bloodline.”

      Ashford went a peculiar shade of red. “For God’s sake—”

      “Lady Megan Winter’s family is even more blue-blooded than yours, I believe. The Earls of Rutledge have been around since the Conquest, and they let no one forget it. Megan is sweet, however, and she’s fond of children.”

      “You are not going to leave off, are you?” Ashford’s gray eyes were stormy. His morning shave had long worn off, his dark whiskers catching the lamplight.

      “I was commissioned by his young lordship, and no, I am not. Next is Miss Lucy Howard. She is much younger than the others, but she’s got a good head on her shoulders, nothing of the flighty miss about her. A lady will need backbone to stand up to you.”

      “Why would she have to stand up to me?” Ashford demanded. “A wife knows her duty to her husband and her place in the household—there is no reason to have an argument about it.”

      Helena dropped the paper to the desk. “Oh dear. You haven’t had much experience of women, have you?”

      “I was married, madam,” Ashford said, thin-lipped. “For seven years. My house was peaceful.”

      “Yes …” Helena cocked her head. She had been acquainted with Olivia, Duchess of Ashford, who’d been rather in awe of her formidable husband. Losing Olivia had been painful for him, so Helena decided to keep her opinions of the lady’s timidity to herself. “Mmm.”

      “And will be peaceful again once you are gone,” Ashford concluded. “Good night, Mrs. Courtland.”

      Helena didn’t move. “Deadly silent is not the same thing as peaceful. You do know that your children worry about raising their voices when you are home? Apparently, you growl when your routine is disturbed.”

      “Absolute nonsense.”

      “You see? You are growling even now.” Helena touched a finger to her chin. “I knew it would be a challenging task when Lewis asked me, but I did not realize you would be quite so difficult. I see I will have to ease you into the subject.”

      “No, indeed, the subject is closed.” Ashford straightened to his full height, his entire attention on her. Rather unnerving, that. “Return home, Mrs. Courtland. I will explain to Lewis that this idea is more than ridiculous.”

      “More than ridiculous? Good heavens. That is quite a lot of ridiculousness, if you think it through. They are only worried for you, Your Grace, as you sit here alone night after night. I think of you, you know, on the other side of the wall from me, absorbed in your papers while life in all its colors flows past you, unnoticed.”

      Anger flashed in Ash’s gray eyes. “What I do in my study is life, madam. I help run the nation.”

      “The nation is full of people, laughing, talking, going to plays, helping each other, but of course you take no notice unless they are figures on a piece of paper.”

      “You have no idea what you are talking about. This conversation is—”

      “More than ridiculous?” Helena sent him a determined smile. “You will have to come up with another adjective. Let us think of some. Ludicrous, preposterous, absurd, farcical …”

      “All of those,” Ashford said in a near shout. “I am finished with it. Good night, Mrs. Courtland.”

      He loomed over her, eyes blazing, like a ghost in her favorite shivery novel. Ashford, however, was very much alive, with his tall frame, flushed face, and dark hair mussed by fingers absently pushing through it as he worked.

      Goodness, it was warm in here.

      Ashford could have rung for his manservant or a footman to eject her, but he did not. He only glared at her, leaving it up to Helena to depart instead of embarrassing her by tossing her out. He did have some manners.

      Or perhaps he was simply too angry to think. Helena heaved a sigh.

      “Very well. It is growing late. I will leave you to contemplate what I’ve said. Study the list tonight, and we can discuss it later.”

      Ashford growled. An actual growl, an animal-like sound in his throat. He snatched the list from the desk, stalked to the fireplace, and thrust it into the flames.

      He turned around and resumed his glare at Helena, like a lion both irritated and smug that he’d bested her.

      Helena sent him a pitying look. “I did, of course, make a copy for myself. I will bring another tomorrow, and I suggest you read it. When you meet the ladies in question, it will be better for you to have consulted my notes.”

      The lion finally roared. “I will not meet them, I will not consult your be-damned notes, and never again will we speak of this. Now, leave my house. At once!”

      Botheration. A direct order left no room for argument. And it was, in fact, Ashford’s house, and he could have her turned out without any harm to himself. Helena would have to withdraw to fight another day.

      “I have no wish to outstay my welcome, of course,” she said with a conceding nod. “Good night, Your Grace. Do consider the young ladies I have mentioned. Discuss them with your children if you like. After all, we are doing this for them.”

      Ashford started for her. Two steps along, he stopped, fists balled, as though it took all his effort not to cross the room and shake her.

      Gracious, the duke everyone called a cold-hearted automaton obviously had plenty of emotion. He radiated it.

      “Sleep well, Your Grace,” Helena said cheerfully. “We will speak on the morrow.”

      She gave him a quick curtsy—she could show she was polite—and scuttled from the room.

      Edwards and Henry lingered on the landing, both starting guiltily when she dashed out. Well, this had probably been the most interesting thing to happen in the house in a long while, and she couldn’t blame them for listening.

      Helena bade them a pleasant good night and descended the stairs, Henry darting ahead of her to open the front door.

      She adjusted her gloves and feathered headdress before she stepped outside. The night was brisk, very pleasant after the warmth of summer. It was still early—perhaps she’d go to the theatre or call upon friends. Many of them spent the autumn on their country estates, but London was never truly deserted.

      Helena returned home and dressed to go out, adding jewels to glitter on her throat and ears. She felt animated and alive. She realized, as her carriage took her toward Covent Garden, that for all Ashford’s bluster and snarling, she’d very much enjoyed arguing with him.

      Enjoyed it very much indeed.
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      Bloody woman. Blast her and all womankind.

      Ash rose in the morning, groggy after too little sleep. Helena Courtland had made him lose his temper, shout, and do all manner of uncouth things. His pleasant, clockwork-like existence had been put asunder, as though someone had taken an intricate timepiece and smashed it with a sledgehammer.

      Ash had lain in bed all night, his skin hot, his heart tripping. He could not push aside the image of Helena’s wide smile in her pretty face, the silly feathers in her turban bobbing and dancing with her animated speeches. Her wide brown eyes, the one dark blond curl that drooped to her shoulder, the way her bosom moved behind her cream-colored bodice.

      Mrs. Courtland was a widow—she ought to be wearing black or gray, drab brown at the very least. Not a light gown with sprigs of silver that shimmered as she moved.

      Damned female. When Ash at last drifted to fitful sleep, his dreams put him back into his library with Mrs. Courtland, she floating about the room while he tried to chase her down to shove her out.

      In his dream, he caught her, but she wrapped her arms around him, and Ash tipped her smiling face up to his and kissed her.

      And kissed her. A deep, thorough, hungry kiss that had his heart pounding and long-buried desires erupting to the surface. His sleep-clogged mind conjured her scent, the sweet fragrance of some spice he couldn’t identify, and the heat of her mouth under his.

      No! Ash had jerked awake, air painfully flooding his lungs.

      Damn her, damn her. Damn. Her.

      His sleep was even more fitful after that, and he woke late, Edwards raising brows in surprise when Ash finally dragged himself from bed. There was no time for a proper shave, and Ash felt the whiskers burn his jaw as he took himself off after a hasty breakfast at a quarter to ten.

      There she was. As Ash emerged from his house, Mrs. Courtland was just exiting hers to a waiting carriage. She was neatly attired in a dark green redingote over a gown of lighter green, every line of the ensemble in place. Her straw bonnet, its ribbon matching the redingote, perched on the side of her head, giving her a charming asymmetry.

      Mrs. Courtland nodded at Ash, the feathers in her bonnet dancing. “Good morning, Your Grace.” Her mouth curved, the lips he’d kissed in his dreams red and delectable.

      Ash’s heart thudded until his hurriedly downed breakfast roiled in his stomach. He made himself bow. “Good morning, Mrs. Courtland.”

      The words were as curt as possible, the bow stiff. Not letting his gaze linger on her, Ash marched down Berkeley Street, his usual route.

      The walk would do him good, he assured himself. He’d be fine when he reached St. James’s. A few meetings into the day, and he’d forget all about her.

      Ash strode on, ignoring Mrs. Courtland’s call of farewell in her light voice. He caught himself staring at the pavement, searching for the groove worn by his own feet, before he snarled at himself and hurried onward.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      An hour later, Ash stood, dumbfounded, while his mentor took a pinch of snuff, snorted into a handkerchief, and gave Ash a keen eye.

      “I know it’s difficult, Ash, but you’re out, for now. There will be a call for elections, and you’ll be back. Once the Season begins, mark my words, you’ll return to London in your full glory. Take the time to see to your estate, ride, hunt, stroll in your garden. Or hang out a shingle for a wife, dear boy. It’s high time someone softened you up.”
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      Through her sitting room window, Helena spied the trunks and valises trickling from the house next door, and Ashford’s strong footmen loading them onto a cart.

      She hurried out of her house to the street. “Good heavens, what is all this?”

      A maid passed a valise to a footman and curtsied to Helena. “His Grace is off to the country, ma’am.” She announced this with a look of relief. While Ashford was not parsimonious to his servants, it must be trying to have him always in residence, his routine to be followed to the exact second.

      “Excellent news,” Helena said.

      She followed the maid into Ash’s house, never mind it was not a proper time to call. Helping the children ready themselves for a journey was an excellent excuse for admittance.

      She heard Lewis, Lily, and Evie in the upper reaches of the house, excited and laughing, and Ashford on the second floor rumbling orders to his manservant. Boldly, Helena ascended the stairs.

      “’Tis only I,” she called. “Can I help?”

      Ashford charged out of his study, stopped short when he saw Helena come off the landing, turned around, and went back in. Helena followed him.

      Boxes lay about, books stacked neatly in or beside them. Ashford was taking much of his library with him.

      Instead of snapping at her to go, Ashford’s shoulders tightened, and he faced her with a resigned look.

      “You are getting your wish, madam. I am hieing to the country, whether I like it or not.”

      “Oh, dear. What has happened?”

      She did not expect Ashford to answer, except perhaps to shout that it was none of her affair.

      “It seems that every committee in every office in which I have a presence has decided my opinions matter very little these days,” he said stiffly. “Lord Merrivale, my most trusted confidant, the man who practically raised me and helped me carve out a career, had to tell me no one wanted me about.” Hurt lurked in Ashford’s eyes, though his face remained a mask of irritation. He gazed at her in sudden suspicion. “You didn’t have a word with him, did you?”

      Helena blinked. “You believe I went around to St. James’s Palace, or wherever you take yourself of a day, and told them to toss you to the pavement? They’d hardly listen to the likes of me. It is more likely Lord Merrivale and your colleagues saw that time away would benefit you.” And them, she did not add.

      Ashford gave her a narrow stare, then he shook his head, his expression clearing. “I beg your pardon. I am being fanciful. Towering rage makes me unreasonable.”

      “Regard this as a blessing, Your Grace. You’ll have plenty of time to attend to your children, and to seek a wife. That rather large house has room for a ball, a house party—a host of gatherings. A house party would be best, I think, so you can invite the families of all the young ladies to stay. You could observe them at your leisure, and then you—”

      “Mrs. Courtland!” His shout cut through her words.

      “Yes?”

      Ashford’s face was red again, his hair awry in that fetching manner. “The country will have one distinct advantage. You will not be next door.”

      “No, that is true. Hmm.”

      Helena’s late husband’s estate, now governed by his rather foolish nephew, was in Lincolnshire, while the Dukes of Ashford ruled from a vast tract of land in Somerset.

      However, a girlhood friend of Helena’s now lived in the village next to the Ashford estate, and was always begging Helena to come for a long visit. Millicent was happily married with four bouncing children, a state Helena envied. She would write to Millicent forthwith.

      “You will need a hostess,” she said. “Yes, your aunt Florence is just the lady. She’ll enjoy it.”

      Helena turned away, eager to begin her correspondence. She had much to do.

      Before she reached the door, a heavy hand landed on the doorframe, barring her way out. She turned to face the dark countenance and furious glare of the Duke of Ashford.

      She smelled his shaving soap—he must have told his valet to scrape him clean once he returned to Berkeley Square, but the shadow on his chin remained. Helena had the most pressing urge to run her fingers along his jaw to discover what the whiskers felt like.

      Ashford’s gray eyes flickered with raw emotion, and he did not move his hand from the doorframe. If any other gentleman had loomed over her so, Helena might be frightened or angry, but Ashford’s nearness had her heart hammering.

      His breath warmed her as he leaned closer. She expected Ashford to rail at her, but he remained strangely silent.

      His gaze moved from her eyes to her mouth, and Helena’s lips tingled. What would it be like to kiss him? Ashford was a strong man, and a handsome one—she had always noticed this.

      Would he kiss with precision, as he did everything else? Or would he at last abandon himself to passion, and kiss with ferocity?

      Helena suddenly wanted to know.

      With him leaning to her, and her own height, she did not have to rise far to reach his lips. Helena closed her eyes and brushed a kiss to his parted mouth.

      Ashford jumped in shock. Helena expected him to jerk away, to snarl at her to remember herself, perhaps to shove her from him in horror.

      He froze the barest moment before dragging her to him and kissing her back with a fierceness that stole her breath.

      He was shaking but wrapped his arms around her, enclosing her with strength. Helena leaned into his hard chest while his lips parted her mouth, his tongue tangled hers, his thigh pressed her hip.

      The kiss tore open places Helena hadn’t known were shut, whisked away the barrier around her heart, and sent her blood flowing to all regions of her body.

      The stiff, coolheaded Ashford had coalesced into a virile man, and Helena, most definitely a woman, responded. She’d longed for this, she realized, every day for the past few years, when he’d nodded at her in passing or patiently listened to her go on about his children.

      He was fire in her arms, his kiss igniting. Helena dared reach up and touch his face, which she found pleasantly coarse with whiskers.

      Ashford deepened the kiss, a soft sound in his throat, but there was nothing soft about the way he held her. He pulled her closer, Helena’s breasts crushed to his waistcoat, behind which she could feel the rapid beating of his heart. No clockwork automaton existed beneath his skin—he was flesh and blood, heating her body.

      A step in the corridor made them both give a violent start. It was Edwards, coming to assist his master with his packing.

      Ashford jerked from her, and the kiss shattered. Helena backed a step and nearly fell, her legs weak as she pressed fingers to her hot and shaking lips.

      Edwards had discreetly withdrawn, but Ashford’s eyes were wide, his expression haunted.

      Helena gazed at him a long moment, unable to move. She knew she ought to flee, to save them both from embarrassment—or perhaps to keep herself from kissing him again, she didn’t know. But her feet remained fixed in place.

      “Papa?” The young voice of Evie floated in, followed by Evie herself, Ashford’s middle child, the sensitive one. “Nanny says I can’t bring my favorite dress, but it’s so pretty, and Lewis says I’m being a ninny. Will you tell Lewis I’m not a ninny?— Oh.” She broke into a wide smile when she saw Helena. “Aunt Helena, will you tell Lewis? And Nanny? She listens to you.”

      Helena’s face scalded, and her heart refused to calm. But bless the child—she had saved the moment.

      “Of course, darling. You shall take every pretty dress you wish. Let us be off to the nursery and finish your packing.”

      She was aware of Ashford standing in the middle of the carpet where she’d left him, but Helena could not bring herself to look at him, didn’t trust herself not to reveal how her heart sang with his touch.

      She seized Evie by the hand and let the child lead her to safety.
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      Aunt Florence turned up, bag and baggage, on Ashford’s doorstep the day after he and his children arrived at Middlebrook Castle, the five-hundred-year-old seat of the dukes of Ashford.

      “Tuck me into a corner somewhere,” she said from within the recesses of her large traveling bonnet. “Worry for nothing, Ash, dear. I received Helena’s letter and of course I don’t mind at all playing hostess to your at-homes. Will liven the place up.”

      She regarded the golden stone house that rose in glittering glory from the wide sweep of lawn and shook her head, as though she found it wanting.

      Ash opened his mouth to explain that he’d returned home to take care of the place, not host gatherings. He wanted to see to the farms and ensure that the tenants had tight roofs over their heads for the winter. He’d confer with the steward on what crops they’d plant come spring and discuss the yield of the early harvest.

      He closed his mouth. If Aunt Florence wanted to chivy the servants and plan balls, let her. Ash would spend his days on the farms, turn up in time to show his neighbors he hadn’t withered to a stick in the city, and then retire.

      “Very well, Auntie.” He kissed her cheek. “How pleasant to see you.”

      Aunt Florence gazed at him with his father’s gray eyes, suspicion in them. A widow after thirty years of happy marriage, Aunt Florence was in her fifties and as unbowed and robust as she’d been at thirty.

      “And you, Ashford,” she said, still wary. “Now then, where are my nieces and nevvy?”
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      Ashford’s plan to avoid the goings-on in the house worked well. He soon admitted that a sojourn in the country had been a wise idea. Long rides woke him out of his stupor, returned vigor to his body, and improved his temper.

      Likewise his children seemed happier and hadn’t mentioned marriage or Mrs. Courtland since their arrival. Lily had once begun to say Mrs. Courtland’s name and been hurriedly shushed by her brother and sister.

      Ash realized he could indulge in strict routine here as well. Up at seven to breakfast, off on his horse at eight. A ride through the village and then around to the home farm and the steward’s house for a meeting at half past. They’d discuss business—much to do—and then Ash would ride through his lands, with or without the steward.

      It was harvest time, with some fields already shorn, others still growing, others in the process of being cut. Ash had wheat to sell, barley for the brewers, root crops for cattle and horses to eat over the winter. Sheep lazed in fields he rode past, shearing time near.

      Ash began to wonder why he’d neglected the place so long. He hadn’t entirely abandoned his duties as landlord—while in London, he carried on a detailed correspondence with the steward and the estate’s majordomo, but it was no substitute for being here himself.

      He also welcomed the time with his children. Every afternoon, from three to five, after Ash’s ride around his boundaries, he would meet Lewis, Evie, and Lily in the garden. They’d run about, or play games of hide and seek, Ash laughing with them as he hadn’t laughed in years.

      Sometimes he and Lewis would walk together and talk, man-to-man, as the girls played among the flowerbeds. Lily loved digging in the dirt, and Ash suspected she’d grow up to be an avid gardener. She’d be covered with loam at the end of the afternoon, to the despair of Nanny. Ash didn’t scold her. Lily would be scrubbed up and on the marriage mart soon enough.

      The thought squeezed him painfully. Why the devil should young women be paraded past gentlemen like prized horses? As duke’s daughters, Lily and Evie would garner much attention.

      Ash determined not to push his daughters to wed until they met gentlemen who were their equals in every way. His own marriage had been conventional enough, but he’d been lucky that Olivia had been a mild and sweet woman, never minding Ash’s odd ways.

      Now Helena Courtland was determined to push him back onto the market like a somewhat bruised hunk of flesh.

      As always when the thought of Helena popped into his head, Ash tried to hastily close the door on the troubling memory of the kiss.

      He must have lost his mind. Of course, he’d been quite agitated from his conversation with Lord Merrivale and the decision to leave London. And bewildered by the unnerving dreams he’d been having of Helena. Yes, all those things combined.

      And yet …

      He could not banish the remembered sensation of her softness, her scent, the warm silk of her lips.

      He tried to joke with himself that at least the kiss had rendered her silent. Then again, while Helena liked to rattle on, her voice was pleasant, like velvet, not shrill and resounding. Damn it all, Ash liked hearing her talk—that is, if he ignored what she was saying.

      None of that mattered now, he told himself. Ash had found sanctuary at Middlebrook Castle, one he hadn’t understood he’d needed. If Aunt Florence wanted to invite the county to stroll about the galleries of an evening, she had his blessing. Let her enjoy herself.

      The first gathering occurred after Ash and family had been home two weeks. Aunt Florence truly had invited the entire county, Ash mused—he hadn’t realized he had so many neighbors. Most he recognized to nod to, some had become good friends, and a few were complete strangers. Aunt Florence knew everyone, of course, and Ash went through the ritual of introduction several times.

      He only realized his predicament when he was introduced to Miss Lucy Howard and her family. Miss Howard was tall for a lady, young, but with intelligence in her eyes.

      The name was familiar. Alarm bells rang in his head when Ash remembered she’d been on the list of Helena’s potential brides.

      Ash was a bit more abrupt to the poor girl than he ought to be, but she looked puzzled rather than hurt, likely labeling him a boor.

      Coincidence that she was here, nothing more. Aunt Florence had sent out the invitations, not Helena.

      The alarm sounded again when he met the Honorable Miss Hannah Werner, and then Lady Megan Winter. And then another lady, a young widow this time, whose name he’d spied on the list before he’d thrust it into the flames.

      Damn and blast. Aunt Florence would answer for this.

      Ash was cursorily polite and escaped the ballroom at the first instance. He had so many guests no one would blame him for attending those in other parts of the house.

      He made for the card room, that realm of safety where husbands and fathers retreated once their obligatory greetings were finished. Ash had almost reached it when an all-to-familiar voice pulled him up.

      “There you are, Ashford. Your home is most splendid. I cannot think why you do not live here more often—it must be a magnificent view over the park when the sun sets. Have you met my ladies, yet? I apologize for being late, but dear Millicent is a bit slow. She likes to arrive last thing, though I have pointed out that this is a bit rude.”

      Ash stood frozen in place while the words washed over him, then he slowly turned.

      It was not a dream. Helena Courtland stood behind him, red lips smiling, in a silver and blue gown that rendered her a glowing angel.
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      Helena could pretend all she liked, but Ashford did not look happy to see her. His cold gray stare as she neared him was quite forbidding.

      My, he was handsome in evening dress. The trousers suited him, as did the fit of his coat across broad shoulders. His waistcoat emphasized his slim torso, the ivory silk broken by the fine gold chain of his watch fob. The only other color amid all the black and white was a sapphire pin in his lapel.

      The clothing showed his athletic build that Helena believed had grown even trimmer since he’d left London. Lady Florence had told her he spent most of his time riding or tramping about, and it showed.

      “I beg your pardon, Ashford,” Helena said in a light voice, as though she’d forgotten all about the kiss they’d shared—the passionate, blood-stinging kiss. “I did not mean to startle you.”

      “What the dev—” Ashford straightened and cleared his throat. “What are you doing here, Mrs. Courtland?”

      Her brows went up. “Well, that is not much of a greeting. I was invited, of course, by your aunt. My friend Millicent lives not a mile outside your gate, so we are neighbors once again. Is that not entertaining?”

      Ashford advanced on her. To throw her out? Or kiss her once more? Helena waited eagerly to find out.

      He halted three feet away, to her disappointment. “You brought those ladies here,” he said in a hard voice. “The ones on your be-damned list.”

      “Indeed, I did. I instructed your aunt whom to invite. Which lady do you favor? Or do you need more time to converse with them?”

      “Do they know why they are here? Did you recruit them as a general recruits his soldiers?”

      “Goodness, no. They’d be horribly nervous if they knew a duke looked them over with an eye to marry them.”

      “But I do not have an eye to marry any of them.”

      “Perhaps not immediately. You’d hardly go down on one knee and propose to a young lady in the middle of the ballroom tonight. It would embarrass her, and you. No, none of them have any idea you’re hanging out a shingle for a wife.”

      “I am not …” Ashford broke off with that strange growl. “Of course, they’ll believe it. I’m a duke, a widower, and I’ve allowed my aunt to invite eligible young women into my house, along with my busybody next-door neighbor. They’ll believe my shingle is hanging high and swinging mightily.”

      Helena’s breath caught as his eyes flashed his rage. Ashford was so very handsome—did he not realize? The young ladies here would be in transports if he closed in on them as he did so now with Helena.

      He hadn’t meant to kiss her back in London—she knew that. She’d sprung upon him, he’d been angry, and she’d talked too much as usual. He must have been very confused.

      And good heavens, why did she long to kiss him again? She was meant to marry him off to one of her young ladies and have done.

      The pain in Helena’s heart surprised her. Ashford wanted nothing to do with her, she told herself firmly. She’d promised his children she’d help him find a wife. That was all.

      “Where are you rushing off to?” she made herself say. “All will be disappointed if you do not dance.”

      “I am not a caper merchant,” Ashford snapped, his cheeks staining red.

      “No one believes you should be. But you are the host. You must be gallant and dance, not hide in …” She glanced past him, but she had no idea what lay behind the double doors he’d been heading for. “Wherever that is.”

      “The card room. Where many of my gentlemen guests are waiting. Shall I abandon them instead?”

      “A host must circulate, yes, but I know you are a fine dancer. One country dance will not hurt you. Nothing shocking like a waltz will happen at this affair—your aunt has seen to that.”

      Ashford straightened and seemed to gather himself, but his gaze remained fixed on Helena. Difficult to meet his eyes, gray like winter skies.

      “Very well.” His voice quieted but filled with deadly strength. “I will dance. You will be my partner and keep those bloody debutantes away from me.”

      “But—”

      Helena’s protest cut off as he seized her by the hand and towed her down the long hall and back into the ballroom.
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      As soon as Ash swung Helena into line in the old-fashioned country dance, he knew he’d made a mistake.

      She was flushed and eager, not chagrined that her ruse of inviting the young women on her list would not work. Her left toe tapped as the music began to play, and she smiled as she curtsied with the row of ladies.

      The dance was one of slow but steady movement, of ladies and gentlemen meeting and parting, turning, promenading, circling back to place, greeting a second partner, and always returning to join hands with the first.

      Helena danced on light feet, never missing a step, her smile welcoming for ladies and gentlemen alike.

      She loved to dance, Ash realized. He’d not seen her do much of it at the gatherings Aunt Florence talked him into attending. Helena usually remained at the side of the ballroom with a clump of matrons and widows, chattering away. A flower among faded weeds, he’d thought.

      As young as she was, she was expected, as a widow, to sit against the wall while the girls she helped chaperone took her place. Helena had been married scarcely two years before her young and rather feckless husband had wrecked his phaeton on the Brighton road and quickly expired.

      She’d changed overnight from flitting butterfly to a shadow in widow’s garb, resolutely turning away the attentions of gentlemen who’d tried to swoop in and pluck her up, fortune and all. Helena’s husband had provided well for her, leaving her a large pile of cash in a trust that his nephew couldn’t touch, and the use of the Berkeley Square house for her lifetime.

      In those first years of her widowhood, Ash had helped keep the ambitious swains from her doorstep, and Olivia had guarded her like a dragon.

      When Olivia had died, Helena had been there at once, returning the courtesy by looking after Lewis, Evie, and Lily while Ash had gone to hell and back.

      She’d always been there, Ash realized, a rock in the torrent that had threatened to sweep him away. She’d been “Aunt Helena” for his children to cling to in their grief and bewilderment, while Ash gradually returned to life.

      Not that Helena had performed these angelic deeds in silence. She’d chatted to him whenever she’d intercepted him, about anything and nothing—the weather, stories in the newspaper, his children and what they’d said to her, speculations about life in other countries and was it similar to life in England? Helena could never not talk.

      Even now, as they danced, she kept up a stream of conversation.

      “I vow, there is Sarah Wilkes. So brave of her to come after that horrible man jilted her. I must speak to her—I know a young man who admires her so. He’s not much to look at, but honorable and kind. She will need someone like that now, do you not think, Ashford?”

      Ash laced his arm firmly through Helena’s to promenade her to the bottom of the line. “Can you not cease your matchmaking impulses for one dance?”

      “Do you know, I do not think I can. The instinct comes unbidden. I long to pair up people and see them happy. Don’t you?”

      “I mind my own business,” Ash said, but absently. Helena’s soft bosom against his arm was distracting.

      “How dull for you. People are interesting, are they not? Infinite variety—everyone has a story. In this room are so many tales, so many little dramas. I want to learn them all and set the players on the path to contentedness. I know I never can, but I enjoy speculating.”

      “You are …” Ash trailed off, fumbling for words, he who could eloquently out-argue the most smooth-tongued of his fellow peers. “A unique woman, Mrs. Courtland.”

      She turned startled brown eyes to him. “I will take that as a compliment, Your Grace.”

      Ash wasn’t certain what he’d meant, except the truth. In all the players and stories she talked about filling this ballroom, Ash wagered none were as interesting as Helena herself.

      The thought startled him so much he stopped in the middle of the dance, missing his steps.

      Helena banged into him, a crush of soft woman. She shot him a surprised look then laughed and pulled him along. “Move with the music. There we are. No one noticed, I think.”

      Ash found his balance again, shaken, aware of Helena studying him. “You look unwell,” she said as they came together. She said something else, but it was lost in the music as she parted from him.

      She continued to chatter, but to Ash, the sound was a blur in the background. The dance mercifully came to an end, and Ash led Helena from the floor.

      He planned to settle her in a chair and bring her refreshment, as a gentleman should, but Helena was invited immediately to dance once more. With her high color and the silver-blue gown floating like gossamer, it was no wonder gentlemen were lining up for her. Ash ought to be relieved, but he watched her go with reluctance and irritation.

      He made himself escape the ballroom but headed for the terrace this time instead of seeking the card room. He needed air.

      Ash walked out to frigid chill. Nights were growing colder, days shorter.

      Scarcely feeling the weather, he rested his gloved hands on the stone balustrade and gazed at the garden, which twinkled with paper lanterns. No one walked there—the guests were sensibly in the warm house.

      “Deep thoughts, Ash?” Guy Lovell emerged from the shadows, the lit end of his cheroot an orange smudge.

      “Appalling ones.” Ash drew a breath to tell him of his astounding thoughts about Helena and the kiss they’d shared, then let it out again. There were things a man didn’t reveal, even to his closest friend. “Mrs. Courtland has brought eligible women for me to look over.”

      “I saw that.” Guy chuckled. “Too many ladies fishing for husbands tonight. Hence, my retreat. Devoted bachelor, me.”

      Ash folded his arms, tucking his balled hands under them. “She’s recruited my aunt and has moved in with my nearest neighbor. I can’t shake the woman and her schemes.”

      “Give in,” Guy said with a shrug. “Marry one of them. Then Mrs. Courtland will go tamely home.”

      “Somehow, I think she won’t,” Ash said. “Even if I’d do such a damn fool thing as you suggest. The children love her, for one thing.” He let out an exasperated breath. “Damnation, why does that woman get under my skin?”

      “Like a burr one can’t shake?”

      “I suppose.” Ash scowled at the garden, silent fountains marble-pale in the darkness. “If Mrs. Courtland is so keen on marriage, why hasn’t she married again herself?”

      “Why should she?” Guy asked in a reasonable tone. “Her husband turned out to be a complete idiot, but his wise man of business made certain she was set for life.” He took a pull of the cheroot, the smooth smoke wafting over Ashford. “I know—I’ll marry her. I’d put aside my abhorrence of the married state for a pretty woman in my house. We’ll sojourn on the Continent until she forgets about her idea to get you paired off. That should take her out of your hair.”

      “No,” Ash said abruptly.

      “Hmm?” Guy’s brows went up. “I was joking. But why not?”

      “Because …” Ash rearranged his words and cleared his throat. “No need for her to drive you mad in the bargain.”

      Guy took another pull of the cheroot and studied him as smoke trickled from his mouth. “Ah,” he said, then smiled. “I’ll put that idea to rest.”

      “See that you do.”

      Ash didn’t miss Guy’s grin as the man dropped his cheroot into a bowl left on the terrace for the purpose. “I believe I’ll stroll back in,” Guy said. “Time to lose my money at cards. Pity I’m such a bad player.”

      Guy often lost when he first sat down to a game, it was true, but he skillfully won everything back by the end of the night. He enjoyed the challenge.

      Left alone once more with his thoughts, Ash gazed at the dark garden long enough to grow restless. He abandoned thoughts of returning to the ballroom and strode down the steps to the gravel path below.
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      Helena, standing just inside a door to the terrace, watched Ash go. He was frustrated, poor man—she and his aunt had sprung the young women on him too abruptly. Lady Florence hadn’t warned Ash they were coming, which had probably been for the best. Else he might have disappeared altogether, left the country even.

      Helena pulled her fringed shawl close and stepped out of the house, skimming across the terrace and down to the garden. She hurried in the direction Ash had gone, following the sound of his footsteps on gravel.

      It was frightfully cold. The afternoon’s clouds had rolled away, and clear air filled the spaces to the heavens. Stars hung thick and bright, a half-moon high. There’d be frost in the morning.

      Ash had paused—Helena couldn’t hear his steps any longer. She hurried forward on tiptoe, listening for any movement ... and blundered straight into him.

      Strong hands, warm through his gloves, caught and steadied her. Helena lost hold of the shawl, and both she and Ash dove for it as it slithered to the ground. Her head banged his temple, and he grunted as he snatched the shawl up.

      “Devil take it,” he growled.

      Helena tried to grab the shawl from him, but it floated from her grasp as Ash swirled it around her shoulders. He pulled it closed, his hands meeting over Helena’s bosom.

      “My apologies,” she said faintly. Her voice had lost its usual briskness for some reason. A mark on his forehead showed where she’d smacked into him.

      “Why are you charging about in the dark?” Ash demanded. He did not release the shawl, the fists that held it warm points above her chest.

      “Looking for you. I was afraid you’d be hurt.”

      “In my own garden?”

      “One never knows,” Helena said. “It is very dark—you might have tripped and fallen into a fountain, bashed your head on a tree limb, had your clothes catch fire from a spark from a lantern …”

      He stared down at her as she rattled on, then to her amazement, Ash began to laugh. It was a hoarse sound, as though he hadn’t practiced laughter in a while. “That is—”

      “Beyond ridiculous?” Helena gave him a hopeful smile.

      “You are the most maddening woman I’ve ever had the misfortune to live next door to.”

      “Well, as I’ve lived in Berkeley Square for a number of years, and the inhabitant of that house before my husband took up residence was a lifelong bachelor, and your far neighbor is a widower, there haven’t been many females living near you at all.”

      His laughter continued. It was a nice laugh, rumbling and genuine.

      Ash gently tugged her closer, his hands full of the shawl. He was warmth in the darkness, strength against the sudden weakness in her knees.

      He closed the few inches between them, and kissed her.

      Their kiss in London had been urgent and fevered, unexpected. This one was slow, leisurely, private. Behind them, the laughter and music floated, faraway and small. In the garden, all was silence but for Ash’s breathing and the whisper of a breeze over autumn blossoms.

      Helena rose into the kiss, her chest tight, hands finding Ash’s shoulders. He tasted of brandy, smelled of cheroot smoke and the night.

      Just when she thought he’d push from her, Ash brought her closer, arms around her back. His stiffness fell away, as though Ash the duke had disappeared, and Ash the man took over.

      Helena rather liked Ash the man. He held her securely, his body fluid grace, as it had been while they’d danced. His stumble had been an anomaly.

      Ash’s mouth warmed, caressed. Helena parted her lips, letting him in, and she daringly tasted his tongue.

      The flicker—brief, hot, intense—snapped Ash back to stiffness. He jerked his mouth away from hers but steadied Helena before she lost her footing.

      They stared at each other for a long moment, things between them forever changed. Ash’s chest rose sharply, his exhalation fogging in the chill air.

      “Helena.”

      Her name was a faint whisper—Helena, not Mrs. Courtland.

      Helena longed to respond—Ash. But her voice did not work, and her lips, burning from his kiss, would not move.

      “You’re cold,” he announced.

      Helena was hot all over, never noticing the sharp bite of the strengthening breeze. Ash adjusted her shawl, his movements quick, exact, but his hands were shaking.

      “Thank you,” she managed to croak.

      Ash said nothing. He gazed down at her a long moment, his eyes lost in shadow.

      Then he put firm but polite fingers on her elbow. “You should be indoors, out of the weather.”

      Without further word he led her back to the house. His pace was swift, and Helena scurried next to him, her beaded slippers landing in mud. They’d be a sad ruin, but Helena’s practical voice was a distant echo.

      Ash halted when they reached the terrace. He turned to her, a look of vast anguish on his face.

      “Helena …”

      “Never you mind,” Helena said, trying to sound matter-of-fact. “We won’t speak of it.”

      “That’s not—”

      “Ah, there you are, Ash.” Guy Lovell stepped through a doorway with his usual vivacity. “Thought you lost in the dark. Your aunt is hunting for you.” He caught sight of Helena and bowed. “Mrs. Courtland. Forgive me, I did not see you there.” He looked Helena up and down, eyes glittering with interest.

      Ash scowled, but Helena began chattering before he could speak. “Of course, you must go to your aunt, Ashford. And mind what I said about the lanterns and too many sparks. The garden should resemble a paradise of fairies, not be forbidding, like in a novel from Minerva Press. Tell the footmen.”

      She lifted her head and swept past Guy, giving him a little nod as she went. Helena felt Guy’s knowing gaze on her back, and the more intense one of Ash.

      Somehow, she made it into the warmth of the house but she did not stop until she reached a withdrawing room. There she sank down and stuck out one damp foot, the beads on her slippers coated with mud.

      “I knew it. Ruined.”

      Then for some unaccountable reason, she burst into tears.
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      Ash did not see Helena for the remainder of the night. She managed to elude him at every turn, and finally he stopped himself pursuing her. Guy already guessed something had happened between them, and Ash did not need to give his friend more fuel for gossip.

      He moved through the rest of the ball in a haze, avoiding more dancing by securing himself in the card room. In his distracted state, he lost every game but paid over his losses without fuss.

      When the interminable ball was over, and the final guests at last departed, Helena long gone, Ash threw himself into bed, but sleep eluded him. He did not so much relive the kiss as be submersed in it, feeling Helena’s warmth around him, her scent, the press of her body, the taste of her mouth. The sensations gripped him and would not let him go.

      He rose early the next morning and groggily plunged into the business of the estate, taking himself to its far corners, inspecting cottages and farms. At one point Ash stripped off his coat to assist roofers hauling thatch into place.

      His mind remained so full of Helena—the way her mouth softened to his kiss, her fingers pressing his shoulders, her body pliant in his arms—that he forgot the most basic things, like resuming his coat after the thatching, and riding off straight into the rain.

      The result was, the next day, a very unromantic cold in the head that did not let him out of bed. Aunt Florence and Edwards, in great alarm, sent for a physician. The long-faced doctor examined him and proclaimed that the Duke of Ashford was very ill indeed and should make certain his affairs were in order.
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      “Dying?” Helena stared at Millicent, her heart compressing into a cold knot of fear.

      Millicent, her cap trimmed with so many ribbons they careened when she so much as breathed, nodded. “I had it from my lady’s maid, who had it from Ashford’s aunt’s maid, who says he’s flat in bed and cannot rise. A physician bled him and dosed him, and proclaimed there was nothing more to be done.”

      Helena had been sipping tea with Millicent and fidgeting, unable to settle herself. Now she rose, hand on her throat.

      “Nothing more to be done, my foot. I wager one of my concoctions will do the trick. I must go to him at once.”

      Helena called for Evans and hurried to the kitchens and the old-fashioned still room, where herbs were dried and home remedies for everything from an annoying itch to croup were prepared.

      She seized herbs, licorice, honey, and brandy willy-nilly, for a moment unable to remember what went into her mixtures and how much. Fortunately, Evans helped Helena shake together the correct ingredients and pour the results into clean bottles. All went into Helena’s basket, along with fresh baked bread and grapes—perfect foods for lightening the humors.

      Helena bundled up against the cold that had engulfed Somerset and sent for Millicent’s landau to trundle her down the lane and across the park to Ashford’s mansion.
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      Ash pried open his eyes, wincing as the darkness of his bed was pierced by sudden daylight.

      A large basket overflowing with grapes and dark bottles had been plunked to his writing table—the sound had awakened him. Now his bed curtains were wide open, as were the drapes at the window. Late autumn sunlight streamed through, the air clear, the sky very blue.

      His head and eyes ached. “What …?”

      “Shutting yourself up in a dark sick room is never good for you,” came Helena’s breezy voice. “Light and air is what you need, along with my remedies. No one in my house remains ill for long.”

      “ … are you doing here?” Ash finished, voice rasping. “There is contagion …”

      “Nonsense, I never take sick. Brisk walks and eating a hearty dinner is all that is required for good health. Now, what does the doctor believe it is? Consumption?”

      Helena, her curves hugged by a light-blue cotton gown, bustled about the room, tying back drapes, poking up the fire. A lace cap covered her dark golden hair, its tapes flying as she moved. She opened the basket and proceeded to stand at least a dozen bottles across the writing table.

      “No one has mentioned consumption,” Ash managed before he coughed, his body spasming.

      “Smallpox? Yellow fever?”

      “What are you going on about?” Ash dragged in a breath and lay back down. “A chill, Mrs. Courtland, nothing more.”

      She turned in surprise. “Truly? I had it from your aunt—albeit in a roundabout manner—that you were at death’s door.”

      “If my physician is putting that rumor about …”

      “Surely he ought to know.” Helena opened a bottle and poured a dark, thick liquid into a glass. “He is a doctor.”

      “A quack, you mean. He barely looked at me before he was opening my vein.” Ash coughed again, his sides aching with it. “If I die, then Lewis is duke. A physician can pry many fees out of those who’ll pay to keep the boy healthy.”

      “Very cynical.” Helena brought the glass to him in bright determination. “On your part, and on the physician’s. Drink this, and you’ll be right as rain.”

      Ash clutched the bedcovers, holding them to his chin. He wore a nightshirt and nothing else, and already felt his blush rising.

      “What is that?” He eyed the glass in suspicion.

      “All sorts of good things. Plus plenty of brandy to make it slip down well. I know how to dose a gentleman.”

      “Oh? How many gentlemen have you dosed?” He felt a twinge of irritated jealousy.

      “My father, gardener, butler, footmen, friends’ fathers and brothers and their servants. They all swear by my remedies.”

      “Or swear at them,” Ash muttered.

      “What was that?” Helena leaned closer. “I beg your pardon—I did not hear you.”

      She should not bend over him so. Ash’s already unsteady heartbeat sped as her bodice sagged to show a sweet round of bosom. She smelled of mint with a touch of honey, making Ash want to pull her down to him and discover if she tasted of those things as well.

      He had to have been mad to kiss her in the garden. And yet … The warmth of her lips, the brush of breath on his skin, the way she fit into his arms … The sensations had never left him.

      Helena shoved the glass under his chin. The bite of brandy, mint, and whatever else she’d included burst through his clogged nose and made him wince.

      “Drink up,” she said. “You’ll feel so much better.”

      Ash doubted it. The physician had given him a purge after bleeding him, which had made him even more weak. His aunt had then shoved broth down his throat, followed by an extremely bitter tea. Ash had drunk all to be polite, but he balked now.

      “Take that away,” he ordered. “And go. I truly do not wish to make you ill.”

      “I told you, I never take sick. Don’t be such a stick, Ash. My remedies are far better than what a physician will give you. My patients get well.”

      It was clear that Helena had great confidence in her potion. It was also clear she’d not leave the room until he drank it.

      Suppressing a sigh, Ash raised himself on his elbows and reached for the glass.

      “You are ever so pale,” Helena said, studying him. “Except for your red nose. I have another physic to fix that.”

      Ash clenched the glass, held his breath, and drank.

      She was right about the brandy, which made up about two-thirds of the concoction, sweetened with honey to take out the sting. Ash tasted more herbs under the mint, though he wasn’t certain what.

      All in all, it was far more pleasant than what Aunt Florence or the physician had given him. More like a brandy punch, but Ash decided not to say that. The liquid soothed his throat—he decided to keep that to himself as well.

      Helena plucked the empty glass from his hand and carried it to the writing table, before returning to shake out the bedcovers.

      Ash jerked the blankets up again. “Have a care for your modesty, madam.”

      Helena looked surprised. “My modesty? I am completely dressed. You are the one in your nightshirt. You are also flat on your back with illness—I doubt anyone would believe you’d leap up and ravish me on the spot.”

      Ash went hotter than the fever had ever climbed. He was more awake now, and feeling stronger. If she continued to lean over him, smoothing the bedclothes, he might just drag her down to him and forget he was a gentleman.

      He stopped himself because of his sickness—he truly did not want to pass it to her. Ash remembered how quickly Olivia had caught her fever, how she’d taken to her bed, still weak from bringing Lily into the world not a month before that.

      “Please go,” Ash said, gritting his teeth. “These things happen rapidly—I was fine one moment, the next, quite ill.”

      “You worry so, Ash. Perhaps that is why you are adamant about your schedules, fearing you’ll forget something if you don’t mark it down.”

      More warmth flooded him as he realized she called him by the name his friends did: Ash. Not Your Grace or even Ashford. No one had ever used his given name, Augustine, not even his mother. Before he’d become duke, he’d had Lewis’s title, Marquess of Wilsdon, and had been called Wils.

      “My schedule has gone to the devil with this illness.” Ash coughed again, but it didn’t hurt as much this time. “Pardon my language.”

      “Well, the devil can enjoy it.” Helena busied herself at the table, and Ash heard another clink of glass and trickling liquid.

      “There is nothing wrong with a timetable,” he argued. “I prefer it to chaos.”

      Helena brought the refilled glass to the bed. “A little chaos now and then is not a bad thing. I admit I have a timetable as well, my dear Ash. During the Season, I must remember what invitations I have accepted and to what place I am going and when. But constant rigidness is not good for you. You’d never have taken sick if you were less unbending.”

      Ash listened to the last in incredulity. “I am in this bed because I did not adhere to my schedule. I let my aunt talk me into hosting a ball, at which I grew frustrated and tramped about the garden in the freezing cold. This weakened my constitution so that when I went about without my coat the next day, I had no defenses. I’d have noticed it was cold in the garden and gone back inside if you hadn’t followed me …”

      He trailed off. He knew good and well he’d not noticed the icy air because he’d taken Helena into his arms and kissed her.

      Helena flushed. “I worried about you wandering in the dark …”

      She too trailed off, her cheeks pretty with her rosy blush. Ash found himself reaching to stroke one.

      Helena jumped. She mistook the reason he’d lifted his hand and pushed the glass into it. “This will ease your stuffed nose.”

      She turned quickly away, agitation in every line.

      Should Ash speak of the kiss? Or continue to pretend it hadn’t happened? That he hadn’t realized what a beautiful woman she was?

      Helena, at the table, moved glasses and bottles purposefully, her movements graceful. The tapes on her cap caught in her golden curls.

      Ash closed his eyes and sipped the next concoction. This one was not as sweet, but pleasantly mellow. Again, it soothed his throat, and its aroma drifted into his nose, clearing it a bit.

      “What is in this?” he asked.

      “Nothing exotic. Drink it all.”

      Ash complied. He swallowed the final drops and thumped the glass to the bedside table. “I am not cured yet.”

      Helena gave him an exasperated look over her shoulder. “Of course not, silly. You must take all my doses over the course of several days. Then you’ll be fine.”

      She returned to the bed, more composed after this exchange, and set a plate of grapes next to the empty glass. “These will fill your stomach and lighten the humors.”

      Ash ate a few grapes after she turned away, depositing the seeds on a clean dish she’d left for the purpose.

      “I’ll not marry any of those ladies, Helena,” he said quietly. His voice sounded almost normal, without the scratch of the last two days.

      Helena continued to fuss about the table. “We’ll talk of that when you’re well.”

      “It is unfair to the young ladies. From the looks I caught, everyone at that ball believed I’d hosted it to search for my next duchess.”

      Helena faced him, resting her hands on the table behind her. “Because everyone knows you need a wife. Including your children, which was why they went to such lengths to compose that letter to you.”

      “Lewis’s doing.” Ash couldn’t help a surge of pride. “He is growing up faster than I realize.”

      “That is why this time with them is so precious. Lewis will go to school soon, and find his own friends, his own interests. Gracious, my husband barely knew his father and mother, only seeing them from afar until he was quite grown up.”

      Helena rarely spoke of her husband, a good-for-nothing fop. If Courtland hadn’t managed to break his neck, he’d have broken her heart with mistresses, gambling debts, and duels.

      “He was never good enough for you,” Ash heard himself say.

      She stilled. “Pardon?”

      “I know I should not speak ill of the dead, but your husband was not a good match for you. You need someone who will listen when you rattle on, who will match you in wits and sense.” And passion, he added silently. He’d sensed much of it in her when he’d kissed her.

      Helena moved her gaze to the window, sunlight catching in her dark eyes. “Many felt he was the perfect match for my wit—as in, between the two of us, we had little.”

      Ash grew indignant. “They were wrong. You can certainly talk, but you aren’t a featherhead. You have much good sense, which you disguise by hedging around it. You hide your intelligence, though I cannot fathom why.”

      “No one wants a clever lady,” Helena said. “Quite irritating, is a woman who claims to be intelligent.”

      “Well, it does not irritate me.”

      The smile she gave him lit fires in his heart. “How kind of you. But I’ve always said you were kind.”

      Kind? The formidable Duke of Ashford, who demanded perfection of the entire world, was kind?

      He wasn’t. He knew full well that Merrivale had suggested Ash retreat to Somerset because he was making everyone in the ministry spare with his meticulousness. His expectations were high, his disapproval swift.

      “Very good of you to say so,” Ash said stiffly.

      “You do not believe me, I see, but it is true. You adore your children and take every sort of care for them. Your servants are well treated and paid a good wage. You indulge your friend, Mr. Lovell, though he is as unlike you as another gentleman can be. And you’ve allowed me to come and nurse you without bodily showing me the door.”

      “I couldn’t at the moment if I wanted to.” Ash cleared his throat. “I’m pathetically weak.”

      “Indeed, no. Laid up, yes, but weak, never. You are the strongest man I know.”

      They shared another look, Helena’s deep brown eyes lightened with flecks of gold. If Ash had been well, he’d have already pulled her into the bed with him to kiss her, drowning in her softness. Perhaps boldly rolling her over to the mattress and showing her what he’d dreamed of in the night.

      If he’d been a well man, however, she would not be in his bedchamber at all. She’d only entered because at this instant, he was harmless.

      Helena returned to him and smoothed the covers once more. Ash liked the warmth of her hands through the sheets, comforting and arousing at the same time.

      She patted his arm, unaware of the incandescence she stirred within him. “Now then, you take four of these draughts a day—morning, afternoon, evening, and before you sleep—and that nasty chill will be gone in no time. I’ll tell Edwards.”

      Ash suppressed a shudder. Edwards, who had a soft spot for Helena, would obey her instructions to the letter. Then again, the concoctions weren’t so bad. They were sweet yet with underlying vigor, like Helena herself.

      “Sleep now, dear Ash.” Helena pressed a kiss to his forehead, her lips cool on his hot skin.

      “Are you returning home?” Ash asked, trying to make the question casual. “At least, to the cottage of your friend?”

      “Do you wish me to?” Helena also pretended nonchalance, but Ash caught the trepidation in her voice.

      “No.” Ash realized the word was brusque, and softened his tone. “No. The children would love to see you.”

      Her answering smile held relief. “Then I’ll stay. Give me a shout if you need me.”

      She held his gaze a moment longer, then turned away, straightened the bottles on the table one last time, and breezed out.

      Ash imagined himself, well and strong once more, standing on the landing of the great hall and calling her name. Helena! Darling. I need you. Her answering voice, as natural as breathing. I’ll be there directly, dear Ash.

      The picture was so heady he closed his eyes tightly to shut it out.
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      Helena remained at Middlebrook Castle for two days, at Lady Florence’s insistence. So good for the children to have her about, Florence said. Helena agreed and promised to stay until Ash grew better.

      He healed in a remarkably short time. Ash spent only one more day in bed. The next, he was up and bellowing for Edwards to help him dress. He remained in indoor clothes—light suit covered with a banyan and slippers, and shut himself into his library.

      Edwards assured Helena that Ash was taking the remedies as instructed, which the valet believed led to his quick recovery.

      Ash ordered that Lewis, Evie, and Lily be kept from him until the danger of contagion had passed. The children were not happy about that, but Helena kept them busy writing Ash letters expressing good wishes for his health.

      Lily showed Helena her finished letter, executed in stilted handwriting.

      Dearest Papa, Please grow well so you can read to us again, and do not leave the exciting bits out anymore. I am old enough for them now. The very best wishes and tender feelings from your dearest Lily.

      “If you married Papa, he’d never be ill,” Lily declared after Helena had praised the letter.

      Helena gave her a startled look. “Gracious, I do not believe your papa would be happy with that idea.”

      “Why not?” Evie put in. “The only lady he ever speaks of is you. And you fit all our requirements. First of all, you are tall.”

      “Perhaps.” Helena could not find the words to argue with her and tried to turn them to other activities.

      Lewis, a bit older than his sisters, said nothing, but he looked morose. His scheme for getting his father married off was failing, and he knew it.

      The next morning, Helena told herself it was high time to leave. Ash had dressed to go out riding, hale once more, his schedule resumed.

      Helena could not stay without causing scandal—any more than she already had by rushing to his bedside the moment she’d heard he was ill. Thank heavens she had the reputation for being a busybody and pushing her remedies on all and sundry. No one believed her to be a scheming seductress—which was a bit insulting when she thought about it.

      Ash politely saw her out to Millicent’s waiting carriage, and began to hand her up into it. Helena felt his strong fingers on hers, looked down into his gray eyes, and knew she did not want to leave.

      She longed to stay in his house, have him return after riding his lands and tell her all about what he’d done that day. They’d sit by the fire while he sipped brandy and she did his mending.

      Helena wanted this so much she put on a frozen smile. “Good day, Your Grace,” she said, the words stilted. “I will have your aunt call on me at Millicent’s to continue discussing your potential nuptials.”

      Ash stiffened, his grip tightening. “I remember telling you to give up the idea.”

      “Indeed, no. I made a promise to Lewis, and I never go back on my word.”

      Ash’s eyes blazed with sudden fury—his vigor had certainly returned. He pushed Helena up into the carriage, and to her amazement climbed in with her, slamming the door and ordering the driver to start.
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      Ash was quite elegant in his greatcoat, riding togs, and tall hat, Helena thought as she faced him across the small space of the carriage. He skimmed off the hat and slammed it to the seat beside him, his hair pleasantly mussed. No longer unshaven and flushed with fever, he looked most civilized, yet robust.

      He was handsome either way, Helena reflected, even when he had a drippy nose.

