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London, England, June 1817


William Somerhall, Duke of Worth, glared at the clock on the mantel.


It was a terrifically horrid piece, cast in some sort of heavy metal that he supposed was meant to look like bronze. Robust chickens pranced their way across the top of it, spindly legs interspersed with leafy vines that ended in pumpkins. Or turnips. From where he sat, it was hard to tell which.


The hands of the clock were in the shape of feathers and painted a garish red, and they marched around in circles, ticking incessantly. Bits of red paint had been applied to the combs of the cast roosters above the face, and the entire thing looked positively ghoulish in the glowing firelight.


“If you like the clock so much, Worth, you can take it with you.”


Will tore his gaze from the hands relentlessly creeping around the face. “Have I ever mentioned how much I hate chickens?”


“Repeatedly,” the Earl of Boden drawled, though not without some sympathy.


The minute hand reached half past and the clock chimed, reminding Will he should leave. Leave the warmth of the fire roaring in the hearth. Leave the company of a dear friend, the pursuit of a good card game, and the bliss of a truly superb brandy, to ride the mile and a half to his mother’s dower house. To be tortured.


“Dear God, but I don’t want to go. Please don’t make me.”


The Earl of Boden raised his palms in defense. “I’ve never succeeded in making you do anything. In fact, I’m quite happy to have you drinking in my drawing room, donating your money to my coffers. Another three rounds of cards and I believe I will have won enough from you to buy a new clock.”


Will grinned at his friend despite himself. “It is the ugliest clock I’ve ever seen.”


“It came with the title and house. Like everything else I never wanted.” Boden fixed his bright-blue eyes on the duke. “But you really should go. It’s only a dinner party, for Christ’s sake. And she’s your mother.”


Will glanced again at the offending timepiece and made a face. “If my mother had her way, I’d suffer through every single one of her weekly dinner parties.”


“How bad can they possibly be?”


“Which part? The part where she will skewer me with questions about my life I have no intention of answering? Or leaves me with whey-faced virgins who are calculating my net worth and testing my title on their tongues? Or parks me in front of stuffy peers who pressure me to adopt whatever cause they are currently championing?”


“She has good intentions, Worth. Any mother who cared about her son would do the same.” The earl gave him a long look. “And it wouldn’t kill you to find a girl to marry and a cause to champion. You’re a duke, in case you’ve forgotten.”


“I’ve already found the girl I want to marry.”


Boden snorted. “Ah, yes, the mysterious woman who disappeared from your ball last year like an enchanted princess.”


“I’m quite certain she wasn’t actually a princess. But she was utterly enchanting.”


“Did you ever stop to think, Worth, that the idea of marriage to this woman appeals to you because she doesn’t exist? I’m sure marriage to an imaginary woman would be sublime.” The earl rolled his eyes. “An imaginary cause would be just as good.”


“Harsh words from my unmarried, cause-less friend.”


Boden sighed patiently. “I have a cause, Worth. It’s called a business. Something I’ve been managing on my own for a long while. And if I could find time to unearth a woman who doesn’t care my title was accidental and my fortune was made in trade, and could multiply six-digit numbers in her head on demand, I’d marry her on the spot.”


Will scoffed. “Say the word, my friend, and I’ll find you one who likes money. I trip over them everywhere I go. The mathematical requirement might be more difficult.”


The earl smiled a rare smile and waved his hand. “Go to your mother’s, Worth. Before she just plain skewers you for missing another one of her dinners. Or worse, blames me. You can’t avoid her indefinitely.”


Boden was right. Will had ducked the last half dozen invitations she’d sent him, and the guilt was starting to nag at him. He’d successfully avoided the dower house for more years than he could count off the top of his head. He supposed he should go, if only to verify the house still stood and was in good repair. Will employed staff who dealt with that sort of thing, but still. He really should make an effort.


Sighing, Will reluctantly heaved himself to his feet. With luck he would arrive at the very end of the party, after the gentlemen had already debated their passions well into the depths of their port and the women had come to terms with the fact that the duke would not be available to dance attendance on their unmarried daughters. He had no idea why his mother insisted on these parties. All she accomplished was providing the ton with a week’s worth of gossip.


He wondered if the duchess even realized just how peculiar everyone believed her to be.


“How is the duchess these days?” Boden asked carefully, as if reading his mind.


“Oh, God,” Will groaned. “What have you heard now?”


The earl made a tactful noise somewhere in his throat. “Nothing of import.” He paused. “Does she still keep… ah, birds?”


“The chickens, you mean? The ones she insists on carting around everywhere like ugly avian lapdogs to balls and musicales and garden parties?”


The earl winced.


“Yes.” Will scowled. And all that stood between his eccentric mother and outright ridicule from the whole of London society was the fact that she was a duchess. And that her son was a duke who wouldn’t stand for it. “Have I mentioned recently how much I hate chickens?”


“Have you tried talking to her about it?”


“She doesn’t want to hear anything I have to say. Though I suppose I can’t really blame her, for nothing I have to say on that particular topic is pleasant.” Will yanked on his coat, his mood souring more with every passing minute.


“Try again.”


Will’s jaw clenched.


“Take her the clock as a peace offering.” The earl gestured at the poultry-covered clock.


“Are you trying to be funny, Boden?”


“No.” The earl sighed. “I’m trying to be helpful. You’re going to have to have a conversation with your mother, and you’re going to have to have it soon, whether you want to or not.”


Will grumbled under his breath. His mother’s eccentricity was accelerating, and everyone knew it. “I will.” He stabbed his fingers into his gloves.


“I appreciated your company tonight, Worth,” the earl said, and Will was relieved that Boden had let the subject drop. “It was a welcome distraction from, well, everything as of late.”


“Of course.” Will turned back to his oldest and dearest friend. “If I recall, you did the same for me after my father died. The only difference being, of course, that you actually liked your father.”


“Will, your father might not have been perfect—”


“My father was cruel and used everyone around him to achieve his own ends, including his family. There has never been any point in pretending otherwise.” Will took a deep breath. “Your father wasn’t perfect either, but he was a good man and I’m sorry that he’s gone. He was always kind to me and my sister.”


