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Introduction 
 
      
 
    Alice Campell has been burned once before by betrayal and unrequited love, so marriage is not a topic she wishes to discuss. When she meets a charming Marquess who also loathes the very thought of romance, she is more than excited to have made a new friend. Soon enough, she finds herself in a position of questioning even her own feelings, until she realizes her father’s gambling habit has put her family in a precarious financial position. Could a secretly arranged marriage get them out of this messy situation or is it too late already? 
 
      
 
    Luke Conolly, son of a Duke, was abandoned by his mother as a child. He fears that he will get hurt again, so he trusts no one, while avoiding having any romantic interactions whatsoever. When he meets a young lady who amazingly shares his opinions on marriage and their stubborn fathers’ habits, something will just change. Friendship sparks between them, quickly evolving into something that Luke never expected. Will this charming lady make him reconsider his beliefs or is he too stubborn to deny his only chance for love?  
 
      
 
    Unbeknownst to Alice, a hidden deal has been made, which threatens to cost her more than just her freedom... Will Luke eventually convince her to trust him and believe that his feelings for her were always true? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was not usual to hear raised voices in the house, let alone the voices of her parents. Alice looked towards the parlour in confusion, shocked to hear such a row. What could Mama and Papa be arguing about? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She could not remember a day in her twenty-two years of life when her parents had had the need to argue about anything. Her mother always readily agreed with whatever her father might say, a habit Alice disliked. If a man was wrong, then it was only right he be told, rather than have him believe he could do no wrong. So yes, she had wished for her mother to be firmer with her father, but not to the extent of the arguing she could hear just beyond the oak door. A servant passed her by, wide eyes looking to the door in amazement. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Campbell, would that be your parents?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mary. Hurry along now, do not tarry. I am sure that Mrs Hodgkin needs the dresses you have in your hand.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The maid curtseyed, dipping her face to hide her disappointment before hurrying away. The last thing Alice wanted was for Mary to know anything about her parents' argument as she was quite the gossiper. Not only would the details of the argument spread among the servants, but amongst the people of London as well. Alice could not understand why her mother insisted on bringing Mary with them to London. The young woman was a nightmare. All she did was talk, gossip, and pretend to work while the other servants did all the work. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She should have stayed behind on the estate and Clara should have come with us, thought Alice, who far preferred the quiet maid who seemed to anticipate her needs without needing to be told. Of course, that might be because she was a few years older, but Alice had always preferred a more mature company. However, as Mrs Hodgkin was here with them, it was only natural for Clara to remain behind and take care of the household.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice put her ear to the door, jumping when she heard the thud of a fist connecting with a hard surface. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had to enter the room and stop them before a hand landed on flesh. If her parents could quarrel so heatedly, what was there to stop her father from laying a hand on her mother? Alice did not necessarily think he would do such a thing, but she could not be sure under these circumstances. She flung the door open, making both her parents jump. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mama! Papa! Why are you arguing in such a manner? Your voices can be heard from the staircase!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother sobbed. “Just ask your father what he has done. Ask him!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her father raised his hand to point a finger at her mother. “Calm down, Helen!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not tell me to calm down when you have lost a large amount of money to the Duke of Richley! What were you thinking, Dougie?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I did not think I would lose that hand, all right? I am usually good at cards. It was that darn duke that put me under the table with his last hand.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Oh heavens, her father had been gambling once again. No wonder her mother was in such high fidgets. Alice's father had a habit of losing more than winning, and up until now the amounts lost had been reasonable. However, judging from this argument, they were close to ruin. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Papa, the Duke of Richley? He is a notorious gambler, not many people can boast of having won against him." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice's father walked away from them to the drinks trolley, pouring himself a whiskey, likely smuggled in after his recent trip to Scotland. Her father owned some property there, his grandfather having been a wealthy Scotsman, and would often take a trip alone to survey his lands. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We are nigh ruin, and yet you have the time to pour a drink?” her mother scolded. “Dougie, when will you take matters seriously? ’Tis but the start of the London season, what will happen once we return home? Would you leave us penniless? And what of your daughters? What dowry shall we give them in anticipation of suitable marriages? If potential suitors hear of our financial situation, it may cause them to disregard our daughters. Did you consider that when you threw our money away on a game of cards?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marriage? That was the last thing on Alice's mind. Let them disregard her, she did not care. But what of Violet? Her sister wished to be married. She carried none of Alice's cynicism towards love and matrimony. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What else am I to say, Helen?” her father said. “Perhaps we should not have attended Lord and Lady Byron's ball. If I remember correctly, it was you who insisted that we needed to attend the first extravagant ball of the season, and it did not disappoint in that department.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Is that not what we came here for, Dougie? You had said that if we arrive early, our daughters would stand a good chance of being seen by eligible suitors, or have you forgotten?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her father moved his head from side to side as though he were listening to a tune in his head. Alice wondered why he must act as though he were insane. No, this was merely a ploy for him to gain time before he answered her mother. He swirled the whiskey in his glass, stretching the silence in the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dougie, this delay in response is unnecessary.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her father smacked his lips together as he took a glug of the liquid, eyeing his wife over the rim of his glass. “Dear wife, I do believe that you have forgotten your place. I am the husband, I am the head of the house, I rule this family with an iron fist. I do not have to answer any questions that I do not wish to answer, and I do as I wish. Is that answer enough?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice inwardly sighed. Was it any wonder the thought of marriage was enough to have her running for the hills? A woman becomes her husband's property and ceases to be a person. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, I see that you cannot recall the promise you made to my father when you asked for my hand in marriage,” her mother snapped. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Promise? Grandfather and Papa could hardly stand each other when in the same room. What promise could they have made together? This argument had gone on long enough and had to be stopped before they spoke of things that should not be spoken of in Alice’s presence. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Papa, I am sure that you will find a solution to our predicament. You are, after all, a most intelligent man.” She turned to her mother. “Mother, you suffered an illness recently, it is not good for you to fret so. Come, we will sit in the parlour and drink some tea. I hear that Cook has baked a few biscuits and would appreciate it if we would taste her adaptation of an old family recipe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother shook her head. “Alice, I fear that you do not understand the situation. Your father promised me that he would gamble no more, and yet he did that very same thing at the Byrons’ ball. I knew I should have never let him out of my sight once he became too engrossed in Lord Byron's wine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Oh goodness, Mama was determined to have Papa see the error of his ways, and yet he appeared nonchalant about it all. Could Mama be overreacting? Alice peered closely at her mother, noting the grim line of her lips and the slightly crazed look her in eyes. No, she was undoubtedly under the hatches. This did not seem to be a light matter, and yet Papa wished to leave it be.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He had taken a seat, crossing his legs as he looked up at his wife. "Helen, perhaps I was not in my right mind when I entered Lord Byron's gambling chamber, but an opportunity had presented itself to win a substantial amount of money, and I took it. The stakes were high, the cards were dealt, and I believed I had a good hand. That was until the duke revealed his own hand and took everything. I was not the only one to lose, my dear, but I will admit that I was hasty in the bet I placed." He shrugged his shoulders. "I do not blame him for it is a game of chance and luck was simply not on my side that night." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother snorted. “Well, that makes a world of difference!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice's eyes widened at the venom in her mother's voice. She had never seen her thus vexed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Helen, I am a grown man who does not need to be scolded by his foolish wife. Both the duke and I were aware of what we were getting ourselves into. He won this time around, but he may not be so lucky the next time." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Was her father thinking of playing with the duke once more? Alice found that she could no longer remain quiet about her concerns. “Next time, Papa? Surely we should first address your debt before considering another round of gambling with the Duke of Richley?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He scratched his chin, and she could just about detect the raspy sound of a growing beard. Papa had not shaved again today. That was unlike him. He was generally meticulous about his appearance, shaving twice a day to avoid unsightly stubble. He found it necessary as he had dark and thick hair growing on both his head and chin, causing a shadow on his face within hours. Alice took after him in both thickness of hair and colour but, thank goodness, it did not grow on her face as it did her father's youngest sister, Aunt Tally. The poor woman was a rather handsome woman with an enviable figure, but she struggled with facial hair. Unfortunately, she had yet to find a husband who would take her as she was, and thus at thirty-one she was a seasoned spinster. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Playing against the duke may be my only way of winning enough money to pay off my debt, Alice. I cannot think of another way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And if you should lose?” her mother inquired. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He shrugged his shoulders. “Then we will most certainly be ruined.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, goodness, Papa. There must be another way. I ask this with all respect due to you as my father, but just how much is your debt?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice could not help sucking in her breath as her father named a sum that seemed astronomical. How on earth had he lost that much in one night? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If we only but had a relationship with a family who would assist us during this difficult moment, it would certainly help our family until we are able to pay your father's debt.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice could hear the unspoken suggestion behind her mother's words. It would be beneficial for her family if she or Violet were to marry a wealthy suitor. As she was the eldest daughter, the pressure would be on her to find a man who would be willing to financially assist her family. But what of her dowry? It was an essential element to a pending marriage, but as there clearly was no money to fulfil this aspect, would a man, in turn, be interested in her? Oh dear, what would Violet think once she heard of their money woes? She was a sensitive sort. This would crush her dreams of having her own family. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Helen, none of our friends would be willing to help me,” said her father. “We cannot look to them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why would they help you when they have expressed their disdain for your constant gambling? You have none other than yourself to blame, Dougie. And you have dragged our family down with you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is it perhaps too late to return you to your family? Had I known you would become melodramatic in your old age, I would have thought twice about marrying you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice closed her eyes in disbelief. Papa had lost himself. One eye peeped open to see her mother's reaction, surprised to see no hint of tears but only pursed lips to indicate her displeasure. She trained a steady gaze on her husband, fixing him in place. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see that you have finally lost your mind, Dougie.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Goodness, this would not do. They were intent upon hitting the other as hard as they could. Alice did not know what to make of her parents' attitude towards each other. Here her father sat as unaffected as a grazing cow, and there her mother stood as cold as a bronze statue. It almost seemed orchestrated, or perhaps they were so unaccustomed to fighting that they knew not how to behave.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Could this have been Henry and Alice in a few years? Henry Tottenham, the man she believed herself in love with. That was until he had shown his true colours as a rake by running off with a pretty Parisian woman whose father was only too eager to display his wealth in a most unbecoming fashion. Papa had always said that merchants were far less refined than those that hold titles, and that Jacques Bordeaux was the epitome of new money and sudden elevated social status. While she could not generalise as her father did, Mr Bordeaux certainly fit that description. Alice was firmly against coming back to London for another season when last year had been such a disaster for her. But her parents had insisted it was necessary. And yet here they were, in another predicament. Alice was starting to believe that London held a curse for the Campbell family, for nothing good seemed to happen when they were there. Would her parents be open to leaving London and returning home? It was the only solution to keep her father away from gambling and give them time to consider the way forward concerning their debt, that preferably did not involve matrimony. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mama, Papa, it seems that London has not treated us kindly. Would it not be advisable to return home?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Certainly not!” her mother said. “We are here for a reason. Your father's mistakes will not shadow our purpose.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But had she not suggested that his actions would do that very thing? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Besides, the duke will not allow me to leave London until I have given him a report of how I shall pay his debt,” her father added. “He is not a man I wish to anger.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Both her parents seemed to have calmed down, which gave her great relief. Their body language and tone of voice held none of the severity of moments earlier, which gave Alice some doubt to the viability of their argument. Could one become so heated and lose it within a space of minutes? Perhaps it was possible for others, but certainly not her parents. Now that they seemed their usual selves, Alice would rather return to her painting. She was working on a portrait of Aunt Tally, sans her facial hair, and would gift it to her on her birthday, which would take place in a month or so. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall leave you both to discuss this matter.” She turned away, only to be called back by her mother. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alice, do remember what we have said. There really is only one way to pay this debt.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I shall remember that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marriage was undoubtedly the begin all and end all to countless situations. Alice left her parents, her mind on the notion of finding a suitor and getting married. She was not an advocate for matrimony, not since Henry had hinted at marriage and then disappeared with the Parisian heiress. But it looked as though she would need to set aside her cynicism and consider it. She would be doing it for Mama, Papa and Violet, not for her own happiness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Oh, it was not a glorious thing to go against yourself for the well-being of others, but she was willing to do it for her family. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you think that she has absorbed our words?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Helen was still staring at the door when her husband spoke. She looked at him, wondering if she had made the right choice all those years ago. She had been married to him for many a year, but this was the first time she had been quite disappointed with him. Fooling her dear Alice was not something she had found easy, but Dougie had begged her to partake in his plan. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I cannot say for sure, but she was shocked by our spat. Our daughter has never heard me raise my voice to you, nor have I gone against your word. But you insisted that I do it to show authenticity." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do have faith, Helen, or we will all be doomed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She could have laughed at that. He committed a blunder, and the family were the ones to suffer right along with him. “Dougie, did you mean all that you said about me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Which part?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Had he forgotten already? Helen would not have been concerned about his words had they not been said with such emotion. “Your comment about marrying me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, of course, not, Helen. What an odd thing to say. You know I was worried that she would pass us by and not hear our argument.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your daughter has sharp ears, Dougie, and she is devoted to us. It would have been a surprise not to see her walking through that door.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes. Well, I hope that she is devoted enough to agree to the marriage. Our future depends on it." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    All this talk of debts, the futures and marriage were beginning to give her a headache. Helen remembered how affected her daughter had been when Henry had left her for the Parisian woman. Alice had changed then, and it was not for the better. Coming to this season may not have been the best for the family, least of all Alice. And now her husband had made a foolish mistake that would forever change the direction of her elder daughter's life.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "And if she does not take the bait?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her husband shrugged. “Then we shall force her to marry the duke's son. But I would rather she believe that the decision was all hers – it meets the needs of our plan better.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Dougie, is this necessary? Is there no other way? She is our daughter, after all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are correct in saying that she is our daughter, which means it is I who decides such things. The duke has kindly agreed to remove my debt in return for our daughter. I believe it is a fair exchange.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A fair exchange? Dougie, have you forgotten that she is your flesh and blood and not cattle to be sold to the highest bidder?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The duke's son has much to offer, Helen. Alice would be fortunate to marry such a man. Imagine the new social connections that I shall have once my daughter marries the heir of the Richley dukedom?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Everything was about him and only him. She could not stand the sight of him at that moment. “I am going to do as Alice suggested and try Cook's biscuits.” She left him without waiting for a response. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke was beginning to consider hiring someone to watch his father's every move just to make sure that he did not ruin himself and his family’s reputation. It was as though a fever had gripped his father for he shivered as a dog whenever he spoke of gambling. While luck had been on his side for several games, there was always the possibility that someone more experienced and richer than him would take him down. While there were not many men as wealthy as the Duke of Richley in all of England, it would still take one brilliant gambler to bring his father to his knees. Speaking of which, where was the man in question? Had he not said that he would return once he had relieved himself? His father was a crafty fellow. He may have used this excuse to escape him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was as though he were caring for a child rather than a grown man. George Connolly, a great man amongst his circle of acquaintances, had been reduced to someone who could think of nothing but gambling. Gone was the austere, disciplined and forward-thinking gent. Instead, here was a man who had finally identified his Achilles heel but was willing to do nothing to fortify himself against it. Instead, Luke seemed to be the one trying to remove him from tempting situations, and yet still his father ran straight into them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke was near the window so he would have seen his father pass by in his carriage or on his horse. So far, no one had entered or left the estate. He spied his father's steward making his way to the stables, his sturdy frame making quick work of the distance between house and destination. Had his father sent him to saddle his horse? Luke found himself needing to once again intercept probably another escape plan. He left the house running, meeting the steward as he left the stables. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Lord, may I help you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You most certainly can, Vincent. Has my father ordered you to saddle his horse?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The man's eyes widened before he quickly looked away. He regained his composure after a moment or so, looking up with a blank look. “I wished to speak with the stable-hand, that is all, My Lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke narrowed his eyes. “Do you speak the truth, Vincent, or do you attempt to cover my father's intentions?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Lord, if it pleases you, may I return to your father? He is expecting me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Ah, I see. Your refusal to answer my question is answer enough. Vincent, please inform my father that I am aware of his plans, and I do not approve of them." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The man hurried off, soon disappearing into the house. His father was not yet fully sober. Nevertheless, he wished to go out again. If Luke were to lock him in his room, would that work? Or would he likely take a stick to his hide? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    No, he would need to think of something else. His father was determined to leave the estate, and who knew where he would end up? There were far too many gambling establishments in London, some that were legal, and others held in the houses of the Ton. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke had to keep him busy with matters of the estate, so that his father may forget about gambling. There was no guarantee that it would work, but it was better than nothing. Luke knew his father was somewhere in the house, although not his study. His other favourite room to drink in was the drawing room, as it had its own drinks trolley. Luke set off at a light run, his mind focused on what he needed to do. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was right about his guess as his father was indeed drinking in the drawing room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Father!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The man jumped, spilling his drink all over him. He stood up with a stagger, holding his hand out to balance himself. “Luke, must you shout?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Why are you drinking? We have put in an effort to remove the alcohol from your body, but you are intent upon staying in this inebriated state." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am a grown man. I can handle my brandy.” This was said with a sway to the right, causing a misstep.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke sighed. It was difficult to reason with him in this condition. “Where are you going?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His father frowned. “Going? Why, I am right here!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Father, I know that you have plans to leave. I wish to know where.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The man snorted. “Since when do I answer to you, Son? All you see is mine, it is you who should hold your tongue.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You forget that Grandfather left me a sizeable inheritance of my own, Father. I do not need to be here, yet I wish to help you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Then you should go." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This man was frustration personified! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "If not for me, you would have lost everything by now. This drinking and gambling must stop, Father." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His father waved his hand. “You are too serious, Luke. You must calm down.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How can I when you have a family that still needs you? Your wife and daughters need you, or have you forgotten this?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah and Sarah were but his half-sisters, and Thomas his half-brother. But Luke doted on them and wished he could say the same for his stepmother. The Duchess of Richley was a woman Luke could never see again in his life and he would not fret.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Since when have you been concerned about Suzannah, Luke? I was under the impression that you could not stand her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His father was not wrong in that, but Luke had never been disrespectful about it. After all, she was the mother of his sisters and brother. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I care for my sisters and brother, and she is their mother.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I failed to find a mother for you, did I not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke was taken aback. His father had never spoken about this, not once during the past nineteen years. Was he so drunk that he knew not what he was saying? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You found a suitable wife, Father. That is all that mattered.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His father shook his head. “She would have never left had I...You know, I suddenly feel quite tired.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What were you about to say, Father?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What was I saying?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “About my mother?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Suzannah?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, Suzannah is not my mother.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His father smiled. "Oh, yes. She is not. She is my second wife, the one who chose to stay. Do you know –" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His words were interrupted by the duchess walking into the room in a dress Luke had never seen before. Why was he surprised? She never wore the same dress twice. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh good. Luke, you are here. Your sisters are insisting that you take them to Hyde Park today. I cannot do it myself as I am to have tea with Lady English.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke had things to do himself, but he would not argue with his stepmother. Fair, beautiful and as cold as an iceberg, the duchess was the epitome of a well-bred woman who could work a room at a dinner party like no other. She was a social butterfly, one who thrived when there were many to see her. It was a pity that she did not have time for her own children. Her daughters were but seventeen and fifteen, with Hannah attending her first season, and Thomas was ten.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well, I shall take them this afternoon.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, no. That does not suit me. I need Hannah to be back by three o'clock to try on her dress for the upcoming ball. You know that she is rather pudgy – no man wishes to have a heavy wife. Thus, we need to do a miracle and hide all her imperfections.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Suzannah was certainly a crass woman, never worried about how her words affected others. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is nothing wrong with Hannah, and whoever marries her will be a lucky man.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, her dowry should attract a good suitor. If she found herself a duke, I would be happy. But a marquess or an earl is all right as well, I suppose." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was no talking to this woman. Luke felt sorry for his sisters, but he could do nothing to shield them from her. Thomas was the only one who fared well when it came to their mother, but it was not due to motherly affection but gain. Luke had long since known that his stepmother wanted him out of the way so that Thomas would inherit the title. But Luke's inheritance was set in stone. He would become the next Duke of Richley, a title he could have cared less about. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well. I will go with them now. Are they ready?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, they are in the parlour.” For the first time since entering the room, she noticed her husband. “George, do not tell me that you are drunk again? For goodness sake, it is still yet early in the day.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The duke grabbed his head. “Do not screech so, woman. Tend to your friends and leave me be.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you know how it pains me to have a drunk for a husband? Luke,” she called, turning to him. “Do you know what your father did at the Byrons’ ball?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I assume dance?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ha! If only it were that innocent. No. He became disgustingly drunk, but at least he won something.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His father started to laugh and hiccup at the same time, a testament to his inebriated state. “Great game of piquet it was, cleaned out that old Baron of Leeds!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Campbell?” Luke asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, that fool. He thought he could win against me. Well, the greater man was shown when I took all of his money. Left him penniless, I did.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke vaguely remembered the man. He had two daughters, both dark-haired like him. The duke was too drunk on power at the moment to think straight. He boasted of this game today, but what of tomorrow? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Foolish man!” said the duchess. “I do not know why I waste my breath on you. It is better that I leave you to your state.” She walked away, turning at the door. “Luke, do not allow Hannah to eat any sweets, do you hear me? She must fit into this dress. I shall not accept failure.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He did not answer her, but he didn’t need to. Suzannah expected things to be done exactly as she ordered it, no questions asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Beautiful woman, but a heart of steel,” his father muttered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke wished to tell him that he was to blame as he had married the woman, but he held his tongue. Far be it for him to comment on another man's wife. “Father, I shall have Vincent take you to your room to rest.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At least the duke would rest rather than run to the next gambling house. The man's eyelids drooped, his body limp as he sat in his chair. Luke could only shake his head as he went in search of Vincent. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    She supposed asking for new paint was out of the question. Alice sighed as she looked at her dwindling source, knowing she had a week or so before her primary colours would finish. Goodness, not only did she need to complete Aunt Tally's portrait, but she also had the garden scene to complete for her mother. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had stretched herself thin this time, but she did so enjoy it. She would much rather remain in this room than attend any ball with many pretentious people. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice dipped her paintbrush into the blue paint, using light brush-strokes to create a realistic sky. Her painting was to resemble an English garden in summer. Thus, she needed the sky to be the perfect backdrop to the splash of colour that her flowers would bring. Having been busy with Aunt Tally's portrait for some time, she was behind on this one. If only she did not have to attend a silly upcoming ball this week, she would be far more relaxed. Alice had felt a restlessness within her ever since her parents' argument some days ago. A pressure had been placed upon her that she had never imagined could happen, and now all that sat upon her mind was marriage. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She may be two and twenty, but she had hoped that this subject of marriage would not become a noose about her neck. But what could she do when her father had put them into such a tight position? It would be easy to wash her hands of this situation and tell him that he was a grown man and he should tend to the problem himself, but she was not that kind of daughter. Although she should be, as he was the one to have put himself in this predicament with his foolish antics. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Had her mother not warned him against gambling? Had she not asked her husband to stay away from any temptation that could present itself at the party? Alice remembered her mother's words clearly. If only her father had done the same. It was deeply annoying how a man insisted on doing as he pleased because he was the head of the family. And yet, when he committed a blunder, his problem would spread to everyone within the family, including the servants. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As the man of the house, he was to protect his family as well as lead them. He had the right to do as he pleased, as well as the responsibility – they should go hand-in-hand. Papa had not a sense of responsibility within him whenever there was gambling involved, for he never stopped to think of the repercussions. Now he sat within his study, drinking his whiskey as though a solution could be found in the bottle. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Would Henry have been the same had she married him? She recalled that he had enjoyed a game of cards with low stakes, but had that merely been a front to a hidden addiction? Alice could consider everything now as she was no longer under the spell of love. Rather, she had received an awakening that had opened her eyes to the role of women and men in society. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Disappointment and heartache seemed to have been a recipe for greater awareness, one that she was glad to have received so early on in life. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    To tell the truth, she had been better off not knowing that there was an exaggeration of a man's elevated role in society, because it was too much of a burden, really. Blissful ignorance was preferred to painful awareness. After all, what could she, a mere woman, do in the light of all that she knew and had seen? As it was, her future did not look like the independence she would have fought for, but further loss of freedom if she did indeed get married. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her thoughts put tension into her body, so much so that she did not pay attention to her painting until she had slashed pink across her clear blue sky. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness, what have I done? Mama wanted an English garden, not a sunset!” she said out loud. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice paused. Yes, her mother had said an English garden, but she had not specified the time of day. She decided that she could actually make her mistake work to her advantage. Soon, her previous thoughts gave way to the work before her, bringing her the relief she desperately needed from her family problems. Alice was in her element as she mixed colours, artfully applying them to her canvas in skilful strokes. The room around her disappeared as her painting consumed her, her brow puckered in deep concentration. This is what she loved. This was what she could spend the rest of her life doing.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Painting had not been a natural talent, for it had not come easily to her. It was during a trip to her aunt's house many years ago when she had come across an artist painting a portrait of her dog. Alice recalled sitting there unmoving as the artist had created a startling likeness out of nothing. It had all been a blob of colour until he started to add definition that brought everything to life. It was then that Alice fell in love with painting and endeavoured to create the same kind of magic with her own hands. Frustration had been her daily friend as she had worked to perfect her method, first by copying other paintings or trying to draw various things such as flowers, animals, even people. As her talent continued to grow, it was no longer a matter of trying, but of putting her own personal touch on whatever she painted.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As her English garden came to life beneath her brush, she decided that one or two tropical flowers could not hurt the overall painting. She had seen such flowers in her aunt's extensive collection of books about foreign countries and their flora and fauna. Aunt Tally was the only one of the family with much imagination and an open-minded outlook of life, always looking beyond the four corners of England. Alice enjoyed visiting her and intended to do so now that she was in London, as Aunt Tally lived in the town all year round. Her delight grew as a magnificent flower in full bloom came to life, adding a je ne sais quoi to the painting. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But why stop at a flower? Why not a parrot or a toucan? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her English garden was not going to be any old regular garden, but one that reflected her bright mind. The bird was placed in the sky, a vivid contrast to the soft sunset she had created. A pat on the shoulder sent her paintbrush to the floor as Alice jumped and turned around. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Violet! Why do you enjoy frightening me so?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister, eyes alight with mischief, only grinned as she picked up Alice's paintbrush and placed it on the easel. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You looked ever so engrossed in what you were doing that I could not pass on the chance.” She looked at the painting. “That is marvellous, Alice, particularly that beautiful bird. Surely we do not get them here?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, we do not, but I thought the garden needed something exotic to take away from the safe beauty of it all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is this for Mama?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet raised her eyebrows. “Mama is a safe, typical and predictable English woman. Will these extra touches be acceptable to her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall convince her that she needs some colour to her life – you know that Mama listens to what I say.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is true. However, I have not come here to talk about Mama or your painting, but of the ball.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice rolled her eyes. “Oh Vi, do not spoil my mood. I only just put aside thoughts of Papa's gambling debt. I do not wish to think about this ridiculous ball.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Alice. It is not ridiculous! Why must you hate these events so much? Can we not enjoy them for once?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice walked away from her painting to drop into a nearby chair. She needed to be comfortable to have this conversation because her sister was relentless. Violet followed and, unlike her, settled into her chair with grace. That was one of the many glaring differences between Violet and her. Her sister was the epitome of grace, elegance, beauty, poise and gentleness, while Alice struggled to remain lady-like in company. It was a sore point for her mother, but Alice could not change her nature any more than her mother could change hers. Or perhaps she merely did not wish to change. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot say that I necessarily hate these events, Vi. They do serve delicious food at times.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet covered her eyes. “Goodness, Alice, you are a strange sort.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You sound surprised.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister lowered her hands, a tiny smile forming at the corners of her lips. “I do not know why I should be when I know you well. But you do have a habit of saying the strangest of things. We do not go to balls for the food, but for the social nature of them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not a sociable person, Vi. You should know that better than anyone.” The one time that she had put herself out there and given a man a chance, he had broken her heart.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet seemed to be thinking about the same thing as her eyes took on a look of understanding. “One man cannot represent the entire male population, Alice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That may be, but there is no knowing the character of each man, is there? Besides, I have greater things to worry about than being sociable. We came to London for the season, but I was not expected to participate. However, it seems that things have changed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is that why you have seemed worried these past days? A frown has rarely left your face for some time. I have longed to ask you about it, but I have been helping Mama with errands.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see that you have not heard of Papa's activities?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you speak of the gambling debt?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice's brow creased. “You know of it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "The whole of London has heard of it. I attended an outing with Beatrice Shufflebottom four days ago, and she informed me of it. Truly, I was not surprised as I had seen Papa's state that night. But as he was not the only father bringing shame to his family, I did not fret." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister certainly had an odd way of looking at things. Things did not bother her as they did Alice and she did not know if that was a blessing or a curse. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But it is this problem that has forced me to participate, Vi. Mama and Papa have hinted at finding a wealthy suitor to help with the debt, and while I find their solution to be utterly ridiculous, I feel compelled to do what I can to help them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alice, my advice to you is to not focus on why you are at the ball, but the ball itself. Open yourself to all that a ball of its kind has to offer, and you may just enjoy it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is highly unlikely, Vi.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, dear sister of mine, you fret too much. Beatrice says that you will develop unsightly lines upon your face if you look at life too seriously.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Laughing and smiling does the same thing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister's smile immediately fell, prompting a laugh from Alice. “I hardly see what is so funny, Alice. Lines upon your face does not bring about the fresh-faced look so highly desired by many.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Neither do men and yet I may be forced to marry one." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Think of it in this way. Whatever is meant to happen will happen. It is up to you to make the best out of the situation and enjoy yourself. Surely that cannot be a hard thing to do?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So says Miss Sunshine,” Alice muttered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I said that I would try.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Splendid!” said Violet clapping her hands. “Do promise me one thing, Alice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think that I have promised quite enough already.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes. But I would like for you to put your past to rest. It has tainted your life, Alice, terribly so. I wish for you to promise that you will no longer allow it to affect your future.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I no longer care for Henry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That may be, but his actions have caused you to become a cynical woman. You are too young to take on such a view of the world.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was her cynicism that would protect her from being hurt once again, but Violet's innocent heart would not be able to understand that. So Alice said what would make her sister happy. “I shall certainly try.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose that is better than a no. On a lighter note, may I help you with choosing a gown for the ball? I cannot trust you to select appropriately.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice smiled. “Do you have such little faith in my capabilities?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Violet simply said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If I allow you to do this, do you promise not to pester me with talk of the ball? I have heard enough to last me two lifetimes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet sighed. “Fine, agreed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice and her sister continued to talk about Violet's day out in Hyde Park, and who she had seen. This direction of conversation was not stimulating in the least, but it made her sister happy. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The Marquess of Shore was in attendance with his sisters, which caused a bit of a flurry amongst the women, who could not keep their eyes off him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not think that I know of him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet rolled her eyes dramatically. “Who do you know? He is the son of the man who cleaned our father's coffers.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The Duke of Richley?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The one and only. His son is most handsome, the kind of man that looks like a gentleman on the surface but is probably quite a rogue beneath it all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Violet!” Alice had never heard her sister speak of any man in such a way. Their mother would likely faint from the shock of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alice, I am twenty. Many women my age are married and have their first child already. It should not surprise you that I know something of the world.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not let Mama hear you speak in such a manner. She will not be as openminded as I.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mama would think the same as I had she seen him. Alice, do you that he will be at the ball?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not see why not. Lord Hunstanton is said to be great friends with the Duke of Richley.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, goodness!” Violet gushed. “We must look our best. Alice, I shall dress you for the ball, the matter has been decided.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, how wonderful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your sarcasm is not needed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice laughed. "Then I shall not say anything further." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet's animated chatter about her gown and hairstyle took over the rest of the conversation, but it was not quite powerful enough to drown out the anxious thoughts in Alice's head. What could she expect at the ball? Would her mother try to push certain suitors in her direction? Goodness, she certainly hoped that would not be the case. The knot in her stomach that had formed the night of her parent's quarrel began to grow, reminding her that her future was no longer hers. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They had scarcely greeted the host and hostess before the duke disappeared. Suzannah was clearly not worried as she was already in her element, but Luke had promised himself that he would keep an eye on his father. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Luke, would you please stay with me?” Hannah asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His sister was a soft-spoken young woman, one who became nervous quite easily. Luke looked to the stairs knowing that his father was somewhere up there in one of the rooms. He was on his way to being drunk and gambling, but Luke could not leave Hannah until she was comfortable with her surroundings. Suzannah was no help at all. She was only concerned about herself. Had his sister been a social butterfly like her mother, she would have had her undivided attention.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke laid a gentle hand on his sister's shoulder. “Of course, Hannah. I shall stay with you until you feel ready to converse with the other guests.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ooh, I do not know if that will happen, Luke.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come, let me get you something to drink.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She put her hand in the crook of his arm, dipping her head slightly so as to not have any eye contact with the guests. The further they walked into the crowd, the more he could feel her tense up.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She abruptly stopped, making him take a hurried step back. “Hannah, is there something wrong?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There are far too many people here, Luke. I think that I might go home.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Was she so frightened that she was willing to incur the wrath of her mother? Should Suzannah hear that her daughter had left the ball before it had truly begun, Hannah would never hear the end of it. Luke did not want that for his sister. He needed to convince her to stay. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Where are the young women you spoke with the other day? You seemed to get along with them rather well.” Indeed, she had spent quite some time with them, speaking of whatever young women talk about. Likely men and dresses.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah straightened up, looking over the heads of the crowd. “Beatrice Shufflebottom and Violet Campbell? I do not see them anywhere.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Campbell? As in the Baron of Leeds’ daughter? What a small world we live in. "Let us look for them, then you may have some friends to keep you company rather than a tiresome older brother." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah looked up at him with wide eyes. "You could never be tiresome to me, Luke, never." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He smiled, patting her cheek. “Never change, Hannah. Always remain as sweet as you are.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her face fell. “Do you not mean dull?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke's heart tightened. Suzannah had done much damage to her daughter, and his father had allowed her to. If he could, Luke would take his sisters and brother to live with him, but Suzannah would never allow it. He lifted his sister's chin. “You are about as dull as a sunrise, Hannah. No one as sweet as you can be dull.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her smile was quick and radiant, showing the dimples that rarely made an appearance in the young girl's life. “Let us find Violet and Beatrice, I should like to spend further time with them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice longed for her room and paintbrush, imagining herself holding the brush in her hand and painting strokes of colour on a blank canvas. The ball was as terrible as she thought it would be, and she had had enough. Violet had vanished with Beatrice almost as soon as they had arrived an hour ago, and Alice had been left to nurse the same drink she had been given ever since. She felt like one of her sister's dolls in her pink dress with gold embroidery and a manteau to match. The simple yet effective updo on her head would have been acceptable if Violet had not insisted on the wisps of hair about her face. Alice could not count the number of times she had tucked the strands behind her ears or pulled the bodice of her dress up further. While her gown was nowhere near as revealing as some of the fair maidens in the room, it was undoubtedly lower cut than what she was accustomed to. Already, some men had glanced appreciatively in her direction, but she had stopped them from approaching her with a stare. Her chaperone, Mrs Jersey, a close friend of the family, was no help at all as she was only too happy to gossip about the guests. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mrs Jersey, I shall return in a moment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The woman frowned. “Where do you wish to go? Tell me, and I shall go with you.”
“No, no, I merely wish to get a fresh glass of wine. Would you like me to get you one as well?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The woman's cheeks were already rosy with wine, but she still nodded. “Yes, my dear, another glass would do me well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well, I shall return soon.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice hurried away, but rather than do as she had told Mrs Jersey, she went in the direction of the door. Lady Hunstanton kept a beautiful garden that was always well lit and that was where Alice chose to hide from her chaperone. She needed but a small moment to herself if she was to put up with several more hours of this night. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The well-lit pathway made it easy for her to find the famous garden, smiling when she saw the statues. Lady Hunstanton was certainly not bashful about such things. A woman sat perched upon a stone, smiling coyly as a man whispered sweet nothings in her ear. It was enough to make her blush, undoubtedly the reaction that the countess wished for.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice looked away, her focus turning to her father. Despite his financial position, he was still gambling. The foolish man had no sense of danger, and with the Duke of Richley in attendance, he was sure to lose again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Would the duke take their home this time around? She started to pace, peeling off her gloves in anger and throwing them upon the nearest garden chair. Her mind was so preoccupied that she did not hear the footsteps that approached her until a clear male voice made her pause. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss, are you all right?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice turned to see a man she could only describe as beautiful standing before her. Dark, tall, with striking grey eyes that searched hers with concern. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you all right?” he repeated. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He must think her a fool for failing to answer him the first time. Uncharacteristically, Alice blurted out the precise reason for her anxiety. “I would be perfectly all right if it were not for gambling men!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Stunned at her outburst, Alice covered her mouth and looked away. Goodness, he may be a gambler as well. What if he took offence? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I could not agree with you more.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Once Hannah had settled with her new friends, Luke had gone straight to the stairs to look for his father. He had found him, but it was already too late to do anything. The duke was well into his cups and knee deep in a game of cards. The Baron of Leeds had been there as well, proving him to be just as foolish as, if not more so than, his father. What was it about gambling that ensnared them so? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He could not understand it, and neither did he want to. Frustration sent him outside where he could breathe in something other than alcohol, cigar smoke and sweating bodies. Luke did not know where he was going, but he allowed the well-lit path to direct him to a quiet place where he could pause and think. The stony trail opened to a garden that was crammed with a variety of flowers as well as a statue that he would not want his sisters looking at. Frowning, he noticed a lovely looking young woman pacing back and forth, her face showing her distress. Luke approached her, clearly surprising her when he spoke to her. But she was the one to surprise him with her answer. He wondered if she spoke of a relative or suitor, and for some reason he hoped it would not be a suitor. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I could not agree with you more.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The woman cocked her head to the side. “Truly? Do you also abhor gambling? I thought that all men enjoyed drinking and gambling.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “They are both useless activities to me, although my father differs. I wish he would not gamble, but his life seems to revolve around card games.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your father gambles? I see that we have something in common. My father is also quite the gambler, but rather than win, he is losing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke smiled. “We do indeed have something in common. May I introduce myself?” He moved to take her hand, noting her gloveless state. His hand dropped to his side as he looked at her in question.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The woman merely shrugged. “I took them off, they were suffocating me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would do the same. Well, I am Luke Connolly, the Marquess of Shore, and you are?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The woman narrowed her eyes. “I have heard of that name, and rather recently too. Are you the son of the Duke of Richley?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. Do you know my father?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked away, pursing her lips. What an odd reaction. When she looked at him again, her glare could have smote him where he stood. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Shore, you are the last person whom I wished to have had this conversation with. No, the second to last person. The last would have been your father!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke felt the ire in the woman's voice, his frown deepening. “I am afraid that I do not understand. I have never met you until this day, Miss –?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ha! As though I would give my name to the son of the man who has ruined my father!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Your father?" Luke thought on this information for a second or two. "Aha, I see now. Your father is that foolish Baron of Leeds, is he not? I heard my father speak of him. That would make you Miss Campbell. Am I right?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Kindly refrain from calling my father foolish, Lord Shore. It is your father who should be ashamed of himself for taking another man's money.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke crossed his arms. “No one forced your father to gamble his money away, Miss Campbell.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not remember giving you the use of my name, Lord Shore.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What would you prefer for me to call you? Foolish woman? Incensed woman?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her finger went up. “I would be careful of your words, I am not some silly woman who remains quiet at the sight of a man, Lord Shore.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke tilted his head, taking in the fiery woman before him. No, she could not be married. She had not succumbed to submission. He found that interesting, quite interesting. “No man will marry a woman with such a sting in her tongue, Miss Campbell.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She blew air out of her nose, one short burst that reminded him of a raging bull. "I will have you know that I do not have the intention to marry. What use have I of an overbearing husband? However, here I find myself in an infuriating situation where I am obliged to find a suitor. And it is all thanks to your father." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My father? How can he influence you in such a way?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked away, crossing her arms. “My parents believe that the only way to pay our debt is to have me married.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is a ridiculous solution, Miss Campbell. Surely your parents jest with you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So speaks a man with the world at his feet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall speak to my father, Miss Campbell. This is not acceptable.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She turned to him, shaking her head. "You will do no such thing, Lord Shore. To do so would anger my father, who is a proud man. The debt will be paid, and in the manner my parents have chosen. I may not like it, but I am aware of my duty as a daughter." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke admired the woman's devotion to her family, but that did not lessen his resolve to speak to his father. He would not inform her of it, however, lest she breathe fire and burn him to a crisp. “We have one more thing in common, Miss Campbell.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What would that be?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “In addition to our hope that our fathers would cease to gamble, we both do not wish to be married.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She sighed. "Goodness, what a position we are in. You are the eldest son of a duke. Therefore, you must marry and produce an heir to carry the family name and title. I am the eldest daughter of my father, and I must marry to settle a debt. Both our fathers have a terrible habit of gambling, but your father is currently on a winning streak. You are more fortunate than I, Lord Shore, but we do find ourselves in a similar situation." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “On that note, perhaps we should introduce ourselves once again? Only without the animosity this time?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled. “Lord Shore, I am Miss Alice Campbell, eldest daughter of Dougal Campbell, the Baron of Leeds.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Enchanté, Miss Campbell. I am Luke Connolly, also known as the Marquess of Shore, eldest son of George Connolly, the Duke of Richley.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The woman laughed, the sound strangely warming to him. “Your introduction is far longer than mine, Lord Shore. It is quite the mouthful. Surely you do not always introduce yourself in such a manner?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Heavens no. I would be here all night if I did. Besides, there are not many people who do not know who I am.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is that a boast, Lord Shore?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, merely a fact. I imagine that my father has a lot to do with that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Or perhaps it is because you are sinfully handsome.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke could not stop his lips from stretching. “Is that so, Miss Campbell?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice could not believe that she had allowed that to slip out of her mouth. The words of her sister from days before had been playing on her mind as she spoke to him, and she had let her tongue run away from her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well, that is to say, that I have heard of young women describing you as such." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you did not know who I was until I introduced myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I knew of you, Lord Shore.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is a shame.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A shame?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He nodded. “I would have liked you for an admirer, Miss Campbell.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice laughed. “Goodness! You think much of yourself, Lord Shore.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She watched as he gallantly shrugged, his face full of amusement. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am but a man at the end of the day. So, have you found any potential suitors?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I have not given any man a chance yet, and I do not know if I shall. It is one thing to know that you need to marry, and quite another to go looking for a suitor." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My sentiments exactly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He certainly was not how she believed he would be, not at all. She had conversed with him for quite some time and had no need to flee his presence. She could potentially become friends with him, but that may send tongues wagging. Speaking of which, anyone could happen upon them and think something untoward about them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Shore, it is better for us to return to the ball. I would not wish for anyone to see us here and, well...” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He raised his eyebrows. "Oh, I see. Yes, yes. Do let us return. You may go first, and I shall follow after a moment or two." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice nodded before walking back into the ballroom. The memory of promising Mrs Jersey another glass of wine surfaced. She would not be impressed once Alice returned to her side. It was best that she got a glass and found her chaperone, giving some excuse as to why she had been absent for such a lengthy period.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As the night continued, Alice's eyes travelled through the throng of people only to find Lord Shore looking at her. Flattered, she would look away, only to return her gaze. What was she doing? Had she not learnt her lesson? Had the same thing not happened a year ago? Love did not favour her. Alice determined not to look in Lord Shore's direction again, choosing to focus on her chaperone. It was safer, if not a bone-weary solution. Safe was good. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet could not sleep. Despite having returned to their townhouse some hours earlier, she found herself still awake. The ball had been fascinating, a delightful experience that begged to be spoken of again and again until she tired of it. Perhaps Alice wished to speak of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister had not wanted to go, but surely she had had a lovely time? Alice had not seemed too unimpressed by the ball, in fact. She had been in her own world for much of the carriage ride home. Had she met anyone interesting? There was only one way to find out. Violet sprung out of bed, tiptoeing out of her room and into her sister's bedroom. She expected to wake her sister up but found herself staring into chartreuse eyes much like her own.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness, Alice, are you awake or asleep?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was not aware that I slept with my eyes open, Vi.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, good, you are awake. Why is that? You are near fanatical about getting enough sleep." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister lifted a thick eyebrow. “Are you not awake as well?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, but that is because I cannot sleep, I am far too excited.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “About the ball?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes!” Violet tapped her sister on the bottom when she rolled over and covered her head with her blankets. “Alice! That is most rude of you. Do turn around and speak with me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow, please, Violet,” said Alice. Her voice was muffled beneath the covers. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Humour me, Alice. I shall not sleep until I speak something of the ball.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She heard her sister sigh before turning around, dropping the blankets to her chest. “Very well. What is it that you wish to talk about?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let me sit next to you, I cannot stand here all night.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You demand my attention, and you demand my bed. What else would you like?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hush, Alice, and let me get into bed with you. I would sit in the chair if I could, but I must whisper to you lest Mama scold us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister shifted to the side, propping her arm up that she may rest her head on it. “I am in position, tell me what it is that you so desperately wish to talk about.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet could hardly contain the excitement that bubbled up and out of her as she spoke of her experiences at the ball. Everything from the way the guests were dressed to the number of times the same woman and gentleman danced together, the rivalry between women and the new friend she had made. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hannah is a lovely girl. Shy at first, but she soon overcomes it once you get to know her. Did you know that she is Lord Shore's sister? I saw her the other day in Hyde Park. Do you remember that I mentioned it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister nodded. “Yes, you did speak of seeing them there.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, but Beatrice and I also spoke with her. That is why she came to us at the ball. She actually looked for us, Alice. How wonderful is that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why would it be wonderful?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She is the duke's daughter!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice sighed. “I am afraid that I do not understand you at all but do continue.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, well, she informed us that her brother was also in attendance. I did not see him in the beginning, more so towards the end. He does cut a dashing figure, does he not? He must have been the most handsome man at the ball!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If you go for that sort of man.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Was her sister mildly irritated, or was it just her? Perhaps she was tired. “Which woman would not wish for Lord Shore to notice her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do carry on, I do not wish to discuss one man for the remainder of this conversation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, all right. Did you find anyone interesting at the ball?” Violet saw a glimmer of a smile on her sister's lips.