      The nose today was perfectly dry and no longer red, his eyes glittering over it.

      “I will speak to Lewis,” Ash said. “You must drop this nonsense.”

      Yes, he was feeling much better. “You are going to upset your children, are you?” Helena asked, more abruptly than she meant to. “Tell them they must adhere to your plans without any regard to their feelings? I’ve been acquainted with you for years, Ash. You used to be far more carefree—you laughed, you danced, you played with your children. Now you are out of temper if you don’t walk a rigidly straight line down the road or if Edwards is thirty seconds late with your coffee. I wager even your sickness fled according to your schedule.”

      “For heaven’s sake, woman, I was ill. I had no control over it.”

      “The heart of the matter, I believe,” Helena said, trying to look wise. “You are so very angry if you do not control every person and event around you. All must behave as you wish, when you wish them to.”

      “You exaggerate,” Ash answered tightly.

      “Do I? You were severely polite to your guests at the ball, tried to hide in the card room, and fled into the garden at your first chance. I imagine no one was dancing evenly enough for you. Or was it because you tripped over your feet during our dance? Embarrassed that the perfect duke was the slightest bit imperfect?”

      “You know nothing at all.” Ash’s rumble filled the coach. “Damn and blast you, I know why you hurried to my home when you heard I was ill—so you could control me. I could scarcely fight you when I was flat on my back, too weak to move. You dosed me so we could race back to this absurd scheme of getting me married.”

      “Good gracious, your bellowing might convince me to give up the matter. I feel sorry for your bride already.”

      “Excellent, then we will hear no more about it.”

      The carriage bumped out through the gate and turned down the lane to Millicent’s cottage.

      “If it were up to me, I would drop the question,” Helena said. “But the idea is Lewis’s, with his sisters behind him. The choice is not mine to make.”

      “That is rubbish—Lewis is a child.”

      “He is your child. Have you thought it through, Ash? Why they want you to remarry? Given it deep and careful thought as you seem to do problems in the government? Or did you simply dismiss your son out of hand? Let us recall Lewis’s points, shall we? Several indicate that you lose your temper—throwing your shirts at Edwards, objecting when the children are too loud and not always punctual, and adhering to timetables too much. Lewis paints an excellent portrait of you.”

      “Because he is young,” Ash growled. “He does not comprehend—” He broke off, his face reddening.

      “Comprehend what?” Helena asked. “Please tell me. I truly wish to know.”

      For a moment, Helena thought he wouldn’t answer. Then Ash began, his voice hard. “He does not understand that if I leave off being efficient and romp about laughing, as you believe I should, I would go mad. Why do you think I plan for every minute of every day? So there is no time to sink into melancholia and dark thoughts—I did it to keep myself alive and to continue. So I could take care of my daughters and son. For them.”

      He snapped his mouth shut and dropped back to the seat.

      “Ash.” Helena, stunned, gentled her voice. “I understand. Grief is painful, can consume you …”

      “I know you lost your husband,” Ash said stiffly. “I had much sympathy for you.”

      He had, Helena granted him that. Many people believed Helena had never grieved her husband—most of London whispered about her for coming out of mourning so quickly.

      “Yes, so please believe that I understand what you felt,” she said. “I know my marriage was a mistake, but I had fallen thoroughly in love with my reprobate husband. His accident took away any chance for him to fall in love with me, to make our marriage one of equal minds, to see both of us happy. I mourned, indeed, and indeed, I put off mourning as soon as I could, because wallowing in my grief endangered me of becoming as mad as you feared you would be. Donning bright clothes and accepting invitations for balls and nights at the theatre is the equivalent of you deciding you must meticulously account for every minute of your days and nights. We are much the same, Ash, whether you believe it or not.”

      She stopped, out of breath, realizing she’d said far too much.

      Ash only gazed at her, his eyes a mystery. The carriage bumped and jounced over the rutted lane, the wheels loud in the sudden stillness.

      “Be that as it may, madam,” Ash said in a low but fierce voice. “Me acting like a jackanapes is not a reasonable solution.” He snatched up his hat. “I conclude that you and I understand each other not at all.”

      He banged his stick on the coach’s roof, and when the vehicle slowed, Ash flung open the door, leaping out before the carriage stopped. He slammed the door without looking at Helena and strode away through the tall grass.

      Helena watched him through a blur of tears, as he walked purposefully—in a straight line—back toward his home.
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      Ash remained in a foul mood the rest of the day. He rode to his farms—bundled up well, as Aunt Florence, Edwards, and his children chided him to—following the routine he’d established for himself.

      Helena’s words wouldn’t fade, however, and in fact haunted him at every step. The heart of the matter, I believe. You are so very angry if you do not control every person and event around you.

      The devil of it was, she was not wrong. No wonder gentlemen were put off by Helena—she was not only clever, but shrewd, and knew exactly what was wrong with a fellow. No gentleman wanted to hear such things from the lady he wooed.

      Of course Ash was not wrong either—he had taken up his timetables and rigidity to keep himself from the insanity of grief. He’d had to remain whole in order to look after his son and daughters.

      But Helena understood that too. We are much the same, Ash, whether you believe it or not.

      Damn the woman.

      Ash spent his morning speaking to the steward about the harvest, looking over tenants’ cottages that still needed repairs, and making plans for those repairs to be done before winter set in.

      Back to the house for the midday meal. Guy, who’d abruptly left for London after the ball, had returned, and he joined Ash, his always hearty appetite whetted further by his journey.

      “Business to see to,” Guy told Ash as an explanation of why he’d gone, though Ash would not dream of asking for one. Guy’s affairs were his own. “Heard you were low. Glad to see you better.”

      Ash slid away his empty plate and reached for his tea. Guy intercepted Ash’s cup and dropped a dollop of whisky into it from his flask.

      “Enforced rest and home remedies,” Ash said as he sipped the doctored tea. “Aunt Florence, my valet, and Mrs. Courtland were my jailers.”

      Guy’s brows shot upward. “Mrs. Courtland? Interesting. You look the better for their tending.”

      “I am quite cured.” Indeed, Ash hadn’t felt this well in an age.

      Ash firmly changed the subject, and they spoke of mutual acquaintance and Ash’s plans for his estate until they finished tea, and Ash headed for the garden. The children would be out any moment, ready for their afternoon’s respite.

      “Is Mrs. Courtland about?” Guy asked as he followed Ash. “Or did she race back to London as soon as you were cured, to continue ferreting out a wife for you?”

      Ash scowled. “I have no idea. I saw her off this morning—back to her friend’s house on the other side of my park.”

      Guy studied him with interest. “Saw her off? She was staying here?” At Ash’s nod, Guy’s tone softened. “Was she, indeed?”

      “To nurse me,” Ash said abruptly. “Aunt Florence recruited her.”

      “Ah, I see.”

      Ash lost his patience. “It is clear that you don’t.” He turned abruptly, hearing the voices of his daughters.

      He bent down, his troubles falling away as he waited for Evie and Lily to run to him. Ash rose with one daughter in the crook of each arm and carried them along the path, Lewis running behind. Guy joined them as they tramped to the wide space in the middle of the garden, where a lawn around a fountain made a soft place for the children to play.

      Again, Helena’s words came to him. You adore your children and take every sort of care for them.

      She’d told him her husband had only known his father from afar. Ash’s father had been a bit less stand-offish, but when Ash had been young, the custom had been to keep the children quiet and out of the way as much as possible. Ash’s father had been plenty busy running the estate and sitting in the House of Lords—as Ash was now—but Ash had vowed that when he had children, he’d not be a stranger to them.

      Ash had ordered a few cricket bats and balls to be left on the green, and now he slid off his frock coat and spent a pleasant time showing his daughters how to bat the easy balls Guy tossed them, and teaching Lewis how to refine his pitch.

      Lily enjoyed the game, though Evie was more content watching the others. Evie read much, and as her sister and brother ran about, she whisked a book from her pocket and buried herself in its pages. Ash did not admonish her—he for one, thought women should be well-read and learned. The gentlemen Helena described who were put off by it were idiots.

      As they rested on the grass, Lewis had to pull out the be-damned letter describing Ash’s perfect match. Ash had sworn the letter had been thrown away or burned—Edwards had taken it at his request—but here it was in Lewis’s pocket.

      “We have been thinking, Papa,” Lewis said in his serious Marquess of Wilsdon manner. “About whom you should marry.”

      Ash sat up abruptly but tamped down his impatience, not wanting to snap at his son. “I believe I have said we should forget all about the matter.”

      Lewis nodded. “I was in error when I proposed that Mrs. Courtland should help find a wife for you. Evie, Lily, and I have discussed it, and we have concluded that your perfect match is Mrs. Courtland herself.”

      Ash went still. All three children watched him anxiously, Evie with a worried expression, Lily in hope, Lewis remaining solemn. Ash expected to hear Guy laugh, but his friend was strangely silent.

      “Lewis,” Ash said warningly. “No.”

      Lewis took on the stubborn look Ash often saw in his own reflection. “You told me that when I faced down opposition in the House of Lords, I should be ‘clear, concise, and unafraid’. And so I put it to you.” He lifted the paper, his fingers shaking a bit. “She must be tall—Mrs. Courtland is only a few inches shorter than you. I saw you kiss her in the garden, and she did not have to stand on her tiptoes at all. She must not be too thin or too wide. Mrs. Courtland is right in between, as you would have discovered when you put your arms around her. She must like children—she does like us, even when we are unruly and late for supper. She does know how to sew—when you were sick, she sat with Aunt Florence and mended your shirt.”

      Ash could not stop himself touching the sleeve of his shirt—he’d torn it while helping fix the thatch. He imagined Helena’s eyes on her competent stiches as she and Aunt Florence gossiped and sewed.

      “She must not adhere to timetables, and must teach you to leave off them,” Lewis continued relentlessly. “I have heard Mrs. Courtland argue with you about your timetables, and I believe she will persuade you to leave off them. You ought to propose to her very soon, perhaps marry her by Christmas. That way, you can start the Season with a wife.”

      Lewis folded the paper, his face holding dogged resolution. Evie peered at Ash more fearfully, Lily lifting her chin. Guy, lounging on his side, said nothing at all, tactful for once.

      Ash’s jaw was so stiff he could barely move it to reply. “I believe I told you to leave it alone, Lewis. Now give me that letter and go to the nursery. Take your sisters with you. Return to your studies, and we will speak no more of this.”

      On the rare times Lewis angered his father, he’d duck his head and say a quick, “Sorry, sir,” and all was forgiven.

      This time, he kept his gaze on Ash, with a strength Ash had seen budding in him for some time. “When you were ill, sir, you stayed far from us for our own good,” Lewis said. “I am insisting on this for the same reason.”

      Ash shook his head before Lewis finished. “Not the same thing at all. You do not interfere with another man’s personal business, or his life, or choose his path to happiness, no matter how well-meaning you might be.”

      Lewis pushed out his lips, rendering him a sullen little boy instead of the well-reasoned man he strove to be. “You interfere with our lives all the time. We want a mum and someone to look after you. Why must you be so unyielding?”

      “Unyielding,” Lily echoed in a whisper.

      Ash climbed to his feet. “That is enough. Go.” He pointed to the house

      His children had learned to obey when he took that tone. Lewis and his sisters rose, all looking more unhappy than chastised. Lewis clasped Evie’s and Lily’s hands and they started together down the path. Lewis had retained the letter, Ash noted.

      As they went, Lily looked over her shoulder, the sorrow on her face enough to break Ash’s heart.

      “Well,” Guy said, coming to stand next to him. “That seems to be that.”

      “It is. I am finished with this. If Mrs. Courtland is still staying with her friend, I will have her sent back to London.”

      Guy wrinkled his forehead. “A bit much. You can’t order her about, you know, unless you do make her your wife. Then again—I don’t readily picture Mrs. Courtland obeying your orders, no matter what.”

      “Her friend lets the cottage from me—it is part of my estate,” Ash managed to answer. “They stay or go at my pleasure.”

      He squared his shoulders and marched for the house. He heard Guy’s voice behind him— “This will be interesting …” but Ash resolutely ignored him.
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      A few days later, Helena was pleased to accept Lady Florence’s invitation to a garden party at Middlebrook Castle.

      She’d heard nothing from Ash after their quarrel in the carriage, hadn’t even seen him, though she’d kept an eye out for him everywhere. She knew he surveyed his estate each morning, but she hadn’t been able to contrive a reason for turning up at one of his outbuildings, or at the home of one of his tenant farmers. Nor had she been able to glimpse him riding across the fields, upright and handsome on a horse.

      She was bewildered then, as she strolled a path in Ash’s beautiful garden, very near to where he’d kissed her, for Mr. Lovell to fall into step with her and exclaim, “Good heavens, you’re still here, Mrs. Courtland?”

      Helena blinked at him. They were relatively alone, Millicent having charged off to gossip with Lady Florence. Helena had preferred to wander, lost in wistful memory. “Still where?” she asked Guy.

      “Here. In Somerset. I thought you fleeing back to London.”

      Helena halted in puzzlement. Ash’s neighbors milled around them, enjoying a spate of warm weather that had returned with late September and engendered the impromptu garden party.

      “Why should I be fleeing to London?” Helena asked. “Millicent has invited me to stay through Christmas, and I saw no reason not to accept.”

      Guy looked confused. “Didn’t Ash tell you to go?”

      “Ash? No. I haven’t seen him since he declared himself well and fit again.”

      Helena did not add that he’d stormed at her and had kept himself scarce ever since.

      Guy opened and closed his mouth a few times in a comical way, then he took on a look of grim determination. He seized Helena by the elbow and steered her toward an empty part of the garden.

      “In that case, may I speak to you a moment, Mrs. Courtland? I have a very important question to ask you.”
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      “Papa!”

      Lewis’s urgent whisper took Ash’s attention from a bishop he politely listened to—and thank heaven. The man was pompous and deadly dull.

      Ash caught sight of his son crouched in the deep shadow between a hedge and a fountain. Lewis beckoned to Ash furtively but desperately.

      “Will you excuse me, sir?” Ash said, cutting through an explanation of finances in a parish in Buckinghamshire—the man was trying, in a roundabout way, to touch Ash for money. “A visitor I must see to.”

      The bishop looked annoyed but bowed his head on his thick neck. “Of course.” He moved on in search of the next guest he could beleaguer.

      Before Ash could demand, “Lewis, what is the matter?” his son tore free of the bushes and bounced on his toes in agitation.

      “You must come, Papa. Quickly, before it is too late.”

      “Why? What has happened?” Ash’s heart raced, fear for Evie and Lily clawing at him. Were they hurt? Lost? Fallen into the stream? He started for the end of the garden, but Lewis caught his hand and pulled him back.

      “This way, Papa. It’s Mrs. Courtland. And Mr. Lovell. He’s proposing to her. This very minute!”
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      Helena withdrew with difficulty from Guy’s grasp. He’d walked her to a remote area of the garden and halted behind a trellis of roses that climbed over the path, shielding them from view of the rest of the party.

      “Whatever are you doing, Mr. Lovell?” she asked him worriedly.

      “Only declaring my devotion.” Guy put a hand over his heart then fell dramatically to one knee. “Ash is a fool, Mrs. Courtland. He does not see that you are a beautiful, kindhearted woman whom any man would want as a wife. Do tell me you’ll make me the happiest man in the world, Mrs. Courtland. Helena …”

      Helena stared down at him in shock. What on earth had she done to make Ash’s closest friend spring out with a proposal? Had he observed her stolen kisses with Ash, perhaps believing her a lightskirt?

      No, then his proposal might be of a more repugnant kind. Or had he truly loved her from afar? And now that Ash was furious with her, even banishing her—

      But then, Ash hadn’t banished her. Had Mr. Lovell got that wrong? Or was he inventing things to make her angry at Ash?

      Dear heavens, what a muddle.

      Helena’s mouth had gone dry, but she called to mind the phrases she’d used when gentlemen had badgered her when she’d first been widowed.

      “I apologize, Mr. Lovell, if I ever gave you cause to think my feelings for you tender—”

      Her words cut off with an “Oop!” as Guy jumped to his feet and seized her hand. He didn’t pull her close, but he gripped her hand very tightly.

      “You never did one thing that was inappropriate,” he said. “It is my heart that is unruly. You captured it without a word. Do say you’ll marry me, dear, dear Helena.”

      “No,” came a quiet voice.

      Helena jumped, her heart banging. Ash stood near the trellis, one booted foot resting on a stone bench. Lewis hovered a few yards behind him, Lily and Evie clumped around him.

      “Ash,” Guy said, sounding unsurprised. “My old friend, you are interrupting.”

      “I know. I meant to.” Leisurely Ash came to them, took Guy’s hand, and pried it firmly from Helena’s.

      Guy glared at him. “Damn it all, man. You’re interfering with my proposal of marriage.”

      “Mrs. Courtland is not marrying you,” Ash said in a hard voice.

      “I am not?” Helena barely could find her breath. Ash had released Guy’s hand, but not hers. He held on to Helena’s, possessing it. “That is, no, of course I am not.”

      “I see no reason I oughtn’t propose to her,” Guy said in a huff. “I’m a perfectly good catch and in need of a wife. Why shouldn’t she marry me?”

      “Because she’s marrying me.”

      Helena stared up at Ash in amazement. “I beg your pardon?”

      “I said, you’re marrying me.” Ash focused his intense gray gaze upon her. “If you’ll have me.”

      Helena continued to stare, her voice gone. She tried to speak, but only a croaking sound emerged.

      Marry Ash? Have him look at her like this always, with softness behind his strength? Kiss her as he had before, with passion and slow warmth? Curl up with her in his bed, as she’d longed to do when he lay with nothing but his nightshirt over his well-muscled body? Only the fact that he’d been quite unwell had prevented Helena from flinging herself on him and begging shamelessly for his embrace.

      “Will you?” Ash asked her, sounding less certain. “If you do refuse me, please do not give me the pain of seeing you married to my closest friend. I could not bear that.”

      “Ash.” Helena found her breath, and her voice, which rang louder than she meant. “Yes! You just try and stop me marrying you.”

      Lewis whooped. The girls joined in his shouts of joy, then all three began running about, turning cartwheels, Lewis kicking his legs in a handstand.

      Guy grinned, looking strangely elated. “Thank you, Mrs. Courtland. Whew. For a moment there, I thought you were going to accept.”

      “Oh, did you?” Helena’s bewilderment fled in a wash of indignation. “You mean you had no intention of marrying me?”

      Guy held up his hands. “I’m a lifelong bachelor, me. The offspring and I had to come up with some way to remove the stick from Ash’s backside and make him propose. Not that it would be a bad thing to share a harness for life with you, Mrs. Courtland,” he added quickly. “I did not lie when I said you were a beautiful and capable woman.”

      “Lovell,” Ash said in a quiet voice. “Depart.”

      Guy grinned. “Right you are. Lewis—girls. Come along now. The lovebirds want to be alone.”

      Lewis righted himself and saluted. Evie and Lily rushed around the trellis to Helena, a scent of late roses wafting as they flung their arms around her knees.

      “Thank you!” Evie cried, and Lily said a softer, “Thank you. Mama.”

      Tears stung Helena’s eyes. She sank down and gathered them close. “Oh, my girls,” she whispered. “What a gift you are.”

      They hugged for a long, tender moment, then the girls swung to their father and latched on to him. “Thank you, Papa!” they cried in overlapping voices.

      Ash held Evie and Lily in turn, closing his eyes. Helena hadn’t been wrong when she’d told him she knew he loved his children.

      There was a jostle, and Lewis flung himself into the pile, abandoning dignity to share the embraces.

      At last all three untangled themselves and dashed for the house, Evie and Lily swinging their twined hands. Guy herded them along, his rumbling voice echoing back to them.

      Helena and Ash were left alone ... awkwardly. They faced each other a few feet apart, both breathing hard. Ash’s cheekbones were flushed, but his eyes held determination.

      “You won’t take it back?” Helena ventured once all was quiet. “You did not ask me simply to make Mr. Lovell go away?”

      “No, I do not want to take it back.” Ash’s answer was fierce, and Helena’s heart turned over. Things would never be dull between her and Ash. “Damnation, I need you to marry me.”

      “Good.” Helena tentatively reached out and took his hands, her body heating when he caught hers in a firm grip. “My dear, Ash—”

      She broke off as Ash dragged her to him, cupped her head in his strong hand, and kissed her.

      The kiss was slow but fervent, Ash taking his time. It promised things to come, nights of passion, his hard body over hers, the two of them holding each other in the dark, staving off the autumn chill.

      Ash caressed her lips with his thumb as the kiss ended, his breath on her cheek. “Helena. Love.”

      Helena melted toward him then she abruptly pulled back, remembering something. “Mr. Lovell said he thought you’d commanded me to return to London.” She frowned. “Not that I would have taken any notice.”

      Ash shook his head, his expression softening. “I meant to. I couldn’t bear to see you. My thoughts whenever I was with you ... The way I wanted you ... I knew my family was right that you should be my wife.”

      Helena gave him a puzzled look. “Then why didn’t you tell me to leave? You could have sent Edwards with a note.”

      “Because you might have gone.” Ash looked at her with his heart in his eyes. “And that would have been worse.”

      “Oh,” Helena whispered, every hesitation dissolving. She slid her arms around Ash once more, feeling something complete in her as they came together. She drew him down to her and lost herself in another kiss.

      This one lasted longer, roses scenting it, the sounds of laughter and the guests a long way off.

      When the kiss eased to its close, Ash held Helena in a warm embrace, her head on his shoulder. She could reach up and kiss his chin whenever she wanted, feeling the brush of dark whiskers his razor could never quite take away.

      “A moment.” Helena raised her head. “If I marry you, that means a wedding, which means months of planning. Weeks at the very least. We’ll both have to keep to a timetable. I believe the idea of this marriage was to dispense with schedules.”

      Ash chuckled. “That is easily solved. We’ll take my coach to Gretna in the morning.”

      Helena blinked. “Goodness, Ash, are you certain? An elopement? How impetuous of you.”

      His smile radiated heat. “You make me impetuous, Helena. And impatient. I do not want to wait weeks or months and wade through incessant plans before I can have you.”

      Helena’s body thrummed pleasantly. “I do not want to wait either.”

      “Then we will go?”

      “I will have to pack, of course,” she said. “But I believe I can agree to that—impetuously.”

      Ash pulled her close, his arms strong, his body powerful. His next kiss stole her breath, and Helena clung to him and enjoyed it.

      “I love you, Your Grace,” she whispered.

      “I love you, Mrs. Courtland,” Ash said in his low rumble. “Helena. My fine lady. Thank you.”

      He did not say for what, but Helena understood. Her loneliness fled in a wash of joy, and she knew his shattered as well.

      More yells pulled their attention toward the house. Lewis and his sisters were leaping into the air, waving, laughing. They’d seen the kissing. Guy looked on, arms folded, appearing very pleased with himself.

      Ash laughed. Helena hadn’t heard such a jubilant sound in a long time. He waved at his family, then caught Helena around the waist as the two of them headed for the waiting children, and home.
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        When the new Duke of Monmouth, decides to put through a canal, he isn’t prepared for an old mill owner and his stubborn—but beautiful—daughter to stand in his way. War is declared, and the only person who seems to understand him is the anonymous pen pal to whom he’s been pouring out his heart, a woman not at all who she seems…
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        October, 1808

        Little London, Lincolnshire

      

      

      Oh, that man! That horrible, arrogant, power-hungry—

      “Son of a duke!” Cora Bradley bit out as she stomped down the lane that wound its way along the river. The same river that the Duke of Monmouth now wanted to turn into a canal to aid the factory owners whose works were being built upstream on the River Welland in Spalding. Because while the Welland flowed fast enough to run their machines, it didn’t allow for carrying to port the products those same machines produced. The new duke’s answer? Build a lock. One that would permit barges to move easily along the river and join in with the new canal recently constructed from Boston.

      The same lock that would destroy the free flow of the river through the village and put her father’s grist mill out of operation.

      Apparently, the new duke was a staunch believer in progress and innovation. Her father’s mill, with its creaking old timbers and humming grindstones—a mill based upon the ancient Greek mills, in fact—was certainly not that.

      Apparently, Monmouth also believed he could run roughshod over anyone who got in his way.

      She reached into her pocket to give a good squeeze to the letter that she’d already crumpled in her fist that morning when the duke’s latest attempt to close her father’s mill arrived at their doorstep by liveried footman. The same letter that had snapped her patience and sent her stomping right up to Monmouth’s fancy front door at Bishopswood, demanding to speak with His Grace.

      She grimaced at herself. She shouldn’t have confronted the duke like that, leaving the mill in such a hurry that she hadn’t changed and still wore her heavy work apron over her worsted wool dress. Should have given herself a day or two to tamp down her anger and reply in writing instead of confronting him. Should have been able to formulate enough words to make her case for why the mill needed to remain in place, even if just until the end of the year, instead of the angry We will never surrender! that tore out of her as if she were a British general facing down the French and had him staring at her as if she’d just sprouted a second head. Should have stayed rather than turning red with mortification and fleeing from the house. Even now she shouldn’t be cutting across Monmouth land and giving the duke or his agents cause to have her arrested for trespassing.

      Instead, she should have gone to her local member of Parliament, a man who had always fancied her and would fall over himself in his rush to provide assistance. In fact, only Samuel Newhouse’s interference on her behalf had kept Monmouth from forcing construction of his lock before now.

      But this letter—oh, this one had been the last straw!

      To think that he could threaten her by convincing Parliament to pass a new canal bill, giving him rights to destroy whatever structures necessary to ensure the building of His Majesty’s canal, just so he could earn a pretty penny in profits from tolls and warehouses—well, His Grace certainly had another think coming! Not when her father had dedicated his entire life to that mill, not when the next closest mill was nearly ten miles further downstream and therefore difficult for most of the villagers to use. Not even when the duke had offered to buy the mill and at far more than its fair value, which was decreasing more and more every day as a result of her father’s sickness. So much so that she feared the mill would soon be in debt and its grindstones up for auction to the highest bidder.

      Certainly not when her father was now dying and had only his memories of a life lived in that mill to cling to. Memories of his late wife most of all, when they’d lived and worked right there on the mill site, which had been the happiest days of Cora’s life. If the mill was destroyed, her last connection to that time would also be destroyed, and happiness for her father’s last days right along with it.

      She swiped an angry hand at her stinging eyes. If the newly minted Monmouth thought he could simply bully her and her father into—

      Her toe caught. She pitched forward and lost her balance as she stumbled three giant steps forward before she as able to right herself. Stopping, she glanced down.

      A small, dirt-covered circle stuck up from a small bump in the path. She reached down for it and brushed away the sod clinging to it.

      “A ring?” Or at least, she thought it might be a ring. The oddest thing…a ring, fashioned out of what looked like an old spoon handle that was bent to encircle a woman’s small finger. Surely it had once been silver, complete with an etching of some kind on its surface. But time had tarnished it to black, covering the etching until it was no longer recognizable.

      Her heart panged as she turned the ring over in her hand. A token of love. A real love that required the man to make this ring rather than simply buy a fancy one from a shop in Lincoln. That was the same kind of love her own parents had shared before her mother died three years ago. Before her father grieved so hard for her that he was soon to follow her to heaven.

      She glanced around, holding her breath and listening—

      Nothing. No one was near who might have dropped it.

      She bit her lip. She couldn’t keep it, wouldn’t keep someone else’s token of love. But she also couldn’t take it to the manor house to inquire of its owner without admitting that she’d been trespassing on Monmouth land. God only knew what kinds of crimes the duke or his agent would accuse her of committing, simply so he could remove her from Little London and have no one to stop him from tearing down the mill. Worse—to have no one there to take care of her father.

      But if she returned it to the ground or placed it on top the stone wall, would it become lost again, never to be found by its owner when she realized it was gone and traced back her steps to hunt for it?

      No. Monmouth might be a vile, selfish peer who gave no consideration to a person’s property. But she would never be like that.

      Taking from her pocket the pencil she used to mark the orders at the mill, she unfolded the crumpled letter and tore off a strip of paper across the bottom of the page. She laid it onto the rock wall and wrote,

      
        
        
        I found this on the path. I hope the love it symbolizes leads you back to it.

      

        

      

      Not daring to write her name for fear of being arrested if Monmouth found the note before the ring’s owner, she removed a pin from her hair and speared the note to the trunk of the nearest tree. Then she slipped the ring over the pin, to let it dangle in place by the note, and hurried on toward the mill.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      John Daniels, Duke of Monmouth, called to the dogs to stay close by his heels as they ran ahead down the lane. He rolled his eyes when they glanced back at him, then ignored him and went bounding onward.

      But of course they did. Even the hounds were smart enough to realize that he was nothing more than an imposter in duke’s clothing.

      The pretense of his new life would have been laughable, if not for the fact that it was killing him.

      Christ! How was he supposed to lie around, doing nothing? But that was exactly how his new life as a duke was meant to be led. Sitting around Bishopswood like a damnable piece of furniture. Having servants waiting on him at all hours, answering whatever tiny need he had and acting offended if he dared do it himself. Being told that a man of his newly acquired rank and influence wasn’t supposed to do anything even remotely resembling work, including running his estate and overseeing his business interests when he employed land agents and accountants to do it for him.

      He was a man of action, his body built for hard work, and that was exactly how he’d spent most of his life—picking up a sledge hammer, a pick or shovel, an axe…whatever tool was needed as he built a series of warehouses across England that capitalized on the country’s improved transportation during the past two decades. The son of a mercantile owner, he’d started into business with only a shovel and the muscles in his back, saving his money until he had enough to buy his own warehouse along Bridgewater’s newly built canal from Birmingham. Only four walls and a questionable roof, but it was enough to earn a trickle of income that he could roll into purchasing another warehouse, which led to another and another, until he had a string of them. Soon he’d moved beyond the canals and bought several buildings in the port towns along the coast. More buildings, more income—enough to live a life of comfort.

      But that life had been nothing compared to the unfathomable wealth that buried him alive last winter when an unknown cousin he’d never met died unexpectedly without an heir, slamming a fortune and dukedom onto his shoulders.

      Overnight, he went from being a man of work and accomplishment to one of forced leisure, a peer who not only never had to work again but was expected not to. And he hated every moment of it.

      His secretary Watson assured him that he couldn’t refuse the title. That no one in the history of England had ever refused the inheritance of a dukedom. It simply wasn’t done! Wasn’t certain it could be done, even if he insisted on it. Then the man had stared at him as if he’d fallen off a turnip wagon and wasn’t smart enough to get out of the road.

      Something had to change in his new-found life, or he would go mad. He had to do something…work, build, put his mark on the world beyond adding his name to a long list of dead Monmouth dukes. Which was why he was championing the canal project through Little London. Beyond the undeniable good it would do for the surrounding area, the additional jobs and income it would bring to workers and their families, it would give him the sense of purpose he craved.

      If the frustrating woman at the mill would simply get out of his way.

      Miss Cora Bradley. The woman was beautiful, no doubt about that, with eyes that could see right through a man and a smile so brilliant that it could cut glass. She was an undiscovered jewel in an otherwise ordinary village who could have given any fine lady in London a run for her money when it came to raw allure. Even when she’d stormed into his house that morning to confront him about his latest offer regarding her father’s mill, dressed in a brown worsted wool dress and dirty apron, her toffee-colored hair piled loosely on top her head, she possessed a spirit that was breathtaking.

      But with that beauty also came the obstinacy of a mule.

      In aggravation, he snatched up a stone from the lane and hurled it into the woods to set the dogs on chase.

      A more stubborn, outspoken woman he’d never met, one unafraid to face down a duke and raise all kinds of trouble for him in Parliament with the local MP. One so committed beyond reason to keeping that little mill in operation that she’d refused to listen to logic about how the village would benefit by the dozens of new jobs that would be created by the factories further upstream. She’d flat-out refused his offer to buy the mill and the little freehold parcel of land on which it sat, at a price so far above what it was worth that any other reasonable business owner would have jumped gleefully at it.

      But oh no. Not her. She stormed past his butler and right up to his desk, jabbed her finger in the air, and boldly declared, “We will not surrender!”

      When she spun on her heel and marched out, he stared at her, stunned speechless. He knew then that this fight was a long way from finished.

      A movement by the trees caught his attention, and he halted in his steps.

      A bright whiteness, small and fluttering. Surely nothing more than a leaf stirring in the afternoon breeze. But as he walked closer, he saw the note pinned to the tree trunk, along with a tiny metal hoop—

      No, not a hoop.

      A ring.

      He lifted it from the pin and examined it, and nostalgia twisted at his lips. Then his smile blossomed into a full grin when he read the note. After his encounter with Miss Bradley that morning, it gave him a needed lift in spirits.

      So did the ring. He turned it over in his hand, and a distant memory emerged from the far back of his mind. His grandmother’s ring. She’d had one just like it, fashioned by his blacksmith grandfather, who’d been unable to afford anything more expensive. But that ring was more precious to her than all the jewels that his new-found dukedom could have bought, because it was made specifically for her. A ring as unique as their love.

      Lost so long ago that the engraving was illegible, with the black tarnish most likely permanent, the ring’s true owner would be impossible to find. Certainly not through an unsigned note pinned to a tree. But whoever had left it here was optimistic enough to believe it could be reunited with the woman who had worn it and completely forgiving to whomever had lost it.

      “If only Miss Bradley could be that forgiving,” he muttered before continuing his walk and whistling to the dogs to follow.

      He couldn’t have said why three hours later he returned to the tree with a thank you note that he pinned to the trunk, or why he slipped the ring into his pocket to take it back to the house with him. But he knew exactly why he left his note unsigned. Because he wanted to be someone other than Monmouth. Because he wanted to be nothing more than a man whose grandmother wore the same simple ring.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      And so began a back and forth of pinned notes…

      

      
        
        
        My grandmother had a ring like the one you left on the tree. My grandfather made it in his own blacksmith shop, and I remember playing with it as a child in front of the hearth fire in their little cottage while she told me stories about ghosts and fairies. My grandfather died young, but my grandmother lived until an elderly age and never tired of telling me how much I reminded her of him, just as strong and determined, just as hard-working…

      

        

      

      
        
        
        You are so very fortunate to have those memories. I never knew my grandparents on either side. My mother passed away a few years ago, although my father tells me that I remind him of her. I have her hair and eyes, her temperament. Not a day passes in which I do not think of her. You will probably consider me foolish, but at night when I cannot sleep, I talk to her, sharing my problems and little triumphs of the day. I would like to think that she is proud of me…

      

        

      

      
        
        
        I am certain she is…I am rereading Spenser’s Faerie Queene. Do you like to read the old books? There was a copy tucked onto a shelf in my bedroom, and I could not resist opening it.

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Re-reading Spenser? My! You did not lie about being hard-working and determined. Yet surely you garnered enough sermons on virtue and goodness the first time through. A second heart-felt reading would undoubtedly elevate you to the level of saintliness fit for a vicar! I tease in good-natured fun, having enjoyed many hours reading Spenser…many, many hours. (Unless you are a vicar. In which case I give my sincerest apologies.)

        P.S. – I dearly hope you are not a vicar.

      

        

      

      
        
        
        I am the furthest thing from a man of the Church, as you would notice the moment you saw me. I am somewhat unnerved to hear how good of an education you must possess to have read Spenser—and understood it. You will catch me out now for a lack of a formal education and will see through my façade to label me what I am…a simple man to whom fate has either been amusingly capricious or incredibly cruel. It is too soon to tell either way.

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Well…as long as you are not a vicar.

      

        

      

      With every new day, a new note…

      
        
        
        Fall is my favorite time of year. The poets say that it is a dying time, but how wrong they are! Nature’s bounty in all its goodness, the labors of a hard-worked summer finally bearing fruit, the crackle of frost and change in the air…Can you feel it?

      

        

      

      
        
        
        If I knew where you lived, I would bring you a basket filled with apples and pears, chestnuts and figs, even a small pumpkin—and I would place a new journal on top so that you could write your own poems and prove all those other poets wrong.

      

        

      

      
        
        
        My poetry is lacking in…well, everything. I lack the wit of Chaucer, the depth of Shakespeare, the allegory of Milton…

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Not with your perceptions of the world. Did you not only a few days ago describe the blue morning haze over the fields at dawn so vividly that I felt the chill of the damp dew? You will have to try much harder to convince me that you lack a poet’s soul.

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Ode to a Country Field (Mouse)

        The morning sun is round, yellow and bright,

        As it chases away the dark o’ night. Look there!

        What’s that? I see a sight!

        A field mouse that gives me such a fright!

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Perhaps your talent lies in playwriting…

      

        

      

      

      Always unsigned, always sharing nothing about their identities. Only the magic created by the notes, the slow revelation of their deepest fears and desires…sharing those secrets that they would never dare to reveal to anyone else.

      
        
        
        My heart longs to run away from this place. Not that this place is wrong necessarily—but to see the world, to feel the rush of adventure that pumps the blood through a person’s veins and makes her feel truly alive. I want to taste new foods, meet new people, see new places I have only read about in books…

      

        

      

      
        
        
        And I long to be able to sit still. My body seems to be in perpetual motion, never content unless I am moving, building, doing…

      

        

      

      
        
        
        If only we could switch places. I would take your motion, and you could stay here, connected to Little London, with its villagers and fields, with its lazy river that never wants to go anywhere faster than a slow ramble. Every day feels as if life is passing by, yet I cannot do anything to stop it.

      

        

      

      
        
        
        It is the darkness of night that bothers me, when I am unable to sleep and the rest of the house is quiet and still around me. Thoughts come then that tell me that I am a fraud, that I am sleeping in a bed that belongs to another man, that my life is not this existence…

      

        

      

      
        
        
        My father is dying, and there is little anyone can do to help him. He worries about what will become of me. I will be fine. I am strong and determined, capable of making my own way. I share this not to ask for help or pity, but because sharing it makes it real. If I tell you, putting voice to it within these letters, then I must believe it myself.

      

        

      

      

      More letters, more sharing of heart-felt desires and secrets, until…

      
        
        
        Should we meet?
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      Cora stood in the lane and bit her bottom lip. Another pinned letter awaited her at the tree.

      A nagging curiosity had made her return to the lane the day after she’d found the ring, to see if anyone had claimed it, only to find a reply.

      Of course, she’d responded to that note. How could she not, when she read the depth of emotion it conveyed? The correspondence had simply gathered speed from there, with notes coming every day and bringing new secrets, dreams, and confessions.

      She didn’t dare reveal her name nor ask for his, although she’d garnered bits of information about him through the personal details he’d shared. Such as that he was a him in the first place. New to the area. From honest, hard-working stock who appreciated a job well-done and cared about his family and friends, so not at all like that pompous Monmouth. Yet he was also a well-educated man of self-reflection. She’d taken more pleasure in those little notes than she’d dare admit and found herself looking forward to her walk so she could claim the latest missive in their surprising exchange. Each one was a treasure, making her laugh at something witty he’d shared, see the world in a new way, commiserate, or feel a pang of sympathy.

      Until the note from two days ago. Which simply surprised the daylights out of her.

      He wanted to meet her in person. No—not anything that certain. Not even a suggestion, really. Just simply pondering if they should…yet it stunned the breath from her.

      She shouldn’t have been surprised. It was inevitable, wasn’t it? Eventually, they would have to share their identities and perhaps meet. But she simply hadn’t expected it so soon, and just when she’d come to count on those letters to distract her from the problems with the mill and caring for her ailing father.

      The animosity between her and Monmouth had only grown during the past few weeks. The Little London lock was now the only obstacle in preventing the completion of the canal, and her father’s mill was the only obstacle preventing the construction of the lock. The entire canal project had come to a halt at the foundations of the mill. While the canal was stalled, however, the arguments she fought with Monmouth had only increased. Or, they would have increased, had she gone back to Bishopswood, had they come across each other in the village, had she not taken Samuel Newhouse’s advice and left the fight to be settled in Parliament. That option gave her little hope, except that she knew how slowly Parliament acted these days, slowly enough that perhaps the entire canal project would be forgotten by the time they moved to tear down the mill. Or perhaps her father would have passed away by then, rendering the fight meaningless.

      Still, she’d given her word to Mr. Newhouse and to Papa that she would avoid any direct confrontations with His Grace. Which was why she was standing in the middle of the lane as the sun was setting, coming here only when she knew she wouldn’t accidentally meet the duke.

      But she hadn’t expected to find this note.

      She wasn’t certain there would be another, since she hadn’t answered the last one from two days ago, the only one she hadn’t answered since the letters started coming.

      Yet there it was. Not an ordinary note pinned to the tree, either. Composed of thick cardstock, it dangled from the lowest bough by a ribbon, folded carefully, and sealed with wax. As if he were worried that she might never answer unless he made a formal overture.

      Fearing he wrote something inside that would reveal his identity before she was ready, she couldn’t stop her hand from shaking as she untied the ribbon, broke the seal, and opened the note. A second card lay nestled inside. Then all of her shook as she scanned over it.

      An invitation to the Monmouth masquerade.

      She choked back a startled laugh. No, not an invitation to a ball—an unwitting request to infiltrate enemy territory.

      
        
        
        Perhaps I surprised you when I suggested that we meet.

      

        

      

      Not surprised. Downright stunned!

      
        
        
        I simply wanted to meet in person the charming creature who’s been leaving me these notes, to have the chance to speak of all that we’ve shared. I’d hoped you’d wanted that, as well.

      

        

      

      She did want that…just not so quickly. If they met in person and it went wrong, there could be no going back to their exchange of letters and the intimacy they’d created with them.

      
        
        
        I have an idea, one that protects our secrets. We’ll meet at the masquerade, where we’ll be hidden behind the safety of masks and fancy dress.

      

        

      

      Yes, they would have to be. Because she’d be tossed out as soon as she revealed her face.

      
        
        
        Please accept this invitation and meet me there. I’ll be at the ball, dressed as a black panther. Should you decide to attend, do not tell me your costume. You will be able to find me and then decide whether you want to approach or leave, keeping your secrets in place…although I’ll be very disappointed if you leave.

      

        

      

      A faint smile tugged uncertainly at her lips. She was tempted to meet him. And what a brilliant idea, too. She would be given the opportunity to see him first, then decide if she wanted to press on and speak with him or leave, with him never knowing which lady she was or if she’d even arrived.

      So very tempted! Who was this man? Did they know each other beyond the letters? Would they like each other once they came face-to-face and had no more letters to hide behind?

      Oh, how could they not?

      With a soft laugh, she clutched the invitation to her bosom, then hurried away. After all, the ball was in less than a week, and she had the perfect costume to make.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        One Week Later

        The Monmouth Masquerade

      

      

      Good God, he was nervous! Surrounded by a sea of masked guests inside Bishopswood’s ballroom, John tugged once more at the sleeves of his black kerseymere jacket.

      He nearly laughed at himself. When had he ever been nervous about a woman before in his life? In his younger days, he’d bedded more women than he could remember, sharing in all kinds of pleasures with down-to-earth women from the markets, inns, and villages. In more recent years, he’d been too busy with his business to spend much time in pursuit of the women of the gentility that his new money brought him into contact with. Since he’d inherited, though, it was society ladies who vied to capture his attention, those women who were more than eager to raise their skirts for a wealthy duke. But they did it because they wanted favors from him, or for the titillation that came from being bedded by England’s newest duke. He rejected those ladies outright, knowing he’d find no pleasure in them, because they wanted to be with the title and not with the man.

      But the woman who pinned those notes to the tree knew nothing about the title or his status as one of England’s most powerful men. He suspected that she wouldn’t care even if she did. At least he hoped she wouldn’t, preferring the true man he was. God knew how much he liked her. She was an intelligent, kind, and philosophical creature who had captured his imagination.

      If she were half as beautiful in person as she was in her letters, he feared that she might also capture his heart.

      He snatched a glass of champagne from the tray of a passing footman, more so he could continue to take glances toward the top of the stairs over the rim than for the drink itself. His eyes hadn’t strayed far from the landing all night, although how he would know her when she arrived, costumed and hidden behind her mask, he had no idea. He only prayed that he would. And that she would come at all. When he’d returned to the tree to seek her response, the invitation was gone, but she’d left no reply. Nor did she write even once during the past week.

      Since then, he’d kicked himself repeatedly that he’d pressed her to meet, fearing he’d gone too far. Would he ever hear from her again?

      Quashing his worry, he watched as the parade of new arrivals appeared on the landing and handed their invitations to the Master of Ceremonies, who announced them based upon their costume…Lord Tiger, Lady Peacock, Lord Green, Lady Venus. Tonight was a true masquerade, with all identities hidden until the midnight unmasking. He’d insisted on it. His guests knew that he lurked somewhere within the house and would eventually join the party, but they had no idea that he was already there, hidden among them. For a few precious hours he wanted to be nothing more than one of the crowd, so that he could enjoy the party himself before they set upon him like locusts in their rush to curry his favor. Most of all, he wanted time to enjoy the company of the woman who had written all those letters.

      A lady in red appeared at the top of the stairs—

      His glass lowered away. No, not her.

      He had no idea what his secret authoress would look like or what costume she’d wear. If she’d appear at all. But he knew he’d feel her presence when she arrived, the way old sailors felt oncoming storms.

      Like some infatuated nodcock, he’d tried to catch her a few weeks ago. He’d posted a stable boy in the woods, just out of sight of the lane, to watch for whomever was leaving the notes. But the woman never came during the hours that the boy was there, only for the notes to appear as if out of the morning mist or midnight glow. Like magic.

      After a few days, John called off the watch. He should have respected her wishes and trusted that she would reveal herself at the right time.

      Which he prayed was tonight.

      He tossed back the rest of the champagne and set the glass aside. Admittedly, though, he was also glad for the distraction the notes had presented during the past few weeks. Cora Bradley was still giving him fits over the mill, a business so small that it took in hardly any orders at all outside the fall harvest and winter season. One that was rapidly sinking so far into debt that soon he wouldn’t haven’t to worry about removing it himself to construct the lock—the creditors would do it for him, one board at a time.

      Were the woman and her father mad? He simply couldn’t fathom them or why they refused to accept the offers he’d made. The only answer he’d gotten from her was a letter four weeks ago from Samuel Newhouse, flatly refusing to sell and stating her position that the new duke couldn’t buy or bully his way into upending their lives, and he hadn’t seen her since the day when she’d declared like a general that she’d never surrender.

      Apparently, she’d meant it.

      She’d managed to stall work on the lock and back him into a corner where his next move could only be asking for an act of Parliament. A move he certainly didn’t want to take, preferring willing cooperation over legal edicts. But if the lock wasn’t built soon, the canal wouldn’t go through. All of his planning and work would come to naught, and he’d be left with nothing more to do, no work to engage in. It would kill him.

      White flashed at the top of the stairs. His gaze darted to the landing—

      Her.

      A low tingle rose inside him as he watched her give her invitation to the Master of Ceremonies. His breath hitched with nervous anticipation despite a soft chuckle to himself as her name was announced. Lady Swan. A graceful, gliding vision in white silk and feathers, one in perfect opposition to the black clothes of his panther, of her softness and elegance to his hardness.

      Her gaze moved over the ballroom below as she slowly descended. Halfway down the stairs, she found him and stopped.

      Holding her gaze across the room, he held out his hand toward her in invitation, as if she were only a few feet from him rather than across the grand ballroom. The party faded away around them until it was only the two of them. No one else in the room mattered.

      She drew in a nervous breath, her slender shoulders stiff. Then a smile spread beneath her white satin half-mask, and she moved on, gliding down the remaining stairs and into the crowd which parted around her as she came to him.

      As she reached him, the musicians struck up the opening notes of a waltz.

      Wordlessly, she slipped her trembling hand into his. He raised it to his lips, unable to resist this small kiss, then led her forward to the dance floor, to take her into his arms and twirl her into the waltz.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Cora laughed as happiness bubbled through her, the soft sound rising and falling with the music that swirled around them. He led her through the steps, and they moved together as if they were one, oblivious to the party around them. She knew only the warmth of his brown eyes as he held her captive beneath his gaze from behind his black mask, his attention fixed on her as if she were the only woman in the world.

      He gave her fingers a light squeeze of reassurance. The soft gesture raced up her arm and landed in her chest, making her heart race like a drum and her breasts grow heavy.

      “Lady Swan,” he murmured with a curl of his sensuous lips. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”

      “And you,” she answered breathlessly, knowing it wasn’t the waltzing that was stealing her breath away, “my Lord Panther.”

      His eyes gleamed. “Sweet heavens, you are beautiful.”

      Thank God that she wore a mask, or he would have seen the scarlet flush of her cheeks despite her soft laugh. “But you cannot see my face!”

      “I don’t need to.” Another squeeze to her fingers, this time with a shift of his body to draw her slightly closer. “I’ve seen into your soul and know how precious you are.”

      She would have stumbled if not for his strong arms that kept her securely in position. “But,” she whispered, unable to find her voice, “you don’t even know my name.”

      “Yet I know you nearly as well as I know myself.”

      They reached the end of the ballroom and started back in a series of turns that left her light-headed. No—he made her light-headed with his stare, warm and rich like melted chocolate, and his seductive words that twined down her spine.

      “Names hold no significance.” He lowered his head to murmur in her ear. “You’ve revealed your heart to me in your letters. I know exactly how beautiful you are, and it has nothing to do with how you look.”

      Before she could say the same about him, the waltz ended. He dropped into a low, formal bow to match her curtsy, but when she rose to walk off the floor, he stopped her.

      “Give me another dance.”

      She wanted nothing more. But she knew society’s rules, even if she’d never been part of it. “Two dances in a row with the same man is scandalous.”

      “Then it’s a good thing we’re wearing masks.” He took her hand between his, unwilling to let her go. “I just found you, Lady Swan. I can’t bear to give you up so soon.”

      His hopeful gaze undid her. How could she resist?

      With a nod, she took her place for the next dance, and when the quadrille started, oh, how glad she was that she’d agreed! They moved back and forth, close and away, and something about the roiling knots of dancing couples struck her as more intimate than the waltz had been. Snatches of conversation when they came together, curious gazes when they parted…enough for her to realize that he was broad shouldered and physically fit, that his black clothes clung to a muscular body used to hard work, that his jaw was firm and masculine, his hair curly dark brown and most likely as silky soft as it looked.

      Her fingers itched to touch his hair. And to trace along his jaw, to brush over those lips—more, she wanted to kiss those lips. Those full yet strong lips that even now twisted into a lazy grin as he audaciously returned her stare, as if he knew exactly what improper thoughts were racing through her mind.

      She lost count of the number of dances they shared, but not the number of times he smiled at her. Nor could she ignore the electric tingle that sparked through her with every brush of his hand against hers, or the heat that blossomed inside her from the way he watched her…the way he made her feel as if she were truly as beautiful as he’d claimed.

      When the dance ended, she was breathless and beaming. The masquerade was proving to be the grandest night of her life, and all because of this man, whose real name she still didn’t know. Whenever she’d asked during the dance for his given name, he’d only murmured, “Later,” then circled away.

      “My lady.” A deep voice at her shoulder caught her attention, and she turned to find a man beside her dressed as a tiger. But for all his finery, he sorely lacked in comparison to her panther. “May I request the next dance?”

      “I’m terribly sorry,” he interjected as he stepped to her side with an easy-going smile that belied the sudden tensing she sensed in him at the approach of the other gentleman. “Lady Swan has given her evening to me.”

      He took her arm and led her away toward the wall of French doors that opened onto the garden terrace and let in the fresh night air to cool the crowded room.

      “Lady Swan has, has she?” He wouldn’t be able to see the arched brow beneath her mask, but from his low chuckle she knew he heard it in her voice.

      He leaned down to bring his mouth close to her ear. “At least, I hope she will.”

      A shiver swept through her, and not from the cool evening air as he led her outside onto the terrace and into the shadows, where they could finally be alone.

      “Perhaps she would,” she countered playfully as she stepped away, her hand trailing up his arm as she moved past, “if she knew the name of the man she was with.”

      He grinned at her obstinacy. “John.”

      Her shoulders sagged. That wasn’t at all helpful. For heaven’s sake, half of the men in England were named John. “Just John?”

      “For tonight, yes.” He took her hand and raised it to his lips, to place a lingering kiss of apology against her fingers. “If you learn more, you might not like me so much.”

      Never. Oh, he was simply wonderful! “I like you a great deal,” she admitted in a whisper, so soft that it was almost lost on the night. “I can’t imagine anything changing that.”

      “I certainly hope so, because you have utterly captivated me.”

      At a loss for words, she melted, sinking against the marble balustrade behind her.

      He stepped toward her to close the distance between them. Not releasing her hand or breaking eye contact, he eased the long white glove down her arm and off. This time when he kissed her fingers, there was nothing between his warm lips and her bare skin.

      The sensation was overwhelming, and a soft sigh eased from her lips.

      “I want to kiss you.” He turned her hand over to touch his lips to her palm.

      She swallowed. Hard. “I think you are.”

      “A proper kiss.” His mouth trailed up to her wrist, and he smiled against her pounding pulse at discovering the effect he had on her. “To taste the sweetness of you.”

      God help her, she wanted exactly that. More daring than she’d ever been with a man before, she caressed her bare hand over his jaw. The warmth and strength of him pulsated beneath her fingertips.

      “Then kiss me.” Her answer was nothing more than a breath. “Please, John.”

      Closing her eyes, she held her breath. He leaned forward and touched his lips to hers, then moved away.

      Her eyes fluttered open, bewildered. Was that all? Disappointment rang hollowly through her. It was barely a kiss, when she’d craved so much more!

      Sensing her frustration, he placed another delicate kiss to the corner of her mouth, then slid his lips across her cheek, following the line of her mask to her ear. “If we were alone,” he promised her, each word a titillating warmth that tickled over her skin, “truly alone, without fear of anyone stumbling upon us, I would give you that kiss. And so much more.”