Boden suddenly looked tired.


Impulsively Will clasped him on the shoulder. “I’m here to help, you know that, right? I promise, whatever you need, you just have to ask.”


“Thank you.” The earl smiled faintly. “Now go, so that you might live long enough to make good on that promise. It’s getting late.”


Will took one last look at the clock and sighed again. It wasn’t nearly late enough.


[image: image]


The dower house was situated on the far western side of his Breckenridge estate, closer to the Earl of Boden’s ancient manor house than to his own mansion. Twilight was settling comfortably over the land, deepening the shadows on the sides of the path that connected the two properties and illuminating the leaves and grassy ridges with silver. Will allowed his mare to wander along the narrow path, in no hurry to arrive at his mother’s and in no hurry to risk his mare’s legs in rabbit holes.


Idly he wondered if anyone would believe he’d fallen from his horse if he dismounted and rolled around in the leaves and mud. A purported tumble would make him quite late, or better yet, unable to attend at all. It would, however, also ruin the new coat of black superfine he’d just purchased, and he couldn’t bring himself to do that to such a splendid garment. The tailor who had crafted the coat was a true artist and to purposefully destroy such a creation would be something approaching sacrilege.


His mare scrambled up out of the trees and onto the road, and Will sighed. Up ahead the lights of the dower house were just coming into view, a soft glow winking through the multi-paned windows. Once he was closer, he knew the sounds of the pianoforte would become audible if the windows were open. His mother would be dressed to perfection, the meal would have been splendid, and everyone would be lingering over the fine wines and liquors that would be flowing freely, and pretending to ignore the chicken clutched under the duchess’s arm.


Will was tired of pretending. But he didn’t have the smallest idea how to fix it.


He’d suggested to his mother just a few weeks ago that she hire a companion. A capable soul who would be the perfect answer to his mother’s escalating unpredictability, unerringly guiding the duchess back from the edge of eccentricity. His mother had informed him she already had a companion—in fact, had had one for years. Another stab of guilt had pierced him, with the realization that he hadn’t even been aware. And perhaps therein was the problem.


Absently Will guided his mare to the side of the road, still mulling over the problem that was his mother as a carriage clattered by in the opposite direction, the horses moving at a rapid clip. Even as a child, Will had never been close with the duchess. He knew she’d done the best she could, but all her energy and efforts had seemed to go into managing his father’s angry moods. She’d spent her entire life trying to love the only person who wasn’t capable of loving her back. Of loving anyone, for that matter. Perhaps Will should have spent more time with her once his father had died. Perhaps that would have bridged this chasm that seemed to have opened up, filled with ignorance and lack of understanding.


Another carriage was barreling up the road. Will frowned at the speed of it. He’d never drive his horses like that in the dark. The equipage rumbled past him, and his mare tossed its head at the pebbles that were scattered from beneath the wheels. A horse and rider were galloping behind the carriage, the man’s coattails flapping in the wind, making him look like an oversize bat in the darkness. Will stared as the rider thundered by, not even acknowledging his presence.


Will urged his mare into a trot. Up ahead a third carriage threaded the stone posts that flanked the driveway and turned in the direction of town, its lanterns swinging wildly. From the house a shout reached his ears on the breeze, then another. Alarm began to clamor. Something was wrong. His mare broke into a canter, and Will allowed it to lengthen its stride, less fearful of the footing on the road.


Another carriage lurched up the driveway. The mare veered around it, Will’s focus on the house ahead. Nothing appeared to have collapsed or to be in imminent danger of burning to the ground, which offered a small measure of relief, but did not bode well for what he might find inside. He had visions of his mother lying hurt or worse, and by the time he reached the circular drive leading up to the wide stone steps, his horse was at a full gallop.


The last carriage remaining was being brought around hurriedly by a harried coachman he didn’t recognize. Will ignored them all, desperate only to reach his mother and whatever disaster had befallen her within. Whatever her eccentricities, no matter her peculiarities, he loved her and couldn’t bear the thought of her suffering.


Coming to a skidding halt in front of the wide stone steps, Will leaped from the saddle and took the steps two at a time, the rush of flight and fear making his legs unsteady. He reached for the handles of the heavy doors, but they crashed open before he could touch them, narrowly missing his face. A matronly woman tumbled out, squealing in distress and with her face flushed an alarming color. She made a desperate beeline for the waiting carriage. On her heels a white missile followed, careening into the night amid a flurry of wings and loud squawking. Will ducked instinctively.


“Lady Gainsey? What—Gack!” A second hen hit Will square in the chest in an explosion of feathers before he could finish his sentence. He stumbled backward, landing hard on his rear.


“God almighty,” he wheezed, swatting frantically at the chicken that seemed to have become temporarily entangled in his cravat. The bird screeched its displeasure before flapping away after its comrade, and Will was left flat on his back, staring up at tiny bits of down floating around his ears. A deafening crash came from somewhere inside the house.


Will swore before shoving himself to his feet, only to be nearly mowed down again by a burly man, wide eyes peering at him from under a disheveled wig that had been fashionable fifty years earlier.


“Your Grace,” the older man spluttered, hurrying after his wife into the waiting carriage. “Thank God you’re here!”


A wave of panic once again assailed Will. “Is my mother all right?”


The man paused at the door of the carriage long enough to give Will a look of utter disbelief. “All right? Your mother is a menace!”


Will felt his mouth drop open. “I beg your pardon?”


“Er, that is to say,” the man spluttered at Will’s expression, “I—” He didn’t get to finish before he was yanked into the interior of the carriage with enough force to knock his wig from his head and into the dust. The carriage door snapped shut, and the vehicle lurched off down the drive.


Will gaped after it for a half second before turning toward the house, his heart in his throat. He dashed through the doors left hanging ajar and staggered to an abrupt halt as he laid eyes on the tableau before him.


His mother’s hall looked as though it had been plundered and pillaged by a horde of barbarian invaders. The chairs nearest the fireplace had been overturned and with them a small end table. A large vase lay victim at its side, a thousand pieces of blue-and-white porcelain strewn across the gleaming floor amid a puddle of water and scattered roses. At his feet a glove lay forlorn and forgotten, and the remnants of a lady’s hat sat crushed in a corner. On the richly papered walls, a cracked mirror hung crooked, and as he stared in disbelief, a piece fell from the frame with a resounding crash.