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I may have found a friend. He was different from the rest and easy to speak with." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He? This did sound interesting. Did this mean her sister was ready to marry someone? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A friend?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, but not to marry, so you may put that notion out of your head." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet ducked her head. Had her eagerness been so obvious? She only wanted happiness for her sister, and Violet believed that the right man would make Alice a contented woman. “Why do you base all of your relations on your past?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is simple, really. I do not wish to experience another heartbreak.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet sighed, lying down on her sister's pillows. “It is time to move on, Alice. I feel it in my bones.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I did not know that your bones could feel.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She heard the amusement in her sister's voice. “Do not make light of an important situation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness, Vi, I shall fall asleep if you insist on speaking of the past.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I only wish for you to move on and find happiness, Ally. Is that such a bad thing?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ally? Did you not swear to never use a person's shortened name because it sounded childish?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, but Beatrice says that it is a form of endearment, and she always does it." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, I see that Beatrice says a lot.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She is rather wise for her age, Alice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "So you say," said Alice, yawning widely. "Violet, I must get some sleep, I have much to do tomorrow." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet caught herself yawning as well. "Yes, I have many letters to write and hopefully, another outing with Beatrice. I may go to her house if Mama allows it, but I do not know if Mrs Jersey will be available to chaperone me." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She informed me that she would be resting at home tomorrow, you may just be able to twist her arm to go with you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Truly? I shall have Mama send her a letter first thing tomorrow morning.” She climbed off the bed. “Ally, do think on what I have said.” Violet did not need to say what she was talking about, her sister was well aware of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, yes, now, let me sleep." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodnight, Alice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “'Night, Vi.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet crept away to her bedroom, silently praying for her sister's happiness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke had mixed feelings about this garden party. His father said it would be a way of showing Lord Campbell and other people that he was not at odds with the baron concerning his debt, but he knew his father too well for that to be the only reason. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What did he have on his mind? Father was a crafty fellow. If he wished to have a garden party, it was not to merely mend any broken fences or put people at ease. No, he stood to gain something, and it was not to collect a debt. The duke did not even like social events such as these unless there was an opportunity to gamble. As for it to be during the day, Father was a night owl, only coming out to play when the sun went down. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    All things aside, Luke was looking forward to seeing Alice Campbell. The woman had intrigued him at the ball, and he hoped to see her again. In this his father had done well. Would she be as open with him today? The guests were due to arrive at any moment, and the garden was ready to receive them. Suzannah had her uses. The garden indeed looked inviting and beautiful. His father had sprung it upon her at the last minute, and although she had grumbled, she had taken the planning in her stride and produced an enviable garden setup.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Luke! Just the man I wanted to see.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke turned, waiting for his father to reach him. The older man had not put much effort into his appearance, making Luke wonder if the man was still tipsy from the previous day. At least he had not gambled, but his drinking was becoming excessively worrying. His father was too drunk on power to see that he was harming himself. Or rather, he was not as concerned as he should be because he knew that Luke would pick up the pieces should anything happen. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Father?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The man clapped him on the shoulder. "I have a small job for you this afternoon, but an important one." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What would that be?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would like for you to personally welcome the Baron of Leeds and his family. They are my honoured guests today. Yes, I have invited many other powerful people. After all, connections are a welcome necessity for a man such as I. Who knows when I might need their help? But your focus will be on the baron, do you understand?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If they are your honoured guests, why do you not personally welcome them?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are an extension of me, are you not? If they see you, they see me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His father was not directly answering his question, he was beating about the bush. What did he have up his sleeve? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If my focus is on them, what of the other guests?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The duke waved his hand. “They will be taken care of. You need not fret. Now, keep a lookout for the baron, he will surely arrive any minute.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke agreed, making his father a satisfied man. Why was he so insistent? He hoped that he was not planning something against them. The duke was not a bad man, but he was as cunning as a fox. If he saw that something would benefit him, he went after it.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His father walked away from him, humming a melody, his step springy and light. He certainly was acting strangely. Luke did not like it at all. There would be no point speaking to Suzannah as the woman could hardly bring herself to talk to him unless it was absolutely necessary.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was no love lost between them, a fact the family knew only too well. She had never been the woman he had craved as a child. Instead, she had done everything possible to make his father lose interest in him. It had taken years for Luke to figure out why his stepmother was so cold and hateful towards him, but once he found out, he had understood her actions. Suzannah did not just want to be a duchess, but the mother of the son who would inherit the title. Speak of the devil. The woman came walking towards him, her elaborate dress blowing in the soft breeze. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Luke, where is your father? Is this not his event? He must be here to greet the guests once they are shown to the garden by the servants." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He has entered the house.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If he thinks he is going to drink while our guests are here, he had better think again.” She picked up her dress and marched to the house, leaving him in peace. The woman was a headache, one that nagged at you constantly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He made a note to himself. “Never marry. Never at all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That would be a shame, Luke,” said Hannah behind him. “You would make a wonderful husband.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He turned. “Are you listening to conversations again?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot help it that people do not notice me, but it makes for an amusing pastime.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You mother will have your head is she finds out that you are eavesdropping. Mind you, she might use that to her advantage.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His sister's eyes grew worried. “You will not tell her, will you, Luke?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You needn't fret about that, little sister. Your secret is safe with me. Where are Sarah and Thomas?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Mama has Sarah practising her piece on the harp, and Thomas refuses to leave his room." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What is it this time? Did your mother take away his favourite toy?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah shook her head. “No, he said that he has no interest in garden parties and will remain in his room with a book.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I cannot blame him. I was the same at his age. Unfortunately, once you become an adult, you have many more responsibilities that you cannot run away from. Why has your mother not forced you to do a piece for the garden party?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hannah looked down and mumbled something, her cheeks turning a rosy pink. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What was that? I am afraid that I did not catch your words. They must have run away with the breeze." He tried to make light of it as she did seem somewhat distressed, but the deep sigh she gave was evidence enough of her unhappiness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mama wishes me to make an effort with Theodore.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Who is Theodore?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Hunstanton's son.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are only seventeen. What does she mean by this?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She seems to think he will make a good match for me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what do you think?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked down. “I do not like him. He is quite rude.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then you need not worry about him. I shall make sure of it.” Luke would not allow Suzannah to ruin her daughter's life for her own gain. The young girl had time enough to look for a husband. She did not need to look for one now. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh no, Luke. Do not speak of it to Mama, please! She will surely know that I have told you about it and will scold me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He took his sister's face into his hands, kissing her brow. “Do not worry, Hannah. I shall make it right. I assure you that your mother will not bother you with this again. Go, do whatever it is that girls your age do.” Luke felt better when his sister smiled, showing her dimples. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Luke. You are the best brother a girl could ever ask for.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She rose on the tips of her toes to deliver a kiss to his cheek before she skipped away. Hannah was as much a child as Sarah was, although they were two years apart. Suzannah was barking up the wrong tree if she thought she would force a marriage on her daughter before she had even begun to mature. Marriage would keep her from blooming into the confident woman he knew she would become. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He had no further time to think of his sister's future as the guests began to arrive in their hordes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice felt the tiniest of nerves as she entered the duke's estate with her family. Usually, she would not have cared about coming to one of these events, but it was who she would see that gave her a flutter in her stomach. Violet had noticed that she was not her usual self, but Alice had told her she was merely tired. Her sister had accepted the excuse, but she had not looked convinced. Alice could not tell her about Luke because she would most certainly make a mountain out of a molehill. Why should it matter if she liked the marquess? It was not as though she were interested in him romantically. No, he seemed to be an interesting man who would make a good friend.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When the family climbed down the from carriage, they were shown to the garden by a servant. Alice's mother was clearly impressed with her surroundings as she 'oohed' and 'aahed' along the way. The party was in full swing as there were many guests who had already arrived before them. Alice’s stomach did that little jump again when she saw Luke walking towards them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Does he not look handsome, Alice?” her sister whispered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If I have to hear about his appearance one more time, I shall ban you from entering my room.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness, you are a prickly pear today. Fine, I shall hold my tongue from now on.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice had not meant to snap at her sister, but neither had she needed a reminder of just how dashing Luke was. “I am sorry, Vi, I am tired, that is all. I should have stayed at home rather than come here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh no, then you would have missed this lovely event. They truly have gone to much trouble to make this gathering a success.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They stopped talking when Luke drew nearer, his smile welcoming. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord and Lady Campbell, Miss Alice, Miss Violet. I am happy that you have arrived. Shall I show you around?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That would be lovely, Lord Shore,” said her mother. “Your home truly is lovely.”
“That would be thanks to my stepmother. She is a natural at such things. Come, let me lead you to the main party.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They followed, her parents walking on either side of him. It was with great difficulty that Alice kept her eyes from straying to him, or her sister might become suspicious. A woman cannot be friendly with a man without people thinking there was something romantic brewing between them, and with her sister being the romantic that she was, Alice knew she would try to turn water into wine. Alice became lost in her thoughts, hardly aware of her surroundings. It was only when a warm breath tickled her ear and a male voice spoke that she came out of her dream state. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We keep meeting in gardens, do we not?” whispered Luke. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice found herself laughing quite loudly. “And so we do, Lord Shore.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Guests turned to look at them, making her laughter fade away. Why did she draw attention to herself? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The weather has been kind today, or my stepmother has ordered it to shine for her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If she can control the weather, then I can wilfully admit that I am frightened of her,” said Violet. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My dear, there is nothing to be worried about,” said an elegant woman. “My stepson is merely jesting. Lord and Lady Campbell, how lovely to see you again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was Luke's stepmother? Goodness, she looked young! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We cannot thank you enough for inviting us, Duchess,” said her mother. “We are honoured to be numbered amongst your guests.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh no, the pleasure is all mine, Lady Campbell. Please, enjoy yourselves today. I shall be right back.” She turned to Luke. “Luke, dear, would you accompany me to your father?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Oh no, was his father gambling? That meant Papa might do so as well! Heavens, Alice wished that someone would talk some sense into these men. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well,” said Luke. “Please excuse me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice was sorry to see him go before she truly had an opportunity to speak with him properly, but the day was still young. She was sure she would see him again, although he may not have time for her. Would that bother her? Perhaps a little, but not significantly. Alice decided that a walk through the gardens to gain inspiration for future projects would do wonderfully at that moment. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Violet, let us take a walk.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, I am most interested to see this garden in all its glory. It looks positively glorious.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They let their parents know that they would be gone for some time before pulling away from the guests. The garden party was more so on the lawn, but the garden lay behind the guests, beckoning to her. Alice walked with her sister, arm in arm, chattering along the way. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Shore does not seem to like his stepmother, did you notice that?” asked Violet. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had noticed that. Why should he dislike his stepmother? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She seemed rather friendly, did she not?” Violet continued. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know anything for certain, but I know that Lord Shore is a good man.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, truly? You know him well?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister's teasing voice brought a blush to her cheeks. “Do you not think him a good man?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think him handsome, dashing, intelligent and wealthy. But I do not know him well enough to say that he is good,” said Violet. “Polite, yes, definitely, but good? We shall see.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps I have given him the benefit of the doubt. After all, I am a good judge of character.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are that – oh my goodness, Alice, look!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice followed the direction of her sister's finger to the display before them. It was as though they had walked into an enchanted garden, one only found in fairy tales. Almost every flower was in bloom, filling the space with splashes of red, yellow, blue, pink and every other colour known to man. Dotted about the flowers were ornaments of various creatures, both real and fantastical, making the garden seem like a busy living area. However, the piece de la resistance was the giant statue that sat towards the end, a life-sized Eros complete with bow and arrow. Out of his mouth flowed water that strangely travelled behind him. Was there something else? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I believe that Eros is guiding us behind him, Vi. Let us see what is there.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let us sit a while here, Ally, it truly is marvellous. This would be a lovely painting for my room. Do you think that you could commit enough to memory to recreate it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice wanted to venture further into the garden, but her sister was right, they should enjoy what was before them. “It certainly is inspiring, Vi. I am sure that I could recall enough to paint it for you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The duchess must have many servants to ensure this garden remains in this condition. I imagine it must look rather sad during autumn and winter.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice shook her head. “Not sad, but restful. Even nature needs to rest.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose so. I imagine that lovers would come here to get away from the guests.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not let Mama hear you say that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet laughed. “Mama is far too innocent, or she may be pretending. You cannot have lived as long as she has and not know anything of the world.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "However true that may be, she is still our mother, and we must treat her so." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet opened her mouth to speak, but a giggle stopped her. It sounded as though it came from somewhere nearby. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did you hear that, Vi?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I did, and it was distinctly female. Do you think that there are lovers here about?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That giggle had sounded familiar to Alice, achingly so. She needed to find out just who it was because if her feeling was right, she was about to be hurt. “I am going to take a look, Vi. I think it came from behind Eros.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alice, leave them be. They are there for a reason.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She shook her head. “You do not understand. I must go there.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not ask me, just let me see who it is.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Fine, then I shall come with you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It may be a good thing for her sister to accompany her because Alice was experiencing great dread. Each footstep grew heavier as she neared the statue, and as she looked behind the statue, she froze. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is it?” Violet whispered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But Alice could not answer. There, sitting upon a seat made for lovers, was Henry and Bridgette. He sat facing her, but he was so engrossed in his wife's eyes that he could not look anywhere else. Every memory, both good and bad, surfaced. She and Henry together, dancing, taking long walks through Hyde Park, sharing their love of painting. Hot on the heels of the good came the painful, when she found out that Henry had proposed to Bridgette. Alice had to close her eyes as the world spun around her, gripping Eros's bow. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ally, say something!” Violet insisted. “Who is there?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “H-Henry,” she managed to get out. “Henry and Bridgette.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What? Let me see.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice moved aside, letting her sister see what she had seen. She could tell the moment her sister saw the couple by her sharp intake of breath. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "The lying, cheating, disgusting man. How could they have invited them? Oh, my goodness! Uh, Ally, perhaps we should go." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice could tell by her sister's voice that there was something wrong. “What is it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “N-nothing! Come, let us return to the party.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Violet, what did you see?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please, Alice, please, let us leave. It is bad enough that you have seen them together. There is no reason to remain here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She shook her head. “Let me see.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh goodness, Alice. Why?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice moved to the opening, seeing that Bridgette was no longer sitting. Instead, she had her hands lying protectively on her stomach. A very pregnant one. She was pregnant! Bridgette was pregnant! She stumbled, almost falling if not for her sister steadying her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you see why I insisted we leave? What good came of you seeing them?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice lifted a trembling hand to her eyes, wiping away her involuntary tears. “I need to go, Vi. I cannot be here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, let us return to the party.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice shook her head. “No, no, not the party. I need to leave, Vi. They cannot see me here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It hurt, it hurt so much to see them together. They were happy and expecting. That should have been her! She could no longer stand being so close to them, seeing them like this, so she took off running. She vaguely heard her sister shout her name, but she could not stop. Not until she was far away from her pain and hurt. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    His stepmother was annoying him immensely. Not only had she called him away from speaking with Alice to find his father, but she also had him talking with a woman in whom he had no interest. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Shore, your home is simply beautiful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He wanted to roll his eyes, but he did not wish to be rude. It was not her fault that he was simply not as interested in her as she seemed in him. “I shall pass your compliment to my stepmother, Miss Charpentier.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes, do, Lord Shore. Do you live with your family?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This woman was asking too many questions. How could he walk away from her without making it evident that he was running away? “When I can. But I have my own home in London.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I gather that you are devoted to your siblings?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. Do you have any, Miss Charpentier?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Unfortunately not, but I have always wanted a bigger family.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Was that a hint? He hoped not. The woman was beautiful, any man could see that, but she did not grab his attention. Fair hair, corn blue eyes, white skin with a hint of rose. She was the personification of an English rose. Or was she French? Her surname seemed to suggest so. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Charpentier, am I right in saying that you are French?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are partly right, Lord Shore. My paternal grandfather was French. He married an English woman, making my father half and half. My father married my mother, an English woman, so I would say that I am more English than French.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke had not been expecting the little history trip into her genealogy. The woman was clearly intent upon keeping him chatting to her. She could have said that she was part French as opposed to giving him all of those details. Alice would never do so, and even if she had, he would likely find hers more interesting than Miss Charpentier's. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, I see, how interesting.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled. “I like to think so, Lord Shore.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A flash ran past him, but he paid it no heed until Miss Charpentier commented. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Where on earth is she off to in such a hurry? She seems rather crazed, do you not think so?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke felt obliged to look, his brow deepening into a frown as he recognised the woman running away. “Alice?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you know her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, Miss Charpentier.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Shore, where are you going?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In all truth, he did not feel that he owed her an explanation. Luke took off running after Alice, thankful for his long legs. “Miss Campbell!” he called out. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But Alice did not slow down. If anything, she sped up. If she would not listen, then he would physically stop her. He easily closed the distance between them, putting his hand out to get a hold of her arm. Alice jerked towards him, losing her balance before falling against him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Leave me alone!” she yelled. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is wrong, Miss Campbell? Why are you running away?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Shore, let go of my arm.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He took in her heaving chest, the red eyes and nose, the tremor in her voice. What had happened? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not until you tell me why you are running as though the devil's hounds are biting at your feet!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You would not understand, Lord Shore, and I do not wish to explain it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You do not know me well enough to make that assumption, Miss Campbell.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you do not know me well enough to ask me personal questions, Lord Shore.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She wrenched her arm away from him and, to his dismay, started to cry. Her crying invoked a feeling of protectiveness within him, similar to what he felt for his siblings whenever they were distressed or hurt. Alice turned away from him, covering her eyes with her hands. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please, Alice, tell me what is wrong.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    All formality had fallen away with the use of her first name. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Go away, Lord Shore, leave me be.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke was glad that they were no longer in view of the party as he took her shoulders and turned her around. He felt some resistance, but he was stronger than she. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Please, Alice, let me help you. Talking about something is far better than keeping it to yourself, especially given the state you are in." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Finally, she looked up at him. “Why are you so intent upon helping me? We have met but once, and for a few minutes at that. We hardly know each other, Lord Shore.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Should there always be a reason to help someone?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “In our case, yes. You have left your own party to run after me, what would people say?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke had to admit that he had not thought about that. Getting to Alice had been the only thing on his mind. Miss Charpentier would be wondering why he ran off quite suddenly and may tell Suzannah. But he had nothing to hide. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “People will say nothing because there is nothing to say. I am merely tending to a guest. That is all. Come, let us sit here.” He indicated a slightly raised patch of grass, pulling her down as he took a seat. She came unwillingly, but he would rather her sitting down than give her opportunity to bolt again. Luke wanted to know what had upset her so much, especially at a party that he had been roped into to co-host. He watched as she smoothed her dress over her legs, tucking her feet in under her. It was something that a young girl would do, giving her an air of innocence. Alice Campbell was an intriguing mixture of intelligence and naivety, as though she could not decide if she wanted to take on the world or remain in her own little version of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are staring, Lord Shore.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And so I am.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wish to see if I can read your mind, seeing as how you do not wish to tell me what has upset you so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She snorted. “I do not know if you have noticed, but I am hardly a child. Reading minds is only found in fairy tales.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sometimes a fairy tale can be more real than reality itself. It depends on the person.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She turned her body towards him, giving him a puzzled look. “That is a strange thing to say, My Lord. Do you like fairy tales?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, but neither do I hate them. My sisters, Hannah and Sarah, used to love them, always convincing me to read one whenever they got the chance to.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Used to? How old are they now?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Fifteen and Seventeen.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness, I only stopped reading them last year, before I...” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her words trailed off as she looked away. What had happened last year? Luke felt that there was a connection between what happened last year and what had taken place now. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did someone make you stop believing in fairy tales, Alice?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She did not answer him directly, but she said something that made him curious. “Love and romance are considered to be a fairy tale, Lord Shore. I find myself agreeing with that notion more and more every day.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I believe love and romance to be real, but only to those who are fortunate to find it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She laughed, a bitter sound that made his heart ache for her. “Fortunate? Perhaps if they are both of the same mind. I would not call myself fortunate, My Lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke was beginning to put two and two together. Someone had obviously hurt her, and judging by her tears, that person was here. A strong urge rose within him to find that man and teach him a lesson. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Who is he, Alice?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her body tensed up. “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Someone hurt you last year, and I wish to know who it is. I know he is here at the party.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is no need to know him. Let it be.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alice, I will search this party to find that man if you do not tell me what happened to upset you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice looked at him, narrowing her eyes. “That is blackmail, Lord Shore. I would have thought such a thing far beneath you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, not blackmail, a promise. You were upset enough to run away from the party, and I wish to know why. If it suits you, you need only tell me the situation and not give me any identities.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She seemed to think on it for a moment, searching his eyes. Finally, she nodded. “Very well, I believe you will keep your word.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My word is my honour.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice took in a deep breath. "You are right. I did see someone who hurt me deeply. I attended the season last year and fell in love with a man whom I thought felt the same way. He certainly acted as though he did, as he regularly requested walks in the park, many dances at balls, even going so far as to gain the approval of my parents. I believed that he would marry me, that it was only a matter of time before he asked for my hand." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke wished that the man stood before him right now that he may tip him a settler. How dare he hurt this woman? Was he touched in his head? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What did he do to break your heart?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A beautiful Parisian woman appeared quite suddenly with her merchant father. He was rich, making her a sought after woman, although neither she nor her father held a title. I have often wondered how they were so readily accepted into the Ton, but money opens many doors, does it not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “More than you know.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke said this more to himself than to Alice. He was well aware of the power of the man who possessed enough wealth to have influential people in his pocket. A title brought prestige, but wealth brought power. Luke had a feeling that he knew how this story would end. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “French women are beautiful creatures, Lord Shore, and they are aware of their charms. Perhaps I generalise too much, but that is my opinion. A flutter of her eyelashes, a coy smile, a flick of her tresses, and he went to her. Her father having money merely sweetened the deal.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He did not tell you that he had found another woman, did he?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No. I found out from a friend that he had left the country to follow her back to France.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Coward! To have raised the hopes of this woman only to have run away without explaining anything to her? “And he is here today?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You said that you would not look for him, Lord Shore. You said that your word is your honour.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And so he did. But who was the man? He thought long and hard trying to recall any bit of information he knew about his guests. There were three French women present, two were single, and the other was married. Hadn't his father spoken of a Frenchman he had invited to forge a connection with him? He had mentioned that the man was powerful in the importing and exporting business. And, if he was not mistaken, Luke had greeted his daughter and son-in-law. Henry Tottenham? That is who Alice had fallen in love with? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why are you silent, Lord Shore?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The man, he is Henry Tottenham, is he not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice's hand went to her neck. “How do you know that? Did you know of all this already and just wished to make a fool of me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, no! I only just realised it. When you mentioned a Frenchwoman, it was not difficult for me to deduce who she was.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She covered her face with her hands. “I should have never said a word.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But it is good that you did, Alice. You look far better now than you did a moment ago.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her hands came down. “Do you mean to say that I looked terrible?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No! Of course not. You are easily the most beautiful woman here. Even more so than Bridgette.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice groaned. “You know her name as well?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, they were introduced to me earlier on, and I have an excellent memory.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I ask that you do not treat them any differently now that you know who they are.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall most certainly try, Alice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not remember giving you the use of my name, Lord Shore. I respectfully call you by your title, but you have called me Alice several times.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He shrugged. “I have no qualms with you calling me Luke.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do I perhaps look as though I have rocks in my head? What would people say if I started to call you Luke after only a second meeting?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was right, people would become suspicious. Not just people, but Suzannah. She would dig into this until she happened across something she could exploit. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "If I was to call you Alice and you call me Luke in private, no one need know." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You speak as though we shall see more of each other.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you not think so? The season has only begun and I have promised my sister that I shall remain for the duration. I am sure to see you at balls and other social events.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke did not like that answer. Did she not want to see him again? “Have you not enjoyed my company, Alice?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why should you ask that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your noncommittal answer.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice looked at him with a raised eyebrow. “I gather you will be a busy man, Lord Shore. Where will you find time to speak with me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Luke.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Luke, we agreed that you would call me Luke.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You agreed, not I.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What an exasperating woman. She would argue with him at every turn. But he rather enjoyed it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well, do as you wish. Did you call Tottenham by his first name?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked down. “That hardly matters now, does it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    According to her it had been a year already, and yet she still seemed to be pining for him. “Do you still love him?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course not! I would be daft to do so. But I cannot deny that seeing them together reminded me of how he had hurt and humiliated me. Do you realise that she is pregnant? They have started a family together.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If it helps, she is nothing like you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That does not sound as though you are complimenting me, Lord Shore.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke laughed. He had a tendency to put his foot in his mouth when it came to women, which was probably why he mostly kept away from them. “What I meant to say is that you are far more beautiful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You jest, Lord Shore, or you are blind. Do men not prefer fairer women with hair of flaxen and with blue eyes that remind them of the sky? She is quite the delicate flower.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke almost thought that she was describing Miss Charpentier, until he remembered that the now Mrs Tottenham had similar colouring.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not every man, Alice. I personally prefer women with dark hair, porcelain skin, and cat-like eyes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her cheeks coloured before she looked away. What did he say? Luke could have kicked himself in the rear when he realised that he had basically described her! What possessed him to say such things? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, uh, Henry is not like you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I shall take that as a compliment. Alice, the man was a fool to have left you as he did. I cannot understand why anyone would wish to hurt a beautiful and kind woman such as yourself. The man did not deserve you to begin with, and you should put this matter behind you and carry on with your life." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Slowly, Alice raised her head to look at him. The lovely smile that reached her eyes hit him straight in the gut. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are a one of a kind man, Lord Shore. Thank you for your words.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He gave a nod. “At your service, Miss Campbell. Whenever you are in need of someone to remind you of just how special you are, you need only tell me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall keep that in mind.” She looked around her, eyes widening. “Goodness, perhaps we should return to the party? Violet must be wondering where I have gone off to.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stood up first, holding out his hand to grasp her gloved one. Luke pulled her up, allowing her to dust any grass from her dress before they returned to the party. He was glad that a smile had returned to her face. But the need to confront Henry on her behalf was strong indeed. But he would not do it now, not when Alice was around. Luke was confident that he would see the man at some point in the weeks to come. He would speak with him then. Until then, he intended to enjoy his time with lovely Alice. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose Charpentier was not a woman who knew defeat. If she wanted something, then she would do all that she could to get it. She had come to this garden party to see Lord Shore, to weave a spell over him. But he had not seemed interested. Rose had even convinced the Duchess of Richley to have her stepson speak with her, but even that was not enough to have the man pay attention to her. Yes, she had conversed with him for some minutes, but she had done most of the talking. He seemed more frustrated than happy, and she was not accustomed to that. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose regularly had men eating out of the palm of her hand. It was no significant thing to have a man declare his undying love for her and ask for her hand in marriage. But Rose had aspirations, ones that would see her move up the ladder of society. The Duke of Richley was both a wealthy and powerful man and, despite his age, his son was fast becoming just like his father. He may be a marquess now, but he stood to inherit his father's title, wealth and power. To have him devoted to her would guarantee her success. But there was currently an obstacle in her way.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose could deal with obstinate men like Lord Shore, but when their eyes were already fastened on another woman, it became that much more difficult. She needed to find out just who that dark-haired woman was. It looked as though she would get the chance when the duchess returned to the party, her expression none too pleased. She assumed she was vexed about her husband. Everyone knew his penchant for gambling and drinking. Rose hoped he did not lose his wealth before his son inherited everything. Rose quickly went to her, unwilling that anyone should get to her before she could ask her question. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Duchess, I must say that this colour becomes you. Wherever did you find such a lovely green?” Although she would throw it away if she were her. It made her look positively sickly. Rose knew her fashion well, having made it her goal to always be the most talked about at a party. People often came to her for advice, a fact she relished. Despite her thoughts, her smile remained steadfast as she waited for the woman's response. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you like it? I was not entirely sure about the colour, but the Duchess of Uxbridge assured me it was the colour of the season. However, if you say that it is becoming, then it must be. I am well aware of your fashion knowledge, Miss Charpentier.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am honoured that you think so much of me, My Lady. Your family is quite fortunate to have a mother such as you. Speaking of which, where has your dear stepson disappeared to? He ran away from me quite suddenly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The duchess frowned. “Truly? Do you know why he ran away?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He wished to follow a young woman who seemed quite distressed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A young woman? Do you know who she was?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No, but she is pretty and dark." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There are many pretty and dark women here, Miss Charpentier. I am surprised that he would leave quite suddenly, unless, as you say, the woman was in distress.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Behind the duchess’s shoulder appeared Lord Shore and the woman, and they did indeed cosy. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Lady, I see Lord Shore making his way to us now. And he is with the woman.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The duchess turned around. “Oh, it is Miss Campbell. I was not aware that Luke knew her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Did this mean that they had a secret relationship? They looked rather comfortable with one another, both smiling as they talked. Rose do not like the close distance between them, not one bit. Perhaps the woman had executed a plan to have the marquess pay attention to her? Lord Shore looked the type of man who would offer his services to any damsel in distress, and Miss Campbell certainly looked the part. She was taking advantage of his good nature. That was her job! Rose could not let her get to him before she herself had made him fall madly in love with her. Rose needed to keep an eye on the woman to assess her rival. Only then could she find her weak spot and keep the woman away from her future husband. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With much encouragement, Alice felt confident enough to face the other guests, two in particular. Three if she counted their unborn child. She still could not believe that Henry and Bridgette were here, blissfully happy and pregnant. It had been too much to bear, but Luke had given her the courage to deal with it without running away. At the end of the day, she and her family had been invited as well. She had much right to be there as they did. The fact that Luke preferred her to Bridgette was liberating. It told her that not all men were like Henry. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have you had something to drink yet, Alice?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They had not yet reached the guests, but she was worried that someone would overhear him. "Lord Shore, it is time for you to use the name 'Miss Campbell'." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He nodded. “Yes, you are right, but I do prefer Alice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She wanted to say that she preferred Luke to Lord Shore, but that would be considered too forward. A little further away near the centre of the crowd, Alice noticed people crowding around something. “What on earth is happening there?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke looked. “I do not know, but it is best that I find out. This is my father's party, after all. Although he seems to have forgotten that.” Luke's pace increased, reaching the crowd before she did. He stopped for but a second before rushing forward. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Move out of the way, move, move! She needs air!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Who needed air? The crowd cleared enough for her to see her sister lying unconscious on the floor, their mother trying to wake her up with light splashes of liquid. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Violet, dear, wake up!” she cried. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice ran to her sister, kneeling down before her. What could have happened to her? “Why is she like this, Mama? Why did she faint?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know, Alice. I do not know! She was running towards me when all of a sudden she fell down. I have been trying to wake her ever since.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Norton!” she heard Luke shout. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A man appeared from amidst the crowd, his gaze immediately falling on her sister. “Move aside, please, let me see what has happened.”
“Who are you?” questioned Alice. She did not want just any man touching her sister. It was not proper. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He is a physician, Miss Campbell. Do not worry. He will help your sister. Let him examine her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Shore, my case is in the east wing guestroom, please have someone fetch it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall fetch it myself.”
Luke sprinted away from them, faster than she had ever seen anyone run. Alice stroked her sister's hair, feeling her damp brow. Perspiration dotted her upper lip as well, making Alice worry about a fever. The physician must have noticed her worried look as he sought to comfort her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She has simply fainted, Miss Campbell. Some aromatic vinegar will wake her in no time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Should we not take her inside?” Alice asked. “She should rest once the vinegar does its work.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, but let us wait for Lord Shore to return. I am sure he is on his way back – he was quite the sportsman in school.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke and the physician knew one another. Alice was surprised to see Luke return in record timing, clutching the doctor’s case. He dipped in himself and fetched out a small vial, handing it to the physician, who lifted the stopper and waved it under Violet's nose. Her sister came to, coughing from the fumes of the vinegar. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Violet, dear, are you all right?" their mother asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Move out of the way, move out of the way! I must get to my daughter!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What a wonder! Papa had dragged himself away from the cards to see to his daughter. Perhaps there was hope for him yet. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Violet, my dear,” he said. “What have you done to yourself?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not scold her now, Dougie,” said her mother. “She has only just woken up.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The physician set the vial aside, feeling Violet's brow before peering into her eyes. “Lord and Lady Campbell, allow me to carry your daughter inside. I fear that the heat is not good for her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, my good man. Do as you believe best,” her father agreed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The man nodded, easily lifting her sister despite his slender frame. They all followed behind him, her father, mother, herself, and Luke bringing up the rear. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If you are wondering, he is Gregory Norton, a good friend of mine. I would trust him with my life. Your sister is in good hands.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If you say that it is so, then I believe you. I only hope that my sister will be fine. She does not usually faint.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am confident that Norton will find the reason for her fainting spell, Alice. You need not fear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But she was worried. Alice had felt a deathly fear enter her when she had witnessed her sister lying lifeless on the ground. Violet was usually so full of life. It was a terrifying thing indeed to see her so pale.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What if she fainted because of her? Violet must have been running behind her to stop her, but Alice had paid her no heed. Goodness, what had she done? As they entered the house, the physician gently laid her on a chaise longue, fixing a cushion beneath her head before moving away. Violet still looked confused as she looked around her, her eyes not quite in focus. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Heavens, why am I here?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For a moment, Violet did not know where she was. Nothing in the room was familiar, especially the kind man standing before her. Where on earth had he come from? Pieces of memory began to surface: attending the garden party, seeing Henry and his wife, her sister running away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alice!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister immediately appeared by her side. “I am here, Vi.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You were running away, and I tried to stop you, but you would not listen!" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am so sorry, Vi. I was not thinking straight.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet nodded, taking note of who else was in the room. Mama, Papa, Lord Shore...What exactly had happened? “Why am I here with you all? Did something happen?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You fainted, Vi,” said Alice. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Me? Fainted? Highly unlikely.” As she said it, she could feel that she was out of breath and dizzy. “I do not feel well, Alice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is it, my dear?” asked her mother. “Did you eat or drink something that did not agree with you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It must have been the heat, Helen,” added her father. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet shook her head. It was neither of those things. They would not make her feel so short of breath. “I feel that I cannot breathe well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The kind man knelt down. “Miss Violet, are you perhaps wearing an undergarment that is constricting your airflow?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet felt her cheeks colour. She was indeed wearing a short corset that she had made Mary lace up tightly. Violet had wanted to look delicate and womanly in her white dress, rather than a rounded young girl. The corset had been her only means to create a smaller waistline and a raised chest. But it seemed to have backfired on her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Just a short corset.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He nodded. “Would you mind if your sister were to accompany you to another room to loosen it? You should feel instantly better.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She nodded. “Yes, I shall do that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He held out his hand to her, smiling. “Allow me to help you up.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet placed her hand in his, liking the way his felt strong and warm around hers. She looked up at him, pausing as his brown eyes startled her. Who was he? Violet had never seen him before, not even at the ball. She was disappointed when Alice took her by the arm, breaking the contact between them. She would ask her sister about him as soon as they were out of earshot. Hopefully, her sister would not question her about her interest in the man. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The parlour was the closest room and, as Alice got to work on the corset, Violet worked herself up to ask. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alice, who was that man? I have never noticed him before.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Gregory Norton, a physician and good friend of Lord Shore. That is all I know about him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A physician? What a selfless profession. They returned to the room and Violet was delighted when the same man stepped forward and formally introduced himself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Violet, I am Gregory Norton.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Mr Norton, for helping me today.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It was my pleasure.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Once again, their gazes fastened on each other, the other not looking away. She vaguely heard her mother mention something about leaving, her voice sounding far away from where she stood. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Violet?” called her sister at her side. “We should go home, you need your rest.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet blinked. "Oh, oh, yes. Some rest should do me well. Mr Norton, it was a pleasure to meet you. Thank you once again." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He smiled. “Whenever you are in need again, you need only send for me. Shore will know where to find me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her father shook hands with him, clapping him on the back as they walked to the hallway. It was only on their way home that Violet thought to ask Alice about her return to the party. But she decided that it could wait another day. As it was, she had enough on her mind. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose Charpentier watched Luke walk away yet again. This time it was Miss Campbell's sister's fault. “Perhaps I should faint as well to grab his attention,” she muttered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What was that, Miss Charpentier?" asked the duchess. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, uh, I said I wonder what happened to that poor girl.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, it is quite a thing to faint. But I am afraid that it will quite ruin my party." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh no, My Lady. Nothing could ruin this splendid party. It is truly magnificent. I would love to be as skilled as you are.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose watched as the woman puffed with each compliment. She would be easy to recruit onto her side. Just a few more compliments and the duchess would invite her to her home quite freely. Once she worked her way into her good graces, finding out about Luke would be a breeze. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I do like to share my expertise with other women who aspire to be like me. Perhaps we should organise a little lunch during the week, and we can talk then. I am afraid that I need to return to my party and rescue what little is left.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose smiled. “I would be delighted to call on you again, My Lady. What an honour.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes. If you would excuse me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The duchess lifted her dress, the back still sweeping along the floor as she approached the bulk of her guests. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That happened sooner than she thought it would need. Now she simply needed to make sure that the duchess would make good on her promise and send her an invitation. Rose's chaperone, a traditional old woman who liked nothing better than to take the wind out of her sails, would need to see the invitation before allowing her to go. The woman was a good friend of her grandmother's, so she could do nothing about her. Her grandmother was a strict woman who had raised her, with her father, after her mother had died. There was no grey with her grandmother. Everything was either black or white, yes or no. Grandmother Charpentier had done her best to raise a respectable, honourable and diligent young woman. But what Rose had been missing was the love of a mother, someone to look up to, to go to when she needed someone caring and understanding.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her father, a viscount, had given her everything money could buy, hence her love of fashion, expensive fabrics and jewellery. But Rose wanted more. She wanted to be loved by everyone, to be looked up to and respected. She wanted the security of a home and a place in society that no one could take away from her. And as far as she was concerned, the only way to go about doing this was to find a wealthy suitor, get married and bear his children. This would secure her position as a wife, a mother and a highly sought-after socialite. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For this, only Lord Shore would do. The handsome marquess just did not know it yet, but he would be her husband before the season was concluded. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke hated to see Alice go, but he understood her family's need to. To tell the truth, he was a bit exhausted as well, emotionally so. He had seen Alice distressed, tearful, hurt, happy, frightened, and thankful all in one day. Each emotion had affected him more than he believed possible, but he did not regret any of it for a single moment. Being there and able to support her had been quite the experience. And he was ready for many more. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Shore, I have never seen that look on your face for another woman.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke almost forgot about his friend. “I could say the same thing to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Norton laughed. “Touché, old friend. Am I right in assuming that you like the lady?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, but not romantically. She is a complicated woman, that is for certain. I first met her at the Hunstanton's ball, and we had an interesting conversation. Did you hear of my father's win against the Baron of Leeds?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, it has been the talk of the town since it happened. From what I hear, the baron has much to pay. But what has this to do with Miss Campbell?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She is the eldest daughter of the baron.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Norton raised his eyebrows. “Goodness, that is quite the situation. Does she know this? That you are his son?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, and she scolded me for it. She has quite the mouth on her, but I oddly do not mind it. It just makes her more interesting to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You allowed a woman to scold you? And you did not mind? Where is my friend, and what have you done with him?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke reached down and picked up a stick, throwing it at his friend who dodged it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You will have to do better than that to strike me, Shore. Now I am most intrigued by this woman.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I thought that you had set your eyes on the younger sister.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Norton looked at him sharply. “When did I make that confession?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Right now, your expression just told me so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your eyes fail you, Shore. Of course, I am concerned about her, but that is as a physician.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ha! And you accuse me of lying. I saw the way you could not keep your eyes off her, Norton. Admit it. You like Miss Violet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His friend sighed. “You are too observant for your own good, old chap.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I knew it! If it makes you feel any better, I believe that she was quite taken with you as well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The hope he saw in Norton's eyes was enough to make him smile. Love comes swiftly, does it not? His friend was not the type to play around with a woman's feelings. When he showed signs of liking a lady, it almost always turned into love. He had simply not been that fortunate in love. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you truly think so? How do you know? Did you see something? Did you hear something?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Heavens, Norton. Slow down or you will give me a headache." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His friend took a deep breath. “Fine, but you must tell me why you think she, uh, likes me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke grinned as he took his time answering his friend. He coughed into his hand, keenly observing the land around him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are doing this on purpose, Shore. I hope you know that I know this.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "By the way, when did you start calling me Shore? You would always call me Luke." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You call me Norton and my name is Gregory.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, but my family name is Connolly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness, Shore. Stop beating about the bush and tell me what you know.” The calm and collected Norton had been reduced to a crazed man all for the knowledge of a lady. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Simply put, she could not take her eyes off of you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Were you watching her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was watching you, then I noticed her. Do not assume that I was watching her for my own interests.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A broad grin appeared on Norton's face. "I think that I should court her." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Heavens! You move quickly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why should I wait? Are they not here to find suitors? If I do not call on her now, someone else may do so. She is a beautiful young woman.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well then, go right ahead. When do you expect to call on her father?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, tomorrow. And I would like you to come with me. Who better than the Marquess of Shore to vouch for me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is this not a tad too fast, Norton? You have only just met her today.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Those few moments were enough for me, Shore. The fact that you like her sister is proof enough that the family is a good one. A good family equals a good daughter, which means she will be a good wife and mother.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is that all you want out of a woman? To be a good wife and mother?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course not. But I am a traditional man. I am not like you, Shore, who needs constant stimulation to remain interested in a woman. Truth be told, I do not remember a time when you set your hat at a lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That was because he never had. Luke did not trust women, as his life had been filled with women who were not reliable. First, it was his mother who abandoned him as a child. Then, it was his stepmother who chose to dislike him intensely rather than show him any love. Simply put, he did not expect anything good from women. Of course, his sisters were different. He did not lump them in the same group. And Alice, she was different too. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You know my history, Norton.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, but not all women are the same, Shore. You have hardly given yourself an opportunity to see for yourself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "And you have given yourself plenty of opportunities for the both of us. How many women have you fallen in and out of love with?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Norton had the decency to blush. “I cannot help it if I meet a woman and fall in love.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “More infatuation than love if you tell me,” he muttered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you saying something?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, but not to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are a cheeky fellow, Shore. Heaven knows why I remain your friend.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I could ask myself the same thing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke gave his friend a sideways look before they both burst out laughing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are too much, Shore. Let us return to the party before your stepmother comes looking for us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke groaned. “I almost forgot about her, thank you for reminding me. Do you know that she is trying to foist some woman on me? I would have passed her onto you if your heart was not already set on Miss Violet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness, if you do not like her, how should I like her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do I really need to answer that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Norton looked down. “Point taken.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not leave me for a moment, do you hear me? Miss Charpentier is surely on the lookout for me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His friend chuckled. "Perhaps, I should do so to teach you a lesson." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Then, you might as well know that I shall not be accompanying you tomorrow." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You would do that? You are certainly a hard fellow at times, Shore. Fine, I shall remain stuck to you like mud on a shoe. When do you expect this party to end?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Knowing Suzannah, midnight. The garden party will move indoors soon enough, just wait for the sun to set.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I thought this was your father's party.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is. All business is being done in his study upstairs. The garden party is simply a front for roping in connections and whatnot.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hopefully, Alice's father had not lost more money to his father. Could they already have someone in mind for her to marry? He did not like the idea of her getting married just to save her father. But what could he do short of marrying her himself?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    No! What was he thinking? Not marry! He could simply give her the money to help her father. Perhaps a small amount over a few months until the debt was paid. The idea sounded good. He would speak of it to Alice the next time he saw her, which would be the next day. Would she be pleased to see me? Why should he care? He would not be there for himself but for Norton. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come on, old chap, I see an acquaintance of ours waving us down.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose Charpentier kept an eye on Luke as he approached the guests. He looked preoccupied. She did so hope that he was not thinking about that silly woman! And if he was, what could she do to stop it? She sighed. Nothing yet, but soon, very soon, she would have all the information she needed in order to conquer him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had absolutely no interest in the many men who stood before her, all trying to gain her attention. Rose played them like a fiddle because it suited her purposes. But she would drop them as soon as Luke looked in her direction. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Charpentier, the sunset has just begun. Would you do me the honour of taking a brief walk that we might enjoy it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose was about to say no, but an idea entered her head. If she could walk close enough to Lord Shore, she could trip and fall into his arms. She would express her gratitude and make him notice her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That would be lovely, Mr Banks. Let us take this path.” It was the only one that would allow her to get close enough to him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, this is as good as any, but it is a tad longer than the path I would have chosen.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The better to get to know each other, Mr Banks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course! How silly of me not to think so before. May I take your hand, Miss Charpentier?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, that would hardly be proper, Mr Banks. Walking close to me shall have to suffice." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The man's face fell, but when Rose curled her arm around his, he looked up with hope again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come, Mr Banks, nature waits for no man.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She did the leading, so eager was she to carry out her plan. Rose drew closer to Luke, and just before she passed him, she gave a little cry and began to hurtle along into him. He caught her as she fell against his chest, going limp so that he would need to lift her up. The only thing she had not counted on was Mr Banks stepping in and pulling her away from Luke. Stupid man! He was ruining her plans! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Charpentier, are you all right? What did you trip on?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose moved away from him. “I am fine, Mr Banks. There is no need to worry.” She turned to Luke. “Thank you, Lord Shore, you have come to my rescue. I might have certainly hurt myself if you had not caught me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You fell into my arms. It would have been difficult not to catch you, Miss Charpentier.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hmm. She had just fallen into his arms. Why then did he look so unaffected? That was not the plan at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh well, I was fortunate enough to have tripped close to such a quick-thinking man. Tell me, is the young lady who fainted well? I did not see her once you all disappeared into the house." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “They have returned home, which was for the best.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, of course. Being at home with all her comforts will go a long way to helping her recover.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Miss Charpentier?" called Mr Banks. "I am afraid we might miss the sunset if we dawdle." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, a sunset? How romantic,” said Luke. “Let me not keep you, Miss Charpentier.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The man looked as though he were inwardly laughing at her. Rose would have felt shame if she was not such a determined woman. She had no time for silly things such as shame, only to move forward with the next plan. She put on a brilliant smile. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Lord Shore.” Rose turned to her annoying companion. “Come, Mr Banks, let us marvel at the sunset.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She held her head up high and walked away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you see what I mean?” said Luke. “She is intent on ensnaring me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, I most certainly did see. She did not even notice me standing beside you. Her eyes were on you and you alone. When Banks went to take her out of your arms, I thought she might wish to murder him there and then.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I should send him the bottle of the finest wine for saving me from her, or I might have been stuck with the cunning woman.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke had seen her approaching from the corner of his eye, but he had not expected her to seemingly trip and fall straight into his arms. It looked as though he would need to watch himself around her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps we should move into the house? She will find you gone once she returns.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you think that would deter her? The woman will find a way of trapping me. No, my only protection is to have you remain by my side.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I expect a glowing appraisal tomorrow, Shore.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you will get one. Just do as I say until she leaves.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was not long before his stepmother asked the guests to retire to the drawing room where the dancing would take place. This was the moment he was dreading, for Miss Charpentier would surely ask him to dance and he needed an excuse to decline, or he may be obliged to do so. He would have gladly danced with Alice. In fact, he would have asked her as soon as the first tune was played. Perhaps next time he would be able to do so.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What if he started to limp? He could say that the little stumble Miss Charpentier had earlier on caused him to hurt his foot. No, that made him seem weak. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What are you thinking, Shore? Your thoughts seem troubled.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am troubled. I need to find a way to decline Miss Charpentier's request to dance with her, or I am doomed to spending the duration of the dance talking to her. Who knows if she will try and make something out of an innocent dance? People may begin to talk and say that I am with her – you know how they are.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Norton laughed. “This has you in high fidgets, old friend. Simply tell her no, that you are tired. Why make it into an elaborate plan?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was right, why was he getting himself worked up for a simple woman? He had been turning away eager women for years now. Perhaps it was something in Miss Charpentier's eyes that had him worried, or the fact that if Alice were to hear of his dance with her, she might no longer wish to speak with him. All this thinking was giving him a headache. It was too much! He had never worried himself over women. Why had he started now? He just needed to be his usual self, then everything would be all right.               