      To make his point, he traced the tip of his tongue along the outer curl of her ear and sent a shiver of heat shuddering through her. Her hands slipped lower to his chest, to clutch at his lapels and keep him right there with her. So close that the heat of his body warmed her front, that his masculine scent of leather, port, and cigars filled up her senses and made her head swirl.

      “But tonight,” he warned, “we must make do with what we can steal.”

      He removed his glove and caressed his thumb over her bottom lip while he took her earlobe between his lips and gently sucked. A sound of longing fell from her, and she touched the tip of her tongue to his thumb, to encourage him to give more caresses, more stolen kisses.

      Instead, he trailed his hand down her neck, to the hollow at the base of her throat. He strummed his thumb against her wildly beating pulse, before his hand moved lower to the top of her chest, where her heart jumped against his fingertips and her breath came quick and shallow. An ache began to tingle between her legs, although his hand was nowhere near there.

      “We could…find a way…to be alone,” she whispered as his lips slid once more over hers to claim a kiss in passing.

      He froze, tensing beneath her hands as they rested against his chest.

      When he didn’t reply, she nervously added, “If you’d like.”

      He pulled her into his arms and held her pressed against him as he buried his face in her hair and laughed. The low sound rumbled deliciously into her. Then he released her and shifted back to his original position, close but not touching except for his lips at her ear.

      “I would like nothing more.” As his deep murmur vibrated through her, he dared to lower his hand to steal a caress of the side of her breast through her satin bodice. “Because then I could tell you all the wicked things I wanted to write to you in my letters but couldn’t, and we could do all that we dared.”

      His hand fell away. A whimper rose on her lips at the unexpected loss of his touch.

      “But we cannot.” With a knowing gleam in his dark eyes, he stroked her bottom lip with his thumb in a caress that hinted at so much more. “Something tells me that you’re still innocent,” he murmured as he slowly explored the shape of her lips He was kissing her with his fingers the way she longed for him to do with his mouth. “And if we were alone tonight, you might not be innocent much longer.” He slid his lips across her cheek, once more to her ear. “Because I would make love to you, if you let me.”

      She trembled, the excitement and temptation of his words sending her pulse spiking. Goosebumps dotted her skin, and she could barely breathe beneath the intoxicating masculinity of him. She closed her eyes, swept away by him and the midnight magic, and confessed in a whisper, “I would let you…”

      A deep breath seeped from him, his hardness replaced by a new tension. One that was dark and dangerous. So much more intense…a yearning that both excited and frightened. The same yearning he flared inside her.

      He placed slow and tantalizing kisses to her ear, and she whimpered, never realizing before how erotic secret whispers could be. How delicious a man’s mouth at her ear, how tender her earlobe between his lips. She slipped her hands beneath his jacket to cling to his waistcoat. Although he refused to be drawn closer to her physically, he was already inside her head and her heart.

      He dared to brush his hand over the low neckline of her dress, with a featherlight caress over the swells of her breasts. His scandalous touch should have offended her. Instead, it stoked the growing ache between her legs that now turned into a dull throbbing.

      “You know what happens between a man and a woman,” he murmured, “How a man makes love to her?”

      “Yes.” She’d become feverish with the images his words stirred inside her head. He was making love to her now, she realized, right there on the terrace, surrounded by the crush of partygoers, with his whispered words, soft kisses, and stolen caresses.

      “We would do that, love, and I would show you how much you mean to me, how beautiful you are.” He kissed her lips, his mouth lingering against hers in brazen promise. “I would give you all the joy a man can bring to a woman, until you shatter with bliss in my arms.”

      Her head spun trying to fathom him and the pleasures he was describing. She could barely find her breath now. Couldn’t find the strength to open her eyes, in fact. If he did to her as he promised, then—

      A loud cheer went up from the ballroom, accompanied by a flourish from the musicians.

      Surprised, she opened her eyes and gazed straight into his, only to lose her breath completely at his predatory stare. As if he wanted to carry her away into the shadows and devour her, like the panther he was dressed to be.

      “Midnight,” he rasped out in explanation, his voice hoarse.

      She’d lost track of the hour. Not that it mattered. She was his for the evening.

      He slipped his hands behind her head. “It’s time.”

      She blinked. “Time for—”

      He pulled free the ribbon holding her mask in place, and it fell away. Startled, she grabbed frantically for it, but the satin slipped through her fingers and landed on the marble at her feet.

      Her face revealed, she pressed the back of her hand to her mouth to keep from screaming. Monmouth would see her. He would have her arrested for certain now for trespassing, or accuse her of theft, or—oh God, it would be the end of her and her father!

      She tried to push past him to flee, but he grabbed her elbow and stopped her.

      He stared at her, his eyes wide behind his black mask. For a moment, he was too stunned to move as his gaze swept over her face, then down her body, taking her in and trying to understand the woman who stood before him.

      Panic swelled inside her as the party guests spilled out onto the terrace, making it impossible to hide in the shadows. Someone would see her. Recognize her—

      Oh, dear God, no! She shoved past him and ran, back inside the house and through the crush toward the front door, disappearing into the night.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      John dug his heels into his horse’s sides and urged the gelding faster across the field. Two nights without sleep. Three days without a note of explanation. Three damnable days of wondering what Cora Bradley had been up to in leaving him those notes. In accepting the invitation to the masquerade. In letting him whisper such things to her that the mere thought of them had his blood boiling in a way that the act itself with other women had never done.

      Christ.

      She knew who he was. Had to have known all along—

      No. She didn’t know. Just as he had no idea until he removed her mask that the exquisite creature who’d captured his imagination through all those letters and stolen kisses was the woman who’d become the bane of his existence.

      Apparently, she still didn’t know, or the exasperating Miss Bradley would surely have been at his doorstep by now, demanding an explanation. At gunpoint.

      If anyone deserved an explanation it was him. What the devil had she been doing on Monmouth land in the first place, then returning after dark, alone, when it wasn’t safe? He could have been anyone, for Christ’s sake. A criminal. A murderer.

      “A damn duke,” he ground out through gritted teeth and lowered himself closer to his mount’s back to urge him on faster.

      But all the horses in all the world would never be able to outrun the vexation that ate at him over learning her true identity. Or that even now he wanted nothing more than to carry her away and make love to her.

      Unable to stop himself, he reined in the gelding and turned the horse toward the lane that cut through the edge of the woods and past their tree. He didn’t expect a letter after so many days, but his foolish heart wouldn’t give up hope.

      He saw it as he neared, appearing on the tree as if through sheer will. He didn’t trust it not to be a mirage. Even as he unpinned it from the trunk, he worried it might be nothing more than a fancy of his imagination.

      Then he paused. He’d read dozens of her letters since they’d started their exchange, but this time, the note had his given name written on the outside of the fold. Nothing would be the same between them again.

      
        
        
        I wish I could explain why I left the ball the way I did—had it been only we two, I would have stayed and danced away the night with you. We could have watched the sun rise together over the fields at the break of a new day, with new hope, new possibilities…

      

        

      

      He clenched his jaw. He’d selfishly wanted just that, and more. But she’d ended those possibilities when she fled. Even after all they’d shared, she refused to trust him once the masks fell away.

      
        
        
        I went to the ball looking for a friend and was instead exposed to the enemy.

      

        

      

      His heart stuttered. She meant Monmouth. Him.

      Damnation, he wasn’t the enemy! If she’d only waited a few seconds more, only saw who he was behind the mask and let him explain—

      She would have hated him.

      His eyes burned as he read on.

      
        
        
        That night was a mistake. Not you, John—you were wonderful, perfect, everything I could have imagined.

      

        

      

      Except that he was Monmouth. The man who wanted to put her father’s mill out of business.

      
        
        
        We should never have tried to meet, I know that now. Our world should have remained one of letters, where we were safe. So there will be no more notes from me. I hope you understand how much you and your letters meant to me and that I will always carry you in my heart.

      

        

      

      Understand? She thought he was the devil himself. A mistake. The enemy. Everything except what he wanted, which was to be accepted as the man he was. He snapped out a curse at her, at himself, at the universe—

      He didn’t want understanding. He wanted an explanation. He deserved one, and not in some letter but from her own lips.

      He mounted his horse and urged it into a gallop toward the river. And the mill.

      Because it was mid-afternoon, the mill was quiet. The door was thrown open to the warm October day, and he paused in the doorway to remove his gloves and allow his eyes to adjust to the darkness inside.

      An older man stuck his gray head over the stair railing to call out to him from the floor above. “Good afternoon!”

      “And to you.” He stepped inside. “Are you the miller here?”

      “Aye.” He grinned good-naturedly and came stiffly down the stairs. With each step, his hips and knees hitched, making him resemble a wooden marionette.

      John furrowed his brow at how the man moved. He’d never met Arthur Bradley in person before. He hadn’t been at Bishopswood long enough to meet most of the villagers by simply coming and going through the area, and all the interactions he’d had regarding the mill had been through Cora, with no reason to visit the mill in person when he could send his estate agent or secretary instead and spare himself her wrath.

      Now he regretted that distance.

      Bradley wiped the dust from his hands as he approached, then frowned at John’s appearance. He wasn’t dressed like someone who brought grain to a mill. “What can I do for you, sir?”

      So…Bradley didn’t recognize him. Good. With a smile, he glanced around at the building’s main floor and dodged the question. “You’ve got a fine mill here.”

      “Thank you.” Bradley slapped his hand affectionately on one of the beams. “She’s small but fierce.”

      He chuckled at the Shakespeare reference. Now he knew where Cora got her wit and education. “And apparently Greek.”

      Bradley’s eyes shined in surprise. “You know your mills.”

      “Not nearly as much as I should.” The irony behind that was biting. But Cora wasn’t here to give him the explanation he wanted. He slowly circled the small grinding room. “It was an easy guess, since you don’t have a mill wheel or sluice.”

      “Aye. Don’t need them. The river’s deep and fast enough to drop a shaft below.” Like a proud parent, he gestured John over to the grinding mechanism and millstones. “We’re built out over the river, so the current drives the paddle below, which turns the bottom grindstone.”

      He arched a brow, his knowledge of mills coming to an abrupt end. “The bottom stone?”

      “Mills with wheels and windmills rotate the top stone. Ours rotates the bottom. The grinding takes up less room this way, and there’s less mechanism to upkeep.”

      “But your stones are also smaller than others I’ve seen.” John waved a hand to indicate the grindstones. “Which means you grind less grain and take longer to do it.”

      Not the best situation for a business. No wonder they made such little profit. Even in a small village the size of Little London, where cows and horses outnumbered the villagers, the mill should have been busy year round.

      “Had to build the mill this way. Had no choice.” With a haunted smile, Bradley released the brake to start the wheel turning, then moved over to the large bin that stretched up to the first floor and pulled the lever to spill more grain down onto the grindstones. “I’d fallen in love.”

      John’s gaze darted to the miller, but the man’s focus never strayed from the grain falling evenly onto the turning stones.

      “I started this mill in order to win my wife’s hand.” He glanced around at the dusty old beams and bags of flour stacked against the walls that were ready to be picked up, the large scale that hung from the central beam, the dozen or so pieces of paper that listed each order pinned to the wall behind the counter in the corner and stirred slightly in the soft afternoon breeze coming through the open doors and windows. “Lucy’s father refused to let me marry her until I was able to provide for her and our children, but all I owned in the world was this tiny piece of land. It wasn’t big enough to farm, but it had trees that I could use to build a mill and the water to power it. So that’s what I did. Had to go into debt to purchase the grindstones, though.” Nostalgia touched his voice. “Took me three years to pay them off, and all that time Lucy waited. She could have had any man in the village, but she believed in me.”

      And that was where Cora inherited her resolve. “She sounds like a wonderful woman.”

      “Aye, she was.” His eyes glistened, and he looked away, back toward the turning stone and the flour that had begun to fall away to the bin below. “She worked here in the mill with me until she passed.” He crossed to the central pillar and rubbed his hand over a heart and initials carved into the wood, brushing away the flour dust that had gathered there. “Anyone who sees this place thinks it’s only a grist mill, just like any other up or down this river. But when I see it, I see my wife, and when I work here, it’s as if she’s still with me.” He gestured his hand to indicate the entire building. “This is all I have now, this mill and my daughter. This place is my life and my heart.”

      “I understand.” And he did. More than Bradley realized. He understood now why Cora had so fiercely resisted the lock and canal, why she’d refused to sell the little mill even when he’d offered her father twice its value. Because it was priceless.

      Just as he realized how much he loved her for it.

      “Ah, but time marches on, doesn’t it?” Bradley chuckled at his own sentimentality and precariously stepped onto a short stool to peer into the bin to check the grain level. “Don’t know what will become of this place once I’m gone. My daughter cannot run it by herself.”

      “That’s a concern far into the future.”

      Sadness darkened his face for only a heartbeat. “Not so far,” he mumbled, then wiped his hands on his apron as he stepped off the stool, his old knees jarring as he landed. He jerked a thumb toward the stairs. “You caught me in the midst of filling the hopper.”

      “Then by all means, let me help you.” When Bradley eyed his clothing askance, he warned, “Don’t be fooled by appearances. I cut my teeth on hard labor. I reckon I can still lift a bag of grain of two.”

      Bradley laughed and led him up the stairs to the first floor, just as stiffly as he’d come down.

      John wrestled the open grain sack over to the chute in the floor that led down to the bin below and poured in the wheat. He hurried to pour in as many bags as he could to fill the hopper so that Bradley wouldn’t have to exert himself.

      “My gratitude for the help.” Bradley slapped him on the back when the last of the grain rained down into the bin. “But you didn’t come here to fill my hopper. Nor do you have grain to grind or flour to buy.” He gazed at John critically. “So what can I do for you?”

      John leaned back against the wall and folded his arms over his chest, studying the man carefully. “I want to tell you a story. And then I need your help in figuring out how it will end.”
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      Cora slid a sideways glance at Monmouth’s profile as he sat next to her on the bench seat of the dog-cart they’d taken out onto his estate. He wasn’t at all the man she’d expected him to be. Which raised the question…what kind of man was he, exactly?

      This was the third day in a row that they’d driven out to the far reaches of his property to visit his tenants. Yet this was the first day that he’d sent his groom on ahead, leaving them alone without a chaperone. But she supposed she didn’t need one, not when she wasn’t a fine lady who needed to protect her reputation at all costs. Not when driving with a man was a perfectly normal thing to do in the country. No one who saw them together on the dog-cart would have given them a second thought.

      Except for her.

      Her eyes narrowed on him. What did he want with her? She’d come along to help him distribute baskets of little whatnots—candles, a small bag of flour, a few eggs, figs, and apples, all tucked into the little box beneath the cart’s seat—and to check in on each family to make certain they all had what they needed before winter arrived. A noble outing, she had to concede, yet she’d only agreed to accompany him because he’d come in person to the mill to ask for her help and give her an opportunity to make him beholden to her.

      And because Papa had insisted. Although why her father would agree, she had no idea, but she thought she’d sensed an odd camaraderie between the two men during the past three mornings when the duke arrived with his carriage to start their day.

      Grudgingly, she had to admit that she’d enjoyed the time they’d spent together, including their picnic luncheons taken on blankets beneath trees when they’d stopped for an afternoon break. He’d proven to be more witty and sharp than she’d given him credit for, with the intelligence necessary to efficiently run his estate yet with an empathy for the people who lived there. And he certainly possessed a drier, yet far funnier, sense of humor than she’d assumed.

      What surprised her most, though, were his keen observations about the land and nature, his detailed descriptions of what he’d learned so far about his new estate that stretched in every direction as far as the eye could see. The man possessed a poet’s eye. While that stood in contradiction to the ruthless businessman she knew him to be, the juxtaposition didn’t make her uneasy. Instead, she was loath to admit, he fascinated her, right down to his well-worn boots that showed he was no stranger to hard work.

      No longer bothering to try to hide her uncertainty about him, she turned to face him on the small seat and demanded, “Who are you?”

      “You know who I am.” He flicked the ribbons and quickened the pace of the trotting horse. “The Duke of Monmouth.”

      “Yes, yes.” She waved a gloved hand, dismissing that too-easy answer. “But who are you? You’re certainly not behaving like any duke I’ve ever heard tell of, going out of your way to take baskets to your tenants yourself when your land agent could easily do it.”

      Should have done it, in fact, leaving the duke at the manor where his kind preferred to be, rather than having to interact with people who might not know where the next rent payment would come from or blame him for their tenuous situations. Who had every reason to dislike the new lord and tell him so. Right to his face.

      Instead, what she’d heard at every farmhouse and cottage they’d stopped at was how kind he was as a landowner. Bringing them baskets and checking on them personally was simply proof of that in their eyes. More, they gushed with excitement about the potential opportunities they credited him with for creating jobs for them and their extended families at the factories to the northeast. Thanks to his canal, the one that her father’s mill was currently stopping.

      Comments like those gnawed at her. She would have suspected he’d somehow bribed or forced the farmers and their families to say such things in front of her, except that she knew several of the tenants personally and knew he’d never be able to coerce them like that. No, their sentiments toward the man were genuine, drat him.

      “I’m a new duke who only received this title and land due to a fluke of birth,” he explained with chagrin. “A new duke who doesn’t know what to do with all he’s been given because he’s used to working hard to earn everything he’s ever gotten before in life. That’s who I am.”

      The tiny muscles in her belly tightened in empathy. “Your Grace, I had—”

      “John, please.” With that correction, he cast her a long, hopeful glance. But he didn’t seem to garner the reaction from her that he’d wanted, and his shoulders sagged. “When we’re out here alone, like this, I would prefer that you call me by my Christian name.”

      “All right,” she agreed, a bit reluctantly. He might be a new duke who was unsure of his position, but he was still a duke.

      “As for this week’s outings, I’m doing them because I want to get to know my tenants, and I can’t do that through a land agent, no matter how good the man is at his job. I also want to let them know that I’m approachable and always ready to listen to their concerns.”

      Hmmm…“Are you?”

      His lips quirked into a half-grin. Then he surprised the daylights out of her by pulling off his right glove and daring to reach up to stroke his knuckles over her cheek.

      He drawled, “I think I’m very approachable.”

      For a moment, she could do nothing but stare at him, stunned at his audacity, as her heart somersaulted in her chest. He’d overstepped his bounds, by a goodly ways, yet inexplicably she couldn’t find it within her to scold him for it. “I meant about listening to their concerns.”

      “Oh.” With exaggerated disappointment, he dropped his hand away. “That, too.” His eyes shined mischievously as he stole a sideways glance at her. “But I prefer being approachable.”

      Based on the way her pulse raced, he was very good at it, even if he’d meant it only as a tease. She should have been relieved to know that he was simply bamming her, yet inexplicable disappointment panged hollowly in her chest. “Then why won’t you listen to my concerns about the mill?”

      He didn’t answer. He couldn’t argue that she was wrong because he was doing exactly that. He’d refused to discuss the mill and the lock during the past three days, despite having hours together to work through their issues and perhaps find a solution. Every time she attempted to bring it up, he changed the subject. So she hadn’t tried to bring it up at all today. Until now, when he’d given her the opening.

      “Why ruin a perfectly good mill, John?” The use of his name came easier than she expected, given both that he was a duke and that he shared the name of her secret correspondent. But half the men in England were named John, and Monmouth certainly wasn’t her John. She would know him instantly, even without his mask.

      “Why ruin a perfectly nice day by talking about it?” He dismissed her concerns with a flick of the ribbons and a turn of the horse toward the village.

      She sat back on the seat with a heavy sigh, once more thwarted in her attempt to discuss the mill.

      It had been a perfectly nice day, although she’d never admit that aloud. She’d even looked forward to it, especially the luncheon when the two of them sparred over literature and philosophy, discussed art and all the wonderful places to explore in the world. He’d been self-educated, as was she, and she found him to be as intelligent as anyone who was graduated from university. Moreover, he didn’t hold her in disdain the way she thought he would. He’d surprised her when he’d asked for her input regarding the estate and the village, then downright stunned her when he listened carefully to her opinions and actually gave them worth.

      Already she missed their luncheons, knowing after today that there would not be others.

      Just as she missed the letters that had stopped coming.

      “I know a man named John,” she ventured quietly, spurred on by the ache that flared in her belly at the memory of the masquerade.

      He tensed, his shoulders stiffening, but kept his gaze fixed on the horse’s ears. “Lots of men are named John.”

      “I suppose.”

      When she fell into contemplative silence, he nudged her with his shoulder. “And this John you mentioned, he lives in the village?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “But he’s one of my tenants, surely.”

      “I don’t know that, either.”

      “Well, what’s his surname?”

      She shook her head.

      “But you said you know him.”

      “I do,” she shot back defensively. “I know that he’s good and kind, hard working, and intelligent. That he loves his family and has the heart of a poet. He’s sympathetic, considerate, caring—” Dashing, alluring, enthralling…with a gaze that could see into her soul and a touch that had her yearning to surrender.

      Until the night of the masquerade, when her mask came off and the magic vanished. When the reality of her father’s mill came crashing back.

      “Well, he sounds like a remarkable man,” he mused.

      “He is.”

      “And nothing like me.”

      Far too similar, in fact. But she’d never tell him that. “Not in the least. You’re both two very different men.”

      His mouth twisted at that, as if he knew she’d just lied to him. But he let the subject drop and said instead, “We’ve got two more baskets to deliver today, to two cottages on the way back to the village.” He paused as the large wheel dipped into a depression on the dirt road. “Would you be willing to come out with me again tomorrow?”

      Oh yes! She shrugged a shoulder as nonchalantly as possible. “I suppose, if you need help with the baskets.”

      “I won’t need help with the baskets.” He nudged her again, but this time by touching his thigh to hers. “I just want to spend time with you.”

      That quiet confession sparked a faint thrill inside her. She knew not to become infatuated with him. For heaven’s sake, he was a duke, and she was a miller’s daughter. They had no honest future together, and she wasn’t the kind of woman who let men bed her. Not even dukes. Not even ones as handsome and interesting as Monmouth.

      But she simply couldn’t resist. The only other man who had made her feel as beautiful and intelligent as Monmouth had during the past few days was no longer part of her life, and she simply wasn’t strong enough to deny herself this small happiness. No matter how fleeting.

      Yet the future of her father’s mill continued to hang over them, and she knew that he’d refuse to discuss it tomorrow, just as he’d done today. Unless…

      A perfectly devious idea struck.

      “We have two baskets left?” She turned in the seat to try to look behind at the wooden box beneath the seat of the dog-cart where they’d conveniently placed them. “Two baskets? But I’m certain there’s only one.”

      He darted a glance at her. “Are you sure?”

      She bit her lip. “Perhaps we should stop and check. How awful to arrive at the cottage without a basket.”

      He reined in the horse, then set the brake and tied off the ribbons. When he jumped to the ground and started to the rear of the dog-cart, she snatched up the ribbons, released the brake, and started the carriage forward.

      Surprised, Monmouth scrambled to catch up with the carriage as she drove it away at a slow pace. She certainly wasn’t used to driving, even an easily handled carriage like this, and her hands clenched around the ribbons so tightly that her fingers were white. But she was in no danger, not at this slow pace, and certainly not with this horse, whose plodding gait would have been fit for a child’s pony cart.

      “Just pull back slowly on the ribbons, and the horse will stop,” he explained, falling into a walking pace beside the carriage.

      She slid him a narrowed glance as if he’d gone daft. “I don’t plan on stopping and letting you back onto the cart. Not until you agree to discuss the mill.”

      “I don’t want to ruin an otherwise nice day by—”

      She flipped the ribbons, and the horse sped up, forcing him into a faster pace. He’d give up soon and relent. After all, his boots were not made for walking. “I want to discuss the mill.”

      “Terms of surrender, you mean,” he chided, now having to bounce along in a jog.

      “Terms of negotiation,” she corrected. “Surely a duke knows diplomacy when he sees it.”

      “Or at least blackmail,” he grumbled.

      Another determined flip of the ribbons, and the horse started into a fast trot.

      With a curse, he grabbed the dashboard with one hand and jumped up onto the mounting step on his left foot. He swung himself up onto the cart.

      When he slid onto the seat beside her, his hand covered hers to take the ribbons from her. But his other arm snaked around her waist and pulled her to him, bringing her so tightly against him that she could feel the hard muscles of his chest pressing against her bosom and the pounding of his heart, echoed in the rapid pulse of hers.

      When she tried to push herself away, the frustrating man refused to budge, except to bring the horse to a stop. His eyes never left hers even as he threw the brake and tied off the ribbons.

      Anger flared through her, but so did something else just as hot, just as consuming. “How dare you—”

      He kissed her, so unexpectedly that she gasped against his mouth. But beneath the caresses of his sensuous lips, the gasp turned into a low sigh, and her hands that had been pushing at his shoulders to shove him away now clutched at his coat sleeves to keep him right there, pressed tightly against her, kissing her.

      Her head swam. Not at the realization that Monmouth was kissing her, this same man who wanted to destroy her father’s mill. Not even because he was a duke.

      No, confusion rushed over her like a wave because of the heady sensations of pleasure and need he stirred inside her. She didn’t think any man except for her John could have this same effect on her, could kiss her so knowingly and with such affection. She tasted the same longing and need on his lips that she’d tasted on John’s the night of the masquerade, felt in his strong arms the same tenderness behind his need.

      But this wasn’t her John. This man was Monmouth. This man was—

      “My enemy,” she whispered breathlessly against his lips.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      He flinched as her words eviscerated him. “We’re not enemies, Cora,” he murmured as he slid his mouth back along her jaw to kiss at the tender flesh beneath her ear. She trembled in response, and his lips smiled against her. “How could we enjoy this so much if we were?”

      “I don’t—” she forced out between panting breaths, her hands still clutching at his shoulders. “I don’t know.”

      “But you do enjoy it…being kissed by me?” His hand slid up to her nape, to massage seductively at the base of her skull.

      “Yes,” she admitted and closed her eyes, although he couldn’t have said whether in shame or pleasure. But she didn’t pull away and instead slipped her arms around his neck.

      “And when I caress you?” He slowly stroked his hand down her elegant neck, to rest his thumb in the hollow at the base of her throat. Her pulse beat wildly there. “Do you enjoy that, too?”

      She arched herself into him. “You know…I do…drat you.”

      He laughed as he captured her mouth beneath his again, this time to ease her lips apart and slip his tongue inside to plunder all of her kiss. Her breath hitched when he slid his tongue over the length of hers. But he cajolingly teased until her hesitation fled, and she dared to stroke back in a silky soft glide that shivered heat straight through him.

      He seized her mouth in a blistering kiss that left her panting and boneless in his arms. The kiss he’d wanted to give her the night of the masquerade but couldn’t for fear of being seen. The kiss he’d fantasized about since he first tasted her lips on his. But this was so much better than he’d imagined, with a sweetness beneath the arousal that left him slightly dazed and yearning for more.

      Not releasing her, he slipped his arms around her and drew her up onto his lap. Then, behind her back, he tugged off his gloves and let them fall to the floor of the carriage. He wanted nothing between them when he caressed her.

      “And this?” His hand rested on her side, his fingers tracing over each rib through her corset as he slowly worked his way upward. When she trembled, he had his answer. “If I dared to caress higher, would you let me?”

      His thumb stroked teasingly against the side of her breast, daring her to accept the caress he so desperately wanted to give her.

      “Say yes, and let me give you this pleasure, too.” This one and so many, many more that he wanted to share with her. Never before had he cared about giving a woman pleasure; intimacies had only been about his own needs. But with Cora, bringing her pleasure pleased him. Immensely.

      “Yes,” she whispered against his lips, and her fingers curled into his hair at his collar, in a soft entreaty not to stop.

      He caressed her breast against his palm and gently massaged her fullness. Her nipple drew up taut in eager response, but there were too many layers of material for her to truly feel how glorious a man’s touch on her breasts could be. So he gently tugged down at her dress and all the layers beneath, until he freed a single breast to the afternoon sunlight.

      “Dear God, you’re beautiful,” he rasped out as he traced a fingertip over her dusky nipple. It drew up impossibly tighter, like a dark pink rosebud, and when he plucked at it with his fingers, a plaintive whimper fell from her. He kissed her reassuringly, to convey that he knew exactly what her body needed, and gave her a gentle pinch that shot pleasure into her with a gasp.

      When she tore her mouth away from his, he thought she might have changed her mind and would stop him. Instead, she buried her face against his neck and shyly whispered, “Yes…Oh please, yes…”

      His foolish cock flexed at the arousal in her, so intense that she shook from it. Sweet Lucifer, how much he wanted her! And he meant to have her, too.

      But not yet. There were still too many barriers between them. Now, he’d have to settle for this small taste of her.

      He lowered his head and took her nipple into his mouth. When he began to suckle lightly, she pressed herself harder against him, and her fingers clutched at his hair to keep his mouth tightly against her. He swirled the tip of his tongue over her, then lapped at her between greedy suckles, the combination of licks and sucks and nips of his teeth making her writhe on his lap. If she kept that up, she’d discover exactly what having his mouth on her did to him.

      If fondling her breast brought her this much pleasure, then he could only imagine her reaction if he took a more intimate touch.

      “I want to caress you,” he murmured against her hot flesh. “Right where you’re aching to be touched.”

      She tensed with surprise, and when he looked up into her eyes, he saw her bewilderment that he could know what sensations bloomed inside her. But of course he knew. Through her letters and the night of the masquerade, he knew all of her desires. Just as he knew that no other man had ever touched her before.

      He slipped his hand beneath her skirt and brushed it up her leg, pausing when he reached the top of her stocking. When she didn’t tell him to stop, he dared to let it drift higher, until he teased his fingers at the feminine curls guarding her sex. Each of her breaths came labored with nervous anticipation, and he could feel the damp heat of her just below his fingertips.

      “Yes.” Her lips formed the silent word, but it was all the permission he needed. He stroked his hand over her feminine folds. Sweet heavens…she felt like liquid silk, so soft and smooth beneath his fingertips.

      “John,” she whispered achingly.

      He smiled against her shoulder. He loved to hear her say his name, when she knew exactly who the man was who was bringing her such pleasure. Almost. She didn’t know that the Duke of Monmouth and the John from her letters was the same man. Guilt pricked at him that he couldn’t tell her and reveal all, but it couldn’t be helped. Not just yet.

      “Soon, my love,” he promised with a kiss to her temple, and meant every word. “I’ll make love to you soon.”

      Her hand clamped down on his wrist, stilling his hand. “No.” Her eyes flared with a haunted look. “We cannot—I cannot…”

      “Because we’re not married.” He knew why she would keep herself from him and respected her even more because of it, yet that didn’t stop the disappointment from pouring through him.

      “No,” she whispered. “Because you want to destroy the mill.”

      They stared at each other, silent and still except for the pounding of his pulse in his ears and her gradually steadying breaths. Both of them were flush with desire and arousal, both aching and yearning for more. But there was more than just layers of clothing between them, and those problems couldn’t be solved with a few loose buttons and lifted skirts.

      “Because I’m still the man you think is your enemy,” he murmured.

      At that blatant truth, she lowered her face away, but not before he saw the glistening in her eyes. His chest clenched as he slowly drew his hand away from her and smoothed down her skirts.

      She slipped off his lap to return to her place beside him, putting even more distance between them than before. Except for lips swollen from kisses and cheeks flushed pink from desire, anyone looking at her would never realize how close he’d been to making love to her.

      “If things were different between us, if I wasn’t the man who wanted to put through a canal and you weren’t the miller’s daughter”—He couldn’t resist reaching up to tuck a stray curl behind her ear—“would you let me love you?”

      “But things aren’t different,” she dodged softly, her shoulders falling.

      “Oh, I think things are very different now.” And if he had his way, they’d be even more different in the coming weeks.

      “You’re a duke and I’m a villager. I could never be anything more to you than a mistress.”

      No, you could be my entire world. “I’m just a man. One you know so much better than you think.”

      She lifted her face, and her watery eyes held his, in silent challenge to his assertion. “Do you still want to put through your canal?”

      “I want to bring jobs to the area, good jobs that will make certain that all families have enough food to eat and candles to chase away the darkness, rather than just those tenants who happen to have a kind lord of the manor. Why is that wrong?”

      “At what cost to my family and to our village?” She shook her head in frustration. “What good is being able to buy grain if there’s no one who can grind it into flour for them?”

      When a tear slipped free and fell down her cheek, he knew they were at an impasse. No amount of kisses or caresses—or letters pinned to trees—could soothe away her pain.

      Silently, he pulled on his gloves, then reached for the ribbons to drive them back to the mill.
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      The butler bowed his head. “His Grace will see—”

      With a determined stride, Cora stormed out of the drawing room past him and through the house to the study. She clutched Monmouth’s latest proposal for the lock in her fist.

      The nerve of that man! To send this proposal now—oh, he deserved the tongue lashing she planned on unleashing. His Most Noble Dukeness could go rot for all she cared!

      Except that she did care, which was the worst part of it all.

      Since their embrace, Monmouth had been exceptionally gracious to her and her father, who had an amused glint in his eyes every time the duke paid a visit to the mill. As if Papa didn’t recognize the man as the enemy. Monmouth had gone out of his way to seek her out…to invite her on drives through the countryside and walks through the village. To invite her to sit in his pew during Sunday service. To help him deliver the bags of flour he’d purchased to give to the orphanage in Spalding and to the vicarage in Little London, where he’d spent time in both places playing with the children. He’d even asked for her help in paying visits to three widows who had managed to stay on in their small cottages after their husbands had died, all of whom had gone on repeatedly about what a kind man he was.

      Drat him! It was incredibly hard to hate a man whom children and widows adored.

      Which made her wonder—was he doing all this simply to charm her into relinquishing her opposition to the lock and canal? Or was he hoping to get her back into his arms? The past few weeks felt as if he’d set a task for himself to convince her that he wasn’t the enemy after all.

      But with this latest proposal for the mill, he’d proven himself to be nothing more than a wolf in duke’s clothing.

      “You have gone too far,” she declared as she charged into his study. “What kind of scheme are you planning now, Your Grace?”

      He rose slowly from behind his large desk, placing his hands flat on the desktop as he leaned toward her. “A grand one.” When he gestured toward the chair in front of the desk for her to sit, she obstinately remained on her feet. “You’ve read my solution, then.”

      “How is this a solution?” In frustration, she slapped the letter onto the desk. “It’s simply another attempt to close my father’s mill!”

      Which hurt more than she wanted to admit, because she’d hoped that in all the time they’d spent together that he would have realized she and her father had no intention of dropping their opposition to the lock. And that he wasn’t a heartless aristocrat who cared nothing about what happened to them.

      “If I wanted to close your father’s mill, I would have already done so weeks ago and built the lock. There would have been nothing you could have done to stop me.”

      His voice was slow and controlled, but she couldn’t deny the truth behind his words.

      The river ran through Monmouth land. The only reason she’d been able to keep the lock from being built so far was because her father’s mill perched along the river on a freehold, and Parliament wasn’t ready to toss over private landowners for the sake of progress, not even the small ones like her father. But she wouldn’t be able to keep up the opposition for much longer. Samuel Newhouse had told her only days ago that a new act was going before Parliament that would allow the crown to do just that—seize whatever land it liked for canals, as long as the seizure benefited the general population. A new stretch of canals connecting growing factories to the existing network of waterways would do just that.

      “Then why haven’t you?” she forced out through her growing frustration.

      “Because I have no intention of shutting down your father’s mill. What I want to do is move it. Every last board and stone.”

      Her heart jumped into her throat. Something about the way his eyes shined triggered a memory at the back of her mind, yet one that remained in the shadows…

      “I’m proposing a compromise.”

      “This isn’t a compromise.” She tapped an angry finger on the letter from his secretary. He hadn’t even had the decency to bother to write to her himself. “Our mill requires a fast current. There’s no where else along the river that provides that.”

      “There is if we build a sluice for it, to channel the water so that it moves quickly beneath the mill. You’ll have more than enough power to grind flour day and night.”

      “We can never afford that.”

      “I can. Especially if I give you the new plot of land where it will sit.”

      Her heart slammed brutally against her ribs. She didn’t dare hope—“But you want to move it onto Monmouth property. You wrote that in your proposal.”

      “Yes. And closer to the manor house.”

      “Why?” Surely, he wanted the opposite—to put her as far away from him as possible.

      “Because it will make it easier for you to oversee the mill.”

      He’d gone mad. The mill would be further away from the village. “My home is—”

      “Here in Bishopswood Hall.” Electricity pulsed palpably between them as his gaze locked with hers. “Where you’ll be living with me as my duchess.”

      The air knocked from her lungs, and then she did sit. Rather, she collapsed into the chair as her knees buckled beneath her.

      She stared at him, her mouth falling open. This was a joke—he had to be joking…except that it wasn’t a very humorous joke, and his handsome face was serious as he waited for her to reply. To say anything.

      But in her stunned state, she couldn’t find her voice except to squeak out, “Pardon?”

      Not breaking eye contact, he reached into the desk drawer and retrieved a stack of letters, secured with a red ribbon.

      “I should have told you sooner.” He set them on the desk. “As soon as I realized who had been leaving those letters for me.”

      For him? The world fell away beneath her, and her fingers dug into the chair arms to keep from spinning away with it. No. Not him. For John. The man she’d danced with, the man who had made love to her with his words—

      The man who was standing right in front of her.

      “But you’re—you’re—” She choked, her eyes stinging.

      “John Drake,” he replied quietly. “The man who sent you all those letters.”

      She couldn’t look away, couldn’t release the death grip her hands held on the chair. Even now, the floor rose and fell beneath her, stealing her breath and making her heart pound so hard that the rush of blood through her ears was deafening.

      He reached into the drawer again, this time pulling out the white swan mask. “The man you danced with at the masquerade.” Slowly, he circled the desk to stand in front of her. He set the mask on top the letters, taking a brief caress of its satin. “The same man you wanted to spend the evening with.”

      The same man she’d wanted to make love to her.

      Her cheeks flushed at the memory of the things he’d whispered to her, how he’d kissed and caressed her, how she’d reacted—impossible! That was John. He could not have been Monmouth.

      Yet he had her letters, her mask…and the way he’d felt when he’d kissed her as Monmouth had stirred the same delicious sensations she’d felt when she’d been kissed by her masked John.

      He knelt on the floor in front of her and covered her hand with his. Caressing the backs of her fingers until she loosened her grip on the chair arm, he folded her hand in both of his. “You had no idea who I was?”

      “None,” she whispered, then caught her breath when he lifted her hand to kiss it.

      “And if you’d known I was Monmouth?”

      She bit her lip, then honestly whispered, “I never would have left that first letter.”

      He laughed and squeezed her hands, as if she’d said the most perfect thing to him rather than insulting him. “Thank God that you did.” He reached up to cup her face in his palm. “I cannot begin to tell you how much those letters meant to me, that you were sharing your deepest thoughts and secrets with someone you thought was simply an ordinary man, or that you wanted to spend the evening with me. The man I am, not the title that was thrust upon me.”

      “I don’t care about any of that.” She’d meant the words as a scolding, but they emerged as a throaty whisper.

      “I know.” With a smile, he caressed his thumb over her bottom lip and made it shiver. Just as he had the night of the masquerade. “Which is why I love you.”

      Her heart stopped. When it started again, the foolish thing raced with a happiness it had never felt before.

      But her head knew differently.

      “But you don’t. You’re…”

      “The enemy,” he finished for her, his smile fading into a frown. “I’m not your enemy, Cora. What I am is a man who has fallen in over his head and needs you to help rescue him. You’ve seen during the past few weeks what my life as Monmouth is like.” Another caress across her lip. “I cannot do this without you. Beyond that—” He rose up to touch his lips to hers, drawing a surprised inhalation from her. “I simply adore you.”

      He kissed her again, this time so slowly and tenderly that she completely lost her breath. Her hand reached up of its own volition to touch his cheek, to feel his warmth and strength. She closed her eyes and drank in the overwhelming sensation.

      He slid his lips over her cheek and back to her ear. “Tell me…do you love him, the man who sent those letters? The man who danced with you, who whispered words of love to you in the shadows?”

      “Yes,” she admitted.

      He shifted back to cup her face in both hands. “Then love me, too.” Her eyes fluttered open, and the expression on his face took her breath away. “Marry me.”

      Oh, how she wanted nothing more! But they weren’t living in a fairytale masquerade, and she sadly shook her head as the hot tears blurred her vision. “I’m a miller’s daughter,” she choked out. “You’re a duke.”

      “I’m also a warehouse owner. Before that I was a builder in construction, and before that, I started as a day laborer, digging ditches.” A stray tear fell down her cheek, and he brushed it gently away with his thumb. “Do you think you could lower yourself enough to marry a ditch digger?”

      He reached into the watch pocket of his waistcoat and withdrew the ring she’d found in the lane all those weeks ago. The same ring that started it all. But now it had been freshly polished until it gleamed, a portent of a shiny new future for them. Together.

      He slipped it onto her finger. “Cora Bradley, will you marry me?” He raised her hand to his lips to place a kiss to the ring. “Not the duke, but me. The man who loves you.”

      Her heart was so full that she had no idea how it was able to keep beating. But it did, even as another tear slipped free. She rested her hand against his cheek, the ring shining in the sunlight.

      “I wanted him to be you,” she admitted in a trembling whisper, unable to speak louder through the happiness that consumed her. “So much…” She wrapped her arms around his neck and rested her cheek against his, sharing her heart’s last secret. “I love you, John. I love you.”

      Then he kissed her, finally giving her the embrace she’d craved since the night of the masquerade—the one from the man whose name she now knew, a name she couldn’t wait to take as her own.
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      Two months letter, they went together to the tree and pinned one last note to its trunk. Then she placed the old spoon ring onto the nail, not needing it now that it had been replaced just that morning by a gold wedding band.

      
        
        
        To whomever comes across this note…We found this ring on the path, and then we found love. We dearly wish the same for you. Give it to the one you love, and let love open your hearts to a lifetime of possibilities. Together.

      

        

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      As you probably realized, this novella is a Georgian adaptation of You’ve Got Mail, starring Tom Hanks and Meg Ryan, which was itself a late 20th century retelling of a by-then familiar story. Two people expressing their love through their letters is a story for the ages, to my knowledge stretching back to Eloise and Abelard in the 12th century. A modern twist on the old story turned the two lovers into rivals. This was the version presented by Hungarian playwright Miklós László, whose 1937 play, Parfumerie, was the inspiration for the 1940 movie starring Jimmy Stewart and Margaret Sullivan, The Shop Around the Corner. In 1949, the play was turned into a movie musical, In the Good Old Summertime, starring Judy Garland and Van Johnson, and later into the Broadway musical, She Loves Me, in 1963, and finally into You’ve Got Mail in 1998.

      No matter the time period or location, whether 1990s New York, 1930s Budapest, or 1800’s England, the essential lesson remains—the heart knows that the heart wants, and sometimes we only need to step out of its way to let love come.

    

  

  
    
      Hello, my dear reader!

      

      I hope you enjoyed spending time with Cora and John, because I had such a fun time writing their story. The hardest part? Figuring out how to turn the equivalent of modern-day emails into early 19th century anonymous notes.  But I think it all worked out just lovely, don’t you?

      If you enjoy romances with hidden identities, you might enjoy the most recent books in my award-winning Capturing the Carlisles series. The Carlisle cousins are caught up in a web of treachery and treason in HOW THE EARL ENTICES, and the only person who can save them is a dead woman. And in WHAT A LORD WANTS, Evelyn Winslow’s need for adventure puts her into scandal—and into the arms of a notorious Italian painter, only to discover that he isn’t at all as he seems.

      Society balls, dashing men, adventurous heroines, treachery at nearly every turn, spicy sex, and a spot of tea…what more could you want in a Regency romance?

      

      Happy reading!

      ♥ Anna Harrington

      

      
        
        To keep up with all the latest news, contests, and more,

        sign up to receive my NEWSLETTER

        or follow me on all social media at

        www.AnnaHarringtonBooks.com/Follow
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        Lady Emmaline Paulson is destined to land a duke—at least that has been the expectation since she was a cherub faced babe. But she has no wish to live her life in a gilded cage, always on display. Besides, she already has her Duke—an adorable Cavalier King Charles spaniel pup she rescued from the Serpentine with the help of a handsome stranger.

      

        

      
        Maxwell Granville, heir to the Duke of Albemarle, wasn’t fishing for love—or fair maidens trying to save drowning puppies—that November afternoon. But that’s precisely what he found, IF he can convince Emmaline that her Duke isn’t the only duke she wants in her life...
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        November 1835, London

      

      

      Sharp honking squawks, followed by the angry flapping of wings, broke through the early morning stillness of Hyde Park.

      Lady Emmaline Paulson ignored the blustering geese. The large birds often haunted the banks of the Serpentine, as much a part of the park as the multi-arched bridge that separated the lake from the long water. She was much too caught up in her own pressing worries to pay them mind anyway.

      Until a peal of panicked barking joined the cacophony, only to end in an abrupt splash.

      Emmaline’s head jerked toward the sound, but from her position on the bridge, all she could see was the shimmer of the water between the stone balusturs on the other side. She rushed to the railing and peered over the edge.

      An enormous white goose stood agitatedly soothing her ruffled feathers, as her partner strode along the high bank, posturing in satisfaction at having defended his lady.

      Emmaline scanned the surface of the water, searching for the dog she suspected the gander had chased into the lake.

      And indeed, a small white and chestnut head bobbed precariously, the pup’s fur plastered to its skin. Its long ears disappeared beneath the blue-brown water as it tried to paddle toward the bank.

      “Poor thing,” Emmaline murmured as she watched its progress. Though many common Londoners actually bathed in the Serpentine on hot summer days, this was November. The unfortunate pup was going to be quite cold when it pulled itself from the water.

      If it got the chance to pull itself from the water, that was.

      For as the dog got close to the bank, the gander kicked up a veritable fuss, extending its wings and snapping its beak in a fit of feathery aggression.

      The pup whimpered and changed course, trying to find another spot farther down where it might escape the chilly lake. But the goose gave it no quarter, running the shore line and threatening the poor dog any time it got near.

      “There now, you great bully!” Emmaline shouted, hoping her voice carried across the water and startled the gander enough to give the pup a fighting chance. But the goose ignored her.

      She pushed away from the stone railing and ran the rest of the way across the bridge. Emmaline’s cloak billowed behind her as her long legs ate up the distance, leaving her shorter, slower maid to follow in her wake.

      Making the turn at the end of the bridge, Emmaline picked her way down to the shore. A quick check told her that the geese and the pup were farther down the lake now, moving to an even higher bank where the dog would have no chance of pulling itself out. “Vicious birds,” she grumbled as she hurried faster.

      As she drew near, Emmaline waved her arms wildly. “Leave him be!” she commanded the gander in her sharpest tones. She hoped to goodness the damp weather and earliness of the hour had kept everyone else away from the park this morning, or she’d have some explaining to do as to why the Earl of Montgomery’s youngest daughter was charging geese along the Serpentine, all whilst yelling like a fishwife.

      Finally, the birds noticed her, honking in alarm and scattering in a flurry of flaps and feathers. Satisfaction flared, but only for a moment because as she tried to stop, her boots skidded on the dewy grass (and something she quite feared was goose dung) and she was sent flailing toward the land’s edge.

      “No, no, no, no!” she cried as she neared the drop. A dousing in the lake wouldn’t make this already rotten morning any better. Her hands flew out in front of her, as if they could shove against air to keep her upright, but Emmaline knew it was no use as her momentum tipped her forward. She scrunched up her face against the inevitable shock of frigid water.

      And was yanked from behind with a sudden jerk.

      “I’ve got you.”

      Her eyes flew wide as her mind registered that she was still on solid ground somehow, albeit leaning forward precariously. She flung a quick glance over her shoulder to find that a man had grabbed the bottom edge of her cloak and was holding it with both hands. Emmaline couldn’t see much of him, given her awkward angle and the way the fabric strained across her neck and shoulders to keep her from falling. She turned her gaze back to the water that still waited to claim her should the cloak—or the man—falter.

      “I’ve got you,” he repeated, his voice slow and rich and soothing. She’d heard the head groomsman speak in such a manner to antsy horses. She had to admit, the warm strength in this man’s tone calmed her rapidly beating heart just a bit.

      “Now, relax and breathe,” he murmured, “then set your feet so that I can pull you upright. You should be able to back away from the edge safely once you’ve regained your balance. Understand?”

      Emmaline nodded, then realized he might not be able to see the movement through her thick velvet hood. “Y-yes,” she croaked against the pull of the cloak.

      “All right,” he said, giving her a moment to brace herself. “Here we go.”

      She held her breath as his slow tug righted her. When her weight shifted from the balls of her feet to her heels, she heaved a sigh of relief and took a quick step back. Then another.

      And bumped into the hard chest of the stranger who’d just rescued her. The stranger whose arms now came around her to steady her. The stranger whose embrace she had the oddest urge to turn into and—

      “Milady!” It seemed her maid had finally caught up. “Milady, are you all right?”

      Molly’s breathless question saved Emmaline from further embarrassing herself. Whyever had she had such a thought? Gratitude, likely. That’s all. It had nothing to do with the warmth that had flooded her at the man’s unexpected touch—warmth she now missed as he lowered his arms and stepped back from her.

      “I am fine,” Emmaline stated, forcing a self-deprecating laugh. “Thanks only to…” She turned, intending to face her savior then, praying he wasn’t someone she knew, lest the story be spread throughout London’s parlors by the first of this afternoon’s calls. Young ladies of gentle breeding simply didn’t find themselves in the arms of strangers, even if she’d just been trying to save—

      “The puppy!” Emmaline cried, whirling back around to the lake instead. Her gaze darted up and down the shoreline, but she didn’t see the dog. She looked to the water. “There!” She pointed at the tiny head, which had drifted far from the bank. He was nearer the center of the lake now.

      Emmaline brought her pinkies to the corners of her mouth, letting out a rather unladylike whistle. The pup heard her, turning its nose toward the sound. She started clapping loudly. “Here, pup. Come this way. Good pup!”

      She even tossed in some kissing noises, hoping again that the man behind her—whose face she’d yet to see—had no idea who she was.

      The pup started paddling in her direction.

      But then its head disappeared beneath the water. Her throat clenched. She counted a good three or four beats before it bobbed back up again. The poor mite must have tired, as it seemed to struggle to stay afloat—and the dog was still too far from shore.

      “He’s not going to make it,” she said under her breath, and began tugging at the fastenings of her cloak. “Molly,” she called over her shoulder. “Run back to the carriage and fetch a blanket.”

      “But milady—”

      “The pup is freezing. I’ll need something to wrap him in when he comes out,” Emmaline said, turning back so she could keep her eye on the dog. She’d wait to shuck her velvet cloak to the ground until after Molly departed. The maid wouldn’t go if she knew what Emmaline was planning to do. “Go!”

      “But—”

      “It’s all right,” came the man’s voice. “I’ll see that your mistress comes to no harm.”

      Molly hesitated only a moment longer before Emmaline heard the maid’s footfalls heading away.

      Emmaline dropped her cloak, eyes fastened on the dog, whose progress was slowing.

      “You’re not really thinking of going in after him, are you?”

      His voice came from directly beside her now. Emmaline glanced over at the man and was immediately struck by two things:

      One—she’d (thankfully) never seen him before, which made it likely he didn’t know her either.

      And two—he was, quite possibly, the most beautiful man she’d ever seen.

      Her eyes traveled over his thick, chestnut hair which glinted auburn even in the weak sunlight. It had a natural lift and curl that caressed his face without being the least bit feminine. His lips were full, his jaw was both long and square, his nose sat strong and straight on his face and his deep set, hazel eyes stunned beneath impossibly thick lashes. Staring at him was like looking at a painting by an old master.

      No, this man was the most beautiful human she’d ever seen.

      Even more beautiful than she.

      Goodness knew she didn’t mean that arrogantly. Her appearance simply was what it was, and if anyone knew what a curse beauty could be, it was Emmaline.

      “Yes, I am,” she said, eyeing the floundering pup again before turning her attention to her skirts. She couldn’t as easily shed those, and they would certainly hinder her in the water. Perhaps she could pull the bottom hem between her legs and tuck—

      “In that ensemble?” he scoffed, clearly thinking along the same lines as she.

      Emmaline shot him a disgruntled glance, only to find him doffing his own outerwear.

      “I can’t allow it,” he went on, removing his plain brown jacket and waistcoat. Though decently tailored, the fabrics were far from the finer cuts favored by the upper ten thousand, which relieved her mind further. He was not of her world. The chance that this encounter would make the rounds of ton gossip were slim.

      She really should look away, Emmaline knew, even as color burned her cheeks. An unmarried lady oughtn’t see any man in just his shirt and trousers, and yet the grace of his movements—and the form they revealed—held her in thrall.

      “With my luck, your skirts would drag you under and then I’d have your death, and the dog’s, on my conscience.”

      With that, the man bent low, braced one hand on the bank and vaulted down into the water below with a splash that sent stinging cold droplets back up to wet her, too.

      He cursed.

      She didn’t fault him for it.

      Emmaline watched in amazement as the man strode out into the water—first knee deep, then thigh, then waist—before finally accepting his fate and setting off with long, bold strokes toward the puppy.

      She didn’t even realize she was holding her breath until he’d reached the dog, scooped the tired beast over one shoulder, and was headed back with the puppy safely tucked against him. She exhaled long and low.

      As he reached the depth where he gained his feet again, Emmaline sucked in her breath anew. Dear God, the man looked like a hero of myth coming up out of that water. His shirt clung to him, as did his trousers, accentuating muscular shoulders and thighs and—oh my.

      “Here,” he grunted when he reached the bank, thrusting the pup up with both arms.

      “Oh!” Emmaline snapped back to the moment, bending down to take the dog, who immediately starting licking her face in gratitude, as if she were the one who’d swum out to save him instead of just running off a few geese. “Poor little thing is wracked with shivers,” she said as she tucked the wet dog against her chest.

      “I can sympathize,” the man said wryly, then he placed his palms on the bank and jumped, pulling both of his knees up onto the ground first before coming lithely to his feet.