And everything, everywhere, was covered with a fine scattering of white feathers.


“There you are, you little bastard.”


The voice was low and vicious, and Will jerked in alarm, instinctively dropping to a crouch and backing out of the hall, groping for a weapon he didn’t have. His heart was pounding, and he was breathing hard. What manner of outlaw was stalking the hall? And had he been seen? And where was his mother?


“Come to momma now,” the voice crooned, and Will felt a bead of cold sweat slide down his back. He snatched a parasol from where it had been abandoned near the door and crept back out into the night, pressing himself flat against the wall. It wasn’t much but it was better than nothing if he needed to defend himself.


Cautiously he peered around the doorframe.


A behemoth of a woman was stalking across the hall, the sleeves of her dress shoved to her elbows and her apron covered in blood. A massive butcher knife was tucked into the apron strings against her hip, and her eyes held the promise of murder. Will swallowed with difficulty, tightening his grip on the parasol.


Except she wasn’t looking at him. Her slitted eyes were trained instead on the ornate mantelpiece, where another chicken flapped in disgruntlement.


The leviathan crept closer to the wall and stopped, wiping a forearm the size of an oak across her forehead. “I got yer friends,” she murmured, holding up her left hand, in which two other birds dangled and struggled. “Let’s just make this easy, hmmm?”


The chicken on the mantel spread its wings in defiance, but with a speed that belied her size, the woman’s arm shot out and seized the hen before the bird could make good on its escape. The chicken screeched, and Will flinched.


“I got ’em all, Your Grace,” she bellowed at the top of her considerable lungs.


A second later a door opened at the rear of the hall, and his mother swept in.


“Thank you, Margaret,” she said pleasantly. “Well done.”


Will put a hand out to steady himself, relief making him feel a little wobbly. The duchess was safe. She wasn’t lying hurt or bleeding or dying. In fact, not a strand of her carefully coiffed white hair was out of place, nor was a stitch askew in her fashionable dinner gown. She did not seem unduly distressed or even upset. And Will suddenly recalled that Margaret, the Amazon brandishing the knife, was only his mother’s oversize cook.


Will’s panic and fear started a rapid descent down the slippery slope of irritation and anger.


The Earl of Boden had been right. Will needed to have a conversation with his mother, and he needed to have it soon. A dozen of the most distinguished aristocrats had just been driven out of his mother’s home by a flock of pampered poultry. Not to mention the demolition of the hall. And the destruction of the reputation and credibility of his mother. And by association himself.


God, but he hated chickens.


Will began to straighten, but his mother’s voice checked him.


“Did you find Phillip?” The duchess had moved to the bottom of the stairs and was peering up into the empty space, still oblivious to his presence.


Phillip? Who the hell was Phillip?


“Yes.” A disembodied female voice floated down faintly from the first floor. “He was in your bed again.”


Will felt his eyes bulge.


“Thank goodness.” His mother put a hand to her chest in obvious relief. “How is he?”


“He seems a little stiff. Do you think I should give him a rub or just try to warm him up?”


Will sucked in a breath in an attempt to dispel the black spots that had begun to dance in front of his eyes. A mental image of a naked man sprawled across his mother’s bed popped unbidden into his mind. And then the duchess entered the sordid scene, and Will ruthlessly stomped on the vision before his imaginary mother could discard any imaginary clothing.


The duchess tipped her head in consideration. “Bring him here and we’ll put him in the kitchens. It will be easier to set him to rights there. It’s warmer.”


“Very good. I’ll be right down with him.”


Oh, dear God. Whatever was going on in his mother’s household was far, far worse than he had originally thought. Will mentally girded himself for the conflict he was about to charge into, knowing it was unavoidable.


A woman was now descending the main stairs, presumably preceding Phillip, and as Will’s gaze fell on her a strange, inexplicable frisson of awareness skittered through him.


The woman was tall and lithe, her plain gown of insipid blue serge doing absolutely nothing to disguise the fluid grace with which she moved. Her hair was dark as pitch, pulled back in an unadorned knot at the back of her head, yet the simplicity only served to display the elegance of her neck and the striking angles of her face. Will felt the floor tilt beneath his feet.


It was she.


He recognized her instantly as his enchanting, mysterious princess. He’d spoken to her only once, at the ball he’d hosted at Breckenridge a year ago. He’d not had the chance to learn her name, and in the chaos that had ensued that evening, she’d simply disappeared. Though certainly not from his memory. He’d been captivated that night, enthralled by her beauty and her poise, but no amount of inquiry in the assembly halls, the clubs, or the drawing rooms of London had given him the gift of her identity. Yet somehow, impossibly, the woman who had haunted his imaginings stood in his mother’s ruined hall, even more breathtaking than he remembered.


“He’s not injured, is he?” his mother asked, and Will could hear the concern in her voice.


“No, he seems quite all right.” The woman had reached the bottom of the stairs, and her voice was warm and throaty. Will sucked in his breath at the evocative familiarity of it. Just the sound made his blood heat and his pulse skip. She exuded heat and vitality, and Will found himself shamelessly spellbound.


Until he became aware she was holding something in her hands.


The thing was at least as thick as his arm and the length of his leg, its skin a smooth, glistening patchwork of rich mahogany and black. Every once in a while, a forked tongue would flick out to test the air as its head swiveled. Gently, like a pagan goddess, the woman lifted the snake and settled it about her shoulders, where it curled, to all appearances sublimely content. His mother clucked in approval.


William thought he might have made a strangled noise somewhere in the back of his throat. Breathing seemed to have become a chore. Revulsion warred with awe.


The forgotten chickens, still clutched in Margaret’s hands, seemed to catch sight of reptilian death and suddenly renewed their frantic struggling and squawking.


“You want I should put these back in the drawing room, Your Grace?” Margaret asked his mother, holding up the birds.


“Yes, please. The two that got out will likely find their way to the stables sometime tonight. You can check in the morning and bring them back then.”