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Norton, you are absolutely right. I shall drive myself crazy if I continue in this manner. Everyone is well aware that I never dance. Thus, it will be no surprise when they see me decline Miss Charpentier's request.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That's the spirit, old chap. Do not let that woman put your mind in a twist. You are the Luke Connolly, Marquess of Shore – remember that." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke was feeling better already. “That is why I need you by my side – you are my own personal mentor.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And physician.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And that, too. Do you intend on dancing with any women tonight?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And possibly have Miss Violet hear of it? Heavens no! I need her to think that I see no one else but her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why think? Are you not sure about her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Since when are you so particular about words? Fine, I want her to know that I see no one else but her. Happy?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke shrugged. “It is neither here nor there for me. It is you who has to be sure. Think sounds as though you are uncertain, that is all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well, point taken.” He looked behind him. “Do not look now, but Miss Charpentier is hot on your heels.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness me. Never mind. I am ready for her sneaky ways.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    However, there was still a feeling of apprehension. Miss Charpentier was a determined woman, one who did not give up easily. Most women would have felt shame and backed away by now, but not her. She may have believed that she was subtle about her methods, but he had seen right through her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Miss Charpentier possessed a drive seldom seen in women, and he might have respected her for it if it were not directed at him. However, he had the peculiar feeling that Miss Charpentier and Alice were evenly matched, although very different. He did not wish to compare them, but he instinctively knew that there would be some form of confrontation between them. The question was, would it be about him? Oddly, the thought thrilled him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose could see that Luke was avoiding her, but that did not deter her. His friend was acting as his bodyguard, but that was no problem for her. She knew how to work around it. But what if she asked him to dance and he refused her?  She needed time with him, and he was determined to avoid her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A smile crept over her face. The duchess would come in handy here, she was sure that Luke would not refuse her. She was his stepmother, after all. Rose immediately went in search of the woman, finding her surrounded by a group of men. Despite being married, she clearly adored the attention of men. Rose hoped that she was not unfaithful to her husband. Rose may have been a social climber, but she still had morals. She would have been a pious woman like her grandmother if not for her love of material things and her need to be someone.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Grandmother Charpentier had often tried to change her, until Rose learnt to lie about her true interests. It was tiring to pretend to be one person when you were another, but she had been doing it long enough for it to be second nature to her. She looked around the room.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Where was Mrs Wellington? Her chaperone had come in with her but had soon disappeared in the direction of where the wine was being served. Rose found her to be somewhat hypocritical in that she pretended to be a religious woman and yet could gossip as well as any heathen, and could drink a sailor under the table. She did not know why Grandmother Charpentier favoured her so. All she did was spy on Rose when it suited her, when it is she who should be watched. At least there was the option of blackmailing her if necessary. Rose knew enough about her to keep her silent if she wished to.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose had never been too bothered by the old woman's meddling ways before, but her future was at stake this time around. No woman, rival or man would keep her from what she considered her destiny. Speaking of which, it was time to approach the duchess. She noted that her hand was empty, so she took a glass of wine from a servant passing with a tray and joined the group of admirers. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Lady, I have brought you a glass of wine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, how thoughtful of you, Miss Charpentier. Not one of these men has thought to get something for my parched throat." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We would have gladly got some for you had you asked, Madam,” said an admirer. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Surely I do not need to tell you that I need something, Lord Kinsey? I would think that you all should know me well enough by now. Miss Charpentier has hardly been in my presence and yet she had anticipated my needs. You all should learn from her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Goodness, she acted like the queen! Once Rose became Lady Shore's, she hoped that they should not spend too much time with her. The woman's ways would become far too annoying for her, but for now she had her uses. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Lady, I am in need of a dance partner, but not a gentleman in sight.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why not ask one of these gentlemen? They are all marvellous dancers.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, no. They are your devotees. Perhaps someone else?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose watched as the woman's eyes swept the room, eventually coming to rest on Luke. There should be an award for knowing how to manipulate people without them realising it since she was so very good at it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My stepson is quite the dancer, Miss Charpentier. Come, I shall ask him for you.”               
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, no. I could not ask that of you, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nonsense, you are my guest, Miss Charpentier. I am sure that he will be only too glad to dance with such a lovely woman.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “In that case, I would love to dance with your stepson. I imagine that he is as wonderful and graceful as you are.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are too kind.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose could have laughed at the way the woman lapped up all of the compliments. Even if she did that, she doubted that she would have been offended, because Rose could have just spun it around and told her it was a compliment.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose was immediately aware of how Luke's body tensed up once he saw her approaching. There is no use in running away, Lord Shore, she thought. I have you cornered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Luke, dear,” called the duchess. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Would you be a darling and dance with Miss Charpentier? She requires a dance partner." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I would, truly, I would. But I have a splitting headache." He looked around. "But I am sure that Mr Banks would love to. They shared a special moment earlier on – is that not right, Miss Charpentier?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The man appeared at her side like a bad rash, his face showing his eagerness. “I would be honoured, Miss Charpentier.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose looked at Luke for a few heartbeats. Another refusal, another rejection, and now she was stuck with Mr Banks. Very well, Lord Shore, she thought. Soak up your victory whilst it lasts. She turned to the man who she could not quite shake off. “Mr Banks, you are an absolute darling.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose put her hand in his and allowed him to lead her to the dance floor. One dance with him and that was all. She did not want people assuming that she was interested in him. The man was wealthy in his own right, but he was not titled nor was he handsome. Not like Lord Shore.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What the marquess did not know was that rejection only made her more determined to pursue what she wanted. While others ran away crying, Rose learnt from her mistakes and forged ahead.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As she danced, Rose occasionally glanced at Luke. She wanted to know everything about him, his childhood, his businesses, his likes and dislikes, everything that she could use in her plan to lure him into her web. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Charpentier, I know that you are interested in Lord Shore.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Startled, she stopped dancing. “I beg your pardon?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mr Banks smiled. “Do keep dancing, or someone might think that there is something wrong.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose started moving again, but she was rather disturbed by the man's words. It seemed as though she had read him all wrong. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see that you are surprised, Miss Charpentier. That is to be expected.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What did you mean?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “About your interest in Lord Shore? Just what I said. I am an observant man, especially when I see something that I like, and I like you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose's eyes widened. “Mr Banks, I –” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is no need to say anything. I understand that you have your eyes set on the dashing Lord Shore. I would like to help you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Help me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do stop repeating my words, it does not suit your intelligence.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose blinked. “What do you receive in exchange, Mr Banks?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Some time with you. No one has fascinated or held my attention as well as you, Miss Charpentier. I do not mind that you wish to marry another, but I can be helpful to you. You see, I know this family well, although they do not know me. I make it my business to find out all that I can about the most powerful families on the continent.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This almost seemed quite surreal to Rose. How did he not see the intelligence in his eyes before? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wear many masks, as do you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I did not ask you a question, Mr Banks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He chuckled. "It was written on your face. You see, you and I, we are similar people. While I was not blessed with a title or beauty, I have more than made up for it in intelligence. I have made good business choices, but I have also remained quiet about my successes. As it stands, my wealth rivals that of Lord Shore's, but not a soul knows that. Well, except for you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Why would you keep your wealth a secret?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “To keep away the people who would use me for it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As he said it, he kept a steady gaze on her. He meant women like her. “You are not in danger from me, Mr Banks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He sighed. “That is the problem, Miss Charpentier. But, no worries, I am content to be by your side and help you catch the marquess.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose was still sceptical. He certainly did not look as though he possessed great wealth. What if he was lying just to get close to her? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall send the proof to your address tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What proof?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of my wealth, silly woman. Do you accept my offer?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What did she have to lose? Perhaps he would be a great help to her. After all, she had no one else. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mr Banks, I accept your offer.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    The grandfather clock in the hallway struck twelve, its chimes echoing throughout the house. Alice chose that moment to tiptoe into her sister's room, wincing when she stepped on a creaky floorboard and closing the door behind her. “Violet,” she whispered. “Are you asleep?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was until you stepped on that creaky floorboard. How is it that you always forget that it is there?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know. I never seem to remember until I have stepped on it and then it is too late to do anything about it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why are you in my room?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice climbed into her sister's bed, pushing her with her rear. “Do move, Vi.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You do remember that I was unwell today? You should be rubbing my feet rather than moving me on my own bed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I am here to see how you are. Stop complaining. Do you feel better?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now that I am not wearing the short corset? Much better. Remind me to never compromise my health for a graceful figure.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Vi, I could have told you that you are graceful enough. You did not need the corset. You are wonderfully plump.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister sighed. “I do not wish to be wonderfully plump. I wish to be as you are, graceful, petite and beautiful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Since when have I been graceful? I am like a calf just born, falling over everything with legs that are far too long.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ally, you were born graceful. Even your blunders are graceful, you just do not see it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “Enough about me, Vi. I should scold you for hiding the fact that you had Mary lace you up far too tightly and, on top of that, to run after me in the heat.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have already told you about the corset, and the reason why I ran after you is quite obvious. I was worried about you, Alice. I know that seeing Henry and Bridgette had to have been painful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It was, but I was foolish to have taken off running like that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet patted her hand. “I would have done the same.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I suppose so. When I saw him, the past just flooded into my mind. He really hurt me, Vi, and I could feel that same pain fill me once again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wish I could take it all away for you, Alice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know, Vi. I think what made it worse for me was that he looked really happy with Bridgette. Is it horrible of me to have wished that they were miserable together?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice recalled seeing Henry's look of love for his wife, how he had tenderly touched her growing belly, and showered her with kisses. It made her think of what could have been hers, but Henry was never truly hers to begin with, was he? If he had been hers, he would never have fallen for Bridgette in the way that he had. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are only human, Alice. You cannot be perfect all the time. I am sure that you did not mean it. You can be as happy if you truly wanted to.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose so, but I feel terrible for even considering such a negative thought. I had time to think during the carriage ride home, and I realised that Henry and I could never have been happy. We were so different, and yet I believed that we were two peas in a pod. I wanted to believe that, but I was only fooling myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet sat up, but it was too dark to see the expression on her face. However, Alice did feel the sudden slap to her arm. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ouch! What on earth was that for?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “For nearly a year I have been trying to make you realise that very fact, but you have steadfastly refused to listen to me. How is it that you have suddenly realised it now?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I had some common sense knocked into me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet gasped. “Somebody hit you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you mad? Do you think that anyone but you could hit me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, you would bloody tip them a settler!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness, Vi. You sound like a hardened sailor!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Really? Good. I am tired of being seen as an innocent little girl.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I never thought I would hear you say such a thing, Vi. What on earth has brought this on?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We will return to that later. Right now, let us talk about Lord Shore.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice immediately sat up straighter. “What about him?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ha! Judging by your reaction, there is certainly something brewing beneath the surface.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not read into things that do not exist, Vi, or you may find yourself disappointed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Alice, I am not so naïve as to not see that the marquess has paid special attention to you. I have noticed how sweet and attentive he has been towards you. You can deny it all you want, but I know what my eyes have witnessed." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister had become quite the spitfire, shocking her into silence. She seemed so much more assertive than that morning. It was almost as though she had changed in a matter of hours! Did she hit her head when she fainted? Perhaps Alicia should not ask her this question, or she may become angry with her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Shore and I have a good understanding of each other, Violet. That is all. I may have formed a friendship with him, but I have not changed my mind about marriage and love. They are simply not for me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet said not a word for quite some time, but when Alice thought to break the silence, her sister beat her to it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sorry for snapping at you. I did not mean it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice gave her sister a hug, accidentally knocking her sister on the head. “Oh, I am sorry, Vi!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is this your way of revenge?” her sister laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, not at all. I wished to hug you to show you that I was not angry with you, but it is difficult to see much in this room.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are the one who closed the door. The lantern just outside would have sufficed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, but imagine if Mama were to hear me in your room? She would scold me for bothering you when you are meant to be resting.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "All right, but do not make any sudden movements, or you might poke my eye out." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Noted. Now, tell me about your handsome physician.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why is he my physician?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The question was asked carefully enough to tell her that her sister was most interested in the brown-eyed Gregory Norton. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because he was the one to treat you after you had fainted.”
“Oh.” The disappointment in her sister's voice was clear and strong. So, her suspicions were right, she did like him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He was rather attentive, was he not? I got the distinct feeling that he may have had a little tendre for you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Really? Why?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet's disappointment had now given way to excitement and hope. Was she right in saying this to her? What if she was wrong? She thought back to hours earlier, remembering the look on the physician's face. There was definitely interest there. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He only had eyes for you, and it had nothing to do with your little fainting spell. You should thank me for making you run after me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why? I fainted. What good was there in that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, had you not fainted, you would not have met Mr Norton. You had his undivided attention for a good few minutes, which was enough for him to notice your womanly charms.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are not merely saying this to make me feel better?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I would not lie to you in such a way. You never know, he may just ask to court you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness, that would be wonderful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Aha! You like him!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “May I tell you a secret, Alice?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know who else you would tell.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I like the doctor. I think him rather handsome.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister sounded so sweet and endearing that Alice could not resist a giggle. Before long, both of them were giggling as it was difficult for one sister to laugh without the other joining in. They both held each other as they laughed, soon falling into blissful sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you ready?” Luke asked. “The door lies just before you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His friend looked nervous as he straightened his morning suit. “Do I look all right?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “For the umpteenth time, you look good, Norton! Now, get to that door and knock. Or I shall leave you to face Lord Campbell on your own.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Stop threatening me, Shore. You are not making this any easier for me. What if they deny me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke sighed. “If you insist on thinking about the worst thing that could possibly happen, then we might as well turn back and return to my house.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I need encouragement right now, but you are causing me much stress. Fine, I shall knock on that door and whatever will happen will happen." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke patted him on the shoulder. “Good on you, old chap. Let us get this show on the road.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He kept his hand on his friend's shoulder as they walked up to the door and he knocked three times. The door opened to reveal a young maid who grinned appreciatively at them. She curtseyed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good morning, how may I help you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke waited for his friend to say something, but nothing came out of his mouth. He hoped he would not be like this when he spoke with Alice's father. Instead, Luke spoke for him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Would you please inform Lord Campbell that Lord Shore and Mr Norton are here to see him?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course. Would you like to come in? I shall alert the master of your presence.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Instead of waiting for them to enter, the maid left them to themselves. Luke took this opportunity to speak to Norton as he was worried that his friend would ruin his chances of a courtship with Violet. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Norton, you need to get a hold of yourself, old friend, or the outcome of this visit will not be in your favour.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know that, but I simply froze, Shore. This has suddenly become very real for me. Perhaps I did not think it through.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not think of backing out, do you hear me? You like this woman, right?” Norton nodded. “Good, then man up and do what you need to do. I promised that I would be with you every step of the way, and here I am. Do not disappoint yourself, Norton.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His friend took a deep breath, blowing it out in mighty swoosh of air. Luke had never seen him this nervous before. He hated to admit it, but he was worried for him. The maid soon returned, showing them into the parlour where Lord and Lady Campbell sat. They both got up and came to greet them, their gazes friendly but curious. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is a surprise,” said Lord Campbell. “What brings you to my humble abode? Of course, you are welcome here, but we wish that we could have been more prepared for you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Campbell, we have come to speak of a delicate matter.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke was surprised to hear how confident Norton sounded. It seemed that he had finally found his nerve. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Speak, my dear man. I hide nothing from my wife.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, thank you. Lord and Lady Campbell, I have come to ask if I may formally court your daughter.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The couple looked at each other with raised eyebrows. Was this a good sign or perhaps a bad sign? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Campbell smiled. “Which one, Mr Norton? We have two.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke saw a blush upon his friend's cheeks. Keep it together, Norton. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Violet, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Silence again. An unspoken conversation seemed to be going on between the couple, and they were not privy to it. It was some time before Lord Campbell turned to them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, we must admit that this has come as a surprise, especially given that you and Violet have only just met. Are you certain about this, Mr Norton?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes, Lord Campbell. I am most confident and content with my intention to court your daughter. That is, if you will allow me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps we should have Violet decide for herself, Dougie.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Campbell's suggestion made sense, but it put another level of anxiety into the situation. Did Violet like Norton enough to accept the courtship?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, you are right, Helen.” Lord Campbell looked to the doorway. “Mary!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The maid had obviously been not too far away as she appeared at the door almost instantly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Lord?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tell Miss Violet that I require her presence in the drawing room. Ask that Alice accompany her sister.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Both he and Norton sat down at the baron's request, his friend sitting on the edge of the chair. Luke wanted to smile, but that would raise questions. He would get to see Alice! Luke had been hoping that he would see her, and now he had his wish. Alice was the first to arrive wearing an apron covered with paint splashes. This was another side to her, and he found that he quite liked it. He watched her eyes travel straight to her parents, not seeing him and Norton standing to the side. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mama, Papa, Mary said that you wished to see me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes," said her mother. "But we shall wait for your sister. In the meantime, it is rude not to greet our guests." Her mother used a sweep of her palm to indicate where they were sitting.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice turned, becoming very still. “Lord Shore? Mr Norton?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice had never expected to see Luke and his friend sitting in her parlour this early in the morning. What on earth were they doing here? Both men stood up to greet her, Alice belatedly realising that she was not in the best state to welcome guests. She looked an absolute mess. What must Luke think of her? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good day, Miss Campbell,” said Luke. “It is good to see you once again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Considering that she had seen him just yesterday, she figured that he was being polite. Violet came hopping into the room, stopping at the door when she saw Norton. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mr Norton?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come in, come in, Violet,” said their father. “We have a matter to discuss with you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice watched her sister walk into the room, her gaze hardly leaving Norton's. This was all so strange. Alice could not begin to think why they were both here, unless Mr Norton was here to do a follow up to yesterday? But what about Luke? The marquess may have merely accompanied his friend, but Alice liked to think that he came so that he may see her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Violet,” their father continued. “Mr Norton has come with a request, but we wish to hear from you what you think about the matter.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister's smooth brow creased. “Yes, Papa? What is it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mr Norton has requested to court you. Do you agree to this?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice's jaw dropped. Did her father just say what she thought he said? Norton wished to court Violet? She looked at Luke, whom she found already looking at her. Alice raised her eyebrows in question, to which he smiled and nodded. So it was true! Her sister had to be happy, given their conversation just hours ago. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, Violet?” said their mother. “Do you agree?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her poor sister looked overwhelmed, so Alice decided to go to her, her hands going around Violet's waist as she whispered in her ear. “You can say yes, you know. I am sure that you are happy about this.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am too nervous to speak, Alice. Would you say something for me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It must come from your lips, Vi.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet nodded. “All right, but would you hold my hand?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would be glad to.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice took her sister's hand, linking her fingers through hers. She was full to bursting with happiness for her sister. She looked on as Violet first set her eyes on a visibly nervous Norton, smiling at him. The man seemed to immediately calm down, even returning Violet's smile. Next, her eyes travelled to her parents, and as she felt her sister take a deep breath, Alice squeezed her hand encouragingly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mama, Papa, I gladly accept Mr Norton's request.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As hands were shaken and backs slapped, Alice realised that a courtship for her sister may prove to be beneficial to her situation. Mama and Papa seemed happy about it. Perhaps their focus would now shift from her to the budding romance between Violet and Mr Norton. They may forget the fact that they wished for her to find a wealthy suitor, which would undoubtedly work in her favour.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    While her parents spoke with the men, Alice and Violet were able to slip away to discuss the news. They took to the stairs, only needing to go up several steps to be out of earshot. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alice, can you believe it? I thought my heart would stop beating when Papa told me what Mr Norton had asked.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Surely, you will not call him Mr Norton now?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet giggled. “No, I shall call him Gregory, of course.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He must have been quite taken by you to have landed on our doorstep the very next day.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet held her cheeks. “I can hardly believe it myself. I had hoped that he would eventually ask to court me. But this is amazing. It is as though you could see in the future, Alice, for you were the one to suggest that he might come soon to do this very thing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They became very still when Luke and Gregory came into view. They were being taken to the door by their father, who could not stop shaking their hands. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Papa looks happy, does he not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Alice agreed. “He must like Mr Norton.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice held her breath as Luke looked to the stairs, smiling at her when he saw her. He gave her a slight nod before walking out of the house. She could not help but feel disappointed that he could not have stayed a little longer. She had been hoping to speak with him a little, but she could not begrudge him for leaving. She waited until her father returned to the parlour before continuing with their conversation. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I am glad that I was right. I can only imagine what he has planned for you. He seems like a romantic man, but he will have to bear with Mrs Jersey as your chaperone.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet's face fell. “Oh, I had forgotten about that. Do you think that Gregory will mind terribly?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Vi, I am sure that he is well aware that you must be accompanied by a chaperone to protect your honour. I would not fret over it." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Look at me, I am gushing about my courtship when I have not asked you about Lord Shore.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why would you need to ask me about Lord Shore?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet shrugged. “Well, how do you feel about him being in our house?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do stop beating about the bush and tell me what you wish to say, Vi.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is just that Gregory is here to court me, and Lord Shore...” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Oh, she could see where her sister was going with this. She was worried that Alice may feel put out. She may even think that her sister was hoping for a courtship from Luke, which was ridiculous. She hardly knew the man! And she was not looking for a courtship. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Violet, as I have said before, Lord Shore and I are just friends, nothing more. I do not expect anything but friendship from him, and I know that he feels the same way. Now, stop worrying about me and focus on this wonderful occasion!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister surprised her by suddenly hugging her around the waist. “Thank you, Alice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why are you thanking me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “For always being there for me, and as you said, if you had not run away yesterday, I may have never met Gregory.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, if you put it like that, then you are most welcome.” Alice squeezed her back, only letting go when Mary called them downstairs. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Campbell, Miss Violet, your parents wish to see you in the parlour.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We will be right down, Mary. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Alice, I feel as though I might faint when I see Gregory!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If you do, at least you know that he is a physician.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We have never had one of those in the family, have we?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not think so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice did not wish to say that the profession was not seen quite as honourable as Violet believed, but someone would do so at some point. Then they would deal with it then. But right now her sister deserved to be happy. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice entered the parlour arm-in-arm with her sister, but when she saw their parents, she let go and ran to hug them. “Mama, Papa, I am so happy that you have allowed this courtship. Gregory is a wonderful man.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice noticed that her father looked somewhat suspicious. Heavens, what was going through his mind? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tell me something, Violet. Was yesterday truly the first time that you and Mr Norton met?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why, of course, Papa. You may even ask Alice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice nodded. "Yes, Violet nor I have met him before." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well then, you must have made quite the impression for him to come and request a courtship. He must be a man of action, and I respect that. What do you think, Helen?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I agree, Dougie. He must be quite taken with our Violet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, but we hardly know anything about him. I was thinking that we should invite him for lunch tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is a splendid idea, Dougie. What better way to get to know him than a lovely lunch?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Papa, really?” cried Violet. “Thank you!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is nothing, my dear. After all, we must get to know him better.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    While her parents and sister made plans for the following day’s lunch, Alice found that she could not stop thinking about Luke. He had looked handsome in his morning suit, but then he looked handsome in anything. Was he also happy for his friend? He must be because he was here to support him. Alice wanted to see him again, and what better way than the lunch tomorrow? No one would think anything of it if she were to speak to him as he would be a guest. She certainly did not want Mama or Papa getting ideas about the marquess for she would not see him as anything but a friend. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We should invite Lord Shore as he is the one who came with Mr Norton.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    All three of them looked at her, their eyebrows lifted. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why yes,” her father agreed. “That is a good idea, Alice. I shall ensure that the invitations are sent this afternoon.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good, I shall return to my painting. Mama, I am nearly done with the garden scene, I know that you will love it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I look forward to it, my dear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I shall write a letter to my friends back home,” Violet added. “I am sure that they will be excited about my news.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice left the parlour with her sister, both parting ways once they got to the stairs. She knew that Violet was excited for tomorrow, but her own excitement may have rivalled her sister's. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Campbell wondered if his plan was working. Was his daughter showing an interest in the duke's son? “Helen, what did you think of Alice's suggestion?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “About Lord Shore?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not sure what to think of it, Dougie. If I take her words at face value, then it only makes sense to invite the marquess, as he is good friends with Mr Norton. However, there is the possibility that she may like him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dougie nodded. “When you told me that they had arrived together to see to Violet, I must say that I became hopeful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The question is whether or not Lord Shore is interested in her as well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His wife was right. Even if Alice should like him, it would be useless if he did not feel something for her in turn. “I believe that there is something happening between them, but they might not realise it yet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It would be lovely if both our daughters were to get married, Dougie.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It certainly would as that would solve all his money problems. Having a debt hanging over his head was a stressful thing, and with the duke always reminding him about it in subtle ways, he was bound to always remember it. Dougie did not understand why he felt the need to gamble when he was clearly unlucky. Drinking and gambling were not a good match, but he found himself doing both. He could tell that Helen was still angry with him, but she thankfully was not the nagging type. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My only worry is their dowries. While it may not be a great concern for Alice, Mr Norton is but a physician. I agreed to the courtship, but I do believe that Violet could have done better.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She seems happy with Mr Norton, Dougie. Also, I am sure that there is more to him than what meets the eye.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I certainly hope so, or I may have to think twice about their courtship.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It may hurt his daughter, but he needed to think about her financial future. Love was not the begin all and end all in his eyes. Rather, it was a feeling that could come later on in a marriage but was not that necessary. Financial security and respect were the most important aspects of a marriage, that was why he had married Helen. Theirs had been an arranged marriage, and if it were up to him, he would have arranged his daughters' marriages as well. However, his wife drew the line at that. She wanted their daughters to at least try to find love before going down a loveless route. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dougie, do not become a meddling father. Let us observe what happens, and if we feel the need to step in, then we will do so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well, but I am afraid that Alice's fate has been set in stone.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His daughter did not know this yet, and he hoped that she never did. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mr Frederick Banks was a shrewd man, it was how he had accumulated his wealth over the years. And while he would not precisely call himself a thief, there were many who probably would. But that was only because they were foolish enough to do business with him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was no business venture that he would go into without first seeing if he stood to make more money than the other party, or if he could change the terms and conditions of the deal. As far as he was concerned, people liked to be fooled so that they could cry the victim at the end of the day and gain the sympathy of those around them. However, the fantastic bit about being a shrewd man was the ability to keep an air of mystery about yourself, and never allowing the other person to know that you are the culprit for their financial woes. It was the survival of the fittest, a principle he had learned very early on in life. His poor mother never got the opportunity to see him as he was now, a wealthy man who would soon enter into society one family at a time.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And why shouldn't he be a part of the Ton, as he was the illegitimate son of a baron? He laughed. No, he might as well have not been born for all the good it had done him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    No one knew of his family background, and he wanted it to stay that way. No one needed to know that his mother had been a young servant in his father's household, had succumbed to his charms and was kicked out of the house when his wife discovered that she was pregnant. His mother was fortunate enough to marry a man who took care of her, but the man made sure to let him know that he was illegitimate and not his own son. That had fuelled an anger within him, which had then driven him to want to become successful by any means. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And look at him today. He was wealthier than most of these fools that lorded their titles over everyone else. He had made sure of it. But now his attention was not so much on growing his wealth, but a beautiful woman who reminded him of a girl he had fallen in love with many years ago. She had married another, a titled man, but Frederick had never forgotten her. Miss Rose Charpentier was even lovelier than his lost love and far more interesting. It was too bad that she had set her eyes on another, but that did not dampen his desire to be near her. He would suffer anything just to be able to speak with her, to have her count him as her friend. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Getting her attention had not been easy, but once he had it, he needed to find a way to keep it. While she had believed him bothersome at first, he had managed to convince her of his ability to help her in her endeavour to ensnare the Marquess of Shore. Now he had to deliver on his promise, and he was not yet sure how to. Two days had passed since the garden party, and he had nothing. He must find something out, or she would think him a fraud. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    From the corner of his eye he spotted the Baron of Leeds. The man looked happy as he walked up Ryder Street, twirling a walking stick in his hand rather than using it. He knew him from somewhere, but where? Hadn't he heard about the same baron losing a good chunk of his money to the Duke of Richley? There was a connection there. Rose had surely said something of it to him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Frederick wracked his brains trying to think about the conversations he had had with her, having a distinct feeling that meeting this man would be valuable. Unless he thought of something quick, he would lose sight of the baron. His lips stretched into a wide grin when he recalled what Rose had said to him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was the father of her competition. It would be worth getting to know him. Perhaps he could speak to him under the pretence of doing business with him. If he gave him the scent of money, he may come running. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Frederick increased his pace, catching up to the man in little time. "Good day, Lord Campbell! How fortuitous that I find you en route to my destination." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The man stopped, his face a mask of confusion. “Do I know you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, but I know you, Lord Campbell. And I must say that I am quite impressed to have met a man of your status.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The baron's body language became more relaxed as he rested both hands on his stick. "My good man, I have not had the pleasure of meeting you, and yet you know me. But I feel as though I have seen you before. Pray tell, where have I met you?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was a guest at the Duke of Richley's garden party.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, so you know the duke well?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The man looked interested in this. If he said no, he may lose him. But if he said yes and he discovered that he was not as acquainted as he probably believed, then he would be seen as a liar. Bearing in mind that he had said to Rose that he knew the duke and his family well, he would have to make the lie a truth soon. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I do know him. In fact, I am thinking of doing business with him. Although I would much rather do business with you. Being a businessman myself, I have heard of your prowess in the business world. You are a force to be reckoned with, Lord Campbell.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, well. People do like to exaggerate at times. But I have been a businessman for some time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I would love to learn from such a great man as yourself, Lord Campbell. It would be a tremendous honour and privilege for me." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, if you put it that way, my dear man. Tell you what, I am having a lunch tomorrow, and I insist that you attend.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And this was why he always won at what he did. It had hardly taken three minutes, and the baron was already inviting him into his house. Rose, my darling, he thought. You will be happy once I tell you just where I am going. Hadn't she said that she wanted to find out more about Miss Campbell? But he must not seem overly eager or smug about it, or the baron may grow suspicious. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, no, Lord Campbell. I can hardly impose on your family. What would your wife think of you inviting a stranger?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Come, come, now. You are hardly a stranger. And my wife is obedient to me. She will not go against my wishes." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are a man amongst men, Lord Campbell. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are most welcome,” he said. He let out a sudden gust of laughter. “Good gracious! We have spoken for some time and yet I do not know your name, good man. What be it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Frederick smiled. “Banks, Lord Campbell. Mr Frederick Banks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The day of the lunch arrived, bringing with it a beautiful sunny and cloudless sky. Alice could not have hoped for a better day. Now everything else needed to be perfect, including the dress she would wear. She was undecided, not having the eye for fashion that her sister had. Violet had planned what she would wear and what she would do to her hair yesterday, and yet here Alice stood without a notion in her head of what is most suitable for a lunch in her own home. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had selected several dresses and laid them out on her bed, but she had not a clue as to the most appropriate one for today. Perhaps she should have paid more attention to Mama when she covered this subject some years ago. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Confused, she sat on the floor, head in hands. Alice cried out when her head jerked back, realising that she had accidentally sat on her waist-length hair. She rubbed her smarting scalp. Could anything else go wrong? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What on earth are you doing on the floor in your night clothes?” asked Violet. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice glanced at her sister before looking down again. This was what could go wrong – Violet was dressed and ready, which meant that Alice would be late. Oh, bother. “I do not know what to wear, Vi.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Then why did you not say something sooner? We are expecting our guests any minute now, and I expect my sister to be with me when Gregory arrives." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice would not look up, so embarrassed was she by her tardiness. The one day her sister needed her to make an effort for such a momentous occasion was also the day that she chose to do something that she obviously could not. What had she been thinking? Also, why was she so concerned about what she should wear? Usually, she was not so concerned. As long as she looked presentable and did not have any paint stains, she should be content. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I wished to do it on my own, but clearly I cannot do something as simple as picking a suitable dress and hairstyle." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, do get up, Alice. We have work to do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She only looked up when Violet came to stand before her, holding her hands out to her. Sighing, Alice took them and allowed her sister to pull her up. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good. Now that you are up, let us pick your dress, have you freshened up, then I shall do your hair, or would you prefer Mary do it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Heavens, no! She will give me a headache with her incessant chatter. Besides, I much prefer Clara's hand to hers." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She is not here so we will have to make do between us. Do you have any ideas?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not yet, but do let us pick the dress, then you can think of a hairstyle while I tend to myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice went behind the screen, pouring some water out of the urn to bathe as quickly as she could. Mary had brought her some hot water earlier on, but now it was lukewarm, her most hated temperature. As far as she was concerned, water should be hot or cold, not in between. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What are you muttering about, dear sister?” asked Violet. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nothing of great import. Have you decided on a dress yet?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, the white one with the blue lace trimming.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I did not put that option on the bed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you questioning my choice?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I am merely surprised that I was so far off the mark. It is a great indication of my inadequacies in anything fashion-related. I promise to pay more attention from now on.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice popped her head around the screen when she heard a heavy drop to the floor. She dropped her soap and cloth to rush to her sister who, to her great annoyance, began to laugh. Her sister sat up, her voice full of mirth. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Violet! What is the matter with you? Why did you fall so suddenly?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I had to do something dramatic to show how truly shocked I am by your words.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My words? What did I say that warranted such a reaction?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have you already forgotten? You said that you promised to pay more attention from now on.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice shook her head. She was not impressed in the slightest. How could her sister jest during such a time? She gave her sister a light slap on her knee and stood up. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am clearly more anxious about this than you are. Do you not recall that Papa will be keeping a close eye on Gregory? He wishes to know the man who will court his daughter. And you know how Papa has a tendency to ask inappropriate questions.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Their father thought nothing of asking questions about money, yearly income, family connections, previous courtships, education and the like. While some were acceptable, her father had the ability to change his questions into an interrogation. Alice did not know how Gregory would fare under such conditions, but she hoped that the man had a strong character and was able to take everything that their father said with a pinch of salt. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, I am not worried about Papa, Alice. He is harmless. I am sure that Gregory will be able to handle whatever Papa asks him. However, I am certain that it is not Papa whom you are concerned about, but a dashingly handsome marquess." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not jest, Violet. I do not find the humour in what you have said. Now, if you are quite done wasting my time, I need to complete my ablution.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice returned behind the screen with her sister's giggles following her. I shall not entertain her, she thought to herself. No, I shall not. I am not anxious about seeing Luke! Frankly, I do not care if he does or does not come.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gregory had sent a reply within hours of receiving the invitation, but Luke had not. Alice did not know what to make of his silence. Perhaps he did not see a reason to come? The thought did not sit right with her. She believed that they had something in common, but he may think differently after all. She should not think on it, but it did leave her feeling disappointed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alice, when will you come out? I am sure that Mama must be wearing out the carpet with her pacing, and I must still do your hair, or have you forgotten?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will you drape the dress over the screen?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, but do hurry. I shall do your hair in a simple style due to time.”