      “Thank you for saving him,” Emmaline said, valiantly trying to avert her eyes from the dripping man. His light cotton shirt had been rendered rather see-through by the water, and though his trouser fabric seemed more substantial, it really wasn’t that much more so. “And me,” she added quickly.

      “The pleasure was mine,” he said, his teeth chattering only a little. “I was never one who could ignore a damsel in distress—or her dog.”

      “Oh, he’s not mine.” Emmaline bent to retrieve her cloak with the hand that wasn’t cradling the dog. She offered the garment to the man, but he shook his head, so she swung it around her shoulders and wrapped the front around the pup in her arms.

      “But I think he shall be,” she said, using the cloak to rub the pup dry. Upon closer inspection, he was an adorable little thing—a Cavalier King Charles spaniel, if she wasn’t mistaken. “Won’t you, sweet boy?” she cooed to the dog. “I think I shall call you Duke.”

      “Duke?” the man said, eyeing the dog’s stature with a raised chestnut brow. “A lofty name for such a small creature. Why Duke?”

      Emmaline snorted, remembering her heated discussion with her father over breakfast.  With the Duke of Albemarle’s recent death, there might soon be a newly-belted unmarried duke in town, and the expectation had been made clear.

      “Because I’ve been ordered to land a duke,” she muttered bitterly. Her eyes widened. Had she said that aloud?

      She glanced at the man, but an easy smile played about his beautiful lips, as if her slip of the tongue hadn’t registered. Of course, the matrimonial woes of the aristocracy likely didn’t concern him. She decided to play her words off as a jest, so she kicked her own lips up into a grin and added a jaunty shrug.

      “And now, with your help, I have.” She turned her voice softer, speaking to the puppy now, bringing her face close to his. “And you’re the only Duke I intend to have in my life, aren’t you?”

      The pup licked her nose as if to agree.

      Emmaline was saved from digging herself in deeper by a running Molly, brandishing a carriage blanket in front of her like a sword on a battlefield.

      Everything happened quite quickly then. The man gratefully accepted the blanket from the maid, wrapping himself in the coarse wool before making to leave—most likely so that he didn’t freeze to death.

      Emmaline offered to drop him in her carriage—it was the least she could do, she insisted—but the man demurred. He offered to return the laundered blanket if she would but give him her direction, but she told him it wasn’t necessary and they parted ways without even exchanging introductions.

      It was better that way, she knew, given the improperness of their meeting. And given their difference in station, it was unlikely she would ever see the man again.

      But as she watched him walk away toward Rotten Row and Kensington Road beyond, she found herself wishing it wasn’t so.
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      Given his sodden state, Maxwell entered Albemarle House through the servants’ entrance. If he was lucky, he could reach his temporary rooms unseen—and un-smelled.

      Even in the country, he’d read about the big to-do in London last year when it was decided that the river which fed the Serpentine had become too polluted. The City had gone to much trouble to cut the lake off from the River Westbourne and instead, pump water in from the Thames. Well, perhaps the water smelled better, but the mud that now coated his boots and trousers?

      He stunk to high heaven.

      Thankfully it was still quite early. If he could just get through the kitchens—with profuse apologies to Cook, of course—he could take the back staircase and—

      “Good Lord, what is that stench?”

      Max froze at his cousin’s horrified query. Well, his cousin-by-marriage, that was. Damn. They’d only known each other a few weeks now, and under most unusual circumstances. They got on well, though, and he didn’t wish for her to think ill of him.

      He turned to find Kate, Duchess of Albemarle, staring at him, aghast. She’d pulled the corner of her shawl up over her nose and mouth in an effort to block the odor. He winced.

      “My apologies. I—” Max stopped short, wondering how to explain that while he’d left the house this morning intending to visit the Old Bailey, he’d found himself in Hyde Park fishing a pup out of the Serpentine instead.

      He knew why he’d veered to the park. He missed home. London was an impressive city to be sure, but he didn’t belong here. He supposed he’d been hoping a walk through the fading greenery of the park might lift his spirits.

      And it had, but for the most unanticipated of reasons.

      Who was she? Heat spread through him at the mere memory of having had the stunning young lady in his arms, for even the briefest of moments. Would the duchess recognize her, were he to describe the woman?

      “No, no,” Kate said, waving away his apology. She dropped the shawl and gave him a bemused grin, but then her nose scrunched and she quickly replaced the flimsy barrier. “I’m sure it’s not so bad,” she said, her words muffled through the fabric. “It’s just that my condition makes certain scents and tastes overly strong.”

      Her other hand dropped to cradle her very-pregnant stomach through her widow’s weeds.

      Max shook his head ruefully. “No, it is that bad, I’m afraid. I can barely stand myself.”

      Even with half of her face covered by black silk, Max could see the curiosity burning in Kate’s expression.

      “I’ll tell you the whole story once I’m cleaned up, I promise.” He’d play up the farce of it all, for maximum laughter. He liked Kate. The duchess was as kind a woman as he’d ever met, and she’d weathered much these past few weeks. They both could use some levity.

      Kate nodded, backing away from him. “I’ll meet you in the breakfast room then,” she said, and her eyes crinkled above her shawl in what must have been a smile. “Although, let’s be honest. It will be second breakfast for me and this little one.” She patted her stomach once more.

      “Second breakfast it is,” Max agreed before bolting up the servants’ stairs.
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      “And how is my nephew today?” Max asked as he entered the breakfast room three quarters of an hour later.

      Kate was already seated at the long table, eating heartily from a heaping plate of eggs, sausages, kippers, and rolls slathered in marmalade—and that was just what he could see atop the mound.

      She smiled sheepishly as she speared another forkful.

      “Starving,” she said, then brought the bite to her mouth and resumed chewing.

      Max laughed and went to the sideboard to fill his own plate.

      Once he was seated, Kate said, “I don’t remember this constant hunger when I was confined with the girls.”

      Max smiled as he swallowed. “All the more reason I’m certain he will be a boy.”

      Hell, he prayed her child would be a boy. Then the babe would become the new duke and he could return home and remain simply Maxwell Granville, country barrister.

      “Perhaps,” Kate allowed. “Although the betting book at White’s apparently disagrees.” She rolled her eyes to the ornately plastered ceiling and back again. “My brother tells me that several wagers have been made and the majority believe that the child will be daughter number four.”

      The duchess’s countenance was soft and serene, as if either outcome would make her equally happy. But he wondered if her smile was hiding the same worries his polite one did, simply in reverse.

      They’d teased back and forth about it, but surely she hoped just as much as he did for a boy.

      She’d never said, of course—she’d never be so gauche. And he would never ask her outright.

      Just as she’d never asked him what his desire was, though he’d made it clear from the beginning. She likely didn’t believe him. She probably just thought he was being considerate of her feelings, given all she had to lose.

      After all, who wouldn’t want to be a duke?

      It was like an unspoken weight hanging in the air all the time.

      Besides, it mattered not what either of them wanted. Both of their futures depended on the sex of the child Kate was carrying, fairness be damned.

      It was time to change the subject.

      “I believe I owe you a story. Let’s see…” He proceeded to regale her with the happenings of the morning, starting with his desire to see Hyde Park without all of the fashionable people who would descend upon it later in the day. Then he told her of the banshee he’d seen chasing off the geese, his rescue of her and finally of his swim to save the puppy—playing it all up in a most hilarious manner.

      By the time he finished, Kate was wiping tears of laughter from her cheeks.

      “I’m dying to know,” she said as her chuckles subsided. “What name did your mystery lady give?”

      “She did not,” Max said. “But you should have seen her. She was quite fierce.” And lovely. Exceedingly lovely.

      Kate’s brows dipped. “You said she had a maid with her? Do you think she was one of us?”

      One of us. Max knew Kate meant one of the aristocracy. Just the question made his laughter flee and his cravat tighten. He might be a chance birth away from becoming a duke, but as a distant second-cousin who’d lived his entire life far removed from this world, he hardly felt like ‘one of us’. Nor did he wish to.

      But he understood what Kate was asking. “I would say yes, given the quality of her clothing, the way she spoke and how she carried herself—apart from when she was running down the geese, of course.” It was on the tip of his tongue to give a description of her—given her striking black hair, startlingly green eyes and uncommon beauty, he was sure Kate would recognize her if she’d ever seen her before.

      The words died upon his lips, however. He knew enough about life in the ton to know that even their innocent encounter could be misconstrued by gossips, and he didn’t wish the young lady any harm. He decided her identity was better left unknown.

      As if echoing his thoughts, Kate said, “It’s probably for the best. You must be more careful. Once your identity becomes known, many an enterprising young miss will be after you. It’s not often a young, handsome duke comes on the market. One with all of his teeth, no less.”

      She smiled at him, but her eyes clouded with sadness. Her own husband had been young and handsome, he knew—a man still very much in his prime. Theirs had been the match of the season thirteen years ago. His sudden death had been a shock to all who knew him. He’d simply grabbed his forehead, wincing in pain, and then he was gone.

      “And if not the young ladies,” she went on, “then their match-making mamas or alliance-seeking papas. You’ll need to stay sharp to avoid their snares.”

      Max shuddered. All the more reason he hoped to be headed home once the new heir of Albemarle made his appearance.

      “Speaking of,” Kate said after polishing off the last bite of pastry on her plate. “The Earl of Montgomery sent round a note. He plans to call this afternoon and wishes for you to make yourself available to him.”

      Max didn’t groan, but he wanted to.

      The Earl of Montgomery had been the late duke’s mentor in Parliament, and should Kate’s baby be a boy, was set to oversee the estates until the new duke was of age to run them on his own.

      Montgomery had also tasked himself with familiarizing Max with all of the responsibilities of the dukedom, should the child be a girl instead. He could not be put off.

      Then the way Kate had announced Montgomery’s visit gave him pause. They’d been speaking of alliance-seeking papas… “Speaking of?”

      Kate nodded. “Oh yes, Lord Montgomery has long wished for a ducal alliance. Had his daughters not been too young when Samuel and I married, I daresay Lord Montgomery would have physically shoved me into the Serpentine to secure the duke for one of them.”

      Max thought about what the young lady in the park had said under her breath. Because I’ve been ordered to land a duke.

      Could the woman he’d met be…? No, not likely. He’d met the earl several times these past weeks and he couldn’t imagine that such an exotic beauty had been sired by such a plain-looking Englishman.

      It was more likely that several young ladies—and their parents—had the potential new duke in their matrimonial crosshairs already, sight unseen. Max swallowed. As if he didn’t have enough reasons not to want the dukedom, the idea of being ruthlessly pursued for a title and not because of who he was as a person…

      It seemed like he would have to be more careful. He already kept to himself, didn’t go out in society, and wore only his own wardrobe—that of a poor-ish country barrister—even though both Kate and Montgomery had tried to press him into visiting the tailor first thing. He’d laughed them off, saying he didn’t wish to spend any of his new nephew’s inheritance, but the truth of it was, he just didn’t want to put on any trappings of the dukedom—lest it trap him.

      Unreasonable, yes. Superstitious even. But there it was.

      “I believe the eldest daughter is recently engaged, but I imagine Lord Montgomery is practically giddy that his youngest might have a chance at you,” Kate finished.

      Max shook his head firmly. “Not if I can help it.”

      The face of the woman from the park this morning flashed through his mind. Maybe if it were she… No, not even then. She was already after a duke. He could never trust that her feelings were real if they were to meet as who they truly were.

      Besides, apparently the real danger was that he’d be inveigled into a meeting with Montgomery’s daughter, and soon. If he were a father, he’d make sure his own chit got her introductions before the rest of the pack even sniffed the potential duke out.

      He’d have to do everything he could to avoid the Earl of Montgomery’s daughter, whoever she was.
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      “Duke! Duke, come back here!”

      The little spaniel ignored Emmaline as he bounded off around the turn in the footpath, barking excitedly at something or other that had caught his attention.

      “Want me to go after him this time, miss?” Molly asked, but her pained expression made it clear that she was hoping Emmaline would decline.

      “No,” Emmaline sighed. “I daresay we’ll catch up to him eventually.”

      The pup had the vigor of three of her father’s hounds. He tore around the house like a whirling dervish, constantly under someone’s feet. Just this morning, one of her mother’s favorite Limoges vases had been a casualty of Duke’s boundless energy. The countess had been only too happy to send Emmaline and the puppy—properly chaperoned by her maid, of course—off to get his exercise somewhere else. Anywhere else.

      So she’d chosen to return to Hyde Park.

      And if she’d selected a footpath along the southern end of the park rather than staying to the eastern edge nearer her home in Mayfair, so what? It most certainly wasn’t because that was the direction the man from yesterday had departed toward, and she hoped she might see him again.

      No, it wasn’t. Not at all.

      Up ahead, Duke’s barks ceased abruptly. Too abruptly.

      “Oh,” Emmaline exhaled an indulgent, if exasperated, breath. “What has that little rascal gotten into now? I swear, he’d best not have let those geese chase him into the lake again or we very well may leave him there.”

      Still, she picked up her skirts and hurried her steps, just in case he needed rescuing.

      She huffed a laugh as she ran. When her father had ordered her to catch a duke, she was quite certain this wasn’t what he’d had in mind.

      As she came around the bend, her feet stilled and her heart leapt into her throat, where it fluttered wildly.

      For there was Duke, happily content in the arms of her handsome stranger.

      The dog’s long tail swished with enthusiasm as he heaped puppy love upon his obviously remembered savior.

      Emmaline’s heart seemed to beat in the same eager rhythm upon seeing the man again—which was ridiculous, she knew. Nothing could come of their acquaintance. They weren’t even acquainted, for that matter.

      And yet…she couldn’t explain the feeling that bubbled inside her chest, rising with the effervescent sting of good champagne. She only knew she liked it. It made her feel alive.

      The man looked up at her then, and a smile broke over his face.

      “I thought this fellow looked familiar,” he said, “though I hardly recognized him not soaking wet and covered in mud.” He ruffled Duke’s fur affectionately. “You clean up nicely, young master Duke.”

      As do you, Emmaline thought—but thankfully she did not say the words aloud this time. Her cheeks pinked as she remembered her faux pas of yesterday.

      Because I’ve been ordered to land a duke.

      How shallow she must have sounded, how petulant. She could only blame the upset that had driven her to the park and the excitement of Duke’s rescue for her thoughtlessness.

      She could hardly expect anyone who lived outside her gilded cage to understand.

      After all, who wouldn’t want to marry a duke?

      Emmaline smiled at the man who so patiently accepted her puppy’s slobbery adoration. Her heart melted just a little, then twinged with regret. Why couldn’t she be free to fall in love with someone like him—a man who would never become a duke, but whose heart was noble and kind? Why couldn’t that be all that mattered?

      “He does, rather,” she said, admiring Duke’s silky white-and-chestnut coat, his long fluffy ears, and his undocked tail. The pup’s eyes closed in seeming bliss as he leaned into the man’s long-fingered strokes. The gentleman’s hands held her mesmerized for a moment, wondering what it might feel like if she were the one being touched thus—

      She shook herself from her impure thought. What had they been discussing? Oh yes, Duke. Cleaning up nicely.

      “After no less than three baths,” she said, her nose scrunching at the remembered smell, “and a very thorough brushing.”

      The man’s rich laughter rolled over her. “I’ve no doubt. I required some extra grooming myself after a swim in that foul water.” He shuddered. “The geese can have it all to themselves, as far as I’m concerned.”

      Emmaline arched a black brow. “Then we’d have to call it foul fowl water.”

      He blinked at her, then his eyes crinkled in a smile as he dipped a quick nod in acknowledgment of her sad little pun. “Indeed.”

      She smiled back at him, inordinately pleased. “Those birds are a menace,” she said. “You must have thought me a madwoman, chasing after them like that.”

      He bent to lower Duke to the ground, and the puppy pranced happily at their feet. As the man straightened, the corner of his mouth lifted in a grin. “Not a madwoman. Though I must admit, as I didn’t see the pup in the lake at first, I did wonder what sent you flying across the field like Boadicea.”

      His grin had spread over his whole face now, and Emmaline was struck by how much more handsome it made him.

      “Boadicea?” She snorted.

      “Well, if Boadicea were battling an army of geese rather than Romans.”

      She laughed then, shaking her head.

      “Jesting aside,” he said, “not everyone would bother themselves to help a person in trouble, much less an animal. I find you quite brave.”

      The simple compliment struck her speechless. It also struck a chord inside Emmaline, reverberating through her with a low hum. In her life, much admiration had been shown her from gentlemen, but it always centered around how she looked—never about her as a person. Even her parents only had praise for the qualities they deemed would make her the most advantageous marriage.

      She had no idea how to respond.

      Luckily, Duke saved her. The puppy barked in protest that their attention wasn’t being paid to him, before running in circles around them in great bounds and pounces to ensure it was. Both she and the man laughed at the dog’s antics, and the moment passed.

      Once he was satisfied that all was once again right with the world, the pup took off down the footpath, expecting the humans to follow. And they did, side by side, as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

      It certainly felt that way, Emmaline realized, even though it was anything but. Still, she found herself tongue-tied. Was it because she was unused to conversing with men outside of the aristocratic rules of engagement that had been drilled into her from birth? Or was it because she so desperately wanted this man to find her more than just a pretty face?

      Whichever the reason, all she knew was that she wanted to keep talking with him.

      “It’s turned out to be a lovely day for this late in the year,” she blurted, then nearly squeezed her eyes shut. Oh brilliant, Emmaline. He’s certain to find you fascinating now.

      “It has,” her companion answered. “The sunshine is most welcome.”

      After a few more steps—during which Emmaline discarded several topics of conversation as too frivolous or unsuitable or just not interesting enough—the man spoke again.

      “This park is certainly a nice respite from the bustle of the City. This is only my second visit, and yet I already find myself partial to it.” After a long hesitation, he ventured, “Do you come here often?”

      His voice lifted on the last word casually. Too casually. Emmaline’s heart picked up its pace. Was he making idle conversation, or had he returned here this morning hoping to see her, too?

      “Not typically,” she answered. “At least not in November. Most years, we’ve retreated to the country by now.”

      But not this year. After the Duke of Albemarle’s death last month, her father had elected to stay in town to help to handle the late man’s affairs. He’d insisted his family stay, as well. Emmaline suspected it was only to have her close at hand so that she might be introduced to the new duke at first opportunity, should the Duchess of Albemarle bear another girl—which was widely expected.

      But Emmaline didn’t want to think of this maybe-duke now. She wanted only to think of the man by her side.

      And if he were floating the question because he wished to know if he might see her again…

      “However,” she said, glad that her voice rang with nonchalance even though she felt as though she might bubble over with nervous hope, “Duke loves it here.”

      As if on cue, Duke cut across in front of them in pursuit of a fat red squirrel.

      “And as you can see,” she continued with a wry grin, “he enjoys his exercise.”

      Emmaline bit her lip, deliberating only a moment. She shouldn’t encourage anything between them. There was no hope of a future. And yet, she’d could just put her intention out there. It would be up to him if he chose to pursue it…

      She turned her head toward him as they continued walking, catching and holding his gaze.

      “I should bring him here every morning, don’t you think?”

      

      Maxwell wasn’t a betting man, but if he were, he’d wager all that he had that he was being flirted with.

      He suppressed a satisfied smile.

      His young lady was awaiting an answer, so he flicked a glance to where Duke now pounced on some poor insect who’d chosen the unluckiest time to crawl by. “It does seem to be a fine idea.”

      He wasn’t positive, but he thought her shoulders drooped a bit. Oh, she was interested. And she’d been hoping for a bit more encouragement.

      He shouldn’t, of course. Regardless of his possibly impending dukedom, he had myriad things to do that were not walking in the park with a young lady, even if she was so lovely that she’d invaded his dreams last night as well as most of his waking thoughts since he’d met her.

      And yet…

      He returned his gaze to hers and lowered his voice. “I, too, am fond of my exercise—about this time every day, in fact. And I do believe Hyde Park will be the perfect place for my morning constitutionals whilst I am in town.”

      She didn’t do nearly as good a job as he had at suppressing a smile of her own, which sent a small thrill coursing through him.

      This was foolishness. He should take his leave, he knew. He had much to do at the Old Bailey, and the Earl of Montgomery was expected again this afternoon. But he simply didn’t want to go.

      It wasn’t just the girl. It was this time, this in-betweenness. This beautiful creature flirted with him just because she wished to. If he were to become the duke, this might be the last time someone wanted to flirt with him and not ‘the duke!’.

      He would hold on to that as long as he possibly could.

      “Whilst you are in town?” she asked, shaking him from his thoughts. “Are you not from London, then?”

      His chest tightened at her question, but he shook his head. News about Albemarle’s heir presumptive was likely already circulating around the members of society who still remained in the City. He’d wager that his home and career as a barrister were already fodder over tea and sherry. He didn’t wish for that business to encroach here. Not with her. He’d have to be careful what he said.

      “No. I’m just visiting for a time,” he said.

      “A holiday, then?” she asked, and damned if she didn’t sound disappointed that he might be returning home soon.

      “No. I’m here for an extended period, for…” He thought a moment at how best to phrase it honestly, but vaguely. “For work.”

      Her black brows inched toward each other in thought.

      He realized his vagueness only served to confuse her.

      “I mean to say, I’m being considered for a…a promotion. Of sorts.”

      Damnation. That wasn’t much better.

      She nodded at him, but he could tell she didn’t really understand. And why would she? Work, at least as it applied to a profession, wasn’t a part of her sphere.

      Neither, for that matter, was a man like him.

      And they both knew it.

      Maxwell sighed. More unspoken weight in the air between him and a woman whose company he enjoyed.

      It wouldn’t do. While he’d still have to hold much back, he wanted his time with this lady to be unburdened—insomuch as it could be. So he’d just come out with it.

      “It hasn’t slipped my attention that in two meetings now, neither of us has offered so much as a first name in introduction.”

      Her green eyes widened at his bluntness, and her cheeks bloomed a delicate pink. “I…I—”

      He held up a hand. “You needn’t explain. I’m well aware of how the world works. I understand that you have many reasons for keeping your identity to yourself—one of which is that an association with someone like me would be unacceptable.” He was, after all, a commoner, as far as she knew. And a complete stranger.

      Her bow-shaped lips firmed in a disgruntled frown. “Unacceptable to some, perhaps.”

      Her fierce tone reminded him once again of Boadicea—this time about to take on the unfairness of societal rules—but then she sighed as well.

      “But, yes. My family would not approve.” Determination glinted in her eyes. “That won’t stop me from bringing Duke here every morning.”

      Max nodded, understanding.

      His young lady was enjoying her own bit of in-betweenness. If she truly had been ordered to ‘land a duke’ by her parents, he might be her tiny secret rebellion.

      Oh, the irony.

      Of the double-edged variety. If he didn’t become the duke, he’d have no chance with someone like her.

      He also had the distinct feeling that she could make him wish for a dukedom he didn’t otherwise want.

      He should run far and fast and not venture near Hyde Park again.

      Yet even the thought kicked off his own tiny rebellion inside his chest.

      “If we’re going to continue to meet, I must call you something,” he said. “Thinking of you as ‘the brave enchantress who so charmed me that I leapt into the Serpentine for her’ might be nice, but it’s rather cumbersome.”

      The combination of blush and utterly feminine smile that crossed her face shot heat straight through him.

      Duke trotted back toward them then, giving him an idea.

      “Shall I call you Duchess? After all, you are Duke’s mistress.”

      Her smile pursed, and she gave a quick shake of her head. “Never Duchess.”

      Max wanted to kick himself. Of course not Duchess. The reminder would intrude on her in-betweenness. His as well.

      Yet it fit her perfectly—her regal beauty, her strength of spirit. If he were to become the duke, wouldn’t she be exactly the type of duchess he would wish for?

      “Boadicea, then?” he offered.

      Her face squinched adorably. “Also cumbersome. Not to mention undeserved.”

      “I disagree,” he said. “With the undeserved part, leastways. As for the other, I could call you Bodie for short.”

      She actually stuck her tongue out at him. He laughed aloud—mostly to cover the fact that her gesture now had him thinking of kissing her even more than he had been before, if that were possible.

      “And what would I call you?” she asked.

      That sobered him. He couldn’t very well give her his true name either.

      But she didn’t seem to notice his discomfort. “‘My-knight-in-shining-armor-and-my-little-dog’s-too’ is quite cumbersome as well, no matter how accurate.”

      Her words touched a place inside Max that he’d long closed off. Did she really see him thus?

      For years, he’d striven to be thought of as a man who helps those in need. It’s why he’d become a barrister in the first place, and why he now fought to change the law so that those accused of crimes could be represented fairly in court. But his views were unpopular, and had earned him the scorn of many who thought him too soft on those who didn’t deserve mercy. Many thought him disreputable at best for his stance.

      He preferred the way this woman looked at him.

      “I wouldn’t say shining armor exactly,” he jested, unused to such praise. “Not after the Serpentine anyway.”

      “True,” she agreed. “But ‘knight-in-reeking-armor’ doesn’t have the same ring.”

      He scowled in mock outrage.

      “I could call you Galahad, I suppose,” she mused. “After all, he was the purest of knights and renowned for his gallantry. I’m sure he saved a few dogs in his day, as well.”

      It was his turn to wince. He didn’t feel pure when he was with her. Not when he remembered the feel of his arms around her yesterday, however innocent. Not when the alluring feminine scent of her, all warm vanilla and something spicy (cinnamon, perhaps?) had been driving him mad all morning. Not when flashes of the two of them entwined in his dreams last night still seared through his memory. “That might be a bit much.”

      “I could call you Gal, for short,” she offered, oblivious to the prurient turn his thoughts had taken. She cocked a brow. “Or Haddie?”

      “I give,” he said, throwing his hands up in surrender. “Please. Not Haddie.”

      She grinned. “Then not Bodie, either.”

      They tossed out other options, teasing one another and laughing more than he had in weeks. By the time they parted, they hadn’t settled on a nom de guerre for either other them, but there’d been much fun in the attempt.

      And as Maxwell said his farewells—already anticipating seeing her again on the morrow—he thought of one thing he wished he could call her…

      Mine.
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      Nearly a fortnight later, that little four letter word still dominated Maxwell’s thoughts.

      Mine. Mine. Mine.

      Perhaps it was the clandestine nature of their daily rendezvous—secret, forbidden encounters in broad daylight. Completely innocent, yet not.

      Perhaps it was still simply the allure of their mutual in-betweenness.

      But he didn’t think so.

      It was her.

      She.

      The girl who remained nameless.

      The Helen to his Paris? She’d just shaken her head when he’d declared that her face could launch a million ships, not merely a thousand.

      Needless to say, those names did not stick.

      Cleopatra to his Marc Antony, then? “Much too volatile a pair,” she’d protested. “Besides, I have no wish to die by poisonous snake bite.”

      Those names didn’t take, either.

      Perhaps Beatrice to his Dante? “That, at least, is closer to reality,” she’d said when she’d suggested it. “After all, they only ever met a few times. Strange, don’t you think, that he remained devoted to her for the rest of his life when he’d never even kissed her?”

      Once she’d pointed out that sad fact, he was the one who refused to adopt those monikers.

      He didn’t want this…whatever was growing between them…to be so fleeting. Or so tragic.

      Yet how could it be otherwise?

      Unless…

      Unless he became the duke.

      And convinced her to become his duchess.

      The idea whispered through his mind, enticing.

      He played a dangerous game with his heart. He had no control over whether or not he’d inherit, but as he’d suspected, the possibility of having her for his wife made it much more appealing.

      He couldn’t pursue her in earnest yet. It wouldn’t be fair to her. But he could determine whether she wished to be pursued…

      By him. By a duke? By both? By neither?

      It was all so confusing. The only thing he knew for certain was that the more time he spent with her, the more he needed to know.

      He wanted to know everything about her—which was deuced difficult when they conversationally danced upon the surface of their lives.

      Lovely dance though it was, he wanted more.

      More than knowing whether she preferred cats or dogs (“Cats, though Duke here may change my mind yet.”), tea or coffee, (“Coffee. I know! You’re asking yourself now if I’m even English.”), or Milton or Shakespeare (“Milton, of course. While Shakespeare was arguably the keenest observer of humanity we’ll ever see, Milton wrote about free will, and liberty and the threats to everything that makes us human.”).

      With every word from her delectable, intelligent, spirited lips, he’d fallen deeper under her spell.

      Yes, he definitely wanted more.

      Today, he was determined to discover if she wanted more, too.

      He rounded the corner near the bridge, his heart picking up in anticipation of seeing her, of laughing with her, of simply being together.

      His eyes sought her out on the bank where they’d rescued Duke—their spot.

      She wasn’t there.

      Max frowned, scanning about. Perhaps Duke had led her on a merry chase around the lake?

      But no. No sign of her, the pup, or the young maid who always trailed after them.

      Three quarters of an hour later, he still stood at the shoreline, alone. Anticipation had turned to disappointment, a sharp ache that hollowed his chest and left him feeling…empty.

      Unsettled.

      Unhappy.

      He didn’t like the sensation one bit. When had his daily dose of her become so vital to his well-being, damn it all?

      It couldn’t be possible for one person’s absence to affect his spirits so. And yet, the prospect of facing his day unbolstered by her smiles was unthinkable.

      As unthinkable as the reasons why she mightn’t have come.

      Potential excuses plagued Max, each one worse than the last: A distracted jarvey had crashed into her carriage on her way to the park. She’d fallen ill and lay in a feverish delirium in her sickbed. Or…or she’d grown bored of toying with the commoner and had gone back to the business of landing a duke.

      No. Not her. She wasn’t unkind. After thirteen magnificent mornings together, she wouldn’t disappear without a word of farewell.

      He tunneled a hand through his hair and blew out a breath that puffed white in the chilly November air. He couldn’t stand here all day. He’d come back tomorrow, and hope that she greeted him with a sheepish grin and a good explanation. If not tomorrow…well, he did like the park. Perhaps he’d come the day after, too.

      And if she never returned?

      Then if he didn’t inherit the dukedom, he’d never see her again.

      And if he did, it would make for an awkward reunion when she was paraded before him as a potential bride next season.

      He could never choose her then, as he would always wonder if it was him or ‘the duke’ she wanted.

      On that awful thought, he turned away from the lake and started off toward Knightsbridge.

      

      The cold air burned in her lungs as Emmaline burst onto the main footpath from the tributary she’d taken at the Grosvenor Gate.

      He was still here! Thank the Lord…

      But he was walking away, and she was on the wrong side of the lake. She ground her teeth in frustration. The footpath she was now on went entirely the opposite direction, and she could hardly jump in and swim across.

      She had to get his attention. If she didn’t, she might never see him again.

      Panic squeezed her chest.

      “Duke,” she cried to the pup who trotted along beside her. She pointed at the man, who’d almost reached Rotten Row. The pup could skirt the lake through the grass faster than she could. “There he is. See him? Now, fetch!”

      Duke cocked his head at her. All right, so she’d not taught him to fetch yet, and he likely didn’t understand any other word she’d said. But desperate times… She made a shooing motion toward the man, hoping the dog understood that. “Go get him, boy! Go get our knight!”

      But he just danced at her feet, his tail wagging in happy confusion.

      Drat it all! Emmaline looked back toward the man. A few more steps and he’d be on the far side of the King’s Private Road, and beyond her reach…perhaps forever.

      There was nothing for it.

      She hooked her pinkies in the corners of her mouth and blew the shrill whistle her male cousins had taught her years ago, much to the chagrin of her mother. The sharp sound set Duke to barking. His yips echoed off the surface of the water, too. Emmaline prayed the sounds carried.

      The man stopped.

      Her heart kicked in triumph.

      He turned and she barely restrained herself from throwing her arms up in the air and waving madly so that he saw her.

      Duke, bless him, must have finally picked up his friend’s scent, as the little dog bounded off toward him.

      Emmaline exhaled a long sigh of relief, then began picking her way around the far side of the lake.

      The whole while she watched him. He bent low to greet Duke, then rose more gracefully than a man ought to be able to. The morning sun limned his long frame, and Emmaline’s breath caught in her throat. Then he crossed Rotten Row and took the footpath that would eventually meet up with hers.

      As he advanced, Emmaline’s relief gave way to nervous excitement, and a strange angst settled in her chest. It felt vaguely like the anxiety she’d experienced this morning when she’d realized she’d never make it to the park in time—a scare that only now opened her eyes to how very much she looked forward to seeing him every day.

      And yet, it was different, too. Warmer and…and more achy. A desire to be with him that was unsettling and stirring and…imperative.

      His long legged strides were twice her own, so she’d barely made halfway to the bridge when he and Duke reached her.

      “I’m so sorry I wasn’t here—” she began.

      “Is everything all right?” he asked at the same moment.

      His handsome face creased with concern as his eyes searched her face and form.

      She brought her hands up to her flushed cheeks, only now imagining how she must look. A fright, she’d wager, having practically run across half of Mayfair. Her hair had likely slipped her coiffure and she’d be shocked if her skin hadn’t gone blotchy.

      “Yes, I’m fine.”

      He gave her a doubtful look, and she tried to decide if he questioned her answer or her sanity. Then he glanced behind her. “Are you all alone? Where is your maid?”

      She flushed deeper. She was breaking the cardinal rule of marriageable young ladies: Thou shalt never find oneself unchaperoned with a gentleman—much less an unsuitable one.

      Should anyone come across them, particularly with her pink cheeks and her hair all askew, she’d be ruined.

      A thought she’d never considered before struck her: If she were to be compromised by a gentleman not of the aristocracy, would he still be honor-bound to marry her?

      She didn’t know.

      But she needn’t worry. While she still didn’t know her knight’s name, she knew him to be honorable. They’d talked of everything and nothing in their short time together. Yet every word he’d spoken, every story he’d told of his youth or the lessons he’d learned in his life or the literature that had touched his heart, made her admire him more.

      Still, she imagined her father’s rage at the daughter he’d intended for a duke marrying a mere mister instead. The thought brought a bitter smile. If her father cared about what truly mattered, he’d be proud to have such a man as a son-in-law.

      If only.

      “I ran out of the house so quickly, I didn’t have time to wait for her,” she said, breathless now at the intensity of his hazel gaze. “I was afraid…”

      “Afraid?” he asked, his voice delving into a low rumble.

      She understood what he was asking. Understood, too, what his waiting in the cold for her for nearly an hour signified.

      Emmaline swallowed to wet her suddenly dry throat. All she had to do was have the nerve to say it aloud, and it would be out there. Between them.

      I find you quite brave, he’d said that first morning they’d met.

      His words gave her courage now.

      “That I would be too late and you would think I no longer cared. I was afraid you would leave and never come back,” she rushed out. “I wouldn’t know where to look for you and—” She licked her lips, bracing herself to say the rest. “I couldn’t bear not seeing you again. You are the best part of my day.”

      She wasn’t sure what response she’d expected, but this charged silence wasn’t it. Gradually, she became aware of the morning sounds of the park—of birds chirping, water lapping gently against the mud bank, even a goose honk in the distance. But not a word from him.

      His face, which she’d once likened to a master’s painting, now reminded her of sculpted marble instead—still a work of art, but less approachable.

      Nerves fluttered in her stomach. Had she misread him? Had she made a fool of herself?

      “Please,” she whispered. “Say something.”

      He reached for her hand instead, grasping it in both of his and bringing it to his lips. He pressed a kiss to her knuckles, his mouth gloriously warm and firm on her skin. His eyelids fluttered closed, as if he were savoring her, yet Emmaline couldn’t take her gaze from him. All of the tension of the morning, all her worries, fled as joy burst through her.

      A long moment later, he lifted his head, but didn’t relinquish his grasp. “Your hands are cold,” he said roughly.

      She laughed. “Yes, I was in such a rush to get to you, I didn’t think to grab my gloves.”

      He reached for her other hand then, and brought them together palm to palm, pressing hers between his own as if in dual supplication. Lending her his warmth. But she didn’t need it. Just knowing he might feel something of what she did for him heated her from within.

      “We should get you home, then,” he said.

      She shook her head. “No.”

      Emmaline didn’t care if she froze to death. This opportunity wouldn’t come again, to spend time with him alone—no one trailing along behind them, listening to every word.

      She wasn’t naive enough to believe that her father would ever let her marry as she wished. The Duchess of Albemarle was nearing the end of her confinement, and her father insisted that his influence—and Emmaline’s blasted beauty—would win her a coronet. This time next week, she was as likely to find herself engaged to a duke as not.

      This might be her only chance to be just a young lady, enjoying time with a gentleman of her choosing. Her only chance to be with him, her knight.

      “No,” she repeated, and pulled her hands free of his. “Duke and I are spending our morning in the park.”

      And if she was going to flout convention anyway…

      “In fact, we’re planning to walk along one of the forested footpaths today. Much more picturesque,” she said, turning that direction and patting her thigh to call the pup to her.

      When the dog reached her side, she turned her back on the man before tossing what she hoped was a mysterious smile over her shoulder. “And more private.”

      Then she walked off, willing him to follow.

      And thrilling when he did.
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      Part of Maxwell’s question had been answered decisively. She certainly did wish to be pursued.

      Into the forest, at least.

      The ‘innocent, yet not’ nature of their mornings was heading more toward ‘not’ with every step they took.

      But what kind of man would he be if he didn’t follow? For her protection, of course.

      Neither spoke as they made their way around the lake. She set a brisk pace, and they quickly left the Serpentine behind, turning onto a path that disappeared into the tree line at the center of the park.

      Alone.

      Being November, there was less canopy to shield them from prying eyes than there might be in summer. However, a light fog rose up to lend a cloak of intimacy that set his nerves on edge.

      Damn, but he wanted to take her in his arms and kiss her senseless. That brief touch of lips to hand had only served to ignite his already simmering desire for her.

      You are the best part of my day.

      Had she truly said that? Max’s heart thumped in his chest, hard. Another question answered. She knew nothing of his possible dukedom, thought him no more than himself, and yet she’d all but said she wanted him.

      And oh, how he wanted her.

      He had to distract himself. Conversation. Conversation was safe.

      He asked the first question that came to him. “What did keep you today?”

      She glanced over at him, wariness flashing in the green depths of her eyes.

      Well, hell. Not so safe after all. His question came close to violating the unspoken barriers they’d been so careful to hide behind. But something had shifted between them this morning. Perhaps they would both divulge truths in these woods.

      He kept his gaze steady on her, encouraging.

      Just when he thought she wouldn’t answer, she gave a sharp nod and said, “My father. We had an awful row.”

      Her lips firmed, and she clasped her hands together across her middle as if she had to brace herself for this conversation.

      “My father is an—is a peer of the realm.”

      He nodded. “I’d gathered that.”

      She sent him a weak smile. “I’m sure you also gathered—from what I said the day I named Duke—that he has plans for me to marry one. A duke, that is.”

      Again, Max nodded, aiming for casual interest. He had no wish to spook her when they were finally speaking of something real, something personal.

      “Is that such a bad thing?” he asked, curious to know her true thoughts.

      Her lips twisted with chagrin. “You must think me terribly spoiled to oppose such a match.”

      He huffed. “Not at all.” That would smack of the pot calling the kettle black, though she couldn’t know that. Still, while he knew his own objections to becoming a duke, what were hers to becoming a duchess? Was it simply because she didn’t wish to bow to the dictates of her family? Or did she have deeper reasons?

      “I only wondered why.”

      T’was her turn to huff. “For one, I should like to marry for more than just social position.”

      “You would like to marry for love,” he said, his voice raspy even to his own ears.

      Her eyes flew back to him. “Yes,” she said simply.

      Their gazes held as they walked side by side.

      “Me, as well,” he admitted, and realized he meant it. He hadn’t given much thought to marriage or family, so consumed was he with his fight to win representation for those who needed it most. But whether he became a duke or remained a barrister, love was something he wanted in his life.

      He could love her.

      Perhaps. Should he become the duke, and thus a suitable husband for her, perhaps he could.

      Who was he kidding? It would be easy to love her, whether he became a duke or not.

      But they weren’t discussing him. Or were they?

      “Perhaps you could come to love this duke,” he ventured.

      She looked away from him then, and one delicate shoulder lifted in a half-shrug. “Perhaps I already have feelings for another.”

      Another hard thump of his heart. She meant him.

      He should confess all. It was clear her feelings were for him, not a title. He could tell her now, and then if he were to inherit, they could—

      “But that’s not the only reason I have no wish to marry this duke,” she said, and the words died on his lips.

      “No?”

      He noticed she’d started wringing her hands now. He walked along beside her in the tense silence, allowing her time to gather her thoughts. He used the time to think as well. Surely whatever concerns she had could be overcome. Were he to become duke, he’d do anything in his power to make her happy.

      Finally, she released a long breath, as if unburdening herself of things she’d long wished to say.

      “I imagine most girls dream of being a duchess,” she said. “We’re taught from the cradle that it is the pinnacle of womanhood.” She rolled her eyes then, and her lips pursed. “But for me, it’s not a dream. It’s expected.”

      She released her hands, bringing them to her sides in fists.

      “I live my life allowed only to do that which increases my marital prospects. And because of my—” She darted a glance at him, her cheeks pinking before she looked away again. “Because of how I look, I am often treated with snideness from other women. I am over-scrutinized and talked about wherever I go—just loudly enough that I can hear them even though I must pretend that I don’t.”

      While she no longer wrung her hands, the thumb on her left one worked furiously against another of her fingers. An expression of nerves, he’d wager. Then her lips twisted into a wry smile. “I know, poor little rich girl.”

      “I wasn’t thinking that at all,” he said. “I was thinking how of awful that must be.”

      She dipped her head in acknowledgement. “I no longer wish to be an object of society,” she said. “As a duchess, it will be even worse. Perhaps I’d have more liberty as a married woman—if my husband allows it. But I’d be even more in the stage lights. Expected to be perfect all of the time.”

      He didn’t think she could ever not be perfect, but this didn’t seem the time tell her so.

      And he understood her fears. Hadn’t he been looking at the dukedom as a prison of sorts? But maybe it didn’t have to be. Maybe, together, they could create their own freedom.

      “That’s not the worst of it, though,” she all but whispered, making this quiet, foggy footpath feel even more like a place of confession. His ears pricked at the seriousness of her tone. Here, they would come to to crux of it.

      “I have a sister,” she said. “An older sister. She is my favorite person in the world. She is kind and funny and…well, she is all that is good.”

      She went silent again. And again, that thumb slid over and over its neighboring knuckle.

      “She sounds delightful,” he offered, hoping she’d continue her thought.

      “She is, though you’ll never convince her of it. You see…” She looked over at him and the pain that strained the lines of her face hurt to look upon.

      “My sister is what most call plain. I think her beautiful in every way, but our parents…well, they value only what others see, only what they deem the loftiest lord will wish to marry. Our entire lives, they have compared the two of us and…found her wanting.”

      Her voice warbled and bright red splotched her cheeks now—from anger, or embarrassment, or chafing from the wind, he couldn’t be certain.

      “And now they have forced her into an engagement with someone entirely unworthy of her, simply to clear the way for me to land their duke,” she spat.

      Definitely anger at the injustice, then. He expected nothing less from his Boadicea.

      But he also saw shame shining bright and wet in her eyes.

      She was stunningly beautiful. She’d taken his breath away from the moment he’d first seen her. But he’d been equally taken by her bravery, her protectiveness and her spirit.

      He couldn’t imagine what it must have done to that spirit, growing up watching someone she loved being put down and made to feel inferior to her. The way she’d said “compared” conveyed a wealth of emotion, and anger boiled inside him at these unknown parents. They had undoubtedly hurt her sister, but they’d also hurt her.

      He reached for her hand, stilling her agitated movement, enfolding it in his own. He brought them to a stop in the middle of the path and gave a gentle tug. She turned toward him willingly enough, but she wouldn’t look up at him.

      Maxwell reached for her other hand, too, and squeezed lightly. “It’s not your fault.”

      She did look up then, another half-shrug lifting one shoulder. That vulnerable, disbelieving gesture nearly undid him.

      Her left hand flexed in his, unconsciously he thought. She likely wished to wring her hands once more, but he had no intention of letting her go. Max ran his thumbs soothingly over her knuckles instead, wishing he knew what to say.

      As he passed over one of her fingers, he felt a raised knot. He glanced down and saw that her pinky was permanently bent at an odd angle.

      When she noticed where he was looking, she tugged her hands from his and tightened the left one into a fist, as if to hide her imperfection from him.

      And his heart broke for her.

      Just like her sister, it seemed, she had no idea that it wasn’t how she looked on the outside that made her so beautiful to him.

      “It doesn’t matter,” she said, shaking her head. “What’s done is done. No matter how hard I fight it, in the end, my sister shan’t have the love match she deserves, and neither shall I. She shall marry the despot they found for her, and I shall be forced to marry their duke.”

      Their duke, she’d said again. As if she were already building a wall around her heart where he—where the duke?—was concerned, if only because she associated him with her cruel parents.

      “Perhaps this duke won’t be so bad,” he said gently. Christ, was he speaking of himself in the third person now? “Perhaps he will be your love match after all.”

      One single tear slid from the corner of her eye, trailing over the apple of her cheek and brushing the corner of her mouth. Then another.

      “But that would be awful. Don’t you see? How could I live with always knowing that my happiness came at the expense of my sister’s?”

      Her words pierced like a dagger. What could he possibly do about that? He wanted to fix this for her—he had to fix this for her.

      Maxwell wasn’t positive how aristocratic marriages worked, per se, so the barrister in him asked clarifying questions. “So, your parents are insistent that you marry this duke?”

      She nodded miserably.

      “And I’m to understand that a younger sister cannot become engaged until the older sister is spoken for?”

      She blinked up at him, a bemused crease forming between her brows as she considered his questions. At least there were no more tears.

      “Well, it’s not a law or anything, but yes, that is the custom. And my parents are nothing if not traditional.”

      “I see. How, if at all, can an engagement be broken?”

      She winced. “Breach of promise is a serious offense. If a man breaks off the engagement, the woman is all but ruined. He, too, can face harsh repercussions if her family is not amenable.”

      “And if a woman instigates it?”

      “A woman can cry off more easily, if the gentleman goes along with it. However, if you’re thinking of my sister, my father would disown her even if her lout of an affianced would let her go. She could end up without a home or any means of support.”

      Maxwell nodded, his resolve growing. He hadn’t wished to become a duke, but in the past weeks, his eyes had been opened to the possibilities it would afford. While he would no longer be able to help individuals as a barrister, he would have the power to help more people by working for their interests in Parliament.

      And only he could help this woman—and her sister. In doing so, he might even win her love. If that wasn’t worth embracing a dukedom for…

      “Then your duke shall simply have to take your sister in. Or insist that she be given the time to find a proper husband, if she desires, and wait for you until she does so.”

      His Boadicea no longer looked bemused—her black brows had lifted and her mouth had dropped open in pure incredulity. Then she made a sound that was part huff, part snort of disbelief. “No man would do that.”

      Maxwell reached for her then. He cradled her face in his palm, wiping away the last vestige of her tears with his thumb.

      “I would,” he murmured, “were I your duke.”

      And he kissed her.

      T’was a sweet kiss, at first. A promise, even if she couldn’t know it.

      He tasted the salt on her lips and something roared within him. Max pulled her to him and wrapped her in his arms—instinctively wishing to protect her from anything, everything, that would make her cry.

      He should stop this kiss now, tell her who he was, reassure her that all would be well.

      But then her tongue touched his in a tentative foray. A hesitant invitation.

      One he could not resist.

      He rewarded her courage with a bold, sensual stroke of his own. A groan tore from his throat as he fought for restraint. If her parents had guarded her so closely, this could very well be her first kiss. Just the idea that he might be the first to taste her lips sent fire blazing through his veins. Thinking of all the other firsts to come practically turned him to cinder.

      But he reined himself in…he had to go slowly.

      She wouldn’t let him hold back. His fierce warrior queen threw her arms over his shoulders and pulled herself more tightly against him. His nerves singed at the feel of her sliding over him, of her curves settling into the plains and valleys of his body, fitting herself to him.

      She matched his kisses and caresses with abandon, at first mimicking his movements, but then experimenting with moves of her own.

      He barely even noticed when Duke, who’d run up ahead of them, came barreling back past them as if he were the one on fire. Max’s entire world had narrowed to this one place, this one moment, this one woman.

      The only thing he cared about was making her burn as he did.

      Until a shockingly familiar voice doused everything.

      “Unhand my daughter.”
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      Emmaline jerked at the sound of her father’s angry command.

      Her father!

      Every bit of exhilaration that had been coursing through her body turned sharp and stinging, driving fear through her instead. She tried to pull away from her knight but he refused, using his body to shield her from her sire.

      He gentled their embrace, however, and tried to soothe her with long strokes down her back and arms. She looked up at him then, her heart rabbiting in her chest, but his hazel eyes remained steady on her—as if trying to convey that everything would be all right.

      He was wrong, of course. Her father would kill him! Might even get away with it, given his power and influence. What a fool she’d been to come here, to think she could have this moment out of time for herself before she was married off.

      But she would not allow her knight to pay for her sins.

      Emmaline ducked out of his arms and neatly side-stepped him, putting herself firmly between the two men as she faced her father squarely.

      Her throat went dry.

      It wasn’t rage she saw on her father’s face, but cold fury, the awful tic in his jaw a dead giveaway to his thoughts.

      He was definitely plotting her knight’s demise.

      “Father,” she began. She had to defuse the situation before it got out of hand. She willed her knight to stay out of it, to let her handle this.

      But he turned to face her father as well.

      “Montgomery,” he said.

      Emmaline started, certain she’d misheard. How did he—?

      But her father’s widening eyes confirmed that the two men knew each other already.

      “Granville?”

      Granville. Granville. Where had she heard that name?

      A snippet of gossip flitted through her memory. “Granville, I think. Some distant second cousin or some such. Imagine, one of the oldest dukedoms in England going to a country barrister.”

      Which meant—

      Emmaline’s skin turned to ice.

      Her knight was also her father’s duke?

      The maybe-duke.

      Your duke, he’d said.

      Oh, my Lord! Had he known all along who she was?

      She flushed hot with humiliation, remembering all the things she’d said. With shame, as well, for making assumptions about him. But drat it all, he shouldn’t have let her labor under such misapprehensions! She turned to demand answers from him, but he appeared as shocked to see her father as the other man was to see him.

      Emmaline shifted her gaze between the two of them, reeling. For a long moment, silence reigned. It seemed they were all trying to find their equilibrium.

      Her father recovered first, his brows dipping as his lips turned up in a satisfied grimace, which was as close as her father came to a smile.

      “So it is Granville you’ve been meeting all these mornings,” he said. “Not quite how I intended for you to bring the man up to scratch, but I applaud your ingenuity, daughter. Well done.”

      She went cold once again. Ignoring her father, she whirled to face her—Granville. Surely he wouldn’t believe she’d be so dishonorable.

      But his face had turned inscrutable, a marble bust once again—cold, beautiful, unapproachable.

      “I would never,” she whispered, but he gave no indication he’d heard.

      “I expect you will do the honorable thing,” her father demanded.

      Granville didn’t look at her, only dipped his chin in a sharp nod. “Of course.”

      “I shall expect you in my study at one of the clock, then.”

      “Just so,” Granville agreed.

      And he turned and walked away.
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        Half past four

        Montgomery House, Mayfair

      

      

      They’d been closeted in her father’s study for an age.

      Emmaline had been pacing outside for just as long.

      “You’ll make yourself ill,” her sister warned.

      No more than she already was. She stopped in front of the door once more and plastered her ear against the wood, even as she knew the futility of it. That door was a least an inch and a half of solid English oak, as she could attest. When she’d been a young girl, she’d nearly lost her pinky finger when the heavy door closed on it during a game of hide-and-seek with Amelia. The bone hadn’t healed properly, and it still ached sometimes.

      As was her habit when she was nervous, she ran her thumb up and down the inside of that finger, caressing the misshapen knuckle. A small, barely noticeable imperfection, but her mother had acted like it was the end of the world. “Who will marry a girl with a mangled hand?” she’d cried dramatically, and poor Amelia had been punished for allowing it to happen.

      Joke’s on you, Mother, Emmaline thought. Apparently, a duke would be marrying her, mangled hand and all. Perhaps against his will.

      Lord, she still couldn’t get her mind around it all. Her knight was the duke’s heir presumptive.

      And he may very well believe that she’d set out to trap him from the first.

      “Come, sit with me,” Amelia cajoled, patting the blue-and-cream-striped settee next to her. “That door is not going to open any sooner, no matter how many times you try to eavesdrop or how many holes you wear in the rug.”

      Emmaline turned to her sister, who smiled reassuringly in that calm way she had about her. She sighed and joined Amelia, and just as she’d done when they were children, Emmaline leaned against her sister and rested her head upon her shoulder.

      Of course, given that Emmaline was nearly a head taller than her diminutive sibling now, it wasn’t quite as easy as it once was. She’d likely end up with a crick in her neck. But it still soothed her soul as it always had.

      “Now,” Amelia said, “tell me what’s happened.”

      And she did, from the day she and Granville had rescued Duke, all the days in between, and ending with Father catching her in Granville’s arms. She left out the most personal moments, and the majority of what she’d shared with him about Amelia. Her sister had her pride, after all, and while she wasn’t sensitive about much, Amelia had flatly refused to discuss her engagement with anyone, even Emmaline.

      “How did Father find you?”

      Emmaline sat up and faced Amelia. “He came looking for me after our argument this morning, wanting to get in the last word.”

      Amelia only nodded, understanding that well enough having been on the receiving end of many of his lectures.

      “But I’d fled to the park, desperate to get to my—to Granville.”

      The corner of Amelia’s mouth lifted. “Your Granville, eh?”

      The tips of Emmaline’s ears burned at her sister’s teasing. Her Granville…her knight…her duke. One and the same. But she didn’t give Amelia the satisfaction of a reaction.

      “Well, Father found Molly instead. It didn’t take him long to get the story out of her.” Guilt flashed through Emmaline as she thought of how scared the poor maid must have been. And for what had happened to her.