“Very good, Your Grace.” The cook bobbed her head and disappeared through a doorway on one side of the hall.


The duchess looked around the hall and put her hands on her ample hips. “So unnecessary,” she said with a faint hint of disgust. “Clearly I did not secure the latch on the cage properly this afternoon.”


The goddess shrugged, unconcerned, though there was amusement in her gesture. “I thought the crystal might implode, the way Lady Wilston was screaming.”


“Hmph.” The duchess’s lips twitched. “She certainly ruined a perfectly good dinner. And Margaret had gone to such work, what with the soup and the stuffed fish.”


“The soup was quite delicious,” the goddess agreed.


“She even made lemon tarts for dessert,” the duchess said regretfully.


“More for us now, though.”


“True.”


“Did she use lemon in the fish as well, do you suppose?”


“Indeed. Mixed with pepper in the most pleasing manner.”


“I wonder if she would make it again?”


“I’m sure she would. With biscuits and butter, perhaps. Now that would be delightful.”


Will was aware his mouth had fallen open again, and he made an effort to close it. There had been chickens in the drawing room and there was a beautiful woman with a snake around her neck, and his mother was standing there, idly discussing the menu.


Will shut his eyes, wondering if he was the only sane one left.


“I believe Lady Wilston thought Lord Gainsey was taking liberties under the dinner table,” his goddess was saying in that throaty voice of hers, laughter bubbling just below the surface.


Will’s eyes popped open. Her words and her tone made him wonder if his princess might be a courtesan. But her clothing in no way supported that supposition. Her dress was proper to the point of being prudish, and the fabric sat more like sacking than silk. And why the hell would his mother be entertaining a courtesan? Then again, why did his mother do anything she did?


“Ah. I was wondering why she was blushing and squirming like that.” The duchess snickered.


Will blinked in alarm. This was not a suitable—


“I do suppose it would have been a bit of a surprise. ’Tis not every day one finds a python up one’s skirts,” the goddess said.


A line of sweat broke out along Will’s forehead as comprehension dawned, along with horror. Was she saying that… thing had crawled up Lady Wilston’s skirts?


Good Christ, but he would have screamed too.


“Just looking for a warm place, I imagine,” she continued.


“Probably the first to have that view in years,” the duchess drawled, chuckling. “Don’t know how warm it would have been.”


Will choked and felt himself blush to the roots of his hair, something he hadn’t done since he was fourteen.


The dark-haired woman only laughed.


“We might have made it to dessert had Lord Gainsey not left the table then,” his mother mused.


“Lady Wilston certainly would have,” the goddess murmured with smoky innuendo.


The duchess guffawed, and William lost his balance where he was crouched, falling into the open doorway and landing hard on his backside for the second time that night.


Both women whirled in surprise.


The duchess froze until she caught sight of William. Shock shadowed her features so quickly that Will was certain he had imagined it. He blinked, and his mother’s face creased into her customary expression of vapid delight.


“Worth, darling, whatever are you doing on your hands and knees in my hall? Have you lost something?”


An unwelcome embarrassment pricked, and Will scrambled to his feet with as much ducal dignity as he could muster. “No, Mother, I have not lost anything.” Like his temper. Yet.


She gave him a puzzled look. “If you’ve come for dinner, you’ve missed it.” She sniffed accusingly. “Again.”


Will strode forward into the wreckage of the room, porcelain crunching beneath his boots, and eyed his mother. He ignored the snake and the goddess it was draped over with incredible effort. For now.


One thing at a time.


“I thought you were hurt. Or sick. Or dying.”


“Good heavens. Why would you think such a thing?” The duchess looked mystified now.


“Because I was nearly run down by a great number of carriages fleeing your home. Because I arrived here to find this.” He gestured at the wreckage of their surroundings.


“Pssht.” She shrugged indifferently as though this were all a regular occurrence.


With a horrible sinking feeling, Will began to suspect that it was.


The duchess pulled out a quizzing glass and was peering closely at him. “Good heavens, Worth darling, but you look a state. Your hair is a mess and what on earth happened to your cravat? And is that a parasol you’re holding? Please tell me you didn’t go out looking like this tonight.”


Will looked down at the lacy parasol still clutched in his hand and threw it to the side as though it had burned him. “I thought you were dying, Mother,” he gritted. He could feel a muscle working along his jaw.


“I’m quite fine, as you can see.” She waved her hand airily, dislodging a feather from Will’s shoulder.


“Tell me you’re not still keeping chickens in the house,” he said, trying to keep his voice even.


“Why, I like chickens, dear. What harm is there in it?”


Will stared at the duchess and counted to ten silently before he answered. “No one else likes chickens in the house unless they are on a plate served with wine.”


“Pssht,” the duchess scoffed again.


“Mother,” Will started, “your chickens just chased your dinner guests out of your house and down the drive.”


“Oh, that wasn’t the chickens, darling. That was Phillip.” She stepped back and gestured at the goddess with the snake, and Will was finally forced to face both.


He was relatively pleased that he managed to hold his ground, even as the serpent extended itself toward him, probing the air with its flicking tongue. He wrenched his gaze away from the unholy creature and focused instead on the woman, meeting a pair of enigmatic ice-blue eyes, nearly level with his own. Awareness flared once again, and his heart hammered against his ribs. She smiled at him—a smile lingering somewhere between amusement and mockery, as though her surroundings and the people within were for her a form of constant private entertainment.


“A pleasure to see you again, Your Grace.” The dimple creased in her cheek, and her eyes continued to hold his.


All the air in the room seemed to have suddenly been sucked out. He searched his repertoire of witty comments for a clever remark that would impress and charm. Yet his thoughts had scattered. Her single smile had reduced him to a simpleton.


Inbred manners finally saved him from himself and made his mouth move. “No, my lady, the pleasure is mine. I regret that I did not get a chance to further our conversation under more pleasant circumstances. You disappeared before I had the chance to thank you for your graciousness under duress.”


His goddess smiled fully at him then, and it was a little like looking at the sun.


“Oh, have you already met Miss Hughes, dear?” the duchess asked. “My hired companion?”