“I do not mind, simple is best.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, she came out from behind the screen to have her sister help her with the dress and undergarments. Violet had a deft hand at arranging hair, and with a few pins and a mother of pearl comb, Alice's hair was done. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "The only thing remaining is a bit of perfume and your shoes. I suggest that you apply the light floral scent with a hint of green. Anything else will be too strong for such a summery day." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice took her sister's advice, lightly applying perfume to the heat points on her body. They were out of her door seconds later, making their way to all that awaited them downstairs. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke had not been sure about whether or not he wanted to go to Lord and Lady Campbell's lunch. When his father found out that he had accompanied Norton to the Campbell's townhouse, he had been thrilled. Luke had questioned his father about his reaction, although he soon wished that he had not. How could he face Alice, knowing what he knew? His father had a habit of ruining everything with his gambling and scheming. And this time, he had gone too far.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And yet, here he found himself travelling to the Campbell's home with Norton, not sure about how he would behave towards her. Should he keep his distance? No, she would know that something was wrong. He would have to pretend that all was well, as though he knew nothing of their situation. He certainly could not tell her that their fathers had arranged a marriage between them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have hardly said a word, Shore. Is something on your mind?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nothing that I can discuss at this moment, Norton. I wish to keep it to myself for the present.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I respect your decision, but do not show that face to the Campbell sisters or they may be more concerned about your dark mood than the courtship between Violet and I. I do not wish for anything to go wrong.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And nothing will go wrong, old chap. You have my word.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Norton seemed satisfied as he leaned back against the plush velvet seat of the Richley carriage. Luke thought that they would make a grander entrance if they came in the family carriage rather than his friend's simpler one. It was not that Norton was a penniless man, but he was a penny pincher. The man saw no need to spend money on frivolous items like the rest of his family did. If anything, he preferred to spend it on the less fortunate patients he treated in his offices.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Norton came from a wealthy family, but as the fifth son of a viscount, he was not in line for the title himself. He, along with his three brothers, had all found employment in various fields with one going into the church, another in the army, and the last a merchant. If his grandmother had not taken such a liking to him and left some of her fortune to him, he may very well have found himself dependent on his eldest brother, Marcus.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    People naturally made the assumption that his friend was a penniless physician, and that was how Norton preferred it. Luke hoped that he had found someone suitable in Violet Campbell, that she would fit into his lifestyle with ease. It would be disappointing to Norton if the woman he decided to set his hat at were not compatible with him.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And what of Alice? Luke could not deny that they were similar in many ways. It was why he enjoyed being around her. It was just unfortunate that their friendly relationship was doomed from the beginning by their meddlesome parents. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Their journey was over once they arrived at the townhouse, a footman running to them to open their carriage door. Luke could feel Norton's excitement and anxiety as acutely as his own. In fact, he could not tell who was the more anxious. It was not he who would be judged today, but Norton. Thus, he should keep a clear and level head, not giving away anything of his own troubling thoughts. His friend needed him for support today, and by golly, he would give it.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They stepped down, his hand going to Norton's shoulder. “They will love you, Norton. You have nothing to fear. You must be yourself. Let them see the good man that you are. I know that Violet is already taken with you, and her parents will be so as well once they speak with you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hope that you are right, Shore, for I am worried. I am quite taken with Violet, and although her parents agreed to the courtship, there is no guarantee that they will not decide to refuse it if they find me wanting. Do you think I should tell them about my financial position? They must think me a penniless physician.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke almost smiled. Had that not been the thing that he had been thinking about himself? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not say anything unless asked. And even then, rather state that you have the means to keep their daughter in a state of comfort for the rest of her life. Make no mention of the sizeable inheritance from your grandmother, or you might find that they may push a betrothal for the wrong reason. Well, it would be wrong for you, but society feels no shame about it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Norton nodded nervously. “I shall take your advice, dear friend. I do not want them to force Violet to marry me because of my money. She must come to me of her own accord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Judging by our last visit, you need not worry about that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Their conversation fell away as the door opened to reveal the same pretty servant who had admitted them into the house the last time.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good day, My Lords. They are waiting for you in the drawing room. Let me show you the way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke felt like telling her that they already knew where the room was, having been there before, but he did not want to take the wind out of her sails. It seemed as though the maid took great pride in guiding them through the house as she held her head up high and moved her hands gracefully as she spoke. Was she wearing a new uniform as well? If that were the case, then the Campbells had undoubtedly put much effort into this lunch. He was interested to see who else they had invited, as he could hear quite some murmuring coming from the drawing room.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Miss Charpentier came to mind, and it was not a pleasant thought. What if they had invited her? He told himself not to be so silly. They did not know each other well enough to invite her. Had the woman been here, she would have fought to remain by his side throughout the lunch, this he knew with every fibre of his being. He would much rather Alice remain by his side and keep him company than that woman. Luke only hoped that his behaviour would not be altered by his father's words. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice was enjoying herself. Everything about the lunch had so far gone well, and now her sister, Luke, Gregory and Mrs Jersey were taking a light stroll to settle their food. Alice did not think that Mrs Jersey would last long as she had been complaining about her sore leg for quite some time. But as their chaperone, she needed to accompany the sisters for propriety sake. Woe on the maiden who decided to venture out with her beloved alone, their little rendezvous would be all over town by the next day. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Campbell, is there anything that interests you? I imagine that you have a hobby of sorts, or rather, a passion,” asked Luke 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, as a matter of fact, I do. I enjoy painting, Lord Shore, and sketching to a lesser extent. I often spend my days painting for pleasure or for my family. Is there anything that you enjoy doing during spare moments? I take it that you are a busy man." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Archery. I have loved it since I was a child.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Archery? I admire the sport and the people who have mastered it. It requires much skill and practice, does it not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He smiled. “No more than painting, I presume. You have likely put in hours to achieve your present skill. I would like to see your work, if you would permit me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice felt terribly shy about that. It was one thing for family and friends to see her work, but quite another for Luke to view it. She would hate for him to see something and not like it. While she was not closed to criticism, it would somehow seem worse if it came from him. She would most certainly take it to heart, although she did not know why. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am rather possessive of my paintings, Lord Shore. I seldom allow strangers to see them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke lifted a brow. “Do you regard me as a stranger, Miss Campbell?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice coloured. Goodness, she seemed to have put her foot in her mouth. “Uh, no, My Lord, not at all. I merely meant that I am not comfortable with just anyone looking at my work.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Just anyone, Miss Campbell?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If the ground beneath her feet would just swallow her whole, she would feel much relief. She was sure that she had offended him, and it was not her intention. Why must he take everything at face value? Could he not read betwixt the lines? She stopped walking to fully face him as she tried to explain herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Shore, to put it plainly, I am not confident enough of my skill to show you my work. You are a cultured man. I am certain that you have seen many paintings in your lifetime. Not only that, but you likely own a great many paintings by artists who are far more accomplished than I. It would be a source of shame to me to show you anything that I have done.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was perplexed when a wide grin spread across his face. Surely nothing she had said could warrant such a reaction? Alice was almost too worried to hear what he would say next. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see that you are a true artist, Miss Campbell.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her jaw dropped. "How do you suppose that? Did I not state that I am not confident about my work?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, and that is the mark of a true artist.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not ashamed to admit that you have confused me, My Lord. How can you equate what I have said with the mark of a true artist?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “First, let us find somewhere to sit in the shade. I am finding the sun a tad too aggressive today.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, of course. Let me just speak to our companions.” Alice turned to her sister, only to find that they were nowhere near them. “Heavens! When did we part? Were we not just walking with them?” How had she not realised that they had walked away from them? It was best they return to them before anyone could misconstrue their isolated position. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Shore, perhaps we should venture back. We seem to have lost the rest of our party.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We are not far from the house, Miss Campbell. Should anyone require our presence, they can stretch their necks and see us. Rather, let us sit here and continue our conversation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He pointed at a spot beneath a tree of vast expanse where the soft ground rose up to greet the tree bark. Sit on the ground with Luke? She looked at him. He was a respectable man, and they were not far from the house... Perhaps it would be all right to sit there, but just for a moment. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well, My Lord. The shade does look inviting.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He startled her when he took her hand and led her to the spot, helping her down before sitting himself. Alice was tempted to draw her knees to her chest, as she often did when seated upon the ground. But she could almost hear her mother scolding her. So she placed her legs to the side, spreading her dress about her. Alice was so engrossed in what she was doing that she paid Luke no mind. It was when she looked up and straight into his eyes that she saw the mirth that lay there. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What has tickled you so, My Lord?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I have never seen a woman more at war within herself as to how she will sit. I do not mind your position, Miss Campbell. It is a trivial thing. I only ask that you provide me with your attention." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What he said only served to distress her. Why must everything that she do be made so abundantly apparent to all who would look on? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not fret about it either,” he continued. “It is neither here nor there with me. While you still look lovely with that frown upon your face, I would prefer you smiling.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Did he jest with her? She tilted her head to the side, considering his words. What a peculiar thing to say, but he was rather an extraordinary man. He was not attempting to woo her, and yet he seemed sincere. She would be lying if she said that she was displeased with his words, but perhaps she should take them with a pinch of salt. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Shore, do you say whatever you please with much frequency?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, you commented on my sitting, and then you proceeded to tell me that I have a lovely face. Are you not a tad free with your words?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He shrugged his shoulders. “I say what I mean whenever I prefer it, Miss Campbell. I see no reason to beat about the bush. You may say that I am forward and given into words of flattery, but the truth remains the same.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh no, I would not say that you are forward. Only blunt, Lord Shore.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall take that as a compliment. Now, where were we? Ah, yes, your talent and skill as an artist.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Again," she countered. "I would hardly call myself an accomplished artist, but for the love of it I continue with my craft." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are missing the point, Miss Campbell. I too would not readily call myself an accomplished archer, but I am confident that my skill can rival that of many seasoned archers due to the time and passion I put into it. I know that you are the same.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot tell if you are boasting or merely factual.” Her stomach turned over when he presented her with a lopsided grin. She felt an odd tingling sensation. Perhaps she was unwell? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you take me as a boastful man?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She swallowed hard. “Well, uh, perhaps not boastful but –” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Blunt,” they finished together. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They looked at each other for a moment before they burst out laughing. The tingling feeling disappeared with the lightness of the moment, giving her relief. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Campbell, can we agree that we both have a passion that requires much focus and practice. I am sure that you lose space of time whenever you paint, just as I forget about the world when I pull my bow back before releasing the arrow to hit my target.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “When you put it in that way, My Lord, then I readily agree with you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He lay back, linking his hands beneath his head. “Good.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice did not know whether she should continue to look at him or look up at the sky. She found herself wanting to look at him, but he may read something into that. She decided to lean against the tree. It would give her access to both the sky and Luke without him realising it. Several minutes passed when Alice decided to peek down, noting that his eyes were closed. He has chosen this time to rest? Odd man. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not sleeping, Alice, if that is what you were thinking.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “I neither thought it nor looked at you, Lord Shore.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is Luke, and I never said that you were looking at me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She turned her body to stare down at him. “Then why say what you said?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I only assumed that you were thinking it as I was quiet, but I must thank you for admiring me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Admiring you?” she spluttered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Would you call it anything else?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Shore, I would have you know –” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why not call me Luke, Alice? We are friends, are we not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Insufferable man! Why did he confuse her so? He had her mind in tatters and her belly in knots. Why did she allow him to affect her so? “Yes, we are friends, but –” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alice!” she heard her sister calling. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She immediately scrambled to her feet. “They are calling for us, Lord Shore, we must go.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He sighed. “If we must.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice was impressed by how slowly but gracefully he got to his feet. She would have fallen on her bottom had she taken that much time. He undoubtedly had much strength in his body. Goodness! She should not look at his body so! What must he think? It was bad enough that he could read expressions and behaviour. Who was to say that he could not read minds? Alice decided there and then to never think of anything remotely improper whenever she was around him. There was no telling what he would say next. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Shall we go?” she asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sadly, yes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sadly? What did he mean by that? Did he truly enjoy her company? She was near to preening her feathers with all those thoughts! Best they return to the house before she had any further notions in her foolish mind.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice started to march towards the house with purpose, neither looking to the left or right. Luke knew where the house was, he did not need her to direct him. All she wanted was a moment of peace from her unsettling thoughts about the dashing Luke. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose was growing tired of waiting for Frederick. He had promised her that he had something significant to tell her, and it had to do with Luke. If he did not make his way to her residence soon, she may have to rethink any sort of friendship between them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a strange relationship, to say the least. One that she was still adjusting to. Frederick Banks was a man who made no sense to her, and yet at the same time she understood him. There was an intensity in his eyes that seemed to search her thoughts, and at times she was wary of looking too long into those eyes for fear he might discover what lay deep within her soul.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Charpentier?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose's eyes travelled to the maid who stood at the door. The woman had to be in her mid-thirties from the look of her, or a haggard woman in her twenties. Working women did not have the luxury of spending time and money on their skin. They lived challenging lives that she would never have to experience in her lifetime. But what if the roles had been reversed? What if she was the one standing at that door, waiting for her mistress to answer her? She did not even know her name. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mr Banks is here to see you. Should I show him in?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, show him in.” The maid turned away but stopped when Rose called out to her. “Wait a moment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Miss?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is your name?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose could see that the woman struggled to hide her surprise. She had been working for her for nearly two months, and she had never asked her name. Of course she would be surprised. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Edith, Miss Charpentier.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She nodded. “Edith, please show Mr Banks in.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edith curtseyed and hurried away, her apron flapping around her legs. She returned with Frederick moments later, showing him into the room with more liveliness than Rose had ever seen in her. Perhaps taking notice of her had given her a spring in her step. Edith hovered by the door in expectation, and usually Rose would have scolded her, but she took the time to understand her servant. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you wish to ask something, Edith?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Miss. Would you like for me to ask the cook to prepare some refreshments for you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose was glad that she had decided against reprimanding Edith. After all, the woman had done nothing wrong. “Yes, thank you, Edith. Please ask the cook to prepare some light refreshments for Mr Banks and I.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edith curtseyed once again and disappeared from view. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You certainly treat your servants well, Rose. I have never seen a maid greet me with a smile on her face. Well, except for the Campbells. Their servants seem as cheery as the sun outside.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Now, why did that name ring a bell in her head? Realisation dawned on her relatively quickly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “When did you go to Alice Campbell's home,” she demanded. “And why?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Why on earth would he choose to go to her competition? Was he as taken with her as Luke was? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If you are thinking that I have a tendre for the woman, then you are mistaken. While she is beautiful, I much prefer women with fair hair and lovely blue eyes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose would have rolled her eyes if not for the satisfaction that his words brought her. Frederick was generous with his compliments, far too liberal for her liking, but today was different. Anyone who thought her better than Alice Campbell was worthy of her attention. It was not that she necessarily despised the woman. She was merely standing in Rose's way of securing her match to Luke. When someone was foolish enough to get in her way, they needed to be taught a lesson. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will you tell me what you were doing at that woman's residence?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Frederick sat back in his chair, bringing one leg to rest on the other. She had only known him for a short time, three days to be exact, but she had already started to pick up aspects of his behaviour and personality. Why must he prolong what he would say? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Frederick, you are here to tell me something of great import, and I see that it has to do with Alice Campbell. So do stop drawing out the inevitable and tell me what it is that you wish to tell me!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He smiled, clearly unfazed by her outburst. "My dear Rose, having patience is the only way to win this battle." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I have patience, Frederick. But you are purposely building up the drama before dealing me a blow." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A blow? I would never do that to you, Rose. But since you think so little of me, let me tell you the development in the lives of the Campbell sisters.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose sighed. He played the injured party well. She should be more mindful of her words if he was to continue to help her. However, the man had yet to present her with any information to help her in her cause to win Luke for herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I apologise for my short temper, Frederick. Do continue.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Apology accepted. Well, it seems that the youngest sister, Violet Campbell, is officially being courted by Gregory Norton.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Why should this information concern me? What do I have to do with either of them?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you truly not know of the connection? I am surprised.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know that Violet is Alice's sister, and Gregory Norton is the physician who treated her after her staged fainting spell. What connection do you speak of?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose still held by the conviction that Violet's fainting was all staged, that it was merely a ploy to attract Lord Shore's attention to her for Alice's benefit. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Gregory Norton is not only a physician but Lord Shore's closest friend." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “His friend?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This drastically changed things. Rose's mind started to turn with the possibilities of what may happen due to Violet and Gregory's courtship. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What will stop Alice and Luke growing closer? Of course, he will be there for his friend, supporting him, spending time with the courting couple. And Alice is Violet's sister, she too will be right there.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My thoughts exactly, Rose.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There had to be a way to prevent any strong feelings from developing between Alice and Luke. She could not let the woman take the marquess from beneath her very nose. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Frederick, how did you come to be in the Campbells’ home?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I befriended their father, 'twas an amazingly simple thing to do. I find that most men in his position love to receive flattery and I believed him to be no better. Of course, I was right. I received an invitation to join him and his family for lunch within minutes of speaking to him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I presume that Luke was there?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, he was. He spent a considerable amount of time with Miss Campbell, even disappearing from the rest of the guests for some moments.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose could feel a twitch start in her left eye. She placed her hand over it, willing it to stop. This would not do, it simply would not do. She could not allow them to grow any closer than they already had. Luke was taken by her. But it would not be permanent. Edith returned with their refreshments, carefully placing the laden tray on the table before them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Edith. I shall see to Mr Banks myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Miss.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Once Edith left, Rose turned to Frederick, her expression one of determination. “We must stop whatever it is that is happening between them. I do not care how we do it, but it is imperative that we do so soon.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Rest assured, Rose, I am at your service. I shall use my new connection with Lord Campbell to gain further access into the family." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, then you may find something for me to use against that bothersome woman. She has truly become a thorn in my side, and I am not impressed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There had to be something she could use. No one was ever what they appeared to be. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke welcomed his friend into the drawing room, sending a servant with a request for a drink and something small to eat. He had yet to eat lunch, but neither did he want to eat a big meal just yet. Luke wanted to discuss what was weighing down on his heart before it became too much for his mind to process. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How are you, Norton? I last saw you the day of the lunch, and that was nearly a week ago. What have you been doing with yourself lately?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am better than well, old friend. Violet's parents allowed her to accompany me to Hyde Park with Mrs Jersey, but the woman was not a bother. In fact, she seemed to encourage us to spend some time together alone, as long as we were within view.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think it is your trustworthy nature that has caused the woman to be relaxed around you. Most chaperones would have halted any attempt by two lovers to spend some alone time together.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps, but I am grateful to her. I did so enjoy our time at the park – Violet even packed a meal for us. It was a scene straight out of a love story.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke smiled. “My goodness, have you become a romantic, Norton?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have always been a romantic, but Violet has certainly ignited the poet within me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please, do not begin to recite sonnets to me, or I shall make a mess of my carpet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Norton gave him a wicked smile as he stood up, placing one hand on his chest and the other suspended in the air. He looked on into nothing, a beatific expression on his face. “Shall I compare thee to a summer's day? Thou art more lovely –” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His next few words were muffled by a cushion thrown at his face. Norton caught it before it fell to the floor, laughing as he did so. "Had I known that you were so against Shakespeare, I would have said another poem for you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not dare. I have no patience for that sort of thing. I would much rather take an arrow to my chest than listen to someone reciting an annoying poem. You may speak about Violet to your heart's content, but please, no more romantic poems, or a ballad for that matter.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I would gladly speak of Violet all day long, Shore. Do you know that the very moment I set eyes on her at your family home I was taken by her? Even unconscious she was a sight to behold. Imagine how my heart flipped when she opened her beautiful eyes and looked at me for the first time. Simply magical." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Was it too late to take back what he had said about his friend speaking about Violet to his heart's content? Luke had never seen Norton like this, and frankly, it was a little disturbing. The man was grinning like a fool, his face hardly losing the smile he had entered the house with. They had now seen each other four times. What would happen once they spent more time together? His friend was falling for Violet Campbell, and it was happening at a remarkable pace. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Magical is a strong descriptive word, Norton. She must have made quite the impression on you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have hit the nail right on the head, Shore. We are very much alike, as well, amazingly so. I feel a stupendous amount of energy whenever I am around her, and I know that it is due to her vibrant and vivacious nature. Shore, she is so full of life. I wish to spend many more hours with her. In fact, I intend to ask her if she would go to the opera with me this very week.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Norton could not be happier, Luke could see that. If Violet felt the same way about him, then a marriage would soon be on the way. “Your courtship is going well, Norton, I am happy for you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Norton noticeably calmed down as he returned to his seat, giving him a thoughtful look as he did so. “Did I not see a few sparks between you and the lovely Alice?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sparks?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, the thing that happens when two people like each other. Do not try to deny it, Shore, I am certain of what I saw. Pray, tell me, do you feel anything for Alice? A tendre, perhaps?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke sighed. "You know, I find it peculiar how comfortable I am around her. I can speak to her about anything without the slightest thought of holding anything back. The ease of our communication is something that I am not used to with women. It is almost like speaking to a sister, and yet, there is more to it than that. Am I making any sense to you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Norton nodded. "She is familiar to you, Shore, and yet she is not related to you, nor have you known her for a great many years. I feel the same way with Violet." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, that sounds about right. I enjoy her company, Norton, immensely so.” Luke looked down. “But things can never be so simple in my life, can they?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    No, never for him. The subject of women in his life had always been a difficult situation, one that he steered away from. It was not advisable for him to become attached to any woman besides his sisters, and he was right. Look at what his father had done – he had tainted a relationship before it had truly begun. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, Shore? What is more simple than a man liking a woman?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you remember when you asked me why I seemed distant that day of the lunch?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, you said that you would tell me in good time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, that moment has come. I had been worried to see Alice because of what I had recently learned from my father.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your father? What does he have to do with this?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Even speaking of it seemed like a challenging thing for him to do. Luke was ashamed of his father, of what he had done. He was messing with both his and Alice's lives, and it was not acceptable. But what could he do? Alice's father was also involved in this, and as the man of the house, he had a greater say over his daughter's life than Luke's father had over his life.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke was a man of means, dependent on no one. But Alice could not boast the same. She was a woman, and therefore her life was in the hands of her father. Alice was obliged to marry whomever her father chose for her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Campbell made an arrangement with my father concerning his debt incurred some days back. He has given Alice in marriage to lessen the debt.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Norton stared at him, his eyes wide. “Lord Campbell has arranged his daughter's marriage to lessen his debt? To whom?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are staring at him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, they have arranged a betrothal between us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good heavens! When did you find out about this? Did you know when you first met her at the season's first ball? By then, rumours of Lord Campbell's loss had been going around the town.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Of course, not! If that were the case, then I would have avoided her like the Black Plague. I have no intention of having my marriage arranged due to a debt being paid off, and neither does Alice." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Does she know?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you think that Alice would wish to speak to me if she did? My father informed me that she does not know, and neither did I believe that she would have known due to the way we first met. Norton, she was running away from suitors at the ball. She does not want marriage as much as I do not. She spoke of her father's debt, and how marriage seemed to be the only way to fix her father's foolish mistake. But she does not wish to get married, she truly does not. In fact, she scolded me about my father taking away her father's money, believing it his fault that she is in this predicament. To tell the truth, I agree with her to some extent. My father should have never gambled in the first place, but neither should her father have done so either. They are both to blame.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke could see that his friend was stunned. He could well imagine how Luke must have felt and reacted to the news. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I find myself speechless, Shore. I never would have expected this of your father, and while I do not know Lord Campbell well, I could not have imagined that he would do such a thing to benefit himself. You may be a good man, but what if Lord Campbell had lost to a man whose son was an unscrupulous man? What then?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke had not thought of that. He had only thought of himself up until then. Why did this not occur to him? Of course, if not he, then someone else! He may not wish to marry, but to think of Alice marrying anyone else did not sit well with him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Shore, do you like her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke considered lying, but the truth always had a way of coming out. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, I do genuinely like her, Norton. In fact, every time I see her, I feel more strongly about her than before. She has an extraordinary effect on me, that I cannot deny. However, if I choose to reveal my feelings to her, and she discovers the truth about our fathers' plan, then she may easily grow to hate me. She may believe that I was in on it and that I purposely drew close to her to deceive her. Alice will believe that my feelings and intentions are insincere." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you certain about that, Shore?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke nodded. "I may have only met her recently, but I know that she feels strongly about deceit and anything that reeks of a forced marriage. This would be why they did not inform her of it. Her father is well aware that Alice will put up a fight like no other. They need her to believe that she is doing this of her own accord." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A servant stood at the door and announced that their meal was ready to be served in the dining room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Parkins. We will be there soon.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The servant nodded, bowing before he left them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Shall we continue our discussion in the dining room?” asked Norton. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness no, I am done with this conversation – it might turn the food in my belly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Norton grinned. “All right, then. Anything but marriage and foolish fathers.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke may not want to talk about it now, but he would have to address it at some point. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice paced the floor of the parlour, waiting for her sister to come and see her. Violet was currently organising her dresses into seasons, colour and style, one of her favourite pastimes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can think of nothing worse than sorting through clothing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "And that is why you have such trouble finding something to wear when you need it most," her sister said, walking into the room. "You did say that you would put in more of an effort, Alice, but you have done nothing of the sort thus far." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please do not question me about this, Vi. I am already under the hatches.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Under the hatches? Whatever for?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice collapsed into an armchair, letting out a loud sigh. Where should she start? “Two words, Vi: Luke Connolly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The marquess? What did he do to give you such a troubled look? I had thought that you enjoyed his company.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is the problem, Vi. I enjoy his company far too much for my liking.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is a ridiculous thing to say, Alice. Lord Shore is a lovely man. Why would you say such a thing?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Violet, do you not see the trouble I am in? I have started to like him more than I wanted to, but he makes it so easy. Whenever I speak with him, I feel as though I have known him for years and not days. I admit that he says a few odd things here and there, but I understand him. I feel that I can discuss anything and everything with him, and it takes some effort not to. After all, I have not known him long enough to divulge everything about myself. And although I am not particularly concerned with one's outward appearance, I cannot ignore the fact that he is handsome.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet began to giggle, clapping her hands as she did so. Was this any way to react to what she had just said? Had her sister lost her senses? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Violet! Whatever is the matter with you? Why do you laugh so?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alice, you are in love! We are both in love! Is that not wonderful?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Yes, she has taken leave of her senses. She had said that she liked him, but Violet had taken a leap into the deep end calling it love! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What are you thinking, Violet? Do you think this something to laugh about? Do you not remember what happened to me the last time I liked a man far too much?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Do not speak of Henry Tottenham to me. He and Luke are two completely different men." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You say that now, but what do we really know of Luke? We thought the same thing about Henry and look how wrong we were. I was taken with him as well, and I find myself feeling the same way about Luke. The symptoms are the same, Vi. Do you not see that?” She covered her face with her hands. “I am going to get my heart broken again, I just know it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, goodness, Alice,” said her sister. “You will not get your heart broken again.” Violet came to kneel before her, moving her hands away from her face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How can you be so sure, Vi? I feel a fool for going down this path again. Why is it so easy to trust him after all I have been through? What is wrong with me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nothing is wrong with you, Alice. The heart will have what it wants.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, heavens. I am going to get hurt again, I just know it. Goodness, I will fall in love only to have him fall in love with another, and they shall elope and have beautiful little babies, and I shall be left alone once again." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice could not believe that she had not learnt her lesson the first time around. She was going to have to avoid him, there was nothing else that she could do. She would not attend another ball, dinner or lunch for the rest of the season. She would stay right here in the house. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please excuse what I am about to say, but are you touched in your upperworks? What is this nonsense that is coming forth from your mouth? Do you hear yourself, Alice?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice abruptly stood up, moving away from her sister. She was beyond stressed, and Violet would call her insane? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see what is happening here, Violet. You are so happy with Gregory that you cannot think straight. While I am happy for you, you must not confuse your happiness for mine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet also stood up, going to her and taking her hands in hers. "I did not mean to anger you, Ally, you must believe me. Let us set aside my courtship with Gregory and focus on what is happening between you and Luke. Do you not think that you are perhaps prejudiced about him? You are basing everything about him and how you feel on what happened before with Henry, and I do not think that that is fair to you or Luke. Henry was clearly not for you, Alice, and yes he hurt you terribly. But if you were honest with yourself, he was never yours." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you telling me that what Henry did was justified because we were not meant to be?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Heavens, no! Nothing can ever excuse his behaviour, Alice. The man was a coward, it is as simple as that. What I meant to say is that if it was so easy for him to fall in love with another woman, then his heart was never truly yours, no matter what he may have said or promised you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister was right, and Alice was well aware of it. No man who professed to love you would leave you for another, their heart would not let them. She had believed herself to be over the Henry drama, but the situation with Luke only served to bring up everything again.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was so afraid of making the same mistake again, to go through the same pain that did not leave her for months. Alice recalled how everyone would walk around her as though on eggshells, not wanting to upset her any further. She had spent days in her room, locking herself in while she painted. Her work had been far more abstract then, just splashes of colours that demonstrated her anger and pain. No one had understood the paintings. Some had even called them the scribbles of a child. But only Alice knew what each paint stroke of colour signified.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She still had those paintings, but they were locked away in a trunk. She took them out every now and again to remind herself that she had no business looking for love or thinking about the topic of marriage. She should have brought them with her and looked at them every day to remind herself of the damage a man could do to her life. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I may know all of that, but it does not make me feel any better, Violet. The fact remains that I feel something for Luke, and I do not wish to.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But what if Luke could be the one for you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is a big 'if', Violet. I do not wish to take that chance again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Would you throw your future away because of a man who hurt you more than a year ago?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I feel a sense of déjà vu. I am sure that you said something similar to me not so long ago.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet rolled her eyes. “Even if I did, it is no less true now than it was back then.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, you presume Luke to be my future? Well, I do not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are only deceiving yourself, Alice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you are living in a fantasy world, Violet, where everyone must be as happy as you are.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet walked away from her, her face none too happy.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps Alice had taken it a step too far. “Forgive me, Violet. It is my anger and fear that are talking.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is nothing to forgive, Alice. I understand you well enough. I am just disappointed that you have become so afraid to live.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice went to her sister, putting her arms around her waist as she placed her head on her shoulder. “Dear sister, I was happy before I met Luke, and I shall be happy after we leave and return home. I do not wish for you to be anxious about me, do you hear? You need to enjoy your courtship with Gregory. And if you are hoping for marriage, I hope that it comes swiftly for you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After just a second of hesitation, Violet returned her sister's embrace, her sigh deep. “What shall I do with you, Alice? I wish for you to be happy as well, but our ideas of happiness seem miles different.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We should change the subject and speak of something that will bring a smile to our faces. I do not know why I am stressed about this situation when I know that it can never develop anyway.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you mean by that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Luke is not interested in marriage, Vi. Neither does he believe in love. These are some of the things that we have in common. He sees me as a friend, and that is how I choose to remain. He must never know of my tendre for him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well, it shall be our secret. However, if he shows signs of liking you, then I shall not remain silent.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know that it will not happen, therefore I accept your conditions.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet laughed. “Why, thank you, kind lady. That is most gracious of you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice was glad that they were no longer arguing. It was a foolish thing to quarrel over a man who saw her as nothing more than a friend. It didn't matter that she felt something for him. Time was the antidote to her predicament, and she must embrace it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice had calmed down considerably since the day of her conversation with Violet. She had been right. Time certainly helps when you find yourself in a trying position. It also helped that she had not seen Luke for quite some time, but she was not sure how to feel about it. Did this mean that he had tired of her already? And why should she care? Was this not what she wanted? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Seeing him too soon would have confused her, but not seeing him at all after two weeks was worrying. Alice still would have liked to be friends with him, for she enjoyed his company. But if he did not wish to see her, there was not much she could do about it. Her refusal to attend a ball should also be factored into his prolonged absence, she reasoned. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet had continued to attend the season's balls, giving her a detailed account of everything. Alice had not asked her to do so, but every night that her sister returned from a ball, she would sneak into her room and wake her up to tell her of her night. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Not that she was sleeping. Alice would pretend to be asleep in anticipation of her sister coming into her room. Violet was careful to keep Luke out of her descriptions, although she had slipped up once. Now, Alice wished to hear everything about him. Did he ask about her? Was he interested in anyone? He may have said that he did not wish to marry, but there was always the chance of him falling in love. Though she will have to be extraordinary, as Alice could not see him wanting to marry any mediocre woman. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Did she know of any women who might attract his attention? No, because she had never bothered with the guest attendance before now. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice rolled onto her back to stare at her bedroom ceiling. Violet was taking longer than usual to return home tonight, but as she was not tired, it was no hardship to wait for her. Her sister was at yet another ball – the third this week – and she showed no signs of stopping. At her mother's insistence, her father had stopped attending balls where he knew that the temptation to gamble would be great. It had been surprising to Alice that he had agreed to the condition, especially as he was one to do as he pleased.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mama must have given him some sort of an ultimatum that forced him to agree, or he may never have done so. What kind of ultimatum would that have been? Her mother probably had tricks up her sleeve that she was not aware of. Alice suppose her mother gave meaning to never judge a book by its cover. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice heard the door downstairs open and close, letting in the voice of her sister and Mrs Jersey. Goodness! What a hustle and bustle they made. You would think that there were far more than just two women. Alice knew that it would take her sister thirty to forty-five minutes to prepare for bed, and she was feeling just a tiny bit tired, so she decided to take a little nap. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice came to with a start, feeling someone tap her arm. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wake up, Alice!” her sister insisted. “I have something to tell you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, I am awake. Give me a moment to get my bearings, please.” Alice rubbed the sleep from her eyes, sitting up to see her sister kneeling on her bed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you awake, yet? Do not say tomorrow that you did not hear me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am awake as I shall ever be. What is so important that you need to make sure that I hear you? You are not usually so insistent, Vi.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know, but what I have to tell you is something that you will want to hear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Go ahead, I am listening.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Firstly, it is about Luke.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Go on.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It seems that there is a woman who has set her eyes on him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A knot immediately formed in her stomach. “A woman? W-well, why should I care?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alice, I know that you have said that you would rather I not tell you anything about Luke, but I also know that you have also wished that I do tell you something about him. You still like him, thus I thought it imperative that I tell you that someone is hoping to marry him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was that terrible feeling again. Luke getting married had only been a thought, but what her sister was telling her meant that it could become a reality. Alice gave herself a few moments before she answered. She did not wish to come across as too concerned. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, if Luke is interested in her as well, then it is his decision.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “From what I could see, he was as interested in her as you are concerning fashion.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A wonderful light and warm feeling started in her belly, spreading throughout her body. She did not necessarily know what it meant for her, but at least there was no other woman yet. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you happy, Alice?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Why would I be happy?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you realise how impossible you are? Do you know what this even means?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are going to have to tell me for I do not know.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It means that he likes you better, of course. You can be rather obtuse when it comes to men, Alice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Obtuse is a strong word to use.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But apt. I am still somewhat worried about the woman, Alice. From what I have heard, she does not take no for an answer. Her name is Rose Charpentier, and she is a real beauty, the type of fair loveliness that men lose their minds over.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice’s insecurities about her appearance surfaced. They were the same insecurities that had plagued her when Henry had left her for a fair beauty. Her dark hair and chartreuse eyes were no match for these women. It was only reasonable that men chose them over her. Alice needed to know just what the woman looked like and, judging by her surname, she was either French or had French ancestry. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Violet, can you tell me what she looks like?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister paused. “Is it really necessary? If Luke does not like her, then you should not worry about it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Does she look like Bridgette?” she asked quietly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why do you insist on bringing up old issues, Alice? She has blonde hair, blue eyes, and skin that many would call peaches and cream. So, in that regard, they look alike. Are you happy now?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice remained silent. Violet would not understand how she felt because she had never experienced the kind of pain that she had. She had never experienced public rejection and humiliation as she had, and she likely never would. A proposal from Gregory was expected any day now, and already their mother was thinking of Violet's trousseau. Her sister would need a new set of everything before leaving the house and becoming a wife, and her mother would ensure that. Patterns and colours were being discussed, what material would fare better in which season, and the accessories that could potentially accompany each item of clothing. It was an exciting time indeed for the family, and Alice felt terrible for being the one to bring down the mood.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She should learn to set aside her own feelings so that her sister would not need to concern herself. “It would not be a surprise to me if Luke grows to like her, and if he does not, then it is all the same to me. I wish him every happiness in life.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet's brow was deeply furrowed as she looked at her and Alice could see that her sister did not believe a word she had said. But she had to convince her for her own sake. She could not continue to discuss Luke without being affected by it. It was best that she did not think about him at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You do know with whom you are speaking, Alice? I am your sister, the one who knows your every secret, pain and joy. Even when you do not tell me everything, I know when there is something wrong. Have your feelings for Luke truly disappeared, or are you trying to ignore them?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Violet, he is a good man – there is no denying that truth. However, if he is meant to marry another woman or me, then it will happen. No amount of speaking about something over and over again will change anything. I shall be happy with whatever he chooses to do. Now, let us speak of you and Gregory. Was he at the ball tonight?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister narrowed her eyes for a second before settling into the bed, drawing the covers over her. “I have a lot to talk about, so I shall sleep right here beside you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, no. You are not one to sleep next to, Vi. I will either find myself without a bed or without covers.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do stop complaining and hear what I have to say. You talk far too much.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is the kettle calling the pot black? But never mind, continue with your usual descriptions of the ball.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, Gregory was there looking handsome as usual. He brought a bouquet of flowers for me – they are downstairs in a vase. You will see them later.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet spoke very late into the morning with little input from her. Her sister seemed to understand that she did not wish to talk much about anything for her mind was preoccupied with thoughts of Luke. Alice tried her best to forget about what Violet had said, but it was not a simple thing to do.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was right in not attending any balls, or she might have seen the woman. She could not label her as her competition when she had not pursued Luke, and neither had he pursued her. He was free to choose who he believed would make him the perfect wife, if he decided to marry, and Alice would congratulate him on his match. Now she only needed her heart to understand this. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke had had just about enough of his father's ways. The man had gone too far, and yet he felt not an ounce of shame for his actions. “Are you not remorseful at all?” he asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Why should I be? Lord Campbell came to me to discuss his debt, and he gave me a solution that I believed favourable for everyone. What is there to be remorseful about?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke walked away from his father to lean against his desk. His father had come to see him at his own house under the pretence of speaking about business when he really wished to discuss his upcoming marriage. He snorted. Upcoming marriage? Alice had no notion of this. How could they speak of marriage? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Look at me when I speak to you, Luke.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, Father, but I cannot do so at this moment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was struggling to keep his cool, as it were. His father needed to give him some time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You are being melodramatic, Son. People get married every day. What is so special about you and this woman?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke whirled around. “Have you become so hardened that you fail to see the issue here?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What? What issue is there? I have done you a favour, Luke.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "A favour? You consider forcing someone into marriage as a favour?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She is a beautiful woman. What is there to complain about?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, well. That certainly makes all the difference. Let us write to the newspaper and request that they do a full interview about how selfless you are!" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Luke,” his father warned. “There is no need for this sarcasm. Instead of complaining and giving me ridiculous excuses, you should make your move and marry the woman.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Marry the woman, he says,” Luke muttered. “As if it is so easy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Campbell and I can set up a meeting between the two of you where you can discuss your betrothal. You can be married before the year is out at the most, or at the end of the season at the earliest. What say you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “When pigs fly,” Luke said under his breath. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Speak up, boy! Do you agree? I shall send a note to Campbell today and tell him to speak to his daughter –" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You will do no such thing, Father!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well, you can organise it on your own. You are a grown man, after all. You can do it yourself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Was his father purposely not listening to him? He was actually smiling as though everything was as simple as he said it was. Had the man gone stark staring mad? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Father, please. You need to listen to what I am going to say to you. If Alice finds out about this deal, she will believe that her father sold her out, that he used her as a bargaining chip. What child wishes to be treated in this way by their own parent?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is exactly why she must never find out, Luke. I trust you to keep this to yourself when you court the girl.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Court Alice? Have you forgotten that I do not wish to get married?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His father sighed. “Are you still talking about that hogwash? You are my son, the son of a duke. There is nothing else more important in your life than to get married and produce heirs to continue the family name.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Am I also your bargaining chip, Father?” Luke asked quietly. “Have you renounced me as your son in favour of a few thousand pounds and a title?” Luke was beginning to see that gambling and drinking had taken its toll on his father. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is because you are my son that I am doing this for you. Do you think I made this decision lightly? I would have never agreed to it just for the sake of money. For goodness sake, I have more than enough money. Campbell was the one to approach me, and I thought it a good idea to find you a beautiful wife and end your bachelor days. You are now five and twenty, Luke. It is time that you found a wife and settled down.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His father was so intent on getting him married that he had forgotten his own past. “At what age did you get married to mother, Father?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Two and forty, you know that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke shook his head. “No, I speak of your first marriage.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His father narrowed his eyes at him. "I hardly see why that matters. I knew my duty, and I got married. You are the son of a duke. Therefore you must get married." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And yet, look what happened to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His father's face turned beet red. He raised his finger and pointed it at Luke, spittle flying from his mouth as he spoke. “How dare you speak to me in this manner!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No, Father. How dare you meddle in my life! You may stay in my home for as long as you like. I am going out." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke turned on his heel and left his spluttering father behind him. It took him less than ten minutes to get to his horse, saddle him, and ride out of the gate. He did not know where he was going, but he needed to think. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice was regretting her decision to go out with her sister and Gregory to Hyde Park. It was less her choice and more of Violet nearly pushing her out of the door. Her sister insisted that she would become ill from being cooped up in the house for so long and that she needed her to be healthy and lively for when her wedding would eventually take place. Alice knew that Violet was worried about her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ever since she was told about Rose Charpentier, she had become withdrawn and quiet, choosing to stay in her room. It was as if Bridgette Bordeaux had come back into her life all over again. Henry had not seemed affected by her as the other men had been. That was why she had never seen it coming. What if Luke were the same? He may appear unaffected, but a marriage might suddenly happen, and then Alice did not know where that would leave her emotionally. However, her sister needn't worry about her lack of communication. This was just her way to overcome her feelings for Luke.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Now, as she walked with her sister, Gregory and Mrs Jersey, Alice was struck by how many couples there seemed to be. There appeared to be an abundance of courting or married couples and it unnerved her. Would it be too late to turn back and return home? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Violet, I am feeling unwell. I think that it is best I return home and rest for a while. I shall go with the carriage, and it will return to fetch you when you are ready." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, do not worry about the carriage, Alice,” said Gregory. “I shall take Mrs Jersey and Violet home in my own carriage. It is just as well that I decided to meet you all here at the park today.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is kind of you, Gregory. I am sure that you will bring them home safely.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But Alice, are you sure that you are unwell?” her sister asked. “Perhaps you need to sit in the shade.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, Vi. It is better that I return home. I shall see you later.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice returned to their carriage alone and, after giving the driver instructions to return home, she settled into the seat to rest. She had just about dozed off when a hard bump jolted her body, nearly throwing her off balance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My goodness! What has happened?” she muttered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The carriage came to an abrupt stop, jerking her forward. What was going on? Had the driver gone mad or perhaps they had hit something in the road? Alice stuck her head out of the window, calling out to the driver. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Peter, is everything all right?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Peter was crouched by a wheel that looked as though it had come undone. He looked up, his missing tooth showing through his open mouth. "Miss Campbell, I need to fix the wheel before we can go any further. I tried to avoid holes in the road, but I missed one, and now the wheel has become loose." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Can you fix it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Miss. But I need some time to do so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well. Take the time that you need.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She sat back in her seat, biting her lower lip. It looked as though she would be spending some time alone, which was perfect. She could fall asleep right there while Peter fixed the wheel. It would give her an opportunity to catch up on some sleep. Alice had not been sleeping as well as she would have liked to. It seemed that if she did not think of Luke during the day, then he invaded her dreams nearly every night. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was hardly fair that she should think of him so much when he hardly paid her any attention. Violet was wrong if she though he liked her, because Alice was sure that he did not. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A horse and rider passed them, but she paid them no mind until she heard hooves approach the carriage and stop. Curious, Alice peeked out of the window, her eyes coming into contact with grey ones that she knew well. She felt her heart flip over before it settled painfully in her chest. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Luke?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hello, Alice. I thought I recognised the carriage. What has happened?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, uh, the wheel has come loose, but Peter is fixing it – you needn't worry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Really? Let me see if I can help.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “NO!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke looked at her quizzically. “No? Why?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, uh, I mean that it is unnecessary, that is all. I am certain that Peter has it all under control.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It will not take me long to see if I can be of assistance, Alice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was simply no way that she could have him stay a moment longer around her. What if they start talking and she was reminded of why her feelings had grown for him? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Luke, I am sure that you have somewhere else to be. You were riding somewhere, am I right?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He frowned at her. “I was only taking a ride to clear my head. But if you do not wish for me to help you, then I shall be on my way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice saw the hurt and confused look in his eyes before he turned away. She found herself calling him back before she had time to really think about it. “Luke, wait.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stilled his horse but did not turn around. "Yes?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you for offering to help me, I truly appreciate it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you will not take it, why?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She paused. What could she say to him? That being near him brought her both pain and joy? That she was worried she might begin to love him? That he would eventually hurt her just as Henry had if she spent any more time with him? No, she could not say any of those things. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not wish to bother you, that is all. You are a busy man and must be in demand from everyone. It would not be right for me to take up your time with a trivial matter such as a loose wheel.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She watched as he turned his horse around, a small grin playing about his lips. “There is no one I would rather help right now than you, Alice,” he said. “I mean, you are the most interesting person I have ever met, and we are very much alike, no?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice was captured by his eyes. She could not look away. What was this web he wove with just a mere look? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Campbell, I have fixed the wheel,” said Peter. “We may continue.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice blinked, not looking away from Luke. “Oh, oh, good, Peter. Let us return home. Luke, thank you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She saw a glimpse of what looked like disappointment in his eyes, but he quickly covered it with polite interest. “There is nothing to thank me for, I did nothing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The words 'you would not let me' hung unsaid in the air.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke did not move when the carriage started, instead remaining stationary on his horse, his eyes on her. Alice tried to smile, but she could not move the muscles in her face to do so. Finally, she looked away and brought her head back inside the carriage, trying to find a comfortable position on the seat when all she really wanted to do was poke her head out of the window to see if he was still looking. There was something momentous about it, a yearning that she could not explain using words. Alice wanted to see him, it was as simple or as complicated as that.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She counted thirty seconds before rushing to the window to look back. There, standing in the dust of the carriage, was Luke. Unmoving, he merely stared after her, his strong hands upon the reins of the horse. Alice's hand went to her chest as she moved back inside. Her heart was beating uncontrollably fast, and her face felt warm. She felt as though she had run a distance!  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The need to look back again was great, but she dug her nails into her palms to stop herself from doing so. Better this pain that fades than the other kind that he would bring her. That pain sat on you like a black veil that clung to every part of your skin. Alice's nose burned with unshed tears. Despite her efforts, one single tear pooled at the corner of her eye, waiting just a fraction of a second before trailing down her cheek. Alice let it dry on her face, unwilling to acknowledge proof of her distress. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The dust settled about him. The carriage had since disappeared into the distance, but he had been unable to move. It was the image in his mind that kept him still, the radiant image of the woman with the chartreuse eyes. They had held a secret that he wished to unlock, and he had the feeling that he held the key. Luke had been all but ready to gallop away after she had refused his help. So when she had called him back, it had spoken volumes to him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She wanted him to go but did not wish to appear rude or hurtful. There was a push and pull within her that mimicked the one in him. Could she feel the same way? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The slightly flushed velvety soft skin, the dark halo of curls that framed her face, the eyes that could not decide if they wished to be gold or green, these were all stuck fast in his head, and it did not look like they would leave him any time soon. Sighing, he guided his horse homeward, confident that his father had left. Their row had not been something he was proud of, but neither could he have remained quiet while his father dictated the events of his life. Marriage was not something one should take lightly, and yet he treated it as a business deal. What had he been thinking by accepting Lord Campbell's proposition? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He had been thinking about himself. It did not matter to Luke how many times his father might say that he did it for him, it still did not make the situation any better.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke arrived home only to find his father's carriage still parked in front of his home. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why had he not left?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He jumped off his horse, allowing his stable-hand to take his horse before entering his house. Luke had a feeling that his father was still in his study, perhaps even drinking the wine that he collected. Removing his riding gloves, he entered the room to find his father sitting in a chair by the window, a cup of tea in his hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see that you have not left.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His father appeared startled as he turned sharply to look at him. Visibly gathering himself, he placed his teacup on the table beside him. “I was hoping that you would come back.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke folded his arms. "This is my house. Of course I would come back." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall not quarrel with you, Luke. I only wish to speak with you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If it is about the marriage –” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, it is about your mother. Please, would you sit down?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was shock that had him sitting down opposite his father. In all the years since his mother had left, his father had refused to discuss her. What had changed? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am listening.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It still causes me some pain to speak about your mother, but you deserve to know the truth, Luke. You see, I truly loved her from the moment I saw her. Perhaps it was infatuation at first, but it quickly grew to love. I do not know what I loved about her to this day, but I suppose that it was partly her beauty that captivated me so. There are no pictures of her in the house, I had them removed soon after she left us, so you could not have known what she looked like. Georgette had curls that could only be described as Titian red. She would walk into the room, and everyone would stop what they were doing and stare at her." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke saw the wistful look in his father's eyes, as though he had travelled back in time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Titian red curls and grey eyes, a stunning combination. I have grey eyes as well, but hers were like the stormy sea on a dark night. They drew you in and made you feel as though you were sinking. In fact, your eyes are very much like hers, Luke. I suppose it was one of the reasons why I avoided you soon after she went away.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke remembered those years. His father had never exactly been a hands-on father, but he had been around. When his mother disappeared from their lives, it seemed that his father disappeared as well. It had been a double blow for him, one he had continued to feel throughout his life. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It was not right for me to do so, I know that, but I could not handle any sort of reminder of her – it hurt too much. I was obsessed with her, not stopping my pursuit of her until I made her my wife. But, although she was mine, she was not mine, do you understand?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke nodded. His father chuckled, a bitter sound that filled the room with his old pain. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I did everything I could to please her, to make her happy, but she was miserable. Georgette always seemed to be looking for something else, something that I obviously could not provide for her. Perhaps my love was not a love at all, but an obsession to possess such an exquisite creature. After all these years, I suppose I can understand why she left us. Once she had given me my son, she believed her duty done and just disappeared.” He sighed deeply. “I do not condone what she did – you were just a child – but sometimes I think we were better off without her. I only had her for a season, and it was enough. Son, we were never meant to be, and I know that we could never have made each other happy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So you married Suzannah instead.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes. You needed a mother, and I needed a wife. This time, I did not allow emotions to get the better of me, I thought practically about it. She seemed a good fit, but when I saw that she would not accept you as her own, I was too afraid to admit that I had failed again, so I ignored it. Not only did my first marriage fail, but I failed you as a father as well." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke could see the remorse that ate away at his father. He had never before seen this side of him, and it moved him. “Father, I would not go so far as to say that. You did the best that you could do at the time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I wish I could say that was true, Luke. I have made mistakes in my life, ones that will stay with me for the rest of my life. But you can still be happy." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “As long as you do not meddle in my life.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, but hear what I have to say, please.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “All right.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Anyone can see that you care about this girl, she must mean something to you for you to defend her so passionately. Why not marry her? I honestly believe that you both can be happy together. I may have made many mistakes in my life, but I do not think that this plan to have you married is one of them. This time, I am sure that I am right." He stood up. "Think on it, Son." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke nodded as his father patted his shoulder on the way out. His father had given him food for thought, and as the sun continued to set, he began to truly decide the course that his life would take. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was not an easy thing to maintain your youthful looks, something Rose knew all too well. Her beauty was her currency. As long as she had it, she would still have admirers. She looked into her mirror, satisfied to see not a blemish or a wrinkle on her smooth face. Yes, she had been blessed with perfect skin that many women were envious of – courtesy of her mother, her father would always say. The only problem with beauty was that it never lasted as long as one needed it to. She was yet one and twenty, but what would happen once she reached the age of thirty? Would she be married with children by then? Of course she would! There were many men who wished to marry her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But there was only one who would do for her, and he was playing hard to get. It had been her luck that Alice Campbell had not attended any of the balls held in the past few weeks, but that did not mean that the lady was no competition. Luke still refused to speak with her for longer than he needed to, often finding an excuse to leave her presence. It was frustrating, to say the least, but she was not about to give up. There was nothing that Alice had that she did not have in greater abundance, of that she was sure. And yet the marquess still appeared to carry a torch for her. What was it about her that had captivated him so? He did not say that he felt for another, but she could see it from the way he rejected her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Frederick had not yet been able to find anything on either Luke or Alice to use against them. She would dismiss him if she did not need him, so she kept him. Rose may have admirers, but she had no friends. Frederick had become a friend to her, asking for nothing in return but to be near her. She found him odd but strangely endearing at the same time. He was nothing to look at, but his sharp mind and utter devotion to her made him an acceptable presence in her life. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He had never overstepped his boundaries with her, something another man would have done had he been in Frederick's shoes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was something of an older brother to her, one who looked after her and would likely continue to do so throughout her life. Rose knew without a doubt that Frederick would always be by her side, he would never leave her. It was comforting to know that, for Rose had fears about being alone, fears that she was loathe to divulge. No one needed to know where her weakness lay, it was for her to know their weaknesses.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She continued to study her reflection in the mirror, making different faces to deduce which one would have the most effect on the male population. Everything she did was calculated and thought out. She was not one to leave things to chance. Rose preferred to be in charge, planning everything to the last detail. It was the only way she felt in control of her life, a necessity for her peace of mind. She looked at all the creams and perfumes on her table, seeing their futility in years to come. Rose needed to get married, and it had to happen soon. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Charpentier?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She turned to her bedroom door to see Edith standing there. The maid often found excuses to be near her, offering to do her hair, run her bath, bring her a refreshment. The woman was devoted to her, and Rose found that she liked it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Edith?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dinner is served. Your grandmother asked that I call you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well. Please tell her I shall be down in a moment. Thank you, Edith.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her grandmother had suddenly become too interested in what was going on in her life. Having only been in their family home for several weeks before deciding to come to London, her grandmother had begun to question her about her life, the balls she went to, and the men who were interested in her. Rose had a feeling that her grandmother knew that she was up to something, and merely wanted to ensure that it would not reflect terribly on the Charpentier name. Grandmother Charpentier had a sixth sense about these things, never resting until she knew the full story. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, Grandmother,” Rose told her reflection. “I shall not tell you a single thing until I make Lord Shore my husband. When that happens, you may congratulate me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She moved away from the mirror, tucking a strand behind her ear as she made her way to the dining room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Stanley, have you spoken with Lord Hunstanton about selling one of my properties in London?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose's grandmother looked to her son, waiting for a reply. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, Mother, not yet. I have been busy. But I shall make an effort this week. Why do you wish to sell your property? You never did tell me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If you must know, it has far too many stairs for me, and with my stiff legs, it is painful to go up and down so many flights. I would rather put the money that I would get from it to good use in my house in the countryside. I wish to start a garden for the less fortunate – the good lord would expect nothing less of me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose listened to her father and grandmother's conversation with only half an ear, pushing her food around on her plate. Her mind was too occupied with her future and the plans to get her where she wanted to be. It was only when she heard the name Campbell mentioned that she turned her full attention to what was being said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It seems that the youngest Campbell sister will soon be married,” her father said. “What is her name again?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Violet,” Rose offered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, that is it. I just heard the news this morning. She will be marrying the young physician, Norton. Of course, the marriage has not been officially announced, but it seems that their courtship has gone rather well." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What kind of name is Violet?” said Grandmother Charpentier. “Why not give your child a proper name like Henrietta instead of a name after a flower?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Grandmother, I am named after a flower, and as I recall it, you were the one to give it to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, but Rose suits you. You were born with a lovely complexion that reminded me of a rose, so I named you thus. What would be the reason behind Violet? She cannot possibly look violet, can she?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her grandmother had a strange way of looking at things, but Rose had learned to accept it and move on from a young age.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    So, Violet was to marry Gregory Norton? She found this most interesting. Perhaps she could somehow use it to her advantage. What would society say to the younger sister getting married before her older sister? Some might even ridicule them, surely Luke would not wish to be a part of that? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you not find it odd that the younger sister is already matched to be married, but the older one is not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It would be odd if her older sister were not already taken care of,” her father agreed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Taken care of? How so?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It seems that her father has already arranged a marriage for her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose could not help the grin that lit up her whole face. Alice was already betrothed to someone? But something still did not sit right with her. Luke felt something for her, this she knew, and yet she was to marry another. Did he know this? Perhaps this information would help her to finally get her duke. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Who is the man she is to marry?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Shore.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Both her father and grandmother looked at her with surprise. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Rose, why are you shouting at the dining table?” Grandmother Charpentier scolded. “A lady does not do such things.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I am sorry, Grandmother, it is just that this news has come as a shock to me. I did not know that they were to be married." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes,” her father continued. “However, the girl does not know it yet. Her father arranged it in order to pay part of his debt to the Duke of Richley. Not even Lord Shore was aware of it at first, but I have been told that he has recently found out about it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    An arranged marriage and Alice knew nothing about it? This was good news, indeed. This information may very well be the type of leverage she needed to separate the two of them. Alice did not strike her as one who would agree to an arranged marriage. The fact that they had not yet informed her spoke volumes to Rose. Perhaps the Duke of Richley had ordered his son to woo her to have her accept the marriage of her own accord. But how would she feel if she discovered the plan? But how reliable was her father's source? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Father, who did you hear this news from?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Lord English. I spoke with him just this morning, and he informed me of all that was happening in the Campbell and Richley households. He is closely acquainted with both men, so I know that anything he says is reliable. Why do you ask?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am merely curious. It is an important piece of news, and yet the bride is not aware of it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is how it was in my day,” said her grandmother. “My father arranged my marriage to an upstanding man, and so was my mother's marriage arranged and her mother before that. This business of letting a woman decide for herself is a disaster waiting to happen.” Grandmother Charpentier looked meaningfully at her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose know that she was hinting at her own situation. But she refused to have her arrange her marriage. She would have her married to an old friend and Rose would have to spend the rest of her life caring for him. No, she wanted more for herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Arranged marriages have their place in society, Grandmother, but times have changed. We cannot hold onto the old ways, we must progress.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Progress into sin? Debauchery? Fornication?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose's cheeks burned. “Grandmother, must you be so blunt?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mother,” agreed her father. “I hardly find your direction of topic necessary. Rose has a good head on her shoulders. We have raised her to be a well-mannered, polite and respectable young lady. I know she would never do anything to bring shame upon the family.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did I say she would do such a thing, Stanley? I merely mentioned the state of society in this present moment. It can taint even the best of children.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Surely you trust me to make the right choices for my life, Grandmother? I am not a helpless maiden. I have a strong grandmother who has taught me the value of good morals.” Rose said this last piece for her the old woman's benefit. Even she was not immune to flattery. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That may be, but I do believe that it is time for you to settle down and start a family before you become too involved with the wrong type of people.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is why I attend the balls, Grandmother. I am looking for a suitable man to marry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then why is Mr Banks always hovering around you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Oh, so that was what was bothering her. “Frederick is harmless. He simply keeps me company. He is aware of my intention to find the right man to marry, and he helps me to do it. He is the brother I never had, Grandmother.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Explain to me why he only comes here when your father and I are not around?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That is a mere coincidence. He calls on me whenever he is in the area for a chat and a spot of tea, that is all." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why is he not married? He is not a good-looking man, but he is not necessarily terrible-looking either.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know why he is not married. Why do you ask me so many questions, Grandmother? I assure you that there is nothing untoward between Frederick and I.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Did her grandmother truly think that she would accept anything other than a friendship from Frederick? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A friendship between a man and woman can easily be taken for something else, Rose,” said her father. “I hope you are aware of this?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose looked from one to the other. Had they both gone mad? “Have I done something to have you think so poorly of me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is not you, Granddaughter, but that man. On the few occasions when I have met him, his eyes have followed you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose laughed. “That is hardly something to be fretful about. You have always said that I have the type of beauty that draws men in likes bees to honey. It was one of the reasons why you instilled good values within me with one hand and kept a stick in the other for men who were far too forward. It is nothing for Frederick stare at me. I am well aware that he finds me beautiful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose did not think that she was boasting in the slightest, these were the facts. She frowned when the old woman shook her head. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "He looks at you like a man in the desert thirsting for water, but he also has an air of fierce protection about him. I would prefer it if you would decrease the amount of time spent with him. Your father agrees with me, as well. Until Mr Banks makes a formal request to court you, I would rather you not see him." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Did they truly mean to dictate her life in such a manner? What had she done wrong? The thought of not seeing Frederick from time to time filled her with unrest. She had become accustomed to his weekly visits, and he was a vital part of her plan to marry the marquess.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Besides, Frederick would not make a formal request to court her because he did not interest her, unless...  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What if he were to falsely court her? This way, she could keep him near her, and no one would think anything of it. She needed his support and connections or getting married to the marquess would be difficult. Rose was not bothered by the fact that Alice and Luke were betrothed to be married. To her mind, these things could be broken. But Frederick and she were hardly a good match. What would people think of her? He did not hold a title, and he would not even speak of his wealth. People would think her desperate to marry if she allowed a man such as he to court her. Rose had an image to uphold, and Frederick did not fit into that image.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Unless he agreed to display more of his wealth, then perhaps people would be less likely to mock her. But firstly, she would do what she could to separate Luke from Alice. If her plan did not work, then she would consider telling Frederick of her plan to have him falsely court her. There was a ball to be held next week, and Rose hoped that Alice would attend it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well, Grandmother,” she finally said. “I shall tell Frederick that I cannot see him in the capacity that I did before.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is good, child, I am glad that you still listen to your elders.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Or she at least gave the appearance of listening to her elders. Their evening continued with talk about other news circulating society. Rose joined in, feeling lighter than she had felt when she had walked down the stairs. And why would she not? She was closer to achieving her dream than she had been a few moments ago. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice held her sister's hand as they sat at the top of the stairs. She could feel Violet's trembling, rubbing her hand in comfort. “Everything will be all right, Violet, trust me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But he has been in Papa's study for so long, Alice. I just do not know what to think.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You must think positively for both you and Gregory.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But what if Papa refuses him? Then what shall I do?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But Papa will not refuse him, Violet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gregory and their father had been in the study for nearly an hour, and although Alice did not show it to her sister, she was also worried. The young physician had come to ask for Violet's hand in marriage, a simple thing in her eyes. But clearly it was more complicated than she thought because the men were still talking to each other. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What if Papa is rude to Gregory, Alice? What if he makes him leave?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have given me many 'but's and 'what if's in the past hour, Vi, and it has done you no good. My bottom has become quite sore from sitting in one position for so long. Can we not stand up and take a walk? I am sure that they will call us back before Gregory leaves.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh no, Alice, please stay. I feel that I shall not be able to move an inch until that door opens and Gregory walks out of there with a smile on his beautiful face.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Then, at least allow me to stand up and stretch my legs." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, you do that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet reluctantly let go of her hand, allowing Alice to stand up and move her body. It was not advisable to sit in one position for too long, it truly did make one stiff. Violet, on the other hand, looked nervous as she wrung her hands. She had already bitten all of her fingernails to the quick, leaving them red and unsightly. Their mother would have a field day with her once she saw the sorry state of her youngest daughter's hands. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You will need to hide your hands from Mama until your nails grow out. You are aware of how she detests untidy looking fingernails.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot even think about that right now, Alice. I just want Gregory to come out of Papa's study and tell me that we will be married. It is all that I have dreamed about since meeting him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Both their attentions were drawn to their father's study door being opened. Her father stepped out first and then came Gregory. Only he was not smiling. Violet frantically clutched her arm. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alice, he is not smiling,” she whispered distraughtly. “Could this mean that Papa has said no?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice was worried about that as well, but she would not show it to her sister. “No, it does not necessarily mean that. Just wait for Papa to call you and then you shall find out. Until then, please remain optimistic about it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I shall try, Alice. But I do not promise anything." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “To try is better than not to try, Violet. Let us sit tight and wait.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The two men moved to the parlour, where their mother currently sat. Could this be taken as a good sign? Alice believed so. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Violet, Papa is taking him to Mama. I think that all is well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I need my beloved Gregory to tell me that all is well before I believe it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice smiled. “Goodness! Have you already started to discard my words and take those of Gregory?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, Alice. I could never set aside whatever you say to me, we are sisters. It is merely that Gregory will soon be my husband, and I shall have to obey him as a good wife. I hope that he will not find me too opinionated." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He has chosen to get married to you as you are, Violet. I am sure he is aware of your opinions and ideals.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, I hope so, I truly hope so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It seemed like ages before Mary stood at the bottom of the stairs and called Violet. “Miss Violet, your parents wish to see you in the parlour.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will you come with me, Alice?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mama and Papa requested that you come, they did not ask for me. Go and meet your future husband, Vi.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet quickly hugged her then skipped down the stairs, nearly falling once she got to the bottom. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good heavens! Do be careful, Violet!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet righted herself, dusting off her dress before making her way to the parlour. Alice sat and waited for them. Whatever the outcome, her sister would need her by her side. Finally, Violet came rushing out of the parlour towards her. Alice met her halfway down the stairs, steadying her sister as she lost her balance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Be careful, Violet! This is hardly the time to fall and hurt yourself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, but Alice! I shall soon be a married woman!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Papa said yes?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes! Both Mama and Papa are happy to call him their son-in-law.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice hugged her sister tightly. “I am so happy for you, Vi. This is wonderful news. Did I not tell you that they would say yes?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, you were right. Will you come downstairs? I told them it would not be right to celebrate without my sister.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then what are we waiting for? Let us go and meet my future brother-in-law.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet linked her arm with hers. “Do you know what this means, Alice?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Besides the fact that we shall gain a new member of the family?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, you will have to find a dress for my day.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice rolled her eyes dramatically. “As if I do not have enough on my plate already.” She waited for a few heartbeats before laughing, her sister eventually joining in.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke could not believe that his friend had taken the plunge so early into their courtship. He must love her to want to marry her so soon. He knew that Norton was serious about Violet as they had discussed it often enough. But he no idea that he would have gone to her house and asked for her hand in marriage. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you say you did this yesterday?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes. I was quite stressed as I travelled to Violet's home, as I did not know what her parents thought of me. But when I saw her just before I entered Lord Campbell's study, I suddenly got a burst of courage, and I knew that all would be well. Her father spoke with me for quite some time, asking various questions that I would expect any father to ask the man who wished to marry his daughter." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did he ask you about your financial position?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, and I told him the truth. I have come to realise that money is of great import to Lord Campbell. He would have immediately refused me had I not had the money to take care of his daughter.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke knew that only too well. Had not the very same man used his daughter to pay off his debt to his father? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Your grandmother was a wise woman to have provided you with an inheritance, Norton. Have you informed your family of your upcoming nuptials, yet?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, you know that I hardly speak with my family, Shore. I imagine that I shall see at least one of them at the ball next week.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was unfortunate that he was not close to his family, but it could not be helped. It was every man for himself in the Norton family, one of the many reasons why his friend was so keen to help people less fortunate than him. He did not have any family with him to celebrate this happy moment, thus Luke felt compelled to step in and be there for him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tell you what, old friend. I would like to throw a dinner party for you and Violet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, no, Shore. I do not wish to make this too public. You know how I have always hated the public eye.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, but no one else but you and I will know that the dinner is my way of congratulating you on your betrothal to Violet. I shall leave you in charge of the guest list, and if you so choose, you can announce your betrothal. What say you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke did not want to say that this would also be his way of seeing Alice again, it sounded selfish of him. However, he was near desperate to see her once again as the last time had been on the road, and then for but a brief moment. He needed to see her again to find out how she felt about him. Luke had taken his father's advice and thought about a potential marriage to Alice, and he found that he was not against it. Seeing her again would give him an indication of the extent of his feelings towards her, and if marriage was the best option for them. But what if she decided not to come?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He could have Gregory speak to Violet and have her convince Alice to come with her. A part of him believed that she was avoiding him by not attending any balls or parties, and if that were the case, then it meant one of two things: one, she liked him but did not want to; or two, she did not like him and believed that he did. Luke hoped it was the first option. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A dinner party sounds good to me, Shore. As long as it will not be too much trouble to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not in the slightest. You can stress to Violet for her whole family to accompany her, and I shall ensure that there will be no gambling.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The last thing they needed was Lord Campbell to become drunk, gamble and lose more of his money. Surprisingly, the man had not recently attended any balls that had a heavy emphasis on gambling in the background, but that did not guarantee that he would not do so once given the opportunity to. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I would like the dinner to go as well as possible for Violet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, do we agree? We can have the dinner in two days from now, giving us enough time to send out the invitations. My father's house has a bigger drawing room for dancing. We can host the party there. I am sure that Suzannah will only be too pleased to plan a dinner party.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then it is decided, Shore.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Now, it was for Alice to come and see him. If all went well, then there would be a second wedding on the horizon. The idea of marriage did not repulse him as much as it did before. Luke knew that he had Alice to thank for that. How would he tell her about the plan between their fathers? He did not want to keep her in the dark any longer, or she may believe that he had a hand in the arranged marriage. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She will hate me,” he said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Who will hate you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Suzannah will if I do not give her enough time to plan the dinner party. I shall go to the house today and discuss it with her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well, you do that. I would hate for your stepmother to become angry. Frankly, she scares me a little.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke laughed. “She scares everyone, Norton. Let us discuss the guest list that I may give it to her when I go to see her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He fetched some paper and a pen, handing it to his friend. Luke could not have been any less concerned about who attended the dinner, all he wanted was to see Alice and speak with her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice could feel Luke's eyes on her, but she refused to look his way. Why was he looking at her when Rose Charpentier was in attendance? She had come here for her sister, not for him. Therefore, she did not have to speak with him if she did not want to. From the moment that Alice had walked into the drawing room, she had instantly picked out the fair-haired woman. It had not been difficult. All she had to do was follow the admirers who surrounded her like fireflies to a flame. She had been glad to not see Luke numbered with the admirers, but her relief had been short-lived when she saw the woman walk over to him. Alice quickly turned away then, not wanting to see the admiration in his eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alice, why do you frown so? Are you not having a splendid time?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am merely thinking, Vi. Of course, I am having a good time. But I think that I am in need of somewhere to sit. The food was excellent, and I may have overindulged a bit.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet looked around the room and, spotting a place, pulled her towards it. They moved through a sea of bodies with Alice ever mindful of just where Luke was. Fortunately for her, they were moving away from him. They reached a few vacant chairs that had been placed in the far corner of the room, and she gratefully sat down, instantly shielding herself from his grey eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will you tell me why you are avoiding Luke?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know what you mean. Did I not greet him earlier on?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, but that is all you did. From then onwards, you seemed to make it your mission to avoid him like the Plague.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Coincidence, Vi.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister raised her eyebrow. “Do you expect me to believe you? Very well, I shall leave the subject for another time. For now, let us enjoy this dinner party. Gregory told me it is Luke's way of congratulating us on our betrothal, but because he does not like his personal affairs in the open, they have not named the dinner party as such.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is generous of Luke. Where is Gregory now?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Working his way around the room, I expect. They are his guests, after all. He knows them better than I do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you shall have to know them as well eventually, as Mrs Norton.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mrs Violet Norton... do you think it sounds good?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, more, especially because you will make it sound good." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet looked around the room for a moment, her eyes narrowing before she returned her gaze to her. “Have you seen Rose Charpentier?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How could I have missed her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Point taken. She certainly makes an entrance, does she not? Luke has not looked in her direction at all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Violet, why are you telling me about this? It does not matter to me what he does.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The lady doth protest too much, methinks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness, is it such a challenge to enjoy ourselves without concerning ourselves with Luke or Rose Charpentier? Surely we have better things to talk about?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Would my wedding be counted as something to talk about?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course. I would much rather discuss your wedding, Vi. We have all the time in the world, well, at least until it is time to go home.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice began to relax and enjoy herself as she spoke with her sister. She was able to push thoughts of Luke and Rose to the back of her mind, but they were never far away. It helped that she could not see them through the thicket of bodies that were in front of them.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It seemed as though the dinner party was winding down, and Alice found herself looking forward to going home and getting under her bedcovers. When the unmistakable sound of the harpsichord penetrated the noisy air around them, she groaned. Please, please, please do not let Luke come this way! To hide herself better, Alice began to move her chair behind a screen. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alice, what on earth are you doing? Why are you moving away?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not ask questions, Vi, just do as I am doing. We need to get behind that screen.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Whatever for?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alice, Violet, are you enjoying the party?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice stilled. Too late. She should have stood up and moved the chair instead of trying to inch it away with her bottom still firmly on it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Gregory, Luke. The party is wonderful!” her sister exclaimed. “Is that not so, Alice?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, lovely.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Do you mind if we sit with you, ladies?" asked Gregory. "There are two extra seats I see." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course, take a seat. I am sure that Alice does not mind, do you, Alice?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice's eyes narrowed at her sister. Oh, I see that you are enjoying this, sister dear. “Not at all! Take a seat, please.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke took the seat closest to her, but where else might he have sat? It was only natural for Gregory to sit beside her sister, but she would have preferred it that he sat next to her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alice, it has been a while since I last saw you. Has your carriage had any more problems?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, thank you for your concern, Lord Shore.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “When did our carriage have a problem, Alice?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "The day I accompanied you to Hyde Park. Peter went into a hole, and it damaged the wheel. Fortunately, he was able to repair it quite quickly." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But where do you come in, Lord Shore?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Why would her sister not leave this subject alone? Had she not already explained what she needed to know? What else was there to say? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I met your sister on my way back to my house. I offered to help, but she was adamant that I would not." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice felt her cheeks go warm as they coloured. “It was unnecessary, Lord Shore. As I said before, you had things to do. A man like yourself will constantly be busy, am I not right?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That may be, but I would have gladly helped a friend, Miss Campbell. Family and friendship mean more to me than anything else, Norton can vouch for me." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Shore speaks the truth. He often feels useless when he cannot help someone he loves.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gregory had thrown the word 'love' out there so carelessly, but how was he to know that if it had to do with Luke, it would affect Alice? Sitting beside Luke was bad enough, but now she had to hear of how he loved his friends and family. And Luke just referred to her as a friend. Did that mean that he loved her? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Fine, the next time that the wheel comes off and Lord Shore happens to be near, I shall let him help me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Not just with the wheel, Miss Campbell, but anything that you need help with. You need only call, and I shall help you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice saw the sincerity in his eyes as he spoke to her. He meant every word he said, and really, he was a good man. It was not his fault that she felt more for him than he did for her. She had been treating him unfairly, almost blaming him for her feelings. Alice felt ashamed at how selfish she had been. Luke genuinely wished to be her friend, and she was avoiding him. She would make more of an effort to speak with him, even if it hurts her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Lord Shore, I highly appreciate it. I imagine that you arrived home full of dust?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He smiled. “I had it in everything, and my housekeeper was not impressed at all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice laughed. Surprisingly, it was not forced but came out naturally. Perhaps this would not be as difficult as she initially feared. The four of them continued to chat as they watched some couples as they danced. Alice felt her tension ebb out of her body as she spoke with Luke.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Who would have thought that she would be here right now, enjoying this conversation as though nothing had happened?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As the couples moved across the floor, her parents came into view. They were having an animated discussion with the duke, more so her father than her mother. It was good that they were able to set aside their debt issue and speak comfortably around each other. She noticed that Luke was also looking in their direction, his expression mildly interested. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am glad that everything worked out for the best after the gambling issue. There does not seem to be any hard feelings between them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gregory chose that moment to ask Violet to dance, whisking her away. Alice looked at Luke from the corner of her eye. Was he going to ask her to dance as well? She did not know how she felt about that. When he stood up, she knew exactly what he was about to say. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Campbell, would you do me the honour of dancing with me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke held out his hand to her, a smile on his face. She could not deny him. Alice placed her hand in his, allowing him to help her out of her seat and lead her to the dancefloor. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet's eyes widened when she saw her sister being led to the floor by Luke. She had gone out of her way to avoid him, only to end up with him on the dancefloor. She shook her head. You could not run away from love. It had a sneaky way of getting its way. The dance performed was a jovial one with lots of movement. Gregory had just spun her away, but as she came closer again to him, he gave her a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What has caught your eye and has you shaking your head? I hope it is not another man or I shall have to meet him for a duel at sunrise.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet knew that he said it in jest, but she still loved the delicious possessiveness of it. “Do not be silly, my love. You know I only have eyes for you. I was merely looking at my sister and Lord Shore. They are dancing with each other.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gregory swapped places with her for a moment to look at the couple in question, moving back into his original position soon after. "I see. Do you think that either of them is aware of the fact that they have feelings for each other?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His statement surprised her. It looked as though she was not the only one who had noticed it. “Do you see it too?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course, I do. It is quite obvious. See how they look into each other's eyes – there is something brewing between them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My sister is too stubborn to admit it. She prefers to run away from anything to do with love.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Shore as well, but they are both not doing a good job of hiding anything this evening.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They watched the couple move in perfect unison with each other, a mirror image of the other. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “They would make a wonderful couple,” she said wistfully. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The fact that they are dancing together should speak volumes to us. I am glad that the whole debacle with the deal worked out in the end between them. It would have been terrible to see two lovely people grow to hate each other due to the mistakes of their fathers.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Deal? What deal do you speak of Gregory?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gregory paused, causing another couple to bump into them. He picked up speed again, saying nothing.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What deal did he speak of? Why did he look so worried? “Gregory, speak to me. What do you mean by what you said?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I appear to have put my foot in my mouth, Violet. Please, do not pay any attention to me." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Gregory, do not think that you can tell me part of something so important and then refuse to tell me the rest. You need to explain what you meant right now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He sighed. “All right, but I would rather have you sitting down.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then let us return to our seats. Come.” Violet took his hand, leading him to their vacated seats. She saw from his expression that he was indeed sorry that he had mentioned anything. But that was not going to deter her from finding out just what deal he was talking about. “We are now sitting, Gregory, you must speak.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will be honest, Violet. I thought that you were aware of the deal. When I heard Luke make a comment to your sister about being happy that his father and your father were getting along, I assumed that he had told her about the deal. Perhaps she does know and has not told you yet?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A deal between the Duke of Richley and her father? And it involved Luke and Alice? “If you will not tell me exactly what this deal is, how shall I know whether or not she knows?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your father approached the duke soon after he lost to him. He offered your sister in marriage to Luke in return for lessening his debt.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My father did what?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Several curious people glanced their way. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ssh, Violet, please. Do you wish the whole world to know of it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot help it if I am shocked, Gregory. I never knew that Papa could do such a thing to cover his debt. And the Duke of Richley agreed?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He nodded. “Yes, he also believed it to be a good deal all around.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have they both lost it somehow? An arranged marriage? Alice would never allow it! I take it that Luke knows about this?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, his father recently told him about it, and it has played on his mind since hearing about it. Believe me when I say that he is distressed, Violet. He does not know how to tell your sister without her believing that he had a hand in it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness, what a sticky situation this is. I am certain that Luke did not do anything wrong, but Alice will think differently, I know my sister well. Just the mention of an arranged marriage will send her off the edge. Do you suppose we should step in and help them?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know, Violet. Perhaps he is gearing up to tell her and is looking for the perfect opportunity to do so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Then we will wait before doing anything." But Violet was worried that this would destroy any chance that Luke might have with Alice, if indeed he was serious about marrying her. They were both headstrong individuals, they would never agree to an arranged marriage.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But if they loved each other enough, they may look past it. Why did her father have to interfere in such a way? Where had his mind been when he believed it acceptable to use his daughter to pay off a debt? No wonder Mama has seemed slightly under the hatches.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet looked to see if she could see her sister and Luke through the dancers, seeing them for a moment before her view was closed again. They looked lost in each other's eyes, but it would not last if the truth did not come out right. Oh please, let this situation work out for the sake of her sister. She deserved happiness as much as Violet did. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke found that he could not take his eyes off Alice. Now he had her all to himself, he did not wish to let go. She moved with grace, her movements flowing from one into the other seamlessly. He wished that this had been another tune where he might hold her hand for longer. But the fast tempo meant that they stayed apart for much of the dance.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are a good dancer, Luke. Where did you learn to dance?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, here and there. I could say the same about you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mama made us practice the dances of the day as we were growing up. They are forever stuck in my head so much so that they are second nature to me. Of course, it helps to have such a wonderful dancer as well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We make a great pair, Alice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her cheeks took on a rosy tint, but her gaze remained steady on his. Round and round the dance floor they went, their eyes hardly leaving each other. Perhaps he now had his answer concerning marriage to Alice. But she still had no notion what is going on.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke decided not to taint this moment with thoughts of the deal. He wanted to enjoy tonight. He would tell her soon after the dinner party. Perhaps he should pay a visit to her home tomorrow and let her know about everything? Yes, yes. By then he would have decided if indeed he was to marry her or remain friends. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alice, you look beautiful this evening, simply marvellous.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked down for a second, trying to hide her smile, but Luke had already seen it, and it warmed him. “Thank you, Luke. It is all thanks to my sister. She is the one who advised me on what to wear and how to do my hair. Violet is wonderful at that sort of thing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That may be, but you are the one that makes it all come together. Your dress and hair complement you well. But even without them, you would be the most stunning woman here." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Really? Uh, I mean, surely not? There are many beautiful women here tonight, Luke.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you doubt my word? There is no one like you, Alice. No one. I realised that from the moment I met you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her lips formed an O, but no sound came out. The room around him began to fade away the longer he stared into her eyes. It was a peculiar feeling, as though his mind did not want to see anything but her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was the first to look away. Only then did he notice that the music had ended. The people around them were an unwelcome splash of reality for him. He would have far preferred for them to be alone. Luke considered taking a walk with her outside, but he knew it would not be possible. Her chaperone had fallen asleep in spite of the noise, and he doubted that Alice would agree to meet him in secret. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Shall we sit down?” he asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They returned to their seats to find Norton and Violet already there deep in conversation. When they looked up at them, they both had sheepish looks on their faces, as though they had just been discussing them. Luke raised his eyebrows at his friend, who only shrugged.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alice, take a seat. Gregory and I were just talking about having you do a painting for us,” Violet said. She turned to Norton. “Is that not right?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes. That is exactly what we were talking about. Violet has told me that you have quite the talent for it. I would love to have a painting of Violet done, and later one of us both. Would that be possible?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Would you not rather hire a better artist?” Alice asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke smiled as he recalled the conversation they had had about her artistic skills. She was as uncertain of her talent now as she was then. When they were married, he would make sure to build her confidence in her own capabilities. Luke stilled. When they were married? Had he unconsciously made the decision already? A small smile began at the corner of his lips. Marrying Alice sounded perfect to him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose was losing all patience with Luke. Why did he insist on ignoring her? Every attempt made by her to speak with him fell on deaf ears. Was he trying to anger me? She did not even have Frederick to calm her down as he was away on business. The men who surrounded her were all fools who did not fit any purpose of hers since Luke could not be moved to jealousy. It was that woman's fault that he would not look anywhere else. Did she not make a grand entrance when she entered the room? She made sure that she attracted the gazes of everyone in the room, and she was confident that she saw her as well. Did she feel intimidated by her? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose could not be sure as the woman was also beautiful in an exotic way. Rose was the English garden, but Alice was a one-of-a-kind exotic garden that bloomed great big flowers. Everyone loved the English garden, with only some enjoying the exotic garden. Luke happened to be one of the few drawn to Alice's beauty, but perhaps it was just a phase.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    All she needed was a chance to make him realise that she was better suited to him. But what could she do? She looked to where they sat, noticing how intimate they seemed without actually touching each other. But she knew how to break that up. Rose had not decided on how to use the information she had learned about Luke and Alice's arranged marriage, but now she was desperate enough to walk over to them and tell it all for the world to see.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She would be helping Alice to see the truth, that  could not be regarded as wrong, could it? Rose made her way through the crowd, eyes on her target. Alice was the first to notice her, her face taking on a worried look. That was right. She should be concerned. She had no notion of what the men in her life had done. Rose was almost sorry to have to expose the plan that both Alice's father and Luke were in on. And although Luke was not the mastermind behind it, he still had failed to tell Alice of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mr Norton and Miss Violet, I understand that congratulations are in order?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The rest of them turned to her, their gazes unwelcome to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Miss Charpentier,” Violet finally said. “That is kind of you. I was not aware that our betrothal had been made public knowledge yet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, you know how news travels. I do hope that you have a long and happy life together.” She turned her attention to Alice and Luke. “I expect that your marriage will soon follow, but it is a shame that it is not a love match. It must be difficult having your marriage arranged for you, is it not, Alice?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The woman frowned. “I am afraid that I do not know what you are talking about.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Charpentier,” said Luke. “I do believe that you are needed by your flock of sheep.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose laughed. “Goodness! My flock of sheep? What an amusing way of putting it, Lord Shore. But do not worry about them, they will not move until I return to them. Besides, they know how to keep themselves occupied. I would much rather stay here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I would much rather you leave us in peace,” he countered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Luke, what does she mean by arranged marriage?” Alice asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose put on a surprised look. "You mean you do not know? Good heavens! In that case, I do not believe that you will be happy in an arranged marriage, Alice. Your father and the Duke of Richley clearly thought differently, as they were the ones to arrange it. Is that not so, Luke?" She did not let him speak as she continued. "I, on the other hand, shall not mind being married to Lord Shore. If you truly consider the circumstances, Alice, you can see that I am clearly the better option. After all, I do like him, and I am willing to fight for him if I must. You, on the other hand, are just obligated to marry him due to a little deal made by your father." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke stood up. “You have said enough, Miss Charpentier, kindly return to your foolish admirers.” The controlled anger in his voice was her first wake up call. Had she taken things too far this time? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Luke, is this true?” demanded Alice. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose saw the helpless look in Luke's eyes. He loved her, he truly loved her. What had she done? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alice, I can explain everything to you. I was going to tell you. Truly, I was. I was merely waiting for the right moment to do so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alice,” her sister cut in. “Please, listen to what Luke has to say.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose watched as Alice rounded on her sister. “Did you know as well?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alice, do not be angry with your sister,” Gregory pleaded. “I am the one who told her about it just moments before you returned from your dance. She is innocent in all of this.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke tried to take her hand, but she shrugged him away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you wish to take me for a fool, Luke? Why did you not tell me of this as soon as you found out?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I did not know how to, I swear it. Your father and my father discussed it some time ago to pay off his debt –” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My father arranged my marriage to pay off his debt? Is that all I am, a piece of property to be sold to the highest bidder?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Remorse filled Rose as she saw and heard the woman's anguish.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not see you in that way, Alice, I –” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice raised a hand to stop whatever Luke was about to say next. She turned to her sister. “Violet, we need to leave right now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But, Alice –” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But nothing! Find Mrs Jersey now and meet me in the carriage.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet did not attempt to argue with her sister again. She dutifully stood up and walked away, not even paying Gregory a second look. Rose watched as Alice took a deep breath and turned to Luke. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I never wish to see you again. Do you hear me? I regret the day I ever met you and started to like you. Perhaps even love you. I was a fool to believe that anything good could happen to me. Farewell, Lord Shore.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The woman turned away, stopping when Luke grabbed her wrist. “Alice, please.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not touch me, Lord Shore, or I shall tell everyone that you tried to take liberties with me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He immediately released her hand, his eyes full of pain as she walked away. Rose had to take a step back when he rounded on her, his finger pointing at her. “You!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke had never felt such anger in his life towards anyone before. Not even Suzannah could boast of having had him shaking with such rage and pain. “You disgust me, Miss Charpentier. You are no lady to have done what you did. Have I ever shown any interest in you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose shook her head. “Lord Shore, I am –” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not speak to me! You have already said enough, do you not think so? You will listen to me carefully, and when I am done, you will leave my sight. Am I clear?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She nodded, too frightened to say anything. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was going to tell Alice about the deal in my own way, but you had to come in and ruin everything for me. Do you understand that you have taken away any chance I had of telling Alice how I felt about her? I wanted to marry her, not because of the stupid arranged marriage, but because I have grown to love her for who she is.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The woman began to cry fat droplets that coursed down her cheeks unchecked. “I am so sorry for what I have done, Lord Shore! I –” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Save your apology for someone who cares.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke found that he could no longer look at the woman. He turned and walked away, Norton following behind him. His friend said nothing to him, only laying a hand on his shoulder, but not even that could bring him any comfort. Alice was gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice drew the covers over her head the moment the sun made itself known through her curtains. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mama should have used the thicker curtains, these are far too flimsy,” she complained to herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    However, the sun could parade its cheery self all it wanted for she was not going to leave her bed. When she felt that she could no longer receive adequate air beneath the blankets, she turned her back on the light to stare at the wall.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The blank wall proved more comforting to her, offering no advice or mockery. A broken heart did not need words, but silence. Alice had grown tired of her family trying to coax her out of her state of mind. What they needed was to leave her in peace. Each emotion required to be experienced in its fullness as a lesson to her, to teach her the ways of life. Did her father not always say that mistakes and failures are designed to strengthen you? To give you the knowledge to make more informed decisions and choices?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If that was the truth, how did she allow herself to repeat the same mistake? Alice could blame everyone if she so pleased, accusing them of forcing their opinions and beliefs on her. The very same people who proclaimed to love her were the ones who delivered her into this situation. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her father, mother and sister needed to accept the responsibility of their actions and bear the consequences without complaint. If she did not wish to leave her room, eat a meal or converse with any one of them, then they should accept it rather than become vexed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was not so indifferent to the servants, however. Alice welcomed their intrusion as they did not come with their solutions and views on the matter. They did not force her to bathe, eat or leave her room. Even Mary, who seldom ceased to speak, did not badger her with her incessant speech. The young maid would only bring and take away meals that were rarely touched, remove unused water that had become cold, or remove her bedding to replace it with fresh. The servants treated her as though she were ill, only whispering their requests to her, never expecting a word in response.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice knew that Mary would come to her room soon to ask if she needed any assistance with preparing for the day. But she was not ready to do that. Three days had passed since the incident, and Alice was no closer to reaching a mind state that would enable her to integrate back into the world. She needed the solace of her room to heal, or she would never fully recover. Had she truly recovered after the first heartbreak? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Apparently so, or she would not have been so foolish as to give her heart to another. This time, the pain in her heart was far more magnified than the first one, leaving her stunned and wounded. The scene repeatedly played in her mind, forcing her to relive the moment over and over again. It was a horror story come to life, and she was the victim. Perhaps blood and gore would have been easier to overcome than this emotional pain. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Feeling hot, she kicked the covers off her, adjusting her voluminous nightdress over her legs. Alice caught a whiff of her underarms, grimacing at the ripe smell. A bath would be welcome today, but not much else. Her appetite had not yet fully returned, which could explain why her usually softly curved stomach looked flatter. One thing was certain: heartbreak was a wonderful way to lose weight. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Unless you were the type to gorge yourself on food when emotional. Alice once knew a young woman who had been jilted at the altar and, having suffered such shame and emotional pain, turned to pastries to console herself. The girl went from being unfashionably thin to sporting fat rolls on her arms, neck and stomach. Imagine the surprise of all who knew her when she was soon married to an earl after the sudden weight gain. The man, tall and as thin as a reed, apparently loved the abundant figure of a fat woman and was quite obsessed with his wife.  She had had a favourable outcome to her pain, but Alice had experienced it twice in just over a year. Would it be third time lucky for her? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps she needed to gain weight to find herself a husband who could see no one else but her overflowing figure. The problem with that was her aversion to anything of extreme excess, be that alcohol, weight or wealth. She seemed to be contradicting herself. Luke was an affluent man, one of the wealthiest men of his age group, and yet she allowed herself to fall in love with him. She had to re-evaluate her own ideals, or stand in judgement of them. Perhaps if she had kept to them, this situation would never have happened.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A rap on the door interrupted her thoughts. “Miss Campbell, may I enter your room?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What would the reason be, Mary?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would like to prepare your bath, Miss.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Oh, a bath was certainly welcome. Alice needed relief from the pungent smell she had hidden beneath her bed covers. “Come in, Mary.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The maid entered with the first bucket load of what would likely be hot water, keeping her eyes low. “Would you like your usual basin or the large bath, Miss Campbell?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The large bath, Mary. Would you bring me the soap with the flower petals?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Miss.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She hurried away, forgetting to close the door behind her. Expelling a short breath of air, Alice left the comfort of her bed to shut it. She did not want anyone to peek into her room and see her miserable state. Her hand had yet to touch the door when she heard voices nearby. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What did she say to you, Mary?” asked her sister. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nothing specific, Miss Violet. She has agreed to a bath and would like to use the petal soap.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And no wonder. She must smell rather ripe after refusing to bathe in three days. Does she look any better?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She is always polite, Miss Violet. I do not know if there is a significant change in her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well, do as she says. I shall see her once she has completed her ablutions.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    So her sister wished to bother her yet again? No one seemed to adhere to her wishes in this house. If they did, they would wait for her to go to them.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet had been the main one to push her towards Luke, influencing her to think favourably about him. However, her father had been the one to arrange the marriage, and her mother had supported him. They were all at fault. The least they could do was give her time to come to terms with everything before trying to speak with her. She needed a lock for my room. None of the doors in the townhouse could be locked from the inside, only the outside. This posed a problem for her as she could not keep anyone out, but they could keep her in. The perfect way for a father to lock his unwilling daughter in her room until her wedding day. Would her father still force her to marry Luke? She had thought it in jest once before, but what if it were to happen? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If he could arrange it, he might still force it upon her. How else would he pay his debt to the duke? Alice could assume anything of her father since the creation of the diabolical plan between him and Luke’s father. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Softly shutting the door, she returned to her bed deep in thought. Alice spent the bulk of her days in tears or numbness, and today had been the first day she had yet to cry. But thinking about a forced marriage between her and Luke left her breathless. Literally. A sharp pain struck her chest, spreading to her upper back in seconds. Shocked by the force of it, she stood up, only to fall back on the bed again in a fit of dizziness. She could feel the perspiration build up on her face, beading her upper lip with little salty droplets. Alice lifted a trembling hand to her face, coming away with a wet palm. Frightened by the changes in her body, she imagined the worst. Was she dying? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot breathe, I c-cannot breathe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice began to shake uncontrollably, hearing her heartbeat thudding in her ears. Thinking that a wet cloth would help her, she stood up slowly, taking only one step before she fell to her knees and hands. Mary came in shortly after and, upon seeing her on the ground, uttered a cry and hurried to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Campbell, what has happened? Are you unwell?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The woman knelt down next to her and attempted to help her stand up, but Alice could not stand to be touched. She flinched away from Mary, shouting at her in a voice she hardly recognised as her own. “Leave me!