      “He’s sacked her for not properly chaperoning me—without references. I’ll ask Granville to find her straightaway, and take her into Albemarle House.”

      Amelia’s smile had vanished, her lips thinning into a line. “Don’t worry about Molly. I’ll see she’s taken care of.”

      “But how—?”

      “Never you mind,” Amelia said. “Go on with your story.”

      Emmaline frowned. Ever since her engagement, Amelia had changed. Become more tight-lipped, more mysterious. And from the stubborn tilt of her chin, Emmaline knew she’d get nothing more out of her sister on that score.

      “She told Father I’d been meeting with a man in Hyde Park,” she continued, “and he rushed there to fetch me posthaste. I think he intended to cover up any impropriety so that I’d still be eligible to marry his duke.”

      No, not his duke.

      Your duke, Granville had called himself.

      My duke, she repeated to herself.

      “When he didn’t find us near the Serpentine, he nearly left,” she said. “But then he saw Duke chasing something near the copse of trees where we’d gone, and followed the pup into the forest.”

      “Unlucky, that,” Amelia said.

      “Mmm.” But was it? Emmaline wasn’t so sure. Horrific as being caught in a compromising position had been, there was a sort of peace having it all out of her hands now. No more fighting it. No more unknowns.

      And as for her future husband?

      She would choose him over any man she’d known.

      While she couldn’t say how he felt about marrying her, Emmaline no longer dreaded her future. Indeed, she looked forward to discovering more about the man she already knew so well, and yet didn’t know at all.

      And she certainly looked forward to more of his kisses.

      She lay her head back on Amelia’s shoulder. Her sister deserved the same—to look forward to her marriage, not to fear it.

      Granville had intimated that were he her duke, he would support Amelia, should she wish to change her mind. Had he meant that? If so, Emmaline should probably prepare Amelia for the possibility—which meant she would have to be honest about what she’d told Granville today.

      She only hoped her sister didn’t get too upset with her.

      “Amelia?”

      “Yes?”

      But just then, the door opened.

      Both ladies rose to their feet as the men stepped through the threshold. Well, Amelia rose. Emmaline practically surged.

      Upon noticing Amelia, their father made hasty introductions.

      Emmaline had eyes only for Granville. His face was still stony, giving away nothing of what he was thinking. Flutters set off in her stomach anew. Was he displeased, finding himself shackled to her before he’d even seen the other young ladies the ton had to offer?

      When Amelia and Granville had exchanged polite greetings, Father shooed her sister out of room before turning to Emmaline.

      “You may have a few moments with your intended,” he said.  “Leave the door open.”

      Her cheeks warmed at his directive, but then she was alone with her knight for the first time as themselves, and she was warm for an entirely different reason.

      Everything had changed between them.

      Yet it felt as if nothing had.

      What should she say to him?

      She decided on the first thing on her heart. “I had no idea who you were.”

      A ginger brow winged high on his forehead.

      “What I mean to say is that I didn’t set out to trap you. I hope you know that.”

      “I do,” he said. “I wondered, when your father discovered us so shortly after you lured me into your arms…”

      His slow half-smile told her he teased and when his gaze dropped to her mouth, she knew that he, too, was remembering those fevered kisses—the sensuous slide of lips and tongue, the pleasure.

      She unconsciously wet her lips with her tongue and he snapped his gaze back to hers.

      He cleared his throat once…twice. “But it didn’t take me long to realize that you would never do such a thing, even if he would have wished you to.”

      Emmaline released a tight breath. “I’m glad.”

      “I had no idea who you were, either,” he offered. “I’d worked out you were nobility from the first, but I never guessed I spent my mornings with the daughter of the man who’d usurped my afternoons.”

      “Better yours than mine,” she muttered, and Granville huffed a laugh.

      “I had been warned Montgomery had a daughter he wished to see me wed to. I refused his every offer of a quiet family dinner, or trip to the theater, or any other number of sly invitations designed to introduce us. I’d resolved to stay well clear of her.”

      Emmaline’s lips lifted at the irony of it all. “Well, that plan didn’t work out too well for you.”

      His voice dropped low. “Oh, but I think it did.”

      And just like that, all the heat that had flared between them in the forest this morning came rushing back in an inferno. Curse that open door. She wanted to fling herself into his arms and pick up where they’d left off. Discover what came next…

      “I—I suppose we should introduce ourselves,” she said instead, realizing she’d yet to learn his given name. “I’m Emmaline.”

      Another smile. “Yes, I know. I’ve read it many times this afternoon in the marriage contracts.”

      “Oh. Of course.”

      “And before you ask,” he went on, “your father conceded to allow your sister to break her engagement, should she wish.”

      Emmaline’s brows shot up. “Just like that?”

      He grimaced. “Not exactly. But I am a barrister by trade, and thus accustomed to a good fight. You’d given me plenty of leverage, knowing how desperately he wished for a ducal alliance, and the lengths he’d go it get it. And I had little empathy for him, given how he’s treated you and your sister. It made it easy to stand firm. Once he accepted that I wouldn’t budge in Amelia’s case, he caved.”

      Something melted inside of Emmaline. This man would always be a knight, be he a duke or a barrister or a candlestick maker. Her heart would be safe with him.

      And so would her sister’s future. Emmaline’s guilt and worry started to melt away, too, leaving room for…hope. Hope for their future happiness.

      “Thank you,” she said around the lump in her throat. “You didn’t have to do that, I know.”

      “Of course, I did, dearest Emmaline.” His voice rang with tenderness and even more heat unfurled in her tummy. “I promised I would, were I your duke.”

      “And now you are,” she whispered.

      “And now I am,” he agreed.

      He pinned her with a hot look, one that made her feel alive and desired and so very fortunate that she’d chosen Hyde Park as her refuge that fateful morning. And that he had, too.

      But then his gaze clouded over, and his features slid into marble once again. “Almost.”

      She frowned, not liking the sound of that.

      He straightened his shoulders and took a long breath. “I must tell you, should the duchess bear a son and I do not become the duke, I won’t hold you to this engagement. I will allow you to cry off to find a more suitable match…if that is your wish.”

      Emmaline simply stared at him. He would give her a choice?

      “Nor will I withdraw my support of your sister, regardless of whether we marry,” he said. “Without the ducal income, I couldn’t keep her in the manner in which she is accustomed, but she will always have a home and means of her own, I swear it.”

      His features softened ever so slightly, and his voice followed suit. “I know how important her future is to your happiness. Just as your happiness is to mine.”

      Tears pricked Emmaline’s eyes, and as her vision blurred, she would have sworn that for a moment there, her knight’s plain wool suit actually shone like armor.

      He was who she wanted. She would never wish to break from him. A tiny seed of love had already taken root in her heart and she knew, with all that she was, that it would bloom into the lushest of gardens as time passed—one that would sustain them for the rest of their lives.

      “It is not the duke I wish to marry,” she said softly, “but my knight. Nothing will change that.”

      A tender smile graced his lips. “And it is not a perfect duchess I want, only my fierce warrior queen. Nothing,” he reached out and lifted her left hand, caressing her ruined finger with his thumb, “will ever change that, my dear, dear Emmaline.”

      And Emmaline saw the truth in his eyes. He did want her—just her. Not how she looked, but who she was. Her heart swelled in her chest, so much that she thought she might burst with happiness.

      “My knight,” she whispered. “My duke. My—”

      Her sweet declaration stalled when she realized, “I still don’t know your name.”

      “Max,” he said, his smile turning decidedly wicked. He brought her hand to his lips for a kiss, as if they’d just met in a ballroom somewhere—though it lingered much longer than would be proper. She was quite certain the tongue that darted out to taste her skin would be frowned upon as well. By some. Not her.

      Emmaline’s heart sped at his touch. Soon, very soon, he’d be able to touch her anytime, anywhere. And she, him.

      “Max,” she repeated, then she gave a wicked smile of her own. “I like that better than Haddie.”

      He laughed then, a rich, booming sound that brought Duke into the library to investigate. The dog headed straightaway for Emmaline—to protect his mistress, no doubt—before making a double-hop of surprise when he realized that his park friend now stood in his house. The pup’s tail wagged happily as he looked between the two of them.

      Emmaline scooped the little dog into her arms and hugged her to him. “Without you, my sweet Duke, I might never have found my happily ever after.”

      Max reached over and ruffled Duke’s ears. “I’m only glad you’ve found room for more than one Duke in your life.”

      Her eyes met his over the pup’s fluffy head and she smiled, so very content.

      “And in my heart, as well.”
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        December 1813

        En route from Devon to Sutton

      

      

      Nothing was more unpleasant than a long coach ride, unless it was in the midst of winter. Fortunately Meg was in the dowager’s coach and there was a brazier by her feet. She pulled her cloak closer and closed her eyes, trying to sleep.

      Or, if truth be told, trying not to be flustered.

      There was no need to be flustered. In point of fact, it was the height of foolishness to even imagine there was anything to be flustered about.

      She was going to see Jonathan again.

      That was all.

      They were friends. They’d grown up together in the wilds of Devon. They’d known each other their whole lives, though she’d only seen him in bits and spots since he married Tessa.

      Not that she’d been avoiding him.

      Once he married her best friend and all.

      It wasn’t that Meg had been jealous that Tessa had landed the son of a duke. She’d been happy for them. After all, she loved them both.

      She’d just loved one of them more than she should have.

      When Tessa had died giving birth to their third child—who also passed—Meg had been brokenhearted. Everyone had been.

      Jonathan had taken it hard, blaming himself for some godforsaken reason. He’d sent his daughters to live with his mother in Devon and sequestered himself in his London house, making only intermittent visits home.

      This was the first time Meg would see him in two years.

      Of course, her life had changed immeasurably since Tessa’s death as well. And not in a good way.

      “Are you listening to me?” the dowager’s sharp tone captured Meg’s attention. Anne Pembroke, the Dowager Duchess of Pembroke, was rarely sharp. Fortunately, her question was not directed at Meg, but at Mawbry, her long-suffering secretary, who sat at Meg’s side.

      “Yes, Your Grace. Of course, Your Grace.”

      He hadn’t been listening—clearly he’d been snoozing—but he made a good show of attentiveness.

      “I said, take out your pen and inkpot. We need to make plans.”

      “Plans, Your Grace?” Mawbry had the unfortunate habit of repeating everything the dowager said, which was annoying, even to Meg.

      “Yes. We are going to throw a house party.

      “A house party?” Meg had heard Mawbry screech before, but not in this particular timbre.

      Anne glared him down and nodded. “Of course. It’s the perfect time for it, what with the holiday and all.”

      “But mum…” His eyes bulged in that way they had, making him resemble a bulldog. The muttonchops didn’t help. “No one will come to Sutton in the dead of winter.”

      Regal nostrils flared. Indeed, how dare he contradict the dowager? “Nonsense. Sutton is only a few miles from London. And everyone is in London. Now take out your pen.”

      As Mawbry complied, with a resigned sigh, Anne turned to Meg. “What do you think? A Christmas theme?”

      “I think that would be lovely.”

      “Yes. Of course it will be.”

      Meg cleared her throat and attempted a blasé tone. “Do you think the duke will come?”

      Anne’s brow wrinkled, as though she might have suffered the same worry. “Probably not. If we were having the party in Devon. But we’re not.” She winked. “If the mountain won’t come to Muhammed, and all that.”

      Jonathan was a large man, but far from a mountain.

      The dowager frowned and shook her head. “Of course he will come,” she said, to herself, perhaps. “His entire family will be there. He cannot deny his girls a Christmas with their father.” That, of course, was true. If there was one soft spot in the Duke of Pembroke’s heart, it was his five-year-old twin daughters, whom he adored.

      Of course, he hadn’t seen them lately…

      “We must invite all the best families,” Anne said, waving her hand in the general direction of Mawbry’s poised pen. “Particularly the most eligible debutantes.”

      For some reason, Meg’s heart lurched at that. Which was ridiculous. Of course Jonathan needed to marry again. He had not yet produced the all-important male heir. And of course, he would choose a young girl. It was what men did.

      “The Pickerings, Mountbattens, and Pecks for certain.” Anne tapped her lip. “Perhaps the Evertons?” She rattled off a plethora of other names, all the best families with the best breeding, all of whom Meg knew, if vaguely, from her own season. With each name, her mood darkened, though it had no cause to. She knew what Jonathan thought of her. He respected her, certainly, and remembered her fondly as the barefoot shadow who had wanted to be a boy and who had followed Jonathan, his friend Arthur, and her brother George on countless romps.

      In retrospect, the boys had been rather decent, making her feel a part of the crowd at every turn when she had been, she imagined, a monumental annoyance.

      The coach lurched and Meg realized the dowager had moved on from the guest list and was discussing decorations. “We need greens throughout the house,” she told Mawbry. “Oh. And I want mistletoe. Everywhere.”

      “Mistletoe, mum?”

      “Yes, Mawbry. Everywhere. He cannot know if they are compatible without a kiss, now can he?”

      Mawbry’s face puckered even more, but he scratched that onto the list.

      “Oh, and a tree.”

      The secretary blinked. “A…tree, mum?”

      “Queen Charlotte has them. And so shall we.”

      “But that is a German tradition,” Mawbry said with a quiver at the end of his pointy nose.

      “And now it’s a Royal tradition.”

      Mawbry glanced at Meg, then cleared his throat. “What does one do with a tree?”

      The dowager pinned him with a sharp glare. “One decorates it, I presume. A tree in the ballroom would be rather absurd otherwise. Wouldn’t it?”

      Meg felt the need to step in before this became an altercation. Altercations with the dowager were unpleasant enough when one wasn’t crammed in a coach. “I believe the Germans decorate them with dolls and ribbons. And candles, of course.”

      “We must have the largest tree in Sutton, Mawbry. Make no mistake.”

      “Yes, mum. Anything else?”

      The dowager was precluded from answering when the coach made a sudden stop. She lifted the curtain and peered out the window. Meg peeped over her shoulder to see a smallish inn bathed in moonlight. “Whatever are we doing here?” Anne asked in a stentorian tone.

      In response, the coach door flew open, revealing the governess, Miss Friss, who had been riding in the lead coach with the girls. Her hair was askew, her face a’flush and her eyes wild. “They are monsters,” she howled. “Monsters, I tell you.”

      Anne reared back. “I beg your pardon?”

      “Those girls are monsters. I refuse to continue this journey with them.”

      “I say.” The dowager affected her most regal expression. “They are children.”

      Miss Friss attempted to say a word or two, which came out as gibberish. Then she cleared her throat, threw back her shoulders, and said, in no uncertain terms, “I quit.”

      “You cannot quit,” Anne sputtered, for the first time allowing her consternation to show. “We are in the middle of nowhere.”

      “I don’t care,” snapped the redoubtable Miss Friss, who had come with all the best references. “I will not be subjected to such…horrors.” And then, without another word, she turned tail, and stormed toward the inn.

      Anne glanced at Meg. “Well, I say.”

      “Indeed,” Mawbry added.

      The dowager snorted. “I hope she knows she’s not getting a good reference from me.”

      “Of course not.” Meg patted her hand. “Shall I go talk to her?”

      “Oh, ballocks,” she snorted. “Let her be. Mawbry. You go ride with the girls to Sutton.”

      It was clear from the way his eyes bulged, he was mortified at the proposition, which Meg found irritating. Vicca and Lizzie were somewhat unruly, but they were not beasts from the bowels of hell. Most days.

      “I’ll ride with them, dear,” she said patting Anne’s hand again. “The two of you have a party to plan and no time to spare.”

      Mawbry nearly collapsed with relief.

      “Are you sure, darling?” Anne asked.

      “Of course.” Meg gathered her coat and book and eased out of the coach. Though the sharp wind cut through her immediately, she turned back and shot the dowager a broad smile. “I’ll see you in Sutton.”

      “Bless you, dear,” Anne said.

      Mawbry nodded effusively. “Bless you.”

      Meg had to smile as she made her way to the Coach from Hell waiting patiently just ahead. Poor Mawbry had had quite a scare. She came alongside the window and saw two adorable, perfectly identical faces peering out and she arranged her features into a glower so they would know she was cross. The faces disappeared.

      “We didn’t do it,” the two chorused as she opened the door and stepped inside.

      Meg surveyed them dourly. “Miss Friss was the best governess in the country, you know.”

      “Miss Priss, you mean,” one of them said. Meg suspected it was Lizzie, but in the shadows of the cab, it was hard to tell.

      “And you’ve run her off.” The coach lurched into motion, barely covering their hurrahs. She tugged on her gloves and gave each of them a sharp glance. “Whatever will your papa say?”

      That sobered them. Their eyes widened and they shared a speaking glance, the type that twins often had. “You’re not going to tell him, are you?”

      “How do you propose I avoid telling him? When the first thing he will have to do when he arrives in Sutton is hire a new governess?”

      “Why can’t you be our governess?” Vicca asked, crawling into Meg’s lap. She knew it was Vicca; Vicca was the one who got her way by being charming. So like her father.

      “Because I am your grandmother’s companion.” That was a job in itself. Meg didn’t mind, though. She was grateful to Anne for taking her in when George died and Cyril inherited. God alone knew where she would have ended up otherwise.

      “But we like you.”

      “Is it not possible to find a governess you do like?” And one who could manage their high spirits?

      Lizzie put out a lip. “We like you.”

      “And I like you.” Untrue. She loved them. They were a charming mix of Tessa and Jonathan. There was no way she could not love them. “But you have to understand, proper young ladies do not terrorize their governesses.”

      “We didn’t terrorize her,” Vicca said.

      Lizzie nodded. “Not really.”

      But then, they both grinned, and they were alarming grins indeed.

      Meg blew out a breath. “What did you do?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Ballocks.”

      They both loved that she cursed, and laughed. “All right,” Lizzie said. “We might have waited until she was asleep…”

      “And?”

      Vicca smiled up at her. Her little face was so sweet. It was almost unthinkable that she might say, “And then we set her shoe on fire.”

      Meg gaped. “You what?”

      Lizzie crossed her arms and huffed. “It was only a little fire.”

      “A tiny little coal.” Vicca held her fingers up, showing the smallest space.

      “You cannot set your governess on fire! Honestly. What are we going to do with you two?”

      “It wasn’t our fault,” Vicca said.

      “She smelled funny.”

      “We didn’t like the way she smelled.”

      “It wasn’t our fault.”

      They stared at her then, two identical, beautiful, familiar faces, wide-eyed and innocent.

      She wasn’t taken in for a moment.

      “Lie down, both of you, and try to sleep. We’ll be in Sutton in a few hours and I don’t want any trouble.” They both did as she bade them and repentantly so, but she felt the need to say, in her sternest tone, “And do not set me on fire.”

      To which they giggled.

      

      Jonathan Pembroke arrived at the Sutton house long after dark. To his relief, the house was quiet. Given the letter from his mother, and its companion from Mawbry, he’d been expecting something akin to a circus. Sanders took his coat and pointed him toward the parlor when he asked after his mother’s whereabouts.

      Indeed, he found her there, snoozing by the fire with a glass of ratafia in her hand. He removed it and set it on the table, which woke her.

      “Mother.” He kissed her papery cheek.

      “Darling. You came.”

      He huffed as he sat in the chair beside her. “Did you imagine I wouldn’t? Once I got your note?”

      “I wasn’t sure.” She took a sip of her drink to hide her smile. Of course she knew he would come. If only to divine what she was up to.

      “What’s this I hear about a house party?”

      His mother shrugged. She had that expression on her face, the one that made little hairs prickle on his nape.

      “Mother?”

      “Why not have a party? This is the season, after all.”

      “Yes. It is the season. In London.”

      She waved her hand. “Sutton is practically London.”

      “Not hardly.” It was practically the back of beyond. Ten miles away. “No one will come to a party in Sutton during the season.”

      “Of course they will, with a duke inviting them.”

      “No one has house parties in winter.”

      “Exactly. It’s a brilliant idea. People will be clamoring to attend. Besides, clearly, you are not adept at meeting people on your own.”

      “People?” He frowned at her. “I meet lots of people.”

      “In gaming hells? What kind of quality people are those?”

      Ah… “Dukes and earls, mostly.”

      Her face scrunched up. “You know what I mean.”

      “Do I?” He inspected his fingernails. Indeed, he knew where this was going. It always went there. With her. “The last thing I want, after a brutal session in Parliament, is a hunting party.”

      “I have no idea what you mean.”

      “Mother, you are so transparent. You’re having a party to trot out all the young fillies for my delectation. Their mamas must be slathering.”

      “Honestly, Jonathan.” She sighed. “You are so full of yourself.”

      He blinked.

      “Whatever makes you think the party’s for you?”

      “I’m the duke?”

      “Precisely. Dukes can find their own mates.” She gave him a quick up and down. “When they are so inclined.”

      “So who is this party for?”

      “Whom.”

      “Whom.” Honestly, she was so irritating at times.

      “Meg Chalmers, of course.”

      “Meg?” He didn’t boggle, but just barely. “She’s on the shelf.” Even as the words came out of his mouth, he felt a hot tide creep up his cheeks. He was genuinely fond of Meg, and she was younger than him. It was a shame that society marked her as too old for marriage.

      His mother pinned him with a reproving glare he was certain he deserved. “She’s not yet four and twenty. I was older than that when I gave birth to you.”

      “You’re throwing a party to find a husband for your companion?”

      His mother batted her lashes. “I feel bad about what happened to her.”

      So did he, in point of fact.

      “Promise you will help.”

      Dear God. “Help? How can I help?”

      Her eyes lit up and she leaned closer. “You must invite your friends of course.” Her forehead wrinkled. “The decent ones.”

      “That is quite a presumption.”

      “Pardon?”

      “That I have decent friends.”

      “Oh.” She laughed, and then she sobered. “What about Bentley?”

      “Bentley?” He gaped at her. “Bentley is an inveterate gambler.”

      “Well, that’s no good. How about Exeter?”

      “He’s a sot.”

      “Lud, Jonathan. What kind of friends do you have?” She tapped her chin. “How about Moncrieff?”

      Moncrieff had a serious proclivity for trollops. Hardly the marrying kind, but he couldn’t tell his mother that, or he might be in danger of proving her point. “Let me think on it.”

      “You do that. And remember, it’s Meg. She’s practically family. She deserves someone nice. It was beastly what Cyril did to her.”

      Jonathan murmured something and nodded, but he didn’t mention the fact that this was the way of the world. Though he would never have done so, many men ousted the families of the previous lord when they claimed the title. It was not looked highly upon by the ton, but that didn’t stop it happening. “I’m just glad she had you to take her in, Mother,” he said.

      She grunted and stared at the fire. “Cyril should be flogged.”

      “Perhaps you can arrange a party for that.”

      “Perhaps I shall.” The gleam in her eye was a trifle alarming, so he decided to change the topic.

      “Where are the girls?”

      His mother took another sip. “Upstairs in bed, of course. It’s the middle of the night.”

      Not hardly. It was just past eleven.

      “They might be in Meg’s room, though.”

      “Meg’s room? Why would my daughters be sleeping in Meg’s room?”

      “Oh dear.” She sent him a rueful glance. “They might have frightened off another nanny.”

      Another nanny? Jonathan raked back his hair. “Might have?”

      “There was some talk of setting her boot on fire.”

      “That would do it.” He had no idea why he had to fight back a smile. “How many nannies is that?”

      “I’ve lost count. But, Jonathan, it’s not their fault.”

      “Isn’t it?”

      “Those girls need a mother. Nannies just won’t do for such high-spirited creatures.”

      “They have a father.”

      “Hmm.” She finished off her glass and re-poured. “A father who prefers to flitter about in London.”

      “I hardly flitter. For the past two months, I’ve been working straight through.” The parliamentary session had been endless.

      “My point exactly. They need a mother.”

      Blast. She had won that point after all.

      “Even though this party is for Meg, it wouldn’t hurt for you to assess some of the young ladies who are coming. Say you will.”

      Blast.

      But her expression was so compelling, he had to say yes. If only to get her to stop talking about it.

      After that major concession, he decided it would be wise to escape before she managed to pry any more from him. It was a skill at which she excelled. “I think I shall pop in on the girls, and then retire.”

      “You do that.” She nodded. “I will see you in the morning. Have a list for me then.”

      His brow wrinkled. “A list?”

      His mother sighed heavily. “Were you even listening to me?”

      “Of course I was listening. You didn’t mention a list.”

      “I hate when people don’t listen.”

      “Which list, Mother?”

      “The list of suitors for Meg, of course.”

      Ah. That. “I will work on it.”

      “You do that. Have it for me first thing.”

      He rose, bent to kiss her cheek once more, and then headed up the stairs. It took a moment at the landing to remember the way to the nursery. That was the trouble with having a house one rarely used. After a false start or two, he found the correct hallway and strolled through the dim corridor toward his daughters’ room.

      The door was open, so he heard the soft strains of a Brahm’s lullaby as he approached and a grin picked up the corners of his lips. He’d always loved Meg’s singing. Because he didn’t want her to stop, he lingered at the door, taking in the serene scene. She sat in a rocking chair by the fire with her hair down, holding a bundle of his progeny. It was impossible to tell which one in the shadows, but it hardly mattered. After the day he’d had, such peace was a balm. His heart swelled.

      He must have made a noise, because Meg stopped singing and turned to him. Even in the darkness, he saw her eyes widen and glow. Her lips quirked and she whispered, “You’re here.”

      He wasn’t sure why, but he had the strangest feeling of déjà vu. As though he’d stood here before, a thousand times, watching her hold his sleeping child.

      He had no idea why it caused his heart to swell.
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      Meg held Vicca closer as she stared at Jonathan. It was wrong for her heart to launch into such a mad patter at the sight of him. She’d known he was coming—eventually. This was hardly a surprise. But she couldn’t help her reaction to him. She never could.

      The best she could do was feign nonchalance.

      For her, it had become an art form.

      When he stepped into the room and tiptoed to the hearth, she had to look away. Had there ever been a man so perfectly formed? His shoulders were broad, his hips slender, his face pure perfection.

      He knelt on the carpet beside her and twined a finger around one of Vicca’s curls, but all Meg could think of was the heat that surrounded him, the scent of his rising cologne. Her mouth watered and she swallowed. It took a moment for her to regain her senses. It took an effort to send him a casual glance.

      “How was your journey?” she asked softly.

      He grinned, and the sight nearly blinded her. And good heavens. The stubble of his day beard made her weak at the knees. She tightened her hold on Vicca, to keep herself from petting him, so strong was his allure. It captured her on a visceral level.

      “Cold.”

      “Oh yes.” She nodded. “It’s quite cold this year.”

      “Isn’t it?”

      Weather having been dispensed with, the conversation eased into silence. For wont of a sane subject, Meg stared at the fire, but eventually, she had to speak. “Well, I should get Vicca back in bed.”

      Jonathan stood. “Let me.” And then, to her horror, he bent down and took his daughter from her arms. Everywhere he touched her, it burned.

      Her face burned as well. Thank heaven for the shadows.

      She watched as he carried Vicca to her bed and tucked her under the covers. Then he turned, took her arm, and guided her from the room.

      Though the hall was lit only by the occasional lamp, it seemed as bright as daylight as they emerged. So when Jonathan pulled the door closed and turned to smile at her, she saw everything. The crinkle of his eyes, the raft of dimples on his cheek, the slight twitch of his nostrils.

      Fortunately, he seemed oblivious to her rapt attention, which gave her time to look elsewhere before he noticed her drooling. Her wrinkled skirt was a perfect foil for her fascination.

      His voice, when he spoke, rumbled through her being. “I understand they ran another one off.”

      Thank God for the humor in his tone. It shattered any silly thoughts she might have been harboring in this oddly intimate scenario. She leaned against the wall and looked up at him and affected a starchy tone. “They set her on fire.”

      He chuckled. “So I heard. Whatever will we do with them?”

      We? She loved that he’d said we. But still, “They are your problem, Your Grace.” She never called him that when they were private, though he’d been a duke since he was a boy, so he knew she was jesting.

      Indeed, he laughed. “I know you better than that, Meg. You adore those girls as much as I do.”

      “True.” She forced a gamine grin. “But they are not my problem, and we both know it. Perhaps, while you are here, you can be their governess.” She batted her lashes, because it was a cheeky thing to do to a duke, and the situation called for cheeky.

      He paled. “Surely Mother has sent for another?”

      “I believe she directed Mawbry to do so. But there is always the possibility that…”

      “What?” He always hated when she trailed off.

      “Well, the help does talk. There is always the possibility that no one will take the post.” Again with the lashes. It was a ridiculous prospect, because who wouldn’t want to work for a duke? But it was amusing to watch the dismay cross his features. She patted him on his fine coat. “Don’t worry, Your Grace. You’ll make a wonderful governess. And I daresay they will not set you on fire.” And with that, she turned to head down the hall to her room.

      “Meg!” The tenor of his voice stopped her. That and the fact he’d said her name. She loved when he called her Meg.

      She turned and shot him a curious glance. “Yes?”

      “You will help. Won’t you? Until someone comes?”

      “You’re their father.”

      He sighed and raked his hair. “I cannot parent. Not like Tessa. Tessa was…wonderful”

      “It’s so easy. All you need to do is two things. First, be there, and second, love them. They are so lovable.”

      “They are but…”

      Something in his voice caught her attention. Tugged at her heart. “What is it?”

      He raked back his hair. “Sometimes I can’t help feeling… guilty when I am with them. It’s my fault their mother died.”

      “It’s not your fault.”

      “Tessa is gone.”

      “She’s not, Jonathan.” Meg put her hand on his. “She’s alive in those little girls. And they need you. They need their father.”

      “Please say you’ll help.”

      He seemed so distraught, she had to relent. “Of course, Jonathan.” She waggled a finger so he would remember she was hardly a pushover. “But it would do you a world of good to spend more time with them. And it would be good for them as well. They miss their father.”

      “I miss them too.”

      Because the mood had shifted, she felt she could add, “And they need a mother.”

      He stared at her with those dark brown eyes, enrobed in thick lashes. Though she knew him well, she could not discern his thoughts and curiosity raged.

      “That’s what Mother says.”

      Meg chuckled. “I know. She says it to me daily.”

      He looked down and dug his boot into the poor unfortunate carpet. “That’s what this party is all about, you know.”

      She had to laugh. “Are you divining this just now? For someone like your mother, having an unmarried son—much less a duke—is akin to heresy.”

      He scrubbed his face with a palm. “I know.”

      “And a house party is an excellent opportunity to see how any young lady you might be considering will get on with Lizzie and Vicca. That is very important, you know.”

      “Most important.”

      “Of course.”

      His expression firmed, though she could see the humor glinting in his eye. “Because we’re friends, I feel I must warn you, though.”

      She tipped her head to the side. “Warn me? About what?”

      “This party isn’t to find a wife for me. Well, it is, probably. But Mother intends to find a husband for you as well.”

      Oh. Good heavens. Meg’s stomach clenched into a tight fist. “What?”

      Jonathan’s laugh rang along the hall. “You should see your face.”

      “I’d rather not. Oh my. What a disconcerting prospect. I’d been hoping to avoid the party altogether.”

      “I’m certain that will not happen. She’s even asked me to come up with a list of prospects.”

      “For me?” Oh horrors. Imagine marrying one of Jonathan’s friends… Seeing him—and his young new bride—socially. It would be hell on earth. “Why ever would she do that?”

      He sobered and fixed her with an intense look. “She loves you, Meg. She wants the best for you. We all do. You’re far too competent to waste your life as a companion. Or a governess.” He winked, to signal a jest, but it was lost on her, because his words had crushed her so completely.

      She nodded and whispered good night, let herself into the governess’s room adjacent to the nursery, and then closed the door on him.

      The man she loved, with every fiber of her being, thought her competent.

      Competent.

      Ah, lud.

      

      Bloody hell.

      This was exactly why Jonathan hated making promises to his mother. She fully expected him to follow through. It was highly annoying.

      This he thought as he sat at the table in his suite the next morning, laboring over the list of potential suitors for Meg that Mother had demanded. He didn’t dare emerge without something.

      The trouble was, though he had a lot of fine friends, as he thought of them, not a single one was right for Meg.

      Fortnum was a nice enough chap, but he had no sense of humor and wouldn’t appreciate Meg’s wit. Giles was far too stern. And Rockingham was a smug son of a bitch who would never appreciate her. Walters was a good man, but he’d been severely wounded on the Continent and there was talk he could no longer procreate.

      Jonathan couldn’t, in good conscience, match her with a man who couldn’t give her children.

      Meg was wonderful with children.

      She deserved to have children.

      His frustration mounted as he ran through the prospects. Surely there was someone.

      And then it hit him.

      Manning.

      Richard Manning was tall, strong, and virile. Some would call him handsome, Jonathan supposed. He was well bred, wealthy, charming, and intelligent. He wasn’t a gambler and he didn’t drink overmuch. And he had mentioned to Jonathan that he was thinking of taking a wife.

      He would be perfect for Meg.

      So why, when he scratched that name onto the parchment, did his stomach sink? Why did Meg’s piquant smile flash before his eyes?

      He thrust these thoughts away and focused, and then added Aiden St. Clare, who was also handsome and clever, although not as wealthy. Meg wouldn’t mind that, would she? No. She’d never been overly concerned with luxury. And St. Clare could keep her in comfort.

      And then, there was Richard Hisdick. Hisdick was something of an intellectual—at least in his own mind. He wasn’t as good looking as Manning or St. Clare—he had an odd-shaped head, wiry hair, and had a tendency to lean a little to the left, but he was a pleasant enough chap when he wasn’t spouting off about one thing or another in a one-eyed pedantic rant. Jonathan quite enjoyed jousting with him and it was possible Meg might as well. She did have blue-stocking sensibilities after all.

      Once he had those three, other like fellows came to mind and he added them to the list. When he had seven, he determined his work was done, and a wash of relief rushed through him. He hadn’t expected finding a mate for Meg would be such a chore.

      But he was happy to do it. He was. He owed it to her. And to her brother George, who had been his friend.

      He had no idea why the task had made him slightly ill.

      Probably because of her reaction. When he’d told her of his mother’s plans, she’d been downright horrified. Her face had gone pallid, she’d turned round with barely a word and plodded to her room. Could it be that Meg had accepted spinsterhood? That she was happy being alone? That thought made him slightly ill as well. He couldn’t countenance it. Not someone like her, so full of life and joy. She deserved love. Deserved to be cossetted and cared for. She deserved to have someone.

      It was just the someones he had in mind that irked him.

      He had no idea why.

      With a sigh, he sanded and folded the list and stood, calling for Rodgers to come dress him for the day.

      As he made his way down the curving staircase, he heard cries from the library and, recognizing those voices, changed course. He pushed open the door to see his girls nestled at Meg’s feet, staring in rapt attention as she read to them in whispered tones. Her voice rose as she came to some climax in the book and the girls squealed.

      He couldn’t help but laugh.

      The second they heard the sound, they sprang to their feet, shrieked in delight, and charged him like Huns on the battlefield. He barely braced himself before they hit.

      “Papa! Papa!”

      He picked them up, one by one, and swung them around, and then called them by each other’s names, because he knew it delighted them to think he couldn’t tell them apart in their mischief. Although he knew which was which. He could see it in their eyes.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked with a smile at Meg.

      “We’re reading,” she said primly, holding up a copy of The Swiss Family Robinson by Wyss.

      “Ah,” he said. “Adventure.”

      “On a tropical island!” Lizzie cried.

      “I should like to go to a tropical island,” Vicca said. She’d always been the more daring of the two.

      “They wanted to read this.” Meg gestured to a translation of Grimm’s Fairy Tales on the table. “But I decided it was far too ghastly for such tender minds.”

      He took the book and thumbed through. “Excellent judgement,” he said with a laugh. How like his girls to prefer horror.

      “Papa,” Vicca said, clutching his hand and staring up at him pleadingly. “Can we go outside and play in the snow? Meg said we had to wait until it was warmer.”

      “Did she?” He glanced at Meg who nodded.

      “You can take them, though,” she said, oh-so-helpfully. And then, when he grimaced, she chuckled. “You did say you wanted to spend more time with them.” She stood, brushed out her skirts, and patted down her hair. It annoyed him that she’d done it up in a tight, governess-like bun. Last night it had been down.

      “You can come with us,” Lizzie told her earnestly.

      Meg sniffed. “And get snowballs down my nape? I think not. Besides, now that your father is here, I need to go help your grandmother plan the party. She’s becoming annoyed with Mawbry for some reason.”

      Jonathan knew damn well why his mother was annoyed with Mawbry—she so often was—but he also knew damn well that Meg was escaping. “Are you deserting me?” he asked in a petulant tone.

      Her smile was broad and bright. “That I am,” she said, and before he could protest further, she whisked from the room, leaving him alone with two avaricious fiends who very badly wanted to pelt him with snowballs.

      That was how they spent the rest of the morning, out in the snow, freezing and laughing and engaging in a very lopsided war. It occurred to him, several times, that what this family needed was another male. Or, at the very least, someone to fight on his side.

      They were all tired and wet and happy when a carriage rolled up the lane, interrupting the battle. Jonathan, for one, was relieved to see his sister, Susana, poke her head out the window and wave.

      Thank God.

      Susana had two boys of her own who would, no doubt, help wear the girls out.

      Susana also had the good sense to bring a governess, so as they all trooped into the house, this angel herded all the children upstairs for lunch and a much-needed nap time. Jonathan stripped off his wet outer clothing, and followed his sister and her husband, Christian, to the parlor, where Mother and Meg were having tea. He dropped into a chair with a heavy sigh, looking on dotingly as Meg and Susana greeted each other with warm hugs and kisses.

      They’d all grown up together, in Devon, but Meg and Susana hadn’t seen each other since last Christmas.

      As they sipped warm tea and feasted on cucumber sandwiches and cakes, the two young women chattered on, catching up. Susana did most of the talking, he noticed, sharing the adventures she’d had in London and in Inverness, where they had gone to visit her twin sister, Sara, and her Scottish husband. And wasn’t it a shame that Sara couldn’t come for Christmas? But what a blessing that she was increasing again.

      Yes, Susana went on and on. But then, what did Meg have to share, really? She’d spent the last two years immured in the country at Pembroke running errands for his mother.

      The thought bothered him, but he didn’t know why. It wasn’t his fault her brother had died and her cousin had evicted her, forcing her to find work wherever she could.

      It was Cyril’s fault. The bastard.

      Jonathan had never liked him.

      Susana’s big news, which she shared, eyes shining, was that she and Christian were expecting again.

      He happened to be watching Meg at the time, so he saw her expression, which, to her credit, only lasted the flash of a moment, before she arranged her features into absolute delight. But he saw it. It burned through his soul.

      Her expression made it clear. Meg wanted children. She wanted them desperately.

      Jonathan vowed, at that very moment, to do whatever he could to help Meg get what she wanted.

      It was the least he could do.

      Truly. It was.
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      After Susana, Christian, and the boys arrived, time seemed to fly by for Meg. Granted, the dowager kept her busy, now that a true governess was on site and she had Meg back exclusively in her service. In addition to her usual duties, she was in a flurry helping the household staff prepare for the house party. She wrote out invitations, planned menus, and arranged entertainments for the three-day event. And then there were the decorations. The dowager was determined to have the most talked-about event of the season. That meant outdoing all of the London hostesses, which was a daunting proposition.

      The tree was the largest challenge, because it had to be cut and set and decorated just before everyone arrived. Beyond that, the dowager wanted mistletoe on every door jamb, fresh boughs wound around every bannister, and a parade of characters representing the Twelve Days of Christmas. Thankfully, Susana had friends in London who knew a troupe of actors who were more than happy to have the opportunity to perform before the cream of the ton.

      With so much to attend to, Meg was busy from dawn to dusk and exhausted by supper, so she chose to have a tray in her room, rather than eat with the family. Aside from which, she hadn’t been invited. Therefore, she didn’t see Jonathan at all. Which was a blessing. Truly it was. It was far too difficult to be in his presence and pretend that everything was fine when all she wanted to do was cry. Once the party began, he would find a young, fresh-faced bride, and she would have to watch him marry someone else all over again.

      Being busy during the day helped distract her, though. It was the long nights that were difficult. One would think, with all her tasks, that sleep would come easily, but it didn’t.

      One night, just a few days before the guests were to arrive, she tossed and turned for hours before padding down to the library in her nightgown to find a book. She was surprised to find a lamp lit, and even more surprised to see Jonathan seated by the hearth staring into the fire.

      He noticed her before she could slip away and waved her in.

      Dear heavens. Perhaps she should have taken a moment to dress.

      “Can’t sleep?” he asked in an amused tone.

      She had no idea why he was amused, so she sniffed. “I came for a book.”

      “Of course.” He waved at the decanter on the table at his elbow. “A whisky may help.” Before she could demur, he poured her one. “Sit. Please. I would like to talk to you.”

      She should go. Really, she should. But for some reason, she didn’t want to. With a sigh, she sat, as he asked, and lifted the tumbler to her lips. The liquor burned her throat and she coughed.

      Jonathan grinned. “Good, isn’t it? It comes from Ian’s distillery.”

      She forced a smile. Though she’d never met Sara’s husband, she’d heard wonderful things about him. “Helps, having a brother-in-law with his own distillery, does it?”

      His grin widened. “I am never without friends.”

      “I can imagine.”

      He went back to staring at the fire, which prompted her to ask, “Was there something you wanted to talk about?”

      “Ah. Yes. But first, why haven’t you been at dinner?”

      She blinked. Dinner? “Dinner is a family event.”

      He frowned. “You’re family.”

      Oh dear. “No, Jonathan,” she said with a sigh. “I’m not. I know my place.”

      “Do you eat dinner with Mother at home?”

      “Of course…but that’s different.”

      “How is it different?”

      She had no idea why this conversation seemed to be annoying him. This was the way of the world, after all. “For one thing, she hates to eat alone and she claims that Mawbry puts her off her food.”

      He laughed at that, but it was more of a snort, and he tried to hide it. “So if we want you to come to dinner, it must be a command?”

      “Something like that.” She proffered a smug smile, but it might have been a result of the whisky, which—now that she’d had another sip—was quite warm and pleasant.

      “Well, I expect you at dinner tomorrow night then.”

      Meg started and she frowned at him. “Ballocks,” she said.

      It surprised her when he threw back his head and laughed. “Do you speak that way to my daughters?”

      “Only when the three of us are alone.” My, this whisky was something. She lifted the tumbler and observed the colors. “Does one always tell the truth when one drinks this?”

      He nodded. “Pretty much.”

      They sat in silence and sipped whisky and stared at the fire, until Meg recalled what he’d said earlier and asked, “You wanted to talk to me?”

      “Ah yes.” He sighed heavily and scrubbed his face with his palm and she had a flash of worry.

      “What is it?” What was so difficult to say?

      “I just wanted to ask you…”

      “Yes?” Now her curiosity was running wild.

      “I… Just…” He turned to her, his expression sincere and unbearably adorable. “Are you happy?”

      What?

      “Am I happy?” She gaped at him. “Of course I’m happy. Whatever do you mean?”

      “When I told you that Mother was planning to find you a husband, you seemed aghast. Do you not want a husband? Are you happy as a companion?”

      Oh dear. How to answer this?

      She stared down at her lap for a moment, gathering her thoughts. “There was a time when my fate was to marry.”

      “Technically, that is not an answer, just a statement of fact.” Blast. She’d never been able to cousin him. “What do you want, Meg?”

      “I…”

      “Is it so hard a question to answer?”

      Another sip was in order. It was going down much more smoothly.

      “Meg?”

      “No. Jonathan, it’s not a difficult question to answer. But no one’s ever asked it of me before. And for the past two years, since George died, it was a moot point. What I’ve wanted since then was to have food to eat and a roof over my head. Am I happy with those things? Yes.”

      “But you want more?”

      Oh, did she.

      She tried to look away, but couldn’t. He’d captured her in his warm brown gaze. They shared a moment, one simple moment, where she didn’t hide anything, where she let him see exactly the truth.

      “I want more, yes. I want a husband to love me. A home that is more than a mere house. I want to belong somewhere. I want choices. Options.” Annoying tears pricked at her lids. Oh, ballocks. She’d had too much whisky. She set the glass down on the table, a little too hard, as it happened.

      “And children?”

      Blast him for seeing her so clearly. His gentle query triggered the waterworks she was so sure she could hold back. It dredged up the deepest pain, her greatest loss in all this. She angrily swiped at her cheeks.

      “Meg.” He sighed her name, which was painful in itself, but then he—the bastard—stood, took her hand, and pulled her into his arms. He was in shirtsleeves and his chest was firm against hers. He wrapped himself around her and held her. Just held her there, in that warm haven, bolstering her with his strength as she wept. “We’ll get you a husband,” he whispered into her hair. “Don’t worry. We’ll find someone.”

      To which she had to rear back and wail, “I don’t want just any husband.”

      Yes. That was the crux of it all, wasn’t it? She didn’t want just any husband.

      She wanted him.

      And she could never tell him that, because it would thrust a wedge between them that would destroy their friendship. It would make things awkward.

      Not that they weren’t awkward now.

      Especially when, from the doorway, Susana clucked her tongue. “What is this?” she asked in a far too theatrical lilt.

      Naturally, Jonathan and Meg leaped apart and whirled to face her.

      “Nothing,” they both said at the same time, which only made her smirk.

      “We were just talking about life,” Jonathan said in a defensive tone.

      “And marriage,” Meg added.

      Susana looked them up and down. “And Meg started crying? And you gave her a hug?”

      “Exactly!” Jonathan crowed.

      “Of course.” Susana smiled. “Just what I surmised. The two of you don’t look guilty in the least.”

      Meg’s cheeks flared. “Guilty?” It had been terribly nice, being held by him. But they’d done nothing wrong. Not in the slightest. She glanced at Jonathan. His Adam’s apple bobbed.

      “Of course not,” he averred.

      Susana’s smile widened. “Well, you might want to get these late night meetings out of your system before the guests arrive. If you’re not careful, you may find yourselves thoroughly compromised.” She seemed gleeful when she said it, which was a trifle mortifying, but Meg ignored that.

      Jonathan frowned. “Don’t be ridiculous. Meg is family.”

      “She is.” Susana nodded. “And she isn’t, if you know what I mean.” The wink didn’t help.

      “I, in fact, do not know what you mean.” He seemed disturbed.

      Meg wondered idly if there was any whisky left in her glass.

      “You and I know Meg is family. That we all grew up together in the wilds of Devon. But the mavens of high society don’t know or care. All they will see is that she is a single woman and you are a roguish duke.”

      “I’m hardly roguish.”

      “Not according to gossip.”

      “That is entirely unfair.”

      “Is it?” His sister fixed him with a too-knowing glance. “My point is, when the guests arrive, you will both have to behave.”

      Well really! “We were behaving!” Meg sputtered.

      Susana gave her the once over. “You’re in your nightgown.” Her gaze reached Meg’s feet. “And you’re barefoot.”

      “She couldn’t sleep,” Jonathan said, which didn’t help at all.

      Meg stepped forward. “I came down for a book.”

      “And ended up in my brother’s arms?”

      All right. Perhaps it didn’t look all that innocent—

      “I didn’t kiss her.”

      Oh dear. Granted, he was defending his honor, but did he have to shout it quite so stridently, with such…distaste? What was she, a hideous un-kissable hag? Apparently so. Fury, pain, and humiliation whipped through her. She couldn’t help it. She whirled on him and smacked his shoulder.

      His nostrils flared. “Whatever was that for?”

      But Meg couldn’t answer. Her throat was clogged and her vision slightly blurred.

      Susana shook her head. “You, Jonathan Pembroke, are hopeless,” she said, wrapping her arm around Meg’s shoulder and guiding her from the room, leaving the duke sputtering in their wake.

      

      The next morning, Jonathan still had no idea what had transpired in the library the night before. Most specifically, what had made Meg cry.

      Not the first time. He totally understood that bit.

      It was the second time.

      Dear God, it had ripped at his heart to see her expression collapse, to see tears well in her eyes, to see her lips tremble.

      He’d only insisted that he hadn’t done anything inappropriate. He hadn’t kissed her.

      Granted, the thought had crossed his mind. She’d been so sweet and soft in his arms, and her scent, something lemony, had teased at his nostrils and made him…hungry.

      But he’d batted the thought away like an annoying gnat, just like every time he had it about Meg.

      Meg was different.

      She was like a sister.

      He’d always thought of her as such, from the first time he’d rescued her from the old elm in the meadow she liked to climb, even though she could never get herself down. She’d been five then. The same age his daughters were now. Was it any wonder he’d always thought of her as someone he needed to protect?

      But she wasn’t five now. Now she was a grown woman, and a damned beautiful one. Yes, he’d had, ahem, thoughts about her, but they’d felt wrong. They’d felt like he was betraying George.

      His mind flittered back to the way it had felt, holding her against his body in the library, and against his will, his passion stirred. He groaned and buried his face in his hands. It was wrong to think of her like that.

      Wasn’t it?

      It was a relief when Rodgers interrupted this mental torture with his morning tea. After that, he found his mother and told her the reason Meg never came down for dinner was because she required a command. Or at least, an invitation.

      Blast it all. It had never occurred to him that she felt she didn’t belong. It broke his heart that she felt she didn’t belong.

      She did. She belonged.

      He hunted for her all day to tell her so, and to apologize for whatever he’d said or done that had made her cry that second time, but he couldn’t find her. She had always “just left” whatever room he checked.

      By dinnertime, he was getting irritated.

      To be honest, he was irritated with himself.

      He’d spent the day thinking about Meg, and how hard it must be for her to be caught between two worlds. And how much he would like to change all that for her. How he could change all that for her.

      Mostly, he thought about how much he regretted inviting Mattingly to the party.

      He hadn’t really considered things when he added Mattingly to his list. He’d been too busy trying to please his mother with actual viable prospects.

      He hadn’t thought about what that might mean.

      Of course Mattingly would be taken with her. She was beautiful, talented, funny, and smart. How could Mattingly not want to woo her? They would dance and chat and—good God—laugh together.

      And Jonathan would have to stand there and watch with a smile on his face.

      What a miserable proposition.

      By the time dinner came around, he was in a high dudgeon. Which was saying something. Usually it was only old ladies who got into high dudgeon.

      That was probably why he frowned at Meg when she entered the sitting room in her companion’s weeds with her hair up in a spinsterly bun. It didn’t help that there was a mutinous expression on her pretty face.

      “Why are you dressed like that?” he snapped.

      “Like what?” she snapped back.

      He waved his hand at her outfit. “Like that?”

      “These are my clothes.” She tipped her chin and sniffed at him with a primness that only irritated him more.

      “She looks fine,” Mother said. “Come have some ratafia, Meg.”

      “She doesn’t look fine. She looks like…a companion.”

      Meg sent him a look, one he couldn’t quite translate. “I am a companion.”

      He pulled himself straighter and said haughtily, “We dress for dinner.”

      Her smile was frigid. “I am dressed.”

      “More dressed than she was last night,” Susana said sotto voce.

      They both glared at her.

      “Whatever do you mean?” Mother asked. Thankfully, everyone ignored her.

      Jonathan simply plowed on. “You could at least wear something pretty.” It was a perfectly logical request.

      There was no reason for Meg to burst into tears.

      Again.

      He turned to his sister and bellowed, “What is she crying about?”

      Susana sniffed. “Why are you asking me?”

      “You’re a woman. You understand each other. Don’t you?”

      Mother, who was sitting on the divan and taking all this in as though it were a play enacted for her private pleasure, suggested, “Why don’t you ask her?”

      Jonathan glanced at Christian for some male support, but he merely shrugged.

      So he turned to her. And he sighed. “Meg. Why are you crying?”

      She glared at him, though the tears, and then said in an emotionless voice, “I don’t have anything pretty.”

      That was all it took. His dudgeon deflated like a failed soufflé.

      Of course she didn’t have anything pretty. Cyril, the bastard, had confiscated all her gowns and jewels and sold them after George died. His mother had told him as much and he’d tut-tutted and made some offhand comment about what a bastard Cyril was and then promptly forgot about it.

      Well, hell. How could he fix this?

      He had no idea, so he just did what he wanted to do.

      He took her in his arms—again—and held her as she cried.

      This was becoming a disturbing trend.

      Although, if he were honest, he didn’t hate it.

      “Don’t cry, Meg,” he whispered to her. “We’ll get you something pretty.”

      She snorted wetly into his chest. “I don’t want anything pretty.” Which was clearly untrue, except that being contrary was apparently deeply imbedded in her nature.

      “Oh dear,” Mother said with such horror, they both turned to look at her, though Jonathan kept his arms firmly around Meg.

      “What?” Susana asked.

      “I just realized that the party is in two days and Meg hasn’t a thing to wear.”

      “I’ll take her to London tomorrow.” He didn’t know where the words came from. They just fell from his lips.

      Suddenly, it seemed like an excellent idea.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Mother said with a snort.

      Susana shook her head. “You’ll never get a seamstress now.”

      Mother shook her head as well. “Never.”

      “Why not?” That seemed terribly ridiculous.

      Susana stood and came to Meg’s side. “It’s high season, that’s why. But never mind. I have a solution.” His sister took Meg’s arm, dried her tears, and tugged her toward the door.

      “Whatever are you doing?” Jonathan asked. “It’s time for dinner.”

      “No time for dinner,” Susana crowed. “Meg, you and I are about the same size and I brought far more dresses than I will ever wear. You and I are going to pilfer my wardrobe! Have cook send two trays to my room at once!”

      Jonathan watched them go—happy that Susana’s suggestion had seemed to delight Meg, and slightly annoyed that, once again, she wouldn’t be at family dinner, since this was the last one before the insanity began.

      But his feelings hardly mattered, didn’t they?

      He was only the duke.
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      Susana’s wardrobe was a treasure trove. Meg did her best to swallow the acrid fact that she’d once had one just like it and was now reduced to begging for scraps. She focused instead on the fact that she was lucky to have such a generous friend. And the opportunity to wear beautiful dresses as well. That was wonderful.