Will blinked, alarm slicing through the fog of fascination that had addled his brain.


“Companion?” he croaked. That couldn’t possibly be right. Miss Hughes had been dancing at his ball, dressed in a glorious gown, looking for all the world like the glittering princess he had fancied her to be. Not a companion.


Hired companions were demure and genteel. Paragons of discretion and diplomacy, models of flawless politesse and social restraint. Hired companions tended to be invisible. Reserved. Plain.


None of which even remotely applied to the woman who now dropped into an improbable curtsy more suited to court than a country hall.


“Indeed, Your Grace,” Miss Hughes murmured quietly, the sound of her voice once again sending heated thrills zinging through his veins.


“You live here?” Will demanded, unable to help himself, and the duchess made a sound of disapproval at his boorishness.


Miss Hughes smiled again. “Indeed, Your Grace.”


“Had you ever come to one of my parties here, dear, you would have known that,” the duchess said archly.


Will took a deep breath, trying to pull himself together. His mother, loath as he was to admit it, was right. Had Will been present in her life more consistently, he would have known she retained a companion. A beautiful, worldly companion, but a companion Will suspected might not be at all appropriate for the position.


His mother needed security and consistency. Predictability and dignity. Not a snake-draped goddess, standing in the middle of a ruined hall, who had carried on a conversation with the dowager duchess that was better suited to a bawdy house than a dower house. Who didn’t seem even a little concerned with any of it. How had he allowed this to happen?


Will suddenly needed a drink more than he ever had in his life. He rubbed his face with his hands. “Please explain. Why do you have a snake in your house, Mother?”


The duchess gave him a cheeky grin and lifted the snake from around Miss Hughes’s shoulders. “This is Phillip, dear. And he is very misunderstood.”


“And where did it come from?” Will asked, relieved his voice had not retreated into the realm of hysteria, which was where his instincts were currently dragging him as he watched his mother handle the reptile.


“Your cousin brought him back from India for me,” the duchess told him, stroking the back of the snake now draped over her arm. “So I named it after him. I’m told it’s called a python.”


“And I assume my cousin told you this himself? Or did he leave a note before the damn snake swallowed him on the voyage back to England?”


“Mind your language, dear,” the duchess admonished.


Will glanced in the direction of Miss Hughes, only to find her eyes dancing with ill-concealed humor. In fact, both women were regarding him as though he were a particularly amusing interloper.


Alarm bells were tolling loudly. When had this all become acceptable? When had this become normal?


“Your Grace?” A rough voice spoke up from somewhere behind Will.


“Yes, George?” The duchess looked past Will, and he turned to find an elderly man standing in the doorway with what looked like a dead rodent clutched in his hands.


“I found this outside.” He held up the mass of gray, leaves and twigs sticking from it.


“What in heaven’s name is that?” she asked, blinking.


“Pardon?” the man asked, leaning closer.


“What is that?” the duchess said loudly.


The man shook his head and cupped a hand to his ear. “I beg your pardon?”


Miss Hughes moved around and came to stand next to George. “What do you have?” she yelled into his ear.


Will started, though no one else seemed to find this odd.


“Ah.” The man nodded. “I believe it is Lord Gainsey’s wig, Your Grace.” He shook it, and a few leaves fell to the floor. “Should I have it cleaned and returned?”


“Heavens, no,” the duchess said. “Wigs are so unfashionable. Give it to the dogs to play with. He’ll thank us for it later.”


“Mother!” Will wheezed. “What is wrong with you?” He pressed his temples with his fingers.


The duchess looked at him reprovingly. “There is nothing wrong with me, dear.” She hefted the snake in her arms. “At least nothing that a lemon tart won’t remedy.”


“A lemon tart,” he repeated dumbly. A lemon tart?


This had to stop. It was one thing for his mother to be considered odd. It was another thing for her to be a laughingstock. He didn’t want that kind of attention for her, and he certainly didn’t want it for himself. In any event, it was quite apparent his mother had been left to her own devices for far too long.


Something had to be done.


“Would you care to stay for a bit, dear? Since you’re already here?” his mother was asking.


Will forced himself to take deep, even breaths. “No,” he said slowly.


“Oh, that’s too bad.” The duchess sighed.


“I’m not staying for a bit.” Will straightened his shoulders, the solution to his dilemma suddenly very clear.


His mother and her mad household, the staff and the delectable Miss Hughes—all of it needed to be dealt with.


“I’m going to move in.”
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Jenna Hughes forced her features into a mask of neutrality even as her heart dropped to her toes and the first stirrings of unease prickled unpleasantly against her skin.


“You can’t be serious, darling,” scoffed Eleanor, Dowager Duchess of Worth; her features were calm, but there was a brittleness to her voice beneath her dismissal.


“I’ve never been more serious in my life.”


Jenna flinched. She believed him, if only based on the grim line of his mouth. She was well aware of the duke’s reputation in polite society as a fun-loving, incorrigible rogue. The ton judged him charismatic, daring, and stylish. Good-hearted, but unserious. In short, a beautiful fribble of a man. But at this moment, if the duke’s expression was any indication, he was feeling neither glib nor blithe. And even more worrisome was that Jenna had seen that very same hardened look on his face before.


At the Newmarket racecourses in Surrey. And again at Epsom Downs. When he was running his beloved thoroughbreds, he was always serious. And smart. And sober. And very, very successful.


Which was why he had to leave the dower house. Leave as soon as possible and return to his bubble of friends, fun, and fast horses and not look back.


“There is no need for such extreme measures,” the duchess told him, sounding convincingly blithe. “If you ever spent any time at Breckenridge in the summer, you would remember that the main house is hardly much of a ride from here. Stay there. Then you can simply visit, like I’ve been asking you to do for years.”


“I visit you plenty when we’re both in residence in London during the season, Mother,” the duke sighed. “And you know very well I’m never at Breckenridge during the summer because I’m away at the racetracks.” He glanced around pointedly. “Though it is quite apparent that my absence has become a problem. I’m not leaving.”


Eleanor sniffed. “I’ll send some of my staff over to the main house to help you get settled, then—”


The duke was shaking his head. “You misunderstand. The problem is not at the main house. The problem is here. I’m not leaving the dower house.”