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The maid fell backwards, scrambling away from her. Alice clutched her throat. It felt as though someone had grabbed her and was squeezing her tightly. As the room began to swim about her, she willed herself to fight against the darkness that threatened to take her. But she lost. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice cracked an eye open, then the other. Did she fall asleep so soon after waking up? Her thoughts were jumbled in her mind, as though someone had reached into her head and scrambled them. She looked around her room, surprised to see how clean and orderly it looked. She had not cleaned her room. Neither had she allowed anyone to do so. Rubbing her eyes, She attempted to sit up to further inspect her surroundings, but fell right back on her pillows. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She felt strangely weak and I  could not remember much of anything. What could have happened to her? It was a mystery, and Alice could not help but feel a trickle of fear travel down her back. Why could she not remember going to sleep or someone coming in to clean her room? Had they come in while she was asleep? Who could have defied her wishes to such an extent? Determined to find out what may have happened, she took in a deep breath and forced her body to sit up, closing her eyes when the room started to spin. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness, I feel rather ill.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice looked down at herself. Had she not been wearing her white nightdress? She was wearing the blue one now. Perhaps she wore the white one the day before. However, she was quite sure that she had woken up with the white one due to the simple reason that she had not bathed yet. Forgotten scenes flowed into her consciousness, providing the information she needed. Her brow creased as she pushed to make sense of it all, trying to understand what could have brought about such a violent moment of pain and fear. Was it an accumulation of all that had thus far happened? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But she did not react in such a way when the awful truth was revealed to her. Why did it only attack her now? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A sharp tingling sensation invaded her body when the culprit surfaced in her mind. A forced marriage was enough to make anyone run for the hills. But coupled with the tumultuous emotions within her that she was struggling to deal with, it had to have brought about the strange effect on her body.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice was truly terrified that her father would forcibly give her to Luke to settle his debt, and when she felt the beginnings of what seemed to be a repeat attack, she mentally pushed down her panic, imagining a lid closing over it. No, she could not give in to her fears, she would not allow them to overwhelm her once again.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Footsteps sounded outside her bedroom, drawing her attention. Violet appeared at her doorway, her already puffy eyes filling with tears when she saw her. “You are awake! Thank goodness, Alice.” Her sister moved swiftly towards her, taking her hand when she sat on the bed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why do you cry, Violet?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "We found you unconscious on the floor, and you would ask me such a silly question?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am well, as you can see for yourself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But what if you had not been, Alice? Why did you scare us so?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It was not something that I planned, Violet. You can hardly blame me, considering the circumstances.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister sniffed, dabbing her wet eyes with the back of her hand. She may still feel some anger towards her, but she was still her sister. "Do not cry, Vi, I am as fit as a fiddle. I allowed myself to become consumed by my thoughts, and it had an adverse effect on my person." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, the physician said that you were likely under an intense amount of stress. Papa did not dare tell him that he was the cause of your illness.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice snorted. “Of course not. He cannot afford his image to be besmirched by such a trivial matter in his life. After all, if he can sell me to the highest bidder, what care can he have towards me?” Alice knew she sounded bitter, but it was better than crying about it. She had already cried an ocean of tears to last her a lifetime, now she wanted resolution. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not speak in such a manner, Alice. Papa became quite ill when he saw your weakened body, taking to drink to calm himself. Mama was the only strong one of us all, ordering the servants about to make you as comfortable as possible.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ah, so I have Mama to thank for my room and the change of nightdress.” She lifted an arm. “I smell clean as well. I take it that I received a sponge bath?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet nodded. “She insisted that she do it herself. Mama had everyone leave the room for quite some time, and when we returned, your hair had been combed, and your nightdress was changed. I suppose it was her way to calm herself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Or to atone for what she did.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet gasped, undoubtedly shocked by the anger in her words. “Mama could only do as Papa said, Alice, she had no other choice. You should not be vexed by this matter for I do believe that there is hope yet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice lifted an eyebrow. “Hope? What is this hope that you speak of? I see nothing but despair.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Alice, must you be so severe with everyone? Luke's love for you has not changed. In fact, he called on you yesterday.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If you wish to speak of that man, I suggest that you leave this room.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You would chase me away?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice shrugged. “It is your decision as to whether you stay or go, Violet. I am by no means chasing you away.” She tried to appear as nonchalant as possible, she did not wish her sister to see how painful it was to hear about the man she still loved. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister searched her eyes. “Why must you always act brave? You have refused to see or speak to me in nearly three days, it took an illness for me to sit here on your bed and hold your hand. Please, Alice, please allow me to speak to you? I need you to see the truth in this mess.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know the truth, Violet, it has not been hidden away. You wished for me to give love another chance, and so I did. In the end, what did it bring me? Henry, Luke – they are both alike in so many ways. I will admit that I believed Luke to be a better man, but it was but an illusion, was it not? He knew that his father and Papa had arranged a marriage between us, and I take it that he has known for quite some time. I now understand why Mama and Papa had the argument all those weeks ago.” She laughed bitterly. “It was staged for my benefit, but I could not see it then. Papa stressed that the only way to solve his debt was for me to make a favourable match. Little did I know that the match had been made already.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “None of that changes the fact that Luke loves you, Alice. He spoke to me briefly yesterday and attempted to explain his actions before Mama asked him to leave. He was too –” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice held her hand up. “I shall not listen to his excuses, Violet. Thus it is pointless for you to speak of them to me. Lord Shore is nothing to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Surely you do not mean that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    No, she did not mean that at this moment, but there would come a time when she would. Alice looked to the future as she answered her sister's question. “I mean it with every fibre of my being.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Love does not simply disappear into thin air, Alice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, but it can be replaced by a stronger emotion.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What can be stronger than love?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Clearly stunned, Violet's hands slipped away from hers. "You cannot hate him, you are not that type of person. If you could not hate Henry, who was worthy of your ire, how could you hate Luke? He loves you in truth, there is no falsehood in how he feels towards you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We can go around in circles all day, Violet, but I promise you that my opinion of the marquess shall not change. Love has played a cruel game, and I lost once again. This is the last lesson I shall ever need to prove how dangerous love is.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What of Gregory and I? Do you think our love ill-fated?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Some people appear to be the exception to the rule. I suppose that is the case for you and Gregory. I have not yet come across any deceit in him, he was transparent about his intentions from the very beginning. I cannot say the same for his friend.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your love story cannot come to an end, Alice. Why not give Luke an opportunity to explain everything to you? Allow him to prove that his love for you is true.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice's head was spinning from all this talk about Luke. She just wanted to forget about him. Why could her sister not comprehend that simple fact? She needed to leave her be. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice pretended to yawn. “Violet, I am tired. Would you kindly leave my room?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet's eyes became slits. “This is an excuse to chase me away, Alice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will you doubt everything that I say and yet believe everything that proceeds forth from the marquess's lips?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is no competition or comparison between you and Luke, Alice. You are my sister, and I hope that he will become my brother-in-law.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your hope is in vain. Now please, leave me to rest.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet bowed her head, shaking it slowly. “I see that I cannot talk any sense to you, you are determined to paint Luke as the devil.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice smiled wryly. "Now, there is an idea. Perhaps that can be the inspiration for my next painting. I shall name it The Burning Marquess." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister stood up. "I find no humour in your words, Alice. Your stubbornness has not only made you sad, but bitter as well. I hope it is merely a passing phase." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet left Alice with an uncomfortable and worrying feeling in the pit of her stomach. She already knew what the truth was. But as with all women, there was always a sliver of foolishness even when hurt beyond measure. It was that foolishness that wanted to believe her sister's words. She wanted this mess to be a misunderstanding, she wanted to be wrong. However, survival had kicked in the moment she had looked into his eyes that evening and saw the truth written clearly for all to see. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He had known that it would hurt her, and yet he did not tell her as soon as he was told. If she did not know it was my father who had approached the duke, she could have believed Luke to have done it instead. She would have believed that he conspired with her father to corner her into an arranged marriage with him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Had that been the case, what would his motive have been? Alice had never met the marquess before that night at the ball, and she was confident that she had never been in his presence at any other time. No, she could not blame him for creating the plan, it was solely on her father. Alice had yet to speak to him because she knew that she would scream and accuse him of many awful things. He was still her father, and she needed to respect him, come what may. But she would have to speak to him and discover what he planned to do now that everything had been brought to light for all to see. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was probably the only one who saw the wrong in it all. Society would only gossip and move on to the next scandal. If her own sister could not see the wrong in what had happened, then who would? Loneliness crept over her, but she welcomed it. As far as she was concerned, it was better to be lonely than in pain. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It took Alice six days before she felt well and prepared enough to venture outside her bedroom door. After her conversation with Violet, she had refused to speak to anyone. Now, making her way to the parlour, she knew she would be bombarded with questions and advice that would do nothing but distress her. But she was mentally prepared, she had to be. She could not avoid this moment any longer.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother was the first person she saw upon entering the parlour. Alice tried to smile, not wishing to distress her mother any further, but her face had grown used to a more sombre look. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alice!” she exclaimed. Her mother half stood, sitting back on the edge of her seat when Alice did not respond to her. Her father and sister came to attention as well, but Violet was the only one to go to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alice, you have come down. Do you need anything? Shall I ask Mary to get you something to drink? Something to eat, perhaps?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, thank you, Violet. I am fine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come, sit down. We are happy to see you, are we not, Papa?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet looked at her father. He agreed by nodding but remained silent. He did not know what to say to her. Was he angry with her, or was he ashamed for all he had put her through? Alice could not tell by looking at him. His skin was pale, but his expression blank. Was he hiding his feelings? She wished that he would say something, reassure ehr that he was genuinely sorry for what he had done. In doing so, he would make amends for it.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her lips did not move, but her eyes spoke for her. Did he understand that he had hurt his daughter? What he did was wrong from every aspect. No woman should be forced into a marriage to pay her father's debt. Although he knew that she was firmly against marriage, she would have married someone of her own choosing just to save him. Her father looked away to the window, his cheeks a light pink. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Uh, Alice, come dear, you should sit down,” her mother insisted, patting the seat next to her. “It is indeed wonderful to see you up and about. You look well, and I must say that your dress is rather becoming on you. Is it a new one?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Considering the fact that her mother was the one to buy her dresses, it was a strange question. She was nervous. “Thank you, Mama, I feel well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet propelled her forward, pulling on her arm. "Sit, Alice. Mama, has insisted." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice would have rather stood, as it gave her the option of leaving the room before anyone had the chance to leave their seats to stop her. But she did not wish to come across as difficult. She allowed herself to be led to the seat next to her mother, sitting down with apprehension. It could not be helped. There was no telling what her mother or father may say to her. Violet returned to her seat, her smile stiff but unmoving. She was trying to make the situation comfortable for them all, but it could not be until what must be said was said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I was just speaking to Mama and Papa about my wedding arrangements. Of course, the ceremony is not such a lavish affair as a ball or a dinner party, but that does not mean that the wedding celebration cannot be perfect. Gregory and I have discussed our guest list for the ceremony, which shall be but a few family members and our closest friends, but we shall host a celebratory dinner afterwards to include the rest.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That all sounds lovely, Vi. I know that whatever you do will be marvellous.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, Violet is quite the planner," her mother put in. "There is not a detail she has not thought about. We are still undecided about the wedding dress, as two seamstresses are keen to design and make her dress. It is a matter of choosing the one that most appeals to her." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If anyone were to enter the room at that moment, they would believe that they were a happy family discussing a joyous occasion. However, if they looked closely enough, they would see the strain around the eyes of her parents, the false gaiety of her sister's words. They were all stressed, and yet they were not addressing the reason behind the fake smiles and tense body language. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I am glad that you have found someone to marry who you love, Violet. All marriages should be as thus: unarranged." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her father turned sharply. “There is nothing wrong with arranged marriages, Alice, especially when the match is good.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What would you constitute as being 'good', Papa? Is it good because it pays a debt not even made by the one getting married?” Alice heard her mother's sharp intake of breath, but her eyes did not leave her father's face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A daughter should never question her father. As parents, we know what is best.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "What is best? There would not be an arranged marriage had you not gambled your wealth away in one sitting." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice watched as her father's hands gripped the armrests of his chair. She could see his jaw clenching and unclenching as he stared at her unblinking. He could be as angry as he wished, but she needed answers to her questions. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alice, dear,” her mother began. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, Helen, do not interfere. Allow Alice to speak her mind, she obviously has much to say. These questions have been circling your mind during these days that you have locked yourself away in your room, Alice, have they not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Locked, Papa? Hardly. There is no lock on my door, but you could have locked me in if you so chose. And yes, I have thought much about what I wish to say to you. I hope that you are able to answer my questions.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That still needs to be determined. Ask your questions, but remember your place.” The pinched look around his mouth was the only indication of his anger. His voice was still controlled, but perhaps too controlled for a man of his temper. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, I know that I am your daughter, and you are my father. I am well aware that your word is law in the eyes of society. However, you are also to protect and provide for your family, and yet you have failed in this regard." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice had not meant to be so direct, but once the words came out of her mouth, they refused to stop. It was the anger in her that was speaking and she was willing to take the consequences of her questions. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Pray tell, how have I failed to do this?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You knowingly put your family at risk of ruin when you gambled that fateful night. I love and respect you, Papa, you need never doubt that. But I cannot ignore the fact that you have treated me like something to be bartered. Your actions have hurt me because I never would have expected it of you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her father hung his head, his brow creased. Alice hoped that this meant he was coming to terms with what he had done. Would he admit to it? Her hope was short-lived when he lifted his head and fixed her with an intense stare, his voice low and taut. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alice, you have some nerve to question anything that I do or have done. You, your sister, your mother, and all that you see belong to me. You say that you feel as though you were bartered?” He shrugged. “That is your own misled opinion. I saw that our family needed to be saved, and you needed to be married. Have you forgotten that you are of age to be married? It is my duty as a father to get you married to a suitable man. Who better than the Marquess of Shore? The fact that he is the son of the Duke of Richley is neither here nor there. Yes, it worked in my favour that Lord Shore is unmarried, but why dwell on that? He is an excellent match for you. Any unmarried woman would be happy to know that her father has arranged such a wonderful match for her, but you are ungrateful. Which brings me to my conclusion: you are the problem here, Alice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    How had her father managed to turn this on her? He moved back into his seat, his face smug as he crossed one leg over the other. He had absolved himself of any guilt! Alice glanced at her sister, her face mirroring the shock in her own. What of her mother? She looked to her side, surprised to see anger in her mother's face. Was that directed at Papa or her? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dougie, what are you saying?” she asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am saying that your daughter should stop with her silliness and marry Lord Shore. Was I not clear enough?” He stood to his feet. “I am done with this conversation. I hope that you are as well. Furthermore, I do not wish to speak of it ever again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When he left the room, it exploded with the sound of her sister's voice. “Mama! While I like Lord Shore, did Papa really just say that everything is Alice's fault? That she is the problem?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Violet, do calm down. We cannot think of the way forward if you insist on bringing the walls down with your shouting.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice did not wish to discuss anything. She was taken aback by her father's words. They had effectively silenced anything else that she could have said. Leaving her room was a mistake. Alice walked away from her mother and sister, ignoring their calls for her to come back. All she wanted now was to be left alone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke looked as though someone with a heavy hand had tipped him a settler in both eyes. Two grey eyes surrounded by black circles stared back at him as he stood before the hallway mirror. His drawn face had lost its healthy pallor, his lips thin and grim. How long had it been since the terrible evening? He did not know. Each day seemed to melt into the next, neither giving him peace nor amnesia.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke sighed, stepping away from the mirror. He had not meant to stop in front of it as he had been heading to the parlour, but the brief glimpse of his reflection had stopped him cold. It was no wonder that the servants looked worried whenever they stared at him – he looked like death. The simple reason for this was that Luke had not adequately slept in some days. Every time he felt himself begin to drift off, he would see Alice's eyes looking at him. The accusation, disappointment and agonising pain he would see staring back at him would abruptly wake him up, withholding his sleep from him. And he deserved it and more for what he had done. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Although he had not been the one to arrange the marriage, he had still neglected to tell her because he had been a coward. Luke had been a stranger to cowardice for much of his life, thus it tortured him to know that his moment of weakness had driven away the only woman he had let himself love. He laughed, but not a cheery sound escaped him. Let? There was no choice to it. He fell in love with Alice almost without his knowledge of it. It simply grew out of a sense of camaraderie. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Did they not both hate their fathers' gambling? Marriage was another thing they were of the same opinion on. But now his beliefs had changed due to her. Alice had shown him that marriage was not the curse he had once believed it to be without her meaning to. Spending his life with one person had never appealed to him. In fact, it had made him run for the hills. However, spending time with Alice had shown him a different way of life, one with a woman who he enjoyed being around. That was the irony of the situation, was it not? He spent time around a woman who did not wish to be married, only to want to be married to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    No, the irony was that she was given to him before he knew that he wanted her. Their arranged marriage was not something he had wanted as it was better for her to come to him of her own volition. But he could not help but wonder if this was not just fate's way of ensuring they came together.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke grabbed the side of his head, squeezing it briefly. He was so confused, and he had not a clue how to make things right again. How did he speak with her if she refused to see him?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Going to her home had not been the success he had hoped. Luke had gone there with a speech prepared, one that would lay out the truth plainly for her. He was willing to beg if he had to, but he did not receive the opportunity to do so. He was hardly through the front door before he was escorted out by Lady Campbell. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He had been able to speak to Violet for a moment, pleading with her to talk to her sister. It was a great relief to know that she was not against him. In fact, she believed that he was genuine in his love for Alice. Her mother, who had had the air of a woman at the end of her tether, had asked him to leave. It was not done rudely, but desperately. It had given him some insight into the emotional state of the Campbell family, sending alarm through his body. He had indirectly caused trouble there and yet the men at fault did not seem overly concerned.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His father was adamant that the marriage arrangement still stood and, judging by Lord Campbell's appearance yesterday, he felt the same.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke had been to see his siblings in the hope that spending time with them would lift his spirits. It had for a time, but when he had returned home, the reality of the situation had overtaken his mind once again. During his visit to the family home, he had seen Lord Campbell enter his father's study. It had been a challenge to stop himself from entering the room and speaking his mind to them both. But stop himself he did. He had played the pianoforte for his siblings, thinking that he might catch the baron on his way out. It never came to be as the man left well before his impromptu concert did, frustrating his plan. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    All he wished to know was how Alice fared, if she was well. Yes, the need to scold him was great, but he had settled in his mind that he would not attack the man. There was still the possibility of becoming his son-in-law, thus scolding him would have caused further challenges for him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He did not like the man, his scruples left much to be desired. However, he was Alice's father and should be respected, despite his questionable actions. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was no use in embracing his anger in an attempt to cover his shame. The man was at fault, but one misdeed did not cancel another man's actions. The truth was that he should have spoken to Alice about their arranged marriage the moment he was informed about it. Then, he could have truly wielded the innocent card, exonerating himself of his father's actions. His silence became his downfall. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It seemed a year and a day by the time he made his way into the parlour. So many thoughts had passed through his head, moving with lethal swiftness. There was no escaping them. They needed to be addressed. Yet, how could he address them if he could not find a solution? If their fathers were intent on getting them married, then Alice would have no choice as a woman under her father's care. He may refuse her, but that might pose a greater problem for her in the future. However, if he did marry her, she would hate him. Where was the solution in that? If he could not speak with Alice and explain himself, then much unhappiness awaited them in both a married and unwed state. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Shore, Mr Norton is here to see you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke blinked. He still stood in the centre of the room, having not moved any further to sit down. Had his thoughts so consumed him that he lost time even while standing? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Shore?” the servant repeated. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Norton was here. Perhaps he would be able to shed some much-needed light on the situation. Luke turned his body to the doorway, nodding at the servant. “Show him in.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke poured himself and Norton some wine, knowing that his friend was partial to the French brand he carried in the house. As he walked in, Luke handed him the drink. "I have not seen you in some time, Norton, where have you been hiding?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, that's a greeting I am not accustomed to. Thank you for the drink, I was hoping you had this brand.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “See? I know you too well, and you have not been here in some time. It is only natural for me to ask about your whereabouts.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If you must know, I have spent my days equally with my patients and Violet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They took their seats, placing their glasses on the table between them. It was one of the pieces of furniture his mother had acquired during her brief marriage to his father. Mahogany, with ivory finishes and touches of gold. It had been but one of many luxury items of furniture his father had bought to please her. If only he had known that no amount of pampering was going to make her stay. Luke had taken the piece after Suzanna had begun to throw out anything that she disliked, and that meant everything that his mother had received to decorate her marital home. There were a few more dotted about the house, the only link he had to his mother.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke was interested when Norton mentioned Violet. “Have you been to her house?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Yes, and before you ask me, I have not seen Alice." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke deflated a bit. “Oh, all right. Has a date been set for your upcoming nuptials?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is not like you to leave a subject so quickly, Shore. Will you not ask me anything about Alice?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If you have not seen her, what is there to ask?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Where have you left your mind, old friend? Violet is Alice's sister. Do you not think that she would share something with me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    No, oddly he had not thought of that. He was more under the hatches than he realised. “What has Violet said to you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "That her sister is in the same state as you, but perhaps her condition is worse. She collapsed from what the physician described as stress." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Fear coursed through his veins. Alice had collapsed? Had his actions so adversely affected her? “Has she recovered?” He struggled to form the words, his tongue having turned to cotton. It bounced against his palette as he spoke, compromising the clarity of his words.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thankfully, Norton did not concentrate on the execution, but the question itself. "Yes, remarkably well, according to Violet. She has steadfastly refused to speak to anyone, although she did leave her room at one point." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She has locked herself in her room?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not so much as locked herself in as refused to leave it. Violet told me of her first heartbreak, which I believe has worsened her feelings towards you. Turns out the man left Alice for another woman.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke had forgotten about Henry Tottenham. Of course she would feel that history had repeated itself. What a cad he was. How much better was he than the scoundrel? Although he had not jilted her for another, he had still deceived her. It did not matter that he did not mean to, what mattered was that he did. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You know the man, Norton. He married Bordeaux's daughter." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness, it is a small world. Violet never revealed the name of the man, but I have certainly heard of Tottenham. He is happily married. I hear that his wife is due to have their child in a matter of weeks. The midwife whom I call for births is the very same one who shall be present for the birth of the Tottenham child.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I am not happy about the manner in which he hurt Alice, but I am thankful that he did not marry her. Norton, I believe that Alice is the woman for me. She is the only one to have made me consider marriage, and there is none other with whom I would like to spend my life. If only I had not remained silent about this mess." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know you, Shore. You would not have done so unless there was reason.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, but Alice does not know me well enough to understand that. I was hoping to court her, have her come to know me. But that foolish woman revealed the truth about the situation before I had figured out a way to tell her. I hope I never see that woman again. She has caused me enough trouble to last a lifetime.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hear that Miss Charpentier has not left her home since that evening. Perhaps she feels remorse for her actions.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke rolled his eyes. “Do not speak to me of that woman, Norton. How is it that you know this? I was not aware that you knew her. No, do not tell me – I do not wish to hear anything about her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What he would like to do was forget that such a woman ever existed. She had been a thorn in his side from the moment he had met her at the garden party hosted by his stepmother. Suzanna had been the one to introduce them, pushing him to speak with the woman. Judging from her recent actions, Luke had a feeling that she had initiated the meeting with the express purpose of marrying him. Miss Charpentier did not come close to Alice in his eyes, if only she had realised that early on. How could he solely lay the blame on her when he was the one who failed to speak the truth? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you plan to do about the situation? Alice refuses to see anyone, her family included. She has spoken to Violet here and there, but one could count on their one hand the number of times she has shown her face to her parents. You are certainly on her list of people to avoid at all cost.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke closed his eyes, despairing of his chances to win Alice over. “If there was one way to dampen a man's hope, Norton, you have found it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I do not mean to discourage but to help you. You certainly cannot take the direct approach and try to see her – Violet has told me about your failed visit to the house. You need to find alternative solutions, Shore." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His eyes opened. "I was hoping that you would be able to help me there, Norton. I need an outsider to offer me fresh perspective." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, although the best, talking is not the only form of communication available to you, Shore. You are an intelligent man, surely you can think of another way?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Norton was right, talking was not the only way. Which other form would produce the results he needed? “A letter?” he said more to himself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A letter sounds good, but how will you convince Alice to read it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice would likely throw his letter in the waste bin or into the fireplace. Perhaps a letter was not the best idea. But what about her sister? “If I give it to Violet, she may be able to convince her sister.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Norton looked at him thoughtfully, scratching his chin. If his friend did not agree with his plan, then Luke would have to think of another, but what? He did not want to do anything that would cause a scene, such as a public declaration of love, although he was open to doing so. It may just be his last option. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is an option,” Norton began. “Provided that Violet is able to do so. Alice has not been the most responsive of persons these days past. However, a letter sounds more probable than trying to speak with her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you think I should go ahead with it? Perhaps I can write two letters, one for Violet and the other for Alice. When I hoped to see Alice some days ago, I managed to speak to Violet for but a short moment before her mother asked me to leave. I wished to explain the situation to her but could not adequately do so. A letter would be my chance to do so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This plan sounds better as you fill out the details, Shore. I have spoken to Violet concerning this challenging circumstance, but it will be better if you personally send her a letter. I do believe that she will wholeheartedly vouch for you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet and Alice were close. If she could not convince her sister, then no one could. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "If, or rather I should say when, Violet agrees to help me, she will hopefully convince Alice to read the letter that I shall write to her. In it, I shall explain to her that I love her without reservation, that it was never my wish to hurt her as I did. I believe that I should explain everything from the very beginning, the moment that we met at the ball. I need her to understand that the arranged marriage had no bearing on my love for her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Shore, there is no use in explaining all this to me – I already know of your feelings for Alice. Best you get your paper and pen and begin those letters while I ask the cook to rustle up something tasty for me – I am famished.” Norton stood up, cracking his neck as he moved it from side to side. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke lifted an eyebrow. "Why is it that you suddenly become famished when visiting me? Do you purposefully leave your home hungry? And must you make those awful cracks with your neck? They set my teeth on edge." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have one of the best cooks in London, why not use that to my advantage? Also, my neck is stiff from bending over patients all day long.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will you keep the same hours once you are married?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Norton shook his head. "It would not be the right thing to do as Violet deserves my attention as well. While I shall still keep my practice open, I am thinking about bringing in another physician to take the overflow of patients. If I cannot find one, then I shall pay for one of the young chaps to go through training. There are plenty that do not want hard labour for the rest of their lives, and if I can find the right young man, it can be beneficial to both of us." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It seems that you have everything figured out for the future, Norton. If only I were in the same boat as you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Norton came to him, clasping his shoulder. “Cheer up, old chap. Alice may be angry and hurt at the moment, but I do not believe that she is unreasonable. She will come around, remain patient.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You are either optimistic for my sake, or you genuinely believe that Alice will forgive me." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A woman cannot be this livid if she did not love the man. Be patient, Shore.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Could Norton be right? It was difficult to see the positive when he had not seen Alice in many days. Had her father spoken to her about the arranged marriage? Lord Campbell had used his daughter as a scapegoat. If he had not told her that the marriage arrangement still stood, then he surely would quite soon. By now, everyone had heard about the arrangement, and they were waiting with bated breath to see what would happen. Luke was not concerned about them, he only wished to know what Alice had to say about it all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Go and have your meal, Norton, I have letters to write.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Luke poured out his heart into the letters, he was oblivious to the setting sun. Only when a servant lit the lamp in his study did he realise that he was near squinting his eyes, trying to see the words he was writing.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Brummel, has Mr Norton left?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, My Lord, he has decided to stay. He says that he wishes to be here until your favourable outcome takes place. I am not at all certain what he means, My Lord, but I have organised his usual guestroom to be aired out and prepared for him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke should have known that Norton would not leave him during his hour of need. These next few days would determine the direction his future would take, his friend knew that. “Very good, Brummel. I shall take my dinner in my study this evening.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brummel bowed, closing the door as he left. Luke could not leave his study until he was absolutely sure that the letters before him contained everything he needed the Campbell sisters to know. Each word, sentence and paragraph needed to be perfect. And if he had to spend the whole night writing and re-writing them, he would gladly do so. Tomorrow, he would personally deliver these letters to the Campbell residence, and then there would be nothing else that he could do. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose did not recognise the woman staring back at her in the mirror, and she should know as she had spent at least two hours in front of the mirror every day. The consequences of her actions had taken a terrible toll on her, and she knew not what to do. Madness, that was all she could describe it as. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Grandmother Charpentier had been right to worry about her, she had been right all along. Only Rose was too absorbed in her own ambition to heed her warning. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She touched her face, grimacing at the dark lines beneath her eyes. Tiny lines had appeared around her mouth, or was she imagining it? Rose peered closely, touching her pale skin. Gone was the rosy tint she was well-known for. She was as pale as the winter snow.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Much like Alice,” she said bitterly. “Only her skin is beautiful and ethereal, while my skin has the look of death about it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She might as well be dead for all the trouble she had caused. Her father and grandmother had yet to hear of what had happened, but what would she do once the truth reached their ears? Rose winced to think of it. They would be disappointed, and then what would she do? Had they not threatened to take me to my family in France at the first hint of a scandal? She did not belong in France. She belonged on English soil! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What a mess she had made of everything. She had damned herself, and she knew it well. Not a morsel of food except a little tea and a slice of buttered bread had passed her lips since that evening, as her appetite had quite deserted her. The thought of food churned her stomach, adding to the headache she had continued to endure for days past.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose had warned the servants to speak nothing of her ailment to her father and grandmother. It was fortunate that they were so engrossed in their daily activities that they paid her no mind. Her father had a seat in parliament, and her grandmother had seen the plight of women and children in London, deciding upon a plan of action to help them. They both had been absent from the dinner table for some time, giving her the time she needed to devise a way out of the mess she had made.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice and Luke surely hated her. She could not even begin to think of what the others thought of her. Had it been so wrong to be ambitious? To want the very best for her future? Did she not deserve it as well as any other woman?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Life had dealt her a heavy blow when it wrenched her mother away from her at such a tender age. Grandmother Charpentier had tried her best to fulfil the absent role of her mother, but it could never truly be the same. A mother's love for her daughter was a particular thing, a strong bond very much different from any other relationship a person could have. A mother not only nurtured you in her womb, she continued to do so throughout one's life. Rose did not have the opportunity to have her mother guide her through every milestone in her life, to advise and warn her of the challenges and hardships ahead for every woman of a marriageable age. There were no joyful trips to the seamstress for dresses, a mother's hand upon her head to soothe her, the tender voice a mother provided for a pained heart...  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Where was her mother when she needed her most? Why had she been taken away? Rose rested her head on her folded arms, one lone tear sliding down her cheek and disappearing down her neck. Another one followed soon after, and then another, until a steady flow of salty droplets had thoroughly wet her pale cheeks. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her life has become a series of unfortunate events, and she was a fool to have believed that she could achieve anything mildly reminiscent of what she had envisioned for her life. It was safe to assume that she was utterly ruined. What man will want a woman such as she? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Charpentier?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose swallowed back a sob, hurriedly wiping away her tears. “Yes, Edith?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mr Banks is here to see you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose felt a lightness enter her heart. Frederick was here? But she thought that his business trip would conclude the following month? The lightness of seconds before abruptly died. What if he had heard of what she had done and had come to express his disgust? He might rethink his friendship with her. Rose felt almost too frightened to see the disappointment in his eyes when all she had become accustomed to was adoration. But there was no use in putting off the inevitable. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please tell Mr Banks that I shall be down to see him in ten minutes. Provide him with refreshments while he waits.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Miss Charpentier.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose assumed that Edith had left when she got to her feet, but a glance at her doorway revealed a worried servant. “Edith! Why are you still here?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “May I say something, Miss Charpentier?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose narrowed her eyes. Was her servant about to judge her as well? It was a well-known fact that news travelled like lightning among servants. “What is it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “One mistake does not change who you are – that is all I wished to say. I will see to Mr Banks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Edith moved away from the doorway, her silent footsteps taking her downstairs. Rose had seen no judgement in her eyes, only understanding. Edith's words were few but powerful, giving her the strength she needed to pull herself together and meet with Frederick. The world might judge her, and rightfully so, but one moment of compassion was enough to drive away some of the darkness in one's mind.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose washed her face, pinched her cheeks for some colour, and arranged her hair in a becoming fashion. She looked presentable on the outside, but her eyes could not be coaxed to hide her misery. What was the point? Frederick had the uncanny ability to see right through her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A deep breath as she left her room was her last piece of frail armour. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Frederick had his ear to the ground because it suited his need to know everything as soon as it happened. Finding out about Rose had mobilised him to leave his current business and rush to her side, knowing that she needed him. She may not realise it, but he knew it. The maid, her name was Edith if he recalled correctly, had brought him some tea and biscuits, but he could not touch a thing until he saw his Rose. Frederick felt her presence before he saw her, smelling her scent in the air around him. He looked up and his first thought was to go to her, but the wary look in her eyes kept him in his seat. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Frederick, how are you? How was your business trip?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He immediately saw past the strained smile to the miserable woman who was frightened of what he might say. Didn't she know that he would never judge her? She could have murdered thousands of men and still he would have remained devoted to her, loving her without reservation. Yes, he might be radical in the type of love he had for her, but it would never change. Of that he was sure.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She gave him her ungloved hand, surprised that she had received him without them. Not wanting to draw attention to her slip, he kissed the back of her hand, letting her settle in her chair before returning to his. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My trip lived up to the goals I had set, but I fear that you cannot boast of the same.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked down. “So you have heard?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. I doubt that the whole of England has not heard of the Great Rose.” His attempt to make light of the situation only earned him a wince. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The Great Rose? I do not think that is the name they have for me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What does it matter? Their opinions are not important.” It pained him to see the sad smile that barely showed her pretty teeth. He would have rather taken her anger. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "So speaks a man. A woman is not so fortunate once society has labelled her a troublemaker – what man will have her?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Has one wrongful action so distorted your own image? You can make amends, Rose, do not let your self-pity ruin your future.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Future? Do I still have one?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was feeling more lowly than he had imagined. he could not stand to see her in this condition. “Have you thought about apologising to Alice?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose shook her head. “She will not see me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have tried already?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then how is it you know that she will not see you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have you not heard what I did to her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her voice cracked at the end, squeezing his heart tight. What could he do to bring her out of her own self-loathing? Frederick did not think twice about getting down to his knees before her. He took her hand, feeling some resistance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Frederick, what has come over you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Just listen to me, Rose. You cannot know what Alice will say until you go to her and ask her forgiveness. Only then can you begin to move past this unfortunate situation. Once Alice has forgiven you, I am certain that Lord Shore will as well. Say that you will do it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She shrugged. “Frederick, I just...” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Rose, you will not be able to forgive yourself until you have spoken to her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see that you will not allow me to rest until I do so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He smiled. “You are right in that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose sighed. “Very well, I shall go and see her, but I cannot promise anything.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is all I ask of you. Now, there is something else we need to discuss.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why not return to your seat, Frederick? I am sure that you will be far more comfortable.” She looked to his tea and biscuits, frowning. “I see that you have not eaten anything – is there a problem? I shall call Edith to bring a fresh pot of tea.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She tried to move her hand away from his, but he held on. “Rose! Will you listen to what I have to say?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is it, Frederick? I have already agreed to speak with Alice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, but I wish to speak about us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Us?” The question in her voice made him falter just a bit. Was she so oblivious to his feelings for her? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now that Lord Shore is no longer a part of your plans, I wish to court you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Court me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, you must know how I feel about you. I was content at first to merely be by your side, but now that the pathway before me has been cleared, I wish to have my chance to show you that I love you and wish to marry you.” The fact that she did not remove her hand from his was a good sign. At least, he hoped that it was. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I... Well, this is all so sudden, Frederick.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I know that I am nothing special to look at, neither do I have a coveted title, but my wealth will keep you in the lap of luxury for all the days of your life. I will buy you a position in the highest society if you so wish it, I will make you the most talked about woman – all for the right reasons. I shall give you everything you could have ever dreamed of and more if you will agree to be mine." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose looked at him for the longest while, her expression giving nothing away of the thoughts in her head. He knew her well enough to understand that she was still thinking about her dreams of becoming a titled woman. he could not give that to her. With a sad smile, Frederick let go of her hand, getting up. “I shall show myself out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He turned away from her, deciding to come back another day. Maybe by then, she would have forgotten all about his declaration. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Frederick, wait a moment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He paused. “Yes?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Turn around that I may see you when I speak to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He did so. What was she thinking now? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Speak to my father.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your father?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. You should speak to him about courting me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A wide smile took over his face. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet happened to be looking out of the parlour window when she saw Luke's carriage. It was unmistakably his as the coat of arms for the Marquess of Shore was well-known. Luke? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was sure he was here to see Alice, but her sister would surely not see him. She thought it best to meet him at the door before Mama chased him away once again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been some days since she had seen him, believing that he had given up on her sister. Gregory had assured her that Luke had not given up, but more so temporarily stumped as to how to speak with Alice. Violet knew first-hand of her sister's stubborn nature. Alice had continued to keep to herself, not wishing to talk with anyone for any considerable period.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At least she was not as angry as she had been, but neither Mama nor Violet, and certainly not their father, were her favourite people. She spoke more with Mary, something that was rather shocking, considering that she did not like her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister was changed, and none for the better. If Luke was sincere about earning her forgiveness and marrying her, he had to become more proactive about winning her trust back. Her father was still determined to see Alice and Luke married, but unless their father chained Alice up and delivered her to the Shore residence, a marriage would not take place.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet hurried to the front door, reaching the handle moments before Mary did. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Violet! Allow me to open the door.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is quite all right, Mary. I shall do it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary stared at her as though she had taken leave of her senses. Perhaps she had, but the entire household was living through a challenging time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well, Miss.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary moved away, her head turning ever so slightly to look at her. The maid was undoubtedly curious as to why she should want to open the door, an uncharacteristic move on her part. Violet waited for her to turn the corner before opening the door, finding Luke with his hand outstretched towards her. He immediately put it down when he saw her, his eyebrows rising. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Violet. I did not expect to see you at the door.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It was either I meet you at the door or Mama will chase you away.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, I see. I suppose that I could not expect a warm welcome, considering the circumstances." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I have been expecting you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your sister has asked for me?” he asked hopefully. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, but I had expected you here some days ago. However, I must tell you that Alice will not readily see you. I hope that you have come with a plan of action, or your presence here will be in vain.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke's face fell, his brow creased as he momentarily looked up. Violet followed his eyes, feeling a note of compassion for the marquess. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You will not see her at the window, Luke. Alice has cultivated a strong dislike for the sun, preferring the darkness of her room. She has even had the maids change her curtains in favour of a heavier material.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "She has shut out the light," he said softly. He brought his gaze to her. "I have come to see you, Violet. I believe you are my last chance to speak to your sister." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How do you suppose so? She has barely listened to a word I have said. In fact, I must be careful of how I approach her or I shall suffer her ire.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke rubbed his neck. “She has changed so drastically?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Can we blame her? While I do not necessarily blame you for her condition – it is more my father's doing – we must understand that my sister is far more sensitive than anyone would think. You are aware that she was hurt once before, but this time, the situation has taken a greater toll on her. I believe that it is due to her feelings for you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet allowed this to soak in. Did Luke know of her sister's feelings towards him? He seemed surprised. Perhaps he did not know the extent of her feelings. But as Alice did not know of them herself until recently, Violet could not expect any more from him. They were a right pair, were they not? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you think, well, do you suppose that she might love me?” He spoke with such uncertainty, but a good spoonful of hope kept his question from sounding hopeless. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not think it, Luke, I know it. It is why she is in this state. Therefore, I hope that you are serious in your pursuit of her forgiveness.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A tiny smile appeared at the corners of his mouth. “Perhaps there is hope for me yet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet watched him pull out two letters from his jacket, handing them to her. One was addressed to her, the other to Alice. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Letters? Whatever are they for?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Your sister refuses to speak with me, and I must explain my actions to her. I believe that a letter would be the next best thing." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why is one addressed to me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It is only right that I first explain it to you because I require your assistance. My reasons and my intentions are mentioned in great detail in my letter to you. I wish for you to understand everything from my point of view, the reasons behind my actions. Thereafter, I ask that you give your sister her letter. Convince her to read it, perhaps then she will see that I did not mean for all this to happen." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet turned the letters over in her hand, deep in thought. Would her sister open the letter? There was no guarantee that she would listen to her, but she could do nothing but try. “I will do as you say, but I cannot promise anything, Luke.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I understand, but I deeply appreciate your willingness to help me. I should go now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He looked up at Alice's window once more, before bowing and returning to his carriage. Luke had left her with quite a task to execute but execute it she would. Her sister deserved love and happiness as much as any other, and Luke was the man who could give her both. If only she would allow it. Violet returned to the parlour to read the letter, her mind already filling with arguments to present to her sister. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice looked at the folded letter on her writing desk from her bed. Violet had placed it there against her request after trying to convince her to read it. Why should she read it? It likely contained lies that she had no wish to waste her time reading. He could wait until the cows came home before she would be tempted to read anything that he had written. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Still, Alice found herself leaving her bed, inching closer to the letter. She reached out to it, pulling her hand to her chest when it seemed she might actually touch it. No, she could not open it and read the lies contained therein. She had already been fooled twice. How much more evidence did she need to understand that love was not in her favour? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She should have been born a man. Then she would have been given a choice to marry or not to marry. She would not have married, that she was confident about. Why marry when you have complete freedom to do as you please, and go where you please? She would not be foolish enough to throw that away on something as unnecessary as marriage.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice paced up and down her room, her eyes straying to the folded paper. What could he say that she did not already know? The truth had been revealed. Did he mean to trick her? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The letter appeared thick with words, innocently sitting on her writing desk without a shred of evidence to the message within. Only her name sat in beautiful writing, the mark of a man who wielded the pen with confidence. Of course he could write well. She would have expected no less from the son of a duke. Yes, she would have expected no less from the son of a duke, and that included the art of deceit. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps it would be more apt for her to say that she expected no less of a man, with Gregory as the exception. Gregory appeared madly in love with Violet, and he did not hide it. Luke should have taken a leaf out of his friend's book and shown his true feelings for her by telling her the truth. How might she have taken that? Would she have accepted it, or walked away from him in fear of having her heart broken for a second time? Alice thought back to the day she had seen Henry and Bridgette. It was as though it had happened years ago as opposed to mere weeks. It had pained her to see them still so in love and happy with each other. Was their happiness not built on her heartbreak? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Such a relationship should not have lasted so long. It should not have stood the test of time. How could anything have grown out of someone's pain? Alice recalled the day she had learned that Henry had eloped with Bridgette to France, the pure shock that had taken over every thought in her head. It had not seemed possible to her. Henry could not have left her for a woman he hardly knew. However, time revealed that they were in each other's company far more than Alice had imagined, or perhaps she had ignored the truth. Had there been signs for her to see? Prolonged gazes? Knowing eyes? Alice closed her own, trying to conjure up specific memories of that time in her history of love and heartache. She could only remember one particular moment, the day Henry had met Bridgette.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Handsome Henry, standing beside her in his suit, blond hair softly curling over his brow, piercing blue eyes looking at her with what she believed was love. Bridgette approached them with her father, her fair looks attracting every male gaze in the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice had not immediately felt self-conscious or worried – Henry had already confessed his love to her, even hinting at a marriage towards the end of the season. In her mind's eye, she could see Henry take Bridgette's hand, his lips missing the glove altogether and landing on the exposed part of her arm. Alice had assumed it to be an amusing blunder on his part, but she and Mr Bordeaux had been the only ones to laugh about it. Bridgette had blushed, Henry had apologised profusely. And Alice had believed that was the end of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Obviously, it had not been, or she might have been married to him. If she were to carefully inspect every moment, every look, every evaded question, Alice would have seen the interest in Henry's eyes. Had Luke given her reason to doubt him? Well, besides the glaring fact that he deceived her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The situations were different – one had run away from her to be with another, and the other was attempting to marry her against her will. Laughter began to bubble out of her, laughter that had a touch of insanity to it. When her tears began to fall, it was difficult to tell if they were proof of her amusement or her pain. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet walked into Alice's room some days later, carrying what resembled the letter that sat unopened on her writing desk. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Has it become customary for you to enter my room without asking for my permission? What do you carry in your hand?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am accustomed to walking into your room without your permission, and I am exhausted from tiptoeing around you. You are not ill, your life is still intact, and you have more support and love than many women in your position have. It is time for you to leave this room and live your life, starting with this letter.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister placed it on her desk, coming to stand where she was currently painting. Alice had had her painting materials and equipment moved into her bedroom a few days ago when her boredom had become too much. Ignoring her sister's words, she continued to paint her landscape, recalling the rolling hills of their home in the countryside. She wished more than anything that she could be there rather than the disappointment that was London. Luke had written her another letter, but she would not open it. She did not wish to know what lies he wanted to feed her. He may have convinced Violet, but he would never do so to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ignoring me will not deter me from making you see sense, Alice. Not many men would continue to pursue such a stubborn woman.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did I ask him to waste his breath and time in pursuing me? It is better for you to take both those letters and throw them into the fireplace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is summer, Alice. There is no fireplace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice sighed. “Goodness! I am sure that you can think of another way to dispose of the letters. Now please, let me paint in peace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet made a guttural sound. “I wish that you wore two long plaits today.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Two long plaits? I have not worn such a hairstyle since I left the nursery room.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Had you worn the plaits, I would have pulled on your hair.” Her sister stamped her foot on the ground, turned on her heel and left. Stunned, Alice stared at the spot her sister had just vacated. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Goodness, whatever had got into her? Could she truly be so upset? What was Luke to her that she should wish for Alice to read his letters? Was she not her sister? He was merely a stranger some weeks ago. Perhaps she felt obligated to him because she was to marry Gregory soon. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Should she go to her sister? But what good would that do when she was so set on the notion that she should give Luke another chance? No, it would be better for her to remain in her room, on this stool, painting her landscape. She had to admit that a part of her was curious about the letters, but not enough to open them. Alice would not allow Mary or the other maids to move the letter from its position, whether to tidy her desk or dust it. Those letters could become frail and fall apart for all the importance they held in her life. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Why did he not understand that she wished to have nothing to do with him? The man had rocks in his head, or else he would not be so foolish! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice painted an angry slash of red on her sky, the only show of emotion she would allow herself. What would anger achieve her? Nothing, nothing at all. Better she show indifference to all than show the anger she had within her. Luke had made her feel things she should have never felt, and for that she would never forgive him. It was not just a matter of deceit but harsh reality.