      “Oh, this one!” Susana sighed, pulling out a beautiful sky blue frock with sequins stitched into the bodice. “It barely fits me now, since I’m increasing again, but it’s one of my favorites. I’m glad I brought it because it is perfect for your coloring.”

      It was. And, in a flurry of crinoline, Meg eagerly tried it on. It was perfect. The blue brought out her eyes and made her shine. Or maybe that was simply her delight as she spun around and watched the skirt bell in the glass. It was a little tight in the bodice, but Susana insisted, with a wink, it was just right for someone on the hunt for a husband. There was another, a dark forest green, which would be perfect for the Christmas Eve supper and ball, and a lovely pink day dress.

      “I love you in these jewel tones,” Susana said and Meg laughed.

      “My last party frock was white.”

      Susana grinned. “We’re hardly debutantes now.”

      Yes. Hardly.

      When they were finished, Meg returned to her dark weeds and sighed. “That was fun,” she told her friend, who grinned.

      “Wasn’t it?”

      “I’m so appreciative. You’ve been so generous.”

      To her surprise, Susana stared at her, tears welling. Which caused Meg to tear up as well. “Meg, darling,” she said, opening her arms for a hug. “You deserve it. You’ve always been so generous with me. Even when we were children. Do you remember that time when you let me have the last cake at tea, after Jonathan and George swept in and tried to scarf them all up?”

      Meg had to chuckle. “No. I don’t.”

      Susana’s eyes sparkled. “Well, I do. And the time you gave me your doll, because I liked it. And— Oh, I could go on. You’re like a sister to me. A dear, dear sister. And I, for one, hate to see you moldering in Devon with Mama.”

      “I’m hardly moldering. Besides, I love your mother.”

      “I do too, but she doesn’t exactly live an exciting life.”

      “She…throws parties…”

      Susana snorted. “We both know, you throw those parties. She just tags along and makes speeches.”

      “They are very good speeches.”

      “That is a matter of opinion. And beside the point.”

      “And the point is?”

      “The point is, you deserve more in life. You deserve all the happiness in the world. And a husband who loves you. You deserve children. I’ve seen you with the boys. You are magnificent.”

      Meg focused on a pleat in her bombazine skirt. “I would love to have children…someday.”

      “Of course you would. And this party is a wonderful opportunity to scan the opportunities, as it were.”

      Yes. It would be. “Thanks to you.” She gave her friend another hug, then pulled back. “Do you know any of the men who are coming?”

      Susana’s brow furrowed. “I peeked at the guest list. Jonathan invited Richard Manning and Aiden St. Clare. They’re both very respectable.”

      Respectable? Not what she’d been thinking. She’d been thinking tall, dark, and just a trifle grumpy with a dazzling array of dimples when he smiled…

      “I’ve met Manning at the opera more than once,” Susana continued, unaware of Meg’s momentary mooning over an unreachable duke. “Do you like the opera?”

      “I’ve only been once,” Meg said. “It seemed…tedious. But I was young.”

      “Oh, it is tedious, but it’s fun to watch the crowd during the boring parts. If you and Manning go, Christian and I will go with you.”

      “That would be fun.”

      “Just think of it. If we both lived in London, we’d be in each other’s pockets again, just like when we were children.”

      “Oh, how I’d like that.” She’d sorely missed Susana—any female friendship. Well, female friendship her own age. She and the dowager rarely had similar tastes.

      “Me too. So here is the plan. This week, we will assess the possibilities and then go in for the kill. Yes?”

      How could she say no? “Of course, yes!”

      “Excellent!”

      

      After she left Susana’s spacious quarters, Meg headed up to the nursery to tuck the girls in. Not because she had to—Susana’s governess was excellent—but because she wanted to. She loved Lizzie and Vicca and had missed their antics because she’d been so busy for the past few days.

      They were in bed, but far from asleep, and they both leaped up with a hurrah! as she pushed into the room. She gave them each a hug and a kiss and asked what they’d been up to. What followed was a raucous recounting of their adventures with William and Christopher, Susana’s twins. As they shared the details, it occurred to Meg that she might want to have a chat with Susana’s governess. Surely she wasn’t aware of all of this. She certainly couldn’t have known that the four hooligans had built a fortress in the library. With books. Or that they’d figured out a way to snitch cakes and pies from cook’s pantry without being seen. Or the bit about the fire in the greenhouse.

      Honestly, the girls were becoming a bit too fascinated with fire for her liking. Perhaps Jonathan should be informed as well…

      And then, as though she’d conjured him with her thoughts, he was there in the doorway.

      “Papa!” Lizzie cried. “Come help Meg tuck us in.”

      He did. She watched, breathless, as he loped across the darkened room, as perfect in form as a man could be. She tried to still her thudding heart and reminded herself to breathe. Oh, and force a casual smile.

      “I thought you were already tucked in,” he said in a deep raspy voice, lit with humor.

      Vicca made a face. “Not by you.”

      “It’s better if it’s you and Meg.”

      “Miss Ainsley doesn’t do it right.”

      “Doesn’t she?” The powerful duke went down on his knees between their beds and kissed them both, one after the other.

      “Exactly right,” Vicca said somberly.

      “Young girls need to be tucked in properly,” her twin added.

      “Good to know. Now, both of you, under the covers. Close your eyes. Time to sleep.”

      “We’re too excited to sleep,” Lizzie said.

      Vicca nodded. “The party starts tomorrow!”

      “That it does. So you both need your sleep. And…” He fixed them both with a dark scowl, which made them giggle. “I expect you both to be on your best behavior. All the mavens of society will be there.”

      “I thought Grandmamma was the maven of society.”

      Lizzie nodded. “That’s what she told us.”

      Jonathan chuckled. “She is. But all her maven friends will be there. And you need to understand that your behavior reflects on the entire Pembroke family. That is a great weight to bear.”

      The girls sobered and nodded, apparently listening to their father…for once.

      “It’s possible that I might even find you a new mama.”

      Oooh. Perhaps he shouldn’t have said that, on account of the fact they were listening and all. They both made faces.

      “What if we don’t want a new mama?” Vicca asked.

      “Of course you do.”

      Lizzie shrugged. “I like Meg. Why don’t you just marry Meg?”

      A mortifying silence settled. Meg and Jonathan exchanged chagrined glances. Before Jonathan could answer, Meg forced a laugh. “Nonsense. Your papa needs a young wife.” She ignored his sharp glance. “She has to be able to keep up with you, after all.”

      Vicca pursed her lips and then nodded. “You are awfully old,” she told Meg.

      It was difficult to hold back a laugh. “Thank you.”

      “All right. Enough of this.” Jonathan pulled up their covers and tucked each one in with another kiss. “Go to sleep.”

      “Good night, my darlings,” Meg said as she stood to join Jonathan as he walked to the door. She hadn’t intended to, it just worked out that way.

      “Wait!” One of the twins cried as they reached the doorway. In tandem, they turned and looked back at the shadowed beds. “Look!” The twins both pointed above their heads, and they, perforce, looked up.

      Oh dear.

      It was mistletoe. Blast the dowager and her insistence that the stuff be scattered everywhere.

      “You have to kiss now,” one of the twins said. Meg suspected it was Vicca, the minx.

      She and Jonathan shared another chagrined glance. His shoulder lifted. “I suppose she’s right.”

      “Of course she’s right,” Meg said, struggling for a matter-of-fact expression, though her heart raced. “It is mistletoe.”

      “That it is.”

      “Do it!” their audience demanded.

      With a sigh, that made clear this was an onerous task, Jonathan put his fingers to her cheek and tipped her face to his.

      Meg held her breath, which was unwise, because she was already a little giddy due to his closeness, and the dizzying scent of his cologne. She watched, breathless, as his head descended. She saw it then—just before their lips touched—his quirk of a smile. It warmed her heart.

      And then everything warmed, because his mouth was on hers, delicious and velvety smooth. It send a shard of hunger and delight through her. It made her want in a way she had never wanted before.

      Cold, bitter disappointment scored her as he pulled away, far too soon, but it was only to look into her eyes with an indecipherable expression…before he lowered his head again.

      This kiss was deeper. Sweeter. He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close, against his firm, perfect form as he explored her mouth.

      She was barely away of the cheers from the peanut gallery, her mind was so utterly consumed with the delirious sensations flooding her. Thank God he was holding her, or she might have melted to an ignoble puddle right then and there.

      When he lifted his head for the second time, it was to stare at her with a quizzical expression she had no hope of understanding. But when he smiled at her, it was one of his teasing grins. The one a friend would offer in a mutually uncomfortable situation.

      And oh, uncomfortable she was.

      “Happy Christmas, Meg,” he said as he let her go.

      Her soul wailed as he did, but she steadied herself by leaning against the wall, and trying desperately not to look at him like a mooncalf. “H-happy Christmas, Jonathan,” she murmured.

      And then, with another “Good night” to the girls, he made his way to his rooms, without so much as a single glance back.

      Clearly the kiss hadn’t meant anything to him.

      Meg, however, was devastated.
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      Jonathan tried to maintain an indifferent demeanor as he walked away from Meg, but damn. That had been the most amazing kiss of his life. It had been all he could do to not lay her down on the carpet and take her there, right in front of his daughters.

      Granted, he hadn’t kissed a woman like that for a long while. Since Tessa, probably.

      It had been a long time since he’d even wanted to.

      Of course, he hadn’t wanted to, this evening. Not particularly. He’d been goaded into it by his children. But now that he had, now that he’d tasted Meg, experienced the soft delight of her mouth… Hell, now it was all he could think about.

      She’d always been a friend—a little sister—to him. He hadn’t thought about her in that way, most probably out of respect for his friend George. How had he never noticed how seductive she was? How sweet she smelled? How had he never truly thought about her as a woman?

      Well, he was thinking about her as a woman now, that was for certain.

      And then, there was the comment she’d made, about being too old to marry him.

      What kind of nonsense was that? She was four and twenty. Hardly an old biddy, though she did kind of look old, in that baggy black frock she always wore. And her hair, up like that in a tight bun. Other than that one night when he’d found her with his children, it had been years since he’d seen it down. His fingers itched to—

      “Your Grace.”

      He stopped short, stunned to find Rodgers standing right before him. If his valet hadn’t spoken, he might have just plowed right into him.

      He adjusted his cuffs. “Yes, Rodgers?”

      “Two of your guests have arrived.”

      “Really?” So early? Jonathan lifted a brow.

      “Yes, sir. A Lord Mattingly and Lord St. Clare. They’re waiting for you in the billiard room.”

      Ah, excellent. Drinking partners. Just what he needed to smooth off the rough edges his unexpected encounter with Meg had engendered. “Put them in the west wing, please. Near my chambers. I will go and join them now.”

      Rodgers bowed and scuttled off to wherever valets went and, with a smile, Jonathan headed for the back of the house where his friends awaited him.

      

      Jonathan grinned as he entered the billiard room to see his friends, and Christian, stripped down to their shirtsleeves, engaged in a game of billiards. They’d been friends since Eton, and he really liked them all. He’d been delighted when Susana and Christian met and hit it off straight away. Also, it was nice to have another man in the family—one closer than Inverness, at least—to back him up against all the females, as it were. Although he’d discovered, if pitted between Jonathan and Susana, Christian always chose Susana.

      As it should be, he supposed.

      St. Clare was tall and thin with sandy blond hair with a hint of red in the sunshine, and Mattingly was muscular and dark. They both had a wicked sense of humor and shared Jonathan’s political leanings, which was always helpful in a friendship.

      When they saw him, they all crowed a greeting and lifted their glasses.

      “There he is,” Mattingly said, pouring a glass for Jonathan as well.

      “Where’ve you been?” Christian asked.

      Jonathan took a sip of excellent brandy. “Tucking the girls into bed,” he said, nipping at his tongue to keep from babbling the other bit. About the surprisingly scorching kiss with Meg.

      Now that he was there, the others laid down their cues, and the four of them sat by the fire and got caught up. It hadn’t been long since he’d seen Mattingly and St. Clare in London, but they always seemed to have scintillating stories to tell. Indeed, they had Christian holding his sides in no time as they told a tale of a brawl in Whites last week between Peter Scofield and Reginald Busk over the debatable virtue of a known Cyprian. Love-triangles were always juicy fodder in the ton, and this one, apparently, was delighting gossips all over town. There had even been a threat of a duel.

      Sadly, there had not been a duel. At least, not the pistols at dawn variety. But there had been a battle involving a half-full bottle of champagne and a napoleon—the cake, not the emperor.

      “It was a damned waste of Chantilly cream, if you ask me,” Mattingly muttered, refilling his glass.

      St. Clare nodded. “And champagne.”

      Christian chuckled. “An appalling waste.”

      “But you should have seen it,” Mattingly said. “Scofield dripping wet.”

      “And Busk, sputtering, all covered with cream,” St. Clare added with a snort.

      And then the two of them were off again, laughing so uproariously that Jonathan and Christian had to join in, even though they hadn’t seen it.

      There were other stories, not as funny, though. The four of them talked and drank—and smoked the occasional cheroot—for several hours. It was quite grand. And a welcome prelude to the party to come, though the party to come would never be so pleasant. Jonathan resolved to savor this moment with his friends, and remember it when he wanted to tear his hair out in the ensuing days.

      But then Mattingly went and said something that completely ruined his mood.

      “So tell us about this girl.”

      A simple question. Surely not one that should cause such an uprising of bile from his gut.

      Jonathan sipped his brandy. It tasted bitter. “Girl?”

      “You know.” St. Clare slapped him on the shoulder. “The one you mentioned in the invitation.”

      Mattingly fixed him with a somber gaze. “We’re both dying to know more about her. Especially if she comes recommended by you.”

      “Indeed,” St. Clare said. “I’ve been looking for a wife for months now, and cannot bear any of those flibberty-gibbets the mamas are proffering this season.”

      Mattingly grunted. “Mindless twits. Tell me she’s not mindless.”

      “No. No, she’s not mindless,” he said, but it was through tight lips.

      “Good.” Both of his friends grinned.

      “Is she pretty?” St. Clare asked hopefully.

      Jonathan shrugged. All of a sudden, he didn’t feel like talking Meg up. Not to these two. “She’s not bad.”

      “Not bad?” Christian blurted. “She’s gorgeous. Beautiful, intelligent eyes, lovely brown hair, and a face like a cameo—”

      “Surely not like a cameo,” Jonathan muttered, but no one was listening to him. His friends had turned all their attention to Christian, who continued on, for far too long, singing the praises of Meg Chalmers. Over and over and over again until Jonathan wanted to scream at him to be quiet.

      He couldn’t though. Couldn’t say anything.

      And the damned irony of the situation was that he was the one who had welcomed these wolves to his door.

      Judging from their expressions, they were going to eat Meg alive.

      In a good way, of course. In a matrimonial way.

      But Jonathan couldn’t still the unease in his belly or silence the howling of his soul at the thought of Meg choosing one of them. Marrying one of them.

      Because then he’d have to pretend to be happy for them.

      And that was a terrible prospect.

      

      Something strange and wonderful happened the next day.

      Meg fully expected to be awakened early by Beth, the chamber maid. She fully expected to spend the day helping the dowager with last-minute disasters and preparations for their guests.

      But no one came to wake her up.

      When she finally roused, the sun was high in the sky and Susana was sitting in the chair by the window sipping tea. She shot Meg a brilliant smile.

      “Oh dear.” Meg swiped the hair from her eyes. “I’ve overslept.”

      Susana laughed, a glorious tinkle. “You deserved it. Besides, Mother wants you to be fresh for tonight.”

      “Tonight?” she parroted, though she knew the itinerary quite well. Tonight was the welcome party. For the guests. Of which she was now one, apparently.

      “The guests have already started arriving,” Susana said. For some reason there was a frown on her beautiful face.

      “Have they?”

      “Yes.” A snort.

      “Susana, darling, whatever is wrong?” Meg knew she should rise from the bed, but it was so warm and comfortable, she just nestled deeper into the down.

      “It’s them.”

      “Them?”

      “The women Mother has invited. I can only assume they are for Jonathan, but seriously, Cicely Peck?”

      Yes, Cicely Peck had been on the list of invitations Meg had written. “Do you not like Cicely Peck?”

      “Oh, she’s all right, I suppose. But not the sort I want as a sister-in-law.”

      “One cannot always choose one’s in-laws.”

      “How true that is. But Cicely?”

      “Tell me about her.” She hadn’t been around in Meg’s season. She’d probably still been in leading strings then.

      “Well, she’s beautiful.”

      Lovely. Meg set her hand to her stomach, which, for some reason, had begun to churn.

      “And she’s from a good family.”

      “Yes. The Pecks.”

      “But she’s…”

      “What?”

      “I don’t know. Reptilian?”

      Meg burst out laughing and sat up to eye her friend. “Tell me how you really feel,” she jested.

      Susana flushed. “I don’t mean to be petty. There’s just something cold and predatory about her.”

      “Jonathan isn’t a fool. He will never choose a woman who isn’t warm and sincere.”

      “I know.” Susan sighed. “But women often see things in other women that men miss.”

      So true. “Who else is here?”

      “The Pickerings arrived early. The Mountbattens and the Evertons right after.” Meg nodded. She remembered those families from her season. “And of course, Jonathan’s friends Mattingly and St. Clare arrived last night.”

      “Last night?”

      Susana huffed. “Christian was up with them ’til all hours and came to bed sotted with brandy and smelling of cheroots.” She put out a lip. “I made him sleep on the divan.”

      “Never say you make your husband sleep on the divan!”

      “When he smells of cheroots, I do. I made quite clear this nonsense is not to continue.”

      “I’m sure he’ll be on his best behavior, now that the party is underway.”

      Susana smiled. “Yes. It is. And I cannot wait to get started on you.”

      Meg boggled. “On me?”

      “Oh yes, darling. Now get up. We have a lot of work to do before tonight!”

      

      Had she known what Susana had in mind, Meg might have run. Good lord. She’d forgotten how much work it took to prepare for a simple party. There was bathing and powdering and all manner of fiddling with her hair. Susana had brought her hairdresser, but she’d conscripted the dowager’s hairdresser as well because Meg needed to look absolutely perfect.

      “Honestly,” she’d complained at one point when one hairdresser tugged her one way and the other another. “I think a simple bun will work.”

      They were all—all three of them—horrified.

      “A bun will not do,” Susana said. “Companions wear buns. You need an elaborate coif. Remember, you are angling for a high-ranking husband.”

      Meg frowned at her. “Am I?”

      “Yes. Now hush and let us work.”

      Outnumbered, Meg let the possibility of a simple hairdo drop. When they swung her around to face the glass, she was stunned.

      It was not Meg Chalmers, companion to the dowager, who looked back. It was some kind of fanciful swan with a long, elegant neck highlighted by an impossibly intricate creation of swirls and curls atop her head.

      She stared. “Surely that is not me.”

      Susana beamed. “Lovely, isn’t it?” And then, she corrected herself. “Aren’t you? The men will fall at your feet. Oh. Speaking of feet…” She rushed to her dressing room and returned with a pair of blue slippers. “These will match the dress perfectly.”

      “Are they yours?”

      A twinkle lit her eye. “No. I found them in the attic.”

      “In the attic?”

      She sobered and fingered the sequins on the shoes. “I think they may have been Tessa’s.”

      An ache swelled in her chest. Meg took them reverently and studied them, barely acknowledging the tears in her eyes.

      Susana misunderstood her hesitation. “Tessa would want you to wear them.”

      “Oh, I know. It’s just… I miss her.”

      “We all do. But remember, she’s still with us. In spirit. And Tessa would want you to wear these shoes, dance until your feet ache, and have fun tonight. Don’t you think?”

      “Dancing until my feet hurt isn’t all that fun,” she teased with a smile. She could remember that, at least, from her long-ago season.

      Susana shot her a grin. “It does depend upon with whom one is dancing.”

      Meg chuckled. “I daresay.”

      “Come along. Now that your hair is done, let’s get you dressed. I also have some sapphires for you to wear. They will make your eyes shine.”

      “Oh, I couldn’t…” It was far too much borrowed finery.

      But Susana wouldn’t hear of anything less than perfection.
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      The problem with being the host of a house party was that one had to attend it. Most specifically, one had to attend to the guests.

      Normally, this wasn’t something Jonathan was loath to do, but at most of his parties, he invited only his friends.

      This was his mother’s party.

      She’d invited her friends.

      And so, as the festivities began, he stood in the receiving line and greeted Lord and Lady Jersey, Buckingham, George Ponsonby, and Charles Sutton as well as many other faces from the 5th Parliament. It occurred to him that this was very much like being at work. He was surprised when Lord Castlereagh arrived with rival George Canning—he had no idea why Mother had invited them both—she was probably hoping for a sensation which would, at the very least, make for interesting conversation.

      When the Pickerings stepped up, with their stunning daughter Glorianna, his mother gave him a nudge with her elbow.

      Apparently, this guest had been invited for him.

      He bowed over her gloved hand and murmured a welcome. She went pale, then red. Her lips moved but no sound came out.

      Her mother nearly had apoplexy. “She’s very pleased to meet you,” she insisted, to which Glorianna nodded.

      Pickering chuckled. “A shy one, our girl,” he said, slapping Jonathan on the shoulder. “But very accomplished.”

      “Very accomplished,” Lady Pickering agreed. “Wait until you hear her play the pianoforte.”

      “Oh,” Jonathan said to his mother. “Is there to be a musicale?” There was hardly any chagrin in his tone. He deplored musicales.

      “But of course,” Mother said. “Tomorrow afternoon at two sharp.”

      Jonathan nodded. Excellent warning.

      Glorianna moved on to greet his mother, and Lady Pickering leaned in and told him how much her daughter loved children and didn’t the duke have two girls?

      After the Pickerings came the Mountbattens, and their lovely Louisa. She was pretty and young and certainly not tongue-tied. She loved living in London, she said. Adored dancing and painting and shopping. She also informed him she had an infatuation with hats. Especially hats with ribbons. Weren’t ribbons the most delightful things?

      Naturally, he agreed.

      But, truth be told, he was happy to move on to the Pecks.

      Cicely Peck was beautiful too. His mother certainly hadn’t failed on that account. She also didn’t natter on about ribbons and hats, which was a mercy. She merely smiled at him warmly and said how pleased she was to make his acquaintance. It was a relief to not be fawned over.

      Hisdick appeared next, looking slightly uncomfortable in his suit. He’d slicked back his fly-away hair and gone so far as to wear a cravat, which was saying something. Hisdick was never fond of things tied around his neck.

      “Hallo,” Jonathan greeted him. “I’m so glad you came.” Hisdick rarely went out—anywhere. He preferred to be closeted somewhere in a dark room with his books and a candle, which was probably why Jonathan had thought of him for Meg. She loved books too.

      “Thank you for the invitation.” Hisdick wobbled slightly from side to side, as though the floor were moving. But then, he’d always been more at home on a frigate. Before his appointment to the House of Commons, he’d been a seaman. He’d never been completely comfortable on dry land. “I must say, your home is quite grand.”

      “Thank you.”

      Hisdick leaned in. “Which one is she?” he asked, eyeing the groupings in the salon.

      Something lodged in Jonathan’s throat. “Ahem. She?”

      “The woman you mentioned in the letter?”

      “Ah. Meg. She’s not come down yet.” Jonathan forced a smile, but it cost him. He needed to remember why this party was being thrown. It was for Meg. To meet a man. Gads, how the thought irked him.

      And now, seeing Hisdick here, in this company, a horrifying prospect occurred to him. Surely he hadn’t invited his friend because he wasn’t a handsome, charming, wealthy lord? Because he was a little quirky and something less than a romantic figure? Surely he hadn’t chosen him in the hopes that he would be one fewer man Meg might fancy?

      A lowering thought. And one that posed more questions than he was capable of entertaining at the moment.

      Fortunately, he didn’t have to.

      Hisdick’s gasp forestalled any ethical dilemma he might have been tempted to confront.

      He turned and followed his friend’s gaze, and his lungs locked.

      A woman stood at the top of the stairs. A vision in blue.

      It took him a moment—longer than it should have—to realize it was Meg.

      He hadn’t seen her like this, in a fancy dress with her hair done up, since her season. But even then, she hadn’t been so…magnificent. Her stance was regal, her expression serene. She looked like… Well hell, she looked like a duchess.

      It poleaxed him.

      He barely even noticed Christian and Susana—with a smug smile—on either side of her as she floated down the stairs. His heart thudded, his head went woozy. Something in his breeches tightened.

      Good glory, she was exquisite.

      Had he really invited men here for her?

      What a fool.

      Because it was only now that he realized the truth of it.

      He wanted her for himself.

      “Who is that?” Hisdick asked. “She’s stunning.”

      “That is Miss Meg Chalmers,” Mother answered. Jonathan was incapable of speech.

      But he was capable of glares. He offered one to Hisdick for asking and one to Mother for answering. They both ignored him. Both entranced by the sight of his Meg coming towards them.

      She smiled when she saw him. A warm, bright greeting that made his cockles tingle. He wasn’t sure where cockles were, but he had his suspicions.

      “Your Grace.” She gave a curtsey and put her gloved hand in his. He didn’t want to let go.

      “Meg,” Mother said with a sigh. “Don’t you look lovely?”

      “She does,” Christian said, earning a glare as well. “It was a Susana’s doing,” his friend said when he noticed the frown.

      Susana laughed. “Hardly. All I did was loan her a dress.”

      “And the sapphires, of course,” Meg said, touching the bluer than blue stones at her throat.

      “You look…” He couldn’t finish the sentence. Words failed him.

      “Doesn’t she though?” Susana said with a smile. “Now come, darling.” She hooked her arm in Meg’s and towed her off into the room, presumably to make introductions. Jonathan didn’t want her to go. He wanted her to stay here by his side. Where she belonged.

      But what could he do?

      There was propriety to follow after all.

      He hated bloody propriety.

      Once Meg had arrived, the last thing Jonathan wanted to do was stand in the receiving line, but there was nothing for it. Mother wouldn’t let him leave. Not until all the guests were accounted for.

      Was it wrong to be peeved that Mattingly and St. Clare were late?

      By the time they came down the stairs, the party was in full swing. It was a small crowd, for a London soiree, but an absolute crush for a house party with over fifty guests. Mother had arranged for a string quartet to play in the niche, and a full buffet featuring her favorite holiday offerings. But Jonathan had no desire to eat.

      Once his friends appeared, all he wanted to do was go find Meg. She’d disappeared into the throng.

      He worried that she would be out of her depth with the mavens of the ton, and the mothers of the young girls Mother had invited. He hated the thought that she might be uncomfortable, or feel out of place. She hadn’t been to a real party in…

      Well, he had no idea.

      “So,” Mattingly said, rubbing his hands together. “Where is she?”

      The question was beginning to annoy him. “Who?”

      “Who?” St. Clare chuckled. “This woman we’ve come all this way to meet. You must introduce us so we can take her measure. Oh, I say, is that Hisdick?”

      Mattingly whistled. “And who is that lovely creature with him?”

      Jonathan scanned the crowd. His stomach tightened as he spotted Hisdick in a corner, where he was wont to be. But he was sitting with Meg. And she was laughing.

      Laughing!

      He set his teeth and headed in that direction, ignoring Mattingly and St. Clare as best he could.

      As he approached, Meg smiled at him. “Hallo, Your Grace. Is the receiving line finished?”

      “Quite finished.” He tried not to snap.

      “This is a lovely party,” Hisdick said. Was he aware there was a crumb clinging to his moustache? Probably not. Hisdick never was aware of much.

      “What are you two doing?” Surely this was not the accusation it sounded.

      “We’re talking,” Meg said with an elated glint in her eye, “About Pride and Prejudice.”

      Jonathan frowned at her. “Odd topic.”

      She laughed. “It’s a book, silly.”

      “By Jane Austen,” Hisdick felt required to add. “It’s a fiction.”

      Meg nodded. “But a lovely fiction.”

      “Well.” What could he say to that? “I don’t read fiction.”

      Hisdick reared back. “Well, you should.”

      “I don’t have time.”

      “Perhaps when Parliament is out?” Meg suggested.

      Unfortunately, Jonathan had no time to respond. Because his erstwhile friends, Mattingly and St. Clare, descended just then.

      “I say, Devon. Aren’t you going to introduce us to this lovely vision?”

      No.

      But hell. Did he have any choice? Begrudgingly, he made the introductions and resolved to stay by her side all night.

      What a pity his mother had other ideas. She found him and took his arm and skillfully led him away to a pocket of guests that included Glorianna Pickering. Miraculously, everyone else melted away, leaving the two of them together. Once the girl realized what had happened, she paled.

      “I-I. Good evening, Your Grace.”

      “Miss Pickering. How are you enjoying the party?”

      One would think such a question would not be a stumper. Lovely Miss Pickering’s mouth came open and then didn’t close. But no words came out.

      He leaned closer and whispered, “A nod will do.”

      Of this, apparently, she was capable.

      They stood there in silence and he tried to think of yes or no questions he could ask, but his mind wasn’t working properly. He kept glancing over to where Meg was holding court. Hisdick, Mattingly, and St. Clare had been joined by several other young men—none of whom Jonathan had invited. A prickle ran up his nape. Who were they? What were they saying? And why did she keep laughing, for pity’s sake?

      “Your Grace?”

      He started.

      Lady Pickering had returned, ostensibly to rescue her little lamb from her own shyness. “Did I mention that Glorianna has seven brothers and sisters? All younger.”

      “Why no.” He took a sip of his champagne. “You did not.”

      “She’s wonderful with them. Aren’t you, dear?”

      Miss Pickering nodded.

      “She so loves children. I do hope we will meet your girls while we are here. Do you suppose that can be arranged?”

      “Most certainly.” Apparently this was good enough for Lady Pickering. She trundled her mute daughter off to the buffet table. Unfortunately, Louisa Mountbatten was right there—courtesy of Mother—to take her place. What followed was a wholly different kind of conversation. One where the woman was not shy in the least and Jonathan found himself unable to get a word in edgewise.

      But, with the exception of the occasional grunt or nod, nothing much was required of him, so he let her monologue—about kittens and ribbons and some other such nonsense—trickle over him as he watched the knot in the corner grow.

      Was that William Everton?

      Bloody hell. Who had invited him? The man was an out and out rake.

      He shot a glare at his mother. Unfortunately, she took it as a cue to switch out the damsels, bringing him Cecily Peck and taking away Louisa Mountbatten.

      Cecily was an excellent foil to the others. She neither talked too little nor too much, but there was something slightly knowing in her eye. Something the younger girls did not possess.

      “What a lovely party,” she said in a dulcet tone, sending him a teasing glance.

      “My mother will be thrilled to hear it.”

      “I love throwing parties,” she said on a sigh. “Such excitement. Fascinating people.” She glanced at him from beneath her lashes. “Do you not enjoy…fascinating people?”

      He was sure she was flirting with him, he just wasn’t sure if he cared. “Doesn’t everyone enjoy fascinating people?”

      “I met Byron once at a party.”

      “Really?” He’d met Byron at White’s, but he didn’t feel the need to mention it.

      “You have the look of him.”

      He nearly jumped out of his skin as she touched his arm. Stroked it. “Do I?”

      “Mmm. Such beautiful brown eyes. And that curl on your forehead. I imagine the ladies swoon if you so much as smile at them.”

      He smiled at her then. It wasn’t intended, it just happened. “I don’t believe I’ve ever had someone faint on me.”

      She batted her lashes. “More’s the pity.”

      “It seems to me it would be awkward,” he had to add. It would be, wouldn’t it?

      “Perhaps. Depending on the company.” She laughed, a melodic tinkle. “I hear you have a lovely conservatory here in Sutton. Would you show it to me sometime?”

      He nodded. “I would love to.”

      “Excellent.” She glanced around the room and leaned in, whispering, “How about now?”

      Egads.

      He tried not to lurch back, but she was being way too forward for comfort. “Perhaps tomorrow? I do have other guests.” He bowed to her and then turned away, but not before he saw her serene expression curl into something of a snarl.

      Glorianna Pickering? Louisa Mountbatten? Cecily Peck? Had Mother deliberately invited the flightiest, most irritating debutantes on the market? Clearly, she had.

      He headed for his mother, thinking they needed to have a chat, but he caught a glimpse of Meg’s blue dress out of the corner of his eye. She was on Hisdick’s arm. They were leaving the room.

      Alarms blared in his head, and he changed course to follow them.

      Unfortunately, the party was a crush, so it took him a while to make it through the crowd and by then, the hallways was empty. With his pulse pounding, he rushed down the hall, madly opening doors.

      Ah. He should have known they’d be in the library.

      What he hadn’t expected, what he’d never imagined, was that he would find Meg in Hisdick’s arms.

      “What on earth is going on here?” he bellowed, much louder than he’d intended.

      They both whirled around, and to his ire, Meg laughed. “I wanted to show Richard Jane Austen’s first book and look.” She pointed up to where mistletoe dangled over their heads.

      First of all—Richard? They’d just met. How were they already on a first-name basis?

      Second of all, blast Mother and her mistletoe.

      It was a struggle to batten down his rage. “Hisdick, I need to speak with Meg, if you don’t mind?”

      For all his social flaws, Hisdick could take a hint. He nodded and exited the room, even closing the door in his wake.

      Once he was gone, Jonathan needed a moment. A moment to control the raging beast within, perhaps.

      “What is it, Jonathan?” Meg asked, coming closer and peering up at him like an innocent.

      “What is it? What is it?” he sputtered.

      “Yes.” He had no idea why she laughed. “Why did you send Hisdick away? We hadn’t even found the book yet.”

      “Don’t you know?”

      She stared at him. Blinked. “Know what?”

      “How dangerous that is?”

      “What?”

      Honestly? Did she not know? He raked back his hair. “You can’t just leave a party with a man and go into a deserted room with him.”

      “Why ever not?”

      “You most certainly cannot kiss him.”

      “But there was mistletoe.”

      “That doesn’t change anything. You could have been compromised.”

      “With Hisdick? What nonsense.”

      “It’s not nonsense. Had Lady Jersey, hell, had anyone else come in and seen you kissing Hisdick, you would have been done for.”

      Meg put her hands on her hips. Her eyes snapped fire. She was magnificent.

      “I did not kiss Hisdick.”

      “You were going to.”

      “What nonsense.”

      “There was mistletoe.” He pointed above his head.

      She looked up, then shrugged. “It does not signify.”

      “It most certainly does signify.” He had no idea why his anger was rising, but he did have a suspicion that it wasn’t anger at all. It was something more…feral. Something utterly mad.

      Without thinking, he yanked her into his arms and took her mouth, covering her, smothering her, tasting that delicious nectar he’d been craving since last night. It was a wild kiss, a devouring kiss, one that shocked him to his core.

      Because she kissed him back. Every sort of passion he felt, she gave back.

      When it ended, there in the darkened room with no sounds but their ragged breathing, his world was changed.

      He knew now, he could never let her go. Knew now that Meg was his.

      He leaned back and gored her with a dark, dominant gaze. “I’ve thought about that all day. Wanted that all day,” he said.

      She made a show of patting her hair to make sure it was all still in place.

      “Well.” Surely his voice didn’t crack. “Don’t you have anything to say?”

      “What-what could I say?”

      He growled at her. “That you wanted it too.”

      To his dismay, she turned away. “It was nice—”

      “Nice?” A roar. Fury burned through him, and without thinking, he pulled her back into his arms and kissed her again, making sure, this time, it was a damn sight more than nice.

      They were deep in it. Mouths melded, souls entwined, when the bark of a laugh came from the door. Horror trickled through him. What had he been thinking, kissing Meg like that, here? Surrounded by the mavens of the ton? He could have ruined her utterly. He whirled around and nearly collapsed in relief when it was just his sister.

      “This is becoming something of a habit,” Susana said with a smirk.

      “Well, really,” Meg said, once again patting her hair. It was clear she was breathless and there was a rosy tinge on her cheeks. Also, she would not meet his eye.

      “What on earth are you thinking, Jonathan?” His sister strode in and tipped up Meg’s chin, checking her face for any evidence of savagery, perhaps.

      “I came in here to save her,” he said, not unlike a child caught stealing a cake.

      Susana shot him a disbelieving look.

      “She was kissing Hisdick,” he insisted.

      Meg snorted. “I was not kissing Hisdick.”

      Susana sighed. “I can’t imagine anyone wanting to kiss Hisdick.”

      Neither could he, but that was entirely beside the point. “The point is, she was in here, alone with Hisdick. I came in to save her.”

      “And somehow she ended up kissing you?” Susana tipped her head to the side.

      “It’s not what it looks like,” he sputtered.

      “It’s not?” Meg’s voice was wobbly, wan.

      Dear God, were those tears in her eyes?

      Blast. Women were confounding. “That’s not what I meant, darling—”

      “Darling?” Susana tsked. She took Meg by the arm. “We are going back to the party. There are still several men who wanted to talk to you, dear. And you.” She speared Jonathan with a fierce glower. “Get yourself together. You’re supposed to be looking for a wife.”

      He was. He’d found her.

      But before he could say as much, both Meg and Susana were gone.

      He knew he should follow them, knew he should go back to the party, but he just couldn’t. Instead he poured himself a whisky and dropped into the chair by the fire—though the hearth was cold—and glared at the logs.
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      “Where on earth is Jonathan?” the dowager asked as Meg and Susana came back into the salon.

      “He’s pouting,” Susana said.

      “What?” Her tone led one to believe a duke had no business pouting whatsoever. “He has a party to host.”

      “Perhaps it’s too much for him.” Susana again.

      Meg was glad her friend was on her side, because she wouldn’t want her as a rival.

      “Perhaps,” the dowager said. “I’ll have a chat with him. Where is he?”

      “The library.”

      As the dowager stalked down the hall to find her errant son, Susana pulled Meg aside and checked her hair and dress for rumples. “What was that, dear?” she asked in an undertone, lest anyone else hear.

      Meg shook her head. Her body was still quivering to the thrill of Jonathan’s touch, that feral kiss. It was too much to expect her to think. “I don’t know.”

      Susana shot her a sideways look. “Don’t you?”

      “I don’t know why he kissed me.”

      In response, Susana turned her to the glass. “Don’t you? Can’t you see how lovely you are?”

      She stared at her reflection. Oh, she looked fine. “I’ll never be as pretty as Tessa.”

      “Oh dear. Is that it?” Susana sighed. “I do know how you feel, though. I was certain Christian would fall for her once he met her. She was so beautiful. But darling, Tessa is gone. Jonathan’s not even mourning anymore.”

      “I know.” It hardly signified. Tessa has always been the pretty one. Meg had always been the one who tromped through the mud with the boys.

      “But that is all beside the point. You are here and you shall have a wonderful time. Come now. Let’s go speak with Everton. Have you met him yet?”

      Meg made a face. “He spits when he talks.”

      “Oh dear. How about Mattingly?”

      Mattingly was nice. Funny. Clever. He just wasn’t Jonathan.

      Meg shrugged.

      “Surely there is someone you would like to talk to.”

      “I enjoyed conversing with Hisdick…” He was extraordinarily well-read and had an excellent grasp of subtext.

      “All right.” Susana linked their arms once more and they made their way over to the corner, where Hisdick had once again positioned himself and they had a lovely conversation about authors such as Sarah Burnley, Elizabeth Thomas, and Jane West, though Susana didn’t contribute much. She simply stood guard.

      

      “What are you doing in here?”

      Jonathan winced as he heard his mother enter the room. For a second, he thought to hide his whisky, then reminded himself he was a duke and he could drink whenever he damned well pleased. So he lifted his glass. “I needed a break.”

      She sniffed. “Susana suggested perhaps you weren’t up to hosting.”

      Susana had the right of it. The last thing he wanted to do right now was host. He wanted to go into the salon, sweep Meg off her feet, and carry her bodily to his chambers.

      But he couldn’t. Damn it all anyway.

      “You must go back. The card games are about to start.”

      He forbore rolling his eyes, but just barely. He might be seated with one of them. “I don’t like to play cards.”

      Her snort echoed the room. “You like cards enough when you go to gaming hells.”

      “Gaming hells aren’t dangerous.”

      “Well, I never. This is a party in your own home. You are not in danger.”

      “Ah, but I am.” He refilled his glass. “Did you know Miss Peck suggested I take her to the conservatory? Tonight?”

      “I’m sure she didn’t.”

      “I’m sure she did.” Also, his mother could not have noticed the deep gouges on his forearm from her talons. “Mother, I appreciate you inviting them all, but…”

      “But what?” Her eyes went wide and all innocent-like.

      He stared at her for a moment. “You have to know that none of them would suit.”

      “None of them would suit?” The fact that she parroted him and batted her lashes while doing it made suspicion bubble within him. Oh, he knew her. He knew her well. He just hadn’t suspected she could be so manipulative.

      “But you didn’t want me to settle on one of them, did you?”

      Her innocent look intensified. “I have no idea what you mean.”

      “Who is it?” he asked.

      “Jonathan, you are talking in riddles.”

      “Am I? Who is the woman you really want me to consider. Just tell me. It will save some time.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” She shifted her intense attention to the pleats in her skirt.

      “Is it the Malbury girl? What’s her name? Portico?”

      “Portia. And no. She’s spotty.”

      “Drake’s daughter? Petunia?”

      “Priscilla. And no. She’s mannish.”

      “All right. Who then?”

      The dowager sniffed. “I have no intention of choosing your wife for you, and frankly, I am insulted at the allusion that I do. You’re a grown man and you can choose your own wife. Now, come back to the party. You’re going to play cards and you’re going to like it.”

      With a command like that, he could hardly disobey.

      But he took his whisky with him.

      

      Truth be told, once the card games started, the party was tolerable. Probably because a lot of the guests left at that time to go to bed. And probably because Jonathan managed to be seated with Mattingly, St. Clare, and Everton. And, as they all knew, Everton was an easy mark.

      Pity they weren’t playing for money.

      For her part, Meg sat with Susana and Christian and Hisdick. There was far too much laughter coming from that side of the room. It almost ruined his concentration.

      But at least, from this vantage point, he could keep his eye on her, and he found, as long as he could keep his eye on her, he could remain calm.

      It wasn’t until very late that Meg stood, Susana with her, and said their good nights.

      Jonathan wanted, quite desperately, to follow. But he could hardly do that, so he stayed where he was and finished his hand. Christian and Hisdick wandered over to their table and co-opted some empty chairs, and the men—the only ones left in the room—gave up on cards and settled for a nice conversation. With whisky.

      Oh, it was all so pleasant.

      Until Mattingly said, “I say, Devon. Thank you for inviting me. I can’t tell you how taken I am with Miss Chalmers. Arsy yarsey, head over heels.”

      And something bitter shifted in Jonathan’s gut.

      “Oh, yes,” St. Clare said, with a glint in his eye. “She is lovely. Her brother was George Chalmers, yes? I remember him from Eton. Good sort.”

      His glass was empty. He cast around for a fresh bottle.

      “A shame what the new baron did to her,” Mattingly continued. “The least he could have done was see her settled.”

      St. Clare grinned. “Not that I’m complaining. She’s here for us now.”

      No. No, she wasn’t.

      “I plan to ask her for a waltz tomorrow night.”

      Mattingly was an annoying arse.

      “I will too.” Lovely. Now Hisdick was in the mix.

      Christian laughed. “It seems our Meg has some suitors,” he said, gouging Jonathan with an elbow. “No doubt she’ll be affianced by Christmas.”

      Where was the whisky? “Stafford! More whisky!”

      “I say, Devon, may I have your blessing?”

      He stilled and gaped at Mattingly. “What?”

      “Well, you’re her guardian, are you not?”

      He most definitely was not.

      “No, I want your blessing,” St. Clare insisted.

      “I’m not giving anyone my blessing,” he snapped. For Christ’s sake, what were they babbling about?

      “You have to. He has to, doesn’t he?” St. Clare asked plaintively.

      Christian shrugged. “Meg’s a grown woman. She can make her own decisions.”

      No, she couldn’t. Had they all gone stark raving mad? “Stafford!”

      To his surprise, it was not Stafford with a fresh bottle of whisky who appeared at his side. It was Rodgers, with no whisky in evidence. “Your Grace,” his valet said in a dour tone. But then, Rodgers was always dour.

      “Yes?”

      “May I speak with you?” He shot a glance around the table. “Privately?”

      “Of course.” And thank God. Jonathan had had about as much of this as he could take. If one more man asked him to proffer his blessings on a union with Meg, he might just snap.

      He nodded to his friends and rose, following Rodgers into the foyer. “What is it?”

      “There is, ahem, a problem with your chambers, sir.”

      Jonathan frowned. “A problem?”

      “Yes, Your Grace, inasmuch as they are not…empty, sir.”

      A little flare of excitement rose in his chest. “Is it Meg Chalmers?” Had she somehow gotten the brilliant idea to meet him in his rooms?

      Rodgers reared back. His eyes bugged out, making him look a touch like Mawbry. “Good God, no.”

      He had no idea why he asked. Clearly he had not been thinking.

      “It’s Miss Peck, sir.”

      Miss Peck? Holy hell. “Well, what is she doing in there?”

      His valet looked discomfited. “Sleeping, sir?”

      “Sleeping? In my chambers?”

      “Apparently you took too long to come to bed and she nodded off. I went to turn down the bed and it was…occupied. I came to find you at once.”

      “Good man.” Jonathan clapped him on the shoulders and made a mental note to give his valet a raise. “But what do we do about this?” He had to ask. He had no earthly clue. One thing was for certain, he wasn’t going to that room tonight.

      “If I may make a suggestion, sir?”

      “Please do.”

      “Shall I inform the dowager?”

      “Oh. An excellent suggestion.” Let Mother deal with this. “And can you make up a room next to Christian’s for me?” It wouldn’t hurt to have a little extra protection.

      “At once, sir.”

      Rodgers melted away and Jonathan took a moment to massage the bridge of his nose. What had he been thinking, coming to a house party filled to the gills with predators?

      The answer was clear.

      He had not been. Thinking. Not at all.

      It seemed to be an ongoing condition of late.

      And it continued when, after a few more drinks with his friends, he trudged up the stairs and had the wild notion of going to Meg’s room to finish their conversation. Before he had a moment to reconsider such insanity, he turned left instead of right at the landing and made for the governess’s chambers.

      It was right next to his daughters’ room, poorly sited for a seduction, but they were just going to talk. Right?

      He scratched at the door, pulse trilling as he waited for her to answer. It seemed to take forever. Finally, he heard a rustling and soft feminine footsteps nearing the door. His heart thudded in his chest and—

      The door opened and a young woman peered out at him through the crack. She wore a mobcap and a lawn nightdress and her eyes widened at the sight of him. She was definitely not Meg.

      His mood deflated.

      “Your Grace?” she whispered. “Is something wrong?”

      “Ah… no. Miss…?”

      “Miss Ainsley.” Ah yes. Susana’s bloody governess. Why hadn’t he realized Meg would have changed rooms when a real nanny had arrived? But where would she have gone? Blast it all to hell that his house was so large. He could hardly go scratching at fifty doors looking for her.

      Blast and drat.

      But Miss Ainsley was staring at him. He had to say something. He certainly couldn’t ask where Meg was sleeping. That wouldn’t be proper in the slightest. “I…ah, was wondering how my daughters are doing.” All right. That would work.

      The tension in her face melted away and she smiled. He realized she was quite pretty when she wasn’t horror struck to find a duke at her door in the middle of the night.

      “Oh, Your Grace. They are fine. We had our own little party in the nursery tonight. They dressed up and wore tiaras and everything. They do love their tiaras. It’s so nice to have girls for a bit,” she added shyly. “Not that I don’t love the boys, but it’s a whole different thing with girls, you know?”

      He nodded though he had no earthly clue. “Very good,” he said in his dukiest voice. “Please know we’d like the children to attend the musicale tomorrow at two.” A brilliant idea, because having his girls there would provide him the opportunity to shield himself from the predators.

      Miss Ainsley nodded. “Would you like them to perform?”

      A wicked smile curled on his lips. Subject his onerous guests to his daughters’ caterwauling? “Yes, please.”

      “Very good, Your Grace.”

      He nodded to her and turned away, but then had another thought. “And Miss Ainsley?”

      “Yes, Your Grace?”

      “Let’s have them wear those tiaras, shall we?”
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      Meg awoke well rested the next morning, which was a minor miracle, because she and Susana had stayed up half the night talking. She was also excited for the day. The dowager had asked her perform at the musicale that afternoon, but she hadn’t decided yet what she might sing. So she was thrilled when Vicca and Lizzie burst into her room and jumped on her bed, announcing they were to sing as well and could they please do a trio?

      The girls were followed by Susana, who had a wide smile on her face. “Good morning,” she said as she plopped down on the bed as well. “I suppose you’ve heard the news. The girls are to sing this afternoon.”

      “And we’re to wear our tiaras!” Vicca crowed.

      Lizzie bounced up and down, chanting, “Tiaras, tiaras, tiaras!”

      “How lovely.” Meg sat up and settled against the pillows. “I would love to sing with you.” They did so many times in Devon, though usually not for an audience. “What would you like to sing?”

      “Ave Maria,” Lizzie suggested, but Vicca made a face.

      “That’s not Christmassy enough.”

      “Does it need to be Christmassy?” Susana asked.

      The girls stared at her as though she’d sprouted a second nose. Or a third.

      “Of course it does,” Vicca said. “But Ave Maria isn’t in English, and the guests might not understand the words.” Meg nodded, though she knew the truth. Vicca simply didn’t care for all the high notes. The minx scrunched up her adorable face and said, “I think we should sing ‘Hark! The Herald Angels Sing’.” Yes. Both of them could hit all those notes.

      “I like that idea,” Meg said. “Because you two are angels.”

      “Mama is an angel,” Vicca corrected her. “We are girls.”

      “But we could sing it for Mama,” Lizzie suggested.

      Meg nodded, trying to ignore the tears prickling her eyes. “I think that is a wonderful sentiment.” Tessa would love it.

      “There we go. It’s decided.” Susana was nothing if not all business. “Now, let’s go practice.”

      “Aren’t the boys going to sing too?” Vicca asked, as Susana bundled them out so Meg could dress.

      “No one thinks that’s a good idea,” Susan said starchily, and both Vicca and Lizzie chortled. Because everyone knew boys couldn’t sing.

      

      Jonathan searched for Meg all morning to no avail. He wasn’t quite sure what he wanted to say to her—surely it wasn’t to ask where her room was—but he knew he needed to see her. His desperation was stoked by the fact that Mattingly, St. Clare, and Hisdick were apparently searching for her as well.

      They found him in the salon at breakfast and hounded him about how beautiful and charming she was, and how she would make a perfect society wife, until his hair wanted to stand on end.

      She was beautiful and charming and would make a perfect society wife. All that was true. What irked him was that he hadn’t been able to stake his claim and his soul howled to think one of them might get to her first and convince her he was the man for her.

      He wasn’t. He never would be.

      She was his.

      If only he could claim her.

      To his utter and complete consternation, he didn’t see her again until he wandered into the salon after lunch for the musicale. She stood at the piano, going over music with Susana, but the room was so crowded by then, it would be impossible to have a private conversation.

      To make matters worse, Cicely Peck found him and grasped his arm and insisted on sitting with him. Louisa Mountbatten took the seat at his other side.

      He felt somewhat like a reluctant kitten being petted by two overzealous girls.

      When Meg met his gaze and smiled, he sent her a help me look, but it only made her smile more. Clearly there was no help from that quarter.

      Nor was his mother willing to help, when he sent her the same look. Nor his sister.

      He was a duke, for Christ’s sake. How was he not in control of the situation?

      But he was not. He was forced to sit there in a wholly uncomfortable chair and listen to the musicale. And there was no whisky to be found.

      Whose idea had it been to serve lemonade? They should be shot.

      Also—he determined moments later when Charlotte Everton sat at the piano—whomever had selected the performers should be shot.

      Or perhaps he should be shot. It might save time and misery.

      There was one sure thing that could be said about Miss Everton’s playing. She definitely hit the keys. Pity she hit more than Bach had intended. Often, at the same time.

      It was an effort not to wince as she butchered one of his favorites.

      He clapped when she was done.

      Because she was done.

      But he shouldn’t have been so happy to see her exit the stage, because Glorianna Pickering was up next with a curious rendition of “When Daisies Pied”. For a girl who was not inclined to speak, she could certainly screech. Her cuckoos were excruciating.

      Fortunately, it was a shortish song and over soon.

      Which led to Louisa Mountbatten’s harp solo, some obscure baroque piece that, apparently, required an introduction longer than the actual song. When she returned to her seat, she gifted him with a beaming smile. “Quite lovely,” he assured her when she asked.

      It probably had been.

      At least she’d hit the notes.

      Cicely Peck was not to be outdone. After Miss Mountbatten’s apparent triumph—hitting all the notes and all—she sprang to her feet and pushed her way to the piano, where Susana was preparing to play. There was a hushed discussion between them—Jonathan only caught a few words—but the jist of it was Cicely wasn’t on the program, but she insisted on performing anyway. Naturally, Susana being the gentlewoman that she was, only snarled a little bit before giving over.

      After which, Miss Peck played the piano and sang a song about the joys of motherhood that Jonathan suspected she’d written herself.

      It was a relief when Susana took over when Miss Peck finished, playing a Beethoven sonata—and playing it flawlessly. Though everyone had clapped for everyone, the applause for his sister was infinitely more sincere.

      Thank God, it said. Someone who can actually play.

      The next act was also the finale. Or, as it was called in the halls of Whites, the Finally.

      Jonathan was surprised to see his daughters appear, in lovely dresses—and tiaras. He didn’t know why he was surprised. He’d asked for them to perform. But that had been hours ago. Weeks, if one accounted for the torment of the last few sets.

      The crowd oohed and awed and clapped as they took their places, and then Susana began to play. Ah. A Christmas song. How lovely. His girls sang the first verse of “Hark! The Herald Angels Sing” in a charming soprano, which was delightful.