“You cannot move in.” The duchess crossed her arms over her ample chest, her blue eyes flashing.


“This isn’t a debate, Mother,” the duke replied. “Please instruct your housekeeper to prepare my rooms. I believe I’ll use the blue suite.”


“No.”


“No?” Worth’s eyes narrowed. There was an edge of anger now. “I arrive here to find a half dozen lords and ladies fleeing, the hall in shambles, chickens in the drawing room, and my mother wearing a snake. And the worst of it is, you seem to find it funny.”


Despite the dire circumstances, Jenna bit the inside of her cheek. Well, when he put it like that, really, who wouldn’t?


The duke’s dark eyes impaled Jenna’s as if daring her to contradict him. Her breath caught. He was sinfully handsome, what with his height and his broad shoulders and his devil-may-care aura, but she’d never been on the receiving end of his determination. She’d witnessed his charm and consideration before, but he presented these so effortlessly and with such natural kindness that she had always judged him to be a malleable sort of man. His determination had transformed him into something more dangerous that she wasn’t sure would be easy to manage. It sent an unwelcome shiver along her spine and raised the hair on the back of her neck. A determined Duke of Worth stole her breath.


“What I was going to say, dear, was that the blue suite hasn’t been the blue suite in quite some time. The blue suite is rather the cream-and-gray suite now. With perhaps a touch of pink.”


“They’re my rooms,” Jenna said, forcing herself to respond with an amiable dignity she hoped was appropriate for a companion. She cringed inwardly, wondering if the duke had overheard the wholly inappropriate conversation she’d had with the duchess earlier. Unfortunately, there was nothing she could do about that now. “I can’t imagine they would ever suit. However, I would be more than happy to vacate them if that is your desire.”


The duke was looking between the two women suspiciously.


“No one is moving anywhere. I can assure you, dear, there will not be a repeat of tonight,” Eleanor said firmly. “And I am sorry if I have caused you undue distress this evening.”


“It’s not just this evening, Mother,” Worth groaned. “Tonight is simply the culmination of months of…” He threw up his hands in despair, groping for a word. “The whispers and gossip have taken a cruel slant.”


“I don’t really care,” replied the duchess, and Jenna heard the truth in those words.


“But I do.” The duke sighed heavily. “For your actions reflect on me as well.”


Ah. And there was the crux of his dilemma, Jenna realized. She supposed, in all fairness, she couldn’t blame him. His mother appeared to care not a whit for the opinion of the ton. But the truth of the matter was that the opinion of society mattered very much to the duchess. There were untold advantages to being dismissed as a scatterbrained ninny, and it was a facade that had taken Eleanor years to perfect. Not that Worth would ever understand.


“I’ll get rid of the chickens, if that will appease you,” the duchess offered.


The duke rolled his eyes. “I am your son, Mother. It is my duty to see to your well-being.”


Eleanor raised a brow. “Your duty?”


Jenna watched as Worth colored slightly. “I admit, I may not have been overly attentive these last years, but that doesn’t mean I don’t care. Whatever shortcomings I may have had in the past will be rectified now. You need me, and I am happy to oblige.” He put his hands on his hips, his face a grim mask of resolve. “I’m moving in, and that is that.”


Jenna sent the duchess an alarmed look. Eleanor met her eyes helplessly.


“I would caution you that you may find residence here rather restrictive to your lifestyle,” Jenna tried tactfully.


“She has a point, dear,” his mother chimed in. “Don’t think I haven’t heard stories about your fondness for pretty young widows. Or, for that matter, their fondness for you. And I will not abide by that sort of mischief in my house. I’ll never get a good night’s sleep if all I can hear is—”


“Mother.” The duke visibly cringed. “Stop. Please.”


The duchess sniffed. “You weren’t dropped off by a stork, you know.”


Worth closed his eyes briefly, his patrician features pained, before that damned determination reasserted itself across his face. “You will not lose a moment’s sleep during my tenure, I assure you, Mother.” He turned toward Jenna. “And for the record, Miss Hughes, I care little for your opinions on my personal life. You work for me, and if my lifestyle offends you in some manner, please feel free to find employment elsewhere.”


“I work for the duchess, Your Grace,” Jenna corrected him. “Not you.”


The duke drew himself up to his full impressive height and straightened his shoulders. “I am the Duke of Worth, and I control the duchy and everything in it. That includes this household. So while my mother might have hired a companion with the manners of a princess and the mouth of a madam, it is I who have the final say on whether or not you stay. Or go. Don’t test me, Miss Hughes.”


Eleanor was staring at her son in shock. Truthfully, Worth himself looked a little dazed at his pronouncement.


Jenna cursed inwardly. This was the most inopportune time for the man to start behaving like a duke.


“Of course, Your Grace.” Jenna met his gaze with feigned disinterest. She was rapidly running out of cards to play. She chose the only one that might prevail against his sudden onset of unwelcome gallantry. “Will you be forfeiting the Oaks then, to stay here?”


“The Oaks?” Worth froze.


Jenna waved her hand. “I understand that you race horses.” And damned well too, she added silently.


“I do.” He was frowning fiercely.


“I had been told you had entered the Oaks at Epsom Downs. But you’ll miss the race if you move in now, won’t you? Isn’t it one of the biggest races of the year?”


The duke blinked.


“But I suppose there are some lovely bridle paths around here you could ride on,” Jenna continued. “I’m sure—”


“How do you know about the Oaks?” Worth asked suspiciously.


“I don’t live under a rock, Your Grace.” Jenna was treading dangerous waters now. If he perceived she knew too much, he might get suspicious. But if she didn’t emphasize the importance of the race enough, he might not fully comprehend the ramifications of his impulsive decision.


She opted for a half-truth. “You are a duke and a very single, very wealthy one at that. Your name comes up often in conversation in all sorts of circles. As do your hobbies. Everyone is talking about your success on the Newmarket track already this year. They say you might just have a champion in your stables.”