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Love was for those who did not use it to their advantage but only for the betterment of others. Violet and Gregory were a blessing to each other. Each made the other's life better for being in it. Her love for Henry had brought her betrayal, and the deeper, more intense love that she had for Luke had brought her the deepest pain she had ever experienced. This love made the first seem superficial and virtually painless, a mere drop in the ocean. The first betrayal did not prepare her for the second, more devastating deceit. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The entire situation was made all the worse by the clinging love she still felt for him. Alice still loved Luke, a truth that only flamed the fires of her anger. Keeping to herself was the only way of building up her strength to face the questions, the stares, the whispers once she left her room. Luke did not make it any easier for her by coming to her home, conspiring with her sister. And giving her useless letters that likely only contained more lies. They all should just leave her be! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice tilted her head back, fixing her eyes on a cobweb above her head. Counting down from ten, she slowly calmed down, breathing her worries out. There was no reason to become upset. This was but a season in her life. She repeated this to herself several times until she was able to drown out the part of her that still entertained her love for Luke. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke steadily proved to be a persistent and stubborn man. Alice stood to the side of her bedroom window, using the heavy curtain to hide the bulk of her face from view. There, below her, stood Luke, looking every bit as handsome as she remembered him. There was no justice in this world when you looked a frightful mess, and he so dashing in his morning suit. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice had not bothered to brush her hair, was wearing the least attractive dress with multiple paint stains, and she was sure that her face had paint marks that she had not bothered to wash away. A brief glance in the mirror earlier had shown her a pale-skinned woman, more sickly than the porcelain look she was used to. She looked down at her hands, noting how grimy they had become. If Luke were to see her now, he would rethink his pursuit. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps she should go downstairs and receive him? Goodness, no! Her mother would likely faint from the shock of seeing her daughter so dishevelled in appearance, and Alice had some pride in her. If she wished to see Luke, she would look her best. He must never know the extent of his actions upon her life. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Holding the curtain around her eyes, she looked to see who would receive him. Violet had said that their mother absolutely refused to see him and barely spoke to their father. Many a time her mother had come into her room and just stood in the middle, looking lost. Without saying a word she would begin to tidy up the room, stacking books neatly, arranging her paintbrushes, or straightening her bed linen. Finally, she would sit upon her bed, solemnly looking about the place for but a few minutes before walking out of the room, only to repeat the same thing the next day. Alice reckoned this was her mother's way of apologising and spending time with her, and it may be time to speak with her. Alice loved her mother, and although she did not approve of her blind faith in her husband in agreeing to this arranged marriage, she undoubtedly felt remorseful of the part she had to play in the planning behind the arranged marriage. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Could she truly blame her for following the supposedly natural pattern for all wives? Obey your husband in everything, they say. Mama only did what she was taught to do. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice felt a trickle of shame begin to pool at the pit of her stomach. She had been hard on her mother, unfairly so. She would speak with her before the day was out. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the meantime, she wanted to concentrate on Luke's presence. The door had to have opened because he entered the house. Biting her lower lip, she considered leaving her room to see whom he spoke to. It was likely Violet, and if it were, she wished to know precisely what they were discussing. Alice told herself that it was merely to be prepared for whatever plan they had cooked up next against her, but the truth was that she wished to hear Luke's voice again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She truly must be mad, there was no other way to explain it. She could see the foolishness in continuing to love the one who had brought her so much pain, but she could not stop herself. What a peculiar thing. She had heard of acts of insanity, such as jumping off bridges in the name of love, or defying one's family to be with your loved one. But she had never understood it until now. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Which was precisely why she should keep away from him. She may need another year before she would be able to be close to him without her heart feeling as though it would leap right out of her chest. Perhaps she should tie herself to the bed? No, she could easily loosen the ropes about her arm. Unless she had Mary do it for her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She grimaced. The poor maid would think that she had lost all her sanity. No, that would not do. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If she were to recite one of Shakespeare's poems in French, that may keep her busy. Blocking her ears to ensure that she heard nothing else but herself, she began to recite Hamlet's most known monologue instead. Reaching the middle marker, she jumped a foot in the air when a hand touched her arm. Alice swung around, seeing an amused Violet. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have never seen you jump that high, Alice. That is quite a feat!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice worked her jaw, her eyes narrowing. “If someone were to come behind you and touch your arm, would you not jump?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why are you incensed? I did not mean to frighten you. And was that Hamlet's monologue you were reciting in French? Madame Villante would be proud.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The French tutor had been hired during one brief summer to sharpen their speaking skills, as their mother was adamant that her daughters would be accomplished women who sounded like native French speakers. Perhaps it had to do with the fact that her French-speaking skills were not up to par, but languages were hardly their mother's strong suit. However, Lady Campbell could play nearly all musical instruments with ease, often being called upon during dinner parties.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is there any reason for your presence in my room?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Luke has requested to see you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She felt her heart rise, flip over, and settle back in its cavity with a thump. “No.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet rolled her eyes. “What will it hurt for you to speak with him once?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What will it hurt for you to give him my final answer?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are a stubborn woman, Alice!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If you have pledged allegiance to Luke, do not expect me to honour that. I do not wish to see him!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness,” Violet sighed. “This is far more challenging than I ever thought possible. What will change your mind about him?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice looked her sister straight in the eye. “Nothing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister's shoulders sagged, her head moving from side to side. Why was she so disappointed? Alice’s relationship, or lack thereof, should not affect her own with Gregory. Alice would not act uncivilly towards Luke, but he should not expect her to forget what he had done. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well, but you must know that he loves you greatly. Do not regret your decision, for I do not know if he will continue to try and persuade you to see him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It would be beneficial for us both if he would inform his father that there shall be no arranged marriage between us. I know that Papa is quite determined to see me married to him, but Luke has the power to change our fate. Tell him that, Violet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You may tell him that yourself. I shall only tell him that you do not wish to see him because of your stubborn pride.” Violet threw her hands in the air and left the room.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Well, that went relatively well. If she were Pinnochio, her nose would be growing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose would have turned back if Frederick were not following her. He could not ride in the carriage with her, but he was in another behind her. She need only look out of her window to see him, something she had done all the way to the Campbell residence. Heavens! She did not know if she dared to see Alice. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose was aware that she had caused much damage to Alice and Luke, and she wanted to make amends. However, the more she thought about seeing Alice's face, the more her knees began to shake. Her carriage stopped outside her destination, the driver jumping down to open her door. She took his hand. “Thank you, Jensen.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Once outside, she glanced to her side, seeing Frederick's carriage parked across the road. He leaned out of the window, using his hand to indicate that she should walk up to the door. Nodding her head at him, she took one deep breath, expelling it as she knocked. My heart wished to jump out of her chest. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The door opened to reveal a pretty maid with a ready smile. "G' day, Miss." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, good day. Would you kindly inform Miss Alice Campbell that Miss Rose Charpentier requests to see her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course. Do come in, I shall inform her of your presence.” The maid led Rose to a seating area not far from the hallway, giving her easy access to the door should she wish to bolt. How could she? Frederick would march her right back. Instead of Alice, Rose saw Violet approach her some moments later. Her expression was none too friendly, but could she blame her? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Charpentier, what a surprise. I did not expect to see you here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She would become a frozen block of ice from her cold reception. Rose tried to smile, but her lips would not co-operate with her. “Yes, well, uh. I wish to speak to your sister about what... happened.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet raised an eyebrow. “I am sure that whatever you wish to tell her you are able to tell me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, I see that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose's mind temporarily went blank as she tried to find the words to speak. What had Frederick told her to say? He had been her rock since this drama had unfolded, supporting her while society gossiped about her. Her father and grandmother had been disappointed in her, and she had expected no less. It had been Frederick who had convinced them that she was truly remorseful of her actions and wished to make amends. His calm and level-headed nature managed to win over the two most important people in her life, and now he was officially courting her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It had taken a day or two to come to terms with the fact that her previous dreams and aspirations were no longer on the table, but a few days spent with Frederick had shown her that she did not need a title to feel that she was someone. He had shown her a different way of life, one that seemed more fulfilling than the superficial one she had held onto for so long. Rose did not love him yet, but she did feel great affection for him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Miss Charpentier, unfortunately I cannot remain here all day. Please, say what it is that you wish to say." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes. Well, I have come here to give my sincerest apologies to your sister, Miss Violet. It was wrong of me to meddle in her affairs, and I am hoping that I may earn her forgiveness.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The woman pursed her lips, her hands going behind her back. This did not bode well. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you believe that a simple apology will nullify all that you have done? My sister and Lord Shore are at odds with each other, and you are the cause of that. You have destroyed their happiness due to your selfish nature. How dare you come into our home and ask to see her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    To her utter dismay, Rose felt her eyes well up with tears. Do not cry, do not cry! Frederick had told her to control her emotions, but all she wished to do was run away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not condoning anything that I have done, Miss Violet, but I understand that I have wronged your sister and Lord Shore. If I were able to take it all back, I would. The remorse that I have felt has consumed my every waking moment, and I deserve it, I know that I do. There is no excuse for what I have done, but if your sister could find it in her heart to forgive me, I would be forever grateful. This is not how I was raised, Miss Violet, and I have disgraced both myself and my family. I am ashamed to say that my foolish dreams drove me to commit this blunder, and I have learned from it. Please, believe me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose watched as the woman's body relaxed. Her hands came to her side, her lips lost their stiffness, and her shoulders dropped. “What you say is true, Miss Charpentier. I do not see any deceit in you. I shall try to convince my sister to see you, but I do not promise anything.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Relieved, Rose nodded. “Thank you, that is all I ask.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please, follow me into the parlour. I shall have a servant bring you a refreshment while I speak with my sister.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Rose followed Violet, she thought of how proud Frederick would be. But it was not over yet. She still had Alice to speak to, and that by far would be the hardest thing that she would do. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Miss Charpentier is here, and she wishes to speak with me?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice stared at her sister in disbelief. Had the woman not done enough? Now she wished to intrude upon the only place she had left? Her home was her domain. Yes, she currently did not roam about the house as was customary, but that did not give Rose Charpentier the right to enter her home and believe that she would speak with her. Who did she think she was? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, and I strongly advise you to speak with her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You strongly advise that I speak to her?” Alice repeated. “Not only have you conspired with Luke, but you choose to side with the woman who set this unfortunate situation into motion?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have not sided with anyone, Alice. Why would you think such a thing? I am the one who is working to ensure that you are happy, and I know that Luke will make you unbelievably happy. You choose not to see it because you are afraid, but you must step out of your comfort and see the truth that is right before you. The first stage to your healing is waiting for you downstairs in the parlour.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Healing, she says. Will speaking to Rose bring her healing? She could not be sure of that. Alice started when she saw tears well up in Violet's eyes. She went to her sister, setting aside her determination to remain aloof. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Violet! Why do you cry so? Surely it is not because I refuse to speak with Miss Charpentier?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Alice," she sniffed. "Why do you torture yourself in this way? It has been many days since that evening, and yet you have refused to come to terms with it and see a way forward. I have never seen you act in this way and, frankly, it frightens me to think that you are destroying your life due to your refusal to hear a word that anyone speaks.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mama is beside herself with guilt. Luke is trying his best to tell you that he truly loves you. I have been trying to show you that not everything is as how you believe it to be. And the very person who caused this is downstairs wishing to ask for your forgiveness. Everything can be resolved if you would just stop your stubbornness and leave this room!" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet finished her sentence on a howl, moving away from her sister. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well. I will go and see her if it will make you happy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No!” her sister said vehemently. “Do not do it for me, but for yourself. It is your happiness at stake, Alice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But she did not want to put her heart on the line again. If she met with Rose Charpentier, Violet may calm down. Alice did not like to see her sister in this state, which made her think about her own state. If she was distressed at seeing her sister cry, how might her sister have felt dealing with Alice’s current emotional state? She could see the double standard. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well, I will see her and give her an opportunity to explain herself. However, I ask that you do not force me on anything from this moment on. This includes Luke.” It looked as though she might argue, but her sister nodded instead. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If you give me your word that you will consider all that Miss Charpentier has to say, and keep your mind open to change, I shall not become overly emotional again.” Her sister hurriedly dried her tears, dabbing at the wetness on her cheeks. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have my word.” Giving her word was half the battle. The other was seeing and talking to the woman who had given her so much grief. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice took her time going to the parlour, rehearsing in her mind precisely what she would say to Rose Charpentier. The woman should not be there, but what could she do? She had already promised Violet that she would speak to her. She could not go back on her word now. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice felt that her life was full of nothing but people who would bring her trouble, Violet included. Why could they not leave her be? She wished to deal with this on her own, but they constantly interfered. Yes, they may do it out of concern, but she was old enough to make her own decisions. Could they not see that? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stopped short of the door, gathering her wits about her. One step further and she would enter the room. How would she react? She told herself to go inside. She had more self-control than she gave herself credit for. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice did not think about it any further. She walked inside the room, her eyes immediately going to the dejected-looking woman, whose head was bowed, hands holding a teacup that looked still full of milky tea. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Charpentier, how are you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The woman jerked, a little tea sloshed over the side of her cup. Alice heard her small cry of dismay as she placed the teacup on the side table and kneeled on the floor, using the hem of her dress to dab the little wet spots on the carpet. “I am sorry, Miss Campbell. I am such a clumsy mess. I will fix it. Please, give me but a moment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The woman continued to frantically dab at the carpet, her carefully coiffed hair starting to unravel. Alice could not believe that she was thinking this, but she felt sorry for the woman. If she were to be objective, she would see that it took courage for her to come to her and ask for forgiveness. She did not strike Alice as a woman who frequently admitted any wrongdoing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Charpentier.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The young woman paused. “I am sorry, Miss Campbell, I am truly sorry. I do not have the words to express my remorse and the guilt I feel for ruining the relationship between you and Lord Shore. It was not my place to speak as I did, but I did, and I am humiliated." She had not raised her head yet, but Alice could tell that she spoke with all sincerity. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please, return to your seat. I cannot speak with you when you are on the ground.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The woman left the floor, slowly taking her seat. Alice noted how her eyes remained averted, although she did attempt to look her way. Rose reached for her teacup, her trembling hand not going unnoticed by Alice. Could she truly be so fearful of speaking with her? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Charpentier, I do not hate you, although I cannot lie about the anger I feel towards you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your anger is justified, Miss Campbell. It is only a testament to your character that you do not harbour any hatred towards me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was so highly strung that she was making Alice rather tense. She wished that she would look at her rather than at the floor. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Charpentier, this conversation would go better if we had eye contact.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose went still for just a second before lifting her eyes. Alice searched them, seeing the shame she felt. What she did was wrong, but her remorse was true, and she was here to ask for forgiveness. Perhaps it was time to lay aside their differences and bury the hatchet. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Miss Campbell, can you find it in your heart to forgive me? I acted in a deplorable manner, and I truly cannot justify my actions. However, perhaps if I told you something of my life, you might understand the insanity of my actions?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am willing to listen to you, Miss Charpentier. Share your life story with me, but do not do so to invoke pity within me. You have caused much damage, and while you are not entirely at fault, you were the catalyst that set everything in motion.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh no, please do not think that I wish for your pity, Miss Campbell. I only wish for you to see that what I did has its roots in my past. But I do not seek to place the blame elsewhere. I am responsible for my own actions, but I have been shaped by my past.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well, do continue.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The woman shifted in her seat, her eyes taking on a faraway look as she spoke. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose it started with my mother's untimely death. She died soon after I was born, leaving me motherless and my father heartbroken. You see, my father loved my mother with his whole being, and had done so from the moment he met her. He was some years older than her, but had never married before and never wished to.” She smiled. “I think that my grandmother despaired of ever having grandchildren, so when she learnt that my mother was with child soon after their marriage, her hope was restored. There was great celebration in the house of Charpentier as everyone believed that the heir would be born. You can imagine their disappointment when it was a girl.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice knew how much importance was put on the male child. Daughters were not as honoured as they were. “Were you treated unjustly?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh no! I think that because I came from my mother, my father did all he could to honour the promise she asked him to make. She must have known that I would not be treated fairly due to my gender, and made my father promise to care and love me as much as he had loved her. My father did what he could, and Grandmother Charpentier did the rest – my mother's abigail told me this all this before she died many years ago. She wanted me to understand why I was always locked up, never allowed to interact with other children my age. Any sniffle would send the entire household into a panic, believing I might die.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My grandmother instilled strong values and morals within me – I am ashamed to say that I have broken many of them in what I did to you and Lord Shore. I was smothered, and as a result, I wanted to break free. Grandmother Charpentier did her best to fill the role of a mother, but no one can replace one's mother, can they?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice did not know what she would do without her own mother. She was more determined than ever before to make amends with her now. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I looked for attention in other places, so when I noticed that my appearance was attracting male attention, I used it to my advantage. I saw that women who were married to wealthy and titled men were respected by all, and I wanted that respect. This is the reason I set my eyes on Lord Shore. I did not care that he had set his eyes on another, I merely wanted to be his wife that I may gain the respect and adoration of society.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It consumed me to the point where I no longer recognised myself, and it worried me. However, I pushed that aside, thinking that if I could but gain the attention of Lord Shore, everything would fall into place. It never occurred to me that there was true love between you. When I heard about the arranged marriage, I thought it the perfect opportunity to have you realise that he was not the man for you. I thought my actions justified because I knew you were not the type of woman to stand for such a thing, whereas I would welcome it. As soon as I revealed the details of the arranged marriage to you, I wished that I could take it back. Unfortunately, once words leave your mouth, there is no turning back.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose looked entirely morose as she said it, her voice heavy with regret.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have you spoken to Lord Shore?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rose shook her head. "He loathes the very sight of me, Miss Campbell. What can I do but hope he can one day forgive me? All I wanted was to have a family of my own, one that was respected in society, and a husband who loved me as much as my father loved my mother. I was determined to make that man Lord Shore, overstepping my boundaries. I am disgusted with myself for coming between the two of you, Miss Campbell. You and Lord Shore have the chance to become a beautiful family, as he adores you like no other.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please, do not continue to be livid with him due to my actions. I know he has come here nearly every day to speak with you and that you refuse to see him. You must see that no other man would do such a thing for you, and it has made him a source of amusement for others. He loves you, Miss Campbell, he would not come here if he did not – no one can deny this fact. I do not know if you shall see it in this way quite yet, but you are fortunate. You can have it all if only you would accept the marquess into your life and allow him to make amends." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Could she do that? What if Luke were to hurt her again? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Charpentier, I appreciate you coming here and asking for my forgiveness. My mother has taught me that it is beneficial to forgive than to hold onto grudges, and I believe her. For this very reason, I tell you that I hold nothing against you. You may rest assured that I do not think ill of you, nor do I hold you accountable for all that has happened. You have my forgiveness." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The woman's change in expression was instant. Fear, uncertainty and remorse disappeared, showing a bright smile that only held relief and thankfulness. “Thank you, Miss Campbell. No words can describe the lightness my heart feels now that you have forgiven me. Please, would you forgive Lord Shore as well? He loves you, of that I am certain.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice looked away. It was one thing to forgive Rose, but quite another to allow Luke back into her life. She was only just gaining her equilibrium, seeing him would knock her off balance once more. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know if that is a wise thing for me to do, Miss Charpentier. There are many things to consider, and perhaps Lord Shore and I were never meant to be.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Heavens, no!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The force in Rose's voice surprised her. Alice frowned, not understanding why she should push such a thing. What did she have to gain by her relationship with Luke? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive my frankness, Miss Charpentier, but why should it concern you whether or not I give Lord Shore another chance?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pained, Rose looked pleadingly at her. “It is my fault that you are estranged, Miss Campbell. Had I remained silent, he would have explained the details of the marriage to you himself. Lord Shore's only fault was not to inform you sooner. But that does not mean that he would not have done so. I believe he was fearful of your reaction, and he had reason to be.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice raised her eyebrows. “Are you telling me that it was my doing that Lord Shore did not reveal the arranged marriage sooner?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No! Of course, not, Miss Campbell. Far be it for me to suggest such a thing! I merely meant that you are a strong-willed woman who does not accept deceit in anyone. I believe that Lord Shore did not know of a way to approach you without causing you pain. I do not know if there would have been a right way or a right time, but it was his love for you that kept him silent.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled sadly. “Many people say that love is fearless, but I believe that that only applies to some situations. I would run into a burning building to save my family, but I would remain silent if what I knew could potentially hurt them. Therefore, it was not deceit that kept him silent, but his love for you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She took Rose's words in, listening with an open heart. Alice knew that what the woman was saying was the truth, she felt it in every fibre of her being. Luke had only treated her with respect, and she had witnessed no evidence to show that he was the type of man who could purposefully hurt another.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    But he had hurt her. She would have listened to him had he just told her the truth from the very beginning. They could have dealt with it together. Instead, he chose to deal with it himself. Oh, she did not know what to think. Her heart was torn in two, her mind split between wanting to hear him out and shut him out. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall give the matter some thought, Miss Charpentier, that is all that I can promise.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is all that I can ask.” She stood up. “I have taken up enough of your time, I must go. I am glad that we were able to speak. You truly are a good woman.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice stood up as well, holding her hand out to Rose. This would be the mark to set their differences aside. And while she did not think that she would necessarily be friends with the woman, at least there would be no bad air between them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you for having the courage to see me, I appreciate it. Allow me to walk you out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Some minutes later, Alice returned to her room, making a beeline for the letters. Finally, it was time to open them and see what Luke had to say. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Three letters in total, and each one was as heartfelt as the other. Alice stared at them, her heart swelling with the conviction that Luke did truly love her. Her eyes repeatedly strayed to specific paragraphs, highlighting them in her mind. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice, despite the fact that I have never allowed any woman to grow close to me, you were able to break down my walls without realising it. Conversing with you was as natural as breathing the air around me. I could speak to you with ease, always looking for ways to have you to myself. Perhaps you noticed it, I do not know, but my soul craved your presence. I wanted to hear your voice, to know what you were thinking, to share your passions with you, to listen to you laugh. Nothing made me happier than being near you. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She had not known any of this, thinking that he simply enjoyed her company as a friend. Alice's eyes moved to another paragraph, eating the words up as she read them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I shall never forget the day you bore such pain in your eyes. I would have gladly gouged out the eyes of the man who had hurt you, but it would not have removed the memory of his betrayal. Such a feeling of protection had been aroused within me that I had could hardly contain my anger. However, I knew that I had to because you needed me. I was scarcely aware of the love that I had for you then, but it had grown and blossomed without my input. Alice, all I wish to do is love and protect you for the rest of our lives, this is a perfect dream for me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke finished all his letters in the same way. His declaration of love was in no way false, and his remorse was so deeply detailed that she could feel it jump off the page. She only read a few lines more, the ones that had brought about her final decision. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I feel no greater joy than to love you. Even though you may not wish to see me, you must know that nothing has changed. You are the only woman I shall treasure for the rest of my life, and I shall go to my grave with the knowledge that I had the good fortune of meeting with you and falling for you. I shall never marry another, for there is no other for me but you. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was settled. She was going to give him another chance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke could feel his heart in his throat as he walked into the Campbell home. Receiving Alice's brief note yesterday had come as a surprise and some fear. It held no indication of what she was thinking, just a few words asking for his presence in her home. She could tell him to leave her life permanently or, if he was truly fortunate, she may forgive him. But if she did, would that mean that she would agree to marry him? Luke was ready to drop to one knee and propose, she need only give him a chance.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They already had their parent's approval as their fathers had been the ones to arrange the union in the first place. It was just Alice to give the last go ahead. It was not so long ago that he was adamant that he would not get married, but now he was singing a different tune. Norton had been itching to tell him that he was right and Luke was wrong, but he had held off until Alice came around. If she came around. There was a good chance that he was going to walk out of the Campbell residence with a broken heart. It would serve him right after what he did to her. But he could make her happier than she could imagine. She simply needed to give him a chance to prove it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary led him into the quaint room that opened into the garden area. He would not exactly describe it as a parlour, but perhaps a space to have tea and watch the sun come up. The space was definitely feminine, hinting that Lord Campbell probably did not come into this room. Upon closer inspection he noticed an easel, a few canvases and some paint marks on the wooden floor.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This was Alice's painting room. If she had asked that he be brought here, could that bode well for him? Why else would she allow him into her space? The parlour and drawing room were usually the rooms he would be led into, but this was different. And, considering the fact that painting was her passion, that had to be taken as a positive. He hoped that she would walk into this room with the objective of giving him another chance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Time trickled by and he wondered where she could be. The wait was increasing his nerves minute by minute, his hope failing him, and he began to despair of ever convincing her to forgive him. What if she had had second thoughts? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Winning back her trust meant everything to him. She had to come and see him. Luke rubbed his eyes, his hands brushing through his hair before coming to rest on his knees. He was too nervous to sit. He had to do something. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He left his seat, going to stand by the window. Luke could see the tree he had sat beneath with Alice. It was the last time he had spent with her that had been carefree and private. If only he could go back to that day and tell her what he had learned about their arranged marriage. He would not be in this predicament had he done that. They could have been walking through the park as a happy, betrothed couple.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Luke?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He spun around at the sound of her voice, sucking his breath in when he saw her. Her name left his lips with the air he released, sounding breathy and unstable. “Alice.” He took a step towards her, stopping abruptly. What if she did not wish for him to come near her? “How are you?” he asked instead. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, thank you. Would you perhaps like something to drink? I see that Mary has forgotten to bring refreshments.” She made no mention of her prolonged absence, and neither would he ask. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is all right, I do not need anything in this moment.” All I need is you. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Uh, yes, good. Shall we sit?” She did not wait for him but took the nearest seat to the door. Did she mean to run at the first opportunity? He followed suit, choosing one furthest from her – he did not wish to come across as forward or forceful. Luke noticed that she seemed nervous, which only increased his nerves.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have you been well?” she asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    No, I have not. “Yes, good, good. And you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I could say that I have been well, but that would be a lie. I am sure that you are lying as well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He looked down. “Yes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A lot has happened, Luke. That is why I have called you here today. I wish to resolve this issue once and for all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her words did not put him at ease. Reconciling with her seemed impossible. Perhaps he needed to speak first before he lost his nerve. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I love you!” he blurted out. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Well, that was not what he meant to say. No, he meant to say it, but not so soon. Alice looked away, her cheeks turning a rose pink. At least she did not reel back in horror. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That did not quite come out the way that I hoped it would.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked at him, eyebrows raised. “You would take it back?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course, not! But I wanted more finesse.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How you started was just fine, but I need to hear more from you. Your letters said much, but I wish to hear them from your own lips.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke's eyes widened. Was she truly giving him an opportunity to explain his actions? He would not let a moment of this slip through his fingers, so he left his chair and took one closer to her, turning his body towards her. She did not move away, giving him greater courage to continue. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Alice, for allowing me to speak with you. I know that I have hurt you terribly, but please believe me that it was not intentional. I had nothing to do with our fathers' arrangement, I was as much in the dark as you were. However, when I did finally learn of it, I was shocked into silence. How would I tell you that our fathers intended to forcefully marry us? Not only did you have to deal with the fact that your father was using you to pay his debt, but you would find out that the man that you had met only several moons ago was to become your husband. I simply did not know what to say to you without you growing to hate me.” He watched her expression, not able to read what she was thinking.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you still hurt me by keeping it from me. It only served to remind me of the first betrayal, but this was worse.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hearing her say these words cut him to the quick. However, rather than falter, he forged ahead. “If I could do things differently, I would, but I cannot. I can only tell you that hurting you has been the most brutal thing I could have done both to myself and you. Knowing that I could not see you or speak to you has tortured me, but I know it cannot compare to the pain you have endured.” He got down on his knees, just shy of touching her. “Alice, I am begging you for your forgiveness. Please, find it in your heart to see that what I tell you is the truth.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Luke saw Alice's smile, he could have collapsed right there on the floor from sheer relief. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Luke, you are fortunate that I love you, or I would have never given you another chance.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You love me?” That was not what he had expected her to say, but he was not complaining. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, more than you know. How could I not forgive you? Had I not loved you as much as I do, I would not have been as angry as I was. Keeping away from you and everyone else was for your protection. I was spitting mad, Luke. My words alone would have caused much damage to the hearer.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I would have taken them all without complaint.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Still, it was not something that I wished to do. Better to experience my emotions alone than to hurt the ones I love. However, a part of me wished to lash out at everyone, and I likely did. Poor Violet received most of my blunt words, but she has remained relatively patient with me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke reached out to her, taking her hand in his. She curled her fingers around his hand, sending sparks of heat into his body.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will you tell me that you love me again?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled. “Was once not enough?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "It will never be enough, Alice. I will require it of you every day for the rest of our lives once we are married." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not remember receiving a proposal or agreeing to one, Lord Shore.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is why we are meant to be – you keep me on my toes and never sugar-coat your words.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Who else will bring you down to size, Lord Shore? Such an important and well-known man as yourself needs to understand that you are not a god, but a mere mortal.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have I mentioned how perfect you are for me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, but I rather like the sound of it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He laughed. “I love you, Alice Campbell. There is no one like you, and I say that with the greatest confidence.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I love you, Luke Connolly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Would it be terribly forward of me to ask for a kiss?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked taken aback, but began to chuckle, her hand covering her mouth. What a lovely sound it was! He had despaired of ever hearing it again. Luke watched Alice lower her hand, visibly trying to keep her growing smile in check. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “On the cheek, Lord Shore, that is all. Once we are married, well, there will be more.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He eagerly offered his cheek to her. “Do not be quick about it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Giggling, she cupped his face, giving him a chaste kiss on his cheek. “That is it, no more. Mama would be scandalised if she knew you had asked for a kiss before our marriage has passed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Then, without further ado, my beautiful lady, will you do me the greatest honour of becoming my beloved wife?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stared deep into his eyes. “Yes, I most certainly would.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A shriek of joy from beyond the door startled them. They looked at each other, smiling. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think that your sister is the first to know of our betrothal.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She stood up, still holding his hand. “Come, best we tell them of our good news.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke gladly went with her, knowing that he would follow her to the ends of the earth. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice should have known that her sister would be listening at the door. She would not have minded had she not given Luke a kiss, now Violet would likely tease her about it. However, she was happy enough to not allow it to bother her today. It was a joyous occasion for she would marry the man she loved, and he was right here beside her. She was grateful that he chose to fight for her rather than give up. Voices could be heard in the drawing room, likely discussing the good news.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “They sound happy,” Luke commented. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. I imagine it is a great relief for them all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Especially as she had put them through much stress. Those had been days of their lives that they would never get back, but they had been necessary. They entered the room, seeing her parents and sister standing near the door as if waiting for them. Her mother just about ran to them, embracing them as she cried. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness, I am so happy for you both. I cannot even –” Alice's mother could not continue with her sentence as she was too overcome with emotion. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Lady Campbell. I am honoured that your daughter has agreed to become my wife.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet rushed to them, hardly able to contain her excitement. Her sister hugged them both, settling with her arm around her waist. “Oh, Alice! Luke! I knew that love would eventually win! It simply had to.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ahem.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They all looked to her father, who had politely coughed into his hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Papa?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I just wish to say that I was wrong to force a marriage upon you both. As your father, I only had your best interests at heart, and theoretically, a duke's son is the most desirable match for a woman. Alice, I would not have done it had I not believed that you would be happy together, but that does not excuse the way that I executed the plan. For that, I am sorry." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Had her father just apologised? Stunned, Alice looked at her sister and mother. They only smiled, nodding her heads. She did not ever dream that Papa would say something like that. He must have genuinely changed.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let us leave the past behind and look to the future, Papa. It is a new day today, let us embrace the joy in it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I could not have said it better myself, Alice,” said Luke. “Perhaps this calls for wine?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Later, as they sat beneath a tree, Luke asked her what the final reason was behind her forgiving him and her father. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, someone came to see me and made me look at the situation through a different pair of eyes. We all make mistakes, some greater than others, but there are always reasons behind our actions. It is up to me to decide on how I shall react.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This person sounds wise.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps, or simply experienced. But, for now, I wish to speak of our future together.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Now that she was to marry Luke, that was all she could think about. She had almost backed out, not wishing to go to her art room to see him. Fortunately, her heart had overcome her fears enough to walk into the room, and now here she was.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice reached out to link her fingers through his, loving the lazy smile he gave her. She could not have picked a better ending to this drama or a better start to the rest of her life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice dabbed a wet cloth on her sister's brow, her voice soothing but firm. “Violet, nothing will come of your fear. Gregory loves you, and you shall be the perfect wife and mother to your children.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister had woken up with such fear of failure that she had fainted away during breakfast. Their mother had organised a special breakfast to send her off, but poor Violet had not been able to eat a thing. She had not taken two steps out of the dining room before she crumpled to the floor in a dead faint. An hour had passed since then, and the wedding was due to take place soon, but Alice could not get her sister to leave her bed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You do not know that, Alice. Gregory is so good and kind, and I am not. He spends his life helping others, and I spend my life surrounded by friends and fashion. He enjoys staying in his library to read a book, I prefer going to the park, paying a visit to friends, or attending a party. He does not put much stock by material things, and yet I love dresses, jewellery, pretty furniture, and, and... Oh, this is all hopeless! I shall fail him miserably.” Violet grabbed her hand, squeezing it. “Please, Alice, tell him that I cannot marry him for I cannot do it myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What a melodramatic sister she had! However, patience was needed here, not her scolding. “Violet, do you not think that Gregory knows you well enough by now? You did not pretend to be anyone else but yourself, and yet he still fell in love with you. Should that not tell you something?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet bit her lip, her brow furrowed. “He has never complained about me, and he does love me...” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Precisely my point. Why do you torture yourself with thoughts that are simply not true? The man that you love, who is perfect for you, awaits you downstairs. You have kept him waiting long enough, Vi. It is time to get married.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gregory had arrived more than half an hour ago, her father keeping him busy while she tended to Violet. Her mother was rushing about the house, making sure that all the preparations had gone to plan and that the lunch that was to take place after the wedding was on its way to being ready. As it was still summer, the lunch would be held in the garden of their family home. Everyone, including a small handful of Gregory's relatives, had travelled to the countryside, as Violet had insisted that her wedding be held at home as opposed to London. Alice could not have agreed more as their family estate looked quite pretty during the summer months and had ample space to comfortably seat a few people. It was not to be a lavish affair, but something simple and intimate. The ceremony itself would only have the closest of people to the happy couple, the rest would be included in the celebration afterwards. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet sprung away from her, her hands going to her cheeks in what Alice assumed was horror. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Whatever am I thinking? Of course dear Gregory loves me! He has never complained about me, not once, and he loves that I am flamboyant and cheerful. He said himself that it takes him out of his comfort and forces him to see the world beyond his nose. I am good for him, Alice, I know that I am good for him as he is for me. He will keep me grounded, and I daresay that I shall become far more intelligent with such a wise husband." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister leapt off the bed, running to the water basin to splash her face. Alice watched her in amusement, shaking her head. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You are rather silly, Violet. Dry your face, and I shall do your hair. What do you say to weaving a few flowers into your hair? I picked a few pretty flowers early this morning and placed them in a vase in my room." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think that they will enhance my appearance and match the lace of my dress. Do fetch them, Alice, I wish to look perfect for Gregory.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall take only the white ones that they may contrast beautifully with your hair.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice left her sister's room, taking a peek downstairs. Gregory was no longer in her father's study, but pacing the floor. Best she reassured him that Violet would indeed marry him today. He looked as though he might faint himself. She stepped down to him, tapping his shoulder when he did not immediately turn around to see her. He jumped, spinning on his heel. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Gregory, perhaps another drink of brandy might do you well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His worried gaze searched her eyes. “Will your sister marry me, Alice? Has she changed her mind?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is no danger of that happening, Gregory. Violet loves you completely. She is only slightly delayed, but rest assured that you will be married today.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He let out one long swoosh of air, his entire body visibly relaxing. Would Luke be as nervous on their wedding day? They had chosen a day during autumn when she knew that the trees would be at their most glorious. Alice loved the changing of leaf colours, going from a bountiful green to oranges, reds and golds. Unlike Violet, her wedding celebration would be held on the Connolly estate rather than their family home. The estate was also in the countryside but would take a day's ride from her own home to his. She had yet to see it, but Luke had described it to her in great detail, going so far as to speak about the sheep that was farmed.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As his stepmother far preferred London to the countryside, Luke's father had gifted the family home to his son, making it lawfully his. In a month or so, Alice would make the journey to her marital home to start a family with Luke, a fact that he loved to remind her of whenever they were together. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Thank goodness! I was anxious that she had changed her mind and decided that she did not want a boring man such as myself." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is rather amusing that you say that, as she mentioned a similar thing not so long ago.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She said that she finds me boring?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice laughed. “Heavens, no! What I meant was that she was worried that you might not want a lively and flamboyant woman such as herself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That would never be the case, Alice. You simply must tell her so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Do calm down, Gregory, do not fret so. Violet knows this. I believe that her nerves simply took over her common sense. She is now preparing herself. It will only be a little while longer before she becomes your wife." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My wife,” he repeated. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, now, I should be going as I have to help her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course. But do tell her that I love her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled. “I shall pass that message on.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice climbed the stairs, her thoughts on her own wedding day. But a few more weeks, and she would be with him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sister truly made a beautiful bride. Alice watched the newly married couple as they interacted with their guests, how their eyes always travelled back to each other. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I believe that we shall outdo them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked at Luke. “Has this become a competition?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "No, but we have been through far more than they have, and we are not yet married. Yes, they will have a wonderful marriage, but ours will be spectacular. Also, I already have a taste of your anger, I know what signs to look for in the future." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice lightly slapped his arm. “Lord Shore, you are insufferable. I suppose that I can say that I have a taste of your deceitful nature.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His smile died. “I would never lie to you again, Alice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She chuckled. "Goodness! How your face changes. Do not fret, oh husband to be. I have no desire to visit the past. But I am glad that we went through what we did. It has made us stronger, and our relationship sturdy. I do not believe that anything could separate us. We are bound for life." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His smile returned, but he still looked hesitant. Perhaps she should not have spoken of the past. He seemed upset with her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have we truly moved past it, Alice? I do not wish for you to have any doubts about marrying me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have no doubts, Luke, you must not think so. We should learn from our past, but look to our future, and enjoy our present. This is a lovely day and a splendid occasion where we see love bringing two people together to create a happy life as one. Violet and Gregory are perfect for each other, as are we, or we would not have fallen so deeply in love. It all came so naturally to us, a testament to the fact that we are meant to be.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hearing you say those words brings indescribable joy and peace to me, Alice. I do not think that I shall grow tired of being with you every day from the moment I wake up to when I lay my head to rest." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And if you should be away on business?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Then you must come with me. I shall not stand to be away from you for more than a few hours." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “While I appreciate your devotion, I highly doubt it will be possible once I am with child.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His eyes lit up. "I can hardly imagine myself as a father, but I look forward to it. It cannot be much different from looking after my brother and sisters, can it? Suzanna had a habit of leaving them in my care, along with the nurse who looked after them. I suppose it was due to my siblings being attached to me from a young age and their dislike of strangers. Their wet-nurse and governess had quite a time controlling them, but they were almost docile when I was with them. I only agreed to have them in my daily life as I was rather besotted with them." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thankfully, your siblings have accepted me, but I assure you that having your own child is quite a different experience from sibling-minding. I do find it strange that a man of your status would have done such a thing – men are not known for spending time with their children or siblings, let alone some mothers. Fortunately, my mother took an interest in every aspect of our lives, but I do know of some who were largely raised by servants while their parents kept their social lives busy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He shrugged. “I am a strange man at the best of times, and I do not always follow social rules. Family is important to me. I need you to know that. I shall never abandon you or our children, not even if society were to frown upon my devotion to you. Nor shall I take a mistress.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice gave a little cough. She had not thought about that aspect of marriage, but she knew that it was a fairly acceptable pastime among married men. Alice found herself jealous just thinking about another woman in Luke's life. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let this be the first and last time that we discuss anything of a mistress, I am not a woman who shall take lightly to such a thing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do enjoy your jealousy, Alice. I have never experienced it before.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She raised her eyebrows. “Do you mean to say that you will give me something to be jealous about in our marriage?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I value my life. I would never do such a thing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is a good answer, Lord Shore. I am glad that you are such a wise man.” She said it with tongue in cheek, earning her a cheeky grin. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have to be, Miss Campbell. I have an intelligent wife-to-be who will keep me on my toes for the rest of my life. Speaking of which, my father wishes to give us a wedding present of our choosing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Another one? Surely the Connolly estate is enough? Your father is far too generous – tell him that it is not necessary.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He shook his head. “I would be talking until the cows come home, Alice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The duke was sparing no expense in both their wedding and life to come as a married couple. From what Luke had disclosed to her of his life growing up, Alice felt that this was his father's way of making up for it. It was sweet of him, really. But Luke was more than financially capable of looking after her and their family to come. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A perfect gift would be his time and attention for his grandchildren – tell him that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He looked at her in adoration. “Is there any wonder I love you so?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I assume that you were quite taken by my beauty,” she teased. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That as well, but it is merely the garnish on a beautifully presented and bountiful meal. I fell in love with your soul, Alice, and the mirror I found in you. We are alike and yet different enough to keep things interesting.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know if I appreciate being described as a meal.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He laughed out loud, attracting the gazes of curious guests. She managed to lightly kick him beneath the table, silencing him with a look. Luke sobered up, but his eyes held mischief. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I compliment you, and you choose to look at that? Very well, shall I compare thee to a summer's day? Thou art –" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Shore, did you not say that you hate sonnets and poems?” Gregory slapped him on the shoulder, grinning from ear-to-ear. Violet kissed her cheek, taking an empty seat beside her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I did not understand the advantage of them until my wife-to-be insulted my honest declaration of love.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He compared me to a bountiful and beautifully presented meal. I do not know of any woman who would appreciate that description.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gregory grimaced. “Not even I am as callous as that, old friend.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are my friend. You should be supporting me!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I am his sister-in-law,” Alice countered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh dear. We have only just become a family and we are already arguing. My love, let us leave them to their little love spat, we have guests to greet." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet and Gregory chuckled as they walked away, their body language showing the strong bond between them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I still think that we shall outdo them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice only looked at Luke, her head slowly shaking. Goodness, but she loved this man. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Some weeks later 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Luke! Once they realise that we have left the wedding celebration, they –” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke placed his finger against her lips, effectively silencing her. “Can they begrudge us time together? We are now husband and wife, we may do as we please.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She moved his finger away. “We have only just married, Luke, and there are guests waiting for us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice was amazed at the number of people who had come to their celebratory lunch, among them being Rose Charpentier and Mr Banks. They too were getting married soon, and they appeared happy together. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke brought her into the circle of his arms. “Dear wife, I have waited for the longest while for this moment, and I shall not be denied time with you. I have prepared our own wedding celebration in a special place. You need only follow me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, so you think that now I am your wife, you may take liberties with me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not see it as liberties, but a show of love. Come.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But it is rather cold outside, Luke. Why not stay inside where it is warmer? Besides, my mother and the duchess have organised a lovely lunch, and our families are together waiting for us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your only worry should be about pleasing me from now on. No one will dare question me, that I promise.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Goodness, you make it sound as though you are the one who rules England and not the Prince Regent.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Darling wife, do not argue with me any longer, come along now.” He ran his hands down her arms to grasp her hands, giving her a little tug. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well, but I sincerely hope that I shall not be the talk of the town after this.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "They will only be jealous that you have such a dashing and loving husband as I who knows how to spoil his wife. There are many surprises in store for you, Alice, and this one will be the first." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She sighed but allowed him to lead her further away from the house. Luke hoped that she would enjoy what he had in store for her as he had taken pains to make it as perfect as possible. He had been worried that it would not be ready on time, but minutes before the ceremony, a servant had informed him that everything was prepared.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Where on earth are we going, Luke? I do not know this estate well enough yet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is my own favourite place, you will see.” They came up to a hedge, and he knew that just beyond it would be his surprise. “I have to stop you at this point and put a blindfold on you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A blindfold? Is that necessary?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “For what I have planned, yes. I am your husband now. You must trust me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not make me fall, I do not wish to soil my dress.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I give you my word.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke took a piece of material from his pocket, securing it around her eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Can you see anything?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Does a cow produce milk?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He laughed. “Are you aware that you are a feisty woman?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Vaguely so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "I shall guide you. You only need to listen to me and trust me." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not see any other way,” she muttered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He would have laughed, but that would only vex her. Luke was well aware that Alice hated surprises as Violet had warned him. I shall win her over, she will grow to love them... I hope. The area was a secluded spot maintained by the gardeners and only frequented by people who knew of it, which meant only him. And now Alice, his wife. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A few twists and turns, and they finally arrived. Rather than the confidence he had felt moments before, he became nervous. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Luke, are we here? We have stopped.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, we are.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why have you not taken my blindfold away?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He loosened the blindfold, letting it fall to the ground. “This is for you, my love.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice stared at the scene before her speechless. A fire had been lit for them, surrounded by rocks to keep it contained. But it was what lay around the fire that took her breath away. A little fort was erected, just enough for two people. Every measure had been taken to keep out the elements while making it wonderfully comfortable inside with dozens of multi-coloured cushions to sit upon. Strewn across the ground were hundreds upon hundreds of flower petals, their lovely scent wafting up to her nose. A silver tray with what she imagined was food sat next to a bottle of wine, confirming the celebratory feast he had spoken about. They were surrounded by trimmed hedges, effectively shielding them from view. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Luke, this is beyond anything I could have imagined.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Can I take that to mean that you like your surprise?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “More than that, I love it! When did you have the time to do it all? As far as I knew, you were as busy as I was with preparations for the wedding.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have my ways, dear wife.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You have created our own little oasis. I feel as though I am in some book where forest meets the desert of the Bedouins. It is beautiful, Luke. Thank you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is it beautiful enough to earn my first kiss?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice instantly coloured. “You do not need to earn a kiss from me, Luke.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He stepped closer to her. “Then may I kiss my wife?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luke made her feel both confident and out of her depth at the same time, a crazy mixture of feelings that left her breathless. The mere sight of him caused a flurry of butterflies in her belly, and now with him so close to her, she felt more alive than ever before. One simple word would make him happy and transport her to a perfect world where only Luke and she were present.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Can't get enough of Alice and Luke? 
 