      Granted, they were his daughters. He was supposed to find them delightful, but the audience seemed to agree.

      What they didn’t expect—what no one expected—what that they would be joined for the second verse by Meg.

      Jonathan had heard Meg sing before. She had a beautiful voice that was rich and full. She sang the second verse by herself and then, the three joined their voices for a three-part harmony that gave him chills.

      When the last note faded away, he leaped to his feet and applauded madly, barely aware that everyone else did the same—of course, Cicely Peck waited to see what everyone was doing before she joined in.

      “Encore! Encore” Someone shouted. Jonathan suspected it was Hisdick.

      Vicca grinned as she and Lizzie bowed. “That’s the only song we practiced,” she said with a cheeky smile.

      “But Meg knows more. Sing the Italian one, Meg,” she urged.

      Naturally, Meg flushed and shook her head, but the crowd would not let her off the hook.

      Silence settled in the crowd, save Cicely’s snort, as Meg prepared.

      When she opened her mouth and began to sing—his favorite aria as it happened, “Voi che sapete” from Mozart’s Le Nozze di Figaro, each perfect note wafted through the room like a heavenly air. He sat, spellbound, with the others, as she created magic with her voice in a stunning soprano. As she finished, the room was hushed, then rocked with hurrahs and bravissimos. Everyone rushed her to congratulate her, which was annoying, because he couldn’t reach her.

      But his daughters, worming their way through the crowd, found him and hopped on his lap. Together. “Did you like our song, Papa?” Vicca asked.

      “It was exquisite,” he said, kissing them both on the forehead. They beamed and his heart warmed.

      “Oh,” Cicely said in a syrupy voice at his side. “Are these your daughters?”

      “Yes. This is Victoria, and this little darling is Elizabeth.”

      “We’re named for queens,” they informed her.

      “Isn’t that sweet. How long did you have to practice?”

      Lizzie made a face. “All morning.”

      Ah. That must be where Meg had been. He should have known.

      “Well, your song was lovely,” Louisa put in. “How old are you?”

      The girls held up five fingers each.

      “That was quite impressive for five.” She was something of a chatterbox, but Jonathan had to admit, Louisa had a more natural way about her with the girls than Cicely, whose demeanor made him wonder if his daughters were sticky. “Shall we go celebrate with lemonade and cakes?” she asked.

      The girls looked to him and when he nodded, shouted hurrah!

      “Aren’t they darling?” Cicely asked as Louisa led the way to the refreshment table in the corner.

      He shrugged, keeping his eye on the trio. “I’m partial. But isn’t Louisa wonderful with them?” He wasn’t sure why he said this, but was glad he had when Cicely gasped, leapt to her feet, and practically ran to catch up.

      Excellent.

      Time to escape.

      He could talk to Meg later, when she wasn’t surrounded by slavering dogs.

      Before anyone could intercept him, he slipped out of the salon and made his way to the library, and the waiting decanter of whisky.

      He’d definitely earned a drink.

      

      The last thing Meg expected, after her performance, was to be surrounded by all the guests and be gushed over as she was. It took quite some time to thank them all. Long enough for her to recover from her embarrassment at the fuss they made. When it was over, she was exceedingly warm, thirsty, and tired. Certainly ready to escape, although Hisdick, Mattingly, and St. Clare seemed inclined to follow her wherever she went.

      Fortunately, there was one place they could not follow, so she headed to the water closet. She stayed there for a long time, until she was certain they were gone.

      When she peeped out to find herself alone, she breathed a sigh of relief and vowed never to sing before a crowd again.

      She knew that after the musicale, a tour of the conservatory was planned, so she didn’t head there. Rather she sneaked off to her favorite room in the house, the library.

      It was quiet and dark and cool. Exactly what she needed.

      Despite the business of the morning and the melee of the musicale, she’d been beset with one single thought.

      That kiss from Jonathan.

      It had dominated her mind since last night, but she wasn’t sure what to make of it.

      Jonathan wasn’t the kind of man to run around kissing girls all higgledy-piggledy. In fact, since Tessa, she doubted he’d even looked at another woman. Who would? Tessa had been a diamond of the first water.

      But he had kissed her.

      It had been the single most thrilling moment of her life.

      And the most confusing.

      She made her way through the darkened room to the window seat, where she loved to sit and read and, occasionally, look out at the drifts of snow covering the garden. She wondered what the garden might look like in spring, but she knew she would probably never find out. She certainly would never come to Sutton House again. At least, not after Jonathan married.

      The thought depressed her.

      “That is a fierce frown.”

      His voice, in a dark rumble from the king’s chair by the fire, surprised her.

      “Jonathan!” She huffed a laugh. “I was just thinking of you.”

      Oh dear. Thank heavens he couldn’t see her flush in the shadows.

      “Were you?” He stood and made his way over, then sat beside her, which was hardly wise. The window seat was not all that generous. As it was, his thigh touched hers; the propinquity scorched her and she edged away, but he, oblivious followed. “I was just thinking of you.”

      His voice was playful and she wasn’t sure what to make of it.

      “What were you thinking about?” Her performance, probably. “Did you like the aria?”

      “I loved the aria. It’s my favorite, you know.”

      “I didn’t know.” How could she? They’d never discussed the opera.

      “Well, it is. And I adored the song you and the girls sang.”

      “They are very talented.”

      “Like their father, no doubt.” His smile was crooked.

      “They sang it for Tessa.”

      When she spoke her friend’s name, the mood shifted. It went from playful to sober. “I’m sure she appreciated it. But no. Those were not the things I was thinking of.”

      He took her hand. His was warm. His gaze made her tremble.

      “What-what were you thinking about?”

      “How lovely you are.”

      Her breath caught. She brushed back her hair. Swallowed. “I… Thank you.”

      “All my friends are besotted, you know.”

      “Are they?” She had to smile at that. “They’ve been following me like hungry pups.”

      “I imagine they have been. You’ve…really won them over. No doubt a proposal is yours, if you so wish it.”

      She quirked her head. “From which one?” Not that it mattered. None of them made her heart patter in the slightest.

      He laughed. “All of them, I imagine.”

      “Oh. Lovely.”

      He leaned closer. Her pulse kicked up. “You don’t sound pleased.”

      “Is it so wrong that I don’t want to marry any of them?” she asked.

      “I shouldn’t think so,” he shrugged. “You will always have a home here, if you wish.”

      Ah. “How kind.”

      “Not in the least.” He moved closer. “Do you want to know what else I was thinking of?”

      She met his gaze, held it. She thought she knew what he was going to say, and it made her breathless. “Yes.” A peep.

      “I was thinking about that kiss last night. Do you remember it?”

      She couldn’t hold back a laugh. Did she remember it? “Honestly, Jonathan. How terrible do you think my memory is?”

      “So you do remember?”

      “Of course I do. It was…”

      “What?” He came closer still. His breath caressed her cheek.

      “It was wonderful,” she whispered. It was all she could manage.

      “I thought it was wonderful too. I’d like to do it again.” Somewhere, in his words, was an inherent question, which was ridiculous. In response, she put her hand to his cheek. His day beard scratched her palm and she loved it. So she stroked.

      “Ah,” he said, closing his eyes and leaning in to her touch. “Meg. My Meg.”

      The words stunned her—my Meg—but she had no time to react, because he touched his lips to hers, ever so tenderly. She allowed him to kiss her like that for a long time, but when he deepened the kiss, her conscience smote her, and not for the first time.

      Gently, slowly, she pulled away. “We shouldn’t.”

      His brow furrowed. “Why ever not?”

      “Someone might see.”

      “I don’t care.”

      She frowned at him. “You should. You’re supposed to be here looking for a wife—”

      His gaze glinted. “I am.”

      “A young wife.”

      His frown blossomed into a glower. “You’re younger than me.”

      “But your mother has invited the cream of the crop, just for you.”

      His snort echoed.

      “The cream of the crop? Glorianna Pickering won’t speak, Louisa Mountbatten won’t stop, and Cicely Peck…”

      Something in his tone made her wild with curiosity. “What about Cicely Peck?”

      “She showed up in my chambers last night.”

      Meg’s chin dropped. “She didn’t.”

      “She did. Fortunately, I wasn’t there. But Rodgers was. He’s now locking my doors.”

      “Excellent idea.”

      “Rodgers is the best valet in Christendom.”

      “Methinks he deserves a bonus.”

      Jonathan grinned. “Methinks I agree. But aside from all that, someone else had caught my eye. Dare I say, my heart?”

      She stared at him, her mind in a whirl. There were so many thoughts, she didn’t know where to start. Oh, she was delighted that none of the others interested him, certainly. And she was thrilled beyond bearing that he seemed to be courting her. But something had haunted her for years, and haunted her still.

      When he took her hesitation for assent, and moved to kiss her again, she stopped him, but it cost her.

      She had to look away. “Tessa was my best friend.” It was terrible to feel guilty for wanting to take her place. It was heart-rending in fact.

      “And George was mine.” He turned her to face him. Offered a smile. “I like to think of them in heaven together.”

      She had to smile at that.

      “I think they would approve of us. Being together. They would approve of our marriage.”

      The words shocked her. Our marriage. Something she’d never dreamed could come to be.

      He continued, unabated. “Tessa would want you to be a mother to our girls. She wouldn’t want it to be anyone else. Don’t you agree?”

      She couldn’t say no. Lying was a sin. “I do love the girls. With all my heart.”

      “I know you do.” He took her hands in his, both of them. Enclosed them in the blanket of his warmth. “Do you think you could come to love me too? Some day? I would be honored if you said yes.”

      “Love you? Some day?” She knew she was acting like a parrot, but she couldn’t help it. The nonsense he was spouting boggled her brain.

      “Is it such a ludicrous idea? I am a duke after all.” His hopeful expression collapsed. It pained her to see.

      “Oh, Jonathan,” she sighed. “I don’t care that you’re a duke. I never have.”

      “But—”

      She silenced him with a finger to his lips. “Hush, darling. And listen to me.”

      He stilled. A smile blossomed on his oh-so-handsome face. “Did you just call me darling?”

      “Hush. Darling, I have loved you for years. Since the day you rescued me from that tree. Do you remember?”

      “Of course I remember. You were all scraggles and limbs.”

      She frowned at him. “No need to be rude. The point is, I do love you. I always have. I just never thought you would be drawn to someone like me.”

      “Someone like you?” He reared back and, to her horror, gave her the old up and down. What did he see, when he looked at her like that? Surely not a face that wasn’t as perfect as Tessa’s. A body that was plumper. Hair that wasn’t that lovely shade of blonde.

      “Tessa was beautiful.”

      He nodded. “She was. And you are beautiful too.”

      It was difficult to hold back her snort. “Not as beautiful as she.”

      He gave a small laugh. “I wish you could see yourself as I see you.”

      “And how is that?” Was it foolish to ask?

      “Perfect. A perfect woman. A perfect wife. A perfect duchess… You’re the one I want, Meg, and, if you are willing, you are the one I shall have.”

      And then, perhaps to end the argument, such as it was, he kissed her soundly. And ah, it was glorious. He kissed her and kissed her—and, to be honest, she kissed him—for quite some time. They would probably have continued on forever, except a terrible thought occurred, and Meg had to pull away.

      Jonathan studied her expression and his lips took a downturn. “What is it?”

      “Oh, Jonathan, dear. What about your mother? She had such hopes that you would land a society bride.”

      “You are a society bride,” he growled.

      “You know what I mean.”

      “My mother has no say in this.”

      “But—”

      “To hell with my mother!”

      “Well really.” An affronted snort came from the door.

      They both turned to see the dowager standing there with Susana, Lizzie, and Vicca.

      Susana sniffed. “This is becoming a habit,” she said, although she said it with something of a smile.

      “What are they doing?” Vicca asked, poking her head around her grandmother.

      “I do believe your father is compromising my companion,” the dowager clipped.

      Oh dear. Meg leaped to her feet. “It’s not what it seems—”

      “Yes,” Jonathan said, standing as well and wrapping his arm around Meg’s waist. “It’s exactly what it looks like. Meg has just accepted my proposal.”

      Susana crossed her arms. “Well, that took the two of you long enough.”

      “Indeed,” his mother said. And, to Meg’s delight, the dowager came to her with open arms and gave her a lovely hug.

      “What does that mean?” Lizzie said with a skeptical look at the lot of them.

      Jonathan went down on one knee and pulled his daughters close, so he could look them in the eye. “Meg is to be my wife and, if you’re willing, your mother.”

      They both turned to Meg then, and though she was unaccountably nervous, she smiled. “Would you like that?”

      The twins exchanged a look and then shrugged. “Of course we like it,” Vicca said.

      Lizzie nodded. “We told you days ago you should marry Meg.”

      “Weren’t you paying attention?”

      Jonathan sighed. “Apparently I wasn’t. I needed to work it out for myself.”

      “Well, I am delighted,” the dowager said. “We’ll make an announcement at the ball this evening.”

      Susana chuckled. “And ruin Christmas for Cicely Peck.”

      The dowager smirked. “An added bonus, but it will do.” She sighed heartily and turned to survey the new family to be. Man, wife, and daughters. Hopefully sons soon enough, judging from the look in Jonathan’s eye. “It makes me supremely happy when my plans play out,” she murmured.

      Jonathan smiled. “It was a brilliant plan, throwing a party to find a husband for Meg.”

      “Oh?” his mother said cheekily. “Was that my plan?”

      “Wasn’t it?”

      She shrugged.

      His eyes narrowed. “You told me the point of this party was to find a husband for Meg.”

      Meg blinked. “You told me the point of this party was to find a bride for Jonathan.”

      “Did I?” Was it possible for a woman to flutter her lashes that fervidly and not create a breeze?

      “So what was your plan?” Meg had to ask.

      But the dowager merely looked at them and smiled. “Let’s just say my plan played out, shall we? And I am so very happy for both of you. Now, let’s get going. We have a betrothal ball to attend.” And with that, she shooed Susana, Lizzie, and Vicca from the room, the last two doing a little jig.

      “Your mother is a handful,” Meg said, as Jonathan turned her back into his arms.

      “Yes,” he said. “But this time, I couldn’t be more pleased.”

      “You know, neither could I.”

      And it was true.

      “Now, shall we go prepare for our ball?”

      She smiled at him. Her heart in her eyes. “Yes. Let’s.”

      “But, Meg.” He stopped her and fixed her with a fierce gaze. “You’re not dancing with anyone but me.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Spring in Sutton was lovely. Meg had known it would be so.

      She woke up early on the four-month anniversary of her wedding to find her husband gone and four roses on his pillow. Her heart swelled with love and she sighed. It had been a wonderful four months.

      After the house party, the family had decamped to London while the banns were read and enjoyed winter in the city, including the most amazing Frost Fair held right on the frozen-over River Thames. The girls had loved the menageries, skating on the ice, the horse drawn boat, and, of course, the gingerbread. They’d also visited the museums and shops, and she and Jonathan had gone to the opera.

      It had, indeed been tedious, except during the arias, but Jonathan’s box had been recessed, so there might have been kissing.

      And oh, with the season still in swing, there had been parties. Susana and Christian had led her into the fray, introducing her to all their friends.

      Everyone, it seemed, had been delighted to welcome the new Duchess of Devon into the fold. With the possible exception of Cicely Peck, which was no great loss.

      They’d even attended another wedding. Of all people, Hisdick and Louisa Mountbatten.

      Once the thaw came, they’d discussed returning to Sutton, but hadn’t made any real plans until Meg had started feeling ill in the mornings.

      Meg hadn’t realized what that meant, but the dowager had.

      She’d packed them all up immediately and trundled them to Sutton, claiming Devon was too far to travel for a woman in her condition.

      They’d been here ever since, just the family, enjoying the advent of spring and watching Meg’s belly grow.

      The dowager had been pleased with her progress, exclaiming more than once that she was sure it was twins. And she would know, having carried a pair herself. How she knew these were boys, Meg had no clue, but she was happy to play along.

      Though in truth, she didn’t care it if was a boy or a girl or one of each.

      Just not two of each, please.

      Lizzie and Vicca were delighted, of course, to know a sibling, or two, were on order. If the babies were twins, they announced, there would be one for each of them, whereas, if there was only one baby, they’d have to share and they didn’t care to share. Jonathan had told them there would always be more, so there was no need to squabble.

      Meg smiled and stretched at the thought of more. She had always wanted lots of children, and Jonathan was more than happy to oblige.

      Her stomach grumbled and she sat up in bed—on the off chance it might mean she was about to cast up her accounts. Again. But no. It was real hunger.

      At that moment, the door opened on the most beautiful sight. Her handsome husband, with a tray of food.

      “Ah, she’s awake,” he said and his comment was followed by squeals of delight as Vicca and Lizzie piled into the room and onto the bed.

      “My darlings,” she said, giving each of them a kiss, even as Jonathan implored them to be gentle. He sat the tray on the bed and sat down beside her. Where he belonged.

      “You finally woke up,” Lizzie said with a sigh.

      “I was tired.”

      “Why were you tired?” Vicca asked. “Didn’t you and Papa go to bed early?”

      Indeed. They had.

      “Perhaps she didn’t sleep well,” Jonathan suggested with a grin.

      Meg surveyed her tray, which held eggs, toast points, hot chocolate, and a slice of cake. There was also a small bundle of greenery on the side. She reached for a triangle of toast and gave her husband a smile. “Thank you for the flowers,” she said, nodding to the roses.

      “Thank you for last night,” he said, picking up the bundle and showing it to her. Where on earth had he found mistletoe this time of year? She laughed as he held it over her head and kissed her on the nose. Didn’t he know he didn’t need that anymore? He could kiss her anytime he wanted.

      “What happened last night?” Lizzie asked.

      They exchanged a glance.

      “Ah, your mama read me a story.”

      It was adorable, how he flushed.

      “I did indeed. It was a very nice story.”

      Jonathan frowned. “Nice? It was a damned sight more than nice.”

      “Yes, dear,” she said patting him on the hand, because it had been.

      Vicca put out a lip. “I want to hear the story.”

      “Me too.” Lizzie pouted.

      And, of course, Jonathan laughed. “You’ll have to wait for that,” he said.

      “How long?” the twins chorused.

      “Oh years, one hopes,” Jonathan said on a chuckle. “Years and years and years.”

      She and Jonathan both fell into peals of laughter, but Vicca and Lizzie weren’t amused in the least. But they didn’t mind so much when their father kissed their mother until she was distracted, and they were able to steal her cake.
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      She had a face that was completely forgettable. At least that was the way Jamie had described her. A girl you might overlook if you weren’t careful, which Jamie had said would be a shame. After four years, Adam was finally going to be able to judge for himself.

      Just as the thought crossed Adam’s mind, the penguin-shaped little butler who had preceded him across the tidy entry hall threw open a set of doors as if invading Windsor and called out, “His Noble!!...er, no. His Gracious!….no, that’s not right either, is it?” His voice weakened with each progressive attempt, ending in a bare whisper. “His high….?”

      Which was when Adam fully appreciated how young this butler was, not even to his majority, Adam suspected. The boy was suddenly red-faced and ducking his head. “Ma’am, excuse me. How do you introduce a duke?”

      Adam leaned around the young man to discover a small, tidy young woman in a forest green round gown seated at a Sheraton desk, looking as if she was doing sums in an account book. “What, Tom?” she asked without looking up.

      “A duke, ma’am. How do I introduce one?”

      Muttering under her breath, she scratched something out and checked another page. She still didn’t look up. “You introduce them as His Grace the Duke of Whatever, Tom.”

      The boy bowed. “Thank you, ma’am.” Clearing his throat, he straightened so fast it looked like he might crack. Adam fought back a smile. “His Grace, the Duke of Rothray!” the boy all but wailed, his voice breaking right in the middle, which provoked yet another blush.

      The noise finally brought the young woman’s head up  with a snap. She caught sight of Adam leaning on his cane just beyond her butler, and she gaped. “Good heavens.”

      Adam smiled and bowed. “Lady Georgiana, I presume?”

      She jumped to her feet and smoothed her skirt, which unfortunately left a smear of ink down the front. She never noticed. She was busy pulling off her spectacles and  hiding them behind her skirt, as if it would make them disappear. Adam was finding it harder to maintain his ducal poise. She was blinking at him like a bunny.

      “Mrs. Grace, ” she corrected, finally bobbing a curtsy.  “Your Grace. Won’t you come in?”

      He didn’t want to say the obvious, that he already was in. “Thank you.”

      “Er….” she brushed at her chestnut hair, which seemed to be in want of some pins. “Tea? Yes. Tea. Tom, pop off and let Mrs. Cranston know, won’t you?”

      The boy bounced a quick bow and left at a clattering run.

      “A bit young for a butler, isn’t he?” Adam couldn’t help but ask once the boy had disappeared down the corridor.

      “He is. Please accept my apologies for the, er, introduction.” She gave an ineffectual wave after the boy.  “The actual butler is up in London with my brother right now, and I thought, well, Tom so wants to be a butler, that I might give him a chance for a bit while things were quiet. We have a program to teach young people from the workhouse, and, well, I never expected the poor boy would have to introduce a duke.”

      Adam gave her his best smile. “A laudable act.”

      She nodded a time or two, still just standing there, as if she’d never had a duke in her parlor before. Well, Adam thought, she might not have. Still. Her father was a marquess.

      He might have to rethink his plan if this visit didn’t improve.

      It was almost as if she’d heard him. “Oh!” she said, waving toward the sunflower-colored settee. “I’ve left you standing far too long. Please. Have a seat.”

      It was all he could do to keep a straight face. He limped across the small salon, quickly taking it in as he passed. Small, square and cozy, it contained two settees and a few scattered chairs grouped around a fireplace. Considering its dominant color, the room was undoubtedly called either the Yellow Salon or the Lemon Square. At least it was warm, with a bright fire crackling in an Adams fireplace to push out the bitter January cold.

      It was a pretty room, situated on the east side of the tidy Queen Anne manor to pick up the warm morning light. He couldn’t, however, call it comfortable. The settee he eased down onto was stiff with the kind of spindly legs that made  him worry he would presently be seated on the floor. Mrs. Grace—he couldn’t help thinking of her as Georgie--settled herself on a matching yellow brocade chair.

      Jamie had been correct. If Adam had simply seen Jamie’s wife sitting at a desk, he would have walked right by. It was when she moved that she began to make an impression. She had a compelling grace, especially for a small woman. He would have expected her to, well, bounce like a small bird on a fence. She glided as if books rested on her head.

      Of course, he thought almost  smiling. A marquess’s daughter. She had undoubtedly balanced a goodly number of books on her head.

      “How can I help you, Your Grace?” she asked,setting the glasses down on a table and arranging her skirts. “I don’t believe we’ve met?”

      Adam was becoming even more enchanted. She sat in a shaft of sunlight that wove yellows and reds into what had appeared to be dun brown hair. It also did not escape his attention that she had large, sparkling green eyes that seemed indescribably soft.

      Taking a moment to lay his cane against the couch so he could reach his feet more easily, he faced her, hoping he looked harmless and friendly. “To my eternal regret,” he said, “we have not met before now. I’m afraid that I have only recently been allowed to return home from the Continent. But I know about you.  Jamie spoke and wrote of you often.”

      She stilled, her expression crumpling a little, and Adam regretted his flippancy. “Please accept my apology,” he said. “And my sincere condolences. I should have begun at the beginning. I am Adam Marrick, Mrs. Grace. Jamie’s cousin.”

      And there it was, he thought. The reason Jamie had fallen in love with Georgina Wyndham in the first place. That smile. Wide, bright, warm, all-encompassing, as if she embraced not just him but the world. Before he knew it, Adam was smiling back.

      “He loved  you very much,” he said.

      Her eyes glittered with welling tears, but that smile held. “I know,” she whispered. “I loved him as well. I am so very glad to finally meet  you. He spoke of you as well, of course. You were quite his hero, even though you didn’t have the sense to join the Navy. Hussars, wasn’t it?”

      “It was.”

      She nodded. “I suspect that Jamie was quite jealous, actually. He never did manage to sit a horse properly, or I believe he would have trotted off after you like a faithful pup.”

      Adam shook his head, his chest tight with too-familiar grief. Jamie had only been one of the good friends he had lost. At least he hadn’t been forced to see Jamie’s body blasted to pieces or hold him as he died. Small comfort.

      “No,” he said. “I believe he was meant for the sea. A true Dorsetman.”

      Her own grief darkened her expressive eyes, even as she kept smiling. “I am so glad you have made it home safe.”

      He grinned and tapped at his leg. “A bit banged up, but whole.”

      Her face folded once again into bemusement. “But...duke? The last I heard you were a mere mister….well, colonel.”

      His smile grew wry. “There was a cousin,” he said. “On my father’s side. He and his son were lost at sea while I was in Belgium. I came home to find myself lord and master of a rather shabby manor house in Cumbria, an even shabbier town house in Mayfair and a stables full of very prime thoroughbreds in Newmarket. Needless to say, it has been an adjustment. Otherwise I would have looked for you much sooner.”

      She waved off his apology. “I’m not sure you would have found me much sooner.”

      He lifted an eyebrow. “That is what I hear. The lawyers told me that you have been...shall we say, unavailable for the better part of two years until this summer? Something about your brother’s wife and child needing refuge?”

      “A long story for another time. Are you staying nearby, sir? I would be happy to put you up here, but as I said, my brother and his wife are currently in London dealing with some family business.”

      “No, no,” he demurred. “I am at the King’s Nose.” He couldn’t help a laugh. “You do have some imaginative innkeepers hereabouts.”

      Her chuckle was throaty and sweet. “Will Bass claims George the First once stopped in for an ale while suffering from a head cold and left his handkerchief behind. I imagine it’s as good a story as any.”

      She was about to say something else when a clatter rose outside the parlor doors. Adam was all set to jump to his feet to defend the house, but Jamie’s wife didn’t budge. She simply put on a kind smile and waited as the doors were once again yanked open and a line of servants processed in, each seeming to barely keep hold of wobbly trays filled with a tea service and enough bakery items to have fed an officer’s mess. Adam considered it one of his greater acts of bravery that he held his place even as the tray of teacakes tipped precariously in his direction, threatening the cleanliness of his attire. The girl fighting against gravity couldn’t have been more than fifteen, her mobcap sliding down over her forehead and her uniform just a little too large and long. It was a recipe for disaster.

      And yet Jamie’s wife simply sat with a quiet smile on her face. Adam was truly impressed. She was inches from being scalded by the tea her butler carried.

      “Set those on the table by me, please, Mary,” she said calmly, gesturing toward the tea table.

      “Yes’m.” Mary didn’t look nearly as assured as she bent her knees to deposit the tray on the table with a sharp clang that spoke ill for the table’s health. Behind her another girl, this one with the darkest skin Adam had ever seen and a limp almost as pronounced as his, followed with another tray of delicacies. The butler, his freckled face taut with concentration, lowered the tea tray onto a second table. The pot slid back and forth a bit, but failed to fly and settled with no more than a small rattle when it was deposited. Adam quashed an impulse to applaud.

      He turned to witness the return of Georgie Grace’s magnificent smile, which truly seemed to cast its glow across the three young faces. “Oh, excellent, all three of you. You have improved so much.” Then, leaning forward a bit, she pitched her voice low. “Would you like to meet a duke?”

      Three faces froze. The girl named Mary actually gasped.

      “Your Grace,” Jamie’s wife said. “I realize it is a bit of a protocol breech, but may I introduce you to three of our staff, who have only been with us for a month, and see how beautifully they are doing.”

      “I do see,” he agreed. “They have great potential.”

      She turned that blinding smile on him, leaving him a bit dizzy, and returned to her staff. “Pay your respects as I announce you. Our butler is Tom Nelson, our maids Maisy Tuesday and Mary Willard.” Each bobbed in turn and waited. “Now, off with you,” she ordered. “If there are any pastries left, share them with the others.”

      The three fled as if Adam had growled. He couldn’t help but smile.

      “Others?” he asked.

      Her smile grew impish as she bent to prepare the tea. “We are the despair of the parish...well, I imagine I am. Jack and Olivia haven’t been here enough lately to be considered accomplices. But I decided that since I am mostly out of society it would be a safe place for them to train up. I admit they have been a delight.”

      “Can I ask how Maisy came to be here? She doesn’t quite seem to be a local.”

      Immediately the smile disappeared. “She found herself lost on foreign shores when her American master died of the ague in London. My sister-by-marriage, Olivia, found her and brought her to us. I am so glad, too. She is teaching me so much about America. I’m even learning a bit of the Creole language. She is from New Orleans, where we lost so many of our brave young men.”

      “A stupid venture altogether, that war.”

      She just nodded.

      For a long few minutes the only sounds that could be heard in the room were the crackle of the fire and the soft chime of porcelain being moved about as Georgie Grace prepared tea. Adam soaked in the ritual of normalcy like sun on a cold body. This was what he had dreamed of back on the Peninsula, small homey moments spent in safe places. The gentle scents of women—hers seemed to be something flowery—and the comforting motions of daily ritual. Tea and cakes. A woman’s laughter. A warm fire on a cold day. He wanted to close his eyes and just drink it in.

      “Your Grace?”

      Good lord, he’d actually closed his eyes. “Adam,” he corrected, his eyes wide open as he accepted his teacup and cakes. “Please.”

      She smiled, looking a bit bemused, not that he blamed her. “Then I am Georgie. And if I am any judge of things, you will soon meet Lully.”

      “Lully? Do you mean your daughter? I thought her name was Charlotte.”

      She grinned.  “Lilly Charlotte, actually. Only her cousin couldn’t pronounce Lilly. It rather stuck.”

      Adam watched her take a delicate bite of her cake. She left a bit of icing caught just on the upper corner of her mouth. Adam couldn’t take his eyes off of it. He couldn’t quash the urge to reach up and brush it away. Or kiss it away….

      Napoleon’s knees, he’d been away too long. Ducking his head, he slurped at his tea, scalding the roof of his mouth as he did so until he could rein his less civilized urges back in again. It had been so long since he’d even thought about lust. The multiple surgeries on his leg had mostly seen to that.

      Well, evidently he was past all that.

      “Adam, are you all right? Is it your leg, or another injury? Would you like to lie down?”

      He opened his eyes again, afraid that now he was the one blushing. “No, no. I was just enjoying the tea. I’ve been thinking how these are the small moments a soldier thinks of when he’s lying on the cold ground in Spain.”

      Oh, sweet Christ, he was really going to be lost if she didn’t turn that sympathetic gaze somewhere else. It made him want to just lay himself at her feet.

      If his leg were more dependable, he’d jump up and pace. He was afraid, though, that he’d end up with his face in her lap, and that wouldn’t promote his intentions here a bit.

      “Lully,” he blurted out. “I’m really here for her.”

      His words were met with a rather stark silence. “Pardon?”

      He nodded, setting down his saucer. “I am actually here to bring her some news.”

      Again Georgie tilted her head. “Lully is four, Your Grace. What news could you have to give her?”

      This wasn’t going the way he’d planned. He should have believed Jamie from the start. Maybe his reaction to Georgie wouldn’t have knocked him so off-center.

      “I need to take her to Scotland.”

      Georgie froze. “I beg your pardon?”

      He tried closing his eyes again. “She is needed there.”

      She was staring at him as if he’d begun to bark like a dog. “In Scotland.”

      He nodded, and surrendered to the inevitable. It wouldn’t get any easier with the waiting. “Life has just changed forever for her, Georgie. She is no longer simply a little girl.” A deep breath didn’t help, so he just dove in and opened his eyes again. “She’s a duchess.”

      Georgie laughed. “She is no such thing.”

      It was pointless to argue.

      “Are you feeling perfectly well, Your Grace?” she asked, getting to her feet. “I can call for the local physician. He is old, but….”

      He should have known this would be her reaction. “No,” he said, There was no avoiding it. He had to get to his feet as well. “No,” he said, grabbing his cane and hoisting himself up, his knee protesting like an unoiled hinge. “I am not ill. Please sit again so I might.”

      She flushed, but she sat. Adam did the same, trying not to wince.

      “And please,” he said. “My name is Adam.” He considered picking up his cup again and decided against it. He had a feeling he’d be on his feet again soon. “I was coming to see you anyway. I promise. Not only because I wanted to meet the woman who had stolen Jamie’s heart, but because I made a promise to him.”

      “That is lovely.” Her voice didn’t sound like it. “But not to the point.”

      He nodded and took another breath. “There is news,” he repeated. “Jamie’s mother has died.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      She neither sounded nor looked like she meant it. Having known Jamie’s mother well, he couldn’t really blame her.

      “How can that concern us?” she asked. “Jamie’s family made certain we knew we were not welcome.”

      “Well, since Jamie is…gone, it means that Lully has inherited. I need to take her with me to accept.”

      Adam didn’t think you could see fire in the color green. He certainly could now.

      “Inherited? Inherited what? Jamie was disowned.”

      “You cannot disown a title, Mrs. Grace. Your daughter is now a duchess in her own right.”

      She was shaking her head. “Don’t be ridiculous. Girls cannot inherit titles. They pass along the males. My father was quite specific about that when he was complaining about his oldest two daughters.”

      “Scottish titles can. This one passed from Jamie’s great-uncle to his mother to...well, it would have been Jamie. But now it passes to Jamie’s child. Which is where I come in. It is my duty to take her to verify her title.”

      She was up again, glaring down at him. “Try not to be absurd. My daughter is  not going anywhere. Certainly not to Scotland. You do realize that it is January, Your Grace.”

      “Not Scotland immediately,” he acknowledged, eying his cane and wondering how many times he could get her to sit back down. “I should have made that clear. To London to secure her title, but she will need to travel to the estate in Scotland as soon as it is possible.”

      She sat back down with a bit of a thump. “Well, she isn’t going. She is a four year old girl.”

      He drew a careful breath, wondering why she should be so adamant. “You do know I am her trustee.”

      She stiffened and seemed to grow in stature. “I know this is the first time since Jamie died that you have mentioned it, either in person or letter. We have  been dealing quite successfully with Mr. Carson at the bank.”

      “I know. But you were here with your brother and safe, and it didn’t seem there was anything I was needed for. And then Jamie’s mother died, and the duchy of  Kintyre has passed to your daughter. But she must attend the Chancery Court to make it official.”

      It was as if she completely froze. “In that case, she politely declines.”

      “She cannot. Her people will suffer if she does not. The duchy will go into abeyance and most of their land given over to sheep, which would uproot all her crofters. I cannot allow that to happen, and so it is my duty to take the duchess home.”

      She was glaring now. “She. Is. Four.”

      “And as trustee I will act in her stead. But she needs to be there.”

      She seemed to glide up to her feet, rising to her full height, which suddenly seemed not so insignificant. Following again to his own feet, Adam wondered suddenly how anyone could possibly think she was forgettable. She was Boedica, Titania, Maeve.  He had the oddest feeling she was looking down at him, instead of standing at his shoulder.

      And then she closed the conversation.

      “No.”

      Without another word she turned away and stalked out of the room, slamming the doors behind her with a force that made the walls shake. Ten minutes later Adam was standing out under the front portico waiting for his phaeton to be brought around after a much older man wearing livery ushered him out the front door and slammed it behind him.

      Well, he thought, struggling into his driving coat. That went well. Wait until he told her it was about to get even worse.
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      He had a face that was completely forgettable. At least that was the way Jamie had described him. Only Jamie could have been so ridiculously wry. Adam Marrick, the Duke of Rothray was not, sadly, forgettable. He couldn’t even be dismissed as memorable. Even leaning on his cane like an octogenarian, he radiated power and command. His shoulders alone would have betrayed him, broad, lean, compelling. His body filled his corbeau coat and biscuit inexpressibles like poetry. If Georgie had met him before Jamie, she might have missed the sight of her husband altogether.

      And that jaw. You could cut glass with that jaw, she thought, pacing her brother’s library in a brisk circle. Slashing cheekbones, ocean-blue eyes and tumbled mahogany-colored hair that just brushed his collar. Her Jamie had been comfortable-looking, just a little plump with merry blue eyes and a cleft chin. His cousin looked no more like him than Georgie did. Except for the humor in his eyes. While the humor had lasted, anyway.

      What was she to do? Oh, she wished Jack and Olivia hadn’t thought it important to spend Christmas with the family. If only there were anybody else she could confide in. Anybody who understood the laws of peerage, anyway. She had so many questions that needed immediate answers.

      As she made another circuit, a shaggy gray head lifted from a set of huge paws, the gentle brown eyes tracking her like prey.

      “Thank you, Murphy,” Georgie said as if the Irish wolfhound had spoken. “But I need to work this one out myself.”

      Lully simply could not go. She was safe here. They both were, well out of the limelight. Well away from her parents, who had done such a thorough job of striking her name from the family Bible while threatening to confiscate her Lully if she didn’t stay out of sight. Not that they truly wanted Lully. But they would rather the girl be controlled under their eyes than leave her to possibly further soil the Wyndham marquessate under Georgie’s.

      How Jack put up with them Georgie didn’t know. But she wasn’t about to. And she was definitely not about to put herself in a position to test their threat. Lully was all she had. She was the reason Georgie had survived Jamie’s death.

      If the Wyndhams smelled a duchy in the wind, they wouldn’t let Lully go short of pitched battle.

      “Are you receiving?” a brisk voice asked from the doorway.

      Georgie didn’t stop moving, but she waved her guest in. “Settle someplace. I wouldn’t want to run you over.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      Georgie threw a glance at the tall, prim woman who was even now arranging her gray serge dress about her on one of a pair of bloodred

      red leather chairs like a dove settling its feathers. It had been one of the greatest blessings of her life when she had come across Hattie Clark at the hiring agency. Hattie’s former employers had retired her without enough stipend to live on. Georgie had seen the iron-gray hair and straight back, the calm hands and the flash of need in those intelligent brown eyes and hired her on the spot. Hattie had become her trusted companion during the years when she had taken the children and  hidden them all away.

      “Has the servant’s grapevine filled you in yet?” Georgie asked.

      Hattie looked up with a tsk. “This lot is reprehensibly lacking in eavesdropping skills.”

      Georgie couldn’t help but grin. “Something we should undoubtedly fit into their lessons. There are few benefits greater in having servants than their uncanny ability to suss out and share information.”

      Hattie shook her own tidy gray head. “Well, they have much to learn. All I could garner was that we had an actual duke in the house and that you sent him to the roundabout with his tail between his legs. I imagine it’s quite a story.”

      Georgie sighed and slowed. Hattie kept her silence until Georgie had finally plopped into the matching chair.

      “Is it?”

      Georgie closed her eyes. “I am afraid so. It would seem that Jamie’s mother has died.”

      “I am sorry.”

      “I am not.” Sighing in frustration, Georgie rubbed at the bridge of her nose. “No. That is unkind. Jamie’s mother was not the problem. She was simply too weak to challenge the problem.”

      “The Earl.”

      “The Earl.”

      Who, unfortunately, was still very much alive and hated Georgie far more than Jamie’s mother and sisters had. Far more than even her own parents. She had not only destroyed the advantageous political match the earl had sought for his son, she had encouraged his love of the sea which, to the earl’s mind, sent him to his doom. Georgie had to admit that at least the last crime could be reason enough to resent her. But of course it had even been worse than that.

      “The duke is Jamie’s cousin,” she said rather than dwell on old pain. “You know, the one he idolized.”

      Hattie gave a small gasp. “Good heavens.”

      Georgie cast  her a wry look. “So you saw him?”

      “My, yes.”

      Georgie nodded. Jamie had talked about him, of course. Jamie had grown up in Adam’s shadow and done it happily. He had read all the dispatches that mentioned Adam to Georgie during their brief courtship, leaving behind the impression that Adam Marrick was nothing short of a minor god.

      No, Georgie thought. Not a god of any sort. Just a man.

      She almost laughed out loud. No. Not just a man. She would have been able to look away from just a man, no matter how handsome. But one look had proven what Jamie had alleged. Adam Marrick truly was everything Jamie had striven to be; honorable, witty, wise and strong.

      She needed strong right now.

      No she didn’t. She needed him gone and  his news with him. And yet, wouldn’t it be lovely to be able to lay her problem in his lap?

      Shaking her head, she fought the urge to jump to her feet and resume pacing. She hadn’t realized how much she had absorbed Jamie’s hero worship.

      “He has come to tell me that as Jamie is already dead, Lully is his mother’s heir.” She lifted her head and frowned. “Which makes her the new Duchess of Kintyre.”

      Hattie blinked. “Great gods.”

      Georgie managed a dry smile. “Indeed.”

      “They couldn’t be mistaken, I suppose.”

      “I imagine that if the earl could have found any legal way to prevent this, he would have taken it. Evidently a Scottish title can easily pass along the female line. Who knew?”

      “Merciful heavens.” Hattie heaved a sigh herself. “A duchess. I suppose I shall have to brush up on my acts of obeisance.”

      Georgie huffed in frustration. “Don’t you start as well. I told him no.”

      “You told who no? The duke?”

      Georgie nodded.

      “You know you cannot do that, of course.”

      Georgie plucked at her skirt. “It was all I could think to do at the moment. It is still all I can think to do.”

      “He’ll be back.”

      “Yes. Tomorrow. So he informed Williams when he was being given his hat and coat.” Helplessly she looked up at her friend. “What can I do?”

      “I don’t suppose there is time to catch a fast boat to Calcutta.”

      That at least made Georgie  smile. “I hate curry.”

      Hattie nodded. “So do I. Too bad. I’m quite certain your friend Lady Diccan could recommend some lovely places to visit.”

      “She and Lord Diccan are in Venice with the Lidges, I believe.”

      Hattie brightened. “I wouldn’t mind a gondola ride.”

      Georgie shook her head. “I have a feeling that even that trip to India would not deter the duke. He mentioned something about the tenants needing Lully in order to prevent some type of disaster.”

      Hattie’s humor disappeared. “Then you cannot run away.”

      “I cannot let Lully go to London either. Or Scotland. You know that. I can not let any of this happen.”

      Hattie was saved from answering by a scratch on the door.

      “Come!” Georgie called to have one of the younger nursemaids pop her carroty head around the door.

      “Morning, ma’am. Up for a bit of a visit?”

      At which point without notice or permission, a small, rather dignified little girl marched into the room as if attending a presentation. Her bright red curls bounced as she walked and her sharp green eyes held serious intent as she ironed the front of her little white pinafore with both hands on the way in. It was all Georgie could do to keep from giggling.

      “Do you think she’s known all along about her inheritance?” Hattie asked sotto voce, her own brown eyes sparkling. “For if there was ever a four-year-old duchess, this is the one.”

      The minute he spotted the little girl, Murphy hauled himself to his feet with a groan and padded over to stand where Lully could lay her hand on his neck, which was level with her own. All Georgie could think was that this must have been what young Queen Maeve looked like. She also had the feeling that if she told her daughter the news the duke had brought, Lully would simply dip her head in acknowledgement, knowing it was only her due.

      Thank heavens for little Jamie and Murphy, who had forced silliness and play upon her like a mandatory meal.

      “Curtsy,” the maid whispered.

      Lully turned a scowl on her. “I know.” And then, gave her mother and Hattie a wobbly curtsy that almost landed her on her head. “Morning, mama.”

      “Good morning, Sprite.”

      Finally her baby let loose with a waterfall of giggles. “I’m not a sprite! I’m a girl!”

      “I don’t know,” Georgie said with a frown. “A little girl would have already hugged her mama.”

      And just like every other time they’d played the game, Lully cast herself into her  mama’s arms and peppered her face with small kisses. Georgie held that little heart to hers, laughing and kissing back, tears welling in her eyes. No one would hurt her baby. No one. She had had far too much practice in protecting her own to allow it.

      “You squeeze too tight!” Lully protested.

      Georgie eased her grasp a little, knowing Lully was right. She felt frantic, suddenly, as if someone would come up and literally rip the little girl from her embrace. As if Jamie’s very handsome, very nice cousin would.

      He would not. She would kidnap her child and run if it came to that. She had done it before.

      “He doesn’t understand,” she protested, her face against her daughter’s neck where she could catch that little girl scent she loved so much.

      “Who, mama?” Lully immediately asked.

      Georgie pulled back and brushed the hair back from her little girl’s forehead. “I was speaking to Hattie, sweet. Boring adult business.”

      Her little duchess crinkled up her forehead. “Where is Jamie? I want Jamie.”

      “What did we say? When does he come?”

      Another moue of concentration. “Sat-day.”

      “Saturday. Yes. And do you know what day this is?”

      Lully shook her head with enough force to send her ribbon sliding over her left eye, which provoked more giggles.

      “Today,” her mother said, repositioning the ribbon with tender hands, “is Monday. We have five more whole days until Jamie returns. You must be patient.”

      “I shall get presents.”

      Georgie gave her a tickle. “Mercenary. Of course you get presents.”

      Lully crowed. “Sugarplums!!

      Georgie crowed right back. “Books!”

      Hattie joined in. “Stockings!”

      Lully was giggling. “Ewephants!”

      Georgie grinned. “Elephants? Now, how is Uncle Jack to fit an elephant in his carriage? Where will Aunt Olivia and Jamie sit?”

      Lully wasn’t deterred in the least. “On top!!”

      Impulsively Georgie pulled her little Lully back into her arms for a series of smacking kisses that had the little girl squirming and squealing. It was so hard to stop. She almost felt as if she were storing up the sights and sounds of her child before someone took her away. Before Adam Marrick took her away and gave her to Jamie’s father. Or worse, her own parents.

      “Mama!” Lully protested. “Cook has buns.”

      Well, Georgie couldn’t argue with an afternoon in the warmth and yeasty comfort of the kitchen with Mrs. Prince. Giving Lully one last smacking kiss, she turned her back towards the grinning nursery maid and gave her a pat on the bottom. “Be good for Mrs. Prince and Sissy, now. I shall see you at tea.”

      Lully begrudged her mother a final, perilous curtsy and then ran out, Murphy lumbering right on her heels, to bask in the splendor of Mrs. Prince’s kitchen.

      “What am I to do, Hattie?” Georgie asked, her arms unbearably empty of a sudden.

      Hattie didn’t take her gaze from the doorway Lully had just disappeared through. “Talk to the duke,” she suggested.

      “I cannot. You know I cannot.”

      Her friend shrugged. “I have nothing else to offer.”

      Georgie sighed. “Neither do I.”
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      He came back, of course. The problem was that he came early and caught her unaware. Georgie had anticipated receiving him back in what Jack had fondly called the Blinding Sun Parlor, dressed in her most austere gown, her hair rigidly controlled into a knot at the back of her neck, her hands resting quietly in her lap, the veritable picture of calm and control.

      But the dastard came an hour early when she was still in the garden tumbling about with Lully and Murphy. In fact, he found her on the ground beneath the great dog, with Lully rolling about dissolved into peels of laughter.

      “Muwphy won, mama!! Muwphy won!”

      “Yes, he did,” Georgie admitted, breathless with her own laughter. And then Murphy gave her a long, wet lick across her face and the both of them dissolved into fresh giggles. Throwing herself atop her mother and dog, Georgie snuggled in for a few extra hugs from her mother and licks from her dog.

      “Excuse me….”

      Georgie’s laughter stopped and her stomach dropped. She wanted to run. She wanted to hide her baby and call to have one of her footmen show the duke out of her house. Out of her life.

      Instead, she sat up. He was standing at the garden gate, as elegantly put together as an Ackerman’s illustration, his curly-brim beaver hat resting against his leg, his cane looking more like a fashion accessory than a necessity, his hair gently tousled by the breeze. And she was near-sprawled on the ground with her skirts tumbled around her legs. She gave them a quick tug over her ankles. It was the best she could do.

      “My apologies again,” he said with that horrifically lovely smile that provoked a surprise dimple in his right cheek and butterflies in Georgie’s belly. “There seems to be no one to announce me.”

      “Not here,” Georgie agreed. “You might try looking inside. That is usually where you’ll stumble across a footman to announce you.”

      “But you are not inside.”

      “And you are not scheduled to be here for another hour.”

      He bowed. “Rolled up horse, foot and gun. My apologies.”

      Reacting to the sharp edge of her mother’s voice, Lully stared at the intruder with alarm. Needing only that, Murphy leapt to his feet and braced, his fur bristling, his lips drawn back. His silence was not reassuring.

      “I fear I am not at my fastest, Mrs. Grace,” the duke said, wary eye on the dog. “It would be a reassurance if you could let your protector know he has impressed me sufficiently.”

      Gaining her feet with unwieldy moves, Georgie laid her hand on Murphy’s back. “Foighne ort,” she murmured and reached down to give Lully a hand up as well.

      Murphy didn’t change his stance, but he relaxed a bit.

      Lully brushed the leaves from her skirts and turned to assess the newcomer. “Do we know him, mama?” she asked in her best duchess voice.

      “Yes, my love,” Georgie said, still not moving. “He is your papa’s cousin. Your Grace, allow me to present my daughter Lilly Charlotte, Miss Grace. Lully, this is His Grace Adam Marrick, the Duke of Rothray.”

      “That is a lot of names,” Lully pronounced in arch tones.

      “There are even more,” the duke confided. “I only use them when I’m in parliament.”

      She considered that.

      “You will give him your best curtsy, please,” Georgie instructed.

      Lully tilted her head, still considering the very tall man standing ten feet away framed by her garden gate. Georgie almost smiled. She had often laughed at that look and suggested her daughter not sneer at the peasants, that it was rude. It was refreshing to see her turn it on the duke.

      “All right,” Lully finally conceded and dipped a civil curtsy, still little-girl wobbly. Georgie found herself waiting for her daughter to offer her hand to be bowed over.

      Obviously the duke was, too. Georgie could see it in the sparkle in his ghostly blue eyes. Instead he gave her daughter a generous society bow and smiled. “I apologize for being a bit early. I finished other business prematurely.”

      Georgie knew perfectly well that was a clanker. His entire intention had been to catch her unaware.

      “I hope you have already had your luncheon,” she said. “We ate quite a bit ago.”

      His smile was knowing. “I did, thank you.”

      She nodded. “Come along then, Your Grace,” she said, giving her skirt a final brush as she turned toward the kitchen door.

      “Grace?” Lully asked, holding Georgie’s hand and Murphy’s mane with the other. “That’s a funny name for a boy.”

      “It means he is a duke, my dear. It is like calling Uncle Jack my lord.”

      Lully gave a wise nod of her head. “I don’t call Uncle Jack my lord. I call him Uncle Jack. Cause I am his fav-rite niece.”

      “You will still call the duke your grace until he gives you permission.”

      Just to make certain the duke would not play any games, Georgie gave him  a sharp, warning look. “Bi cúramach,” she murmured to Murphy, who sidled right up alongside Lully and trotted with them.

      “Interesting commands,” the duke commented, limping across the shell path.

      “Irish,” Georgie informed him. “So that only I and those who trained him know how to guide him.”

      The duke nodded his gleaming head. “You told him I am a friend, I hope?”

      “No.”

      Murphy took up a position between Lully and the duke and ambled along with the little girl as if completely unconcerned. Georgie hoped the duke knew better. Murphy would tear his throat out before letting him touch his charge. Georgie might let him.

      Their entrance into the kitchen caused near-chaos as the young staff stumbled all over itself to stand for the duke, knocking into Mrs. Prince, who was pulling a batch of sticky buns from the oven that came perilously close to scattering across the floor.

      “Tea in the guest parlor, Mrs. Prince?” Georgie said.

      The formidable warship of a woman scowled at the duke for interrupting her kitchen, but nodded.

      “C’n I stay here, mama?” Lully asked, eyes lighting as she considered all the sticky buns.

      “Maybe later, Sprite. Right now you and I must make ourselves presentable for visitors.”

      Lully cast a disgruntled eye at the duke, but followed willingly. With a few terse words Georgie dispatched the duke to the parlor with Tom and Lully up to her room with Hattie before retreating to her own room to change out of her leaf-and-grass decorated work gown. It took some effort, but she talked herself away from making the duke wait as long as possible, as any high-fashioned young lady would be expected to do. She needed this confrontation over with. So she had Maisy help her into a simple rose day gown with high neck and long sleeves to combat the persistent winter chill. A few extra pins in her hair to control it, and she was on her way back downstairs. If a person didn’t know her, they wouldn’t realize that her heart was knocking against her ribs and her palms damp with fear.

      The minute young Tom saw her on the stairs, he disappeared behind the green baize door to alert the staff. Georgie waited long enough for Hattie to place Lully back in her care, the little girl tidy and sweet in a deep blue dress edged with Lully’s favorite lace at the cuffs and hem. Taking her mother’s hand, she progressed down the steps like a deb attending her own ball, if that deb came with a very large shadow that looked like an Irish greyhound.

      The duke struggled to his feet as they came through the parlor door and made his bow. Georgie led Lully in a return curtsy and pointed Murphy to the corner of the room.

      “Chosaint,” she murmured. The dog gave her a long look, as if to make sure, and then lumbered over and eased down, his attention firmly on Lully, even when he dropped his head into his arms.

      The duke resettled himself as well and laid his cane down. Lully followed her mother to the settee and took up her seat alongside, arranging her skirts as if she were having tea with the queen. Georgie almost smiled. Hattie was right. Lully might have been born for the news the duke had brought.

      “I am pw….pleased to meet you, Grace,” Lully said with a regal little nod, her feet kicking a bit against the front of the settee.

      “I as well, Miss Lully,” the duke acknowledged, his features suitably composed. Grace could see the humor lurking in those seawater eyes, though. “I would consider it an honor if you would call me Cousin Adam, however.”

      Lully shot her mother a questioning glance. Georgie nodded. So Lully nodded to the duke. “I will.”

      “Your mama is correct,” he said. “I am your papa’s cousin. We were very close as children.”

      “Like Jamie and me.” Georgie gave a definite nod.

      “Just like Jamie and you. Your papa wrote me often of you when he was on his ship. He was ever so proud of you.”

      Lully tipped her head again, considering. “He never met me.”