With satisfaction Jenna could almost see the wheels turning in Worth’s head. It would be a cold day in hell before the Duke of Worth sacrificed something so dear to him for some bizarre sense of duty he had discovered in the last ten minutes. And Jenna knew very well what he had in his stables. Worth had a black filly he had bred and trained himself that had thus far annihilated all challengers, colts included. Rumor among the racing set said Worth would sweep the stakes races this year and establish himself as one of the preeminent horsemen of the thoroughbred world with the filly he called Comtessa.


“Dammit.” The duke was pacing, considering for the first time the problematic logistics of moving into the dower house.


Eleanor pounced. “Worth, darling, while I appreciate your sentiments and your good intentions, there is no need—”


“I’ll skip the Oaks,” he said to no one in particular.


Jenna’s eyes widened. This wasn’t sounding as if it were going anywhere good.


“I’ll run her in the Gold Cup at Ascot instead.”


Oh no. No, no, no. The blood drained from her face. The very reason everything they did worked so well was that the duke did not run his horses at Ascot. He favored the classics, keeping his horses and his acumen firmly on the turf at Newmarket in May, Epsom in June, and then finally at Doncaster in the fall. For whatever reason, he avoided competing at Ascot altogether, and until now his absence had left Jenna free to do what she did best over those four days of racing.


If he were to compete at Ascot, he would ruin everything. Panic began to bubble up. How could Jenna ever hope to outwit the duke in such close quarters and what would no doubt be closer scrutiny? Every crooked thing she did to further her cause would rest right under his nose, no matter how hard she might try to conceal it. She would fail, and those who counted on her would suffer.


“Makes a sight more sense anyway,” Worth was muttering. “I have no idea why I didn’t consider this earlier. She’s better suited to the distance, and she’ll be rested and ready.” A gleam had crept into his eye, and a satisfied grin was stealing across his face.


“You can’t.” It was out before Jenna could call it back.


“I most certainly can.” The full weight of his stare was on her now, and Jenna became aware of the keen intelligence burning behind those coffee-colored eyes. Intelligence that she should not underestimate. “One can change one’s mind, Miss Hughes.” He paused, considering her. “My mother goes every year to watch the races at Ascot, though I suppose you already know that. I would escort her this year. However, it would seem I must spend my time in the stables instead of the viewing platforms. Have you been to Ascot with my mother before, Miss Hughes?”


“No, Your Grace.” It wasn’t quite a lie. The duchess and she usually arrived separately and remained so. They were never seen anywhere remotely close to each other.


The duke turned to Eleanor. “Had you planned to go again this year, Mother?”


“I do like to wager on the races,” Eleanor said weakly.


“Excellent. I’m sure Miss Hughes will be more than happy to accompany you in my place, since that is her job.” He said the last pointedly. “And perhaps you could even place a wager on my filly. I assure you, you won’t regret it. I believe you’ll find it quite enjoyable.”


A completely inappropriate snort of hysterical laughter threatened to erupt, and Jenna struggled to suppress it. Racing was not enjoyable. It was cutthroat and scheming and sometimes cruel. It was gritty and sweaty and dangerous and oh so rewarding when you could triumph over the odds. But there was no world that existed where the duke would expect or accept that Jenna Hughes, his mother’s paid companion, knew that.


“Is there something you wished to say, Miss Hughes?” The duke was watching her.


Panic was beginning to rise again, and Jenna quashed it. It served no purpose, other than to provoke smart people into making very stupid decisions. “Of course not, Your Grace.” She forced the reply. “I look forward to it.”


“Very good.” The duke sniffed, looking quite pleased with himself. He gave one last pointed look at the ruined hall. “I already feel better knowing that I’ll be here to help and handle anything that might come up. Now, is the gold guest room available, Mother? Or should I be on the lookout for an errant camel?”


Saints above, this was really happening. The duke was not going away. At least not tonight. He was still proudly sporting that mantle of determination and duty as though it were a new set of fine clothes. But he couldn’t possibly remain determined forever.


Could he?















Chapter 3 [image: image]



Do you suppose the duke will have me hanged?”


The Duchess of Worth had been poring over a map of Quatre Bras, bold arrows clearly illustrating the advance and retreat of English and French troops. She set it down and leveled a stern look at Jenna. “No one is going to be hanged.”


“So just transported then.”


“No one is going to be transported anywhere,” said Eleanor with an exasperated sigh.


“Have you forgotten what it is I do?” Jenna kicked the edge of the rug in frustration.


The duchess’s nostrils flared. “Dramatics do not suit you, Miss Hughes.”


“I am not being dramatic, I am being pragmatic. Every successful thief is pragmatic.”


“You are not a thief. You use a unique set of skills to recover. Recoup. Retrieve.”


“I steal.”


The duchess made a derisive sound. “No more than anyone else.”


“Except when the ton does it, it’s not called stealing. When an earl or a viscount or a marquess steals the rightfully earned income of his tailor or cobbler, it’s called entitlement.”


“That may be so, Miss Hughes, but nothing has changed from yesterday. There has always been risk.”


“Yes, but now there is a duke. And a damned principled one at that.”


“He would be pleased to hear you say so.”


“He would not be so pleased if he discovered what I do.”


Eleanor’s lips thinned but she remained silent.


“Tell me that your son would look the other way if he caught me swindling his friends and fellow peers out of their money. If he caught me fleecing his social contemporaries for what would appear to be my own gain. He wouldn’t care who I was.”


The duchess looked disturbed. “No, he wouldn’t,” she agreed quietly. “Strange, since it is the very opposite of how his father would approach a similar dilemma. Status and connection were the only things that mattered to my husband, and in his eyes, rank would excuse almost anything. And since you are connected to me, the old duke might have been tempted to overlook your transgressions. Particularly if he could personally benefit somehow. My son has a much better developed sense of right and wrong.”


Jenna groaned. “I hear Botany Bay is nice. I’ve always fancied living near the ocean. And at least the winters would be warmer.”


“Don’t be ridiculous. I’d never allow that to happen.”


“I don’t know that you’d get much of a say, Your Grace,” Jenna mumbled miserably.