      
 
    Then make sure to check out the Extended Epilogue to find out… 
 
      
 
    How will our lovely couple deal with the arrival of new members in their family? 
 
    What unpredictable changes might come in Alice and Luke’s life? What will be the project they will have to run in order to face them?  
 
    What does the future have in store for Rose and how will her relationship with Alice and Luke evolve? 
 
      
 
    Click the link or enter it into your browser 
 
    http://bridgetbarton.com/alice 
 
      
 
    
(After reading the Extended Epilogue, turn the page to read the first chapters from “Her Duke in the Making”, my Amazon Best-Selling novel!) 
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 Her Duke in the Making 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Introduction 
 
      
 
    Anne knows exactly what the Season will hold for her. The only thing she has to do is convince her parents that the man she has chosen is a good match for her. That seems like a trifle until her mother enlists her help to get the new Duke of Somerset ready for the Season as well. Ever the dutiful daughter, she agrees to give him etiquette lessons but only if he agrees to help her with her own plans as well. Will their unusual deal pave the way for them to grow true feelings for each other?  
 
      
 
    In order to keep him safe from his brother, Thomas's mother took him and fled to America. Now that his brother is dead Thomas must return to England to claim his birthright and become the Duke of Somerset. Raised an American and suddenly thrown into English society, Thomas has no one to turn to except perhaps the same woman who had once helped his American mother assimilate. Will he be willing to let her beautiful daughter teach him the British ways? 
 
      
 
    When matters of the heart are concerned, the future can never be predictable. In undertaking a bizarre, yet fascinating task, will Anne and Thomas be able to see that what they need is right in front of them? Will love blossom in a most unusual place? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Anne drew in a breath to steady her nerves at what lay beyond the gilded doors of the London estate of the Duke of Somerset. Her mother gave Anne an encouraging smile. The carriage they were riding lurched to a halt in front of the doors of the estate.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Best behaviour, Anne. We must give the new Duke of Somerset a good first impression of us. I will not let my dear friend Sarah down by having her son judge us as useless.” Baroness Moore adjusted her hat as if it had somehow been dislodged on the ride. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anne did not begrudge her mother the nervousness the woman exuded. Her mother’s friend had written to beg help for her son who had just returned from America to take over his title of Duke of Somerset. It would be a daunting task without guidance, and that was why the Baroness Moore and Anne were here to offer their aid to the new duke. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few moments later, the doors swung open, and the footman held out his hand to help Anne’s mother out of the carriage. “Careful, Lady Moore. This step stool is a bit wobbly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Honestly, it feels firm enough,” Baroness Moore said in a tone that clearly said the man was being ridiculous.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Anne smiled where her mother could not see her and then put her face swiftly back in line when her mother looked around at her. “Coming, Anne? Or are you going to wait until they offer to carry you inside?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    With a sigh, Anne eased out of the carriage. “Thank you.” She dipped her head with gratitude to the footman who was swiftly packing the stool away and getting back in his position lest the driver leave him.  
 
      
 
      
 
    There it was, just as she pictured it from her last visit to the estate, that dark wooden door with the grotesque face. Why anyone wanted such a thing on their door was beyond Anne. It was positively frightening.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The face’s mouth leered open, the doorknocker hung between its jaws, its face contorted in a perpetual life. Anne grimaced as she peered up at the thing. “What a horrible monstrosity.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have seen worse. Remind me to take you to the Marquess Bristol’s tea party sometime.” Her mother did not bother with the knocker, and the door still swung open a moment later.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The doorman, a spry young man greeted them with excitement. “Your Ladyships, please come in.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Baroness Moore regarded the man’s manner with a hint of disdain but smiled and dipped her head in thanks for his assistance. “His Grace is expecting us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes, certainly he is,” the young man babbled out. “He’s in the library, Your Ladyship.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Baroness Moore walked past the doorman who was trying to give her directions now without even glancing at the man. She had clearly judged him useless. Anne gave the young doorman a smile of sympathy. Everyone had to be new sometime, but it was a pity he apparently had not been trained very well. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother knew where she was going, and Anne just trailed along behind her. As they turned down a hallway, Baroness Moore exclaimed, “Gerald, it is good to see you still on staff.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The butler gave Baroness Moore a warm smile and a bow. “Baroness Moore, it is good to see you. It has been a long time since you visited.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed, too long,” Baroness Moore agreed. “Say, who is that buffoon at the door?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gerald, the butler, chuckled. “That would be one of the newly hired staff. He will learn.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I did not see what was wrong with the last doorman.” Baroness Moore grasped her gloved hands in front of her.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Gerald paused for a moment then said, “Well, he did die.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anne had to cover her mouth to keep from laughing out loud. Anne’s mother shot her a look, and Anne bit down on her lip hard to ward off any further outbursts. Baroness Moore frowned. “That’s horrible to hear. He was a good doorman.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gerald inclined his head. “He was a fine man. Are you on your way to visit His Grace?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. We were told he was in the library of all places. He knew we were coming.” Baroness Moore pressed her mouth into a thin line of disapproval. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gerald cleared his throat. “He is new. Come let me guide you to His Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Baroness Moore said as if relieved. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was quite a bit more proper to be led through a house than to just be sent wandering. Anne followed along behind them and eyed the pictures. She recognised a few faces, but most she did not know. She had not been in this house for years, yet it all looked the same, albeit with more dust. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She frowned at the dust that was layered on one of the tables. Did the previous Duke not have any maids? The house was certainly never this dusty when Anne and her mother visited frequently. Then again, that had been years.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The previous Duke had been a flamboyant man. He had struck Anne as a nasty sort. The man was certainly nothing like what a true gentleman should have been. She could only speculate that it was the drink that finally did him in, but she had no way of knowing the truth of that because the rumours surrounding the Duke’s death were all whispers and hushed conversations that resulted in distorted versions. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was brought out of her ponderings as they reached the library doors, and Gerald announced them loudly, “Their Ladyships, Baroness Moore and Lady Hope are here to see you, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was the sound of something dropping, and Anne’s eyebrows went up a notch. Had the man fallen? Gerald cleared his throat and slipped into the library with a motion for them to wait. A few moments later, and the butler reappeared as he swept the door open and bowed as he begged them to enter. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Baroness Moore stepped into the library as if she expected rogues to attack her at the door. With the state of the house, perhaps she had a right to be wary. Anne stepped through the door behind her mother, her eyes sweeping over the tables piled up with books as if someone were looking through them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A man straightened, smoothing his jacket down nervously. “Baroness Moore, my mother spoke of you often.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ah, Thomas, you have grown so tall,” Baroness Moore said with obvious affection. “I almost expected to find your mother here. It is a shame she did not return with you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Duke of Somerset bobbed his head up and down, his shaggy hair twisted and curled here and there. Anne was reminded of the face on the doorknob and wondered if perhaps they were related. He smiled at Anne’s mother as if unaware of Anne’s presence. “She could not stand to leave my stepfather. She has my younger half-sister to worry about, after all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do hope she is well. I miss her terribly,” Baroness Moore said with a sincerity that touched Anne. She knew her mother had dragged her here out of loyalty to an old friend and Anne felt herself longing to help more now, even if the current Duke seemed quite hopeless.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The man was not even wearing a waistcoat that Anne could see. If not for the jacket, the man might as well be naked. Anne felt her face flush at the very thought, and she hid it behind the fan at her elbow. Baroness Moore turned toward Anne. “Allow me to introduce my daughter, Lady Anne Hope.” Her mother, in turn, told Anne, “Anne, this is His Grace the Duke of Somerset.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anne dipped down into a curtsey as it was clear the man was not going to acknowledge the introduction. She put it down to American manners or lack thereof. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Duke Somerset bobbed his head up and down yet again like some trained pigeon. “Yes. You too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Baroness Moore shook her head. “Your mother was right. It will take much to prepare you for the coming Season and taking over your role here in London.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Season.” Duke Somerset said the word as if it were a death knell. “My mother told me of the London Season. It sounded rather frivolous. Am I really expected to take part in that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Baroness Moore patted her chest as if she might just hyperventilate. Anne watched her mother with a worried frown. Eventually, Baroness Moore managed to speak again. “Yes. You are a Duke, and it will be expected of you to be out in society. Having a successful London Season to your credit can go a long way to improving your standing among the peerage.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That would be the same group of people responsible for my mother fleeing England and heading to America, I assume,” Duke Somerset said with a deep scowl. “I fail to see why I must play anyone’s game in order to simply inherit what is rightfully mine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Baroness Moore shook her head at the indignant Duke. “Thomas,” she said his given name much as she would a child. “Your mother sent me here to ensure that you would be a success. I intend to do that. I understand that we shall have to overcome certain American eccentricities, but we can use that to our advantage to make you interesting.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Like you did my mother?” The way he asked the question did not sound as if he thought very highly of what Anne’s mother had done for his own mother back in the day. Anne took offence to that. Her mother had gone out of her way to help the Duke’s mother make her first steps into society. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Baroness Moore heaved a sigh. “I understand that you are sore about what happened, but that was on no one but your brother. He was quite mad at the end.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You could have offered her a safe harbour or defended her,” Duke Somerset said as he turned away towards the books he had been looking at when they entered. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anne felt compelled to say something. Her mother’s face was etched with old pain. “It is not my mother’s fault that your mother fled to America. Was your life in America so bad then?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Duke Somerset looked over at Anne in surprise, almost as if he had forgotten she was there. Anne felt slightly insulted by that. His dark eyes sparked, but the light of indignation died out before he ever spoke. “My upbringing in America was comfortable. Not anything like this,” he said as he waved his hand to the surrounding room, “but comfortable. I have no real complaints over it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then why do you attack my mother so when she has done nothing but come here out of loyalty to your own mother?” Anne put her hands on her hips and stared the man down. If he was going to be improper, then she might as well do so too.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Baroness Moore interceded. “Anne, remember yourself, and stop this nonsense. He has a right to be angry at how his brother treated his mother and himself. That right stops with his brother, of course.” Baroness Moore looked at the Duke of Somerset pointedly, and the man conceded to her as he hung his head. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anne relented and cupped her hands in front of herself while looking at the floor. She had not meant to get so defensive, but her mother was a fair woman and of good standing. Baroness Moore sighed. “Now, about the Season, you really should have a new wardrobe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anne looked up as she heard Duke Somerset grunt. “Why? To spend money?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because you are not properly attired,” Baroness Moore said as she gestured towards the man’s clothing. “You are practically unfit for company let alone to be out in society.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Duke looked down at his clothing. When the man looked up, Anne could see his eyebrows firmly knitted together in confusion at Baroness Moore’s words. “And what is wrong with this?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Baroness Moore tapped the fan she held against her dress sleeve. “I know that America is a bit less stringent on modesty, so allow me to be gentle. Men here wear more clothing than that unless of course you are not concerned with your reputation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well then I’m not concerned with my reputation,” Duke Somerset said as if that would end the matter. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anne shook her head at the man. Baroness Moore squared her shoulders. “You will care by the time I am done with you. I owe that to your mother. You cannot go shaming your father’s name.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose my brother was a fine example of a good English lad.” He hit his hand against a nearby table causing Anne to jump slightly. “This country has some strange ways of holding people accountable only when it does not matter.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Baroness Moore inclined her head. “Your mother had a hard time adjusting as well. I know it seems daunting, but it will get easier.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t know that I want it to get easier.” He rubbed his face. “I appreciate that you are trying to do right by my mother, but I don’t know that I’m cut out for all of this.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Baroness Moore leaned her head to the side, a motherly softness taking over her stern gaze. “You are cut from the right material, we just may have to hem a few seams.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas sat in the library after the ladies had taken their leave. His mother had told him that the Baroness would visit, but he had not expected the woman to be so determined. He felt as though he had little choice but to let her help him even if he did not feel it necessary.  
 
      
 
      
 
    He had been well-regarded at home, and surely England could not be that different. What was it his mother had said? The English were a queer lot.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps he should have taken his maternal grandmother’s advice to simply remain in the states. He could have had a fairly comfortable life, even if it was not one dripping in luxury. He sighed up at the ceiling.  
 
      
 
      
 
    His fate and fortune were here, and he had to accept that. There would be no running away this time. Thomas would stand firm and shove the fact that he was Duke right down their stuck-up English throats. A smile crossed his face at the thought. 
 
      
 
      
 
    His mind, without his agency or permission, brought forth the image of the Lady Hope. She had not been what he was expecting. Truthfully, he had not prepared for her at all. Baroness Moore was the only person that his mother had spoken of, but clearly, the daughter would need to be taken into account now.  
 
      
 
      
 
    A knock at the door brought his head around. “Yes?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gerald stood with his hands clasped behind his back as if he had not knocked at all. The man was swifter than an Indian brave and as stealthy as one too. “The cook sent me to ask if you would like your tea now?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tea. There was a dreaded word. Thomas grimaced. “I don’t suppose I can get coffee?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gerald chuckled. “I can instruct her to make some, but I do not think you will appreciate the brand that we have on hand.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall decline and make my own,” Thomas said with a shake of his head.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Gerald offered, “Do you think it an offence to your American roots to indulge in tea?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas slapped his leg as he lost himself in mirth. “No. I simply find the idea of putting so much milk in tea offensive. The cook makes it taste like a caramel treat more than a tea.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She does have a heavy hand, but I can insist that she leave it plain. You are, of course, welcome to drink coffee if you choose. I shall instruct the cook that you will see to your own teatimes if you like?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas nodded at the man’s words. “I’d be obliged if you would. Truth is the woman is a bit frightening.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think all cooks are,” Gerald said with a grin as he dropped into an elegant bow. Thomas wondered if the man would teach him how to bow like that. Apparently, such skills might come in handy. Soon enough, Gerald was gone, and Thomas was left to the quiet of the library again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas got up finally and headed towards the kitchen. He might not want any of that fancy English tea, but he could do with something to drink. When he reached the kitchen, he paused and listened for a moment. He could hear a woman’s voice humming. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He hesitantly pushed the door open. “Ah, Mister Tom come to call on me,” chimed out Ellie the cook.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The woman clearly remembered Thomas from his youth, but Thomas could never place her. He had only vague memories of England as he was so young when his mother had fled with him. “Ellie,” Thomas responded as discomfort made his collar feel too tight and his hands too large as he wrung them.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Gerald said you would be by to make your coffee. Teach me how ye like it, and I can whip it up for you next time.” The cook wiped her hands on an apron that clearly was once a crisp white under the stains.  
 
      
 
      
 
    At least the cook did not seem offended by his very manner of breathing as the Baroness had been. He relaxed a bit. The cook had been nothing but kind to him, and he could not hold her clinging to a fondness for the child he had been against her.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can try, but I fear that making coffee is more of an art.” Thomas brought out a tin from his coat pocket. “I fear that when I run out of this, I might not be able to get anymore.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ellie peered at the tin. “If we can’t get it here, then I am sure we can have it shipped. It is a benefit that your brother has afforded you by dying before he wasted the family fortune.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas sat down on a stool and eyed the woman curiously. “You are the only one here who ever speaks of James openly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “See no reason not to speak of him.” Ellie shrugged. “He was just a man. I knew him when he was a youngster, as I knew you. His mother hired me on right before she passed away. I think that’s why he kept me around when he let so many of the others go.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas set the tin on the table in front of him. “Gerald is on to me to hire some more, but I fear I don’t even know where to start.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, some maids would be nice,” Ellie suggested.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas laughed. “Yes, I do suppose so.” He was quiet for a bit. Ellie picked up the tin and eyed it curiously. He smiled and told her how his mother had prepared it. Ellie was an astute woman and quick too. She picked up the recipe quickly, and soon they were sitting around two cups of coffee, steam rising off the brown liquid. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas leaned over and breathed in the scent of the coffee. “Ah, there’s home.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ellie gave him a warm smile as she dropped some sugar into her own cup. “The variety of coffees here tend to be a bit bitter,” she said almost as if to explain her sugar use.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas took a sip of the coffee and let it stay on his tongue as he visited memories of home. “I would not know. I grew up as a youth drinking coffee with my stepfather. He liked a large cup to start his day.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “They do say that it helps keep the mind sharp.” Ellie sipped the coffee. Her face screwed up a bit. “I think I might stick to tea.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas chuckled. “Still you made it well. I shall have to write home and see if I can’t get Mother to send another tin to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not think you’ll have to worry about anyone else but you drinking it.” Ellie shook her head as she dropped another spoonful of sugar into her cup. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gerald came in. “Sir Edmonton is here to see you, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, right.” Thomas could not muster any enthusiasm. Sir Edmonton was the solicitor that was responsible for the handling of the estates and such. The man’s arrival meant droll hours of him rambling about properties that Thomas had never seen or heard of, let alone found interesting. He would have to sign things, and Thomas always dreaded that. The flowery language of the papers left a bad taste in Thomas’ mouth. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gerald nodded as if Thomas had not muttered the phrase with contempt. “He is waiting in the observatory. I shall tell him you will be along shortly, Your Grace.” Gerald did not wait long enough for Thomas to dispute his words.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Gerald is a slippery fellow.” Thomas shook his head and took another sip of coffee. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ellie tapped the table. “You should listen to his advice on things. He has a good head on his shoulders. One doesn’t get to be a butler for as long as him without good sense.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas saw no reason to doubt her words. He nodded his head. Perhaps Ellie was not as frightful as he had thought her. She might just be the nicest person he had encountered since he stepped off the boat from America.  
 
      
 
      
 
    He got up reluctantly. “I suppose I should not keep my guest waiting.” Thomas made his way out of the kitchen wondering why he had to accept guests anyway. Could he not simply send them away? What was the good of having a title if all it did was make him powerless? 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was not until a few minutes later that Thomas realised he had forgotten where the conservatory was. The townhouse was larger than any house he had been in previously, and he stared at the hallway blankly. “Hello?” Thomas looked down the hallway and waited. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few moments later, Gerald called, “Your Grace.” He came around the corner and waved for Thomas to follow him. “I feared you had forgotten your way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed.” Thomas sighed. “I feel as if I should carry string with me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gerald gave Thomas a look of amusement, his moustache quirked up as he smiled. “I dread what you will do when you visit the family estate then. This London home is much smaller in comparison.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas turned and followed Gerald as the man led him back onto the right path. “I predict that I shall only use a small percentage of the rooms. Why are these places so large if it is just the Duke that lives here?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, often family members stay on the ancestral estates when visiting and such. Plus, sometimes the duchy offers guests rooms after parties.” Gerald’s voice was light and measured. He clearly saw nothing wrong with a personal home being practically open to the public. What sort of life must royals live? 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not like the idea of having strangers stay in my home,” Thomas admitted. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gerald replied, “Well, they would not be strangers by that time, Your Grace.” He stopped outside a set of double doors. “Here we are. Shall I bring refreshments for your guests?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Better bring alcohol if I have to listen to much of this,” Thomas muttered as he opened the doors to the conservatory. He caught a glimpse of his reflection and grimaced at the way his brown locks were going whichever direction they chose at random. Perhaps Gerald’s suggestion of getting a dedicated valet to help him get ready and such was worth considering. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace,” Sir Edmonton exclaimed as if merely being in Thomas’ presence made him rapturously happy. It was a strange trait of the English that Thomas had noted in others when they addressed him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He took the hand the man offered him in a hearty shake. “Sir Edmonton, I forget… what were we due to see about today?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was to go over the Eastern holdings, but more importantly ask you what your plans of enterprise were? Your brother sold a couple of your father’s ships to amend some costs that he put upon the duchy, but there are still a considerable amount of ships that are set on courses to bring cinnamon and such into England.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas cleared his throat and tugged at the top button of his button-up shirt. “I do not feel as if I am the right person to make a decision concerning the fleet. Whatever my father and brother have set in motion surely will be good enough.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “For the time being,” Sir Edmonton agreed. “Plans do need adjusting occasionally though, Your Grace, and we should stay on top of it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have all this information at my disposal, Sir Edmonton. You have already given me the documents pertaining to the spice trade and the fleet.” Thomas sat down heavily on an overstuffed chair that looked out on a garden that Thomas never got a chance to visit. “I fail to see why you must keep coming to check on me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have not yet appointed a steward, and in that respect, I have to act as one.” Sir Edmonton acted as if that should be perfectly clear.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas schooled his face not to show how annoyed he was. “I was not aware that I needed a steward. I shall find one. I have a lot of hiring to do for the household, and I should get on that. Actually, I think I shall do so right this instant.” Thomas stood up and walked out of the room while the man spluttered out some nonsense that Thomas had no interest in listening to.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas located Gerald easily enough. The butler generally stayed near the front of the house so he was alerted when people came or left but close enough to the butler quarters that he could hear if Thomas rang the bell. “Gerald,” Thomas said as he approached the butler who was wiping down a table.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “I thought you were in with Sir Edmonton.” Gerald looked at him in surprise. “I was just about to go round up some brandy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas waved off Gerald’s words. “I think it is time that I get my household set up as well as I can. What do you know about stewards?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gerald’s face brightened. “Ah, well, they fill in for the master or mistress of the house while they are gone or simply otherwise occupied. Often there is one for each estate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I need one of those, thing is, I don’t know anyone who fills the role better than you do. So, is it against a rule to ask you to promote yourself?” Thomas gave the man a hopeful look. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gerald chuckled. “There is no rule against it, Your Grace. If you wish me to be steward, then I will gladly do so. We will need to hire support staff and such.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is that something a steward can do?” Thomas felt a bit overwhelmed at the prospect of filling out the household ranks.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The newly appointed steward nodded. “I can, but do you want a steward for both this estate and one for the country estate as well?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is that customary?” Thomas did not really want to step on anyone’s toes, but he honestly had no idea. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gerald put his hand on Thomas’ shoulder. “I don’t think you will have to worry much over the country estate. Bradley House has been a family seat for the Seymours for generations. The head of staff there does a good job of keeping things running smoothly. I can write to him if you wish, and we can coordinate with him on what needs to be done.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Bless you,” Thomas said with more gratitude than he could ever express. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know that he seems that interested.” Anne smoothed out the piece of fabric she was currently labouring to embroider. A gentle breeze brushed a strand of Anne’s blonde hair against her cheek as it came meandering into her mother’s sitting room through an open window. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Her mother placed her own work in progress aside and reached for her tea. “He reminds me much of his mother. She was adamant that people would just have to like her for herself, but she eventually saw the merit of having some coaching.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “But the Duke is a man and a man’s ego, as you often say, can lead them to do some troublesome things.” Anne was not entirely sure that she wanted to help the man who seemed to completely ignore her presence. Let him go bumbling into the Season and find out how unforgiving the English really were. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Baroness Moore sank back into her chair. “Well, we shall just have to pray for Sarah’s sake that her son is a bit more reasonable than most men.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anne frowned. She did not remember Sarah. She had heard her mother talk of her friend, but she had not been born until after Sarah had already left to go home to America. “Yes, I do hope so for his mother’s sake.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have cajoled your father into lending his aid as well. He shall take the young man under his wings as much as possible. Which, knowing your father and his schedule will likely be very little.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Anne did not see what she could really do to help the man. Perhaps he would listen to her father. Certainly, he had seemed a bit hesitant about her mother’s suggestions.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Anne’s father had a loud booming voice that tended to make people take notice. Never had Anne thought that it would be a good thing, but it might be the only thing that could get Duke Somerset’s attention. Perhaps if that did not work, they would call in her uncle the Earl of Chatham. The booming voice was a hereditary trait that all the Seymour men shared, and it was a daunting thing when witnessed in groups. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Anne, are you listening?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Anne blinked and looked at her mother. “I am so sorry. My mind must have wandered off somewhere.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I had hoped you would outgrow that old daydreaming habit of yours.” Baroness Moore’s eyes narrowed as if she were searching for a way to stamp out Anne’s daydreams once and for all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anne smiled. “I was actually thinking of how to help with getting His Grace to come around. Perhaps Father can make him see sense. It is in the man’s best interest, after all, and I dare say that I cannot believe anyone would go against their own best interest.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Who knows what goes through the mind of an American,” Baroness Moore whispered. “They are all brash and bravado, the ones I have met. That sort of nonsense is not going to win him any favours at society functions.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anne had to admit that her mother was right on that score. Speaking of society functions made Anne remember her own plans for the Season, and she grew excited. “That reminds me that I need to check on the progress of my dresses.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes,” Baroness Moore remarked as if she had forgotten the dresses that she and Anne had ordered to be made. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anne clapped her hands together. “I am ever so excited to see them finished. I have a good feeling about this season, American men aside.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I just hope that you have given up those designs of yours. You know that your father and I only want what is best for you.” Baroness Moore took a dainty sip of her tea. “This wind keeps pulling my curls out of the pins.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anne watched her mother with outward amusement as she sat her teacup down in disgust. “Well, the breeze is nice barring hair woes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall look like I just came in from the fields before long,” Baroness Moore complained loudly.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Anne stood up with a sigh. She went over and closed the window. “Better?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I already look preposterous.” Anne’s mother patted her head as if trying to locate loose strands. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anne rolled her eyes where her mother could not see her. “That is not true. Besides no one goes into the fields wearing a dress like that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I pray that the Lord gives you children who mock you so. You got that from your father, that much I know,” Baroness Moore grumbled as she pinned a wayward strand back to her head.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Anne came to her mother’s aid, and Baroness Moore let Anne find and pin her hair back the way it should be. “Good as new,” Anne proclaimed as she proudly sat back down.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Baroness Moore looked over at her daughter. “You never said if you had given up your schemes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose I did not,” Anne said with a smile playing on her lips. She relented at the look her mother shot her. “I will admit that I still do wish you and Father would give Lord Belmont a chance.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a long pause before Anne’s mother closed her eyes. Her voice was soft, and that was not a tone her mother was known for using. “Please, try to understand, Anne. Not everyone is going to see the same thing in a person.” She opened her eyes and looked at Anne. “Trust that your parents see truthfully.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But if it is true that not every person sees the same thing, then how can I not try to get you to see what I see.” Anne could no more give up this fight than stop breathing. She just felt like she owed it to Lord Belmont to try. He seemed so set on their match, and he was so kind. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Baroness Moore dusted her skirt as if some imaginary dirt had settled there. “I was like you once. I was enamoured with this Marquis, and I swore that he was the man for me against all advice that I was given.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anne gave her mother a curious look. “I have never heard this story before.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is because you have never needed to hear it before. It is not something I would normally share, but if my folly can aid you, then I consider it my duty as a mother.” Baroness Moore sat up straight in a way that made Anne wonder if she truly wanted to hear her mother’s story.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “The Marquis, who I will not name, was a polite and quiet man who was given to lapses of poetry at times. I thought him splendid. He was just like the gentlemen in the romances that my sister and I had read often. He just needed someone to encourage him.” Baroness Moore laughed at her past self. “Truth is I would not listen to anyone. I thought I knew better.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anne protested, “It is not that I know better, Mother—” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You simply feel as if you have to make sure you do not make a mistake,” her mother finished for her. “I know. I felt that way. I also know that no matter what I say, you will carry on because I did the same thing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anne leaned forward, her elbows braced on her knees. “But you married Father.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes,” Baroness Moore said with a sigh of affection. “I met your father after declaring that I would never marry. Men were vile things.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    With a giggle, Anne asked, “Was Father a vile thing?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The vilest of all,” Baroness Moore declared with a laugh. “Why he made me forget my own thoughts, and instead, I was suddenly marrying him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anne covered her mouth to attempt to quell the laughter that her mother’s words brought out of her. She could see the love visible on her face. That was what she wanted. The story of her mother’s marquis hardly mattered because love had brought her mother here. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There see, he has done it again.” Baroness Moore tapped her knee almost in disbelief. “I was here telling you a story, and now we are talking of him. He is jealous even when he is not here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anne chided her mother. “That is not true. I have never seen Father show much jealousy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is true, but do you know why that is so?” Her mother raised her eyebrow curiously at Anne. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anne thought about it and then shook her head. “Why?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Baroness Moore patted Anne’s hand. “It is simply because he knows that there is no need for him to be. Love knows when it is true. Jealousy is there when love still has to question.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    The house was bustling with new activity and new faces by the week’s end. It hardly seemed to Thomas as if the household ever stopped moving. There was always something underway.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Gerald,” Thomas called as he caught the man in the hallway. “I cannot find anything in my room. Has someone been in there?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gerald turned toward Thomas and gave him a quizzical look as if he did not quite understand what he was asking. Finally, Gerald nodded his head. “I should hope the maid has been in to clean. Did you find the valet that I sent to the adjoining rooms?” Gerald asked as his eyes lifted up to look at Thomas’ messy locks.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was only in my room long enough to discover that things have been moved.” Thomas did not know if he liked the idea of having a live-in valet, let alone one who stayed in the rooms nearby to simply wait upon him.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Gerald nodded as he looked back at the paper he was holding. “I shall warn the maids in the future not to move things around without permission, but if you left items out… then I would assume they are in the wardrobe or dresser one?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Right.” Thomas sighed as he turned on his heel and headed back upstairs. In his room, he quickly pulled open the wardrobe and peered in. Sure enough, someone had stacked his books neatly to one side under his jackets.  
 
      
 
      
 
    He had just straightened up with his books in hand when someone knocked on the door to his room, not the hallway door, but the door that joined another room. “Hello?” Thomas did not know if that was the proper thing to say, but he also did not want to throw out a welcome to just anybody. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace, I wanted to introduce myself. I was hired to be your valet.” The man’s voice sounded deeply uncomfortable, and Thomas supposed he had every right to be a bit put out to be talking to a door. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas bit down on his annoyance at the interruption. “Come in then.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The door cracked open, and a young man who looked to be around Thomas’ age came in. Thomas had not really thought about it being someone his own age. Thomas thought about how his stepfather conducted business and decided he might need to start modelling that here. “What’s your name then?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Harold, Your Grace,” the young man responded quickly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas frowned. “Mind if I call you Harry?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not at all, Your Grace.” Harold aka Harry stood watching him with his hands behind his back in much the same way Gerald held himself.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas motioned for the man to relax. “You make me tired. So what does a valet do exactly?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I function as a barber when needed, help you get your attire on, and just get you ready for looking your best, Your Grace.” Clearly, Harry had not expected to be asked that question as his answer seemed a bit dumbfounded and thick on his tongue.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas took pity on the man. It was tough to be a valet to one of the least functional Dukes around, and Thomas was certain he was top on that list. “Did you know my brother?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Only by reputation,” Harry admitted.  
 
      
 
      
 
    He figured it would be pretty hard not to hear of a Duke by reputation in England. They were not exactly standing on each street corner, so they would be quite the news story. “Fair enough; I really only heard of him that way myself,” Thomas said. He slapped Harry on the shoulder. “So, do you think you can do something with this hair of mine?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Harry’s eyes went to the unruly crown of curls that Thomas sported. “Of course, Your Grace. I think your hair would be finely suited to the popular styles this year.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “If so, then I shall declare you a finer man than Washington himself.” Thomas plopped down in the chair in front of the vanity. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Harry looked a little perplexed as he turned and followed Thomas. “You really are from America, aren’t you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What gave it away?” Thomas asked with a grin on his face. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Harry reached for a brush. “Well, that you think Washington a fine man for one.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas supposed that was fair. The side of a battle often changed the perspectives a good bit. “You all can’t be sore still about the revolution?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What aren’t stinging from that are probably a teensy bit irritated about the war of 1812,” Harry bantered back with amusement.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas conceded, “We did not exactly come out on top in all of that last one. We take our licks like everyone else.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Harry gave Thomas a smile. “See now that is something I have never seen in an American.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What?” Thomas frowned at Harry in the vanity’s mirror. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Harry started brushing out Thomas’ hair. “Humility.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Met many Americans?” Thomas did not think Harry meant offence, but the young Englishman offered a unique perspective into the way that regular folks and not high ranking English saw the United States.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Harry shrugged, and Thomas was sure the pull on his hair was unintentional, even if it did smart. “I have only met a passing few. Most are so full of their own voice that they can’t even hear the wind.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ouch.” Thomas laughed.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Harry cringed. “I meant no disrespect, Your Grace. I thought you wanted candour.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is no need for all that. I don’t know enough about ceremony here to stand on it, so just set aside your hat and speak your piece.” Thomas gave Harry an encouraging smile, and the man seemed to relax. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite what Thomas said, Harry did not speak much after that. He simply set about in earnest fixing Thomas’ hair. Thomas did not know all the right words to put the man at ease, so he just let it lie.  
 
      
 
      
 
    When Harry had fixed Thomas’ hair, even Thomas had to admit that he looked markedly better. “I look like a newly minted coin. Thank you, Harry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Harry smiled and dipped his head in acceptance. “Just doing my duties, Your Grace. Would you like me to help you get dressed?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas looked down at his clothing. He looked fine to himself, but sooner or later he was going to have someone explain to him what exactly he was supposed to wear. “I think I shall do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Harry’s eyes looked like he might disagree, but the man simply gave his head a sharp nod. “Very well then, Your Grace. I shall bring you your food.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can go down and get it,” Thomas told Harry. He stood up and gave himself another look in the mirror.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The valet did not seem to know quite what to do. “Of course, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas gave Harry a pat on the shoulder before he left the room. He had a lot on his plate and too much to sit around mulling over what exactly he was supposed to do with a valet. He had always thought being a Duke was like being royalty in some sense, but it seemed to be more rules than anything else. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ah, there you are, Your Grace. Looking very well!” Gerald had appeared at his shoulder causing Thomas to startle.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas declared, “You should wear a bell. I have never seen a man with such a soft-footed walk.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall endeavor to stomp about more, Your Grace,” Gerald said. For the life of him, Thomas could not tell if the man were joking or not. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas straightened his jacket and took a deep breath. “I need to go over to Baron Moore’s estate. I don’t suppose you know where that is.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Simon can take you. I shall go and tell them to bring the carriage around.” Gerald looked at Thomas for approval. Thomas gave the man a nod.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Gerald set off towards the front door and Thomas towards the kitchen. He burst through the doors, and Ellie waved him over to a table. “Your Grace, your coffee is ready.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Blessings on you, Ellie,” Thomas said reverently as he sank down in front of the fragrant cup of coffee.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Ellie patted him on the back as she set about checking her pots. The smells of meat and vegetables filled the kitchen. It made Thomas hungry, but no sooner had he thought it than an egg, slightly cracked, with a crust of bread appeared at his elbow.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The maid fluttered away nervously as soon as she had set down the plate near him. Ellie called over, “You look a bit pale. The egg will pink up your cheeks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas shook his head with a smile and cracked the egg open. It was a bit undercooked for his taste, but it reminded him of how his mother had always taken her eggs. She liked to dip her bread into the egg, and Thomas found himself doing it just to remember.. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Want to read the rest of the story? Check out the book on Amazon! 
 
      
 
    Also, please turn the page to find a special gift from me! 
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