      “Oh, but he had the miniature your mama sent him.” Brightening, he reached into an inside pocket. “In fact, he sent it to me so I might see how beautiful you were.”

      Georgie felt as if she’d been punched in the stomach. That was where Lully’s portrait had gone? She had thought it had been buried with Jamie at sea, his last link to his small family. He had given it away?

      Had he thought so little of it, or her that he would pass along the last Christmas present he had received from her, the one she had paid for with her herbs and tatting?

      Of course, he hadn’t known it would be his last Christmas present, had he? She looked away, battling the harsh sting of tears as she heard the snick of the latch as the duke opened the small oval case Georgie knew so well. She prayed he would not need any response from her. She wouldn’t manage it without disgracing herself.

      “I’m a baby!” she heard and turned to see Lully standing over by the duke’s chair peering down at the open miniature in his hand.

      “Indeed you were,” he said, his hand light on her shoulder. “He told me that this was your christening dress that your mama and your aunt stitched just for you, and that he hoped you would be able to one day give it to your little girl.”

      Was he doing this on purpose? Georgie wondered, hanging onto her composure by a thread. Did he mean to hurt her? If he had, he couldn’t have done it any better. She had her hands wrapped so tightly together that her fingers were dumb from pressure.

      She was called to account when she heard a low whine from the corner and realized that Murphy was sensing her distress. She immediately smiled to calm him. “Fuist, Murphy. Socraigh.”

      Couldn’t Jamie have told her how he felt about Lully’s christening gown? He had told his cousin. What else had he shared he’d never shared with her? Suddenly she felt ravenous for information. For reassurance, even. Something that could infuse a bit of color into her memories of her husband. No matter what she did, his face was beginning to fade in her memory, and that wasn’t right.

      It wasn’t her turn, though. It was Lully’s, who was giggling up at the duke and leaning into his leg as if she had known him all her life, something Lully rarely did. Excellent, Georgie thought, fighting against a sour scowl. Jealousy as well. By the time this man went home he’d be lucky if she didn't call him with a pirate.

      It was when Murphy lifted his shaggy head again that Georgie realized that Lully was beginning to exhibit signs of impatience. It wouldn’t be fair to keep her constrained in the parlor any longer, Georgie thought, ignoring the murmur of conscience that suggested that her motives might not be so pure.

      “Lully,” she said, gently when there was a pause in her excited chatter. “Would you be kind and give the duke another of your excellent curtsies? I believe Miss Hattie is waiting for you in the kitchen.”

      Lully perked right back up. “It is time for our nature walk,” she told Adam. “We found nests. They’re empty now.” She frowned down at his cane. “I’m sorry you cannot come.”

      Georgie flushed in embarrassment, but Adam smiled. “Maybe later when the nests are full my leg will allow me longer walks. May I come back then?”

      Lully gave him a solemn nod. Hopping off the couch, she presented her little hand. “Don’t w--rise,” she instructed.

      Adam bent over her hand, even seated, using admirable solemnity. “Thank you. I hope to see you soon.”

      Lully’s composure broke and she bestowed one of those quicksilver giggles on him. “Bring pwesents.”

      And then before Georgie could chastise her, she curtsied again and was off like a chased kit, her little heels clacking across the corridor parquet. Giving another groan of protest, Murphy hauled himself upright and loped after her.

      “She is delicious,” Adam said, watching after. “Jamie would have loved her.”

      Again he blindsided Georgie. She battled back fresh tears and nodded. “Yes. They were of a piece, those two.”

      He slowly shook his head. “That hair…”

      Her smile was more than a bit watery. “There was only ever one person with the same color, wasn’t there?”

      His smile was just as watery. Oddly, it made her feel better. She had had no one to share memories of Jamie for so long.

      They were both given a bit of a break as they received the staff with another tea service. Georgie focused on once again maintaining her composure as she watched their perilous dance with the heavy silver and delicate china. Tom was pale and had a sheen of sweat on his forehead as he balanced the tea service. Maisy had her lower lip caught between her teeth, and Mary wasn’t breathing at all. God bless them. They looked so much better than when she had first been introduced. Healthier, calmer, altogether less feral. She only wished that the duke could appreciate that rather than fear the ungainly ballet they conducted while serving.

      At last, though, all was settled, her staff praised with sincere pride, and Georgie was pouring a bit of cream into the duke’s tea.

      “Thank you for your patience,” she said, handing over the delicate cup.

      His grin was a bit relieved. “I believe you are correct. They will make exemplary servants with a few more years under their belts. I think, however, that my Christmas gift to  you will be a rolling tea cart.”

      She grinned. “Not all homes will have a cart. So we practice without. It is more of an adventure.”

      For a long few moments the two of them focused on Mrs. Prince’s delicious pastries. Usually Georgie could divorce herself from any other worries when she was savoring such fare. Today her heart simply wasn’t in it. She only had the time it would take to finish a cake before she had to face what had brought the duke here.

      It simply wasn’t fair. She had finally felt safe. After three years spent in exile in Cornwall where she and the children couldn’t be found, she had been able to settle into a home. Not her home. She would probably never have a home now. Jamie’s pension was too small, and there was no way any of the parents would support her independence. So Jack had taken her in, her and Lully, their little apartment tucked up in the east wing of the tidy red brick Queen Anne home Jack had inherited from their grandmother.

      Georgie and Jamie should have inherited his grandmother’s estate, a lovely ten room cottage near Portsmouth where Jamie could see the sea. That dream had been dashed, of course. His parents saw no reason to reward her for destroying their plans.

      But she was safe here at Oak Haven. She helped manage the house for Jack and Olivia, especially when they were away, and Lully had her cousin to share lessons, kitchen treats and bedtime stories. No more running. No more hiding. No fear that Georgie would turn the corner to see a threat coming her way.

      Of all the times to consider herself safe. The duke—Adam—was the greatest threat of all.

      “I didn’t mean to upset you,” she heard and briefly closed her eyes.

      Of course he had seen her reaction to the miniature. “It matters not.”

      “But it does.”

      She wanted him to say more, to say anything so she didn’t have to. She finally looked over to see sincere concern in his eyes.

      “When did Jamie give you the miniature?” she asked.

      “He didn’t.” He looked up, as if the plaster acanthus leaves that ringed the ceiling were the most fascinating thing in Dorset. “The Navy did. Well. They sent it to his parents. His father gave it to me.”

      She nodded, oddly relieved. She felt even better when Adam reached inside his coat and pulled the miniature out. Taking one last look at it, he handed it over to her.

      “Oh, no,” she protested instinctively, hand out.

      His smile was kind. “No. It belongs to you. I have my own memories of him.”

      Georgie realized her hand was shaking as she reached out to take it, the very last thing she would receive from her Jamie.

      “He did write about it,” Adam said. “He was so very proud of having such a pretty little girl.”

      Georgie clutched the little felt oval in her hand. “And he never saw her.”

      There was a pause that she couldn’t fill, a silence she and Adam shared that was thick with unfallen tears.

      “How long did you have together?” Adam asked.

      She smiled, thinking about their hubris. They had wasted days on silly things, planning the house they would one day have, making lists of places they would visit, designing the boat Jamie would one day own to carry them to exotic places.

      “Four months.”

      “I’m sorry.” He sounded like it. But then, Georgie had never doubted that Jamie’s cousin was a kind man. Jamie truly had worshiped him.

      “I as well, Your Grace.”

      He set down his cup and struggled to his feet. Georgie’s heart dropped. So. It was time to get down to business. She set down her own cup, but found she couldn’t quite make it to her feet as well. Instead she tucked the miniature into her pocket.

      “Adam,” he corrected with a gentle smile as he retrieved his cane. “It would look ridiculous if you called your cousin ‘your grace.’”

      “Yes, of course….Adam.”

      Georgie was setting down her own cup when she was distracted by the sound of giggles. She turned to the windows to see Lully leaping about the back garden in her favorite bright red dress she insisted made her a robin. Murphy was seated by the herb corner, and Hattie just tying the ribbons on her bonnet by the arbor. Georgie didn’t realize she was smiling until the duke commented on it.

      “I see the aforementioned walk is about to commence,” he said with his own smile.

      She nodded, soaking in the sight of her baby like sunlight.

      “That’s quite a dog,” he said.

      “Murphy is actually quite a darling,” she said, dispatching her cup. “As long as you do not try to interfere with Lully or Jamie, anyway.”

      Just then the dog in question, pressed his nose against the glass. Beside  him Lully gave a dignified little wave, a gleaming smile, and then turned to run after Hattie, who was already through the garden gate.

      Adam waved back. “Our little duchess is quite magnificent.”

      Georgie came to abrupt attention and turned on him. “Please. Do not refer to her like that. Ever.”

      “Why not?” he asked, setting the cup down. “It is who she is.”

      Bile rose up in her throat. “As I said, Your….Adam. She is only a very little girl.”

      “With people who depend on her.”

      “And trustees to see to those people until she is old enough to be involved.”

      “Only once she is invested. Then we may act for her.”

      “You act for her now. Well, Mr. Carson does.”

      “Not as duchess. This is an entirely different level of involvement, Mrs. Grace.”

      “Not Mrs. Grace, please.”

      His one eyebrow rose. “Well, I cannot call you Jamie’s wife, even though that is how I think of you.”

      She sighed. “Georgie will do perfectly fine. My daughter is Lully. Or Lilly. Or Lilly Charlotte. I will set Murphy on you if you spread it around that she should be called Her Grace. It would destroy her life.”

      She had been set to move on. He stopped her with two words.

      “Her life?”

      Briefly she closed her eyes. “Our lives, then. The locals see her as Gracechurch’s niece, no more, no less. You know perfectly well from your own experience that there is a change in how people deal with you when they find out you hold such a lofty title. A separation appears, a caution. A self-imposed artificiality from the people she has known as friends and neighbors her whole life. Think of what that would do to the little girl you just met. Please. Do not hurt my child.”

      “Or you’ll sic Murphy on me.”

      She considered him for a moment, hoping he believed her. “Do not think I won’t, if it comes to that. And do not be misled by his rather ungainly appearance. Murphy will follow my every command without hesitation. And he is quite an athletic animal.”

      Adam all but reared back. “You are quite serious, aren’t you?”

      “You’ve been to war, sir. I have as well, although of a much different type. My cousin did his best to murder young Jamie and destroy my family. I will no more let you do it than I did him.”

      “Murder your nephew?”

      “Destroy my family.”

      For another long moment, he considered her. “I don’t mean to take her away from you.”

      “But you mean to take her away from here, where she is safe.”

      As if fate had simply been waiting for that boast, suddenly Georgie heard Murphy. He wasn’t barking as if he played. It was his attack bark. Then she heard a scream. Not even noticing that she knocked the tray over, spilling tea and china over the rug, she was on her feet running for the back of the house

      “Stop!” the duke yelled, struggling to his feet. “Wait!”

      She neither stopped nor waited.
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      By the time Georgie made it through the kitchen, half her staff was on her heels, cook with a cleaver, the maids with brooms and Tom with a blunderbuss Georgie had no idea he had. She lifted her skirts and dragged out the knife she had sheathed to her thigh on the run, a skill she had needed before. Murphy was still barking, that hair-raising, deep-chested cacophony that terrified her. Hattie was still screaming at the top of her lungs, more as an alert to others, Georgie knew, then from fear.

      Georgie saw Lully’s coat first, that bright splash of red laying on the ground. They had made it almost to the wall by the wood on their walk. Georgie’s heart climbed right up her throat until she saw her little girl climb back to her feet. Hattie was beating someone over the head with her umbrella, and Murphy was shaking that someone like a rag doll, someone trying his hardest to reach the wall.

      “Shealbhú go tapa!” Georgie called.

      Immediately Murphy sat back, the man’s leg firmly in his mouth. The intruder wasn’t going anywhere. He was too busy screaming himself and trying to ward off Hattie’s final blows, his arms over his head. From the direction of the stables Georgie could hear reinforcements trundling her way.

      She could barely breathe by the time she reached the little group. Her first priority was to grab hold of Lully and make sure she was safe. She did it as soon as she re sheathed her knife.

      “He tried to nab her!” Hattie cried, giving the man’s other leg a kick for good measure as Georgie clutched her little girl to her. “Right out of my hand!”

      Murphy growled and shook that leg, setting up another whimper of pain from the man. Georgie could almost feel sorry for him. She saw that blood stained his leg.

      “I kicked him too, mama!” Georgie announced, trying to pull from her mother’s arms to deliver another blow.

      Georgie held on, just in case. “I believe Murphy has this well in hand, my heart. Stay here with Hattie, please. I must speak to the man.”

      She had only taken two steps when the rest of her staff arrived, yelling and threatening and bristling with various weapons. Georgie held them all off.

      “Thank you so much,” she said, handing Lully into Hattie’s care. “If you’ll wait a minute until I can find out what is going on.”

      But when she turned the kidnapper over, it was to receive another unpleasant surprise.

      “Jem? Jem Collins?!”

      The young son of her parents’ head groom tried to move, but subsided quickly with Murphy’s renewed growl. “Miss,” the boy pleaded. “My leg. I fear it’s broke.”

      “Éasca as,” she murmured. “Do not move, Jem, or it will go worse for you.”

      Murphy gave her a doleful look but sat back, the leg freed.

      “Balach cróga,” she murmured the praise with a smile, ruffling the dog’s head. Then she simply pointed to Lully and the dog walked over to stand right by her.

      “Now then, Jem Collins,” Georgie said, hands on hips. “What is this about?”

      By now the boy was weeping outright. If she remembered, he was all of about eighteen, a good worker and as upright as an oak. She simply couldn’t understand.

      “He told me….he….said that me dad would be...turned out without...reference...” He hiccuped and swiped his face with his sleeve.

      “Sit up, Jem,” she said.

      He did, his face down, his shoulders still shaking with suppressed sobs. Georgy could feel Adam coming to a halt behind her. She almost expected him to try to take over, but he didn’t.

      “Who told you that?” she asked Jem.

      Jem gave her a terrified look, but couldn’t hold her gaze. The minute he looked away, she knew. She thought she might be sick. The Marquess of Wyndham had told him that. Her father.

      “But that’s absurd,” she protested. “Why would my father kidnap my child, when he would just be bringing her back to the Abbey when  Jack and Olivia are there?”

      She was met with another stricken silence. Georgie couldn’t breathe. She simply could not…

      “You were working with someone else?” Adam asked behind her.

      Jem nodded. “Carriage up by the lane. They’re to wait for me.”

      Georgie didn’t move. “I see.”

      She felt Adam shift, as if working up to another question. Casting a quick warning look over her shoulder, she saw him nod to her, acknowledging her authority. It was all she could do to maintain her composure. Forcing herself to calm so she didn’t further frighten Lully, she crouched before her daughter.

      “Well, Sprite,” she said. “You have had an adventure. I need you to do me a big favor now. Will you take Miss Hattie up to the nursery? She has had a severe fright, you know. She thought she had lost you. You were both very brave. I imagine this man will never think to tackle two such heroines again. But Miss Hattie needs a cup of tea. I need to see to Jem here, and then I will be up, all right?”

      “And Murphy? He was ‘mazing!”

      “He was indeed. We shall have cook find him an excellent bone. But I need to borrow him for a few minutes.”

      “We will at that,” she heard from behind her in Mrs. Prince’s gruff tones.

      The tableau held until Lully, hand clutched in Hattie’s, cleared the garden gate. Left behind, Murphy whined, but a hand on his head settled him. Then, pulling another calming breath, Georgie turned back to business.

      “Can I be of some help?” the duke asked.

      “Yes, please,” she said, attention still on Jem. “Come with me on my errand. Young Tom, I am not going to ask where you got yon blunderbuss. Is it loaded?”

      “It is, ma’am.”

      “Then please hand it to Peter Miller for the moment. Peter, I need you and one other person to sneak up on that carriage and hold it til we can get there, please.”

      Peter Miller, Jack’s bluff, white-haired and broad-shouldered stableman, gathered the blunderbuss into his meaty hands. “My pleasure, ma’am.”

      He pointed to another groom and off the two melted into the trees in the direction of the village lane. Georgy battled an overwhelming urge to clutch the duke’s hand for support, reassurance. The next question she must ask was the most difficult she thought she ever would.

      “You were not to bring Lully back to Wyndham Abbey, Jem,” she said. “Were you?”

      He began to weep again. “I’m that sorry, miss.”

      “It’s all right. It is not your fault. Where were you to go?”

      “I don’t know that, just that another coach was to be waiting somewhere on the North Road near Grantham.”

      Wyndham Abbey was situated in Gloucestershire, nowhere near the North Road, certainly not as far north as Grantham. Georgie felt her knees all but give way. Before she could completely crumple, she felt Adam’s hand under her elbow, surreptitiously holding her up. He understood just as well as she what Jem’s words meant.

      “Not to the continent, anyway,” he murmured.

      “Of course not. They might need to recover her from whatever hell they’d planned for her if they need to wield her power. Oh, dear God...”

      She could not collapse. Not until she handled this. She briefly closed her eyes, pulling her tattered poise around her. She would never be able to tell Adam what the support of his hand meant.

      “Jem,” she said, “you cannot go back there. You know that. You would be welcome here, if you like.”

      Her staff immediately objected. She raised a hand. “His family was threatened. I will not have Jem punished for being put in an untenable position by his lord.”

      That quickly the protest died. Each of her staff understood the inequities of power.

      “Please take Jem in where Mrs. Prince can see to his leg. If you think it is needed, Mrs. Prince, please call for the surgeon. I would appreciate it if two grooms came with us, and the rest remained in the manor house at least until we return.” She briefly smiled at the nervous movement around her. “I am quite certain the maids will not mind a bit of mud on the tiles. Now then, John Coachman, please ready the curricle. The duke and I have a small trip to take.”

      “Village lane, I’m thinkin’?” the coachman posited with a gleam in his old eye.

      “Village lane,” she agreed.

      The preparations took mere minutes before two of Jack’s prime bays were hooked up to the curricle and Georgie and Adam seated behind John Coachman. One whistle brought Murphy up to set himself alongside the driver, head up, tongue out.  John flicked the whip, and the team took off at a fast trot down the drive, followed by the grooms on Jack’s sturdiest hacks. Georgie hadn’t asked, but each also carried a shotgun.

      Georgie jumped a bit when she felt a hand wrap around hers. The duke was smiling down at her. “Here I arrived believing you needed the strong arm of a duke to deal with the threat against Lully. You don’t, do you?”

      She drew in a ragged breath. “Come see me in about thirty minutes.”

      He gave her hand a companionable squeeze that felt to her like the greatest praise and then seemed to forget to let go. Georgie tried her very best not to contemplate exactly what her father’s actions meant. She much preferred to focus on the guilty pleasure that warm, strong hand afforded. It had been so long since she had had that kind of comfort. She could come to rely on it, she thought.

      It took fifteen minutes to make their way back to the main lane into the local village. Georgie didn’t have to search for the carriage. It stood still in the middle of the road, not only Peter Miller and Tim the groom standing to one side, but more than a few villagers milling about in front of the placid horses.

      John Coachman drew up behind and stopped, tying off the reins before helping Georgie and Adam down. The grooms swung down and covered the first coach. Murphy waited patiently for them in the verge.

      “Bi cúramach,” Georgie commanded and took hold of Murphy’s collar.

      As the three approached the carriage the crowd parted, many offering nods and tips of the hat to Georgie. She returned the acknowledgement, but never turned away from the two men sitting up front. As she suspected, the two men also worked for the marquess, one the game keeper the other a general dogsbody used for heavy lifting.

      “Dick Walters,” she addressed the surly-looking game keeper. “I am not going to waste my time accusing you of trying to kidnap my child and listening to your pleas of innocence. I am letting you return to Wyndham Abbey for one reason, so you may deliver a message to my father. First, if I were you I would hold very still. Murphy, is cumhneach le.” Murphy leapt up to the driver’s seat and sniffed both occupants. Tim flinched back, but froze when Murphy leaned in and growled.

      “Wouldna move if I was you,” one of the villagers warned. “That lad has some fierce teeth.”

      “He is correct,” Georgie agreed. “Murphy here has already dispatched with Jem. Jem will live, but will undoubtedly need a surgeon. As for you two--” Murphy leapt back down and sat docilely at Georgie’s side to have his head scratched. “Murphy now knows who you are. If you are found within a a hundred yards of him, he will know and attack you. And he is never out of my daughter’s sight. When you return to the Abbey, please feel free to tell the marquess that his plan went terribly awry and will again if he tries. Not only that, but tell him that I have items of his and the marchioness’s that I will show to Murphy so he knows their scent. If they interfere with my daughter again, I will not hesitate to set Murphy on them as well. Are you very clear?”

      The gamekeeper glared at her with that look that betrayed his confidence that no woman could better him.

      So Georgie smiled. “If truth be known, I’d like to see you try. I was charitable to Jem and pulled Murphy off. I will not be to you. Now go bring this news back to the marquess. And Dick. I will tell my brother of your part in this so he knows when he ascends to the title.”

      At this point, the duke turned towards her. “May I add my own word, Lady Georgina?”

      Georgina bestowed a huge smile on him. “I would be delighted, Your Grace.”

      That definitely got the men’s attention. Half the villagers yanked their hats from their heads.

      “Yes,” Adam said complacently. “You heard right. I have the honor of being the Duke of Rothray, which means I can easily make sure you vanish so thoroughly your parents won’t remember they had you. So take the lady’s warning to heart. Because if any harm comes to her child, you will be punished for it, whether you were involved or not. And if her beast here doesn’t destroy you, I will.”

      “We’ll be happy to help, y’r lordship!” one of the villagers piped up. “Yon little girl is one of ours.”

      Adam turned a smiling bow on him and all the smiling villagers.

      “Now,” Georgie said. “Both of you best be going before I change my mind and give Murphy here a treat.”

      At the subtle flick of her finger no one else saw, Murphy let loose with another unnerving growl. Dick gathered the reins.

      “One final question,” Georgie spoke up before she lost her nerve. “Where were you to take her?”

      Clem’s expression was pure malice. “Hopkins Home for the Insane. Yorkshire.”

      Adam’s hand was back under her elbow, keeping her upright. Murphy wasn’t the only one who growled as the gamekeeper whipped up the horses and lumbered off. Sweet Jesus, Georgie thought. Sweet suffering Jesus. She knew her parents hated her. But that they could do that to a baby, no matter the reason. Their own grandchild. It was impossible. It had to be impossible.

      “I may have to kill him myself,” she muttered, her head down, her stomach roiling with fury and grief.

      “Happy to help,” Adam assured her. “Do you really have items of theirs Murphy can scent?”

      She snorted. “Of course not.”

      “Missus Grace?” one of the villagers spoke up.

      Georgie lifted her eyes to see Mr. Jenson the butcher frowning at her. “We’ll keep an eye out too, My Lady. Nobody’ll take that child.”

      Tears welled again, hot and bitter. But she saw the rest of them nodding and smiled. “I am blessed to have you all as neighbors. Now, I believe it is about time for tea.”

      “We just had tea,” the duke reminded her.

      “In that case,” she said, taking a deep breath. “Brandy.”

      John Coachman helped them back into the curricle and waited for Murphy to reclaim his seat and the grooms to mount before turning the vehicle about. Georgie clasped her hands in her lap, her fingers white from the strain. She could feel the trembling set in. She wasn’t unfamiliar with it. When her cousin Gervaise had tried to kill Jamie, she had reacted much the same way. Cool and collected until the danger had passed, only to fall apart in the middle of the kitchen, much to Mrs. Prince’s astonishment. It had taken four glasses of sherry and three slices of gingerbread to calm her.

      She had a feeling that today four glasses would just be a start.

      Adam tried to lay his hand atop hers.

      “Don’t,” she snapped, rearing back.

      He pulled away, obviously surprised.

      “I apologize,” Georgie said, her voice thinning out with the building tears. “I don’t think I can maintain my composure if you offer comfort right this minute.”

      She knew he was watching her like a mad horse, just waiting for her to kick out. She didn’t think she cared. As long as he didn’t touch her, she could hold off the storm. And she had to do that until she saw Lully and reassured her everything was all right.

      And then she needed to speak with the duke and put all this nonsense to rest.
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      Lully, it turned out, was in far better condition than her mother. She and Hattie were ensconced in the green and yellow nursery having bread and butter with her dolls, whom Lully was regaling with the story of the bad man who had been vanquished by brave Lully, monstrous Murphy and Hattie’s ferocious umbrella. Georgie managed a smile. By the time young Jamie came home, it would be an epic poem filled with swords and dragons.

      Georgie left Murphy there, happily dozing in the corner with the bone Mrs. Prince had awarded him like a heroic soldier, and went to change her dress yet again. When she’d walked back in the house Mrs. Prince had pointed out the blood on her skirt.

      “Ned?” Georgie asked her.

      “He’ll limp for a while,” Mrs. Prince had said, “that’s f’r sure. But he’ll mend. He’s a good boy, I’m thinking. An evil deed to force him to this.”

      “Yes,” Georgie agreed, her chest tightening another degree. “An evil deed.”

      By the time she walked into Jack’s library where the brandy was kept she’d almost forgotten that the duke waited for her. All she could think of was the soothing tonic that also awaited her. She didn’t enjoy spirits. But right now she positively yearned for the burn of the liquor down her throat. She desperately needed not only the distraction, but the harsh comfort.

      She walked in to see Adam turn from the decanters, two snifters in his hands. “I took you at your word,” he said with a gentle smile. “How is our brave girl?”

      Georgie couldn’t imagine any man looking more dear at that moment. She managed another smile for him. “Quite full of herself for kicking young Ned when he tried to grab her. She has decided she should join the army when she is old enough.”

      Adam laughed as he limped toward her. “I pity whichever enemy she faces.”

      Georgie nodded. “I pity the army she joins.”

      Her chest hurt. She laid a hand against her breastbone, as if she could help ease the growing tightness. Adam handed a brandy to her, but she found herself just staring at it, as if she couldn’t make out what it was.

      “Georgie?”

      She opened her mouth, then shook her head. Oh, no, she thought, breathing fast to dispel those hateful tears building behind her ribs. Not now. Not in front of him. She reached for the brandy and downed it in one swallow. She didn’t even choke. That fire exploded inside her and eased the pain in her chest a bit.

      She saw the growing alarm on the duke’s face and tried to smile. Instead she laughed, except it sounded like a sob. She pushed her fist against her mouth, as if she could force it back in, but it happened again, and then again, until she was shuddering and the tears splashed her arms and she dropped the snifter to the floor where it rolled across the parquet.

      Adam must have set his own snifter down, because suddenly his arms were around her,

      holding her up, holding her against him, holding her safe as she dissolved into the most hideous, mortifying sobs she had ever spent.

      She had no idea how long she wept, only that she thoroughly soaked Adam’s waistcoat and creased his coat where she clutched at it to hold herself up. She just knew that for the first time since her Jamie had gone to sea, she felt safe with a man. Protected. And yes, comforted. Just the steady thud of his heart against her ear soothed her, his hand rubbing her back, his murmurs in her ear.

      “Fuist,” he finally whispered, his hand holding her head to his chest. “Tá sé ceart go leor.”

      Still gasping with sobs, she pulled her head back. “’It’s all right?’ You...know Irish?!”

      His smile was gentle as dawn. “It helps to know what your Irish troops are saying about you.”

      Her chuckle was very watery, but she found she could smile. She was still trembling like a blancmange, and she felt the chasm of what her father had done. Tried to do. Meant to do. But she felt a little calmer.

      And then she looked into those sea-blue eyes. Piercing, compelling, like wells in a desert. She couldn’t seem to look away. She couldn’t breathe correctly. It was as if the world stood still and waited.

      Before she could think or pull away or step closer, he cupped her face in his hands and drew her back to him. For a moment, he just brushed away the tears that still tracked her cheeks, his eyes soft and kind. Then, without real intention, as if it was simply meant to be, Georgie found herself being kissed.

      And oh, what a kiss. Her Jamie had been all bright energy and boyish enthusiasm. He would buss her as if she were running past him. This man was deliberate, gentle, suggestive. His mouth was soft, inviting, clever, coaxing her to open to him until she couldn’t seem to think or protest. She felt his fingers stroke her cheek and heard the quickening of his breath. She didn’t know what she felt, except that somehow this seemed right. It seemed inevitable. It seemed to fill her with a sweet fire that warmed her far more than the brandy. She couldn’t even think to wrap her own arms around him. She could only stand where she was, lost in a kiss.

      When he finally pulled away, she saw that his pupils were large and black, that he looked as surprised as she felt. She wondered if his insides felt as liquid, as warm and unsettled.

      She knew she should say something. The only thing she managed was an astonished, “Oh.”

      His smile was a bit rueful, a bit hesitant. “Exactly.” His voice was rough, as if emotion had scored it. “Oh. I should apologize, I’m sure. But...I very much fear I’ve wanted to do this since I first saw you smile. Do you mind?”

      And oddly, she found that she didn’t. Not at all. She wanted to reach up and touch her lips to see if they were still that warm. She wanted to melt back into his embrace, this man she’d known only by word and deed almost as long as she’d known her Jamie. Should it be such a surprise that after the way Jamie  had glorified him she should react so sharply to him?

      Oh, Jamie, she thought, unable to look away, even when Adam lifted a finger to once again stroke her cheek. This is all your fault. It almost made her smile to think that Jamie would have approved.

      “Feel a little better?” he asked, his voice softened.

      She took a deep, uneven breath. “Less...frantic,” she admitted, finally finding the strength to ease back out of his arms. “The question is, what do I do now?”

      “About me?”

      She scowled at him, even seeing the glint of humor in his eyes. “Everything is not about you. My father tried to kidnap my child.”

      She abruptly sat in the chair she’d vacated earlier. “He tried to kidnap my child,” she repeated in dread. “How did he find out so soon? I have to believe it was because of your news. He has been perfectly happy to leave us alone til now.”

      Adam carefully bent to retrieve the snifter and collect  his own on the way back to the drinks table. “What do you mean, he left you alone?”

      She gave a small wave of her hand. “I embarrass him. He has been trying to pull me back under his control ever since I married Jamie instead of the man my father wanted. But this…”

      “I’m sorry,” Adam said, and truly sounded like it. “It might be my fault.”

      She caught her breath.“How?”

      He refilled the snifters and returned to hand one to her. “I had to find you,” he said, sitting across from her. “Jamie’s family had no idea where you were. I went to yours.”

      He reached out his free hand and laid it on hers, just that. Georgie found herself momentarily speechless. Not from Adam’s admission. From his instinctive gesture of comfort. Her skin seemed to glow, not only where his hand covered it, but all over, down to her very toes. She realized, suddenly, that she wanted to be back in his arms. She wanted to feel his heat and strength and calm. Oh, Lord. Her life was getting complicated again. What was worse, she could almost feel Jamie smile at her reaction to his favorite cousin.

      She had no time for this.

      Instinctively setting the brandy down, she got to her feet. She needed to move. She needed….

      “Come to London with me,” he said, standing in one place as she paced. “We can protect her there.”

      She scowled at him. “Better than those villagers and the staff here? I don’t believe so. In fact I know so. Any more strangers will be noted and stopped. How do you spot a stranger in London?”

      “So you’re going to just hide here and hope for the best?”

      “Yes...” she stopped suddenly, closed her eyes. The brandy was flooding her with warmth. It was also slowing the frantic pace of her brain. “No.” She wanted to weep again. “If he thinks I am trying to ignore him, he will think he has the upper hand. He’ll simply try again. He kept trying to take Jamie until Jack returned home and threatened him.”

      “Take Jamie?” Adam echoed. “Good heavens, you have been busy. I suspect the Peninsula was quieter the last few years.”

      She allowed him a smile. “I certainly could have used some artillery.”

      She made it back to her chair and sank into it, the brandy forgotten.

      “Oh, God,”  she said, hearing how hollow her own voice was. “I have to confront him.”

      Adam sat across from her. “You aren’t doing it alone anymore. You aren’t powerless.”

      She scowled. “He is a marquess.”

      Adam grinned. “And I am a duke. Let me help. I might as well get some enjoyment out of this benighted title.”

      She cocked an eyebrow at him. “Not all strawberry leaves and groveling servants, I take it?”

      His scowl grew. “The last duke was a financial idiot. It’s not that he was poor. But his finances are in such a muddle it will take years to figure them out.”

      Georgie waved her glass at him. “Bring them here. I have an odd talent for that kind of thing.”

      “I have a better idea. Come with me.”

      She didn’t even bother to shake her head. The tears were building again. She had no other choice. She had to travel to the Abbey and confront her father. And when she did, it would provoke the final break not only between them, but between him and her brother, and she didn’t want that. She simply wanted to be left alone with her little girl here where she was finally settled.

      And yet, if she didn’t act, her father would simply try again. He would send her baby to an institution for the insane.

      Down went the brandy again. Up went Georgie. “He couldn’t. He simply couldn’t.”

      She caught Adam just as he was grabbing for his cane. “Stop. If you try and rise every time I do you’ll be crippled for life. I move about when I’m distracted. You bear no responsibility for keeping me company.”

      He got to his feet anyway. “But I want to.”

      She tilted her head. “Why?”

      His smile was a rueful thing of beauty, and Georgie couldn’t look away.

      “We are in this together, Georgie,” he said, reclaiming her hand. “I cannot in all good conscience abandon Lully until her inheritance is safely secured and her people cared for. I will not abandon  you while your father persists in this medieval behavior of his.”

      There it was again, she thought, the tears curdling back into pain. She had to tell him. Certainly before her father did.

      “Adam...”

      “In fact, I have an idea how I can not only help you, but you can help me,” he said, reaching out to stroke his fingers along her cheek. He so distracted her that she almost didn’t hear what came next.

      “Marry me.”

      She knew she should say something. She knew he’d said something important. She couldn’t seem to get past the look of surprise in his water blue eyes.

      Suddenly his words sank in. Her heart stumbled around like a drunk lord.

      “Did you really mean to say that?” she found herself asking.

      His grin was bright. “Actually, yes.” Reaching down, he claimed her other hand as well. “Think of it. I could protect Lully even when I’m not close by. My title alone will guard her. And you. After all, who is going to question a duke about his daughter? Who better to represent her than a man of the same status? There aren’t a lot of us out there, you know. As we have already established, I outrank your father.”

      The pain swamped her, the shame. The futility. He had no idea that he was holding her up when she felt his words would shatter her.

      “What a lovely offer to make,” she said, her voice as thin as her courage. “But I couldn’t think of imposing on you that way. And I believe I need to sit again.”

      He sat her down and handed her the brandy again before sitting himself.

      “I’m so sorry,” she apologized, seeing the reflexive pain in his eyes as he bent his knees. “I promise to stay in one place.”

      “Do not consider it,” he said, settling once again.

      How could she feel worse? She did, staring into her glass as if the answer to her dilemma was swimming about before her. She fought back another bout of tears, because she didn’t deserve them. She should have ended this a long time ago. She should have shown the same courage she had when she’d taken the children and hidden out in the wilds of Cornwall.

      But hiding was so much easier than the truth.

      “It would not be imposing,” Adam said. “I must marry sometime. Heirs and all. I like you  quite a lot, and I consider Lully a gem. Can you say your life would be worse married to a duke? You could help me so much. After all, I cannot imagine the marchioness raising you without extensive training in how to be married to a peer. We could make the title what we wanted. And we could cushion Lully and help her grow into her own title. Who else can better raise her to fulfill her responsibilities? After all, I shall be growing into my title the same time she grows into hers. We can help each other.”

      She couldn’t bear it a minute longer. She downed her second glass of brandy as if it had been a cordial and braced for the renewed fire. She should be stumbling in her altitudes about now. She didn’t feel a thing. Certainly not the courage people said resided in the stuff. Certainly not peace of any kind. She just felt worse, because she had come not just to respect this man--heavens, she had respected him all along, ever since Jamie had spoken of the cousin who had nurtured him and encouraged  him to be the man he was.  No, now that she had finally met him, she had to admit that she had built a far more thorough fondness for him out of no more than stories and smiles. And now? Now.

      “That is the problem in its entirety,” she blurted out, staring unblinking at the empty snifter in her hands, knowing that if she didn’t tell him now, her father would. And he would make it so much worse. “She isn’t.”

      There was a pause. “Isn’t what?”

      Georgie took a shuddering breath. “A duchess.”

      Silence. Her heart seemed to crack and flake apart. She was about to shame herself before this kind man. Worse, she was about to shame Jamie and Lully. But there was nothing else to do.

      “Is she not Jamie’s child?” he asked in a very quiet voice.

      That brought her head up and fire into her heart, just in time to prevent it dying. “Did you not take a good look at her?” she demanded, truly outraged. “Did you not see Jamie in her smile? In her whimsy and, sweet lord, her beautiful hair? All she got from me were her eyes and her reserve.” Without her permission tears collected again in her eyes. “If she had received Jamie’s personality, she would have taken you under her wing and patted your hand like a puppy. She would have dragged you outside to play and fed you scones in the kitchen.”

      She wasn’t as astonished as she should have been to see Adam’s eyes brighten with his own tears. “I know. “He cleared his voice and dipped his head. “It is her smile most of all. That is the imp of Jamie as sure as I’m born. My apologies, Lady Georgiana. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      “Yes you do,” she admitted, sinking back into her seat and wishing she had yet another few fingers of brandy. “And you had every right to ask. No. There is no question who Lully’s father is.”

      “Then what is the problem?”

      She looked up, silently begging his understanding. Knowing she had no right to it. Knowing too that this was the moment she reached the crossroads and set off on her path alone.

      “The problem is that Lully has no right to a title of any kind.”

      He went very still.

      “Why?”

      It was all she could do to keep her eyes open. “Because Jamie and I never quite managed to marry.”
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      Georgie thought she would never see another human as shocked as Adam Marrick. He opened his mouth, but for the longest time couldn’t seem to manage words. She swore she could almost hear the thoughts whirling in his head.

      “Jamie never told me.”

      She flushed miserably. “No. He wouldn’t. I had hoped he could get home in time to rectify the matter.”

      A shrug completed the thought, the truth that would never change.

      This time it was Adam who gained his feet much faster than he should have and began to pace, his cane thumping and his right leg dragging just a bit. Georgie remained where she was, a miserable lump of shame.

      “Who knows?” he asked, not bothering to turn from where he was pouring another tot for himself.

      Georgie almost asked him to simply bring the bottle over. She didn’t have enough courage left.

      “My parents. Hattie Clark, my companion.”

      He stopped. Looked up. “That’s all? Not even your brother or his wife?”

      She shrugged. “What would have been the point? There was no consequence to the lie. We fully assumed we would spend our lives tucked away out of sight.”

      “But what about when Lully came of age? She must be presented.”

      Georgie lifted an eyebrow. “Must she? You saw what happened when my father found out where she was. Do you think he would be any more considerate if I were brazen enough to try to pass off my daughter among the ton?”

      He downed the liquid in his snifter and refilled it before heading off again, his limp increasing with every step. She was close to begging him to sit for his own sake, but she knew how necessary movement was sometimes when shock was suffered.

      “I’m sorry,” she managed.

      Which brought him to a dead stop right in front of her. “What in the name of God are you apologizing for? This was as much Jamie’s fault as….”

      She shook her head. “He never knew.”

      Adam stared. “He certainly did. I never received a letter without a recitation of every achievement you shared of his brilliant daughter. He evidently went on a two-day drunk when she learned to walk. He wasn’t there,  you see, and...”

      Tears welled again in both their eyes. “Of course he knew about her. He was over the moon.”

      Adam dropped back into his chair. “Then what?”

      She drew another breath. “He thought I had permission for the marriage. When we stood before the priest. I was under-age when we married in Portsmouth before he sailed that first time. When my parents found out they disowned me.”

      He blinked a couple of times. “That’s it? You had a license and a priest and everything?”

      “Banns read. But in Portsmouth where my father wouldn’t find out. I...forged his signature.”

      “But there is a license? It is recorded in a church?”

      “It doesn’t matter. My father was happy to tell me he he would be delighted to announce my crime if I dared try to tout my supposed marriage. They took the license. It is undoubtedly ash long since.”

      For the longest moment Adam just watched her, his eyes dark, thoughtful. And then, amazingly enough, he smiled.

      Then he laughed. Georgie stared at him as if he’d lost his mind.

      “Not only are you married,” he told her, taking hold of her hand. “But Lully is as much a duchess as I am a duke.”

      Georgie tried to pull her hand away. He wouldn’t budge.

      “Impossible...”

      “No.” He actually lifted her hand and kissed it. “All you need is permission. We can easily obtain that. ” His grin grew piratical. “And even if the permission is after Lully is born, it changes nothing about her title.”

      “Of course it does.”

      He shook his head, laughing outright. “Not with a Scottish title. Believe it or not, the title is valid if the child is born out of wedlock, as long as the parents normalize relationships. Your Lully is a duchess, whether your father wishes it or not.”

      It was Georgie’s turn to leap to her feet. She backed away, as if space would impose reason. “He will never allow it. Think of the scandal.”

      “Don’t be silly. The scandal will be if a certain duke spreads the tale that because your father was so hateful, his granddaughter was not only forbidden her rightful title, but labeled a bastard when any loving and supportive parent would have blessed a wedding between his child and a lost war hero.”

      She gaped at the mad look in his eye. “You would never.”

      “Of course not. But your father doesn’t know that. The only thing he knows about me was that I came looking for you in order to secure Lully’s title. Imagine his reaction to my threat that I would happily divulge the truth if he fails to assure all and sundry that your wedding to the man who should have become the Duke of  Kintyre went forward with his blessing and approval. Especially with your brother as witness.”

      She stepped forward. “No. No, Jack has enough problems.”

      Adam regained his feet with a wince. “I hope we settle this situation soon. I don’t think my knee can take another round.” Balanced on his cane, he reached out once again for her hand. “Jack will never forgive you if you do not allow him to stand by your side. He will truly never forgive you if he cannot give you away when you wed your duke.” He grinned. “Your next duke.”

      She faltered, tried to gage the expression in his eyes. Tested her own heart to realize that she was terrified he wasn’t being serious. She wanted this. Oh, Jamie, she wanted this.

      “You don’t have to go to those lengths, Adam.”

      His smile grew and softened. “Oh, but I do, Georgie. Please don’t make me face this dukedom all on my own. I need someone who understands how to be flexible and bold, brave and loyal.” Now, he was grinning outright. “It would help if she set my blood to fire with her kisses.”

      Georgie blushed, her own blood heating quite effectively. “She does?”

      “Most assuredly. I have a confession to make. I began to fall in love with you through Jamie’s letters. I tumbled the rest of the way when I watched you thoroughly rout the kidnappers with the help of people who you have inspired into loyalty and respect. They would all die for you. Our attraction is only the icing on the cake. You would make an exemplary duchess. I only hope you could find your way to being my duchess.”

      Those pesky tears rose again. This time, though, they were cleansing, joyful, verdant. Spring had come to her soul, and the sun rose. “I believe I could,” she admitted.

      He dropped his cane and caught her other hand. “And you could settle for an old soldier who comes to you a bit worse for wear?”

      “With all my heart.”

      He pulled her close, nestling her against his heart where she had so longed to be. “Do you think Jamie would have approved?”

      “I think he made sure that if he couldn’t be here to see Lully and I through, you would. Do you mind?”

      He laid his hand against her back and bent his head to hers. “I will be thankful every day of my life.”

      For the longest time they remained where they were, pledging a new love, honoring an old one, setting a path for the future.

      “Now,” he finally said. “Shall we go secure a duchy for your daughter?”

      And for the first time in years, Georgie laughed with a free heart. “Yes,” she said, reaching up to kiss him one final time before sharing their news. “Let’s.”
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      Anyone looking on the tableau in the Marquess of Wyndham’s Great Parlor would at first assume that the family gathered before him was seeking a boon, not making an accusation. The Marquess, white-haired and rigidly erect, sat in his favorite chair, the one that looked suspiciously like the Regent’s throne, his beringed hands clutching the chair arms, his austere face set in a terrifying scowl. His wife the Marchioness sat alongside  him, just as regal in her puce damask day dress and ropes of heirloom pearls. Her patrician face, though, betrayed a bit of bemusement, as if she had stumbled onto a conversation that had already been in progress.

      Along one side of the gathered gilt-edged Louis Quinze furniture sat Georgie’s brother Jack, the Earl of Gracechurch, and his wife Olivia, both humming with tension, both carrying battle scars, even though faded with time. Side by side on an elegant straw settee, he brunette and she blonde, they held hands, much to the Marquess’s discomfort.

      On the other side of the room sat Georgie and Adam, also holding hands. For the first time in her life, Georgie faced her father without fear. Without a word Adam reminded her of how strong she was.

      “Where is the child?” the marquess barked.

      “Why?” Georgie asked, knowing Adam would not intervene for her. “So you can try to nab her again?”

      The marquess bristled. “Don’t be absurd, girl.”

      The marchioness, her own white-haired head swiveling toward her husband, suddenly scowled. “What does she mean?” .

      “This does not concern you, madame,” he snapped at her. “I am speaking to your daughter.”

      “That daughter who has new groomsmen,” Georgie said quite as calmly as when she’d faced the kidnappers. She hoped Adam had the brandy ready for when this was over. “Jem is not coming back, father. I should probably tell you that Jem’s father will be joining his son at our home where he is assured no one will coerce his family into illegal and immoral behavior. No one will ever again try to kidnap my daughter, sir. ”

      The marquess looked close to a seizure. “How dare you…?”

      The marchioness stiffened. “Kidnap?”

      “Don’t be absurd,”he barked.

      Georgie had had enough of this. “I’m not being absurd when you try to lock my four-year-old daughter away in a home for the insane.”

      That brought the marchioness to her feet. “You said you would send her to Aunt Marguerite!” she shrilled at her husband. “You said that Lilly Charlotte was in danger where she was!  You said Georgiana knew!”

      This seemed finally too much for the marquess. “It was where she was going! Marguerite was waiting for her. What do you think me, a monster? Who told you such a lie, Georgiana?”

      “Your gamekeeper,”  Georgie said.

      “My late gamekeeper,” he retorted, then took his marchioness's hand. “I am strict, Leona. I am not a beast.”

      Georgie slumped just a bit, relieved at her father’s words. Even as fraught as their relationship was, she hadn’t wanted to believe the worst.

      Adam squeezed her hand and smiled for her. “See? Some good news.”

      She smiled for him and turned back to see her mother regain her seat.

      “Georgie’s marriage, father,” Jack said from the facing chairs. “What are we to do about it?”

      “There was no marriage,” the marquess insisted.

      “If you wish to see your granddaughter made a duchess instead of a scandal,” Georgie retorted, “this matter needs to be settled this afternoon, sir.”

      The marchioness nodded. “We will acknowledge the marriage and be done with it.”

      The marquess stared at her as if she had started speaking in tongues. “Madame….”

      “Enough, Windham,” she snapped. “Georgiana is correct. We skate perilously close to scandal, and I won’t have it.”

      The marquess seemed to swell. “That is not a matter for you.”

      “I disagree,” the earl quietly said. “It is a matter for all of us. I have already told you quite clearly that if you attempt to interfere in our lives again I will separate us from you and we will never cross this threshold again until you are dead and I assume the marquessate. Did you think I was bluffing?”

      The marchioness blanched and turned a condemning eye on her lord. “You would risk losing your heirs? You would send Jamie away again?”

      “This has nothing to do with you,” his father told Jack.

      Jack Wyndham sneered at his father. “Oh, but it is. I won’t waste my time appealing to your family feeling. As mother has said, you are far more interested in reputation. Consider this, though. If not for Georgie, you would have no heir of your blood for the title. She kept Gervaise from murdering your grandson. And do you really believe Gervaise would have stopped at Jamie and me? He would have gone after Ned next so that the title would have gone to him, who wasn’t fit to clean out your stables. Now, for all that is holy, father, get off your high horse and make it clear to all and sundry that you always approved of Georgie’s marriage, or you will be the loneliest, most despised peer in the realm.”

      “If it means that much to you,” Georgie added, “you may comfort yourself with the knowledge that if he had lived, Jamie would have been Duke of Kintyre. I should think that would be notable enough even for you.”

      “A Scottish title,” her father scoffed.

      “A dukedom older than the marquessate,” Georgie retorted.

      Good heavens. She was actually beginning to enjoy herself. It truly was all right to rely on someone else, especially someone you loved. She gifted that someone a sly smile to see the pride in his eyes and hung onto his hand for a little extra strength.

      “Do you have my marriage lines?” Georgie asked her father, sitting as tall and proud as any in the room as she faced him. “Will you finally heal the breach, or will Jack be correct? I would very much like you both to know your granddaughter. But not if it puts Lully in any danger. And just to make certain, if you aren’t certain how well my child—and Jack’s, come to think of it—are protected, ask young Jem about our Murphy, who is up with both of them in the nursery right now. I will no longer live every day in terror that you will hurt my child.”

      The duke actually looked stricken. “I would never hurt a child. You must know that.”

      “How could I?” she demanded. “First you disowned your granddaughter and then you tried to kidnap her. Exactly what type of kindness is that?”

      “Just so you know, Wyndham,” Adam said, dropping a kiss on Georgie’s hand, “your daughter and granddaughter are no longer powerless. In exactly three days, she will be a duchess with all the power and resources incumbent. She is no longer alone.”

      Georgie wished she were surprised that her mother immediately brightened. It seemed a dukedom salved all wounds.

      Her father turned to Jack where he’d been watching his sister with a half smile. “Do you know about this?”

      “We are to be their attendants,” Jack said. “With the greatest pleasure. We just have to find a way to choose who gets Murphy.”

      Georgie actually grinned. “I dare you to challenge Lully for  him.” Turning back to her father, she kept her smile. “Well, father?” she asked. “What say you?”

      The marquess gave her a long, assessing look, his expression oddly vulnerable. “I only wanted what was best,” he finally admitted.

      “I had what was best,” she assured him, her own voice softening. “I had my Jamie, and I had my Lully. And when you considered the title to be more important than your own children, I had Olivia and Little Jamie. And now, I have Jack back, and I have Adam. I would also like to have you and mother and the rest of the family back in my life. That is what has been important to me. If you can bend a little, you might realize exactly what ‘best’ is.”

      It took a long moment during which the room hummed with unspoken tension. Finally, without his posture easing by an inch, the marquess waved one of his hands. “Call for Williams. I will need the keys to the safe. I would also call for the children.”

      Even as the over-starched butler opened the door and bowed, Georgie began to climb to her feet in protest.

      Her father lifted a hand in her direction. “I would know my granddaughter, Georgiana. She is a duchess now. I would like to introduce her to the dignity of her position.”

      He looked confused when the younger people in the room began to laugh.

      Their laughter was quickly enough explained when a few moments later the same butler opened the door, bowed as if at a grand ball, and grandly announced, “The Viscount Amberly and Miss Lilly Charlotte Grace.”

      At which point young Jamie came romping in followed by the lumbering Murphy who waited at the door for the very prim, very serene little girl who followed as if on the stroll in Hyde Park, her pretty green velvet dress spotless and unwrinkled, her green hair bow precisely placed in her bright red curls.

      Jamie popped a quick bow to his grandparents and ran over to be folded into Olivia’s arms. Lully strode to the center of the room and gave Georgie her little-girl curtsy. “You called me, mama? Hello, Grace.”

      Adam nodded, having long since given up trying to correct her. “Hello, Lully.”

      “Lully,” Georgie said to her baby. “Allow me to introduce you to your grandparents, the Marquess and Marchioness of Wyndham. They felt you might like to learn a bit about the dignity of your family.”

      Whereupon Lully turned her raised eyebrows at the couple who were now staring at her from their thronelike chairs. “Indeed,” was all she said.

      Georgie’s father coughed. “She certainly has taken to her title well,” he managed.

      Georgie laughed outright. “She has no idea about the title,” she informed him as everyone else chuckled. She lifted the marriage lines Williams had retrieved from the safe. “We haven’t told her yet.”

      “What title?” Lully asked.

      Georgie smiled. “Cutest sprite in England.”

      Lully immediately let loose with one of her lovely giggles. “Silly.”

      “Give your grandparents your best curtsy, please,” Georgie instructed. Bi cúramach, Murphy.”

      Lully wobbled a curtsy and straightened. Murphy stepped up right alongside his tiny mistress so she could lay her hand on his neck.

      “This is our dog Murphy,” Lully informed her gaping grandparents with the gravity of a doyenne. “If  you try to hurt me, he will eat you.”

      And for the first time Georgie could ever remember, he father broke into a genuine smile. “I have no doubt. I promise he will have no cause, Lilly Chalotte.”

      She nodded as if bestowing a boon. “Good. I want to like you.”

      Then she did something the marquess’s children had never had the temerity to do. She ran up to the two very starchy gray-haired people seated on their stately chairs, motioned them to her and gave them a smacking kiss on the forehead.

      The marchioness actually exhibited tears. “Thank you, sweet girl,” she whispered. “That was….the best.”

      “Indeed,” the marquess acknowledged unsteadily, reaching out a hand that Lully accepted with aplomb. “Indeed.”

      “Me, too?” Jamie demanded from his place alongside his mother.

      His grandparents looked even more startled.

      “Why, yes,” the marchioness said, hands out. “I suppose so.”

      Jamie ran into them, and suddenly the two children and their grandparents were talking as if they had been together for years.

      Georgie didn’t realize she was weeping until Adam set a handkerchief in her hand. “All better now?” he asked.

      She nodded. “It is certainly on the right road, my love.”

      He smiled at her. “My love,” he echoed. “That is the best of all.”

      “Yes,” she smiled back, knowing that with the support of this man she had finally reclaimed herself. “It is.”

      For the first time in her life, she felt good about the future of her family. But even if she had walked away from her parents empty-handed, she had more than her heart could hold. All because Adam Marrick had kept his cousin’s promise.

      Thank you, Jamie, she thought as she considered the family he had given her and the future she thought he blessed. Thank you for loving me enough to give me Adam. And for telling me to look past his perfectly forgettable face.
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