The duchess returned her attention to her map, her brows furrowed. Jenna knew Eleanor did her best thinking when she retreated into her massive collection of military maps, and if there had ever been a time when the duchess’s shrewd wisdom was needed, now was it. Because the man currently sleeping in the gold guest room upstairs was going to be a problem on an epic scale, and at the moment, Jenna had no idea what to do about it.


Jenna had spent a great deal of time studying the Duke of Worth. Specifically his horses, but by default the duke as well. It was her job to educate herself about the owners and the trainers and the jockeys and who out of the lot would offer up real competition each year. It was her responsibility to know who could be bought, and for how much. Who would be willing to drug a horse, lame a horse, or ride that same horse anyway. Who could be paid to steal a horse, replace a horse, or pull a horse. In her experience everyone had his price. Everyone, that was, except the Duke of Worth.


In fact, the Duke of Worth, for all his obvious disinterest in politics and the governance of the Empire, was an unexpected leader at the tracks. He was involved with the Jockey Club and was an advocate for the development of an accurate stud book, and, to the best of her knowledge, had never accepted a bribe for anything. All things Jenna would normally admire.


But these were also things that would make her job at Ascot much more difficult.


For all his sterling qualities as a horseman, Jenna knew William Somerhall would never understand what she did. And he would never forgive her absolute disregard for the rules of the track and the dignity of thoroughbred racing in fair Britannia.


“Do you think if we get rid of the chickens, he’ll leave?” Jenna asked, trying to keep the desperation from her voice.


“I’m quite sure that will not be sufficient. Though I must admit the idea has appeal. Those damned birds are becoming tiresome. As is my supposed eccentricity,” Eleanor muttered under her breath, rifling through a pile of notes and pulling out a page. “Why do you think the Prince of Orange didn’t order square when the French cuirassiers attacked?” she asked abruptly.


“Because he was an idiot.”


“I can’t use that word in my thesis. It sounds inexpert.”


“How about uninformed?”


“No, he certainly had the information he needed to issue the appropriate order.”


“Perhaps he was distracted by the shiny tassels on his uniform?”


The duchess gave Jenna a long look.


Jenna sighed. “Perhaps unwise?”


“Better.” Eleanor crossed out a word and replaced it.


“He’ll want to see our stables.” Jenna wasn’t talking about the Prince of Orange anymore.


The duchess winced. “Yes, he will.” She tapped the edge of her quill against the table. “There is no avoiding it, but I am hoping he will be too focused on his own mounts to pay much attention to ours. When the time comes, and it will, I am confident we can explain away my horses. Sadly, I do not think we will have the same success if we try to explain away your role with the horses. You’ll need to appear to be simply my companion.”


Jenna could do that. She’d posed as Eleanor’s companion many times in the past and knew she did a damn convincing job of it. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t search for another solution to the problem that was the Duke of Worth. Every problem had a solution if one was willing to think creatively. And Jenna had always been good at creative thinking.


“What if we bought him a new horse?” Jenna demanded. “Something he could not resist racing. Something he would feel compelled to take to Epsom immediately. Lord Bering has suggested he might be selling that Eclipse colt he bought as a yearling a few years ago.”


“And how would we explain that?”


“A birthday gift?”


“His birthday is in January.”


“An early birthday gift?” Jenna was reaching.


“My son believes I can’t tell the difference between a donkey and a draft horse. He would only become more suspicious.”


Jenna cleared her throat. “Well, how about a woman to distract him then? Perhaps I could find him a mistress,” she suggested, though somehow that thought rankled.


Eleanor shook her head. “He won’t take a mistress, mostly because a mistress is an encumbrance. The last one he had was well over a year ago, and from what I understand, she could not accept that he spent more time at the track and in the barns than he did in her bed. She had a vilely destructive temper. He hasn’t had one since.”


Jenna groaned in frustration, well and truly backed into a corner with no discernible way out. “How about we get Margaret to tie him up and lock him in the dungeon until after the Cup? Please tell me the dower house has a dungeon.”


The duchess sighed in sympathy. “I believe dungeons went out of style a few centuries ago, dear.”


Jenna sank into a stuffed chair, defeated.


Eleanor watched her a moment, then approached, perching herself on the wide arm and putting a hand on Jenna’s shoulder. “We’ll find a way, Miss Hughes, and Worth will be none the wiser. We’ll set him at the accounts first. If we’re lucky, he’ll give up after a day and leave on his own.”


“And what if he doesn’t? Leave, that is?”


“Then we’ll still depart for Windsor and Ascot Heath as planned.”


“You don’t think the duke will find it suspicious that we depart so early?”


“And therein lies the beauty of my bizarre behavior. Who can explain what I do?” Eleanor’s eyes twinkled.


Jenna rubbed at her eyes. “This has the makings of an utter disaster.”


The duchess patted her on the shoulder, and her features became wistful. “I’d like to think my son would understand what it is we—you do. Maybe given enough time, maybe given enough evidence of why we do it, he would eventually even sympathize. He has a good heart—that I believe with all my soul.” Her voice dropped even lower. “But time is something we do not have the luxury of right now. And I am not close to William the way a mother should be. That is my fault, and I will regret it until the day I die. For I fear now it is too late.”


Jenna reached up and squeezed the duchess’s hand.


Eleanor cleared her throat brusquely. “I want you to keep track of Worth while he’s here. I don’t think it is in our best interests to have him wandering around the property unsupervised. If and when he starts putting two and two together, it would be better if we had some warning.”


“And what would make you think he will agree to my constant presence?”


The duchess smiled faintly. “My son has scores of women vying for his attentions, either for his money, his title, or bragging rights. But you, Miss Hughes, are an enigma, if only for your clear disregard for all three. Like any man, he’ll want to determine why.”


“That’s not true. I quite like the idea of his money.”


“But not for yourself.”


“That’s not the point.”


“That’s exactly the point, dear.” Eleanor’s expression became grave. “Now listen carefully, Miss Hughes. The duke is going to have a great number of questions, especially when he gets a look at what lies beyond those oaks out back. Whenever possible, tell the truth. I’ve always found the truth is easier to remember. Establish yourself in the role he already assumes you fill. If he digs his heels in and decides to stick this out, there is only one thing that will enable you to do what will be required in just over a week.”
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